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THE VIVID DANGERS OF SCRIPTURE:  
AN UNLIKELY PARABLE OF COMMUNION FOR THE 

CHURCH IN OUR TIME 

Katherine P. Meyer* 

The canon of scripture is recognised as being functionally authoritative 
for all the Christian churches, and yet its texts continue to be 
experienced as ‘staggering’, even ‘scandalous’. The canon, therefore, 
cannot simply be normative with regard to its historical content. It 
must also be understood to be normative with regard to its restless 
inner dynamic, that is, the demand for ongoing engagement and 
interpretation which its texts so often embody and which is extended in 
surprising ways to those who read and hear them. The ongoing embrace 
of such an invitation might well be the ecumenical adventure of our 
time. 

1 
I begin with a quotation from the North American writer, Annie 
Dillard, who in addition to her essays, also wrote an autobiography 
entitled, An American Childhood. In this brief excerpt, she vividly 
recalls her Presbyterian Sunday School in Pittsburgh. 

The Bible’s was an unlikely, movie-set world alongside our world.  
Light-shot and translucent in the pallid Sunday-school watercolors on 
the walls, stormy and opaque in the dense and staggering texts they 
read us placidly, sweet-mouthed and earnest, week after week, this 
world interleaved our waking world like a dream. 

                                                             
* Originally from the United States, Katherine P. Meyer has lived and worked 
in Belfast (Northern Ireland) and Dublin (Republic of Ireland) for over 30 
years.  She is currently the minister of Christ Church, Sandymount, a united 
Presbyterian and Methodist congregation in Dublin.  She received her PhD in 
2011 from the Irish School of Ecumenics, Trinity College Dublin.  She is a 
member of the Explorers, a local scripture reading group for the adventurous 
from all traditions. 
 



ONE IN CHRIST VOL. 51 NO. 1 
 

38 

The adult members of society adverted to the Bible unreasonably 
often.  What arcana!  Why did they spread this scandalous document 
before our eyes?  If they had read it, I thought, they would have hid it.  
They didn’t recognize the vivid danger that we would, through 
repeated exposure, catch a case of its wild opposition to their world.1 

Annie Dillard’s adult memory of scriptural half verses and resonances 
as ‘stormy’, ‘opaque’ and ‘wild’ no doubt catches more of the truth of 
Scripture than many sermons. But much more importantly, perhaps, 
she evokes her childhood sense that a place in which the Bible was 
actually being read would be a shimmering and restless place, a place 
of unexpected and perhaps even fearful transformations. The 
dominant self-understanding of her Presbyterian Sunday school 
appears not to have been up to the task of recognising, let alone 
confronting, such vivid dangers. But we are left with a disturbing 
question: What about our own? 
   One of the many ironies of the ecumenical movement which forms 
part of our shared heritage today can surely be located in the ease 
with which all concerned have embraced the Christian Bible as a given 
in our life together and a warrant for our journey.    
   And rightly so, for the Bible is undeniably both of those things. The 
irony, however, is revealed in the oddly complacent way in which, like 
the placid and earnest adults lodged in Annie Dillard’s memory, we 
have sometimes failed to grasp the vivid yet life-transforming dangers 
of ‘repeated exposure’ to these ‘staggering texts’. 
   What I would like to explore with you, then, is the possibility that 
the canon of scripture, as a collection of writings functionally 
authoritative for the churches, is normative in at least two ways, one 
obvious, and the other less so. On the one hand, and most clearly and 
non-controversially, the canon has a normative function with regard 
to the historically irreplaceable character of the texts themselves. This 
is true whatever one might go on to say about their content and 
interpretation. That is a historical reality, as much as it is a theological 
one. 
   On the other hand, however, the canon also needs to be seen as 
authoritative in the way these texts invite and establish a practice of 
reading for the community of faith. And this is done, we might say, 
not by telling us how to read, but by showing us.   

