
The Bible's Authority in the Congregation 

By Paul S. Minear

"How does the Bible actually exercise authority in any particular congregation? Suppose 
we think of congregations we know best, and allow me to begin with my own experience 
that spans a half-century, more or less, in the same place. But after I relate my own 
experience, I want to invite you, my readers, to take a simple test which you can apply to  
congregations you have known. The order is important because I believe your answers to  
the question about biblical authority in the congregation will be more significant for you 
than my answer can be."

In 1930 I was at Yale, beginning my graduate study of the Bible. The Great Depression 
was in its early stages; it would be ended only by World War II with its employment of 
millions of the unemployed, and with its armaments' explosion and the subsequent 
development of the military- industrial-technological empire. But in 1930, millions were 
unemployed and hungry. There was immeasurable destitution, disillusionment, despair. 
The American dream had turned overnight into the American nightmare. Political anarchy 
and economic civil war were daily possibilities. There were explosive demands for 
economic justice; each of these demands touched off reactionary forces that were in a 
position to use the powers of government to fend off any substantive change in the social 
structure. 

In New Haven, I was in constant contact with workers' families whose only protection 



from extinction was to stand in endless breadlines or to work the streets peddling apples 
or pencils. I was kept from sharing their plight by the fact that I was a student, and my 
wife was in the employ of the university. The Depression signaled a cold war between 
economic royalists and radicals, both seeking to use the powers of government to fulfill 
self-interests. No one can tell how near the country came to revolution, but it was near 
enough to create an anti-Communist hysteria from which the nation has never since been 
free. To a great degree the cold war between America and Russia has been one of a pair 
of identical twins: the other twin being the internal cold war within America, between left 
and right. 

What role in this struggle was played by Christian congregations? Two answers can be 
given. (1) The life of congregations appeared to be totally irrelevant to the solution of the 
critical issues. Nothing they did, or could do, had the slightest effect. (2) When 
congregations did take up positions, they lined up solidly on the side of economic and 
political reaction. Right-wing forces could count on their fears of radical change. The 
acronym WASP was an accurate symbol of actual collusion between religious and 
political establishments. Or so it seemed to me. This collusion was nowhere more 
obvious than in those sections of the country where Protestantism was, in effect, the state 
religion. 

And the Bible? In many ways, the Bible appeared to be wholly irrelevant to finding ways 
of dealing with the successive crises. But where it did become relevant, it was in support 
of the collusion between religious and political establishments. The more reactionary the 
congregation, the more it gave recognition to the authority of the Bible. Loyalty to the 
Bible contributed directly to loyalty to Mammon, to Mars, to Caesar. "Bible-Belt" 
became a term referring to a region simultaneously super- patriotic, economically 
reactionary, militaristic, anti-union, and racially exclusive. All these were solidly 
identified with Christianity, and this Christianity was solidly identified with the Bible. In 
1930, I was convinced that before Christian congregations could be emancipated from 
such idolatries, their dependence on the Bible must be dynamited. I held the authority of 
the Bible at least partly responsible for the stance of the churches; therefore that authority 
must be undermined. 

II

So what is the situation fifty years later, after half a century of wars hot and cold, after 
some seventeen thousand days with each edition of the newspapers proclaiming a crisis 
of some sort? Five decades in which the manufacture and sale of armaments has kept 
major depressions away. Years that have brought a steady increase in hunger and 
starvation throughout the world, and an even more startling multiplication of refugees. 
Our society with its WASP domination has broken up into a society composed of many 
minorities, with competing interests and centrifugal pressures. Are congregations now 
freer from idolatries than before? Have they ever been more secularized, more 
parochialized, more politicized, more fragmented? To what drum do they march? To 
which trumpets are their ears attuned? To raise the question of authority is to confront a 
confusion which permits no answer. An anarchy of voices would give a thousand 
different answers. 



Within this anarchy, how does one measure the role of the Bible? 

Since all congregations affirm that Jesus is Lord, let us test the authority of his teachings. 
Consider his quite explicit unambiguous commands in ten areas: wealth, violence, 
hospitality given to outcasts, love of enemies, the use of oaths, anxiety over the future, 
race, sex, marriage, hypocrisies present in public praying and conscious almsgiving, the 
prohibition of lying and deception, an exclusion of honorific titles and prestige among 
believers, the summons to persecution and martyrdom. Measured by the power of these 
commands over the thought and behavior of existing congregations, how must we 
appraise the authority of the Bible? One could readily defend this thesis: the more fully a 
congregation affirms the authority of the Bible, the more fully does its life contradict that  
affirmation.
 
