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INTRODUCTION 

The Statement of the Subject 

It will be the purpose of this research to examine the 

English publications on Bible study written by Suzanne de 

Dietrich in order to discover her method of Bible study. 

She is an outstanding lay theologian of Europe who has great-

ly influenced many people, particularly in her work as resi-

dent lecturer on Bible study at the Ecumenical Institute in 

Bossey, Switzerland. It has been written of her: 

No single person and no single book [Le Dessein de Die~] 
in the European context has done more to re-introduce 
the lay people of the European churches to serious 
Bible study.l 

This research will examine her books and articles in order to 

find what she has done to provoke such a reaction, to chal-

lenge people to read and study the Bible. 

The Significance of the Subject 

In all the history of Christianity, there has rarely, 

or perhaps never, been a period of time when so many who call 

themselves Christians have known so little of their own 

sourcebook, the Bible, as today. Many men have tried in many -· __ _/ 

ways to bring people back to a better grounding in their 

1Robert s. Paul, "Book Reviews", Union Seminary Quarter­
ly Review, XVII (November, 1961), 97. 

1 
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faith by exposing them to a study of the whole Bible. 

Suzanne de Dietrich has been a stimulus to many people, bring­

ing them to a study of the Bible, expecting to find meaning 

for everyday life. She has written guides for study which 

have challenged lay people and helped them to discover the 

meaning of their faith in group Bible studies. The need con-

tinues, and lay ~eople must continue to be challenged and en-

couraged to examine and study their faith today. This inquiry 

v[ffill...l examine her method of approach and her procedure in 

stimulating people to study the Bible. Because the needs of 

today are similar to the needs which she has met, it is hoped 

that this investigation will yield a method of study which 

may profitably be employed today by other teachers as well. 

The Impact of Suzanne de Dietrich 

Mlle. Suzanne de Dietrich was born on January 29, 1891, 

in Alsace, France. 

gineering from the University of Lausanne, Switzerland, in 

1913. She was associated with the French Student Christian 

Movement beginning in 1914, and became an officer in 1929. 

From 1935-46 she was secretary to the World Student Christian 

Movement, and was a frequent contributor to their magazine, 

The Student World. From 1936-38 she was also the world sec-

retary to the Young Women's Christian Association. From 

1936-54 she was the resident lecturer on Bible study at the 

Ecumenical Institute of the World Council of Churches in 

Bossey, Switzerland. In 1950 she was awarded an honorary 
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degree of the Doctor of Theology by the University of Mont­

pellier (France). She is a member of the Reformed Church of 

France, and she has worked hard to promote the ecumenical 

movement. Since her retirement in 1954, she has written, 

lectured, and travelled in several countries, including a 

year of teaching at Union Theological Seminary in Richmond, 

Virginia. 

Mlle. de Dietrich has been particularly interested in 

liturgy and worship, in the Biblical foundations for church 

unity, and in Bible study, especially as related to evangel-

ism. Her publications reflect these dominant interests, and 

show her concern to encourage lay people to read and study 

the Bible for themselves. In a foreword to her book, The 

Witnessing Community, Donald G. Miller writes: 

It is difficult to combine serious study of the Bible, 
reflecting the results of specialized study, with a 
type of presentation that is at once understandable 
and challenging. 

Here is a work that brings these into happy com­
bination. Suzanne de Dietrich has been endowed, both 
by training and by experience, with the ability to 
speak to the lay mind. . . . For long years she has 
taught the Bible to student groups of many nations and 
to varied groups of professional laymen. • • . Con­
sidered by many to be the outstanding lay theologian 
of Europe, Suzanne de Dietrich

1
has been honored by the 

great and loved by the humble. 

Her theology was developed during a period in which 

great emphasis was given to the historical background of 

the Old Testament, the sources of the Israelite religion, 

and form criticism. Yet her own thinking, while not 

1suzanne de Dietrich (Philadelphia: The Westminster 
Press, 1958), pp. 9-10. 
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disregarding this material, has laid stress on the encounter 

of God with men, and on the unity of the witness to God 

throughout the Bible. She does not hold to the verbal inspi­

ration of the Scripture, but she does believe that the Bible 

is to be the Word of God to man, and that he must study it 

with an attitude of listening for this Word. The mainstream 

of theology today is close to her position, much closer than 

when she began her work, as seen above. 1 One would expect 

that her work would therefore be recognized by the theologians, 

and be quite relevant today. This is indeed the case, and her 

guides are widely used today, both in America and in Europe. 

