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“Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism 

So today I’m beginning a new sermon series that I’m going to carry through the 

summer titled “Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism”.  It’s inspired by this 

new book: Permission Granted, Taking the Bible into Your Own Hands. 

I like doing sermon series in the summer.  It helps me to focus on a single topic 

instead of just jumping from lectionary passage to lectionary passage which is 

difficult I’m in and out so much.  But this year I was also inspired to do something 

that relates to our Vision 20/20 process.  It’s likely the two main goals that will 

come out of that process will focus on faith formation and the numerical growth 

of the church, and while you’ll hear more about those goals on June 7, I think this 

series has the potential to help with both of them.  I hope you’ll learn something 

in this series about how we read the Bible as Presbyterians, and I hope you’ll 

allow yourself to ask questions and grow and struggle as we cover some difficult 

topics like why there’s so much violence in the Bible, or why there are so many 

different portrayals of Jesus in the Bible.  And I hope the series will be formative 

for your faith when we address issues like creation and evolution, or the role of 

women, or sexuality. 

But I think the series can also help with the numerical growth goal, especially if 

you all are willing to invite your friends, especially your skeptical friends, the ones 

who can’t believe you actually go to church and believe all this stuff, because they 

might hear some things that surprise them – and they can relate to – because 

despite what they might think, it’s possible to read the Bible and have faith and 

reconcile that with evolution, or marriage equality, or women being the equal of 

men.  You see, part of the problem Christianity faces right now is we have an 

image problem.  A whole generation of young people increasingly view Christians 

as insensitive, hypocritical, judgmental, out of touch with reality, boring and anti-

homosexual.  (UnChristian: What a New Generation Thinks About Christianity and 



Why It Matters).  And the latest Pew Research Poll that came out last week 

confirms what we all know: this image problem has led to declining numbers.  The 

percentage of Americans who identify as Christian has declined by 8% in 7 years; 

Catholics and Protestants feel it the most, but evangelicals are losing numbers, 

too.  Those who say they have no religious affiliation, the infamous “nones”, now 

comprise 23% of the American population; and the number of “nones” who think 

religion is somewhat important in their lives has gone down. 

So we not only have an image problem, we have a numbers problem, too.  Which 

means that if we’re going to be serious about growing the church, we need to 

know we’re facing an uphill battle.  And I can almost assure you that there’s no 

way we’ll grow if we think cute sign messages or ads in the paper will be the 

answer to our goal, or that we’ll grow just because we say we want to grow; or 

that we’ll grow because our reason for wanting to grow is to have more people in 

the pews.  I don’t want to grow just because I want more people in the pews 

(though that would certainly be nice), I want to grow because I believe the God 

we believe in –the God Jesus introduces us too – who 

o seeks the lost  
o tends the broken,  
o puts mercy ahead of law,  
o compassion before custom,  
o forgives sinners and  
o welcomes all people to the table.  

 
The one who isn’t insensitive, hypocritical, judgmental, out of touch with reality, 
boring and anti-homosexual . . .  
 

This God who Jesus introduces us to, this God matters.  In a world that is 

increasingly divisive and fractious, in a world in which the church is increasingly 

viewed as hateful and homophobic, this God-who is none of those things- this 

God who Jesus introduces us to matters and needs to be known because this God 

has made a difference in my life and can make a difference in the lives of others, 

too.  That’s why I want to grow.  And I hope this sermon series will help people 

know this God – I hope you will invite people to this sermon series so they can 

know this God.   



So a couple of weeks ago I talked about the resurrection, and how I’m able to 

believe in the truth of the resurrection without worrying about whether the 

resurrection stories are factually and historically accurate.  I believe in the 

resurrection because I’ve seen life trump death and hope emerge from 

devastation far too many times not to believe.  

I also have very little trouble with Bible stories that are inconsistent.  For starters, 

I just don’t think about it all that much.  So in one Easter story Peter gets to the 

tomb first and in another one the Beloved Disciple make it there first; or in one 

there is 1 woman and in another there 3.  I just don’t get hung up on the details 

and let them get in my way.  Every author has a story to tell and they’re going to 

tell it in different ways.  It’s true of novels, and it’s true of the Bible.  There are 66 

books in the Bible, and there are even more authors since some of the books have 

multiple authors; and they were written over the course of hundreds of years.  

Times change, contexts change, and people change, therefore the stories can 

sometimes change.  This does not concern me. 

