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Sermon:  Luke 4: 14-21 (Interpretation)
While I was in seminary, I read a paper on Biblical interpretation written by Osvaldo D. Vena
.  He has an interesting background.  Born in Argentina in 1950, he came to the US at the age of 25 to attend Bethel Theological Seminary.  Bethel is associated with the Baptist Church.
After receiving his Masters in Divinity there in 1980, he entered Princeton Theological Seminary.  Very different from Bethel, associated with the Presbyterian Church.  There he received his Masters in Theology, and was later ordained by the Reformed Church in Argentina.  He continued his education in Buenos Aires, receiving his doctorate in theology.  Followed by post-doctoral research at the University of Edinburgh, in Scotland.
As a minister he served an independent, Hispanic congregation, two Presbyterian congregations, and one UCC congregation.  Vena is now Assoc. Professor at Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, associated with the United Methodist Church.  So, Vena has experience with the Baptists, Presbyterians, Methodists, the United Church of Christ, and the Church of Scotland.  So either he is seeking God, or seeking asylum from a succession of churches.  Either way, he has a very diverse background to speak about Biblical interpretation.
Vena helps us understand his journey by sharing his background.  His father was a cobbler in Argentina, who had a third-grade education.  His father’s parents had been RC, but shortly before Vena was born his father converted to Protestantism.  His father taught him to read using the 1912 Reina Valera version.  Sort of like our King James Version, with somewhat archaic language.
His first approach to reading the Bible was interpreting it literally – the text means what it says.  The job of the reader was to accept what was written as true, by faith.  Leading Vena to argue with his high school peers, telling them that the universe was made in six literal days, and the sun really stopped at midday at Joshua’s command.
When Vena went to Bethel Seminary, things changed for him.  It was still traditional and conservative, but one of his professors said something that changed the way he read Scripture.  The professor said, “The Bible does not mean what it says.  It means what it meant.”  That is, what the original authors intended it to mean.  To understand this, the traditional tools of Biblical interpretation were used.  Who was the author?  When was it written, and to whom?  What was the author’s purpose? What type of literature was the passage?  In short, to interpret Scripture, you need to study it, not just read it.
Going back to our gospel today, we can learn about Luke’s purpose by looking at where he placed Jesus’ teaching in the synagogue.  Comparing Luke’s version with that in Mark and Matthew, we see that Luke has moved this event to the outset of Jesus’ ministry, before the death of John the Baptist.  Mark and Matthew have it much later, after John’s death.  So why did Luke do this?  Maybe this had special meaning for Luke that he wanted to emphasize.  The text means what it meant to the author.
Later, when Vena was working on his doctorate one of his professors introduced him to the idea that the Biblical text can have a surplus, or accumulation of meaning.  That the text means more than what it meant, more than what the original authors intended.  Here the original setting and audience take a secondary role, and the text is viewed as a self-contained literary piece.  The surplus of meaning can be found in how the Church, through the centuries, has interpreted the passage.
The idea of scripture having a surplus of meaning is actually very old.  The early church used allegory extensively in interpreting the OT, and this continued through the Middle Ages.  St. Paul uses allegory in the 4th chapter of Galatians.  He tells us that Hagar, Abraham’s concubine, represents the old covenant, bearing children for slavery.  Sarah represents the new covenant.  She is free, bearing children who are free.
The text means more than it meant, to the original authors.  But the meaning still resides in the text itself, not outside it.  And this brings us to the final way that Vena came to read Scripture.

