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Toolbox #3: Studying the Bible

Study the Bible.  In the Bible are the stories that form our identity as Christians, and through the Bible the Spirit of God speaks to the Church.  In the Bible are the words of Jesus, that enable us to know Jesus well enough to know how to follow!   Given that we in the United Church interpret the Bible in a somewhat different way than many churches, it is an important part of our discipleship to become “Biblically literate.”  And( regular encounter with God through the Bible has been an important source of spiritual growth since before the time of Jesus!  
This may be one of the hardest practices to provide a “toolbox” for!  In the United Church, study of the Bible can be a complicated matter.  Don’t expect it to be easy.  If you pick up the Bible and find it very hard to read and understand, it’s NOT because there’s something wrong with you!  It’s a collection of ancient literature, translated from ancient Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic.  It comes from another time and another culture.  It’s tough stuff.  

Basically, we learn to study the Bible by doing it.  Studying with a group is best, but for most of us, reading and reflecting on the Scriptures is an integral part of our private prayer.  So here are some ideas to help get you going.  

First of all, included in this “toolbox” are two sermons from early this year.  These were from the “youth focus” services on “understanding the Bible.”  They contain the basics of how we in the United Church tend to look at the Bible.  Read them over, and go ahead and ask whatever questions arise!  

Second, you may want to get some sort of a book to help you get into the Bible.  Here are some suggestions:  

The Story We Find Ourselves In by Brian McLaren.  This is part of the “new kind of Christian” series and is written by the same guy who wrote “The Secret Message of Jesus.”  He’s writing from an evangelical perspective, but the way of viewing the Scripture is not that different, in his case!  

Reading the Bible again for the First Time by Marcus Borg.  Borg is a good proponent of the new liberal/practising Christian viewpoint.  

The Serendipity Bible is a Bible that includes study questions.  These are intended for groups, but can also be used as reflection and study questions for individuals.  

Cracking the Cover by Ross Smillie is a United Church book written to help us with our Biblical literacy.  If you can find it, it’s a great introduction.  

There are others, too – let me know what you’ve found that’s helpful!  

Third, here’s a very, very old way of studying the Bible.  It depends more on prayer and intuition than on intellect, and it’s called Lectio Divina.  We’ve used a group form of this in worship on Sunday evenings, and also at the youth group’s Easter vigil.  Try following these steps: 

Lectio Divina

1.  Pick a passage of Scripture – ideally, before you ever sit down to pray and study (this avoids spending your whole prayer and study time deciding what you’ll read!  Don’t laugh.  I’ve done it).  Again, there are devotional books that provide some sort of a “lectionary” – a table of readings, usually one or two for each day.  These are sometimes very useful!

2.  Read through the passage to gain a general idea of what’s going on.  You may have to read it through a couple of times or more.

3.  Then settle yourself comfortably, ask God to speak to your heart through the Scripture passage, and read very slowly.  When you come to some part of the reading – a word, perhaps, or a phrase or a sentence – that holds your attention (some part of the reading that “stands out” somehow) stop.  
4.  Spend whatever time it takes to mull over the bit that stands out for you.  What does it mean to you?  Why do you think it caught your attention?  How does it make you feel (and don’t be dismayed if your feelings aren’t positive – it often happens!)  Is there anything it calls you to do?  Is there any particular insight it brings you?  

5.  When it seems you have reflected enough, move on.  When you reach another passage that stands out for you, stop again and repeat the reflection process.  

6.  Continue reading through the passage, stopping and reflecting as needed, until your time for study is almost over.  

7.  Then go back over your reflections in your mind, and note anything that seems particularly significant.  You may want to jot this down in a journal.  

8.  Thank God for the time you’ve spent together!  

Be aware, always, with the Bible that we are on a long-term journey here.  It may take quite a while to find understanding about a particular passage.  You may (often) come away from the Bible with more questions than answers.  This is fine – even when it doesn’t feel good.  Keep asking the questions, keep inquiring, keep searching – for those who ask, receive, those who seek, find, and to those who knock, the door will be opened!  

