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Hermeneutics, Contextualization and Games
What I Learned about Theology from The Settlers of Catan
Craig Ott
Having spent much of my adult life in Germany, my family became well acquainted with the popular board game The Settlers of Catan (original German Die Siedler von Catan).  First released in 1995, the game quickly became a raging success and has since been translated into some 30 languages, and by 2009 had sold 15 million copies worldwide.
 One of the secrets to Settlers’ success is that the game board is not a fixed board, as with chess or Monopoly, but is composed of numerous hexagonal pieces that are arranged randomly each time the game is played. This means that each time one plays, the board configuration must be carefully studied so as to determine a new winning strategy. The goal, rules and general principles for winning remain the same, but the specific strategy must be adapted to the given layout of the playing field in order to win. 
The parallel struck me that the task of contextualization might be compared to playing The Settlers of Catan. Though the goal and basic means of Christian mission remain the same everywhere, Christian mission is “played out” on different cultural playing fields which demand fresh contextual strategies to attain the goal while abiding by the rules. Furthermore, the analogy can be applied to the hermeneutical task of interpreting the contextual “playing strategies” revealed in biblical texts and learning from them to discern strategies for contemporary contexts.
The Limitations of Traditional Evangelical Hermeneutics

Much of biblical hermeneutics in the Western evangelical tradition has focused upon developing a systematic, step by step, linear procedure of analyzing and applying biblical texts. The goal is to determine the original meaning of the text and apply it faithfully to the situation of the contemporary reader in a manner consistent with the original intent. This is done by means of studying a specific passage in its original context, then typically proceeds to formulate a universal, culturally neutral, abstract principle extracted from the specifics of the biblical context, and finally applies the principle in a new context which would have some parallel to the original biblical situation.
 This description is admittedly overly simplified, but it reflects the central logic of the method. 
This approach has many advantages, and the proposal made here is not an attempt to replace or reject it. But such approaches have limitations if taken as the sole model of interpretation. The impression can easily be given that biblical interpretation is an almost mathematical rational science, and that really important truths are the naked timeless abstractions (principles), for which the cultural or situational elements of the biblical narrative (or discourse) are merely incidental. This approach can be especially dissatisfying when interpreting narrative texts in which the original intent and the “timeless principles” are less apparent.  In the words of Krikor Haleblian, “To separate the content of the gospel from its cultural forms is similar to peeling an onion in order to find its core. What is urgently needed is a method that can sidestep kernel-versus-husk type questions.”
 The New Testament writers’ use of the Old Testament certainly does not employ such a hermeneutic. As Paul Hiebert has pointed out, the relationship between form and meaning is a complex one, where form is often integrally bound with meaning.
 We need to find ways to interpret texts in a way that more integrally links meaning with the specifics of the context or narrative by not searching so much for timeless or “culturally neutral” meaning behind the specifics, but rather in examining the relationships demonstrated in the contextual elements of the text itself.  Meaning is rooted in the social context, particularity, and circumstance, and can hardly be separated from it: the story is the meaning.
 The challenge is in understanding the implications of that meaning without, in the words of John Howard Yoder, leaving the story behind.

Many interpreters, especially in the majority world are uncomfortable with extractionist/ abstractionist hermeneutics viewing them as overly rationalistic, individualistic and reflecting the cultural milieu in which they have been developed.
 In Western cultural contexts the Enlightenment ideals of rationality and the supremacy of human reason have been tried and found wanting. Of course numerous other approaches to biblical interpretation have existed throughout the history of the church and alternatives are being proposed today which seek to access other levels of meaning, which are more intuitive, affective, and/or praxis-oriented.  Contemporary evangelicals have rarely been comfortable with these alternatives because they often fail to respect the original author’s intent and at times replace exegesis with eisegesis. The authority of scripture can be lost in a merging of subject and object in the interpretive process. Literary techniques of interpretation have been proposed taking more seriously the particularity of biblical narratives examining the plot, characters, dialogue, tension, climax, etc.
 These are hopeful developments, but often lack a comprehensive and authoritative understanding of scripture and revelation.
The proposal here explores an alternative model of biblical interpretation and contextualization using the conceptual framework of games.
 The model of games has been used by others in Christian theology. For example James Wm. McClendon Jr., drawing upon Bernard Suits’ The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia applies game metaphor to Christian ethics.
 Bryan Stone has applied the same to a theology of evangelism.
 I will draw on similar lines of reasoning in my proposal, however I apply game logic quite differently emphasizing the role of strategy, which is absent from their proposals. The game metaphor can potentially provide a key to understanding biblical texts, especially narrative passages, without necessarily separating form and meaning in those texts. Game hermeneutics seeks also to provide a comprehensive framework for the various dimensions of the biblical message and its implications while on the one hand allowing for more intuitive access to biblical meanings, and on the other hand providing reasonable guidelines to protect against unrestrained subjectivity. Because games are a universal phenomenon in human cultures, they have the potential of providing a model of interpretation that is accessible and plausible in many different contexts.

Preliminary Clarifications about the Use of Game Logic
A few preliminary clarifications are in order to avoid potential misunderstanding.  First, by comparing Christian life and mission to a game, I am in no way trivializing what is at stake or suggesting something that is merely playful, simulated, or disconnected from reality.  In Western cultures we tend to think of games as merely a form of recreation or entertainment, although they in fact often perform many important social functions.
 The logic of games is employed here simply as a conceptual model that may be helpful to understanding a complex phenomenon.
Second, many people immediately associate games with both competition and individualism, which may make the very suggestion of employing game logic distasteful. This is however neither necessary nor true of all games. Team sports are by nature a collective activity and illustrate the values of cooperation, interdependency, common cause, and role assignment according to specific talents. Furthermore, many other games and sports are non-competitive.
 For example, I may play golf to improve my own handicap, not to defeat an opponent. Or I may play table tennis with a child not competitively to defeat her, but to cooperatively see how many times we can get the ball back and forth over the net—the more times we can do it, the more we are both “winners.”

Third, game logic as used here is not to be confused with mathematical “game theory” 
 or Steven Brams’ “game-theoretic exegesis.” 
 Game theory is a much discussed mathematical tool for analysis of decision making and human rationality applied to economics, marketing strategy, conflict resolution, political theory, and by Brams to biblical interpretation.
 I am not using games as an analytical tool in this manner whatsoever.  Rather I seek to use the inner logic of games and how they are played as a conceptual model for hermeneutics and contextualization. To avoid confusion, in this essay I will speak of game logic, not game theory.
Finally, using game logic as an interpretative model need in no way undermine biblical authority and avert or subvert truth claims of the Bible.  I’m not building upon Ludwig Wittgenstein’s theory of language games,
 and there are only surface similarities to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s “game of truth.” Though there is a sense in which the biblical game is a self-contained system with internal coherence, this does not mean that that system is on equal footing with competing systems, worldviews, or truth claims. The Bible provides an authoritative guide to playing the game of life in general and participation in God’s mission in particular. 