I doubt if the result would be any more encouraging if we measured authority by the 
degree to which the biblical view of the world and of the church's role in it is operative. 
Has that biblical view demonstrated its power: the world as the creation of God, all 
history as governed in accordance with a divine design, all peoples included within God's 
gracious purposes, a particular people called to fulfill a distinctive vocation defined by 
the humiliation and exaltation of a suffering servant, each present situation interpreted in 
the light of the Passion Story and in its relation to primal beginnings and final endings? 
What kind of evidence could be summoned to show that this gospel conception of history 
exerts power today effectively to shape the sense of identity of any congregation? 

In my judgment, one devastating answer could be given by recalling the role in the 1980 
election of many Christian groups confident of their own right to such a title as "moral 
majority." They made no systematic effort to show that their moral convictions were 
really grounded in the Bible or in the unqualified demands of Jesus, and there was no 
slightest awareness of the incompatibility between their world-view and that of the Bible. 
So, my 1980 view of the matter is almost the reverse of my 1930 view. I am impressed 
now by two things: the minimal degree to which the Bible exerts its authority; and the 
maximal degree of self-deception involved in most current claims of loyalty to the Bible. 

Fifty years ago I wanted to undermine its authority; now I want to reassert its authority 
over congregational life in such a way as to encourage greater obedience to the way of 
Jesus and greater participation in that new creation of which the New Testament speaks. 
But my 1980 view may possibly be as skewed as the 1930 view. So let me propose what I 
think is a fair test for the reader of this essay to apply. 

III

I ask you, my readers, to select those congregations you know best, including the one to 
which you now belong. Think of its total structure and character, its organization, its 
meetings, its most vigorous memories and expectations, its conscious convictions and 
unconscious assumptions, its sense of its own identity and its own vocation, its heart and 
its mind. 



Then take the Bible, not the whole Bible nor even a complete Testament, nor even an 
author or a book, but only a single brief five-verse passage. The passage I have in mind is 
as typical of the Bible as any text of that length can be. It is well-known and fully 
accepted by your congregation; in fact no text is more frequently used. Any member can 
repeat it by heart, and does so every Sunday.
 
With this congregation and this passage in mind, it may be possible to answer such 
specific queries as these: To what extent is the congregation different because it uses this 
text? How does the text produce changes in attitudes, beliefs, emotions, behavior? Does it 
affect the inner dynamics of a group's existence? Is the life of the congregation generated 
or sustained or motivated or oriented by its repetition of this text? 

You have no doubt guessed that the text I have in mind is the Lord's Prayer. Let us take 
its several petitions, beginning with the last three which focus on the needs of the praying 
community as a community. 

(1) Give us this day our daily bread.
Originally this petition expressed on the part of early communities a total dependence on 
God, not for four-course dinners and a full freezer, but for the minimal requirements for 
survival. Daily bread.... If used in the morning the prayer could have referred to just 
enough food for the ensuing day; in the evening, the rations needed by an army for the 
following day. It could have reminded the petitioners of the manna provided Israel each 
day during its wilderness pilgrimage out of slavery, or the common meals of the 
Jerusalem church, or the loaves provided the five thousand in the desert, or the Eucharist, 
or the bread of life, heavenly sustenance provided by an invisible shepherd for a visible 
flock. In all these cases, the request reflected a complete dependence on God for support 
during a period of earthly destitution occasioned by the decision to "leave all" in order to 
follow Jesus. To what extent does that prayer inform the consciousness of your 
congregation as a community united by a similar decision? 

(2) Forgive us ... as we forgive.
This petition reflects a far-reaching transformation in the fabric of relationships toward 
others. Our ancestor-congregations were tiny and weak communes in a society where 
enemies were numerous and powerful. The very shaping of the petition reflects a 
situation tensionpacked with suspicion, fear, hatred, danger, even violent persecution-an 
early version of a world of holocausts and concentration camps. In that world the church 
was an Amnesty International and an Amnesty Eternal. In using this prayer a 
congregation voiced its determination to extend this amnesty in this place and at this 
moment. It confessed that it could not claim God's forgiveness unless it included in the 
same circle its own least forgivable enemies. To what degree does that petition now carry 
power to forgive into the social infra-structure of our society? 

(3) Lead us not into temptation, but deliver ...
This climactic petition reminds us of an, ancient habitat in which human life was 
visualized as a continuing struggle between the God whose power was revealed in the 
Cross of Jesus and the Evil One whose power was also revealed in that same Cross. The 



father of lies, the source of self-deception, had led Jesus into temptation, a trial in which 
Jesus had won a victory not only for himself, but for all, less ready than he for such a 
trial. Within that habitat, this petition became a weapon to be used in a similar struggle 
with a community's own penchant for calling good "evil" and evil "good." 

The more faithful a congregation to Christ, the more intense the battle. This prayer 
erupted from a community in its own Gethsemane. When we use it, in what ways does it 
enable us to visualize our role in that struggle and help us to cope with the kinds of 
temptation evoked by it? 

