
Series Foreword

“What does this mean?”
That is, perhaps, the most-asked question with regard to the Bible.

What does this verse mean? What does this story mean? What does this
psalm or letter or prophecy or promise or commandment mean?

The question can arise from a simple desire for information, or the
concern may be one of context or relevance: What did this mean to its
original audience? What does it mean for us today?

Someone has said that understanding the Bible is difficult not
because meaning is hard to find but because it is so abundant. The
problem for interpreters is not too little meaning but too much. The ques-
tion becomes, which of all the possible meanings is to be preferred?

But is that really a problem? And, if so, is it not a lovely one?
This abundance of meaning became especially clear in the last

decades of the twentieth century when the field of biblical studies
embraced dozens of new methods and approaches that had not previ-
ously been used or appreciated within the guild. In many ways, biblical
studies became more exciting than ever before.

But, yes, the task of understanding the Bible could be daunting.
Bible teachers, clergy and lay, who had struggled through college or
seminary to learn “the historical-critical method” were suddenly con-
fronted with novel strategies drawn from many other fields of inquiry:
sociology, psychology, world religions, cultural anthropology, commu-
nication theory, modern literary criticism, and so forth. Then came
the avalanche of interpretive approaches grounded in particular philo-
sophical or ideological perspectives: feminism, postmodernism, libera-
tion theology, postcolonialism, queer theology, and on and on.

For the open minded, the yield was an embarrassment of riches. We
now understand the Bible in so many different ways: its historical wit-
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ness, its theological message, its emotional impact, its sociocultural
significance, its literary artistry, its capacity for rhetorical engage-
ment, and so on.

At this point in time, we probably understand the Bible better than
any who have gone before us. The Bible may challenge us more deeply
than it challenged our forebears—and, yet, we have discovered that the
Bible also seems to invite us (perhaps to dare us) to challenge it back.
Many insights into the meaning of Scripture have come from people
doing exactly that.

This Insights series from Fortress Press presents brief volumes that
describe the different ways in which modern scholars approach the
Bible, with emphasis on what we have learned from each of these
approaches. These are not boring books on esoteric methodology.
Some attention, of course, needs to be paid to presumptions and pro-
cedures, but the emphasis in each book is on the practical “pay-off”
that a given approach has for students and teachers of the Bible. The
authors discuss the most important insights they have gained from
their approaches and they provide examples of how those insights play
out when working with specific biblical texts in actual real-world cir-
cumstances.

Each volume discusses:

• how a particular method, approach, or strategy was first developed
and how its application has changed over time;

• what current questions arise from its use;

• what enduring insights it has produced; and

• what questions remain for future scholarship.

Some volumes feature traditional approaches while others focus on
new and experimental ones. You will definitely learn things in every
book. Your current understanding of “what the Bible means” will be
increased. And if you find that the “type of meaning” gained from a
particular approach is not what interests you, perhaps you will never-
theless be grateful for the brief tour of a topic that fascinates some of
your peers. The books are intentionally brief: they allow us to sample
strategies and perspectives, to look down various avenues and see
where they lead. They facilitate informed decisions regarding where
we might want to go next.

I trust that we are now past the point of arguing over which
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approach to Scripture is the correct one. Such squabbles were part of
the growth pains associated with the guild’s aforementioned discovery
that meaning is abundant, not so much elusive as ubiquitous.

Those of us who were professors during the late twentieth century
sometimes helped our students deal with the methodological confu-
sion by reminding them of the old Indian fable about six blind men
and an elephant. In one well-known version of that tale, each of the
blind men encounters an elephant and decides “what an elephant is
like” based on his singular experience: one feels the trunk and says an
elephant is like a hose; another, the tusk and says it is like a spear;
another, the ear and says it is like a fan; another, the side and says it
is like a wall; another, the leg and says it is like a tree; another, the
tail and says it is like a rope. Later, when the men compare notes, each
of them insists that he alone understands what an elephant is like: his
comrades are totally mistaken.

So, we told our students in the 1990s, each biblical approach or
method yields some valid insight into “the meaning of the Bible” (or
into “the mystery of divine revelation” or into “what God wants to say
to us”). But we would be wise to listen to those whose experience with
the Bible is different from ours.

The Insights series is born of humility: its very existence is testimony
to our commitment that we need to compare notes about the Bible
with openness to each other’s diverse perspectives. But, beyond that, I
would hope that these volumes might also lead us to admit the limits
of our perception. We now see, as the apostle Paul puts it, “in a mirror
dimly” (1 Cor 13:12).

Many, including myself, who study the Bible believe it is the word of
God, meaning it is a source of divine revelation. For this reason alone,
the meaning of the Bible is abundant and ubiquitous.

We probably understand the Bible here and now better than any
other people in history, and this triumph has brought us to the realiza-
tion of how little we can understand, now or ever. But, insights? Yes.
Those we can claim. Our experiences, our knowledge, and our perspec-
tives do have authenticity and from them we have at least gained some
insights into the meaning of Scripture. Time to compare notes!

MARK ALLAN POWELL
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