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The best tool is a 
keen sense of 
observation. 

How can Christians read the same 
biblical passage and arrive at very different un
derstandings of its meaning and significance? 
Why do believers disagree on how to interpret 
and apply the Bible? These questions are espe
cially problematic when the church wrestles with 
complex issues. The debate over women in 
church leadership provides a helpful illustration 
for discussing how we interpret and apply God's 
Word. 

David Ewert observed that the sharp disagree
ments on the issue of women in ministry among 
evangelicals "clearly indicate that in this ques
tion it is not simply a matter of affirming the au
thority of God's Word, but rather it is a question 
of hermeneutics-how one interprets and ap
plies the Scriptures." 1 

Tim Geddert came to a similar conclusion 
when he recognized, "'biblical hermeneutics' is 
an issue which is crying out for attention in our 
denomination ... But until we are willing and able 
to dialogue openly about our hermeneutics, with
out criticizing or judging each other, it is unlike
ly that we will move towards consensus on what 
God's will is for us on this question in our day."Z 

Despite the acknowledgement that the process 
of interpretation lies at the heart of the discussion 
regarding women in church leadership, Mennon
ite Brethren have rarely examined how we go 
about interpreting the Bible. In part, this lack of 
reflection mirrors a wider evangelical vagueness 
about what we actually mean when we talk about 
hermeneutics. Richard Hays offers a useful model 
that identifies four steps in the interpretive 
process. Hermeneutics is one of the steps we need 
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to take in order to effectively interpret and apply 
the Bible to issues we face today.3 

The first step is to read the biblical text 
carefnlIy. 

This is often referred to as exegesis, where we 
seek to understand the meaning of the biblical 
text for the original audience. What was Paul, for 
example, intending to communicate to the 
Corinthians regarding the covering of women's 
heads in the church (1 Corinthians II:S)? Part of 
this task requires defining crucial words like 
"head." We should be careful not to unwittingly 
read our contemporary English meaning of 
"head" onto the text, but rather diligently ask 
what the Corinthians would have understood by 
Paul's use of this term. This is best done by see
ing how "head" is used in the immediate context 
and then comparing that to the rest of Paul's 
writings. 

It is important to read each verse in the flow 
of the writer's thought. Our tendency is to ex
tract a verse here or there to support what we 
think Paul is saying, rather than listening to the 
flow of the entire conversation. The best tool is a 
keen sense of observation that takes the time to 
inquisitively examine the text. Jesus' warning, 
"those who have ears to hear, let them hear" 
(Mark 4:9), is very applicable. We need to listen 
carefully and continually allow our interpreta
tion to be shaped by the text itself. 

An exploration of the situational and cultural 
setting of the text is necessary to better under
stand the context or common knowledge shared 
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by the author and the original audience. What is 
the significance of head coverings in first century 
Corinth? Why is it shameful for a woman to 
have her head uncovered? Answering these ques
tions often requires relying on the work of those 
who have studied the cultural and historical 
background. This information can provide help
ful insights for appreciating the differences be
tween the world of the Bible and our lives today. 

The second step is to read the text with
in the larger biblical context. 

How do we hold together the various passages 
we read on an issue? This is doing biblical the
ology, where we seek to understand an issue in 
light of both the unity and diversity we find in 
Scripture. An often highlighted tension in the 
debate over women in church leadership is be
tween Galatians 3:28 ("there is neither male nor 
female; for you are all one in Christ") and 1 Tim-

othy 2:12 ("I permit no woman to teach or to 
have authority over a man"). We need to recog
nize that it is not appropriate for us to ignore cer
tain biblical texts or attempt to explain them 
away because they do not resonate with our 
stance on an issue. It is important not to force a 
harmonization of two texts that appear to be in 
tension. 

Similarly, it is vital that we do not arbitrarily 
appeal to one text as the key starting pOint over 
other texts unless Scripture itself points in that 
direction. For example, we interpret the Old Tes
tament through the life and teaching of Jesus 
found in the Gospels, not because of our own 
choice but because the SCriptures themselves rec
ognize Jesus as God's final Revelation, thus ful
filling what the Old Testament only anticipated. 