By understanding biblical events and teachings in terms of how a game is being played in various settings and circumstances, we are given, as it were, a divinely inspired playbook with many instructive examples of how the game is played well or poorly within the game parameters. Such an approach also allows space to explore intuitive levels of meaning that other approaches may easily miss. By examining the game strategy depicted in a biblical text, we need not attempt the dubious task of stripping the text of its “cultural clothing” in order to grasp its authoritative meaning and discover lessons for contemporary contexts. In this regard game logic applied to hermeneutics may well give higher regard to the original meaning, and thus the authority of the revealed Word of God.
The Nature of Games
As noted above, games are universally familiar, and are in some shape or form a feature of every human society. They have very ancient origins,
 and may come in the shape of sports, board games, card and dice games, role playing, and now computer games.
  Except for games based upon pure chance (e.g. roulette or “Chutes and Ladders”) or purely upon physical skill or strength (e.g. arm wrestling or dart throwing), most games require a playing strategy to be played well. Philip Townsend has demonstrated that games of strategy, such as Mankala in Sub-Saharan Africa, are familiar even in traditional societies with little socio-political complexity and among most classifications of societies.
 When speaking of games in this article, games involving strategy are in view. Such games are most like life itself because persons and communities are endowed with varying levels of skill, and they face unpredictable circumstances that are changing and beyond their control. To live well they must have a “strategy” for wise living and attaining one’s goals under constraints over which they have little or no control.
Various definitions and criteria for games have been proposed which distinguish games from more casual or spontaneous play.
 Bernard Suits, upon whom McClendon and Stone build, names four essential elements of games: (1) and end or goal, (2) the means, (3) rules, and (4) right attitude.
 For my purposes I shall also borrow from Suits with some adaptation, and add a fifth element (5) strategy.  I’ll explain each these elements before moving on to see how they can be helpful for hermeneutics and contextualization.
The Goal or Objective of a Game

The first question to be clarified when learning a new game is: what is the objective? A game must have a goal or end in view which one attempts to achieve. In golf the goal is hitting a ball with a stick into a hole in the ground with as few hits as possible. When playing chess the goal is to capture the opponent’s king. In the card game “hearts” one attempts to get as few points as possible. Without a clearly defined goal or end, the activity may be entertaining, instructive, playful, or good for one’s health, but it is not a game.


There is a distinction to be maintained between the goal of the game as a game, and why a person chooses the play the game. One does not play golf merely to get a ball in a hole. There would be many other better ways to get a ball in a hole than hitting it with a club. Indeed what utility would there be in even getting a ball in a hole in the first place apart from the game? The game objective often only makes sense within the parameters of the game itself. One chooses to play a game for a variety of other reasons: entertainment, exercise, challenge, social interaction, etc. But once one has chosen to play, the objective of the game becomes the player’s objective.

The Means of a Game


There are normally necessary objects with which one plays the game.  In golf one needs a ball, at least one club (though a variety of clubs is better), and a playing field; the golf course. To play chess one needs a playing board and well defined playing figures that are placed upon the board.  For typical card games one only needs a deck of playing cards that are marked with certain symbols. Though the basic materials of a game usually remain the same (a ball, a deck of cards, etc.) the specific playing conditions may change affecting play. One golf course is laid out differently than another; weather may influence play; opponents have differing strengths and weaknesses; tennis may be played on a clay, hard grass, or carpet court; the hand of cards that I’m dealt is different each time; the board configuration of Settlers of Catan is different each time played. These variable features of the playing conditions usually affect the playing specific strategy.
The Rules of a Game

A game must also have rules which determine allowable ways which the means will be used to attain the goal.  For golf the means of getting the ball into the hole is hitting it with a club. One may not throw or carry the ball. In chess one takes the opponent’s king by moving the playing pieces according to a prescribed manner upon the board according to the rules.  Sometimes there are different means within the rules for attaining the same goal. For example in American football, one can score points (the goal) by running or passing the ball into the end zone or by kicking the ball between two posts.  Rules do not predetermine the outcome of the game, but only set parameters allowing a level of freedom as to how one plays the game. That is where strategy normally enters in. The rules are typically agreed to in advance, even if only tacitly so, and remain relatively unchanged during play. A game in which the rules were constantly changing would be unplayable, unless of course there was a rule governing how rules could be changed!
Rules not only give structure to how the game is played but more importantly, they are essential to the very nature of a game. They are constitutive of the game. For example, it would be more efficient and quicker to simply carry the golf ball to the hole and drop it in the cup, but no one would call that “playing golf”.  Thus games are not only about reaching the goal as such, but about how one reaches the goal – namely within the confines of the game rules. Suites points out, that unlike other situations in real life, where one might justifiably break a rule to attain a goal (for example, breaking a “no trespassing” law in order to save a life), “in a game the end and the rules do not admit such disjunction. It is impossible to win a game and at the same time to break one of its rules.”
 Indeed, often the rules impose hindrances to attaining the goal to introduce the element of challenge.

Many games, especially sports, involve umpires or referees who enforce the game rules. They can stop the game or impose penalties when rules are violated or fouls are committed. They often regulate the flow of the game and make judgment calls. 

The Proper Playing Disposition or Attitude

Suits insightfully points out that the disposition of the player, is also essential to truly playing a game. He calls this having a “lusory” attitude.
 In other words it is possible to go through the motions of playing a game, but not really play it, if one does not play with the right attitude.  Suits names triflers, cheaters, and spoilsports as examples of not being real players.
  We would not say that one truly played golf if he went to the golf course and trifled by hitting the ball in any direction, not even trying to get the ball into the hole.
 Cheaters, if caught, are normally disqualified from playing or punished in some manner. Spoilsports disrupt games by quitting or making it impossible for others to play or enjoy the game. Thus right attitude is essential to true game playing, without which one cannot claim to be playing the game. 
Furthermore, to truly play a game, one must accept the game rules not by compulsion, but willingly. One agrees to submit to the conditions of play.
 “First and foremost, then, play is a voluntary activity. Play to order is no longer play; it could be at best a forcible imitation of it. By this quality of freedom alone, play marks itself off from the course of the natural process.”
 The golfer chooses voluntarily, even gladly, to use only a club to move the ball in order to play the game.
The lusory attitude is not only essential to playing a game, but playing often has the byproduct of developing skills and shaping character. In many, if not most societies games play an important role in socialization.
 They are not only a form of leisure occupation or way to develop physical or mental skills. Games also foster values and reinforce behaviors such as fairness, honesty, role identification, teamwork, perseverance, or sportsmanship. In such cases the disposition of the players is essential to the broader purpose of the game, outside the game itself, even though the players themselves may not have that as a goal of playing.
The Importance of Strategy to Game Outcomes
Most games require some kind of strategy to be played well, and as noted above even simple societies have games of strategy. The rules set parameters, but usually allow some level of freedom so that the players must make choices about how one plays the game. The logic of how those decisions are made is the playing strategy. The strategy provides an algorithm for playing the game and attaining the objective, guiding decisions for each individual move or playing choice. One can of course play a game without a strategy, but one will seldom attain the goal without a strategy. No one would win a card game by playing the cards randomly, even though they played by the rules and knew the goal. Other factors may be important in determining the outcome of a game, such as physical athleticism in sports, or chance, as in the roll of dice. But as noted above, except for games of pure chance or games of pure physical skill, strategy is a key to playing games well.
 Though good strategy does not usually guarantee attaining the goal, poor strategy almost always hinders it.
There are two types of strategy for most games: General strategies and situational strategies. A general strategy is not a formal rule of play, but what might be called a rule of thumb that applies to attaining the goal nearly every time one plays, irrespective of the players or the circumstances. General strategies apply universally because they are inherently linked to the logic the game. They do not guarantee always winning, and players are not constrained to employ them, but failing to do so normally leads to consistent failure of attaining the goal.  General strategies for playing “hearts” include passing high cards or voiding a suit, playing high cards early, driving out the Queen of spades, etc.  