The Method of Procedure 

This inquiry will attempt to educe a method of Bible 

study which will be helpful for those who might wish to 

teach others the same method. The first chapter will trace 

the pattern of study which Mlle. de Dietrich uses for her­

self, including her approach to the Bible and her use of 

outside sources, as far as it is discernible in her work. 

The second chapter will explore what she has written con­

cerning teaching, and the procedures and techniques she em­

ploys in her guides. The third chapter will attempt to educe 

from her work a lucid method of study and teaching which 

might be of use to another teacher. 

lcf. H.H. Rowley, C.H. Dodd, John Bright, and others. 
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The Sources of the Study 

The sources of this research are the books and articles 

written by Suzanne de Dietrich which have been written in, 

or translated into, English. There are also several book 

reviews which in some measure evaluate her work and ideas. 

Although she has also written some articles which have 

not been translated, the sources for this study adequately 

represent her work. Her most important book, Le Dessein de 

Dieu, was translated into English: God's Unfolding Purpose. 

Articles written over a period of years for The Student World 

were written in English, and several other books are now 

available in English also. The writer could find no books 

and a very few articles which are not now in English. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE PATTERN OF BIBLE STUDY OF SUZANNE DE DIETRICH 

Introduction 

The pattern of study of Suzanne de Dietrich as it emerges 

in her writings will be explored in this chapter. First of 

all, her conception of the Bible will be considered: why she 

believes it is important to study, what she expects to gain 

from her study, and her view of the various difficulties of 

the initial study of the Bible. Inquiry into her use of 

supplementary materials as she attempts to gain the meaning 

of the words will follow. Finally, the study of the text and 

its interpretation will be examined. 

Her View of the Bible 

What the Bible is. Mlle. de Dietrich believes that the 

Bible is the Word of God to man. By this she means that it 

is the revelation of a hidden God, who has chosen to reveal 

Himself through His acts in history. However, it is not a 

clear and precise logical explanation of God; nor is it an 

easily comprehended document. Rather she writes: 

The Bible is a very peculiar book: unique in its great­
ness but unique also in its complete scorn for all that 
our human wisdom would have tried to make of it in 

6 
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writing it. 1 

All the complaints one can utter, both against God and His 

Word, and against His world, and the suffering and injustice 

which one constantly meets, are found in the Bible, already 

heard, already answered, in God's own peculiar way. 

What the Bible contains. The Bible has a message for men 

today. It contains ideas which they need to hear now. She 

writes: 

The Bible answers man's "why", but it answers it 
in God's way, not in man's way. For His reply is 
action and not explanation. The Bible is there to tell 

to us that none other than God Himself can give peace 
the soul in its final distress.2 

It is a record of God's choosing the weak consistently in 

history; how He acted for salvation or redemption. The Bi-

ble is not a systematic presentation of abstract ideas or a 

philosophy; it is neither a set of general principles (al­

though principles may be found to some extent) nor a rulebook 

for life. God has not so revealed Himself. A record of His 

revelation to man involves time and action, a word of promise 

or judgment followed by the fulfillment of the word in an act 

which interrupts man's life. The Bible is the record of His 

Word to a specific situation, of His action in that context 

of history, of what He did with a particular people at a 

1 "The Lord's Swaddling Clothes," The Student World, 
XXXI, No. 3 (1938), 200. 

2Ibid., p. 204. 
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particul2.r tir.:e. But in these actions 2.nd in this record, \·Te 

find a tineless revelation of God: '"rho He is, 1·rhat He ex~Jects of 

man, hovr He deals Hith him. ·These acts are not only relevent 

to the past, they are also relevant to the present and the future, 

for they hBve shovm vihat the nature of God is. Tl-:te Bible is a 

living tvord, revealing a hidc1.en God. 
1 

1'he place of cri ticisn1. Form criticism and litei·ary criticisn 

also have their place in this concept of the 1·lord of God, for 

it is a book vrbi ch has been transmitted or <illy, i·r.ci tdJen do•:m, 

edited, and re-edited by nen over a period of perhaps a thousand 

years. Al thou~h Hlle. cle Dietrich is a;·mre of the possibility of 

the critics superir.;posing their prejudices upon their study 

of the Bible, still she enunerates the ·Hays j_n i·Jhich Christians 

have gained by being helped to understand the Bible fron their 

vrorl:. 
2 

She cam}tions a reader to let the Bible -vri tness to itself 

in questions of authentic-ity; a 1;articul2r part :must be seen as 

a part and in the frane-vmrk of the "~-..Thole. 

