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READING SCRIPTURE IN
GLOBAL CONTEXTS

by David J. Downs and Keon-Sang An
Guest Theology Editors

LEYENDO LAS
ESCRITURAS EN
CONTEXTOS GLOBALES

por David J. Downs y Keon-Sang An
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of the Protestant Reformation. Accord-

ing to tradition, on October 31, 1517, in
a public act of protest against the practice
of selling indulgences, Martin Luther
nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the
Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. In
reality, Luther’s initial salvo was probably
far less dramatic. He did send a letter to the
Archbishop of Mainz on that date in 1517,
and in that letter Luther offered 95 state-
ments on what he called a “Disputation of
Martin Luther on the Power and Efficacy
of Indulgences.” Even before the formal es-
tablishment of the principle of sola scriptura,
a key feature of this early debate was the

T his year marks the 500th anniversary

translation and interpretation of Scripture.
In particular, Luther opened his 95 Theses
with the claim that Jesus’ call to repen-
tance in Matthew 4:17 means that the Lord
“willed the entire life of believers to be one
of repentance.” Drawing on the text-critical
and translational work of the Dutch scholar
Erasmus of Rotterdam, Luther contended
that the Latin rendering of Jesus’ words
in the Vulgate (paenitentiam factie, or “do
penance”) had encouraged an embodiment
of the Lord’s teaching through the peni-
tential practices of the church instead of
through the transformation of the entire
lives of Jesus’ followers.

de la Reforma Protestante. De acuerdo a

la tradicion, el 31 de octubre de 1571, en un
acto publico de protesta en contra de la prac-
tica de vender indulgencias, Martin Lutero
clavé sus 95 Tesis en la puerta de la Iglesia
del Castillo en Wittenberg, Alemania. En re-
alidad, la salvedad inicial de Lutero era prob-
ablemente menos dramadtica. El si mandé una
carta al Arzobispo de Mainz ese dia en 1517,
y en esa carta Lutero ofrecié 95 argumentos
a los cuales llamo “Disputa de Martin Lutero
sobre el Poder y la Eficacia de las Indulgen-
cias.” Aun antes del establecimiento formal
del principio de la sola scriptura, un elemento
clave de este debate temprano era la traduc-

Este ano marca el aniversario nimero 500

cion e interpretacion de Las Escrituras. En
particular, Lutero comenzo sus 95 Tesis con
la reclamacion de que el llamado de Jesus
al arrepentimiento en Mateo 4:17 significa
que el Sefior “quiso que la vida entera de las
personas creyentes sea una de arrepentimien-
to.” Sacando del trabajo critico del texto y de
traduccion del erudito holandés Erasmo de
Rotterdam, Lutero contendi6 que la traduc-
cion en el latin de las palabras de Jesus en
el Vulgar (paenitentiam factie, o “hacer pen-
itencia”) habia alentado una encarnacion de
las ensefnanzas del Senor por medio de las
préacticas de penitencia de la iglesia en vez de
por medio de la transformacion de las vidas
enteras de las personas que siguen a Jesus.
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It is not insignificant that both Luther’s
95 Theses and the common scriptural text
that supported the reading of Matthew 4:17
that Luther opposed were penned in Latin.
Within a few months, Luther began dis-
seminating his ideas in German, a move
that established the growing popularity
of his ideas and ensured that his protest
against church teaching would move well
beyond the confines of academic debate.
One of the most significant theological and
cultural impacts of the Protestant Refor-
mation has been the democratization of
biblical interpretation through the produc-
tion of vernacular theological writings and
translations of the Bible. Indeed, in spite

of his exceptional influence on the devel-
opment of Christian doctrine, Luther’s
most important contribution may be his
own translation of the Bible into German,
completed in 1534.

But of course the Reformation’s legacy
of producing vernacular translations of
Scripture has introduced its own set of
hermeneutical challenges. If, for example,
the vernacularization of Bible production
and interpretation means that local trans-
lations are targeted to and interpreted by
local readers, does this inhibit cross-cul-
tural dialogue and learning within “one
holy catholic and apostolic Church”?

The essays in this theology section of
FULLER magazine all suggest that
cross-cultural hermeneutics is not only
possible, but necessary and potentially
quite fruitful in the globalized world of
the 21st century. Each of these articles re-
flects on the challenges and opportunities
involved in reading Scripture in global
contexts, particularly among interpreters
informed by cultural contexts different
from their own. Taken together, these
essays represent the reflective, transforma-
tional, and gospel-centered reading prac-
tices of those who are both global leaders
and global interpreters.

No es insignificante que tanto como las 95
Tesis de Lutero y el texto escritural comun
que apoyaba la lectura de Mateo 4:17 al que
Lutero se oponia fueran escritos en latin.
En unos cuantos meses, Lutero comenzo a
diseminar sus ideas en aleman, un movi-
miento que estableci6 la creciente popula-
ridad de susideas y aseguro que su protesta
en contra de las enseilanzas de la iglesia se
moviera mas alla de los confines del debate
académico. Uno de los impactos culturales y
teologicos més significativos de la Reforma
Protestante ha sido la democratizacion de la
interpretacion biblica por medio de la pro-
duccién de escritos teolégicos vernaculos
y las traducciones de la Biblia. En efecto, a

pesar de su influencia excepcional en el de-
sarrollo de la doctrina cristiana, puede que
la contribucion mas importante de Lutero
haya sido su propia traduccion de la Biblia
al aleman, completada en 1534.

Pero por supuesto el legado de la Reforma
de producir traducciones en el vernaculo de
las Escrituras introdujo su propio conjunto
de retos hermenéuticos. Si, por ejemplo,
la vernaculizacion de la produccién e in-
terpretacion de la Biblia significa que las
traducciones locales son escogidas para e in-
terpretadas por lideres locales, ¢evita esto el
didlogo y aprendizaje intercultural dentro de
“una sola iglesia santa, catdlica y apostolica”?

Todos los ensayos en esta seccion de teologia
de la revista FULLER sugieren que la her-
menéutica intercultural no es solo posible,
sino necesaria y potencialmente muy
fructifera en el mundo globalizado del siglo
21. Cada uno de estos articulos reflexiona
sobre los retos y oportunidades envueltos
en la lectura de las Escrituras en contextos
globales, particularmente entre personas
intérpretes informadas por contextos cul-
turales diferentes al nuestro. Juntos, estos
ensayos representan las practicas de lectu-
ras reflexivas, transformacionales y cen-
tradas en el evangelio de aquellas personas
que son tanto lideres globales e intérpretes
globales.
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interests that include spiritual and
vocational formation, contextual
theology, mission theology, and
missional hermeneutics.