                                                             
1 Annie Dillard, An American Childhood (London:  Picador, 1989), p. 134. 
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   Or we could put it this way. Perhaps it is not only the texts 
themselves which have been canonised. Canonised, too, perhaps, and 
thus authoritative in their way, are the internal rhetorical processes of 
interpretation these dense and staggering texts display. For it is 
precisely these internal interpretive openings and risks and intrusions 
which go a long way to making these texts into the ‘scandalous 
document’ which Annie Dillard still remembers being spread before 
her eyes.   
   That is not all, however. For if this is how we are to understand what 
it means for us to hold in common a functionally authoritative canon 
of scripture in the churches, then surely a freshly imagined 
relationship of the churches to this scandalous document which is 
their canon has the potential to lend new liveliness and depth to our 
continuing ecumenical journey. And the creative embrace of 
something we might call a hermeneutics of vivid dangers might well 
help us to discover and enact new parables of communion for the next 
fifty years, expressions of unity which are dependent neither on any 
kind of hegemonic construct nor on a willingness simply to settle for 
the ‘pallid Sunday School watercolours’, the things deemed possible or 
acceptable in present circumstances.  
   For we live, at least in the churches in Ireland, in deeply anxious 
times. Speaking out of my own tradition, that anxiety often leads with 
a sad predictability to demands for a greater public coherence:  a need 
to know that others know that we know what we think, and who we 
are. The more tired expressions of this demand, I suppose, take the 
form of an increasing rigidity of doctrine, and an ongoing insistence 
on a tightly enforced and meticulous conformity. 
   However, I suspect that the same anxiety is also being made 
manifest in certain newer forms of Christian community. These newer 
communities are typically very strong on hospitality, but that 
openness is often allied with a language of family intimacy which, at 
best, fails to recognise its dangers. And in both cases, an apparent 
unity of belief or purpose may mask an underlying insecurity, and an 
identity which is weakened by its lack of any built-in self-critical 
impulse. You could say, therefore, that no one needs the vivid dangers 
of scripture more than we do. 
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2 
So, to the canon itself. As you know, the formation of the canon, 
though not completed until the fourth century, was a decisive event in 
the history of early Christianity. As a historical development, the 
canon bears witness to the increasingly consensual nature of Christian 
faith, but it also represents a conscious affirmation of multiplicity.2   
   In addition, it is important to point out that the Christian canon 
contains, by deliberate decision, the synagogue Bible, which 
constituted the earliest sacred scriptures of the Christian church. This 
conscious embrace of the writings later known to Christians as the 
Old Testament was significant on two counts. It affirmed that these 
texts are necessary and irreplaceable for Christian self-understanding 
and identity. And it also publicly identified the Christian church with 
a text whose meanings were under negotiation.   
   This embrace of interpretive risk and diversity was then mirrored in 
the formation of the New Testament, not only in what was included, 
but also in the nature of the writings themselves. In his 
characteristically provocative style, Leander Keck suggests that ‘what 
the church canonized as the New Testament was a series of twenty-
seven minority reports’.3 That is to say, the writings of the New 
Testament represent, in a sense, a series of fundamental critiques of 
the ways in which churches were already preaching and embodying 
the gospel, critiques which themselves claimed to be rooted in the 
tradition. 
   So we might put it this way. The first Christian centuries were 
characterized, perhaps above all else, by a thoroughgoing diversity 
which must have been as stimulating as it was at times unsettling.4 So 
much so, in fact, that the polyphonic nature of early Christianity was 
at least to some extent recognized and embraced in the process of 
canon formation.   

