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I came away from the second AEF Conference in December of 2007 pleased with what it accomplished but wishing it had done more.  I wanted clarity on how this section of The Call should help us understand how to be the church.  
I also came away from the event asking myself, “How would you answer the question?  How should The Call’s concept of “the Primacy of the Biblical Narrative” be made apparent in today’s church?”  I wondered if the answer is to be found in the narrative itself.  Why not look at Scripture?  
In Acts 2 an inspired and transformed Peter speaks.  His preaching is a summary of the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, with a concluding statement of what would express the core of the yet to be written New Testament.  This is stuff the Holy Spirit could use and did.  Peter gave witness to the revelation of God in Jesus, and the Holy Spirit affirmed the truth of Peter’s words in those gathered at Pentecost and they believed!  The church was born with wind, tongues and fire in response to a spoken Biblical Narrative!  The only problem with this summation of Acts 2 is that it is dead wrong.  The wind, the speaking in other tongues, the dancing flames came first.  Peter’s speech which quoted from the prophet Joel and asserted Jesus’ fulfillment of the prophetic psalms was the Holy Spirit, to use Bob Webber’s phrase, “narrating the world” through Peter.  No Biblical narrative here.
But wait a minute!  Wasn’t Peter speaking to devout Jews from all over the Mediterranean world?  Most of them had come to celebrate Passover and were staying through the Feast of Pentecost.  Many could quote from memory some or all of the Torah.  They knew the Jewish Bible from having memorized much of it and hearing it systematically read and sung
 in their synagogues.  Peter’s speech interacted with the history of their people – a history they had internalized.  The Biblical Narrative was already alive and well in them.  The Holy Spirit simply affirmed the truth of Peter’s words in the minds of his hearers as a logical extension of what they already knew.  
In Acts 6 and 7 Stephen is hauled before the Sanhedrin to answer false charges.  His defense included a panoramic summary of the Biblical Narrative that locates the recently crucified and resurrected Jesus in the very center of the story concluding with a searing indictment of the Jewish leadership.  Here is an absolutely clear use of the Biblical Narrative, but the results are disastrous – or are they?  Stephen was martyred.  Paul was moved to become a terrorist.  A frightened church scatters like coals among dry leaves.  The church expands.  “First in Jerusalem …” 
Beyond Jerusalem

Did the Holy Spirit use the Biblical Narrative to cause the church to go precipitously beyond Jerusalem?  You bet!  It is fascinating that we have such a complete account of Stephen’s speech – a succinct recapitulation of biblical history.  Who reported Stephen’s speech to Luke?  Paul?  Or was it some other believer in the Sanhedrin?  Shouldn’t the Sanhedrin have a better understanding of the Biblical Narrative than those gathered with Peter on Pentecost?  Why did they need it?  Regardless, the Holy Spirit secured the speech’s preservation in Acts for our instruction.
Ultimately it is the Biblical Narrative rooted in the heart and mind that makes possible so much of the work of the Holy Spirit in people’s lives.  As we have seen, Scripture itself provides telling examples of ways the Biblical Narrative was used by the Holy Spirit to expand the Kingdom – first to birth the church, then to drive it abroad.
There may even be evidence of lost opportunities.  Was Paul a little too clever at Mars Hill (the Areopagus)?   Is his speech colored by Paul’s desire to be too Greek?  He said some memorable things, and if we had the entire text we might have a clearly articulated narrative of God’s story (as Bob Webber liked to call it), but, unlike the recorded words of Stephen, Paul’s speaking from the Biblical Narrative seems weak at best.
Nevertheless, Paul’s repeated accounts of his conversion on the road to Damascus make sense only if they are placed in the context of who Jesus is in the Biblical Narrative.  This is so important that Paul insists that Christians are children of Abraham by faith, spiritual Hebrews (Romans 4:13-17).  The Biblical Narrative is Christian family history.
What is clear is that the Holy Spirit uses the Biblical Narrative, God’s Story, to build Christ’s church.  He, Christ, is the centerpiece of the narrative.  
Biblically Illiterate

Today’s culture is becoming as biblically illiterate as the first-century Greek and Roman world.  Biblical references no longer season our literature and art.  They would not be understood.  Sadly much of church itself is also biblically illiterate.  Its rank and file membership does not have the background of those Mediterranean Jews who experienced the birth of the church at Pentecost.  The key question for us is what do you do when that is missing?
How do we develop generations of Christians who are so at home with the biblical text that its truths resonate through the believer’s consciousness in reaction to even the most mundane events?  Paul’s admonition to Timothy is instructive.  “Until I come, devote yourself to public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching (1Timothy 4:13).”  Note the order.  Reading of Scripture comes first.  In his summary statement Paul adds, “Watch your life and doctrine closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do you will save both yourself and your hearers (v. 16).”
There is a caution.  Teach only what has been taught.  As Paul states, “He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it (Titus 1:9).”  Where this has broken down, the church has strayed and is crippled.

