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With reference to either the Old Testament or the New Testament (or both), and to other available resources, discuss the dangers of reading the Bible in a very literal way and the advantage of studying the Bible from an informed and scholarly position 
They [Jews and Christians] were thus able to read between the lines and find something new, because the Bible always meant more than it said.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Karen Armstrong, The Bible: The Biography (London: Atlantic Books, 2007), p.4.] 


Introduction
The sense of the above essay title  is that the Bible may be interpreted and understood in different ways, and the purpose of this essay is to compare and contrast interpretations based on literal readings and those based on informed and scholarly readings. The focus of this essay is on the Old Testament, and examines incidences where literal and scholarly interpretations may be usefully juxtaposed and contrasted. Two studies are presented: a short one on the possible meanings of ‘Elohim’, and a longer one on biblical use by the Branch Davidian movement. But first, some aspects of biblical interpretation in their historical context are examined. 
Interpreting the Bible: John Cassian
John Cassian (360-435 CE) was a monk and ascetic writer who first introduced Eastern monasticism to the West.[footnoteRef:2] Biblical literalism is an aspect of biblical interpretation and John Cassian identified four ways or ‘four senses’ in which the Bible might be interpreted: the literal, the symbolic, the ethical and the mystical, and by the Middle Ages these four methods were standard among Christians and mostly prevailed until the Enlightenment.[footnoteRef:3] A brief description of Cassian’s methods are as follows: [2:  ‘John Cassian’, Catholic Online (Encyclopedia), https://www.catholic.org/encyclopedia/view.php?id=2625 (Accessed 28 December 2019).]  [3:  Internet: https://www.biblesociety.org.uk/explore-the-bible/bible-articles/how-can-the-bible-be-interpreted/ (Accessed 29 December 2019). The following examples of John Cassian are summarized from this reference.] 

1. Literal approach. Take biblical texts at face value and read them in their natural or historical sense, and because it deal with actual events, persons, and statements, the method is often considered the most important kind of biblical interpretation.
2. Symbolic approach. Read texts on a deeper, symbolic level, often known as the allegorical or typological approach. For example, when Paul wrote about Abraham and his two wives, Hagar and Sarah, this could be allegorically read as the problematic relationship between Jews and Christians of his era (Galatians 4:22-31).
3. Ethical approach. A third way of biblical interpretation is to look for ethical meaning, sometimes known as the tropological or moral sense, by reading between the lines of a Bible text to see how it could apply to daily life. This is known as midrash in Jewish usage, and an example is in the New Testament where Paul cites a saying from the Old Testament about oxen and explicates the what the text meant on an ethical level: that the apostles have the right to monetary support (1 Cor. 9:9-10). 
4. Mystical approach. Finally, a mystical or eschatological meaning may be discerned in Bible texts. Mystical in this sense usually involves interpreting texts to reveal something about the future. For example, the book of Revelation uses the word ‘Jerusalem’ to refer to the heavenly future of Christians (Revelation 21:2). Therefore, wherever the word Jerusalem is found elsewhere in the Bible, it was decided that it also had something to say about heaven. Another kind of mystical interpretation involves finding secret codes that refer to the here and now. The Kabbalah method of interpretation within Judaism finds coded meaning in numbers and symbols within the words of the Torah (for example, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are said to stand for the emotions of love, fear and mercy respectively). Similarly, the 1997 publication of the Bible Code claimed to unlock mystical codes about world history hidden within the biblical text.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Michael Drosnin, The Bible Code (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1997).] 

These approaches to biblical interpretation are still considered to be useful.
Elohim: God, gods, or the triune God? [footnoteRef:5] [5:  This is an amended and expanded version of material presented as part of an essay for the module TRDL 7095 on the Doctrine of the Trinity.] 

Berešit bara Elohim…..
In the beginning God created…

The third word in the opening three words of Genesis in the Hebrew Bible is nearly always translated as ‘God’, but its grammatical form suggests other possibilities:  ‘-im’ is a masculine plural suffix in Hebrew (as in Seraphim), so a  possible, literal, translation is therefore ‘gods.’ This is the interpretation of the New Age conspiracy theorist David Icke (and others like him), who reads Genesis 1:1 as follows: ‘Upon the Beginning the Gods fashioned the Sky and Earth.’ [footnoteRef:6] He continues with this translation of ‘Elohim’ through the whole of Genesis. However, the plural in Hebrew can indicate quality as well as quantity, and in this context it is conventionally treated as the former, with the meaning of ‘a great god’, ‘the God of Israel’, in other words, quite simply: ‘God.’[footnoteRef:7]  In support of this, the verb bara (‘created’) is in the singular form, and this would appear to be decisive in establishing that in this context, the meaning is a singular God. But if we reconsider the reading of quantity, then this could well be a reference not to ‘gods’, but to the three persons in God, that is, the triune God avant la lettre.[footnoteRef:8] There are therefore three possible ways of interpreting ‘Elohim’: the majority, orthodox way is to read it as ‘God’, as is mainly the case elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible; the meaning of the Trinity is a possibility though it is not an orthodox interpretation. There are numerous references to the Trinity in the Hebrew Bible, either explicitly or implicitly, so I do not see why this should not be a hidden trinitarian reference.  Conspiracy theorists attribute the literal meaning of ‘gods’ to ‘Elohim’, but this view is considered to be highly eccentric and erroneous by orthodox exegetes. It enables David Icke and other conspiracy theorists who read ‘Elohim’ in this  literal way – as a Hebrew plural form out of context –  to construct conspiracy theories about alien gods visiting the earth and establishing themselves in various disguises. [6:  https://forum.davidicke.com/showthread.php?t=198159 (Accessed 27 November 2019). ]  [7:  Jeff A. Benner, Learn to Read Biblical Hebrew (College Station, Texas: Virtualbookworm.com Publishing Inc, 2007), pp.40-1.]  [8:  This reading appears to have no discernible orthodox support.] 