                                                             
2 Gerd Theissen, A Theory of Primitive Christian Religion, trans. John Bowden 
(London:  SCM Press, 1999), p. 250. 
3 Leander E. Keck, The Bible in the Pulpit: The Renewal of Biblical Preaching 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1978), p. 90. 
4 Ernst Käsemann is one of the scholars particularly credited with drawing the 
attention of the ecumenical movement to the extraordinary diversity present 
in the early church. See Ernst Käsemann, ‘Unity and Diversity in New 
Testament Ecclesiology’, Novum Testamentum 6 (1963). 
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   At the same time, it is undeniable that the very process of canon 
formation was itself, at least in part, a response to the more 
uncontrollable side of this same diversity. At least one of the things 
canon formation was about was recognizing the authority of certain 
writings, to the end that they might be used to arbitrate between 
competing claims.   
   And yet once a text is established as orthodox in some sense, the 
problems of interpretation replace those of orthodoxy. And that leaves 
us with an important paradox at the heart of the canon.   
   On the one hand, there is its exclusive, determining aspect, 
orthodox in the eyes of those for whom it is authoritative, fixed, and 
wedded to clear boundaries. In this aspect, of course, the canon has 
often been allied with social and political power.   
   And yet on the other hand, the very certainty and clarity of this 
understanding of the canon inevitably give rise to  something else, to 
an equally strong subversive dynamic, rooted in the possibility of 
variant interpretations and nurtured precisely by the fixity of the text. 
   For once the historical formation of the canon has more or less come 
to an end, an interesting transformation begins to take place. The 
contexts in which its various writings were completed become more 
and more distant, at least in chronological time. At one level, and 
increasingly, the text may no longer appear to speak directly to 
current issues or questions. At another level, however, it must so 
speak, because it has become authoritative. And so it is that the very 
process of canon formation endows the canonical writings with 
growing depth and richness, and begins to transform them into a 
bottomless well of interpretive possibilities through which guidance 
and insight may be sought by later generations. 
   The Jewish scholar Moshe Halbertal underlines this point succinctly 
when he says: ‘The more canonized the text, the broader [the] 
interpretative possibilities it offers.’5   
   This, then, is the core of the paradox. In a certain sense, the 
historical process through which the canon takes shape, and the way 
in which the fixed canon operates within the community, both tend 
toward exclusion, fixity, closure and control. And yet in another sense, 
such a canonical impulse is bound to fail, for it embodies within itself 

                                                             
5 Moshe Halbertal, People of the Book:  Canon, Meaning, and Authority 
(Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 44. 
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those very forces which will necessarily lead to a fresh, even shocking, 
interpretive boldness. The very bounded plurality of canonized voices, 
and the inevitable passage of time into new seasons of hermeneutical 
desire and longing, will finally issue not in stability but in a kind of 
interpretive abundance, a canon which is in a deep imaginative sense 
not closed but furiously, dizzyingly open. A canon whose vivid 
dangers in anxious times are wonderfully real, and present. 

3 
Now before we turn to the canon itself and to an exploration of a 
particular text, I want to take a brief detour into a somewhat different 
landscape, and take a quick look at the canon and its vivid dangers 
from another angle. 
   The psychoanalyst and theologian Ann Belford Ulanov has argued in 
her work for the importance of destructiveness in the spiritual life. 
Indeed, she would claim that only by including destructiveness in the 
spiritual life can that spiritual life survive.6 
   She acknowledges that all human images of God are constructed, 
and that they are best understood as projections, funded both by 
experience and by tradition. As such, they are a human reflection of 
God’s primary creativity, and are able to play a helpful role in a 
healthy spiritual life. Until, that is, the day comes when their 
incompleteness, and thus their inadequacy, is revealed. This 
destruction of one’s treasured images can be a gradual process, a kind 
of maturing, or it can come suddenly and painfully in the aftermath of 
personal or societal upheaval, when, as Ulanov puts it, ‘the worst does 
happen’. And then we are left to face the darkness with no functional 
or adequate images to guide us, our only landmark the gap between 
what we imagined to be true and what now is. Ulanov points here to 
the person of Job, whose image of the God of ethical monotheism is 
destroyed by events. And yet Job has the courage not only to 
acknowledge but also to enter the gap between his own best 
understanding of God, and the living God who comes to him. 

