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If all our good Christian brethren could abandon every
other center than Christ, and draw nearer and nearer to this
unsetting sun of an eternal day, how soon would all roots of
bitterness and alienation wither, languish, and perish. What a
blissful cooperation and hallowed concert of action would
ensue! —Alexander Camphell

In This Issue:
If We Really Desire Unity: Give In A Bit

Volume 29, Number 9 Leroy Garreti, Editar Movember, 1987
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BOOK NOTES

Beginning New Testament Study, by Bruce
Chilton, in a non-rechnical way explains what
the New Testament is, how it was formed,
and how we can better understand it. 1t deals
with the culture in which it was written and
the problem of applying ancient documents
to modern culture. $10.50 postpaid.

Robert Schuller’s The Be Happy Attitudes
has lots of good stuff, including interesting
stories and illustrations. Its theme is eight
positive attitudes, based on Jesus’ beatitudes,
that can transform your life, 1t has lots of im-
pressive insights, such as, ‘‘If you think
you’re a total failure remember this: Your
greatest successes will forever remain God’s
secret.”’ $12.95 postpaid.

Harry Boer’s A Short History of the Early
Church is a fascinating presentation of the
church’s history for the first four centuries.
You learn about Gnosticism, Marcionism,
and Montanism, along with how the canon
was formed, the persecutions, Constantine
and Augustine, the works, and all in less than
200 pages. $7.50 postpaid.

Amy Grant’s Heart to Heart Bible Stories
are taken from both Testaments and are de-
lightfully illustrated. The children will love
these stories. And we have a special price of
$9.00 postpaid.

Ouida and I have evening readings with
Mother Pitts and we are presently reading
William Barclay’s Hebrews, which is one of
the 17-volume set of Daily Bible Study of the
New Testament. These include Barclay’s
translation of the text as well as commentary.
These are highly informative and edifying.
We recommend them for family devotions.
You can start by ordering one volume, such
as Mark or Romans. We use the soft cover
edition which are only $7.50 each, postpaid.
The complete set is $115.00

Many of our readers have received a free
copy of The Stone-Campbell Movement, by
Leroy Garrett, a history of Christian Churches
Churches of Christ, by sending.us a club of
eight subs, new or renewal (including your
own), at $3.00 per name, $24.00 total. We
believe you will be delighted with the book
and you will introduce this journal to new
readers. Or you can purchase the book out-
right for only $21.95, and we pay the postage
when you remit in advance. The responses to
this history book continue to be enthusiastic
and sometimes extravagant. We would like
for you to be the judge by reading it for
yourself.
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The Sense of Scripture: Studies in Interpretation . . .
“IT MEANS WHAT IT SAYS”

In our effort to become more responsible in our interpretation of the
Scriptures we must guard against those careless habits that tend to
minimize the difficulty of our task. ‘“What does it mean? It means what it
says!” is one of these. It is a fallacy named in logic texts, equivocation,
which means to use equivocal terms in order to deceive, or to be
deliberately ambiguous. A politician, pressed for an answer on how he
will vote on a controversial issue, answers, ‘‘I will vote for what is best
for the country,’’ is equivocating.

To say the Bible means what it says is to equivocate, for that is
precisely the issue: what does it say? Yes, of course, the Bible means what
it says, but what does it say? So, one is hedging when he resorts to such a
tactic.

Not only is he hedging but he is also guilty of another damaging
fallacy, denying reality. He doesn’t know and he won’t admit it, so he
takes the easy way out, It means what it says. Or he denies the difficulty
of the passage. No problem, for it means what it says. We do ourselves a
disservice when we try to sheer the Scriptures of their difficulty and their
mystery. While the Bible may sometimes be very simple to understand, it
is overall a difficult book, one that abounds with obscurities. Honesty
demands that we admit that often we don’t know what the Bible means
by what it says. Therein lies its greatness. Any literature that would
propose to communicate the mind of God to mortal man could hardly be
without mystery. We are always challenged to probe its depths, only to
conclude with another who was smitten by its inscrutability: ‘“‘Oh, the
depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How
unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding out!”’ (Rom.
11:33)