FULLER MAGAZINE | FULLER.EDU/STUDIO

THE CONTEXTUAL NATURE
OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION:
AN ETHIOPIAN CASE'

Keon-Sang An

rom 1999 to 2009 I taught theology and

missiology in the Horn of Africa, first

in Asmara, Eritrea, and then in Addis
Ababa, Ethiopia. As a teacher in those
contexts, I regularly observed students
struggling with Western modes of biblical
interpretation. They were often unfamiliar
with and disinterested in abstract and ratio-
nalistic hermeneutical concepts and method-
ologies. Western hermeneutics did not offer
helpful interpretive practices for these stu-
dents, especially for the local churches they
served. Furthermore, such sophisticated
hermeneutical approachesled these students
toignore their own ways of reading the texts,
neglecting practices that had been passed on
in their historical and cultural contexts.

With this recognition, I began to encourage
my students to understand the importance
of constructing their own theologies in and
for their historical and cultural contexts,
rather than simply and passively accepting
perspectives developed in different contexts.
In particular, I worked diligently with my
students in Addis Ababa to discover cultur-
ally relevant ways of reading the Bible in the
Ethiopian context. Fortunately, there was a
time-honored church tradition in Ethiopia:
the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church
(EOTC). It has developed and maintained its
own ecclesiastical tradition in the Ethiopi-
an context for almost as long as the history
of the Christian church. Significantly, the
EOTC hasits own distinctive way of reading
the Bible, which has been shaped and devel-
oped in the context of Ethiopia’s long history.

At that time, I had opportunities for fellow-
ship with the teachers of the Theological
College of the Holy Trinity, an Orthodox
seminary in Addis Ababa. I visited the
school and spoke with theology teachers
there. They were happy about my interest

in the EOTC and the theology of the church,
and they graciously helped me in my re-
search on the history and practices of inter-
pretation in the EOTC. This interaction en-
riched and transformed my own theological
perspective, especially in the area of biblical
interpretation. I came to affirm the contex-
tual nature of biblical interpretation and the
significance of tradition and context.

THE CONTEXTUAL NATURE OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION
Biblical interpretation is inherently contex-
tual. People in a particular context have a
specific way of reading, hearing, and under-
standing biblical texts. In what follows, I will
summarize several factors involved in the
contextual nature of biblical interpretation.

Social Location

Fernando F. Segovia has noted two import-
ant and closely related developments in bib-
lical criticism at the end of the 20th century.
The first is the emerging recognition of the
critical place of standpoint or perspective
in biblical interpretation. The second is the
increasing diversity of biblical interpretation
that has derived from new perspectives and
standpoints around the globe.? I would argue
that these interpretive developments are pri-
marily concerned with the contextual nature
of biblical interpretation.

In recent years, there has been a growing
recognition of the social location of the
reader and its impact on the reading of texts.
Consequently, social location has been priv-
ileged as a primary factor that determines
people’s understanding of the biblical texts.
As C. René Padilla asserts, “For each of us,
the process of arriving at the meaning of
Scripture is not only highly shaped by who
we are as individuals but also by various
social forces, patterns and ideals of our par-
ticular culture and our particular historical

situation.”® People’s social location provides
the perspective from and in which they see
and understand the biblical texts.

In this discussion, I am referring to social
location inclusively, incorporating both the
location of a society and an individual’s po-
sition in the society. Corporately, social loca-
tion includes the overall sociocultural and
historical context of a society. Individually,
social location may include “personal history,
gender, ethnicity, race, nationality, place of
residence, education, occupation, political
perspective, economic status, religious views
or commitments, and so forth.”* All of these
factors shape communal and individual
human identities and influence our inter-
pretive practices.

This perspective on social location is import-
ant because it recognizes communal and in-
dividual dimensions as significant factors.
As Michael Barram asserts, “Every interpre-
tation comes from a ‘place’ to the extent that
no interpreter can fully avoid the influence
of [his or her social location]. ... As we read
the biblical text, therefore, what we see, hear,
and value is inevitably colored by our own
situations, experiences, characteristics, and
presuppositions.”®

Segovia also emphasizes the role of flesh-
and-blood readers and their social location
in the reading and interpretation of the
Bible. He argues, “All such readers are
themselves regarded as variously positioned
and engaged in their own respective social
locations. Thus, different real readers use
different strategies and models in different
ways, at different times, and with different
results (different readings and interpreta-
tions) in the light of their different and highly
complex social locations.”® In actuality, there
is a multitude of voices reading and inter-

preting the Bible from different parts of the
world.

Church as the Interpretive Community
Hearing and reading the Bible is an inher-
ently communal event. As Justin S. Ukpong
states, “The readings are mediated through
a particular conceptual frame of reference
derived from the worldview and the socio-
cultural context of a particular cultural
community. This differs from community
to community. It informs and shapes the ex-
egetical methodology and the reading prac-
tice and acts as a grid for making meaning
of the text.”” Each and every culture has its
own way of hearing or reading and under-
standing a text. Practically, in many cul-
tures, reading or hearing the biblical texts
is primarily performed in the context of com-
munity instead of by an isolated individual
reader.

The faith community, in particular, fulfills
the role of the hermeneutical community in
the process of interpreting biblical texts. As
Scott Swain appropriately notes, “Reading is
a communal enterprise for the same reasons
that Christianity is a communal enterprise.”®
God has charged the church to “obediently
guard, discern, proclaim and interpret the
word of God.”® As God’s people, the church
is the intended addressee of the Bible. First,
the biblical texts were written and read in
the context of the community of God’s people.
As Joel B. Green notes, “The biblical materi-
als have their genesis and formation within
the community of God’s people. They speak
most clearly and effectively from within and

to communities of believers.”*°

In addition, the Bible addresses the contem-
porary church. God speaks to the church
through the biblical texts; the immediacy of
the Bible is experienced by the community

“For many years, | have made
listening to Scripture one of my
spiritual and academic disciplines.

| find that when | listen to Scripture
being read, | hear things | have
missed through ordinary reading.
During the last five years | worked
on a commentary on Ephesians (now
published in Zondervan’s Story of
God series). In addition to spending
countless hours reading the text

of Ephesians with my eyes, | also
listened to a recording of this letter
at least one hundred times. As |
did this, the language of Ephesians
became alive in new ways. | heard
words differently and discovered
connections between passages

that | had missed. Now, with my
commentary finished, | still devote
time each week to listening to the
reading of Scripture. This is a central
practice in my devotional life.”