Situational strategies are strategies that are helpful in attaining the goal in light of the specific conditions each time the game is played, taking into consideration the changing variables.
 Variables might include the cards one is dealt, the opponent’s strengths and weaknesses, the weather conditions, the playing board layout in Settlers of Catan, etc. These variables will have direct implications for the situational playing strategy. For example, when playing a card game each hand that I am dealt needs to be studied carefully and a strategy for playing that hand will need to be considered. The situational strategy successfully used in playing a previous hand, may not be suitable to attaining the goal when playing another hand.  
Furthermore, situational strategies may adapt and change over the course of the game based upon ongoing developments in the playing of the game. For example, the situational strategy may be changed mid-game if someone plays an unexpected card, in response to an opponent’s strategy, or if in sports a key team member is injured.  Most games will have some element of unpredictability and surprise which demand adjustment of the playing strategy. In sports, as time begins to run out, the losing team may adopt a strategy that would otherwise seem foolhardy, but is in fact appropriate in the situation.
  In this regard playing strategies are not static, but dynamic, while at the same time always crafted towards attaining the same end goal.
Discerning general and specific strategies for reaching the objective entails understanding the inner logic of a game (the relationship of goals, means and rules) and rightly assessing the specifics of each playing situation (often changing, determined by chance, or factors beyond the control of the player).  Situational awareness is thus essential to playing well games involving strategy.
Games Involving Teams
Many games involve teams whereby typically two or more groups of people compete against each other in some way. This would include sports, such as basketball, and card games such as contract bridge.  Team games have all the features of games described above, but with the added dimension that to play well the players together on a team must somehow coordinate their efforts to attain the goal. In sports players bring different skills and role assignments.  In team card games, players have different playing hands. Cooperation or coordination among the diverse teammates is essential to an effective strategy. One cannot play the game well in an individualistic manner that disregards the importance and contributions of other teammates. Indeed it is the synergy effect, the balancing of strengths and weaknesses in the various team members, the joining of efforts in a common direction or strategy that makes for successful team play.  The playing strategy must be a team strategy.
Furthermore, to play team games effectively an additional playing disposition necessary that is not required of non-team games. We might call it team spirit or selflessness.  Individual team members must often be prepared to surrender individual performance or “glory”, so as to enhance the overall team performance. Individual, personal goals must be subordinated to the overall team strategy and goals. Good team players are selfless players: they pass the ball, they attempt to enhance the strengths of other players, they allow their play to be conformed to the play of others, they demonstrate a cooperative spirit, they allow teammates to score, etc. Selfish play makes for poor team play. A strong individual performance is no guarantee of a strong team performance and winning the game.
Game as Simulation and Alternative World

It is not difficult to see many parallels between playing games and living life in general.
 This is undoubtedly at least one reason why all cultures have games, and why we find games entertaining and instructive. People normally have life goals they seek to achieve, which may be as fundamental as survival or as ambitious as becoming a millionaire. Certain means are necessary to attain those goals (resources, relationships, security, intelligence, education, skills, etc.), and not everyone is born with equal access to or endowment with them.  People also live under restraint of rules in virtually all human relations. Both formal law and informal social norms guide how life goals can be rightly attained.  Of course one may choose to break the rules to attain the goal, such as a criminal who robs a bank. We also know that attitude or disposition is a key to living well. The dispositional attitudes necessary for playing well reflect the social norms of society (honesty, fairness, teamwork, etc.). Gordon Gekko
 may have become a powerful millionaire, but most would say he did not play the game of life well. Furthermore, many have attained their life goals only to be disappointed, loveless, ungrateful or otherwise miserable. A key to living well is living wisely with a positive disposition. Indeed, wisdom might be defined as good strategy to living the game of life well within the socially defined boundaries of honor and fairness. Wise and clever people often attain their goals, while others with better resources, relationships, luck and talent fail because they are without a good strategy or lack a disciplined playing attitude.

On the other hand there is a sense in which a game creates an alternative world; a closed system making sense only within itself.
 In the words of Huizinga, play creates order, play is order.
 Games are based upon rules and objectives that are usually defined and operate independently of the normal contingencies of real life. The player enters a space where this alternative set of goals and rules apply. The chess game is its own world, with its own time and space. The rules of play may be contrary to common sense or efficiency (e.g. hitting a ball with a club instead of carrying or throwing it to attain the objective of getting it in a hole), and deliberately impose otherwise unnecessary challenges or hindrances (e.g. sand traps). Playing a game entails the players voluntarily accepting the playing parameters as a condition of play; conditions that make perfect sense within the game, but little sense outside of the game. Players normally choose to play not merely to attain the goal in itself (why would someone want to merely get a ball in a hole?), but rather for the sake of overcoming the challenge (achieving the goal with the least number of strokes) or for any number of other motivations. Nevertheless, once one enters play, the goal of the game takes over and is the only objective in the world of the game.
Games and Hermeneutics

How then does this lengthy discussion relate to interpreting biblical texts? In the Bible we see life being played out and described from the divine perspective. Just as games simulate and correspond to life in general, so too the logic of games can be employed as an analytical model for interpreting and applying the biblical story in contemporary contexts. At the same time reading the Bible we begin to identify a worldview and value system rooted in the person and purposes of God that stand in contrast to human systems; an alternative world so to speak that often makes little sense apart from faith.  Let us take each element of game logic and see how it can offer a useful framework for biblical interpretation and contextualization. 