1 
G. E. Hright, in God 1-fho Acts, speaks of the Bible a.s 

prinarily "the record of the acts of God, together vTi th the 
hln11an response thereto"(n. 107). Because of this definition, he 
feels that nen oucht not- to try to inpose a strict unity Ul1on 
the Bible or the theology one cains fron a study of it. Mlle. 
de Diet:rich 1·muld probably ag:ree 'Hi th this point, but she pre­
fers to er:mhasize the unj_ tv in the r:'lidst of the eli versi ty, as 
does H. H. Rouley in his boo}: 'Phe Uni tv of' the ScrintuJ;'e. 

2Disco_verinr; the Bibl.E?. (Coonoor, India: The Sunday 
School Union, 1952), p. 32. 
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The Bible was written down by men in a particular time 

in history, and their beliefs about the world and ways to 

convey truth are reflected in their writings. Yet it does 

not become only a cultural or cultic book because of these 

things. It is a record of man's dealings with God, recorded 

in a meaningful way not only to remind :~ e:tn, but to teach and 

convert others. Particularly in the Old Testament does one 

find it difficult to accept many of the beliefs expressed. 

Yet without a grasp of the Old Testament, much of the sig­

nificance of the New Testament is lost. An understanding of 

the Old Testament prepares one to understand the imagery, the 

concepts, and the language used throughout the New Testament, 

and Jalse the fulfillment of the Messianic hope which began 

with the curse of God in the Garden of Eden, and the recogni­

tion there expressed of the need for redemption. 

The unity of the Bible. The Bible is a whole, and presents 

one God. Yet there are difficult problems, which Mlle. de 

Dietrich is quite willing to admit and squarely face. In a 

chapter in Discovering the Bible, she writes of the desire 

of some Christians to drop consideration of the Old Testa­

ment because it is Jewish, nationalistic, merely a prelude to 

a universal religion in Christ, and because of the difficulty 

of reconciling the 'bloodthirsty' characteristic of some of 

the books, and the desire for vengeance and the self-right­

eousness of the Psalms with the love, compassion, and mercy 

of Jesus as seen in the New Testament. In answer to such 



10 

questions, she reminds the reader of Luther's use of the 

image of the baby in swaddling clothes, and asks him to 

search enough to find the baby and not be content with seeing 

only the clothes. 1 She chooses the book of Judges to illus­

trate the understanding to be gained from the Old Testament, 

and reminds one of how faithful God is, even to His stiff-

necked people who desert to paganism over and over again. 

She writes that the Old Testament can bring an enriched know­

ledge of Christ, and sums up the chapter by setting forth 

these two principles: 

The two principles which should guide us in our study 
of the Old Testament: (1) to replace each passage in 
its historical context, taking into account the spirit 
of the times in which the event took place and the pur­
pose of those who recorded it; (2) to interpret its 
significance in the light of God's total revelation as 
fulfilled in Christ in order to discard what is time­
bound and to retain the permanent lesson contained in 
it. For 'these things are warnings for you.'2 

The nelevance for today. Throughout each discussion of Bib­

lical passages, and issues of the day such as ecumenism, the 

law, and war, Mlle. de Dietrich assumes that the understand-

ing one gains from the Bible is to be applied to today's 

· 1Discovering the Bible. Note p. 30ff for this whole 
discussion. 

2Ibid., p. 32. Compare this view with Norman H. Snaith's 
book, The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament. He writes 
that the New Testament cannot be properly understood with0ut 
a thorough grounding in the basic ideas and meaning of those 
ideas found in the Old Testament. H.H. Rowley agrees in say­
ing that neither the Old Testament nor the New Testament 
can be properly interpreted without reference to the other, 
in The Unity of the Bible. 