Finally, we need to read individual texts in 
light of the larger themes derived from the 
Bible itself. We often find this task difficult to do 

Scripture inter
preting Scripture 
is our best guide. 
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because it requires that we have carefully read all 
the biblical texts that relate to a particular issue 
and that we are very familiar with the rest of 
Scripture. Scripture interpreting SCripture is our 
best guide. 

The third step is to relate the biblical 
texts to our situation. 

This is spedfically what hermeneutics is all 
about. How do we cross the historical and cul
tural chasm between the world of the Bible and 
our world today? How does the meaning of 
what was revealed by God to the original audi
ence translate to our lives? Sometimes the gap 
between the Corinthians and us, for instance, is 
not very large. When Paul defines love (1 
Corinthians 13:4-7), we recognize that his mean
ing is easily related to our situation. However, 
there are passages that reflect first century cul
lural assumptions and attitudes, which are not as 
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straightforwardly applied to our lives today. The 
command to "greet one another with a holy 
kiss" (1 Corinthians 16:20) is not literally prac
ticed within our Canadian churches, unless the 
meaning is first translated into an appropriate 
expression such as a warm handshake. 

While we regularly use a common sense ap
proach to relating SCripture to our situation, we 
often are not aware of what is all involved in the 
process. When we attempt to bridge the gap be
tween the first readers of SCripture and ourselves, 
we do not always recognize the other factors that 
influence our reflection. Hermeneutics begins 
with an honest acknowledgement of how we 
have been shaped by our own history, cultural 
assumptions, church tradition and personal ex
perience. It is not that these influences are wrong 
in themselves, but without our awareness of how 
they have shaped us, it is difficult to see how 
they may actually be colouring our reading of 



the biblical text. For example, how does our 
changing practice of governance within our 
churches shape our understanding of church 
leadership in the New Testament? The danger is 
finding ourselves in a position where we see in 
the Bible only what we already believe, rather 
than being open to allowing SCripture to shape 
and challenge our thoughts and actions. 

As we seek to relate the text to our situation 
we must allow the appeals of SCripture itself to be 
our guide for understanding the text's signifi
cance in our lives. Many times the Bible clearly 
commands a certain action, such as "be kind to 
one another" (Ephesians 4:32), and it is simply a 
matter of our obedience to follow. Sometimes an 
instruction of SCripture is embedded in a con
crete cultural expression that is not relevant to 
our situation. We must then identify a prinCiple 
that should be applied in our own lives, albeit in 
a different form (see how Paul applies the princi
ple of Deuteronomy 25:4 in 1 Corinthians 9:8-
14). The principles we identify must be derived 
from the text itself. For example, any principle 
arising from the call for women to be silent in 
the church (1 Corinthians 14:34) must take into 
account Paul's overarching concern for proper 
order in the church service where prophets, 
tongue speakers, and women were all asked to be 
silent (1 Corinthians 14:28, 30, 34). 

The final step is to live out the text. 

Interpretation of the Bible is never complete 
without actively following where it leads in our 
lives. This step is the most difficult of all because 
it demonstrates whether we are willing to obey. 
Unfortunately, it is far too easy to read the Bible 
and not put it into practice Games 1:22-25). Our 
actions must be consistent with the character of 
Christ as evidenced in love for one another and 
the presence of the fruit of the Spirit. 

Hays's model helps us better understand the 
role hermeneutics plays (how we relate the bibli
cal text to our situation) within the overall 
process of interpreting and applying SCripture. 
An interesting observation regarding the debate 
over women in church leadership (this may also 
be the case with other issues) is that we tend to 
work hard at carefully reading individual pas
sages but then jump immediately to an attempt 
to live out the text. By virtually skipping the 
middle two steps we reinforce our tendency to 
support what we do with proof texts and we fail 
to reflect on what we as interpreters bring to the 
text when we read it. 

Hermeneutics requires open and honest reflec
tion. We need God's people, both in the local 
church and the larger Conference, to balance our 
inevitable individual blind spots and limited per
spectives. Interpretation and application of the 
Bible should always be done in the context of the 
church listening to the Spirit as they read the 
Word. When we meet as a community of believers 
we can expect God's Spirit to speak to us through 
Scripture. 

Finally, how we talk together about hermeneu
tics is absolutely crucial. If we are to hear clearly 
what God's Word says on debatable issues, this 
conversation must be characterized by compas
sion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience 
bound together by love (Colossians 3:12-14). 
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