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REFLECTIONS ON THE READING (10 Minutes)

Invite participants to share an experience when a passage from Scripture or a sermon on a Bible pas-
sage changed their heart or mind about a particular problem or crisis. Look for examples of comfort as well
as an encounter with the living and awesome God.

Next invite participants who are willing to share how the Bible was or can be used inappropriately to
judge or oppress the faith of others. Acknowledge that the Bible is sometimes used as a weapon to cause
harm, but steer the conversation toward the right ways to search the Scriptures so that God’s grace is expe-
rienced through love. Before playing the video, briefly discuss the following questions:

1. Ifreading the Bible is a means of grace, how often should a Christian search the Scriptures?

2. What are some annoying barriers that get in the way of searching the Scriptures?

VIDEO SEGMENT (15 Minutes)

Video segment featuring Elaine A. Heath, author of Five Means of Grace, in conversation with theology
professor Joerg Rieger.

VIDEO DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (10 Minutes)

1. Has the Bible been a go-to place to recognize God’s call for you? What do you think about the
“four scopes” strategy for searching the Scriptures?

2. What might be obstacles to seeing and hearing God through Scripture when we do read the
Bible?

3. How canreading the Bible together help us experience grace and realign our lives with God’s
purposes?
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REFLECTIONS ON SCRIPTURE (10 Minutes)

Use the steps of Lectio Divina (repeated and adapted here from pp. 31-33 in Five Means of Grace) to pray,
that is search, the Scriptures with John 5:1-15. Read the text aloud to the group more than once and share
‘with each other what you experience.

Lectio Divina has four movements, which don’t always follow in the sequence set forth below. The reading
is done with an orientation toward listening to the Holy Spirit who may speak through the text. This principle is
in keeping with the Confession that guided Wesley, that the Bible reveals the word of God. To prepare for reading
one should quiet oneself and open one’s heart to the Holy Spirit in readiness for whatever may be given. The
intention is to hear whatever the Holy Spirit may say through the text and to pray with it and then live into it in
whatever ways God asks.

Reading is the first movement. Read through John 5:1-15 slowly, at least twice. As the reader moves slowly
in a listening manner through the text, he or she may sense a phrase, word, sentence, or concept emerging from
the text, drawing the reader’s attention. At that point the reader should pause. As Wesley instructs in his preface
to the Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament, the pause allows the text to examine the reader.

This pause is the second movement of Lectio: meditation. In this part, the reader reflects on the word, image,
or phrase that surfaced from the reading. It is time for a deeper listening to what God wants to share from that
word. What and how a reader experiences meditation upon the text is unique to each person and to each passage
of scripture.

Once the reader has experienced the emergence of the Word from the text and has paused to allow the
‘Word to speak in some way, he or she is ready for the third movement of Lectio, which is prayer. This step is
‘much like Wesley’s instructions to allow the biblical text to search one’s heart and to comfort, convict, challenge,
or instruct the reader in the way of holiness. The reader begins to pray with whatever was revealed from the text
during meditation.

The ongoing commitment to live what’s been revealed, as a response to God's love and grace, is the fourth
‘movement of Lectio, which is contemplation. This process is also consistent with Wesley’s instructions to
immediately put into practice whatever is given to us as we read the Bible. Contemplation means that I will
consciously think and pray along these lines, look for the opportunity that will surely arise, and act upon that
opportunity with God'’s help.

LOOKING AHEAD AND CLOSING PRAYER (5 Minutes)

Have the class share joys and prayer concerns, and invite them to be in prayer for each other over the

coming week. Invite someone to close in prayer or read a few verses from Psalm 119.
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Searching the Scriptures

We rode along in the 1976 Ford pickup making small talk, eating wheat crackers, and
trying not to cry. The daily trip was two hours to the hospital in Springfield, Missouri,
‘where my father was critically ill. This day it was my turn to drive. Throughout my
childhood, both parents were hostile toward the church, having had unpleasant en-
counters with religious folk. Nonetheless, in their late sixties Jesus won them over.
They were both new Christians when I got the call that Dad was sick. Within hours I
‘was on my way.

Mom needed help with Dad in the hospital, and there was work that had to be
done around their small farm. As we talked about the challenges that would face them
if Dad survived, we got onto the subject of God’s help in times of need. I was driving,
and Mom was in the passenger seat. Mom asked if there was a passage of scripture
that could help. I was still a beginner myself, having just started leading “the group for
special ladies.” I pointed to the Bible in my tote bag. It was huge, a black, leather-bound
Thompson Chain-Reference New International Version with an impressive zippered
case. “You can look up words like comfort and help in the back,” I said. “We’ll find some-
thing.” All of a sudden Mom looked at me, stricken, the Bible in one hand, her cigarette
in the other. “Do you reckon God minds if I smoke while I read the Bible?” she asked. She
‘was serious.