The Goal
Various themes have been proposed in attempt to capture the overall thrust of the biblical story, divine intentions in scripture, and God’s purposes for his people. For the sake of our discussion I will use the theme of the missio Dei. One may choose a different unifying theme, but the general principle at hand will be the same. God is a missionary God who throughout the biblical story has called his people to participate in his mission,
 thus I’ll rather uncreatively call this game “The Mission” which we as his people play. The broad goal of “The Mission” as spelled out in Scripture is the faithful participation in God’s redemptive purposes and the advancement of his kingdom. The gospel of the kingdom is to be preached to all nations. Men and women are to be reconciled with God and one another. The powers of evil are to be overturned, however they are manifest. The loving and righteous rule of God is to be restored over lives, families, communities, and ultimately over all creation.
It can be said that this goal only makes sense within the parameters of the game. Just as the goal of getting a ball in a hole using only a club is only a worthy goal if one has chosen to play golf, so too participation in God’s mission only makes sense as a worthy goal to those who have chosen to enter God’s kingdom  and themselves have been reconciled through God’s redemptive action. Of course the fundamental difference is that the game of God’s mission is the ultimate reality rooted in the reality of God himself as creator and sustainer of all things. All other human objectives, rules, and alternate games are at best a shadow of that reality, at worst a ghastly perversion of it.

Following an anticipated eschatology, the game will only be completed upon the return of Christ and the consummation of his ultimate victory in the restoration and recreation of the fallen world under God’s perfect and complete rule. Victory in the end is assured; the ultimate goal will be attained.  In that sense the game we play this side of the consummation is in anticipation of that ultimate victory. But in the intermediate playing of the game, the goal is for God’s people to live as a sign, foretaste and instrument of the kingdom, to be agents of God’s message of reconciliation in an alienated and hostile world. There will be many smaller victories and defeats along the way as “The Mission” is played by God’s people in various times and places within history. Such victories are penultimate, but nonetheless victories and the goal of “The Mission” within history.
The Rules

Scripture also spells out certain rules for the game. 2 Timothy 2:5 makes the analogy explicit, “if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not receive the victor’s crown unless he competes according to the rules.” These are the covenantal standards by which this game is to be played. The rules of many games may seem arbitrary or impractical apart from the game. Much like the goal, the rules of God’s mission often appear foolish to those outside the kingdom. But rules in “The Mission” are not arbitrary or foolish. They reflect the very character of God: truth, justice, righteousness, compassion, and are thus perfectly logical from within the game. We saw that in games, the rules not only guide how the goal is to be attained, but they are inherently linked to the very nature of the game. They not only define the parameters in which the game is played, they define the legitimate means of attaining the goal. One plays by the rules, or one is not really playing the game. Those who consistently violate the rules are disqualified from playing. 
As the rules define the game, so too God’s commands, and ethical standards define “The Mission” and how the goal is to be achieved. To violate God’s rules in pursuit of God’s mission is to forfeit the mission altogether—one has not rightly played the game at all. In this sense the rules of the mission are inseparable from the goal of the mission, though the two are not identical. Means are not identical to ends, but the two are linked. Indeed, in “The Mission” the means reflect the very character of the end: the restoration of God’s rule, the law of love, reconciliation, the freeing power of truth.
There are two dimensions to the rules of “The Mission.” One is the moral or ethical, the other is relational or covenantal. The Ten Commandments might be considered an example of ethical playing rules. Micah 6:8 summarizes: “He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.”  Jesus claimed that all the law and the prophets can be summarized in the two commands to love God and to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Matth. 22:36-40). The relational dimension of the rules define the larger context of how the game is played within the covenantal relationship between God and his people. Idolatry and other loyalties are “out of bounds.” To violate the covenant is to incur judgment. More positively, it is in relationship with the Triune God that one is enabled and empowered to play. To switch metaphors, Jesus said, “If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing” John 15:5b). A faith relationship with God is the most fundamental rule, for “without faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb 11:6).
These rules are universal and they apply wherever and whenever the game is played. One of the hermeneutical difficulties is discerning which biblical injunctions are “rules” with universal validity, and which are situational strategies that are not universally binding but examples of how the game is played under certain circumstances – a question we will return to momentarily.
Of course no individual or church plays “The Mission” perfectly keeping all the rules. However in sports even experienced players commit fouls and occasionally violate rules. Typically a referee stops play and some form of punishment is imposed, the more serious the violation, the more serious the punishment. Intentional fouls are treated more severely than unintentional.
 Yet play normally continues. Players or entire teams are only disqualified when the violations are most blatant, threatening the very integrity of the sport or the wellbeing of others.  If a basketball player were to continually carry the ball (not dribble it) and use a ladder to drop it in the basket (instead of throwing it), we would say he had neither understood the game of basketball nor played basketball at all. That is the difference between a foul or infringement of the rules, versus utter neglect of the constitutive rules of the game. We might say that in the playing of “The Mission” we all commit many fouls, but are only disqualified when the violation undermines the fundamental integrity and credibility of the mission.  Paul exhorts, “Run in such a way as to get the prize.” (1 Cor. 9:24). How we run is as important as the goal to which we run.
The Means
The most important means of the game “The Mission” are the Word of God, the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit, and various gifts—spiritual or natural—endowed to us, the players. Various gifts are given to the church to assist in attaining the goal: individual talents, institutions, educational resources, finances, technology, etc. The charismata are given to members of the church to build the body of Christ and strengthen it for its mission. They must be employed consistently within the rules, in character with the Gospel, in the power of the Holy Spirit, and with intentionality towards the end.
 The “playing field” is the social and cultural context where the missional church finds itself.
Playing Disposition and Attitude
The proper playing disposition for this game is also clearly spelled out for us in scripture. At the most fundamental level, the Christian must want to become an agent of the missio Dei, and be willing to act and not merely theorize. We do not trifle at being Christians. Furthermore, Christians are to be people who act in love, for without this disposition we are but a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal; we are nothing and gain nothing (1 Cor 13:1-3). We are to “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves” having the mindset of Christ, becoming humble servants (Phil. 2:1-9). Overarching all else we’re exhorted, “whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God” (1 Cor 10:31). As discussed above, right playing disposition is essential to the playing of a game, without which a game cannot really be played. So too the right spiritual disposition is essential carrying out “The Mission.” An inappropriate disposition, compromises the mission itself as much as a spoilsport, cheater or trifler compromises the playing of a game.

Strategy
The value of game logic for hermeneutics and contextualization becomes most intriguing and fruitful when we consider the matter of game strategy. Each Biblical text reveals in some manner the way in which the “The Mission” is being played or should be played in the given biblical context. Not only the goal, rules, means and dispositions are evident, but playing strategies are revealed. The Apostle Paul preached differently to different audiences as reported in the Book of Acts. The rules and goal did not change, but the strategy did. Dean Flemming has demonstrated that not merely isolated texts, but the entire New Testament is a collection of contextual documents illustrating how the gospel engages culture addressing various audiences and cultural challenges in the emerging mission churches.