The simplest statements of Scripture are oficin the most profound and
transcendent, ‘‘past finding out’’ in any final sense. The idea of knowing
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God is an example. When the prophet Jeremiah points to the coming of a
new covenant for a new people, he names an impressive characteristic:

No more shall every man teach his neighbor, and every man his brother,
saying ‘“‘Know the Lord,” for they all shall know Me, from the !e:‘ist pf them
to the greatest of them, says the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and
their sins I will remember no more. (Jer. 31:34)

This great passage is in the context of ““This is the covenant that I
will make in those days”’ (verse 33), and so we can see that knowing God
would be experienced in a new and glorious way. But what does it mean
to know God? It was a concept close to the heart of Jeremiah, for in Jer.
9:23-24 we have:

““Thus says the Lord: ‘Let not the wise man glory in his.wis.dox_n, let not
the mighty man glory in his might, nor let the rich man glory in his riches; but
let him who glories glory in this, that he understands and k_nows Me, tha_t Iam
the Lord, exercising loving kindness, judgment, and righteousness in the

earth. For in these things I delight,’ says the Lord.”

The prophet places knowing God above all earthly values — wisdom,
power and influence, money — and relates it to justice and mercy. And
what a glorious line we have right from the mind of God himself: In these
things (mercy and justice) I delight! This indicates that one kn.ows God
when he shows mercy and practices justice. There is Jeremiah’s judgment
upon king Jehoiakim, son of the righteous Josiah, in Jer. ?2, whose
destiny was to be ‘‘the burial of an ass” because his reign, unlike that of
his father, was filled with violence and oppression.

Speaking to Jehoiakim of his father, Jeremiah said, ‘“‘He judged the
cause of the poor and needy; then it was well. Is this not to know me?,
says the Lord.”” To the incumbent king he said, ‘‘But you have eyes a_nd
heart for dishonest gain, for shedding innocent blood, and for practicing
oppression and violence.” (Jer. 22:17)

Here the Bible is its own interpreter of what is involved in knoyving
God: Is this not to know me?, says the Lord, referring to Josiah’s
compassion for the poor and needy.

If we read the Bible through the eyes of third-world people who have
never known anything but famine, violence, and oppression, we could
identify with Jeremiah’s concept of what it is to know God better than we
can as the most affluent nation on earth. It is easy for us to se¢ knOW{ng
God in terms of going to church, saying prayers, and supporting
missions. We might be able to see how oil-rich Arab sheikhs with their
millions in Swiss banks while many of their own people suffer from
poverty would come under the prophet’s judgment, but not ourselves.
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Our economic status in the world makes it next to impossible for us to
comprehend the pitiable plight of the world’s poor. And our religion is
such, centered as it is in forms and institutions, that we are hardly
prepared to accept Jeremiah’s verdict that knowing God is equated with
showing mercy to the poor and needy. This judgment is all the more
serious when we realize that our wealth is at least partly at the expense of
the dispossessed people. Ours remains the kind of world where the rich
get richer and the poor get poorer. And are we all that concerned? The
Bible says that that concern is what it means to know God.

This is also the verdict of the New Testament, especially as revealed
in the person of Jesus Christ, who, while he was not in stark poverty, was
a poor man. But he was not always poor. According to 2 Cor. 8:9 he was
once rich in heaven, but for our sake he became poor ‘‘that you through
his poverty might become rich.’’ But it is heavenly riches that Jesus
brought to us. In that passage Paul, like Jeremiah, identifies the grace of
God with rich sharing with the poor like Jesus did. Likewise in Philip.
2:5-8 the apostle refers to the preexistent Christ as being in the form of
God and equal with God, and yet ‘‘he made himself of no reputation,
taking the form of a servant, and coming in the likeness of men.”’ He
goes on to say that Jesus humbled (or emptied) himself, taking on human
form, and at last died on the Cross. That is how the Messiah knew God:
giving himself to others. It is in that context that Paul urges us to have
the mind of Christ and to be like him. And we are never so much like
Jesus and never so close to the heart of God as when we are giving
ourselves to others.

