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Just where do the Scriptures fit into contemporary lives? The Bible remains a global bestseller, resonating with people in many cultures. Yet it is also widely viewed as a difficult book to engage with on one's own. In the United States, where the great majority call themselves religious, studies show an astonishing lack of knowledge about the Good Book. Sixty percent of Americans can't name five of the Ten Commandments, and fewer than half can name the four Gospels or even the first book of the Bible. While most Christians view it as either the inspired or inerrant word of God, many are reading it less. Even some seminaries are falling short in biblical preparation for those entering the ministry. 
The difficulties seem to involve more than busy lives. Some people have been shaken by research that raises doubts about the historicity of biblical narratives. Others find it difficult to relate the Bible's agricultural idiom to their urban experience. And some are anguished over traditional teachings on the role of women in the church and homosexuality.

Are people getting the help they need to engage with the sacred texts as spiritual and moral guides for today's complicated lives? Two new books address this predicament from different angles, while aiming to breathe new life into the encounter with the Bible. In each case, the author unlocks meaning and relevance by offering a deeper understanding of the context in which the narratives were written. 
In "Paul Among the People," Sara Ruden brings a unique perspective to the teachings of the apostle most responsible for spreading Christianity throughout the Greco-Roman world. As an accomplished translator of classical literature, Ruden offers a wholly fresh reinterpretation of Paul's most controversial writings -- on slavery, the role of women in the church, homosexuality, love -- by examining them alongside the writings of the polytheistic culture of his day. 
Ruden viewed Paul negatively before undertaking this effort. But she developed a profound appreciation for what he was saying as he grappled with a pagan society that "deified violence and exploitation," while he called people to a radically different way of life. Quoting from Aristophanes, Petronius, Juvenal and others, she provides startling insights into the prevailing values regarding the status of women and slaves and the widespread practice of raping young boys. While some of her examples are more definitive than others, she shows how the apostle encouraged cultural progress regarding people's status. For example, he called on Philemon to take in a runaway slave who had become a Christian and treat him as a Christian brother.

"More than anyone else," she says, "Paul created the Western individual human being, unconditionally precious to God and therefore entitled to the consideration of other human beings." Yet his writings still stir controversy among Christians today. Some denominations, for instance, use his letters to argue against letting women serve as church leaders. With this provocative reconsideration of his words, Ruden is urging those on both sides of the issues to reexamine their assumptions. 
Alexander J. Shaia's "The Hidden Power of the Gospels" is an even more ambitious work. He aims to make a particular approach to the four Gospels of Jesus Christ the guide to spiritual transformation. Shaia, a spiritual director, educator and psychologist, argues that the discrepancies between the Gospel accounts are "purposeful, and useful." Each Gospel was written for the needs of a different Christian community at a particular place and time, he explains. The book of Mark, for instance, was addressed to the life-and-death situation of those persecuted in Rome in the mid-60s A.D., while John wrote at the end of the 1st century for a cosmopolitan Christian population in Ephesus.

The Gospel authors were focused not on conveying historical facts, Shaia says, but on the core story of Jesus and the message of the eternal Christ (as Paul described it), present to help each community sustain its faith under challenge and spread it to others. Further, Shaia contends that each Gospel has a central metaphor and a theme, which relate to the inner lives of seekers today as much as in the 1st century (How do we face change? How do we move through suffering? How do we receive joy? How do we mature in service?). His thematic analysis draws on his psychological as well as spiritual training.

The book's core premise is that the four Gospels were selected from some 50 in existence at the time to become the Christian canon for the very reason that, when read in sequence, they constitute a map for inner transformation. This ancient sequential reading cycle was followed in church services for the first 300 years after they became canonical and then was discontinued. He rediscovered the cycle and now offers it within what he calls the "quadratos" journey. 
While not everyone will be convinced by the book's claim to represent the new paradigm for inner transformation, "The Hidden Power of the Gospels" does offer a bridge over the conflicts that swirl around dogma and historicity. That could be life-changing for many, particularly those alienated by literalist approaches.

Both of these books, which try to appeal beyond the Christian community, illustrate that exploring the cultural context of the New Testament can bring the Word alive in fresh and perhaps transformational ways. 