This approach may help us to resolve seemingly conflicting exhortations or reports in scripture, for example why women are prohibited from speaking or teaching in the church in some passages, but we see women prophesying in the church in others. Different playing conditions call for different strategies while reaching the same goal and keeping the same rules. In some cases more than one strategy may be acceptable. For example, the prohibition of adultery can be easily identified as a rule, but Paul’s recommendation of celibacy can be considered a strategy, not binding for all and not excluding other possible strategies such as marriage (1 Cor. 7:8-9).

We must understand each scriptural episode of how the game is being played in light of the given text’s salvation-historical location. Much in the way that many games progress in the course of play, this game has developed over the course of salvation history. The overarching goal has not changed and the ground rules have not changed, but the specific tactics and strategies have changed based upon conditions and progress of the game. This is similar to games that have different phases, such as Pinochle (bidding and trick-taking phases), and Settlers of Catan (an initial piece placement phase followed by the dice rolling phase). Each phase is governed by a subset of rules, necessitating different strategies, yet both remain consistent with the overall game objective. 
Team Play

In a real sense, “The Mission” is a team game. Various talents and gifts are to be coordinated in mutual interdependence towards fulfilling the objective of the game. Each player is important. Team dynamics are also important to biblical interpretation itself.  In the Western theological tradition biblical hermeneutics has been largely a matter of individual effort. But increasingly theologians, especially missiologists, speak of the necessity of a hermeneutical community.
 The hermeneutical community is not merely a matter of the individual interpreter engaging various hermeneutical traditions found throughout church history, but the hermeneutical community should include the local and global Christian church in the present. The Spirit is present and at work in the collective mind of local believers as they reflect together on the meaning of scripture and its implications for their given context. Furthermore the hermeneutical community must include dialogue and voices of the global church as a corrective to cultural myopia in biblical interpretation.
 

The Closed System of the Game

As described above, games are a closed system or alternative world based upon objectives and rules that players voluntarily accept, though these rules may have little to do with “real life” or common sense. As noted above, the game “The Mission” is based upon an alternative value system and the rules of the kingdom of God. Those values and rules are at many points contrary to the social norms and values of any given culture of “this world.” The Sermon on the Mount is perhaps the clearest description of just how radically counter cultural the rules of this game are. Indeed many of these rules would seem to be unnecessary hindrances to attaining one’s goals in life. This only highlights that the goal and rules of this game (participation in God’s redemptive purposes) make little sense to those outside the game and are only desirable within the logic of the game. Playing the game entails, as with the playing of any game, a voluntary submission to the logic of the game, suspending other logics, embracing the alternative reality of the game. In “The Mission” this new reality is described as a “new creation” in Christ, old things being past (2 Cor. 5:17), setting our minds on the things above, not earthly things (Col. 3:2), and not being conformed to the pattern of this world, but transformed by the renewing of our mind “able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Rom 12:3).
Furthermore, one must actually enter into the playing of the game, following the rules of the game, to begin to truly understand both the game as a whole as well as specific texts describing the game. John Driver speaks of an “epistemology of obedience” as integral to the interpretive process.
 “If anyone chooses to do God’s will, he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my own” (John 7:17).
Learning to Play a Game and Hermeneutics

Let us suppose that I have never played a certain card game but want to learn it. I could learn how to play, and it play well, in several ways. 
1. Explanation: Someone explains to me the goal, the rules, and perhaps some basic strategies for winning. Or I might just read the instructions that come with the game or the rulebook of a sport. Most people know that unless they are exceptionally intelligent or skilled, or unless the game is very simple, this alone will not be adequate to make me a good player. 
2. Observation: I may observe other players while they repeatedly play the game and I begin to get a feel for the rules and logic of the game. As I note what players do who frequently win, I may gradually discern the strategies behind their winning ways. I may also identify recurrent mistakes made by poor players. The more carefully I observe, the more I can potentially learn.  Game instructions may give a few tips on strategy, but observation will be one of the best ways to learn effective game strategies.
3. Participation: I simply play the game numerous times and attempt to learn from my mistakes, largely by trial and error. Others will tell me if I’ve broken a rule and may warn me if I attempt an especially foolish move. If I learn from my experience, I can gradually discover good playing strategies. It’s the most painful way to learn, as I will make many mistakes along the way.

4. Formal instruction: I may take lessons or engage an expert player to coach me. I would not only receive verbal explanation (as in 1 above), but I would also receive supervised practice and direct feedback on how to improve my playing ability. The teacher or coach imparts his or her expertise and experience to the novice. Apart from perhaps some sports, most people do not learn games by taking formal instruction.
I believe that the Bible provides us with the first two aids in learning “The Mission.” More traditional evangelical hermeneutics tend to focus on only the first approach: explanation the abstract goals and rules, giving little attention to the observation of strategies demonstrated by the biblical players—particularly in narrative texts. Didactic biblical texts provide the reader with explanation. The playing rules are spelled out in a straightforward manner, often as direct exhortation.  However, even such imperatives are given in a specific context, and may reflect situational strategies and not necessarily universal playing rules. 
Especially through narrative biblical texts we learn by observation. The reader observes in the narrative how biblical characters have played the game. In more didactic texts, such as the Epistles, we observe specific instructions for wise play in a variety of contexts. By repeated observation of what makes for effective and ineffective play, we begin to discern the underlying playing strategies and logic of the game. The Psalms and much poetry in scripture give unique insight into the disposition of players including attitudes, prayers, songs, motivation, and inspiration; including “the thrill of victory, and the agony of defeat!” The reader observes the inner life of the players, and is invited to reflect upon and identify with such dispositions. 
But this is not all. The Holy Spirit acts as a coach who instructs, guides, and imparts skills for the game. Jesus promised the Spirit to his disciples to guide them into all truth (John 14:26; 16:13). The Spirit reveals the deep things of God (1 Cor. 2:9-13). The Spirit enables keeping the rules and playing with the right disposition (Ezek. 36:27, Acts 1:8, Rom 8:5-17, Gal 5:22-25). The Spirit guides his people on their mission (Acts 16:6-10). In this way the Spirit aids the believer in understanding scripture and developing playing strategies for various contexts.
Playing Strategy and Contextualization