We now move from examining a single word and its implications to considering the broader subject of a Christian sect and its use of the Bible, the Branch Davidians.
The Branch Davidians
This case study concentrates on the consequences of literal and personal readings of the Bible, as against scholarly and orthodox readings. The focus is on the Branch Davidians who came to world-wide attention in 1993,  following a siege by federal agents and mass deaths at the movement’s headquarters at Waco in Texas, in which the movement’s leader David Koresh (1959-1963) died. 
The Branch Davidians (‘Davidian’ indicates a belief in the restoration of the Davidic Kingdom of Israel) originated as a splinter group from the Seventh-day Adventists while retaining many of their beliefs.[footnoteRef:9] They emerged in 1929-31 as a result of the teaching of Victor Houteff (1885-1955), an Adventist school teacher and lay preacher with unorthodox views on the books of Daniel and Revelation that resulted in his expulsion from the Adventist church. Houteff established his own church that he called the Davidian Seventh-day Adventists, commonly  known as ‘the Shepherd’s Rod’, after a series of Bible studies by Houteff. The main teaching is that at the end of time God will establish his literal kingdom in Israel ruled over by Jesus and David. Houteff began to be regarded as an inspired prophet by his followers and most of them went with him when he bought Old Mount Carmel Centre, a 300 acre settlement to the west to Waco as a site for Bible study. [9:  The following three paragraphs on the Branch Davidians are summarised from Nigel Scotland, ‘The Branch Davidians’, in Nigel Scotland, A Pocket Guide to Sects and New Religions (Oxford: Lion Hudson plc, 2005), pp. 28-35.] 

On Houteff’s death his widow Florence took over and announced that the end of the world would take place in 1959. Over a thousand Davidians assembled at Waco at the time for the final judgment, in the expectation that God would pick them up and transport them to Israel. When the prophetic event failed to materialise, most of the members of the church dispersed and formed other groups. One of them was headed by Benjamin Roden who, on returning from Israel, declared himself to be God’s new prophet. In 1962 he took over New Mount Carmel, the former HQ of the Davidian Seventh Day Adventists. Roden introduced some distinctive teachings: biblical feast days such as Passover, Tabernacles, Day of Atonement, and Pentecost were to be observed, but not ‘pagan’ ones such as Christmas and Easter. Roden died in 1978 and his wife Lois took over as Prophetess of the movement. One of her distinctive teachings is that the Holy Spirit is female. David Koresh (1959-1993), a future leader of Branch Davidian, had an affair with Lois Roden which he justified on the grounds of Isaiah 8:3: ‘And I went to the Prophetess, and she conceived and bore a son.’
On Lois Roden’s death, following a power struggle, Koresh assumed leadership of the movement and began a recruitment campaign which had some success in England. Koresh promoted himself as the second Messiah on the grounds that he was able to explain the Seven Seals in the Book of Revelation. In addition, he claimed the right to sleep with any woman in order to spread his seed in accordance with Psalm 45: 11-14 and the Song of Songs 6:8, ‘Sixty queens there may be and eighty concubines and virgins without number.’ He also claimed to be the son of God and began to prepare for a confrontation with local authorities who were becoming increasingly concerned with his aggressive behaviour. Koresh collected a vast armoury of weapons, including machine-guns, and hand grenades. Events came to a head in 1993 when the authorities forced their way into Mount Carmel in search of illegal weapons. Finally, the FBI were called in and a 51 day siege began. Koresh urged his followers to martyr themselves for God. The end came when fire swept through the compound and Koresh and almost all of his disciples died. At present there are a miniscule number of Branch Davidians at Waco who believe that Koresh will return, and that the shore of Lake Waco will fall and cause a cataclysmic flood.
The events described in the previous three paragraphs have arguably been driven by literal interpretations of passages in the Old Testament and there is a chain of events that connects them together. 
Conclusion
In this essay we have examined the differences between a literal reading of a biblical text and a more nuanced, scholarly reading. Two examples have been examined. One consists of a single word, the third word in the Hebrew Bible, namely ‘Elohim’. The majority view is that, although it is a plural form, it has the meaning in this context of ‘God’. A hermeneutical approach might produce the interpretation of the trinitarian God. Finally, a literal translation produces the meaning ‘gods’ and this has been a playground for all sorts of conspiracies and fantasies by conspiracy theorists. There is little real danger in this except that it involves using the Bible as a salad bowl to pick out apparent justifications for delusions and extreme views.
In the second example, we examined the story of the Branch Davidians and their rise and fall, and how their leaders, particularly David Koresh, drew on literal meanings of biblical texts to enhance their power and influence. In this instance, literal readings turned out ultimately to be dangerous, in that the Davidian movement suffered multiple deaths at the Waco siege in 1993.
Finally, these examples suggest in general terms ways in which biblical interpretation should be approached. Armstrong[footnoteRef:10] suggests that citing proof-texts to legitimize policies and rulings is out of kilter with contemporary biblical interpretive tradition; citing Wilfrid Cantwell Smith, she says that scripture is not really a text but an activity, a spiritual process. The Bible has been used to support doctrines and beliefs, but that is not its chief purpose. Emphasis on literal readings reflects the modern ethos but is a break with tradition which usually preferred some variety of figurative or innovative interpretation, similar to the ‘four senses’ of John Cassian above.  [10:  Armstrong, pp.222-3.] 
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