+ Mark D. Roberts is executive director of
the Max De Pree Center for Leadership at
Fuller Seminary. Subscribe to his
e-devotional for leaders at depree.org.
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of faith. Therefore, interpretation of the Bible
is, primarily, the task of the church. Green
asserts, “The best interpreters are those
actively engaged in communities of biblical
interpretation. . . . No interpretive tool, no
advanced training, can substitute for active
participation in a community concerned
with the reading and performance of Scrip-

ture.”!t

Thus, the church is the primary context for
biblical interpretation. Importantly, local
churches all over the globe are the herme-
neutical community, as these reflect ethnic
and long-term theological traditions. They
are located in particular historical and cul-
tural contexts. Each faith community reads
or hears and understands the biblical texts
and generates practices in their particular
contexts.

Local Interpretations for the Global Church
Thus far, I have come from different perspec-
tives to a singular argument that every inter-

pretation of the Bible is contextual. All
biblical interpretation is carried
out by faith com-

munities located in particular contexts. We
interpret the biblical texts from our particu-
lar locations.

Accordingly, there are many different read-
ings of the biblical texts among peoples in
the world. As William A. Dyrness notes,
“Just as history has been replaced by histo-
ries, theology now has been replaced by the-
ologies. Each group, from its own perspective,
is reading the biblical text and finding its
own place in the story of Scripture.”*® Thus,
the task of contextual biblical interpretation
involves exploring and describing different
ways people read biblical texts in their par-
ticular historical and cultural contexts.

It is important to recognize that the contex-
tual nature of biblical interpretation is not
an obstacle. Rather, it is a valuable asset for
the biblical interpretation of the Christian
church. As Ukpong rightly points out, any

given reading appropriates only “a certain
aspect or certain aspects of a text.”® No one
way of reading the Bible can claim to ap-
propriate the totality of understanding the
biblical texts. A text has multiple aspects,
dimensions, and perspectives, which no
single reading can totally grasp. Therefore,
“the more perspectival readings of a text we
are aware of, the more dimensions of the text
are disclosed to us, and the better we can ap-

preciate it.”**

In this respect, each local interpretation
of the Bible in its historical and cultural
context can make a unique contribution to a
more holistic understanding of the Bible for
the church of God. Christians can learn from
each other’s interpretation of God’s Word.
We are being transformed by the Word of
God, and we proclaim the Word of God to

the world. In this way, we build up the body
of Christ for the glory of God. I would argue
that this is the way that the church hears or
reads, understands, and practices the Bible.
As Green asserts, if “the church is one, holy,
apostolic, and catholic,” as in the traditional
confession of the church, “there is only one
church, global and historical,”*® with the
local churches as its contextual manifes-
tations. This ecclesial unity validates local
interpretations for the global church.

THE EOTC’S READING OF ISAIAH 53:8
The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church
(EOTC)* provides a compelling historical
example of contextual reading of the Bible,
which has been shaped and developed under
the substantial influence of the EOTC’s tra-
dition in the historical and cultural context
of Ethiopia. The bibli-
cal interpretation
of the EOTC is
most practically
revealed in the
preaching of the
EOTC. As an
example, I will

analyze a sermon on Isaiah 53:8 given by
a priest of the EOTC in a local church. The
sermon centered on Isaiah 53:8 but referred
to other biblical passages, which is frequent-
ly true of sermons of the EOTC. I will give
an abstract of the sermon—which was titled
“Who can speak of his descendants?”—fol-
lowed by a discussion of the major interpre-
tive characteristics the sermon reveals.

Abstract

“Who can speak of his descendants?” (Isa
53:8) is a word of proclamation regarding
Jesus Christ. In Isaiah 53, the prophet Isaiah
prophesied about the Messiah, including his
nature, emptiness, suffering, and death. In 2
Corinthians 8:9, Paul writes that Jesus’ sacri-
ficeis all for our sake. After his resurrection,
Jesus returned to his glory. Now he reigns
in all his power and authority. Jesus Christ
is not a man, nor a prophet, nor a mediator.
John 1:1-3 declares that he was the Word,
who was with God and was God. He was with
God. He created the world. He was God. This
Word dramatically became flesh. He became
man through the Virgin Mary. The prophecy
in Isaiah 7:14 was fulfilled in Matthew 1:21.

Isaiah 53 is also significant in the story of
the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-38). He was
the financial minister of Queen Candace of
Ethiopia, who went to Jerusalem to worship
God. On the way back to Ethiopia, he was
reading Isaiah 53. Philip explained to him
the meaning of the passage and he received
Jesus Christ. He was then baptized. He was
the very next person to be baptized after the
baptism of Jesus’ disciples. Thus, Ethiopia
was the first country to receive baptism and
to read the Bible. Ethiopia took the first ini-
tiative to seek God. Later, the Ethiopian Or-
thodox Church became the Tewahido church
and, therefore, the true church. In this way,
Ethiopia laid the foundation for Christianity.

Magjor Characteristics

The preacher interprets the biblical passage
as having two historical references: the first
is Jesus Christ and the second is the event
regarding the Ethiopian eunuch. The proph-
ecy and fulfillment schema is employed as
the key interpretive approach. In this way,
the preacher highlights both the salvation of
Jesus Christ and the historical significance
of the EOTC.
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“Reading or listening to Scripture
reveals new dimensions of God'’s
character and his purposes

and motivates me to live more
fully according to his word.

It is like a daily blood transfusion
where the Holy Spirit renews

and refreshes me.”

+ Alexis D. Abernethy is professor of
psychology at Fuller's School of
Psychology, with research interests
that have focused on the intersection
of spirituality and health.
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This sermon reveals four major charac-
teristics of biblical interpretation in the
EOTC. First, it is Christ-centered. Second, it
employs a prophecy and fulfillment schema.
Third, it seeks to connect the biblical text
with the Ethiopian context. Fourth, it places
an emphasis on the practice of faith.

Christ-Centered Interpretation

Christ is the center in the preacher’s sermon,
and the text is christologically interpreted.
He states, “Who can speak of his descen-
dants?’ This verse is the word which ex-
claims on Jesus Christ.” He continues, “This
was delivered by the prophet Isaiah. He lived
in 700 BC. However, he spoke about Jesus,
his very nature, suffering, death, emptiness,
and so on, in Isaiah 53.” Then the preacher
seeks the specific implications of the text in
the New Testament. He states, “Who can
speak of his descendants?’ The story is about
Jesus Christ. Paul, in 2 Corinthians 8:9, tells
us that Jesus’ submissions are all for our
sake. The rich Christ became poor for us.
The Lord sat on a donkey. He was buried in
a human tomb. In order to make us free, he
received suffering which we were supposed
to take. Then he returned to his glory. Now
he isin all his power and authority.”