11 

life. The lessons came in time and history, but they taught 

men of the nature of God and their relationship to Him, and 

these revelations are equally true today. The Bible is the 

record of God speaking to man, preparing him for the coming 

Christ, and teaching him how to worship and obey. The book, 

God's Unfolding Purpose, demonstrates Mlle. de Dietrich's 

belief that God has one purpose, that of salvation, and He 

pursues it throughout history. The purpose is fulfilled in 

Christ, yet men must still be pe.rsuaded and shown of His 

purpose and His love, as well as His commandments and ex-

pectations. Men today must study His Word if they wish to 

learn how to obey and to worship God and Christ, or how to 

live among men as He desires. One's study of the Bible 

should have far-reaching consequences; it should be shaping 

and molding the one who reads and takes seriously these words 

as the Word of God today. This study must be careful and 

searching; one needs the help of the Holy Spirit if one is 

truly to understand. The proper spirit of study is therefore 

a spirit of prayer and meditation, of expectation that God 

will give understanding as one continues to study. Bible 

study is not to be taken lightly; it is a serious matter, and 

of great necessity for a Christian. 1 

1 
In this concern, Mlle. de Dietrich stands with perhaps 

every Christian scholar, from as widely varying theological 
stands as that of Bultmann to that of Rowley, although there 
may be differences as to how or why such study is important. 
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Her Use of Supplementary Materials 

Theological works. Mlle. de Dietrich frequently refers to 

extra-Biblical sources for particular information. She will 

quote a statement from a commentary to illustrate an idea of 

her own, or comment upon why she disagrees at particular 

points with an author. 1 Most commonly, her use of scholarly 

materials does not appear in the text. However, sketches of 

the background of a book or passage reveal that she has 

diligently studied to find the probable date, author, and 

other materials which will enlighten the student of the Bible. 

In This We Know she includes a bibliography of six commen-

taries and two wordbooks, and in the text she shows her 

knowledge of Greek as we11. 2 In God's Unfolding Purpose, 

she does not refer to any particular sources, but gives the 

date and a verbal picture of the conditions under which the 

various books were written, as well as the reactions of the 

people to the works.3 Sometimes, this can be gained from 

careful Biblical study, but at other times, one must use 

other sources in order to give a complete study. Mlle. de 

Dietrich uses commentaries and dictionaries and theological 

wordbooks in her studies, but she rarely will refer directly 

to them. She prefers to paraphrase and to use simple 

1see This We Know, pp. 18, 19, 36, 37. 

2For examples, see This We Know, pp. 15, 22, 26. 

3God's Unfolding Purpose. Note particularly pp. 49-50, 
67, 105-107, 127-128. She also refers the reader to a bib­
liography for further study on pps. 271-272. --
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untheological language where possible. 

Non-theological works. ~file. de Dietrich refers to modern 

authors or events at times in her books in order to make 

particular Biblical ideas clear in the context of today's 

philosophical (in the broadest sense) thought, or to show the 

need for careful Biblical study in order to find the meaning 

of life. 1 She often contrasts the popular ideas with Bib­

lical ideas. 2 She occasionally discusses the insights of a 

secular work in comparison with the insights of the Bible.3 

She is apparently widely read in a variety of fields besides 

theology, and she uses her knowledge as she studies the Bible. 

Her Textual Study 

Context. In each study Mlle. de Dietrich is careful to es­

tablish the context before she considers the text. The place 

within the total framework of the Scripture is located, as 

well as the chronological and cultural context, when it is 

necessary for a fuller understanding of the text. In her 

study of Jeremiah, for example, she writes first of the place 

1As in Free Men, she quotes from Camus (p. 15) and re­
lates an incident from World War II (p. 37). 

2 See Free Men, pp. 69, 75, 102, 110. The Word with 
Power (p. 15) contains illustrations. 

3As in The Witnessing Community, pp. 13-14, she dis­
cusses The Lonely Crowd by David Riesman in the introduction 
to the book. 
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of a prophet and his word in Jeremiah's time. 1 Then she 

moves to the history, for she says: 

To grasp the meaning of Jeremiah's message we have 
to retrace briefly the historical background of his 
ministry. As we said "hefore, a prophet always speaks 
"to a situation" and can onl2 be fully understood in 
the light of that situation. 

She establishes the dates of important events which occuxred 

during his lifetime, relating him to these dates and the 

kings to whom he prophesied. Only then does she begin to 

examine what his message was, after the situation into which 

his message came was clearly presented. 

The book of Jeremiah is not isolated, but a part of the 

revelation of God, of a panorama of events and people, and it 

must be understood in its place in this greater whole. The 

God who spoke to Jeremiah also delivered the people from 

Egy:rJt~- and made a nation of them. He established a covenant 

with them, and because of His love even now is trying to bring 

back the people to obedience within the co~enant. He is a God 

of redemption, of salvation, and the judgment which they 

suffer is a result of disobedience to their own God, whoL 

they knmv from experience can deliver them. His Vlord to 

Jeremiah is an attempt on His part to bring them into salva-

tion, to deliver them from the punishment which shall surely 

come if they do not heed Jeremiah. 

