LEADERS’ NOTES

Bible in the Life of the Church’
project

Study Notes for a Five Session course to be
used in conjunction with the survey
questionnaire.

Background — the questionnaire is being used as part of the overall project and seeking
to give a picture of how ordinary Christians in a number of parts of the Communion see
and use the Bible. These guidance notes contain suggestions of how as a province,
diocese or parish you might wish to use both the results from the questionnaire and the
issues it is seeking to identify as a means of deepening the nature of our engagement
with Scripture. What we are primarily looking at with this exercise is the process of our
engagement rather than the end product or fruits of our study. In theology speak this is
called hermeneutics — “the science and methodology of interpreting texts, especially the
books of the Bible”.

Overview — the questionnaire needs to be completed by those wishing to participate in
the course but might helpfully also be completed by others in your group even if they
are going no further with the exercise than this. The more people who complete the
questionnaire the better the overall picture that will emerge in relation to your group. In
order to offer a reasonably accurate statistical feedback to you we need to have one of
the following:

» atleast 50 completed survey forms; or
» at least half the normal Sunday attendance.

As the questionnaires need to be returned to York, England for analysis it is probably
better — if you can arrange this — for people to complete the questionnaire at the same
time and in the same place so that they can be collected in and sent to York.

The feedback from York will take between 4-6 weeks to be returned to you once the
survey questionnaires have been posted by you. We therefore suggest that this is taken
into account in setting the date for the final session — Session 5.

The questionnaire takes approximately 15 minutes to complete and you will need to
allow up to 6 weeks to receive the analysis.
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Session 1 — recognising the influences on the way each one of us reads
Scripture

We all come to Scripture with all kinds of personal influences on the way we read and
hear what is written there. Often we take these influences for granted but they act as
lenses through which we engage with the Scripture and lenses can magnify what we see
but they can also blur our vision.

The exercise Personal influences on reading the Bible is a way of attempting to identify
some of these influences and thereby be more conscious of their effects on the way we
read Scripture. The suggestion is that the exercise is used as a way of both identifying
these influences in us but also of sharing some of our story in relation to Scripture with
others in the group. So, a possible outline for the session would be:

» Introduce the exercise possibly by sharing some of the personal influences in
your life;

» Give everyone the questionnaire asking him or her to fill it in for themselves but
stressing the words in the second paragraph, “you will not be asked to share
anything that you do not want to!” This is likely to need 15-20 minutes to allow
people time to think through these questions.

» Ask the group to form 2’s or 3’s and for each person to share some of the most
significant influences they identified. Give each person 5 minutes [one of the
others or the other to act as time keeper and let them know when they have 1
minute left]. The other/s are simply asked to listen. Then after each person has
spoken get the group to see if there are common influences or very different
ones.

» After about 10 minutes ask the groups to share particularly the answers to the
‘Looking back’ and Looking forward’ sections. This could well need 15 minutes.

» Finally, bring the whole group together and start to look for common threads
and things that surprised people in doing the exercise then, perhaps using a flip
chart to record the answers, ask the group for any response to the last question
about things they might want to change to become a more adequate reader of
the Bible. Keep these answers so they can be looked at again in Session 5.

» End the session with a time of quiet reflection on what emerges and an
opportunity to seal these changes in quiet prayer before closing the session
formally in prayer.



LEADERS’ NOTES

Session 2 — what is the text saying to us?

For this session and the next you will need to have certain parts of the questionnaire
available. For this session you will need Section 1 — the Bible passage and the two sets of
questions.

This Section of the questionnaire was seeking to identify where the attention of the
reader was directed as they heard or read the passage. There are three areas of focus
identified in the questions — these are perhaps best summed up in question 7 in the
second set of questions:

» Did they focus on the world of the original writer (his mind, his context and the
response of those who first read or heard the story)?

» Did they focus on the world of the story (this was based on the writer’s own
historical world the story also invited us to imagine a new world of God’s
Kingdom)? or

» Did they focus on the world of the contemporary reader who is a follower of
Jesus today?

[See some illustrations of the significance of these different areas of focus in the box at
the end of this session’s notes]

Both sets of questions ‘force’ an answer on one of these areas of focus that, to some,
will have felt difficult or even unfair to choose. What it is seeking to illustrate is that
when we read Scripture we are being presented with all three of these areas of focus
and we have to somehow hold them all together. This session is seeking to tease out
that issue and how we therefore approach Scripture. So, a possible outline for the
session would be:

» Read the passage together twice leaving a space between the two readings so
people can reflect on it.

» Ask the group to form 2’s or 3’s and look at the first set of questions in Section 1.
Tell them it does not matter if they cannot remember how they answered them
when they originally filled in the questionnaire. Ask them now to identify the two
questions they found easiest to answer straight away and the two that were the
most difficult. Why were they easy or difficult? Give the 2’s and 3’s up to 15
minutes for this exercise.

» While people are still in these 2’s or 3’s ask them to turn to the next set of eight
questions that ‘forced’ a choice of an answer. Again, ask them to explore the
same question as before —the two they found easiest to answer, the two they
found most difficult. Why were they easy or difficult? Give the 2’s or 3’s a further
15 minutes for this exercise.