This preaching demonstrates the tradition-
al view of the EOTC on Christ. For example,
the preacher states, “He is not the one who
many people assume him to be. He is not
man. He is not prophet. He is not mediator.
Then who is Jesus? In order to know him we
need to listen to John’s teaching. According
to John 1:1-3, he was the Word. He was in the
beginning. He was with God. He created the
world. He was God. This Word dramatically
became flesh. He became man. So who is
Jesus? Jesus was the Word. What happened
to him? He became man. How did he become
man? Through the Virgin Mary. This was

prophesied by the prophet Isaiah. Glory be
to his mighty name!” This demonstrates that
the EOTC reflects the traditional teachings
on Christ of the early church.

Prophecy and Fulfillment in Christ Schema
The preacher’s interpretation of the biblical
text follows the traditional prophecy and ful-
fillment schema between the Old and New
Testaments, wherein Old Testament prophe-
cies are accomplished in the New Testament.
He states, “Isaiah 7:14 says, ‘Therefore, the
Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin
will be with child and will give birth to a son,
and will call him Immanuel.” Matthew 1:21
says, ‘She will give birth to a son, and you
are to give him the name Jesus, because he
will save his people from their sins.” Isaiah
said that ‘She will be with child and will give
birth to a son.” And the gospel writer said
that she gave birth to a son, and named him
Jesus. The prophecy was fulfilled.”

Seeking the Ethiopian Connection

In thissermon, the text is interpreted in light
of a special Ethiopian connection. For the

preacher, the verse refers to the circumstanc-
es of the Ethiopian eunuch. He asserts, “Es-
pecially, the verse “‘Who can speak of his de-
scendants?’ talks about an Ethiopian person.
This verse refers to a particular situation he

was in. He was the Ethiopian eunuch.... Let
me read you the verse which records this

truth in the book of Acts 8:26-38. The Ethi-
opian eunuch, whose name was Barosh, was

the head of finances as ordained by Candace,
queen of Ethiopia. ... The man was reading
Isaiah 53. Then he was baptized by Philip.”

The preacher then seeks the implications
of this event for the contemporary Ethiopi-
an context: “Jesus told his disciples to get
baptized after his baptism. The Ethiopian
eunuch was the very next one who was bap-

tized after that. ... The Ethiopian Orthodox
Church shared his baptism early before . . .
Therefore, Ethiopia was the first country to
receive the baptism. Ethiopia laid the foun-
dation of Christianity. ... This country still
lives by faith and will stay forever and ever.
Amen!”

The preacher continues, “He accepted
Jesus Christ before the Apostle Paul came
to Christ. He knew Jesus before the Roman
Empire and Greece. Praise be to his holy
name! Through this man Christianity came
to Ethiopia. Then later the Ethiopian Or-
thodox Church became the true church and
Tewahido church. This is the way our faith
came. Thisis our religion....Iam telling you
that Ethiopia became the first Bible-reading
country. I am telling you that Ethiopia took
the first initiative to seek God.”

Emphasis on the Practice of Faith
Throughout his sermon, the preacher is con-
cerned with the faith and life of contempo-
rary believers. He consistently repeats the
phrase, “Who can speak of his descendants?”
and applies it to contemporary Christians.
“This verse is the Word, which exclaims on
Jesus Christ. Among the generations, God
saved those who spoke of him. However,
those who did not speak of him perished.
Even today, those of us who speak of him will
be saved, but those of us who do not speak of
him will [perish]. Nevertheless, the will of
God is to save all. May God help us to speak
of him and be saved!”

He continues to advocate for the traditional
Christology of the EOTC, while bringing
this Christology into the contemporary
context. He states, “Today many believe that
Jesus is man, prophet, and intercessor. They
do not know him yet. They seem to worship
him but they are not with him.” He repeats

this affirmation and adds an exhortation for
his own generation: “Today many people
say that Jesus is prophet, man, and media-
tor as the Pharisees say. We know Jesus by
his teaching, not by the teaching of Phari-
sees. He is God the Creator. We do not doubt
him as Philip did. We believe in Jesus as
written in the Bible, not by assumption. . ..
As the disciples were with Jesus, they did
not know him. It obviously happens today
in our generation. May God give a chance of
repentance for those who went away from
his presence!”

The central message of this sermon is the
person and salvific work of Jesus Christ.
The preacher employs a christological in-
terpretation of the Old Testament text in
Isaiah. The preacher also interprets the text
as having another historical reference: the
event regarding the Ethiopian eunuch. The
preacher in this sermon seeks to highlight
the salvation of Jesus Christ as well as the
historical significance of the EOTC.

CONCLUSION

This particular sermon demonstrates the sig-
nificant influence of tradition and context in
biblical interpretation. The EOTC provides
a compelling historical example of biblical
understanding that has been shaped under
the substantial influence of the EOTC’s tra-
dition in the historical and cultural context
of Ethiopia. Just as significantly, it helps to
enrich our own understanding of God’s truth
in the Bible. m
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READING THE BIBLE IN NORTHWEST
TANZANIA IN LIGHT OF MALE

CIRCUMCISION AS AN HIV INTERVENTION

David J. Downs

months out of each year in Mwanza,

Tanzania, the second largest city in the
country, nestled on the southern shores of
Lake Victoria. We began spending half the
year in Mwanza because my wife, Jen, is an
infectious diseases physician-scientist who
does clinical medical research on the inter-
action of a freshwater parasitic infection
called schistosomiasis and the HIV virus.
Jen holds dual appointments at Weill Cornell
Medical College in the United States and its
partner institution, Bugando Medical Centre,
in Tanzania. Although now with school-
aged children we are no longer able to split
our time between Pasadena and Mwanza,
our family still spends the summer months
in northwest Tanzania.