Game logic offers an aid to biblical contextualization by unpacking the relationship of goal, rules, and strategy in a given context of the biblical narrative or injunction. Recall that in playing games, while goals and rules do not change, playing strategies do. The hand of cards I’m dealt change each round of play, thus my playing strategy must adapted to that specific hand. In Settlers of Catan the playing board changes from game to game, demanding study of the game board and crafting a fresh strategy with each game in order to win under those conditions on that playing board. So too as the gospel moves from one cultural context to the next, from one “playing field” to the next, new strategies must be forged to achieve same goal while playing within the rules. This might be considered the very definition of “contextualization.”  
As we seek to understand the implications of a specific biblical passage for a contemporary context, we are in essence changing playing fields. Though the goal and rules don’t change, the playing field does, and this means that the specific strategy effective in the original biblical context may not be an effective strategy in the contemporary context. But as we discern the interrelationship of how the biblical strategy related to the specifics of the biblical context in attaining the goal (or why a particular strategy was ineffective), we begin to intuitively acquire a feel for the game logic. Much the way repeated observation of experienced players playing a game helps the novice understand game strategies, so too the numerous biblical narratives provide the reader with numerous opportunities to observe the “The Mission” being played. The more such narratives we read, and the more we discern why the specific strategies were effective or not effective, the more we grasp the game logic, and the more we are in a position to forge new effective strategies for new contexts.  Some observers are more analytical in how they discern the logic of game strategies while others are more intuitive, but both often arrive at similar conclusions.
The narrative provides both the cultural and salvation historical context of the play. The interpreter asks: how do the specific actions or instructions evidence a strategy to attain the biblical objectives within the biblical rules for that context?  Once the strategy is understood, that strategy can be applied to new contexts.
What is important here is that understanding the inner logic of the strategies demonstrated in scripture is more important than imitating the specific actions. Mimicking the individual moves of the winning card player observed in one game will not win another game unless the exact same hand is dealt and play proceeds identically in both games, which is never the case. So too, merely mimicking features of biblical events will not lead to playing well because the contemporary circumstances are never identical to the biblical situation.  Only understanding the logic behind biblical objectives, rules and strategies evidenced in the biblical text and context, will lead to appropriate applications of biblical teaching in new contexts.
The question quickly arises: How does one discern what a constitutive playing rule is (universally binding), and what is merely a playing strategy (thus variable in application) in any given biblical text? This will not always be obvious. When attempting to learn a game only by observation I might easily mistake a strategy for a rule.  For example I might conclude that it is a rule in “Hearts” to always pass the Queen of Spades. But it is not a rule; it’s only a strategy that is used in the majority of hands by experienced players. So too I might repeatedly observe actions or exhortations in scripture that seem to be universal rules, but are in fact only recurring situational strategies.

Here conventional hermeneutical guidelines will help in discerning between rules and strategies:

1. Does the command or action occur repeatedly in scripture in various contexts or situations? If so, then it is most likely a playing rule.

2. Is the command or action directly linked to a factor in the context that is in some way unique? If so, then it is likely a strategy.

3. Is the rationale for the command or action rooted in the character of God, and thus directly linked to the playing objective? If so, then it is probably a rule. 

4. Can examples of seemingly contradictory commands or actions be found in scripture? This would be an indication of a strategy, since rules do not change and cannot be contradictory while strategies can change depending on the circumstances.
5. Is the command or action inherently congruent with or an obvious condition to fulfilling the mission? 

Furthermore, proximity to the covenantal relationship between God and his people, and thus a reflection of God’s own character, will be an indicator of a rule versus a strategy.
Example of Game Hermeneutics and Contextualization

Let us demonstrate how this hermeneutic operates with a specific biblical narrative text.  As noted above, the grand playing objective of “The Mission” is faithful participation in God’s redemptive purposes and the advancement of his kingdom. The universal playing attitude is faith, love, humility, dependency upon God, and worshipful submission to God.
Acts 6:1-7 describes how conflict had arisen in the Jerusalem church over the distribution of food among widows. The Greek speaking widows felt they were being neglected and discriminated against to the advantage of the Hebrew speaking widows. The solution was for the apostles to delegate the responsibility of food distribution to deacons appointed specifically for that task. The strategy at play in the text is clearly a “winning” strategy. Not only was the entire congregation pleased with the solution (v.5), but more importantly verse 6 states, “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” Thus the redemptive purposes of God were being advanced.  

According to game hermeneutic we now ask: how are the specific rules and strategies engaging the context in a manner leading to the goal? Does the entire action of the Jerusalem church constitute a rule to be imitated everywhere?  If so, that would mean that every church should care for widows, and appoint exactly seven deacons for the task, and the elders should be devoted only to prayer and the ministry of the word. Such an interpretation would be a rigid mimicking of actions, disregarding the difference between rule and strategy, and would this not necessarily contribute to the goal in other contexts. 

Ethical rules are clearly evidenced in the narrative: 
Rule 1: demonstrate compassion and care for those unable to provide for themselves. 
Rule 2: exercise justice and fairness in all of our doings.
These are fundamental game rules for God’s people commanded throughout scripture, evidenced in the widest variety of situations, and a reflection of God’s own character. Keeping these rules is integrally linked to the goal of advancing God’s redemptive purposes. To violate them would be to act contrary to the nature of God’s own character of justice and compassion, and thus contrary to his restored rule in the kingdom of God.  By caring for the widows the Jerusalem church was observing the first rule (compassion). But in the process the second rule (fairness and justice) was, at least in the eyes of the Greek-speaking widows, being violated.
Before discerning the playing strategy, we must examine more closely the playing field of Acts 6, i.e. the specific context.  The practice of the Jerusalem church in providing for widows was not without precedence in the Jewish world.
 A failure in fair distribution of assistance could have dire consequences for those neglected, as the giving of alms through religious communities was their primary, if not only, means of provision. A second dynamic, however, is also in play. The accusation of unfair distribution was rooted in the charge of social discrimination, namely discrimination between Hebrew and Greek-speaking widows. This possibly reflected a tension between the two groups in the broader Jewish world.
 Brian Capper suggests, “The ‘hellenists’ probably found participation in the (Aramaic) worship of the original disciple-group difficult, and started to develop as a more independent community, based in their own synagogues.”
 If Caper is correct a rift was already forming in the early Jerusalem church that was being aggravated by the matter of food distribution for the widows. In any case, the unity of the fledging Jesus movement was being threatened. These two contextual factors help us understand both the gravity of the problem and the strategy behind the specific action taken by the church to resolve it.

