The Problem with Biblical Criticism and Modern Translations





	Today there is a new approach to the Bible which is taking root even among the historic Orthodox Churches.  This approach, invented by Protestants about a hundred years ago and later adopted by Roman Catholics is based purely on scientific method.  It seeks to approach the Bible with a critical eye and scholarly expertise.  Biblical interpretation and insight is no longer seen as a fruit of sanctity, faithfulness or continuity with the teachings of the Holy Fathers and the Holy Tradition of the Church.  Rather, interpretation of the Sacred text is based on scientific methods like “Word Studies” which even an atheist could employ.  In fact, many Biblical scholars express in their writings a “faith” not much different than that of atheists, with denials of everything from the Virgin Birth to the very “bodily” Resurrection of our Lord.  Yet despite their lack of faith in the veracity of God’s Holy Word, we are expected to trust their expertise in Biblical interpretation.  I for one would rather listen to an old, blind and illiterate Monk’s interpretation of God’s Word than ten thousand Biblical Scholars who employ this blasphemous method against the Holy Breath of God.  The audacity they have can be seen in the very title of this method, i.e. “Biblical Criticism.”  After two thousand years, we can be sure that God doesn’t need us to “criticize” His Word.  God doesn’t call us to be critical of His Word but rather to be obedient and faithful to it.


	It is strange that Orthodox, who are typically known to be rather suspicious of Western Scholasticism, would be open this new form of hyper-scholasticism -which basically reduces the Bible to a bunch of fabricated stories produced to teach religious principles.  At least the old Latin Scholasticism sought to be faithful to God’s Word while expressing theology through the language of Aristotelian philosophy.  As the Jesuit Father Kenneth Baker, S.J. points out about Biblical Criticism, this new Western Biblical Scholasticism, known as Biblical Criticism is in perfect accord with the “Bible without the Church” mentality.  This has become the dominant Western approach since the invention of the Protestant doctrine of “Sola Scriptura” and it has devolved to the point that faith, when it concerns Biblical interpretation, is seen as irrelevant.  In an interview about modern Biblical Criticism, Jesuit Father Kenneth Baker, S.J. points out, “The two philosophical denials of modernist Biblical Criticism are:





1.  There can not be a kind of thing such as a miracle.


2.  There can not be a kind o thing as a prophecy foretelling the future. [1]





He points out that this critical approach to the Holy Bible is based primarily upon rationalism.  Such rationalism flies in the face of the very purpose God gave us His Word.  Fr. Baker explains that the purpose of the Scriptures is to “nourish our faith and the growth of the life of charity.”  Biblical Criticism with its denials of the miraculous and insistence on the sufficiency of human intellect for Biblical interpretation, falls far short of this purpose.


	Another fruit of biblical criticism is very poor and untraditional translations.  Traditional words which have always been seen as referring to subjects like priests, bishops, baptism, fornication, homosexuality, the divinity of Christ, etc. have been translated right out of the New Testament.  This is why many Orthodox and other traditional Christians retain the use of older English translations.  It is not because they like out-dated language due to sentimentalist tendencies (as is often assumed).  Rather, it is primarily because these older translations are more apt to be faithful to theological terminology and phrases corresponding to two thousand years of Christian Tradition.


	There is the further difficulty caused by hyper-textual criticism which has now given us truncated New Testaments.  Time after time, words and passages are deleted from the Biblical text (often with no note of their removal) because some obscure, slightly older translation was found without these texts.  This is in spite of the fact that the far majority of ancient manuscripts include these deleted texts.  This practice of deleting Biblical texts on the grounds of antiquity, also ignores that these same passages being deleted are in the biblical quotations of the great Fathers of the Church.  So, thanks to modern Biblical Scholars, we now have Bibles which differ radically from those used by the Church Fathers.  No wonder so many of these scholars are advancing doctrines which likewise differ from the teachings of the Fathers.  As far as I am concerned, if the passage was good enough for the likes of St. John Chrysostom and the other Fathers, it is good enough for me.  Because I cling to the faith they witnessed to, I want to use the Bible which they taught from and also passed on to us.  I don’t need some critic ripping these passages out of the Holy Bible in order to produce for me a Bible which he thinks is more correct.  In short, I trust the judgment and witness of the Fathers over these critics.


	The final Biblical travesty which has resulted from the “advances” made by Western Biblical critics is the fact our Old Testaments have been stripped of the far majority of Messianic prophesies. [2]  This is due partly to the Protestant idea of relying on the Masoretic texts rather than those based on the Septuagint.  Such a practice ignores the fact that the early Christians used the Septuagint as their primary text.  It has been shown that over 80% of the Old Testament quotes in the New Testament derive from the Septuagint.  Until the time of St. Jerome it was used almost exclusively by Christians of East and West.  It remains the received, official Old Testament by most Orthodox Churches and many in the West continued to use translations based on it even after St. Jerome’s Vulgate (e.g. St. Augustine).  But the main reason the prophesies about the coming Christ have been translated out of modern Old Testaments is because the modern translators have abandoned the Christocentric approach.  This is the historic and Traditional belief that the entire Old Testament points to Christ.  So today, thanks to the Bible critics, we have not only a truncated and poorly translated New Testament devoid of Traditional Biblical language, we also have Old Testaments which have been stripped of prophesies referring to Christ.  This is due to the fact that the current editions are based on texts which are not in accord with Christian Tradition.  It is beyond me how any Orthodox could accept such a 