F rom 2008 to 2015, our family lived six

As a New Testament scholar my initial ex-
perience in cross-cultural hermeneutics,
therefore, came not because of an intentional
pursuit on my part, but because I happened
to marry someone committed to the field
of global health, someone who has lovingly
dragged me halfway across the world during
sabbaticals and paternity leaves and summer
breaks. Yet the experience of reading, teach-
ing, and preaching the Bible in Tanzania has
been immensely formational for my own vo-
cation as a seminary professor. In attempting
to connect with the local contextin Mwanza,
I have regularly volunteered as a teacher at
St. Paul College, a Pentecostal Bible college
and one of the few schools in Tanzania
at which pastors and church leaders can
receive high-quality theological education.
The relationships formed with the leaders
and students at St. Paul College, along with
my learning in the classroom, have deeply
enriched my own understanding of the Bible,
my Christian praxis, and even my scholar-
ly research agenda. In this essay I would
like to describe one research project, rooted

in a commitment to and the experience of
cross-cultural hermeneutics, that I would
never have imagined when I was getting my
PhD in New Testament—but that has gener-
ated some of the most rewarding, personally
instructive, and, I hope, impactful work of
my career to this point.

READING GALATIANS?

It started in the fall of 2009. While we were
living in Mwanza, Jen returned from an
international conference that focused on
emerging strategies for HIV prevention.
She mentioned something completely novel
to me at the time, namely, that the practice
of male circumcision has the potential to
save millions of lives by preventing new
HIV infections. In the early- to mid-2000s,
several large randomized, controlled trials of
male circumcision (MC) conducted in South
Africa, Kenya, and Uganda had shown an
approximately 60 percent reduction in HIV
incidence among circumcised heterosexual
men.! The protective effect of MC is thought
to occur because of high concentrations of
cells that are susceptible to HIV infection in
the foreskin. As a result of these studies, in
2007 the World Health Organization (WHO)
recommended that MC “should be consid-
ered an efficacious intervention for HIV
prevention in countries and regions with
heterosexual epidemics, high HIV and low
MC prevalence.”®

I vividly remember wondering the next
morning, as I was out for a morning run on
a dirt trail above our apartment on Bugando
Hill, “What does it mean to read Paul’s letter
to the Galatians in a context in which male
circumcision might actually save lives?” As
a New Testament scholar, I reflected on the
apostle’s passionate and uncompromising op-
position to the adoption of male circumcision
among non-Jews in Galatia who had come to

believe in the gospel of God’s grace through
Jesus the Messiah. Paul penned the letter in
response to the arrival in Galatia of certain
Jewish-Christian teachers who had a very
different understanding of the gospel than
Paul—or who preached a completely differ-
ent gospel, as Paul angrily puts it (1:6). These
teachers were advocating Torah-observance
as a means of Gentile inclusion in the com-
munity of God’s people, the descendants of
Abraham (3:29). And while Paul’s opponents
probably encouraged Gentile believers in
Jesus to follow the entire law of Moses (cf.
4:10), it is the requirement of male circumci-
sion as a sign of identity among the people of
Abraham that particularly provokes Paul’s
ire (cf. 3:1; 5:2-4, 10-12; 6:12-13). So strident
is Paul in his opposition to circumcision for
Gentile believers that he caustically wishes
that those advocating male circumcision
would castrate themselves (5:12)!

But on the morning of my run in 2009 I had
absolutely no idea what a faithful interpre-
tation of Galatians might look like in the
Mwanza region of northwest Tanzania, a
region that fits the WHO’s recommendation
for MC to prevent HIV infections. I had read
enough in the fields of missiology and cultur-
al hermeneutics to know that the answer to
my question surely could not come from me,
a cultural outsider. So I asked several of the
leaders at St. Paul College for their thoughts
on the issue. News of the public health ben-
efits of MC was as novel to them as it was to
me, and my friends told me that the practice
of MC was never discussed in churches. We
later learned that studies in the early 2000s
had shown that rates of MC in the Mwanza
region were 18 percent for Christians.? One
major reason for this low rate of practice is
because the dominant tribe in the region
of Mwanza, the Sukuma, is traditionally
non-circumcising, has no rituals of circum-

cision, and in the past has often espoused pe-
jorative views of the practice. Another factor
is that the procedure is not widely available
at regional hospitals and healthcare centers,
and it is frequently prohibitively expen-
sive (approximately $20-25 USD) when it
is offered. Finally, in a cultural context in
which religion is a defining feature of many
aspects of everyday life, the practice of MC in
the region is deeply influenced by religious
identity. One study indicated that among
Muslim adolescent males in the Mwanza
region 61 percent were circumcised, com-
pared with 18 percent of Christians.*

Yet the leaders at St. Paul College had ex-
perienced—in ways that I have still only
glimpsed—the tremendous pain and suffer-
ing that the HIV/AIDS crisis has brought to
their communities. They were eager, there-
fore, to think creatively about ways in which
Christian churches might address the moral
and healthcare crisis of the HIV epidemic.
Asaresult of these initial conversations with
our Tanzanian friends, Jen and I applied for
and received a collaborative research grant
from the Association of Theological Schools
for a project entitled “New Creation Is Ev-
erything” Christian Identity, Male Circum-
cision, and HIV/AIDS in Northwest Tanza-
nia.” We gathered a team of leaders from the
college—Lucas Fuunay, Mary Fuunay, Mary
Mbago, and Agrey Mwakisole—and the six
of us worked together every step of the way
to design and implement the project.®

Our goal for this collaborative research
project—located at the intersection of the
fields of biblical hermeneutics, theological
education, qualitative medical research, and
public health—was to develop resources that
might equip pastors and church leaders in
Mwanza to address the public health bene-
fits of MC from a theologically and medical-
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ly informed perspective. Influenced by the
writings of South African biblical scholar
Gerald West, we were committed to devel-
oping a dialogical hermeneutical approach
that fostered a mutually informative ex-
change between ordinary, untrained readers
and the trained members of our study team.®
We also believed it was important to map
local perceptions of MC among Christians
before working to develop any resources for
these communities. In order to assess these
perceptions, we gathered ten single-gender
focus groups at local Protestant churches
for discussions that lasted between one and
two hours. The groups were divided evenly
between men and women, as well as urban
and rural settings. Focus group questions
centered on perceptions of MC, the role
of religion, tribal identity, and gender in
making decisions about MC, and the nature
of the Bible’s teaching about MC. Sessions
concluded with a contextual Bible study of
Galatians 5, based in part on a method of
study pioneered by Gerald West and others
at the Ujamaa Center in South Africa.”