In John Wesley’s terms, Mom wanted to “search the Scriptures,” one of the means
of grace. We hoped that God might provide guidance and comfort at a time of great
uncertainty. In her simple question, Mom raised powerful theological issues: What are
the conditions under which a person can “search the Scriptures” and encounter therein
the living God? What might be obstacles to seeing and hearing God through scripture
‘when we do read the Bible? How does one go about reading the Bible so that scriptures
come to mind helpfully when we need them?

The term “searching the Scriptures” is old-fashioned, as if we are looking for buried
treasure. Yet this is an accurate description for a truly Wesleyan way to read the Bible.
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In his preface to the Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament, one of his most impor-
tant texts, John Wesley describes his purpose in having done the background research
and then having written the commentary notes. The Explanatory Notes are not written
for intellectuals or professional scholars. Rather, they are written “for plain, unlettered
men, who understand only their mother tongue, and yet reverence and love the word
of God, and have a desire to save their souls.”! This comment, along with many other
statements Wesley makes about the Bible, demonstrates that for Wesley, reading the
Bible is for the explicit purpose of Christian transformation. We “search” the Scrip-
tures, leaving no stone unturned, expecting to encounter the living God and discover
life-changing guidance in its pages.

John Wesley was sometimes mocked for his deep love of Scripture. Some of his
detractors called him a “Bible moth.” He called himself a “man of one book,” an interest-
ing designation considering he read widely from many disciplines, including science
and medicine. The most popular book in his lifetime that he wrote was Primitive Physic,
a guide to holistic medicine. When he referenced himself as a man of one book, then,
what he was referring to was the central role the Bible played in his thought and life. In
reading through his journals, sermons, and other writing it is obvious that his very ca-
dences of speech have been shaped by the Bible.

Even so, Wesley didn’t understand the Bible to be infallible in the way some
interpreters prefer today. The Anglican Articles of Faith and the Confession that guided
Wesley’s doctrine of Scripture never refer to the text of Scripture as “inspired,” nor
do they call the Bible “the Word of God.” It’s clear that Wesley believed the Bible was
inspired by God, but Randy Maddox points out that “it is doubtful that he should be
characterized as an inerrantist in the contemporary sense of the term.”” The Confes-
sion states that the Bible “reveals the word of God.” Despite his deep love of Scripture,
Wesley never preached a sermon focusing exclusively on the Bible, nor did he write a
treatise about it. Scripture rather was the water in which he swam, as it permeated his
thought, words, and actions.

In his preface to the Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament, Wesley advises the
following. First, the reader should set aside time morning and evening, habitually, to
read a full chapter each from both the Old and New Testaments. If there is not time
for two chapters, the reader should select one chapter or a portion of one chapter. The
goal in this reading is for one purpose: to know and do the will of God. Because the goal is
Christian formation, Wesley urges readers to keep in mind at all times the basic themes
and doctrines of the Christian faith as interpretive lenses. The reader must pray for
the Holy Spirit to illumine his or her mind to receive the spiritual understanding of
the text, something that doesn’t happen automatically and without which the reading
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will be useless. While reading one should move slowly through the passage, pausing
to reflect often so that the text can aid the reader in self-examination, with the scrip-
ture sometimes comforting, sometimes challenging, and sometimes convicting the
reader of the need for change. Finally, one should immediately put into practice any
guidance or instructions that come through this twice-daily practice of searching the
Scriptures.*

These instructions, emerging from Wesley’s own discipline of searching the
Scriptures, have much in common with the ancient method of praying with Scripture,
called Lectio Divina, or “sacred reading.”® The practice of Lectio began before the sixth
century, originating in the Benedictine-Cistercian traditions. It is a prayer based on a
scripture that is accessible to almost anyone, and it seems that this method may have
influenced Wesley’s structure for searching the Scriptures, though he doesn’t use the
phrase Lectio Divina.

Lectio Divina has four movements, which don’t always follow in the sequence
set forth below. The reading is done with an orientation toward listening to the Holy
Spirit, who may speak through the text. This principle is in keeping with the Confes-
sion that guided Wesley, that the Bible reveals the word of God. To prepare for reading
one should quiet oneself and open one’s heart to the Holy Spirit in readiness for what-
ever may be given. The intention is to hear whatever the Holy Spirit may say through
the text and to pray with it and then live into it in whatever ways God asks.

Reading is the first movement. A short passage of scripture, no longer than one
chapter and preferably just one story or short section, is read through slowly, at least
twice. As the reader moves slowly in a listening manner through the text, he or she
may sense a phrase, word, sentence, or concept emerging from the text, drawing the
reader’s attention. At that point the reader should pause. As Wesley instructs in his
preface to the Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament, the pause allows the text to ex-
amine the reader.