For the church today to make the Biblical Narrative primary it must be the frame in which God’s interaction with the world is understood.  That can not happen if believers aren’t intimately familiar with the Narrative.  A story is internalized by repetition.  It must be read, recited, sung, taught and discussed until it is the background of all thought.  In the church that which does not function to communicate the scope, majesty and mystery – that which does not reinforce the understanding of the whole of the Biblical Narrative, and each person’s engagement with it, should be shelved.  
Treating Scripture like a Smorgasbord
The whole of the narrative is important.  Do we assume that Scripture, the basis for our understanding of the Narrative, is a divine smorgasbord?  We take what we like and ignore the rest?  Do we heap our plates with soteriology and pass on the cries of the oppressed?  Is the dessert a fine helping of eschatology while we ignore our present poverty of spirit?  Or are we picking through the Psalter for the appetizing morsels while failing to wrestle with its anguished and vengeful outbursts?  Ultimately, are we careful not to get too close to the Narrative so we don’t begin to look like one of its adherents?  God forbid that we should become that different.  God forbid that the Biblical Narrative should be so integrated in me that the Holy Spirit could use me to transform my world.
To that end we have left the study of the Biblical Narrative to the professionals and our Sunday morning encounters with them.  We have subordinated our exposure to the Biblical Narrative to their agenda – to their selecting the parts of the smorgasbord we sample.   How much time do we spend with the whole Word and allow the Spirit to bring alive those portions that we uniquely need to hear?   
It is crucial that today’s Christian family discover the wisdom of Deuteronomy’s uncompromising “Impress these commands (the ten commandments plus the Shema) upon your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the street, when you lie down and when you get up. … (Deut. 6:6ff).”  We have lost the imperative to teach our children about our God.  Is the Christian family so much like the culture that it feels unqualified to communicate the glories of the faith to its children, choosing rather to let the church do it?   
The early church with its adherents coming from paganism had limited, if any, understanding of a biblical narrative.  In an illiterate culture, the church became the place where God’s story was told and seen.  It was articulated in word, Scripture readings and sermons, with doctrine chanted in liturgical formulations.  The stories were illustrated on walls and fabrics.  All of this was used by the Holy Spirit to create a people – a church – that transformed their world.   

House Churches and Churchly Homes

One is tempted to wonder about those first churches that met in people’s homes.    Did Philemon or Aquila and Pricilla have children?  If they did, what was it like to grow up in their households? (Phil 1:2).
The church has a critical role, but is the whole of Scripture pointing us to an ancient truth?  Should the teaching of the Biblical Narrative belong first in the family where it is communicated (and lived) from generation to generation?  Should one of the church’s roles be to equip families to interact daily with Scripture?  Can we imagine a church that moves the family to be the place where Scripture is read, memorized, studied and sung?  Is it possible for the church of the future to hold families accountable for their interaction with Scripture?  How counter-cultural is that?   What would that look like? 
Maybe we can do no better than to imitate the early church and again clothe our worship and praise in the stories, liturgies and images of the faith.  Certainly here is the old and new-again starting point for our neo-pagan world.  But can we, from these beginnings, enable families to live the dream of Deuteronomy?  Can hearth and home be so different from the world that it becomes a place where faith is born and nurtured?  What does the church that could help this happen look like?
As we explore together the church in the context of The Call we will build on our appreciation of it section by section.  The Primacy of the Biblical Narrative may inform our understanding of the church in a way it was not articulated in the earlier conferences.    Perhaps then, we can catch a glimpse of how to create a church comprised of believers who can genuinely echo the psalmist’s blessed man who delights “in the law of the Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night (Ps. 1:1-2).” 

In today’s fractured, even splintered, society is there the possibility that we will discover how to become a people so at one with the Biblical Narrative that it genuinely is a primary mover of the church?  Then, perhaps, will we see the church again shaping the culture, rather than the culture shaping the church.  
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� The Hallel is sung in synagogues on the first two days of Passover, on Shabuoth, on Sukkot, on each morning of the eight days of Hanukkah, and at the close of the Seder.  The more frequently used selection includes Psalms 113-118 and is known as the Egyptian Hallel, presumably because Psalm 114 begins, "When Israel went out of Egypt"
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