Our focus group study was instructive in
many ways.® It verified that tribal identity
and religious identity were the primary de-
terminants of MC. Specifically, Christians
in the Mwanza region frequently reported
perceiving MC as a Muslim practice that
should therefore be avoided by followers
of Jesus. As one urban female participant
succinctly framed the issue, “Even if we
say many ethnic groups ... don’t circum-
cise, you will find . . . the Muslims in those
ethnic groups have been circumcised but the
Christians have not been circumcised.” The
distinction between Christians and Muslims
vis-a-vis the practice of MC was occasionally
framed in theological terms, as was seen in
the comments of two participants:
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“In the Christian churches we teach people
mainly about the spiritual life alone, but the
body we leave behind” [semi-urban female].

“|The Christian] is concerned with spiritual
matters rather than with physical matters.
That does not apply to the Muslim. The
Muslim is very much concerned with phys-
ical matters and he talks more about issues
of cleanliness rather than stressing spiritual
issues...when his body is clean that is when
he is noticed by God. It is not like that for a
Christian, he says God deals with the heart”
[semi-urban male].

Moreover, participants in the focus groups
frequently indicated that MC was perceived
as a practice for the sexually promiscuous,
or as unnecessary since they were taught in
their churches to focus on “circumcision of
the heart.” One semi-urban male reflected
this view clearly: “Our goal is not to enhance
promiscuity; our goal is.. .. to build our youth
in good Christian faith and to live in it and
to be patient to get your partner. For us it is
meaningless that it [MC] reduces [HIV trans-
mission| because we do not teach our chil-
dren to be promiscuous.” Only one out of 67
participants had ever heard MC discussed at
church, but nearly all Christian parishioners
were eager for their churches to address MC
and the vast majority felt that MC could be
consistent with their faith.

On the basis of our focus group research,
our study team developed a contextually
appropriate theological curriculum (in
Kiswahili) designed to educate pastors and
church leaders to guide their congregations
in discussions of Christian identity and MC
as a public health issue. Our curriculum
addressed many of the obstacles that might
limit Christian support for the practice, in-
cluding beliefs that Christians should focus

on “spiritual circumcision,” concerns about
promoting sexual immorality, and confusion
about whether the Bible supports or disal-
lows the practice of MC for believers.

Aspart of our curriculum, our team offered a

reading of Galatians that could be employed

by Tanzanian church leaders and theolog-
ical educators to promote the very practice

that Paul so strongly opposes. Our reading of
Galatians is contextualized in light of MC as

an effective HIV/AIDS intervention in East

Africaandisrooted in the apocalyptic nature

of the epistle. Paul’s opponents (and perhaps

Paul himself at an earlier point in his life;

see Gal 5:11) were advocating circumcision

as a means of Gentile entry into the family
of Abraham, a religious position indicative

of a worldview in which Torah is central and

the cosmosis defined and divided according

to the antinomy of circumcision and non-cir-
cumcision, Jew and Gentile.

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is an attempt
to explode that particular binary cosmology.’
Following Paul’s experience of the revelation
of God’s son (1:16), the old world—with its
antinomies between Jew/Gentile, circum-
cision/uncircumcision, law/not-law—was
obliterated by the cross of Jesus Christ. This
leads Paul to declare twice in Galatians that
the antinomy of circumcision and uncircum-
cision has ceased its world-defining role. In
6:14, for example, Paul explains that in light
of the cross of Christ, the old way of structur-
ing the cosmos and human social relations
within it, through the governing binary of
circumcision/uncircumcision, has been cru-
cified to Paul—and Paul to this cosmos (cf.
5:6). In Paul’s apocalyptic perspective, there-
fore, Christ-believers in Galatia must not
submit to the rite of circumcision because
the practice, in that particular context,
denies the invasive, world-shattering power

of the gospel and reflects a cosmology char-
acteristic of “the present evil age” (1:4) rather
than the new creation effected in the cross of
Jesus Christ.

Given this apocalyptic reading of Galatians,
an appropriate Christian embodiment of
Paul’s message in Tanzania in light of the
realities of the HIV/AIDS crisis would, it
seemed to us, encourage the very practice
that Paul discourages, while also standing
with Paul in his apocalyptic view of the
world. Apocalyptic eschatology has fun-
damentally to do with the conviction that
in the present time God has inaugurated a
liberating war against the powers that have
enslaved humanity and set the world in op-
position to God—powers that Paul elsewhere
identifies as sin and death (see esp. Rom 5-7).
In the context of the Galatian controversy,
Paul presents circumcision as problematic
in part because the law that prescribed the
practice was itself involved in the enslave-
ment of humanity (3:23-25; 4:3-5, 21; 5:18).
Since “neither circumecision nor uncircum-
cision” is anything, an insistence that un-
circumcision is mandated for Christians as
a faithful interpretation of Paul falls victim
to the same cosmological binary that Paul
works so hard to challenge in Galatians.

Thus, we suggested that, from a theological
perspective informed by Paul, circumcision
as an identity marker for God’s people or a

“Reading Scripture is one of the primary ways we resist
conforming to this world and instead are transformed

by the renewal of our minds (Romans 12:2). Scripture reshapes
and reorients our perspectives, attitudes, and values in

light of who God is and what God has done for us so that the
way we live reflects our truest worship to God.”

+ Ahmi Lee is assistant professor of preaching at Fuller Seminary. She brings
a rich multicultural background to her research and teaching.

means of defining the world is not a viable

option for those who read Galatians as Chris-
tian Scripture. Yet that conclusion paves

the way for a consideration of the role that

advocacy of the practice of MC might play
in a robust theology of embodied existence.
Elsewhere in the curriculum we suggested

that God’s care for the health and wholeness

of the physical body is an integral part of the

New Testament’s witness (see, e.g., Jesus’
ministry in the Gospels of healing the sick,
lame, blind, etc.; John 7:23; 1 Cor 6:13-14,
19-20; 7:34; 15:1-58; 2 Cor 7:1; Eph 5:29-30;

1 Thess 5:23). Therefore, to the extent that

male circumcision offers numerous health

benefits to Tanzanian Christians (not

limited to HIV prevention, but also including

the prevention of infant urinary tract infec-
tions and some types of cancer, as well as the

reduction of other sexually transmitted in-
fections), the practice can be supported not as

a badge of identity for male inclusion within

the local church, but as a public health inter-
vention that has the potential significantly to

diminish the loss of life, dignity, and power

associated with the HIV epidemic.

PHASE TWO: ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF

THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION

In July of 2014, we held an all-day educa-
tional seminar for over 200 male and female

church leaders in the Mwanza region. So en-
thusiastic was the response to the teaching

that, toward the end of the session, the group

erupted in laughter and applause when one
pastor stood up and loudly proclaimed, “We
are ready! Let us line up to be circumcised
today!”