If we interpret the Scriptures aright on this subject, we can only
conclude that, whatever else may be involved in knowing God, there is no
way to know God apart from a sacrificial concern, motivated by love and
mercy, for the wellbeing of others.

In fact, the verdict of Scripture demands that this is the essence of
religion, fellowship with God and a compassion for suffering humanity.
One prophet weighed the question as to precisely what God requires, and
he got his answer in terms of ‘‘Doing what is right (justice), loving mercy,
and walking humbly with God’’ (Micah 6:8). When Jesus moved toward a
bottom line of what religion is all about, he came up with the two greatest
commandments: loving God with all our hearts and loving our fellow
human beings as we love ourselves. (Mk. 10:29-31)

What is religion all about? Knowing God. And what does that mean?
Love (mercy) and justice. In the Bible love and justice come to mean the
same thing, or we might say that justice is love distributed. Just as
knowing God and loving God are often equated. As in 1 Jn. 2:3: “‘Now

“IT MEANS WHAT IT SAYS” 165

by this we know that we know Him, if we keep His commandments.’’ As
the apostle continues it becomes evident that the main point of keeping
God’s commandments is to love (do justice to) one’s fellow human being:
«“He who loves his brother abides in the light’’ (verse 10); ‘‘He who hates
his brother is in darkness.”” (2:11)

Knowing God is many things. It is making God the center of our
lives; it is enthroning Him as King in our hearts; it is practicing the
presence of God; it is fellowship with God; it is seeking first the kingdom
of God and His righteousness. And to the Christian knowing God is to
know Jesus Christ, who is the prefect revelation of God. And it is in
Jesus that we find the perfect expression of what is basic in knowing God,
the giving of oneself to those in need.

While I have used the subject of knowing God to illustrate how we
should not neglect the profundity of the Bible with such
oversimplification as ‘‘It means what it says,” the subjects that could be
chosen are endless. What did Jesus mean by his frequent references to the
kingdom of God, whether ‘“Thy kingdom come,” The kingdom of God is
within you,”” or “Everyone is violently pressing into the kingdom”’?
Clearly, it does not help all that much to simply say it means what it says.

I was impressed with this insight from John C. L. Gibson's
commentary on Genesis, in reference to the first chapter of the Bible: ‘It
has that strange mixture of simplicity and profundity which is the mark of
all great literature.” And he might have added that you don’t interpret
any great literature by simply saying it means what it says.

What is the meaning of Bacon’s immortal line “‘Knowledge is
power”’ or Socrates’ ‘‘The unexamined life is not worth living,”’ or
Shakespeare’s “To thine own self be true’’? Or these gripping lines from
Tennyson?

Yet I doubt not through the ages one increasing
purpose runs,

And the thoughts of men are widened with the
process of the suns.

And so with Paul’s love hymn in 1 Cor. 13: “Love bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”” We probably
never do more than to play around the edges of what great minds have
sought to convey to us. The words themselves may be simple enough, })ut
the tapestry of the thought is woven at a level that seems alw'ays to be just
beyond our reach. I am amazed that so much sadness, meaning, anq truth
could be crowded into a single sentence as this one from old Abe Lincoln
not long before his assassination: “‘I claim not to have controlled events,
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but confess plainly that events have controlled me.”” We might say that
Lincoln meant what he said, but one could write a long chapter on our
country’s most tragic era around that single sentence. It means what it
says? That is to trivialize it.

It remains to be said that the Bible sometimes does not mean what it
says. The commentaries are not sure what Jesus meant by ‘“‘Lead us not
into temptation,”” but since God does not tempt man anyway they are
sure that Jesus did not mean what he seemed to have told his disciples to
pray. And we all agree that when he said, ‘‘If your right eye causes you to
sin, pluck it out and cast it from you,”’ he did not mean that sin is to be
dealt with through eye surgery. And Ps. 121:1 means the opposite of what
it says, ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my
help”’ (KJV), for the poet is saying his help does nof come from the hills
where the gods of the Canaanites dwell, but, as the next verse indicates,
his help comes from the Lord.

