The Good Book








19 June 2011

The lectionary reading for this morning, Trinity Sunday, is Genesis Chapter 1.  Trinity & Creation?  The clue of course is in verse 26 which reads: 

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness”

An ‘us’ and an ‘our’ referring to the ‘One God’.  This single verse kept theologians busy for centuries before Tertullianus summed it all up so neatly in 200 AD by explaining the three facets of the One God in what we now glibly call 'The Doctrine of the Holy Trinity'.  

Perhaps I ought to just say ‘Amen’ and call it quits at this point.  But instead, I am going to take my size ten hobnails where angels fear to tread.  Genesis chapter 1 seems such a good place to start on ‘The Bible’.

The books of Moses are, of course, the oldest in the Bible and the event where Moses ‘took his tablets and went up into the mountain’ is estimated to have occurred about 1,500 BCE.    

Abraham walked and talked 500 years before that – and that, in turn, was 350 years after Noah.  And of course the story of creation goes back a wee bit further than that even.

We don't actually know when the creation part of the Bible was first compiled.  Certainly the story of creation as we read it in our Bible is very similar to the ancient Mesopotamian records that predate the Pentateuch.  What we do know, is that script has been around for an awful long time.
Many people assume that the books of the Bible have simply passed down unaltered from the pens of Moses and Jeremiah - in the case of the Old Testament - and Mark and John in the case of the New. But the study of ancient manuscripts shows clearly that during the period when they could only be laboriously reproduced by hand, there was ample opportunity for error and variation to creep in.

The Bible as we know it (or correctly, biblia sacra, which means ‘holy books’), was only compiled, from a wide selection of religious texts, in 393 AD at the Synod of Hippo – and we will never know exactly why they accepted some texts and rejected others – and ruthlessly sought out some and burned them.  And when they were done, they translated their finished product into Latin and nobody bothered about the originals any more.
Then came another 1,500 years of hand copying.  Dare I slip in a story to illustrate a point?

A Pope died one day and arrived at the Pearly Gates.  St Peter welcomed him with open arms and told him that, because he had been such a good person on earth, he was to be given unrestricted access to whomever and wherever he wished in heaven.  Was there anything that he would like to do or see?

“Yes”, said the Pope.  “Do you have a reference library here?  I would love to read the original scripts of the words that were given to the prophets.  I have always wondered if anything was lost in the transmission and translation.”

Permission was granted and the Pope spent the next few millennia happily researching in the library, and all was at peace in heaven.  Then, one day, pandemonium broke loose.  The Pope came rushing out with his robes flapping round his ankles and a scroll in his hand shouting “There’s an error!  There's an error!  There’s supposed to be an ‘R’.  The word is ‘celebrate’!”  

· Errors do creep in when translating.  

· Errors do creep in when transcribing.  

· Errors do creep in when someone feels that a little bit of tweaking the original wording might clarify things a bit.

· Errors are exacerbated when making a copy of a copy.

Fast forward now to the early 16th century and the Reformation.  The Reformers called for a return to the purity of the Scriptures in their original languages - Hebrew for the Old Testament and the Greek for the New. 
That was easier said than done. Not only had these suffered similar transcription alterations as the Latin, but searching through what fragments they could find of ancient texts, they started to find quite a lot more errors.
As an example, the earliest complete copy of the Gospels found to date (circa 200 AD) has Mark’s gospel ending at chapter 16 verse 8 - with the frightened women at the tomb. There is no account whatsoever of Jesus’ resurrection experiences.  Nobody can say how and when verses 9 to 20 got there.
When the first printed version of the Bible was produced in 1516 it was the best effort of the purists to get it as right as possible but the general populace were livid that some of the verses that that they had grown to know and love were missing.  The ultra-purists in turn asked for some corrections as well.
Over the next hundred years, compromises were sought and by 1633, the printed Bible was given the fancy name textus receptus.  Official as it sounds, textus receptus is just the Latin for "the text we have got".

This is the document on which your home and pew Bible is based on.
If you are interested in reading about how our Bible came about, I would highly recommend that you read a book called ‘The Sisters of Sinai’ by Janet Soskice.  It is the story of how the oldest complete copy of the Gospels was discovered and it is a jolly good read combining travel, adventure, women’s emancipation, Bible knowledge and Presbyterianism at its best. 
Janet is Professor of Philosophical Theology at Cambridge.  
I know that the local library has it, because I just returned it.

Does this mean that our Bibles are flawed and useless?

Absolutely, positively not.

Firstly.  Please note that I have said nothing to discredit the original script.  I have merely described its torrid journey through the ages to get to us.

We started this morning at Genesis Chapter 1 and the story of creation.
How did the ancients know that the earth was without form – that it was just a zillion rocks hurtling through space?

How did they know, that if you stood on the surface of the earth when it was covered in clouds – like Venus is today – and you looked up for an awful long time as the clouds thinned, you would eventually become aware of light, long before you actually saw the sun and the moon?
How did they know that plant life started before animal life?  Or that animal life started in the sea?

Or than man was the last significant species to arrive?

And I am only just starting.  This is some script!

If we lived our lives according to the laws in here, we would have a lot better society.  I might draw the line at executing adulterers – but if we lived by God’s laws, there probably wouldn’t be so many of those either!

Secondly.  I have not stated that all the changes that have occurred over time have been made with the malicious intent to mislead us.  We cannot presume that the delegates at the Synod of Hippo did not ask for – and receive – Divine guidance.
And even more importantly, our God does not require perfect tools to do His work.  If that were the case, there would be no place for us in it.
What we have here remains:
· The world's best-selling book.  
· The world's most read book.  
· And the world's most discussed book.  
People don't argue about the deeper meanings of King Lear or MacBeth or Plato’s Republic.  People don’t take the time to explain to you why they do not accept something in the Magna Carta.  But they do about the Bible.  People dedicate their lives to understanding and interpreting this book. 
If I had ten dollars for every discussion that I have had on the shortcomings of the Bible, I would be a rich man.
This is a living book that has a power over us that no other book has.  Don’t try and suggest that all of that is sheer coincidence!
Thirdly.  The Bible will never be any more than any other book if you treat it like any other book.  The way to read the Bible is do so as part of your devotions.  Take the Bible to a quiet place and pray for the Holy Spirit to be your guide.  It is then that the pages light up and you find God speaking to you.
This IS God’s word.  But if we want to hear the voice of God speaking to us through it, we need to blend it with the teachings of the Master and ask the Holy Spirit to interpret it.

Therein lies the key.

The Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.

Amen.