                                                             
6 I am referring specifically here to the 1995 Cheney Lecture at Yale Divinity 
School given by Ann Belford Ulanov, then Professor of Psychiatry and Religion 
at Union Theological Seminary in New York. The lecture was entitled 
‘Destructiveness and the Spiritual Life’, and it was made available afterwards 
on cassette tape from the Student Book Supply, YDS, New Haven, CT. 
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   The God who meets Job in the gap, Ulanov argues, the God who 
comes to us from the other side of the destruction of our projections, 
is the God who makes all things new.7 This is the God beyond 
projection who is destroyed neither by the harshness of life nor by  the 
violence of human image-shattering, and who returns to shape the 
energy of our destructiveness into a fresh apprehension of what is 
external to us, what is Other. It is precisely out of the energy of that 
new imagination that a renewed spiritual life is made possible, one 
rooted in expectant gratitude and ethical responsiveness. 
   A healthy spiritual life, therefore, carries a paradox at its heart. The 
more firmly grounded are our images of God, or of the way things are 
in the world, the more they are shattered in the presence of the living 
God. And out of the fragments of what has been destroyed, a deeper 
truth takes shape, one which is new, and yet one which would not 
have been possible without the shattering of what was once so 
profoundly valued and embraced.   
   This is perhaps the internal energy which Annie Dillard’s childhood 
self intuited as ‘staggering’ and ‘wild’, and which is canonised in order 
that it may present to us its vivid dangers. Perhaps in this canonical 
sense it is also true that destruction lies at the heart of a healthy 
spiritual life. 

4 
So I invite you now to turn your attention with me to a particular 
narrative about the loss and rediscovery of scripture. This narrative, 
which takes place during the reign of the Judean king, Josiah, is found 
in II Kings 22:1-23:3.8  
   Josiah reigned in Judah in the late seventh century BCE. An early 
account of his kingship may have been written during or immediately 
after his reign, but it would certainly have been revised at a later stage, 
possibly during the exile. In any event, however, this narrative now 
reflects the wider theological preoccupations of this later time, 
including in particular a concern for the worship of the Lord alone in 
the place that ‘the Lord your God will choose’.9  

                                                             
7 Revelation 21:5. 
8 See also II Chronicles 34:1-33. 
9 Deuteronomy 12:5 
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   And sure enough, the events of this story are set in motion by 
Josiah’s fidelity to the ongoing project of the maintenance of the 
Jerusalem temple.10 This involved among other things ensuring that 
the skilled workers who carried out the repairs were properly paid 
from temple funds.  
   The king’s secretary and the high priest were given joint financial 
oversight of these important transactions, and this particular narrative 
begins when Shaphan, the king’s secretary, is sent to Hilkiah, the high 
priest, to arrange for the latest round of payments. 
   However, as soon as Shaphan reaches Hilkiah, the high priest 
informs him that ‘I have found the book of the law in the house of the 
Lord.’11 He gives the book to Shaphan, who reads it. Without 
comment, Shaphan returns to the king, and reports that the financial 
transactions have been completed and are in order. The implication is 
that the secretary, temporarily rendered speechless by the significance 
and import of the finding, responds as a well-trained civil servant and 
automatically completes the task at hand to the expected standard 
before returning promptly to the king and informing him of this 
significant development. 
   When Shaphan reaches the king, however, he defers to the king’s 
judgment by simply announcing to him: ‘The priest Hilkiah has given 
me a book.’12 Shaphan then proceeds to read the book aloud to the 
king, thus underlining the spoken, prophetic character of the event, 
and in keeping with the terrible significance of the finding, the king’s 
response could hardly be more dramatic. He tears his clothes with 
distress, and immediately sends Shaphan and Hilkiah together, along 
with several others, to ‘inquire of the Lord for me, for the people, and 
for all Judah, concerning the words of this book that has been found’, 
for the king has already heard in the reading of the book a litany of 
disobedience stretching back for generations, and now bearing down 
with judgment upon his own.13 
   Here the narrative takes another shocking turn, as five powerful 
men of the court and temple go and seek the interpretive wisdom of 
                                                             