This is enough to make the point that the Bible is not as simple as we
sometimes try to make it. It is a book (or many books) that needs a good
teacher, and so God has placed teachers in the church. And the Holy
Spirit is our teacher. And with a few helpful aids, one can go far in
teaching himself, especially when with childlike faith he comes within
understanding distance in his passion to know. —the Editor

If We Really Desire Unity . . .

WISDOM FROM CHINA: “GIVE IN A BIT”

Their names are Bess Li and Li Rou-Xin, and they are wife and
husband. She is American and so her sir name comes last; he is Chinese
and so his sir name comes first. Westerners may not always realize that in
a name like Mao Tse-tung that the first name is the last name.

Bess and Rou-Xin were interviewed on the ‘“Today Show,”’ and they
were asked how a trans-cultural marriage like theirs can be made to work.
Bess gave the answer, drawing on a Chinese word which she defined as
Give in a bit. 1 was impressed that she had identified a principle that goes
to the very heart of all human relations. Life is such and human relations
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are such that there is no way to make everything work for long except by
the principle of reasonable compromise or giving in a bit. It applies to
negotiating on the local school board or in the circles of international
diplomacy.

Most Chinese wisdom goes back to Confucius who based his
philosophy on right relationships, the key being sympathy. Like all the
wise men of the ancient East, as well as the Greek philosophers,
Confucius believed that the golden rule of life is to avoid extremes.
Through sympathetic understanding both individuals and nations move
closer to each other. Conformity, so long as it does not call for a
compromise of one’s convictions, is considered a virtue. So, ‘“‘Give in a
bit”’ is sound Confucianism. But is it not a universal principle and does it
not find expression in the Christian faith? Even more, is it not a principle
of Christian unity?

If 1 chose but one text for ‘“Give in a bit”” it would be Phillip. 4:5:
“Let your gentleness be known to all men.”” The gentleman was, by the
way, the ideal man in Confucianism, and the wise men laid out a lot of
philosophy on what it meant to be gentle. Alexander Campbell too was
willing to make that the basis of his educational philosophy, educating
one to be a gentleman (or a gentlewoman). But he stressed the difference
between being genteel, which is a matter of wealth, class, and finesse, and
being gentle, which is a fruit of the Holy Spirit, in short Christlikeness.

And what did Paul mean by gentleness — or moderation as it is
sometimes rendered? MacKnight says it means ‘‘meekness under
provocation, readiness to forgive injuries, sweetness of disposition.”
Lenski sees the term to mean yieldingness. 1 think it could be rendered,
““Let your sweet reasonableness be known to all men.”’ MacKnight cites
Tit. 3:2 as similar: “‘to speak evil of no one, to be peaceable, gentle,
showing all humility to all men.”” He sees the apostle calling for this kind
of example before the world ‘‘because thereby they would effectually
recommend their religion to their persecutors.”” And, as 1 Pet. 2:12 puts
it: ““they may, by your good works which they observe, glorify God in the
day of visitation.”’

It is an impressive promise that the very ones that persecute us wi}l t?e
led to glorify God when they see in us the sweet disposition that is in
Christ. And when the world sees in us that love and acceptance that gives
in a bit they will know that we are truly the disciples of Christ, according
to Jn. 13:35. And did not our Lord pray to the effect that the world
would believe once it saw his disciples united in their love for one another?
(Jn. 17:21)

It is the sweet, gentle, forbearing spirit that is the bond of the more
meaningful human relationships. A marriage endures, joyously endures,
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not because the couple sees things alike but because they are sweet and
reasonable, and because when differences are a problem each one gives in
a bit. So with a church: it can be neither a united church nor a happy
church on the basis of doctrinal agreement, but by its members giving in a
bit in a spirit of love. A readiness to forgive injuries is the way of peace,
and if one is of the disposition to give in a bit the readiness is always
there.