Ifile. de Dietrich then points out that the place of the 

1"Three Studies in the Book of Jeremiah," The Student 
World, XXXII, No. 4 (1939). 

2
Ibid., p. 314. 
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Israelite nation in the Old Testament is paralleled by the 

Church in the New Testament. The place of privilege and 

knowledge of God which was Israel's place is taken now by 

Christians; the responsibility to obey is just as crucial for 

the Church today as it was for the Israelites in Jeremiah's 

day. The book of Jeremiah must be approached as a message in 

the context of the history of his time, and of the Biblical 

history of events and of the future work of God. It must be 

taken as a Word to His Church today as much as to His people 

then. 

In her study of Jeremiah, the context is seen to be of 

great importance. Not alone in this study, but throughout 

each publication there is a careful regard for the historical 

setting of the particular text and the context of the passage 

in the whole view of the Scriptures. In Discovering the 

Bible, she writes: 

An important rule of Biblical studies is that the 
Bible is its ~ interpreter. Every part should be seen 
in the light of the whole. In reading a given book we 
should ask ourselves what specific truth about God, man 
or the history of the people of God, this book is meant 
to convey. It often happens that the writer himself 
does not know the full meaning of his testimony and that 
later writers will have to interpret what he has said in 
the light of the revelation bestowed upon them.l 

Mlle. de Dietrich seems to be convinced that one must have 

some knowledge of the place of the particular passage under 

study in the light of the whole movement of the Biple. 

Structure. In the longer studies which are complete book 

1 P. 24. 
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studies, Mlle. de Dietrich has carefully examined the con-

tents f©r the structure of the book. She looks for a frame-

work or an outline by which the contents of the book may be 

divided into sections which may be studied separately and in 

' relation to each other. To find such an outline, she notices 

the repetition of ideas or words or notes the similarity or 

differences between the parts as she studies, tracing ideas 

and thoughts through the whole. In her commentary on Matthew 

and in her study of the letters of John, she discusses the 

structure of the books along with matters of introduction; 

the date, authorship, background, and significance.1 Then 

she proceeds to make an outline of the whole of the book, and 

study it section by section, according to the outline, seeing 

how each part relates to the other parts of the whole book. 

In her book, God's Unfolding Purpose, the use of structure is 

again clearly demonstrated, this time in the whole of the 

Bible. She sees the purpose of God as the organizing factor 

for the Bible, and shows in her table of contents as well as 

the exposition of the whole book how the various parts and 

books illustrate God's purpose of redemption. 

In her shorter studies, the framework outlined in detail 

in ·eaenbook is used as a means of placing a particular 

passage in its context in the whole Bible. But each part 

has its own structure as well, and this is examined and ex­

pressed within its own framework as well as in relation to 

1 
Matthew, Richmond, Va: The John Knox Press, 1961, pp. 

10-12. This We Know, pp. 12-13. 



17 

the whole. The structure is found first, before proceeding 

with further study, for it is only as the passage is seen in 

the light of the whole that it can be rightfully interpreted 

and applied. 1 To find the structure is to begin the study. 

The structure will show the theme and its development through 

the passage, and will enable the student to correctly inter­

pret the text in the light of the whole book and the whole 

Bible. It is a necessary step. Although it is not spelled 

out as a study of structure in her work, except in the book 

studies of Matthew and Letters of John, it underlies all her 

work and supports her emphasis on the study of passages in 

context. 

Word studies. Having determined the context and the structure, 

there are still a variety of ways to proceed with the study. 

One way is through the study of important words in a passage 

or section. Mlle. de Dietrich seems to be sensitive in her 

use of words. If there is a word which is particularly im-

portant, she will explain at length the meaning of the word 

according to Biblical usage. In Free Men, she explores the 

meaning of the word liberty, as it is used in the Bible, by 

examining the nature of the liberty which was initially lost 

through sin, but regained through Christ. In a shorter study 

she writes: 

1In Our Unity in Christ, in each chapter, she intro­
duces the important points made already, or the development 
of the book as a whole before she begins the actual study of 
the passage. See also pp. 10, 14, 20. Note also her dis­
cussion in Discovering the Bible, pp. 37-38. 
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We must pay close attention to the terms employed. The 
same term is sometimes used with different meanings in 
the Bible itself; more than that, it is almost always 
burdened with a theological or ethical meaning, which 
it does not possess in secular terminology. The first 
problem, therefore, will be in the sphere of etymology; 
it will be an attempt to define briefly the meaning of 
certain essential terms, and their evolution in the 
course of the centuries.l 