» Bring the small groups back into plenary and go around seeing which questions
were easy and which difficult. Is there agreement or did different people find
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different questions easy or difficult? What challenges does this raise for the way
we read Scripture?

» At this point it might be important that you, as leader, offer some insights into
the 3 different areas of focus that we might have as we read Scripture. Perhaps
question 7 in the second set of questions is a good starting point. This might
already have emerged in the small groups and/or in the reporting back and
discussion in the large group. But the practical questions from the point of view
of the processes we use to engage with Scripture are:

o Do we recognise that there are three areas of focus?

o How is each area of focus enriching the reader?

o Does it matter that we recognise and identify these three areas?

o Ifit does matter, how do we hold each of these areas together as we
ready and understand Scripture?

» End the session by reading the passage again aloud and slowly asking each
member to ‘listen’ with as wide a focus as possible.

Examples of the significance of the different areas of focus:

» Inthe passage in the questionnaire [Mark 9:14-29] a belief in evil spirits would have been
widespread and more straightforwardly acceptable to a 1st century audience than to a
modern one.

» What difference does it make to read the story of the Pharisee and the Publican [Luke
18:9-14] through the eyes of a 1st century audience who may have help Pharisees in high
regard compared to 21st century Christian audiences who come to the story having been
taught to despise Pharisees?

» There are variations in the Gospels that highlight the difference between focus 1 and 2 -
eg. Why is the time of the Last Supper different in the Synoptics from when it happens in
John? Why does the Jesus of John speak entirely differently from the Jesus of the
Synoptics?
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Session 3 — what kind of text are we reading?

For this session you will need Sections 2 and 3 of the original questionnaire available.
These questions seek to explore the nature of Scripture in terms of what people believe
the Bible to be (Section 2) and the way we understand the ‘stories’ it records. This
session is likely to raise some of the most difficult questions for the group especially if
there is a range of answers to the questions posed.

As the person leading the group you may want to have given some thought to the
following issues that are likely to come up in discussion:

>

>

>

What are the different genres of literature in Scripture and do we engage with
them in different ways? For example poetry, history, letters, prophecy etc.
What do we mean when we speak of the Bible as authoritative, trustworthy,
reliable and holy?

What might we mean by using different words to describe the narrative sections
of Scripture? For example, fiction, story, truth.

This session is seeking to tease out some of these questions that often, ordinary
Christians are not encouraged to ask. So, a possible outline for the session would be:

>

If you feel that this session might be uncomfortable for some of your group it
might be good to acknowledge this at the start pointing out that the aim of the
course, as a whole, is to explore our processes of engagement and sometimes
that will take us out of our personal comfort zones.

Ask the group to form 2’s or 3’s and look at the questions in Section 2. Again, tell
them it does not matter if they cannot remember how they answered them
when they originally filled in the questionnaire. Ask them now to identify those
questions where they would ring either strongly agree or strongly disagree. Get
them to compare their responses with the other/s and where there are
differences try to explain their strength of belief. Give the 2’s and 3’s up to 15
minutes for this exercise.

While people are still in these 2’s or 3’s ask them to turn to Section 3 and do the
same exercise in relation to those they would answer as definitely happened and
definitely a story. Get them to compare their responses with the other/s and
where there are differences try to explain their strength of belief. Give the 2’s
and 3’s up to 15 minutes for this exercise.

Bring the small groups back into plenary and go around seeing how different 2’s
and 3’s responded to these questions. Is there agreement or did people answer
differently? What challenges does this raise for the way we read Scripture
especially in Church or in a group?

After a reasonable time for open discussion ask the whole group which questions
in both sections they answered as ‘not certain’. Again, is there agreement or is it
clear that different questions are raised for different people?
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At this point it might be appropriate and helpful if you, as leader, say something
about both different genres of literature in Scripture and about the way we
might use words like story or fiction.
The practical questions from the point of view of the processes we use to engage
with Scripture are:
o Does it matter if we do not all need share the same beliefs about the
Bible?
o How do we listen more carefully to those whose beliefs differ from our
own so that we can understand them better?
o What is the most helpful language to use when we talk about the ‘stories’
within Scripture?
Before ending the session you may want to ask the group to suggest a passage of
Scripture that you can study together in Session 5 — read through the guidance
notes for the Session so you can suggest the type of passage the group could
explore to put into practice what they have been learning.
End the session by having a time of quiet for 5 minutes. During that quiet suggest
to the group that they identify one positive thing they have discovered in
someone else’s view of Scripture that is markedly different from their own and
to thank God for this insight.
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Session 4 — from theory to practice

This session provides an opportunity to put into practice what has come up in the
course so far by having a Bible study together. The group has been exploring different
aspects of the way we engage with Scripture that can be applied in this study. The
suggestion is that you undertake a study and then reflect on the processes you used.