This does not mean that truth is ever to be compromised. In
reference to ‘‘the weightier matters’> — those things of which the
kingdom of God consists — we are not to give in even a bit. When it
involves the integrity of the gospel or our commitment to Christ, we must
be as Paul was in Gal. 2:5: “‘to whom we did not yield submission even
for an hour, that the truth of the gospel might continue with you.”” And
yet the same man was ready to give in on other matters: ‘‘If food makes
my brother stumble, I will never again eat meat, lest I make my brother
stumble.”’ (1 Cor. 8:13)

This means that there are differences both tolerable and intolerable,
but even when differences are intolerable we should be tolerant of the
person. We can never yield to the presumptions of atheism, but the
atheist should be able to see in us the disposition of loving acceptance.
Our Lord had a way of distinguishing between the sin and the sinner. He
did not approve of adultery but he accepted the adulterer; he did not
endorse Zachaeus’ way of life but he nonetheless went to his home for
lunch.

But most of our problems in the church are either of a personal sort
or over doctrinal matters that are not all that important — or even when
we deem them important they are not essential. Here we must have the
grace to give in a bit. It is the grace of Rom. 15:7: ‘‘Receive one another,
just as Christ also received us, to the glory of God.”” What wonderful
grace it is that Christ received me even when I was still wrong about a lot
of things! That is the grounds on which I am to receive you.

This we can do, each of us, without ever violating our own
conscience. I can receive all my sisters and brothers in Christ as equals
without endorsing any belief or practice that runs counter to my own
conviction. If I think it is wrong to sing with a piano or to take
communion from an individual cup, then I should quietly and lovingly
refrain from such practices. But I can still accept those who have no such
scruples. The apostle Paul sees no problem in such difference so long as
we love and accept one another anyway: ‘‘One person esteems one day
above another; another esteems every day alike. Let each be fully
convinced in his own mind.” (Rom. 14:5)
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That last line is one of the most liberating truths in the New
Testament. I am not to be judged by my brother’s scruples, but I am to
be judged for the way I treat him when his scruples run counter to my
own. I am to be convinced in my own mind, not that of another.

This is what unity is all about: not only disagreeing agreeably, not
only giving in a bit, but loving each other, accepting each other, and
forgiving each other, just as Christ loved, accepted, and forgave us.
Warts and all, differences and all, no questions asked and no lines drawn.

—the Editor

DRINKING TOGETHER

A news item out of Harlingen, Texas caught my eye. McHenry
Tichenor, 89, is a veteran of the 111th Ammunition Train, 36th Division,
which fought in France during World War I, a 186-man unit. In the 70
years since they were sent off to war 184 of the men have passed on, a
number of them not surviving the war itself. When they had their last
reunion 25 years ago there were 65 still living.

Now there are only two. Tichenor will reunite with the other survivor
of the unit, Roy Baker, 94, this week in Oklahoma City. They will drink
champagne together. Many years ago the veterans purchased a bottle of
Moet champagne with the understanding that the last survivor would
drink in memory of all the others. Not wanting to drink alone, Tichenor
and Baker are getting together to drink in meaningful memory.

The writeup explains that a bottle of spirits for the last survivor is an
old military custom, dating back at least to the Civil War. Tichenor hopes
that it might be a joyous occasion. He doesn’t want to moan over the
past, as he put it, but to find things to laugh about. The occasion h?s
given Tichenor opportunity to say that while he saw lots of death in
France, ‘It was futile, We had no business in it. What we’ve done in our
wars is we’ve destroyed our natura! resources.”’’

One is left to wonder if after 70 years to think about it if most

veterans would not reach a similar conclusion regarding the futility of
rational creatures meeting in mortal combat on a field of battle. The
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chances are that if Tichenor’s 184 buddies who have passed on could
speak their verdict would not be all that different. And Tichenor is a man
who might be listened to, for he is an authentic survivor in more ways
than one. At 89 he still drives to work every day, owning as he does nine
radio stations in six Texas towns.