It didn’t concern John Calvin, either.  The reformers were not at all troubled by 

the fact that the Bible had discrepancies and errors; they took it in stride.  In 

Calvin’s opinion, discrepancies and errors were the result of the fact that God had 

accommodated to human frailty in the process of self-revelation.  That’s a fancy 

way of saying God is revealed to us in the Bible, but because it was written by 

human hands, there are bound to be errors.  The image Calvin used was God 

speaking with a lisp or stammer that we can’t always understand, so in a person’s 

attempt to write down God’s word, he (or she) got some of it wrong.   

This doesn’t mean, though, that when we read something that we know is wrong-

like the support of slavery-we can say, “Well those writers were wrong and we 

know better!”  The Biblical writers wrote for their culture and were a product of 

their culture.  That’s one of the reasons Biblical scholars look at all the how, when, 

why, and where of the text.  When was it written?  Why was it written?  Where 

was it written?  How was it written?  And how do the answers to these questions 

help inform the text and shed light on why the writer of Philemon supports 

slavery and why we can say today we do not, even though the Bible says it’s OK.  

This will be important to remember when we look at future subjects. 



On the other hand, this doesn’t mean that it’s OK for us to apply our values to the 

Bible.  Two wrongs don’t make a right.   

See, the thing is with the Bible-anyone can take a verse and twist it and distort it, 

anyone can pick a verse out of the Bible and say, “See, I told you so!”  But you 

can’t pick and choose.  You can’t pick one verse and ignore the others.  In fact, 

chances are good that the minute you find the answer you’re looking for, you’ll 

find another answer that contradicts it because the Bible isn’t as black and white 

as some people claim it to be, like the tired old bumper sticker that read: God 

said, I believe it, and that settles it.  It’s just not that simple.     

But having said all of this, I do believe the Bible is the Word of God.  Even though 

it has errors, it’s still God’s Word, and it’s the best witness we have as to who God 

is, what God does, and what God desires and doesn’t desire from the world and 

its inhabitants.  As Frederick Buechner says,  

“It is a book about life the way it really is.  It is a book about people who at one 

and the same time can be both believing and unbelieving, innocent and guilty, 

crusaders and crooks, full of hope and full of despair.  In order words, it is a book 

about us.  And it is also a book about God.  If it is not about the God we believe in, 

then it is about the God we do not believe in.  One way or another, the story we 

find in the Bible is our own story.”i 

When Jesus returned to his hometown, as he did in today’s story from Luke, the 

people were hoping to hear more than the just the reading of some really old 

words on a scroll.  They hoped Jesus’ message would have some relevance for 

them.  They wanted to find their own story in Isaiah’s story, which is the book 

Jesus is preaching on in Luke’s Gospel.  They wanted to hear something that had 

meaning for them.   

And in that way, they aren’t any different than us.  We want to find meaning in 

the Bible and its stories, too; and not just any meaning but the meaning-the 

meaning of life, the meaning of it all, the meaning of the world in the hope that 

somehow the Bible contains the answer.  But there is no “one meaning” or “one 

answer” in the Bible, and our job as listeners isn’t to decode the ancient message 

of the Biblical writers.   



Our role as listeners is to discover what God is trying to tell us here and now, so 

that it becomes God’s Word for us today.   

When Jesus returned to his synagogue to preach, he brought new meaning to the 

ancient words of Isaiah.  In fact the new meaning he brings is a little too much for 

the people -so much so that the people run Jesus out of town.  But he didn’t bring 

new meaning to Isaiah’s words by simply giving people his opinion; Jesus was 

filled with the power of the Spirit.  He turned to the Spirit for guidance.  He 

prayed.  He asked the spirit for help in the same way we do when we pray the 

prayer for illumination.  We are praying for the Spirit to shed some light on these 

ancient words and to help us find their meaning for us today. 

One of the best things we can do when reading the Bible is listen.  Sometimes, 

we’re so busy talking about what we do and do not believe that we forget to 

“listen for the Word of God as it comes to us today.”   

The Bible is very difficult to understand and very hard to manage, but then again 

so is God.  Why would we expect anything different?  There will be difficult 

subjects we grapple with in the next few weeks, and that’s OK.  It’s also OK that 

we don’t all agree.  But we do need to respect one another because all of us hear 

God’s word as it comes to us today differently.  This doesn’t mean everyone is 

right, but it doesn’t mean that everyone is wrong either.  So we’ll respect one 

another, keeping in mind that God speaks to us today, tomorrow, and always. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

    

 

i Frederick Beuchner, “Wishful Thinking: A Seeker’s ABC”, page 9. 

                                                           