The violation of the rule of fairness and justice is in this case a violation of the principle human equality. Ethnic or social discrimination is one of the uglier and more grievous forms of injustice and most bitter fruit of human sinfulness.  Not only do all members of the human family bear the diving image and are thus worthy of dignity and fair treatment (e.g. Gen 1:27-26), but the redemptive work of Christ creates a new humanity that transcends human divisions (e.g. Eph. 2:11-21, Gal. 3:26-29).  Because the objective of “The Mission” is for the church to be an agent of God’s redemptive work and reconciliation, then the church must evidence that reconciliation in its relationships.  Compromise of this rule contradicts and compromises the very objective of “The Mission”. Once again we see how rules and objectives are integrally related in nature of the game. Furthermore, this crisis occurs early in the life of the Jerusalem church, setting a precedent for all that follows.
The specific action taken by the Jerusalem church can now be examined in terms of the contextual strategy to solve the problem while observing the rules and ultimately moving towards the goal. First, we note that the apostles delegated the distribution of widow assistance to deacons. Until now the Apostles and elders of the Jerusalem church were apparently responsible for such matters (e.g. Acts 5:2; 6:2). This strategy is fairly straightforward: delegate the responsibility to a team of spiritually mature servants dedicated to this task (v.3). This not only provides for fairer and better supervised provision for all widows, but also allows the apostles to be more singularly devoted to their calling: prayer and ministry of the word (v.4). But secondly a more subtle strategy is also evident: all the deacons have Greek names (v.5) indicating that most, if not all, are members of the very community that felt disenfranchised. Thus we have identified two rules that bear on the situation: compassion and fairness. And we can also identify at least two situational strategies, which when understood in light of the context and the rules point to general strategies. 

Situational strategy 1: care for widows by appointing deacons. 

General strategy 1: delegate responsibilities in the church to insure fair and effective execution of ministry. 

Situational strategy 2: appoint seven Greek-speaking deacons. 

General strategy 2: when rectifying real or perceived injustices involve those who are the victims. 
The application for the church today would be to observe the same two rules as universally binding.  The situational strategies may never be applied exactly in that form again (just as I may never be dealt exactly the same hand of cards twice). The general strategies point us to the dynamic and logic of how rules can be obeyed and the goal achieved under certain circumstances. We may follow them in similar situations, but they are not rigid commands to be slavishly imitated if they don’t contribute to the goal. The real lesson in this example lay in the process of observing how the game was played in Acts 6, and gaining a feel for the interplay of goals, rule, context and strategy. The more such passages we read, the better we begin to understand the dynamics and strategies of playing the game and accomplishing the mission faithfully.
Of course there might be many other rules and strategies that could be derived from this passage, but this much suffices to illustrate the method. This passage is relatively straightforward, and the conclusions are not significantly different from other hermeneutical approaches. This approach, however, holds perhaps more promise when dealing with more complex passages such as meat offered to idols in 1 Corinthians 8-10, when discerning issues such as the role of women in the church, or when deciding what missionary methods of the Apostle Paul should be employed by cross-cultural missionaries today. 
Playing the Game

There is yet one aspect of games that has not been discussed: the players. Games exist to be played, and they do not play themselves. Indeed there is a sense in which the game cannot exist without players. A football and field do not constitute the game of football. A deck of cards is not a game of Hearts. Even a box game such as Settlers of Catan is only a collection of pieces and instructions. A game only really comes into being when it is played. The divine game has been played throughout biblical history by specially called servants and God’s elect people. It is the calling of the church today to continue play and continue the mission under the parameters of the game as defined by its creator, God.
As we have noted, games are created as their own world, with their own goals, means, and rules (which are often counterintuitive). Game players are the actors who enter the world of the game and bring the game to life, adopting that new reality in order to play. Once the player enters the game, he must take the terms of the game seriously. In a sense the player voluntarily submits to the game. In Gadamer’s words, the play has primacy over the consciousness of the player.
 Rudolf Bernet describes it this way: “The player thus only participates in a process whose unfolding and logic are imposed on him. He allows himself to be born away by the game, and even when he actively participates in a football game or a ceremony, he enters into the game’s service in order to ensure its success.”
 
Is this not an appropriate analogy for Christians individually and for the church collectively entering to the service of God? We serve (or play) as instruments of God’s mission (the game objective), in that process abiding by the game rules in a spirit of faith, integrity, humility, and loving, worshipful submission (playing disposition).  Just as the logic of a game only makes sense in its own context and to the player who has entered that logic, so too the logic of the kingdom of God is one that is only rightly comprehended by entering the playing the game, submitting to it, becoming like a child (Matt. 18:3), taking on a new citizenship (Phil 3:20), and walking by faith not sight (2 Cor. 5:7). It is this experience or participation in the game that opens the logic of the biblical world to the interpreter. 
Yet dissimilar to postmodern hermeneutics, whereby the interpreter creates meaning in the text, following the text is essential to game hermeneutics as described here. Submission is essential to both learning the game (biblical interpretation) and playing the game (participation in God’s mission). Athletes voluntarily submit to the rules of play for the joy of playing. They do not define the rules themselves. Even games that are spontaneously invented by the players will quickly disintegrate if the rules are constantly changed along the way and have no authoritative meaning. Once the game is defined, one must observe to the rules to play it. The interpreter’s participation in the game opens the logic of the biblical game, and there is a subjective identification with those meanings by voluntarily entering that frame of reference. But this does not allow the interpreter to define the game or import his own meanings. The message and meaning of scripture remain authoritative. Furthermore, particularly in sports, the players submit to the coach who directs the strategy. The church functions as a collective, interdependent body under the headship of Christ and the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Kevin J. Vanhoozer has developed the idea of theodrama that has numerous parallels with game hermeneutics. In that construct the interpreter is called upon to not merely interpret, but also to perform scripture as an actor would perform in a play.
  Similarly in game hermeneutics the interpreter’s goal is not to merely observe the game being played in scripture and remain a game analyst or commentator. Our calling is to continue to play that game; to enter that game becoming players ourselves, living and serving in faithfulness, losing ourselves in the process. The player makes a conscious choice to play and becomes singularly focused upon playing well, gladly embracing the goal, willingly submitting to the parameters, immersing herself in the new reality of the game; other realities having no influence or authority in the world of the game.  The servant of God, gladly adopts the purposes of God, joyfully selling all to purchase that field (Matt. 13:44), in love obeying his commands (John 14:15), taking up his cross for the privilege of following (Luke 14:27), dying to self and all other rivals to life in God (Rom. 6), and having been transferred into the new reality of the kingdom of the Son (Col 1:13).
And yet each generation and each new context presents unique challenges and circumstances (new playing fields) that demand fresh contextualized approaches and creative solutions as we seek to give faithful expression to the gospel (new situational playing strategies). And so we must ask ourselves, are we continuing to serve (play) not with identical actions (playing moves) that we read of in the New Testament, but in the trajectory of that service as we see it in the New Testament, ever moving towards that same goal? 
This brings us to a final point, worthy of much more reflection than can be given here: God is both creator, player and judge of the game. The revelation of God’s purposes and actions in scripture locate him as the creator who stands above the game. It is he who has determined not only the rules, but above all the objective of the game. Of Christ we are told, “For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:16-17).  The missio Dei is indeed God’s mission. It is he who determines the mission, who elects, guides, and empowers his people to be agents of that mission.
Yet God is also a player in this game, actively engaged in bringing play to its determined end, bringing his mission to fulfillment. History is God’s history and God is not a passive observer. “The first premise of evangelical theology is that God can enter and has entered into relationship with the world.” 
 Ultimately God enters the game in the most tangible way imaginable. With the sending of the Son, God steps onto the playing field. The same Christ, who is creator, sustainer, and end of all things, submits himself to the parameters of play, surrendering his divine position, taking on the form of a servant even unto death (Phil 2:6-8). The life, death and resurrection of the incarnate Christ, Jesus of Nazareth, is the source and foundation of all redemptive action. He accomplishes the ultimate victory over sin, Satan and evil. He is the ultimate player and victor. All play must now be oriented on the person of Christ. The sending of the church is based upon the sending of the Son: the work of the Son creates the church, the message of the Son is proclaimed by the church, the life of the Son is embodied in the church, and the obedience and submission of the Son to the Father is imitated by the church.  The disciples are sent into the world as the Son was sent (John 17:18; 20:21), “who, in complete dependence and perfect obedience to his sender, fulfills the purpose for which the Father sent him.” 
 With the sending of the Holy Spirit, God continues to actively transform, empower and guide the church to fulfill the purpose for which it has been sent. 
Finally, God is also the judge or “referee” of the game. At the consummation God himself is the righteous, omniscient, and impartial judge before whom all players will stand and give account. His judgments are perfect. There will be no need for video replay. There will be no contested calls. There will be no unseen fouls, infractions or cheating. He will not only bring history to its foreordained end, but he will punish the wicked, and reward the just with the victor’s crown of righteousness, glory, and life itself (2 Tim. 4:8; Jas 1:12; 1 Pet. 5:4; Rev 2:10).
Conclusion