So much for the three petitions that are focused upon the praying community, the us. 
Now we turn to three petitions that focus upon the One to whom we pray, the You. 

(4) Hallowed be your Name.
This petition takes the petitioner out of the narrow enclosed world of self-interest and 
self-preoccupation. Consciousness becomes absorbed in the holiness, the majesty, the 
mystery, and the elusiveness of God's presence. "Name"-that powerful image of God's 
identity, sovereignty, authority, uniqueness! Where this prayer is voiced, God is not dead 
but alive, not absent but present, not hypothetical but real. Yet the Name is not reduced to 
casual intimacy. An unholy community recognizes God's austere holiness. 
The request that this particular Name be hallowed by us, among us, in us, requires a 
revolution in perspective. Creatures now recognize their Creator and call for all creation 
to join in that recognition. Who can trace the impact of such a petition on a nondescript 
company of true worshipers? How can the power of such a petition be measured? To 
hallow God's own Name is to reorient a community's existence decisively. 

(5) Your kingdom come.
This petition presupposes an awareness of the kingdom's existence, a sovereignty that 
reaches back to primal origins and forward to final consummations. The words link those 
who pray to those origins and those endings by way of the majesty and power of the king. 
They recognize within that kingdom the inclusion of apostles, martyrs, prophets, and 
saints from all generations and all nations. They express the realization that this kingdom 
must now be sought above everything else. The prayer springs from the assumption that 
this kingdom can come here and now to citizens who pray for it. "Ask and you will 
receive." 

The seeking of the kingdom means that the fear of it, the awesome dread of standing 
before the final Judge, has been overcome. It is God's kingdom whose coming is sought, 
and that kingdom cannot come apart from a judgment that burns away all self- serving, 
self-absorption, and self-deception. And where that kingdom comes, there comes power-
the power made perfect in weakness and the power that therefore makes fools of the 
mighty. Let me ask at what points does the biography of your congregation reflect the 
intrusion of that kind of authority? 

(6) Your will be done.
An absolute priority is here yielded to the will of God, a priority of which the 



Gethsemane prayer of Jesus is accurate epitome. This petition supplements the previous 
two: the holiness of God's Name and the coming of the kingdom are seen to be located at 
the point where instead of our wills ("Give us … ") the divine will is done. The 
transcendent manifests its transcendence at the fulcrum point of the immanent (the 
moment when the congregation repeats the petition); that point becomes the fulcrum, 
where a lever, applied correctly, can and does move the community from one world to 
another. 

Where the direction and shape of a community's will is changed, there the community as 
a whole is being reshaped. Its new will, that is, its new vocation, emerges at the point 
where God's will is done on earth. Here it is being reborn-or has your congregation never 
experienced such a rebirth? 

IV

The shape of the prayer makes it obvious that these three You-petitions provide the 
necessary basis for the three us-petitions. The latter petitions make sense only when the 
world has actually been moved by the leverage of the former petitions. And the prayer as 
a whole makes sense only when full Christian weight is given to the salutation "Our 
Father." It takes the whole of the New Testament to spell out the implications of that 
salutation-the grounds on which a community can address God as Father, the character of 
the family that is entitled to use the possessive pronoun Our, the ways in which this 
relationship binds together heaven and earth, the future and the present, the story of how 
God's power has been revealed in the story of Jesus, the songs by which this family joins 
in attributing all honor and glory and power to its God. It is because the prayer is so 
clearly an epitome of the gospel that its use can become a test of the authority which the 
Bible exerts over any specific congregation. 

Although such a test is fair, we should be no means suppose that a given congregation 
will either pass or fail. Nor should we try to give any sort of quantitative marks-ranging 
from 60% to 100% or from F to A+. The shape and the content of the prayer forbid that 
type of evaluation. No one can chart the results of a congregation's praying, even though 
we are all tempted to judge the sincerity and profundity of such prayers. Even so, though 
we may not have the presumption to sit as judge, the test is worth pondering, especially 
next Sunday when we hear the minister intone the familiar words "As our Lord taught us 
...... 
In my own case, after writing this essay, I have come back to think of the three 
congregations I know best, a tiny rural parish, a middle-class suburban church, and a 
university chapel. In all three instances, I would find more than adequate basis for the 
critique given in the first half of this essay; that is, the Bible does not exert any 
substantial authority over the members' basic views of the world or over their life within 
that world. Yet the experience of worshiping with those congregations justifies a 
summing up that is more positive. Where a congregation worships the one true God 
revealed in Jesus Christ and whose love has been shed abroad in these many hearts 
through the Holy Spirit, there the Bible continues to exert its power and its authority over 
the people of God. In the concluding ascription-"Thine is ... the power and the glory" 
there can be detected a climactic finality that bespeaks a sincere commitment to the 



unison, Amen! 
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