Unfortunately, at the time of the seminar we
did not have the funding or the approval to do
anything more than encourage these pastors
and church leaders to bring the information
back to their congregations. But just a few
months later, two significant developments
allowed us to take an encouraging next step
in the work we had started. First, Jen, Agrey
Mwakisole (one of the initial study team
leaders and later a DMiss student in Full-
er’s School of Intercultural Studies), Samuel
Kalluvya, and I were awarded a Grand Chal-
lenges Grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation for a project entitled “From Ob-
stacles to Opportunities for Male Circumci-
sion in sub-Saharan Africa.” The goal of this
project was to assess whether harnessing
the influence of churches, including making
use of the curriculum our team had devel-
oped, would increase uptake of MC in the
Mwanza region. Given recent estimates that
every 5-15 male circumcisions prevent one
HIV infection, increasing male circumcision
rates nationwide in Tanzania from about 30
percent to 50 percent could prevent approxi-
mately 200,000 HIV infections in Tanzania
alone. Second, it so happened that just as we
were awarded the Gates grant, the Tanzani-
an Ministry of Health announced a plan to
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offer free circumcision to men throughout
the Mwanza region. The physician charged
with overseeing this government-backed
circumcision outreach campaign was a col-
league and friend of Jen’s at Bugando Hospi-
tal, so our team was able to partner with the
government’s campaign, which allowed us
to conduct a large, cluster randomized trial
involving 56,000 men in 16 villages who were
circumcised during the campaign.

The governmental MC campaign brought a
team of clinicians to perform free male cir-
cumcisions in two to three villages at a time.
The campaign provided male circumcision
and voluntary HIV counseling and testing
to between 100 and 200 men per day, and
typically remained in a village for three to
six weeks until demand for circumcision
decreased. Our project aimed to assess the
effectiveness of working with local church
leaders to promote the practice of MC among
Christians. Eight villages received the stan-
dard MC outreach activities provided by the
Tanzanian Ministry of Health, and eight
villages were randomly assigned to receive
additional education for local church leaders
based on the curriculum that our team had
earlier developed. The primary outcome
for the study was the percentage of males
in a village who were circumcised. Second-
ary outcomes were the reasons that males
cited for seeking circumcision and reli-
gious leaders’ perspectives on circumecision.
Crucial to the success of the project at this
stage was Mwakisole’s tireless and effec-
tive work to partner with local pastors and
church leaders in villages that received the
supplementary education.

Our findings were exciting and highly sig-
nificant.!'° In the villages that received the
additional education provided by Mwakisole
and his team, 52.8 percent of males were
circumcised (30,889/58,536). In the control
villages that simply received the standard
Ministry of Health outreach, 29.5 percent
of males were circumecised (25,484/86,492,
odds ratio 3.2 [95 percent confidence in-
terval, 1.4-7.3], p=0.006). In intervention
villages, 32.4 percent of men indicated that
they sought circumcision because of discus-
sions in their churches, compared with 0.7
percent in control villages (p<0.001). In focus
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group interviews after the completion of the
campaign in their villages, church leaders
in intervention villages reported feeling
empowered to discuss male circumcision
with their congregations. This sentiment
was summarized poignantly by one female
leader, “What I ask is that Christian reli-
gious leaders should teach a society to uptake
male circumcision.” Our study showed that
equipping and empowering Tanzanian
church leaders to address medical issues
with their congregations has the potential
to make a significant positive impact on
participation in public health interventions.
We believe that drawing on the power of re-
ligious leaders to promote healthy behavior
among their congregants is an innovative
concept for health promotion throughout
sub-Saharan Africa.

CONCLUSION

By the end of our project—or at least the most

recent iteration of it, as we are continuing

to explore ways to build upon our previous

work—we had come a long way from the

question, “What does it mean to read Paul’s

letter to the Galatians in a context in which

male circumcision might actually save

lives?” Or perhaps we realized that what

seemed like a reasonably simple query could

not adequately be answered without careful

attention to a cluster of related issues such as

cultural hermeneutics, ecclesiastical practic-
es, Christian identity in a pluralistic setting,
strategies for the promotion of public health

measures, qualitative research methods,
and the relationship between theology and

medicine. I have certainly come to see that

reading Scripture in a cross-cultural setting

can be an immensely challenging yet deeply
rewarding experience.

And biblical interpretation can be an ex-
tremely important aspect of public health
policy in sub-Saharan Africa. Without
specific appeal to Paul’s theology, Musa
Dube, one of the leading prophetic voices
working to encourage the church in Africa
and worldwide to confront the reality of the
HIV/AIDS crisis, has referred to “the HIV
& AIDS apocalypse,” suggesting that the
disease “functions like an apocalyptic text,
vividly revealing all the current social in-
justices, and exposing the perpetrators and

the plight of the oppressed.” According to
Dube, HIV/AIDS is an “apocalyptic text” in
that it calls for hope in and work toward a
better world and that it unveils the poverty,
injustice, and racism that figure in the
spread of the epidemic. Our team has sug-
gested that Galatians is an apocalyptic text
of life that has an important role to play in
the battle against this “apocalyptic text” of
death. We ought to do all we can to restore
dignity to those living with HIV/AIDS and
also to prevent the spread of the disease to
more people worldwide, all of whom are
created in God’s image. As the apostle Paul
himself says at the conclusion of his letter to
the Galatians, “So then, whenever we have
an opportunity, let us work for the good of
all, and especially for those of the family of
faith” (Gal 6:10). m
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HERMENEUTICS FOR

THE AFRICAN CENTURY

Stephanie L. Black

et me say first that I write this as an ob-

server and a guest, a Westerner who has

taught biblical studies in sub-Saharan
African theological colleges for more than a
decade. I am deeply indebted to the abilities,
passions, and commitments of my African
colleagues. They have helped me see God
at work in and through our institutions and
our students, and they have taught me more
about the gospel than I ever would have
grasped from my own limited viewpoint.
But along with my colleagues, I have strug-
gled with the gap between what happens
in our classrooms and what happens when
our students return home. We painstak-
ingly train students to understand and use
the Bible, honing their skills in grammati-
cal-historical exegesis and helping them ar-
ticulate a careful, reasoned understanding
of the meaning a biblical author intended to
communicate to his original audience. But
when our students return to their home
churches, many in their congregations
find little interest in this way of reading
the Bible. The students’ more scholarly
contributions may even be met with scorn
by congregations longing for a fresh and
active word from God, a word spoken by
God through the Bible directly to their own
situations. In fact, some consider our stu-
dents “unspiritual” because their reading
of the Bible seems to lack spontaneity and
immediacy. Emmanuel Obeng has said that
in Ghana, for instance, “It is commonplace
to hear statements that there is no need to
prepare for sermons; the Holy Spirit will
give utterance to the anointed people of God
at the time of delivery.”*

While there are many factors contributing
to this mismatch between theological class-
rooms and the church, one thread leads
back to the 20th-century history of evan-
gelical missions in sub-Saharan Africa.