In order to discern goals, rules, means, dispositions, and strategies of any given biblical text as outlined here, one will need to make use of the common tools of biblical interpretation such as syntactical and grammatical analysis, understanding the historical and cultural backgrounds of the text, locating the text in its larger canonical context, etc. In fact, the game model of hermeneutics may seldom reach significantly different interpretations of specific biblical texts than more common evangelical approaches. But this approach does offer a fresh perspective, a new framing of the hermeneutical process that will hopefully help interpreters to greater appreciation of biblical teaching and greater faithfulness in living it out.
One might argue that game hermeneutics is just another twist on abstractionist approaches, with strategy being more or less equivalent to a “timeless principle” that is extracted from the text. This charge is true only if one considers a strategy an abstraction. However, strategies only exist in the real playing of games. Moreover, game hermeneutics provides an alternative logic and epistemology for the interpretive process. Truth does not exist only or primarily in the abstract, reflecting a form of Platonic idealism. The goal cannot be to disembody truth from the accidents of the biblical record to arrive at a timeless meaning. As noted above often the story is the meaning. Those accidents are the field upon which the divine purposes are played out. Truth is revealed in the concrete actions of God and exemplified in the lived responses of God’s people in specific historic and cultural contexts. God’s mission is carried out on specific playing fields, with specific people in specific times and places, ever moving in the trajectory of his eschatological and teleological purposes through salvation history. Game hermeneutics frames that process in terms of the logic of games. As the interpreter grasps the logic of that game, he more willingly submits to the game parameters and is better situated to become a faithful player on the playing field upon which God has placed him. He seeks to understand the biblical dynamic and then reenact it, live it out, and incarnate it in new settings.
Several advantages to game hermeneutics can be envisioned. First, it might provide a more plausible basis for discerning which exhortations of scripture are universally binding for all Christians of all ages and places and which are not. For example, why do most evangelicals claim that the command for women to wear head covering (1 Cor. 11:3-16) is not universally binding, but the prohibition of sexual immorality (1 Cor. 6:12-20) is? At the same time game hermeneutics allows us to see more clearly the strategic rationale behind commands that are not universally binding, and so to retain their pedagogical value and authority.  We do not cast off such passages as irrelevant, but seek to understand their logic as situational strategies appropriate to the given context. From these more general strategies can be formulated. But even when more general strategies are not readily recognizable, one has observed the game being played and intuitively gains further appreciation and understanding of it.
Similarly, game hermeneutics may guard against an overly literalistic and legalistic application of biblical passages, especially narrative texts, by carefully examining each passage to discern what rules and what situational strategy is at play.  For example, to what extent should the church today emulate details describing the early church in the Book of Acts? Is every command universally applicable irrespective of context? Most thoughtful interpreters would quickly answer no. But their rationale is not always clear. Game hermeneutics allows the interpreter to differentiate between universal game rules and situational strategies which are not universally binding, but deeply instructive.
Second, game hermeneutics provides a more intuitive way to understand and apply narrative texts. As previously noted, narrative texts present a special challenge to the extractionist/abstractionist approach to hermeneutics. As the interpreter observes the game being played in the narrative, she can identify how the details and actions relate to the larger goal and rules. The specifics become the clues to understanding the logic of good playing strategy. The narratives become lessons in game strategy and how contextual factors impinge upon the playing of the game. Game hermeneutics takes seriously the situational specificity of biblical teaching and narratives. Many approaches attempt to strip a passage of its cultural or historical features as only secondary props and move quickly to the timeless principles. But the key to understanding the passage and its application is in grasping the interface of biblical commands and contextual factors in pursuit of God’s mission. Much the way the parable of the Prodigal Son is robbed of its power and beauty when divested of the specifics of the story, so too the narratives of the Bible lose their impact when abstracted.

Third, game hermeneutics can be especially helpful when discerning questions of contextualization. As the gospel enters new contexts or as cultures change, the playing field changes and new playing strategies become necessary. Game hermeneutics helps us understand the nature of how God’s purposes are manifest and lived out in various settings as we find them in scripture. As we encounter new settings and new challenges, often with very little in common with the biblical situations, we are encouraged to transfer the logic of those strategies and develop similar or new situational strategies to face the challenges of the new context. In so doing contextual practices can be adopted that move us towards fulfillment of God’s mission within the parameters of his commands.
Finally, game hermeneutics calls the interpreter to not be merely an analyst or spectator, but to become a proficient and faithful player. In a real sense, we are all game players and the only question is which game, or better, whose game we will choose to play: A game of human invention or of divine calling? As we read scripture we increasingly come to understand God’s game from God’s own perspective. We must make a choice. To choose to become children of the kingdom, is to choose to live in the world of God’s reality, which, like the alternative world of games, operates according to its own values and objectives quite unlike those of other worlds with which we are familiar. To be good players, we must willingly embrace the parameters of that new reality and play with the right disposition. Yet unlike games, this new reality is God’s ultimate reality, and every other competing “reality” is but a distortion, distraction or mirage.
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