“The text means what I make it mean.”  Here, I think Vena is being a bit provocative.  But he makes it clear in his paper that we cannot simply contort the Bible to say what we want it to say.  It means that Scripture is alive, that it engages us as a partner with the text in developing the meaning of a passage.  The meaning is not “out there” to be discovered, but “in here”, in an interaction between text and reader in the act of reading.  The “I” in “the text means what I make it mean” is not an individual “I”.  It is a collective “I”, the “I” of a reading community.  But it is an “I” with a particular background, in a particular culture, facing a particular situation that influences the meaning.  So there are many ways of reading the text, each valid for the different communities.
Gustavo Gutiérrez is a Latin American theologian, widely considered to be the father of Liberation Theology.  He was born in 1928 in Peru, contracted polio and spent much of his teenage years in bed.  Initially he wanted to become a physician, but later became a RC, Dominican priest.  Recognizing his ability, the church sent him to Belgium, France and Italy to do graduate work.
Gutiérrez returned home to minister to working class people in Lima, and found that his classical education did not help him to deal with the poor and the oppressed.  He began re-reading the Bible from the perspective of the poor, and he came to see things differently.  Sometimes at odds with the teachings of the church.  

Instead of poverty being a virtue, or at least acceptable, he came to see it as destructive.  Instead of poverty being the result of laziness or bad luck, he came to see it as structural, something society propagates.  Instead of poverty being inevitable, the poor were the special concern of God.  God loves both rich and poor alike, but the God of the Bible makes “a preferential option for the poor.”
Gutiérrez came to see the true concern of the Bible is the promise of liberation – liberation from unjust social structures, from a sense of fate, and from personal sin and guilt.
Several times in his writing, Gutiérrez cites our gospel passage today, and the Isaiah passages, to support liberation theology.  So, is Gutiérrez right?  It is difficult to find a commentator that does not note Luke’s special regard for the poor.  Barclay writes that Luke is “supremely interested in the poor.”  He writes of the Virgin Mary’s offering for her purification, two doves, as the offering of the poor.  When John the Baptist sends his followers to ask Jesus if he is the Messiah, Jesus’ response is that good news is preached to the poor.  Luke alone has the parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  And while Matthew has Jesus say, “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” Luke says simply, “Blessed are the poor.”  And, I would add, Luke continues with the woes:  “But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.  Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry.”
Vena’s journey of Scriptural interpretation – the text means what it says, the text means what it meant, the text means more than it meant, the text means what “I” say it means – is something for us to think about.  You might still think that it is questionable that the text means what you say it means, and in a sense you are right.  This can be abused, especially if your collective “I” is small – just a small group of people that think like you.  This is one reason why “big tent” theology is so important for the Episcopal Church.
But on the other hand, it is what all of us do, all the time.  Who we are and what we believe shapes the way we interpret Scripture.  Liberals and conservatives and centrists, Democrats and Republicans and Independents, we read Scripture from our political  perspective.  Which is probably inevitable.  But we need to take care.  We can sometimes “use” Scripture to justify who we are and what we believe.  And be deaf to other interpretations.
One reading of our gospel today could be completely spiritual.  Good news to the poor means evangelizing them, telling them the Good News of salvation in Christ.  Freedom for prisoners means freedom from the bondage of sin.  Recovery of sight for the blind means opening eyes to the light of Christ.  Releasing the oppressed means release from the oppression of Satan.  The year of the Lord’s favor is Jesus’ death and resurrection.

There is nothing wrong with this interpretation.  But it is not the only one.  Our gospel can be taken more literally.  That Jesus’ good news to the poor was that their poverty was not acceptable in the Kingdom of God.  That “freedom for prisoners” was, most likely, the setting free of those sold into indentured service and their debts being forgiven.  That recovery of sight for the blind meant physical healing, as Jesus did during his ministry.  That the oppression spoken of was primarily economic oppression.  That the year of the Lord’s favor was the Year of Jubilee, when all debts were forgiven and all land returned to the families that lost their land.
Both interpretations call us to action.  And for me, that is key.  If we find that Scripture does not call us to action, lead us to change, we have failed to listen, failed to interpret.  Each stage in interpretation that Vena described has value for us.  We should know what the Bible says, by not failing to read it.  We should know what the Bible meant, by studying it.  We should know the many ways and the abundance of meanings that have been ascribed to the Bible over the millennia.  And we should come to grips with what we, honestly, believe to be what God is saying to us through his Word.  We need not always agree, but we should pay attention to what others, different from us, believe God is saying to them.  And if we do listen, we may just learn something new about God, and about what God is saying to us. 
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