I was so intrigued by this story that I could not turn it loose. 1 told
Ouida that if I were a poet I would write a poem about those two old men
who went to war together when they were but boys now drinking together
as old men in memory of they’re not sure what. I find myself wanting to
meet and drink with them. There are questions I would like to ask, and 1
might help them to find something to laugh about. That part of the story
I find especially touching: they are hopeful that they can find cause to
laugh together. Seventy years later!

I shared the story with some of my aged friends at a nursing home I
visit on a regular basis. Birdie, who was abused as a girl and has nursed
the bitterness for some 70 years, responded that if she met with the two
veterans that she would have nothing to laugh about. For sometime I
have tried to help her to overcome her bitterness and to forgive the step-
father who was mean to her. ‘I had to work all the time behind a plow,
and I got very little schooling and never even had a doll,’” she has told
me. She married an older man late in life and is now a widow. I tell her
that as she allows Jesus to make his home in her heart that ke will forgive
the step-father as he forgave those who crucified him.

I told Birdie that if the two old veterans would use the occasion to
count their blessings that they would find plenty of things to rejoice
about, and that she too could forget the pains of yesteryear if she would
name her blessings and think about good things. Then I sang a few lines
of the old hymn with which she was familiar:

When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed;
When you are discouraged, thinking all is lost,
Count your many blessings, name them one by one,
And it will surprise you what the Lord hath done.

Even though Birdie is not a well woman, she was soon counting her
blessings. She still has a good appetite; she can walk up and down the
halls without assistance; she can feed and dress herself. ‘1 have a lot to

be thankful for,”’ she finally conceded. It would have been a good time
for champagne.

Ruth is confined to a wheelchair and has no one to visit her except a
nephew who recently conned her into letting him sell her diamond rings,
which has left her terribly depressed. When I told her the story of the last
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two soldiers of a World War I unit meeting and drinking together,. she
wept. But that was not unusual for Ruth, for she often weeps, especially
when we say the Lord’s prayer together.

That you may know that amusing things do happen in nursing home
I must tell you of the dear old senile soul who was confined to a wheel-
chair not far from where I was sitting with Ruth. She motioned for me,
so I excused myself from Ruth to sit with her for a few minutes. She
wanted me to free her from her chair, but I assured her that the attendant
would soon take care of her. Back with Ruth I was telling her that we can
praise God in a nursing home as well as at church, and I proceeded to
describe how the angels in heaven praise God: ‘‘Holy, holy, holy is the
Lord God Almighty, who was, who is, and who is to come!”’

The old sister that I had tried to pacify, still in distress over her
confinement, overheard what 1 was saying to Ruth. Suddenly she
blurted out for all in the big room to hear, Holy, holy, holy! Get me out
of here!”’

That really broke us up and we all had a great laugh. It was time for
champagne! Surely the angels took notice!

Drinking together is as old as human history and it has l.ong had
symbolic value. Jesus ‘‘took the cup’’ out of the culture of the times. H'e
did not invent it. And when he knocked at the door of one of his
churches, inviting anyone who would to dine with him, he drew upon a
cultural practice with which they were familiar. Driplfing togetper. is
sharing in an event, perhaps one fraught with great significance. Drinking
together tends to break down barriers and makes one -vulnere.lble to
intimacy. It might be a meaningful expression of friendship and
fellowship.

The two old soldiers uncorking the bottle of champagne in memory
of their buddies of bygone days reminded me of the meaning of the
Lord’s Supper. To do the Supper ‘‘in memory of me”’ mpst .mean more
than calling to mind a Person. It is remembering and sharing in an event.
It is not simply to bring to mind the Cross, but the resurrection that
followed and the victory that Christ has given us.

And it is being thankful. As we partake of the cup our hearts can
rejoice and we can be thankful that there was a Calv'ary and an ﬁastgr
morning. And there is the church through the centuries who “M}d toil
and tribulation, and tumult of her war; she waits the consummation of
peace forever more.”’

When the old veterans uncork the bottle they will surely drink to the
country for which they fought together, ‘“‘Here’s to the land of the free
and the home of the brave.”




