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Also missing was consideration of the renewal and role of monastic
communities in Middle Eastern churches. Readers could have been impressed
and drawn to visit some of these monasteries by a complete list and a brief
description of their centrality to the church. Nevertheless, I highly recommend
this book for persons traveling to, studying about, or working in the region.

Roy Hange, co-pastor, with wife Maren, of Charlottesville Mennonite Church
in Charlottesville, VA.

Alan Verhey, Reading the Bible in the Strange World of Medicine. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003.

What do the ancient texts of the Bible have to do with the moral complexities
of modern medicine? Judging by most medical ethics texts, including those
written by Christian ethicists, the answer is little or nothing. It is easy to come
to this negative conclusion. After all, Scripture is necessarily silent about
modern medical technology and its corresponding dilemmas, and what
Scripture does say about medicine and healing often strikes us as ranging
from quaint to antiquated to outright odd. Yet, in Reading the Bible in the
Strange World of Medicine, Alan Verhey, Professor of Christian Ethics at
Duke Divinity School, shows that Scripture is essential in our efforts as
Christians to engage the pervasive reality of modern medicine.

Verhey does not offer simplistic solutions for how we should read
and appropriate the Bible or for the issues that we confront in modern medicine.
Keenly aware of the historical and social distance between ourselves and
Scripture’s authors, he rejects proof texting and appealing to Scripture as a
collection of timeless moral codes. He instead sees the reading of Scripture
as a community practice that shapes our lives as we prayerfully and humbly
read the Bible together, discerning what actions and patterns of behavior are
fitting to or coherent with the whole story that it tells.

Verhey is confident that reading Scripture as a community practice
provides the memory and wisdom necessary to guide us through the complex
terrain of contemporary medicine. In fact, Scripture trains us to see that
modern medicine is “strange” in that it is often driven by the corrupt assumptions
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of a Baconian, liberal, capitalist society with particularly distorted notions of
personhood, compassion, freedom/autonomy, justice, parenting, and children.

A careful, gifted reader of the Bible, Verhey offers his own wrestling
with contested moral questions in medicine as a contribution to the community
practice of discernment in light of Scripture. Dealing with questions of
personhood, suffering, genetics, abortion, artificial reproductive technologies,
physician-assisted suicide, care for neonates, and access to healthcare, he strives
to hear the wisdom of the broader biblical narrative. Thus, for example, his
effort to understand “personhood” draws on the beginning narratives of
Genesis, the infancy and resurrection stories of Jesus, the story of the Good
Samaritan, and Paul’s concern for the body in First Corinthians. The result is
a notion of personhood that is embodied and social, that reduces a “person”
neither to a capacity for agency nor to sheer genetic uniqueness, and is more
dependent on our orientation to care for others than on abstract categories.

This volume is difficult to classify: Most of the material has previously
appeared in some form, but the book is not just a collection of essays. Verhey
has organized, rewritten, and synthesized earlier material into a coherent whole
that is more than a set of essays but less than a new monograph.

Verhey is an engaging speaker, and writes in the same way that he
presents. Stylistically, the written results are often mixed. For scholars and
those familiar with Verhey’s work, this volume is sometimes verbose and
repetitive. Yet, these same “flaws” make it more accessible and truly engaging
for the nonspecialist. Scholars will occasionally need to skim-read, but Verhey’s
insights justify wading through some extra verbiage. Nonspecialists will find
an engaging volume that is wide-ranging enough to constitute a strong Christian
introduction to medical ethics.

The volume is especially well-suited to clergy. Pastors who spend
time with it will find themselves better prepared when congregation members
struggle with realities such as infertility, unwanted pregnancies, and painful,
lingering deaths. It does not provide a set of ready-made answers, but it does
provide tools to better think through these issues together as Christians. Besides,
the range of subject matter and the serious engagement with Scripture make
this book a fertile field for sermon and Bible study ideas.

Joseph Kotva, Anabaptist Center for Healthcare Ethics, Elkhart, IN.