The passage chosen for the original questionnaire — Mark 9:14-29 — was deliberately
chosen. It was a story about Jesus [as opposed to teaching by Jesus]; Jesus and his
disciples were central to the plot [we as disciples might learn from them]; it was about
healing [easy for us to understand]; it was miraculous [how do we understand miracles
today?]; and it raised other questions that occur as we read a C1st document in the
C21st.

So for this session, choose another story from the Gospels with similar attributes and to
study that as a group.

It might be helpful to begin the Bible study by reading this passage aloud twice with a
break of 2 minutes in between and then asking these three questions:

» What do you think the Gospel writer was trying to say in the way he wrote the
story?

» How do you think the people in the story were affected by the events that took
place?

» What do you think the story has to say to us, the reader, today in our situation?

At the end of the Bible study look again at the answers you recorded at the end of
Session 1. How do people feel about these now that you have reached the end of the
short course?

Finally, ask each group member to think about the following question:

» What is the most important thing that | have learned over the past four sessions
so that we can read the Bible together in a better way?

Invite the group to share their answers — if they wish to — and allow them to be heard
and received before closing the session with a time of quiet reflection and a prayer.
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Session 5 — what the main questionnaire told us about the way we see
and use the Bible.

Background to Session 5 - This session needs to be planned at least six weeks after the survey
questionnaires have been sent off to York, England for analysis. It will enable the group to see
where they —as a group —sit as far as the issues raised in Sessions 2 and 3 are concerned. It will
offer a number of insights for your group and how your group compares with the overall
emerging picture across the Communion. It will be important to stress — as the instructions on
the questionnaire did — that there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers.

This session will also allow the group to look forward and ask the question: “where do we go
from here as far as our engagement with the Bible is concerned —individually and together as a
church?”

As the person leading the group you will have received the feedback prior to this Session. You
may need to take a little time looking at the feedback so that you come to an understanding of
the overall picture that emerged from the survey of your group. There will be information from
the survey about:

» Where the group sits with respect to horizons — where you as readers focussed in the
passage [Session 2];

» Where the group sits in terms of ‘liberal’ to ‘conservative’ beliefs about the Bible [part
of Session 3];

» Where the group sits in terms of literalism [also part of Session 3]; and

» How important the Bible is generally to the group [from the final sections of the survey
questionnaire].

As leader, your role will be the offer these insights back to the group in as factual a way as
possible. Remember, they give a group picture and within that individuals might differ. Some of
these differences will have emerged in the previous sessions.

This session is seeking to offer the group a picture of where the group, as a whole, sits in its
relationship with and understanding of the Bible. It is also designed to challenge group
members to develop this understanding by drawing on insights from other traditions and
engaging more deeply both individually and together as a group.

» If you feel that this session might be uncomfortable for some of your group it might be
good to acknowledge this at the start pointing out that the aim of the course, as a
whole, is to explore our processes of engagement and sometimes that will take us out of
our personal comfort zones.

» Begin by offering the group the feedback from York. You may decide that after having
looked at it yourself you want to circulate the feedback to the group before the meeting
so that each member can look at it prior to the session. However, you may feel that it is
better to offer the feedback to the group yourself so everyone hears the same message.

» Ask the group to form 2’s or 3’s and to discuss the following questions:

o What encouraged you from the feedback you have had?
o What surprised you from the feedback you have had?
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Get them to compare their responses with the other/s and where there are differences
to explore what might lie behind these. Give the 2’s and 3’s up to 20 minutes for this
exercise.

» Bring the group back together and ask each 2 or 3 to share one common
encouragement and one common surprise. Then go round the 2’s and 3’s again and ask
them to share one area of difference and what might lie behind this.

» What does this tell you — as a group — about the way you understand and relate to the
Bible?

What this discussion might show is a range of views held within the group. This may not come as
any surprise as these difference might well have emerged in the earlier sessions. The remainder
of the session seeks to explore two sets of questions:

o Would it be helpful to understand better the viewpoints of those very different
from us? If so, why and how might we do this?

o Would it be helpful to deepen our own understanding and engagement with the
Bible by learning from those in the Church with expertise in Biblical studies? If
so, why and how might we do this?

» Ask the group to form groups of up to 5 and give them the first question. Ask them to
discuss it for 15 minutes and then take some quick feedback particularly noting any
suggestions of how this might be accomplished.

» Ask the groups to discuss the second question for 15 minutes and again ask for some
quick feedback particularly noting any suggestions of how this might be accomplished.

» Finally, in the light of the discussion so far in this session, go back to the question
suggest in the introduction to the session: “where do we go from here as far as our
engagement with the Bible is concerned —individually and together as a church?”

The answers to this question might simply bring this short course to an end with
participants taking anything important that emerged forward on an individual basis. It
might also however suggest avenues of further work that the group, as a whole, might
wish to undertake together.

» End the session with a period of 5 minutes quiet where participants can review what
this course has meant for them and commit themselves to further action. End by saying
slowly this collect that sums up what the course has been seeking to focus upon:

Blessed Lord,

who caused all Scripture to be written for our learning:

help us so to hear them;

to read mark, learn and inwardly digest them

that, through patience, and the comfort of your holy word,

we may embrace and ever hold fast the hope of everlasting life,
which you have given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ.