10 See II Kings 12:1-16. 
11 II Kings 22:8.  In 23:2, the scroll is referred to as ‘the book of the covenant’.  
It is widely assumed to have consisted of an early version of part or all of the 
present book of Deuteronomy. 
12 II Kings 22:10. 
13 II Kings 22:11-13. 
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Huldah, a woman and a prophet, as a result of the king’s request. 
Apart from this story, Huldah is not mentioned anywhere else in the 
Old or New Testaments, but in this carefully constructed narrative her 
stature as a prophet is reinforced immediately as she begins to speak. 
Not only does she make use of the prophetic formula, ‘Thus says the 
Lord, the God of Israel,’ she then refers to the king of Judah simply as 
‘the man who sent you to me’.14 She reinforces an ominous sense of 
the disastrous consequences which are now set to ensue from Judah’s 
failure to worship the Lord alone. And in referring to the king simply 
as ‘the man who sent you to me’ she also recognises his embedded 
complicity in the inherited disobedience of the community.  
Eventually, however, she acknowledges the moral leadership he has 
exercised even in his distress as she names him a second time, and 
this time accords him his title, king of Judah.15 
   This mark of respect, though, is bittersweet. Huldah proceeds both 
to acknowledge the king’s genuine anguish and remorse, and to insist 
that although Josiah will not see the worst of the destruction to come, 
it cannot now be averted. Somewhat surprisingly, Josiah responds to 
the prophetic message with energy and moral resolve, gathering the 
whole community together, both leaders and people, at the house of 
the Lord, reading the book of the covenant aloud in their hearing, 
leading the people in the making of a covenant in accordance with 
what they have heard, and inaugurating a set of wide-ranging religious 
reforms. The narrative goes on to describe these in great detail, and 
finally, to report how Josiah was eventually killed in an unrelated  
battle. Huldah’s prophetic witness is thus confirmed, as Josiah does 
not live to see the destruction of Jerusalem. 
   Such a short synopsis cannot do the narrative justice, but it does 
provide a basis on which to make several observations, both with 
regard to the interpretive complexity and abundance of the canon and 
with regard to its vivid dangers.   
   First, it is important to note that the finding of the scroll of the 
covenant represents the recovery of Israel’s best knowledge and 
understanding of God. And it is precisely this knowledge and this 
understanding, with all their depth, richness, and validity, which form 
the basis of the programme of reforms subsequently instigated by 