This pause is the second movement of Lectio: meditation. In this part, the reader
reflects on the word, image, or phrase that surfaced from the reading. It is time for a
deeper listening to what God wants to share from that word. What and how a reader
experiences meditation upon the text is unique to each person and to each passage of
scripture.

In teaching Lectio Divina to congregations when I was a pastor, I liked to use John
4, the story of the woman at the well. People experienced the story in different ways,
some more intellectually, some more emotionally as they entered into the narrative of
Jesus talking to an outcast Samaritan woman and drinking from her cup. The medita-




image4.png
tion upon the text was unique to each person, according to his or her own journey and
way of engaging the text.

Once the reader has experienced the emergence of the Word from the text and
has paused to allow the Word to speak in some way, he or she is ready for the third
movement of Lectio, which is prayer. This step is much like Wesley’s instructions to
allow the biblical text to search one’s heart and to comfort, convict, challenge, or in-
struct the reader in the way of holiness. The reader begins to pray with whatever was
revealed from the text during meditation. For example, if the story in John 4 calls forth
an awareness that I've been judgmental of an outcast in my community, perhaps my
prayer will focus on blessing that person and asking God for an opportunity to get to
know that person as someone God loves.

The ongoing commitment to live what’s been revealed, as a response to God’s love
and grace, is the fourth movement of Lectio, which is contemplation. This process is
also consistent with Wesley’s instructions to immediately put into practice whatever
is given to us as we read the Bible. Returning again to the example from John 4, after
praying for the outcast person in my community and asking God for an opportunity
to get to know the person, contemplation means that I will consciously think and pray
along these lines, look for the opportunity that will surely arise, and act upon that op-
portunity with God’s help.

The goal in searching the Scriptures is to increasingly bear the love and grace of
God to our neighbors because God’s word has become alive in us. Sometimes when
searching the Scriptures, we don’t seem to notice anything that speaks to us. We may
not feel anything or find ourselves drawn to an image or idea in the text. There are
times when we read the Bible and, despite our best intentions, it seems dry to us. At
such times we may rest in the love of God and simply let the experience be what it is.
The important thing is to regularly pray with Scripture in this way. Over time, as we
habitually search the Scriptures with our hearts open to God, we will be, in the words
of Robert Mulholland, “shaped by the word.”®

Riding along in the truck that day, neither Mom nor I knew what the future would
bring. She did find a passage using my briefcase-sized Bible and read it aloud so that we
could both hear it. We talked about God as our ever-present help in times of need. Dad
did recover to live a few more years. My mother became an avid student of the Bible
and a strong woman of prayer. When she died at age ninety-six, she was known far and
wide as a woman of deep faith who helped many other people put their trust in God.
She even finally gave up cigarettes, with God’s help. She told everyone she just couldn’t
justify the expense any longer, but I know for a fact that God spoke to her through
Psalm 139, her favorite psalm. Searching the Scriptures led her to the knowledge that
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in God’s view she was “fearfully and wonderfully made,” so she might take better care
of her lungs.

Reflection Questions for Chapter 2:
Searching the Scriptures

-

. What are the conditions under which a person can “search the Scriptures” and en-
counter therein the living God?

2. What might be obstacles to seeing and hearing God through Scripture when we do
read the Bible?

3. How does one go about reading the Bible so that Scriptures come to mind helpfully
when we need them?

4. What did you learn from this chapter, or what was a question that was raised that
was new to you?
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INTRODUCTION

Reading the Bible is for the explicit purpose of Christian transformation. Scripture tells us that we need to change
our hearts and lives (the Greek concept metanoia). The stories, prayers, and commandments show us how this transfor-
mation happens over and over again.

Especially during a crisis, a well-formed Christian instinctively turns to Scripture for grace, wisdom, and guidance.
This session will help your class determine

1. the conditions under which a person can “search the Scriptures” and encounter therein the living God;
2. apparent obstacles to seeing and hearing God through Scripture when we do read the Bible; and

3. how one goes about reading the Bible so that scriptures come to mind helpfully when we need them.

GATHERING (5 Minutes)

Charles Wesley's hymns and poems drew from thousands of images and phrases in Scripture. Invite participants to
suggest favorite hymns or praise songs that draw directly from Scripture.

Aska participant to open the session with a word of prayer or, if courageous, sing together the first stanza of “And
Can It Be that I Should Gain” by Charles Wesley (The United Methodist Hymnal, no. 363).

And can it be that I should gain
an interest in the Savior's blood!
Died he for me? who caused his pain!
For me? who him to death pursued?
Amazing love! How can it be,
that thou, my God, shouldst die for me?
Amazing love! How can it be
that thou, my God, shouldst die for me?