Many of the current Bible colleges and sem-
inariesin Africa were established with the

involvement of Western missionaries who

came with pre-formed understandings of
biblical truth. Other African training insti-
tutions have been influenced by the ethos

that these missionaries helped to create. As

amissionary myself, I've heard a good deal

of well-intentioned discussion about the

need to enculturate the Bible for African

audiences. Certainly, many early mission-
aries took bold and insightful steps to reach

across cultural divides. Unfortunately,
what sometimes slipped through unnoticed

was that the biblical message, in its ancient

Near Eastern, Jewish, and Greco-Roman

settings, had already been interpreted

and selectively enculturated for Western

readers. None of us is the recipient of an

objective or “pure” reading of the biblical

text or has a culturally neutral perception

of the gospel, an objective reading that we

might then dressin African clothes. We all

pick and choose what we notice in Scrip-
ture based on our own needs and interests.
We all make sense of what is written in the

Bible by filling spaces in the text with our
own understanding and experiences. Too

many early missionaries, however, not only
taught their interpretations of the Bible as

though they were of equal authority to the

texts themselves, they also enshrined their
methods of approaching and reading the

Bible—that is, their hermeneutics—as the

definitive way to perceive how God speaks

to us in and through Scripture.

To unpack this a bit more, we can use a
hermeneutical paradigm drawn from
the “sender-message-receiver” model
of communication. Applying this para-
digm to the Bible, scholars speak of an
“author-text-reader” model, in which the
author is the human author of a biblical
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book speaking in his own time to his orig-
inal audience, the text is the Bible as we
have it in written form, and the reader is
us, the contemporary audience. (God, the
divine author of Scripture, is understood to
be active by means of the Holy Spirit in all
three components of this model.) Through
the centuries Christians have placed dif-
fering emphases on the relative roles of
authors, texts, and readers as they have
read the Bible and sought to hear God’s au-
thoritative revelation.

Through most of the late-19th and
20th centuries, biblical scholars in
Western universities found their
academic discipline dominated
by an approach to the Bible that
focused on the author-text end of
this model. The goal of peering
behind biblical texts to explore
the historical world of the author
and the author’s community
tended to supersede interest in the
text itself as the Word of God, and
often this approach even preclud-
ed such an interest. Confronted
with the skepticism about God’s
role in producing biblical texts
that accompanied this “histori-
cal criticism,” more theologically
conservative scholars began to

use the “grammatical-historical

method” in interpreting the Bible.

This is a more text-centered

subset of historical criticism that focuses
on the text as a product of the author and
his historical age, while leaving room for
belief that the human authors who wrote
biblical texts were divinely inspired. Such
an author-text approach allowed evangeli-
cal scholars to engage in academic study of
the Bible. But it also kept their attention on
the author-text side of the hermeneutical
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equation, rather than the text-reader side.
Even today, or at least until very recently
with the renewed interest in theological
hermeneutics, evangelical hermeneutics
textbooks tend to say more about how to
recover historical author meaning in a bib-
lical text than about how to make living
connections between the text and contem-
porary readers.

In addition, African
biblical scholars trained in Western theo-
logical institutions have often been influ-
enced, even unconsciously, by the histor-
ical approaches they learned there. As
David Adamo puts it, “Although one appre-
ciates the opportunity to study in many of

these great Western universities and sem-
inaries, one thing is certain, the overseas
training in biblical studies and theology is

one of the ways by which African biblical
scholars have been colonised.”® As a result,
mission-related Bible colleges and semi-
naries may continue to reflect primarily
Western approaches to, and assumptions
about, interpreting the Bible, even when
the teaching faculty and institutional lead-
ership have been nationalized.

Am I advocating a rejection of historical

and grammatical study of
the Bible? By no means. But
a more comprehensive ap-
proach to biblical interpreta-
tion that takes into account
the author, the text, and
the reader in God’s choice
to communicate with his
human creatures through
written revelation moti-
vates a more profound
and honest look
at how reading
takes place and
who the Bible’s
readers are.
Gordon Fee and
Douglas Stuart
remind us
that “whether
one likes it
or not, every
reader is at
the same time
an interpret-
er.”® Or, as W.
Randolph Tate
says, “Readers
always wear
tinted glasses
and make sense
of a text accord-
ing to the par-
ticular shade of
the lenses.”* The point is that readers have
always been involved in making sense
of the Bible, even when they mistakenly
believed their understanding of biblical
texts to be objective or absolute. Through
much of the history of evangelical missions
in sub-Saharan Africa, it was Western
readers interpreting the Bible for their
African converts. My point is that African
readers—and especially today’s African

biblical scholars—have an important con-
tribution to make to our understanding of
biblical revelation by offering a different set

of lenses through which to encounter God’s

truth in Scripture.

As it happens, Western evangelical bibli-
cal scholarship has in recent years moved
beyond its focus on author-text approaches
and begun to explore more reader-centered
ways of approaching the Bible. In light of in-
creasing global and cultural awareness and
a growing value placed on the contributions
of diverse viewpoints, Western scholars are
eager to hear the insights that biblical in-
terpreters in Africa and elsewhere in the
Majority World bring to our understanding
of God’s revelation. The door is wide open
to the voices of African readers of the Bible.
But ironically, little has been produced thus
far by evangelical African biblical scholars
about ways to engage the reader’s view-
point in biblical interpretation. What has
appeared comes largely from university
circles in South Africa and beyond, inter-
preters who may express suspicion of the
Bible itself as an inherent source or tool of
imperialism, patriarchy, and oppression.®
This suspicion runs counter to evangelical
convictions about divine revelation and
the Bible’s unique authority. In fact, the
association of reader-centered, contextual
interpretations of the Bible with these more
ecumenical practitioners may have tainted
such hermeneutical approaches with a

“liberal” label that inhibits their use by more
conservative biblical scholars in Africa.

How might we envision an evangelical
African biblical interpretation that takes
seriously the divinely inspired authority of
authors and texts, while acknowledging the
role of readers in completing the process of
God speaking? In bringing their insights
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