                                                             
14 II Kings 22:15. 
15 II Kings 22:18. 
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Josiah. It is worth noting, too, that the reforms are significant, and 
were later recalled as having extended well beyond the area of cultic 
and liturgical practices to that of economic justice for the poor. 
   Second, however, the recovery and reinstatement of Israel’s best 
knowledge and understanding of God in the form of ‘the book’, while 
absolutely necessary for the continuing life of the community, does 
not avert the eventual destruction of Jerusalem. This older knowledge 
and insight is in no sense discredited, indeed quite the reverse. And 
yet, once the scroll of the covenant is found, it cannot simply be 
reclaimed and taken up again in an unaltered form, not because it is 
in any sense less true, but because those who have gathered to hear it 
are now in a new place. Their best knowledge of God has been both 
recovered and shattered. 
   When the king sends Shaphan to Huldah to inquire of the Lord, it is 
clear that the importance of the scroll’s recovery and the reading of its 
contents has in a significant way already registered not only with 
Josiah, but with Hilkiah and Shaphan before him. Still, Huldah goes 
on both to interpret and to authorize the text, confirming the link 
between the worship of other gods and the destruction which is to 
come. Her testimony to the inevitability of that destruction is in effect 
a claim that the truth of the present situation cannot be adequately 
faced or lived through simply by reinstating past understandings and 
images of God. Again, this is not because they are inherently 
misleading, but rather because in the presence of the living God, they 
can only be shattered and constructed all over again. 
   Finally, to those who now hear, from a later perspective, the 
canonical story of the finding of the scroll during Josiah’s reign, and 
the seeking of its authoritative interpretation from the prophet 
Huldah, awareness of the destruction and exile which were to 
overtake Judah within a few short decades is impossible to avoid. 
When, in Ulanov’s words, ‘the worst happens’, the commandment to 
worship God alone in the place of God’s choosing is itself shattered, 
and can only be reconstructed from the place of exile.   
   Here, too, however, we are given a fleeting but important 
perspective on what becomes possible among the fragments. When 
the prophet Jeremiah later writes his well-known letter from 
Jerusalem to the exiles in Babylon, he exhorts them:  ‘Build houses and 
live in them, plant gardens and eat what they produce . . . seek the 
welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the 
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Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.’16 The 
letter is taken to Babylon on Jeremiah’s behalf by none other than the 
son of Shaphan and the son of Hilkiah, sons of fathers associated with 
the exemplary reign of Josiah. And what Jeremiah’s letter offers to the 
exiles, of course, is precisely a fresh perceiving of God. In the wake of 
devastation, there is a fresh hearing and sighting of the living God 
among the fragments, a shocking new possibility of what it might now 
mean to worship God in the place of God’s choosing. 
   Thus what is offered in the text of this narrative is a canonized life of 
interpretive exhilaration. Here, a return to the text is neither a 
reproduction of current arrangements of power nor an embrace of the 
logic of the way things are. Rather, it is an embodied expectation that 
the presence of the living God both destroys and makes new. Texts are 
returned to not in the confidence of settled authority nor in a spirit of 
endless indeterminacy, but as a way of valuing and ordering 
interpretive diversity, dissent, and risk-taking in concrete situations. 
And where questions of power arise, as they always do, such diversity 
and dissent are then available to fund that much needed critique of 
present arrangements which is at the heart of biblical religion.  
   It is therefore the work of the canon to embrace that textual 
vibrancy which will always bring an alternative perspective to bear, 
inviting fracture for the sake of insight, disjuncture for the sake of 
possibility, and destruction for the sake of fresh perceiving. The return 
to the text, whether in liturgy, in prayer, or in study, embodies this 
interpretive passion, this hermeneutic of vivid dangers. And its end is 
always a lived human encounter with the One whose presence is 
understood to be both the shattering and the new creation of the 
community’s life. 

5 
And so it seems, in conclusion, that in these deeply anxious times the 
canon of scripture with its vivid dangers may well continue to offer to 
the churches an imaginative and interpretive space of great promise, 
and a wholly unexpected parable of communion.   
   And in light of the contemporary pressures I alluded to earlier, we 
might even dare to hope that a church which locates itself in this 
space will also come to understand that its integrity will never be 

                                                             
16 Jeremiah 29:5-7 
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found in forced coherence. Rather, it will be found in remaining open 
to, and reachable by, that which comes to it from outside its current 
self-understanding. It will be more sturdily resistant to the practices of 
idolatry which take their most seductive form in an assent to the 
arrangements of the present. And as an interpretive community of 
vivid dangers, this church will be nurtured by the weekly placing of 
the community within hearing of a word which is familiar to them, a 
word they know, and yet a word which they still and always expect to 
interrupt and transform them. For they will have learned about such 
risk from scripture itself. 
   If they are asked what grounds them in this risk-filled world, they 
will point simply to the integrity of God, and then to their growing 
understanding of what it is to be human in God’s sight: reachable, and 
available to be undone and then given new life, in plain sight of the 
world. And they will know that this visible unity, seen in destruction 
for the sake of insight, and the releasing of one’s grip for the sake of 
new life, is in the end the only witness they, that is, we, have to offer.  