She goes on to define fully law and righteousness as the 

basis for a discussion of the view of law in the Christian's 

mind, as seen in the teaching of the Bible. Her word studies 

are more often a basis for understanding the main thrust of 

a passage than an end in themselves; the definitions are 

given in order to interpret properly the meaning of the 

passage. If a word is seen to be important, it will also 

help to focus on the proper meaning of the text. 2 

Themes. Besides the word study, another technique Mlle .. de 

Dietrich often employs is the use of a theme. The passage 

under scrutiny is entitled with a phrase which embodies the 

main thrust of the material. The study then proceeds as an 

exploration of the various facets of this theme in the mate­

rial. Or, if she wishes 'to consider a particular doctrine or 

question of any sort, she will discover several passages 

concerning that theme, and contrast and compare them in order 

to discover the Biblical teaching on that subject. She will 

often give a lengthy introduction to a thematic study, 

l"The Biblical Basis of Law," The Student \forld, XXXVI, 
No. 4 (l937), p. 276. 

2cf. with Snaith, Dodd, Bright, Rowley and Vincent Tay­
lor on the importance of word studies as a basis for proper 
interpretation. 
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expressing her convictions concerning the theme, with specific 

Biblical references, before setting forth the way in which 

she arrived at these convictions. 1 The practice of nami?g a 

theme seems to be the result of her study and thought about 

the passage, and a teaching device, rather than a method for 

use in initial study. 

The text. Mlle. de Dietrich applies herself to·a passage 

for study by reading it in order to discover its meaning 

within its own expression of ideas. That is, she reads it 

to find out what it says and what it may mean. She para-

phrases the sentences. She considers the use of imagery to 

explore the possible meaning for that image in the particular 

place. She follows the implications of each idea for the 

situation, bringing in her own knowledge of nhe setting and 

background for that passage. She makes herself thoroughly 

familiar with the ideas and the relationships between the 

several ideas of one passage. Only when she has studied the 

passage does she turn to other passages to broaden the thought 

or ideas gained in one place. 

Correlation with other texts. When she has studied a passage 

she will compare it to other passages with related ideas or 

similar images. She will show what relation this passage 

has to the whole of God's purpose. She will compare a point 

1Note two thematic studies for examples: The Word with 
Power and Our Unity in Christ. 
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of decision to other points of decision, in which there were 

different choices made, and different results seen. The 

process of correlation is a means of testing the truth of 

one's discoveries. She writes, "An important rule of Biblical 

studies is that the Bible is its ~ interpreter. Every part 

should be seen in the light of the whole. 111 At the same time 

she writes of the slow and long process of understanding the 

whole: 

The believer who medit.ates on the revelation of the 
Bible grasps little by little the deep and hidden 
unity of it; and this unity has a name: "I am the 
Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end 11 .2 

Correlation is a necessary part of the Bible study, but it 

is a part which is never quite finished, and only gradually 

grasped. 

Her Interpretation of The Bible 

Although much of the foregoing material deals with the 

matters of interpretation, this section will directly ex-

plore the bases of interpretation which Mlle. de Dietrich 

consistently uses. In the many centuries since Christ came, 

and the canon was formed, there have been only a few major 

types of exegesis of the Bible. Allegorical and typological 

interpretations were the usual method~ until the Reformation. 

After that, the Bible was believed authoritative over the 

1Discovering the Bible, p. 24. 

211 The Lord's Swaddling Clothes", The Student World, 
XXXI, No. 3 (1938), p. 205. 
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traditions of the Church in Protestantism, and the Word of 

God was thought to come directly through the Bible rather 

than through the intermediary of the Church. In the modern 

period, critical study of the Bible as a literary and his-

torical work has gained importance. Of these various 

methods, Mlle. de Dietrich is a true reflection of the modern 

thought; critical study is necessary for comprehension of the 

true meaning of the Scriptures. Yet the Word of God is given 

to men through the Bible, and they must study it reverently 

as well as critically, with prayers for understanding. 1 

Typology and allegory. Her use of typology is limited to a 

few references, most of which appear in the New Testament. 

She does not allegorize the meaning either, for she looks 

for the meaning of the passage in its most obvious inter-

pretation. She prefers to interpret the literal sense, and 

to understand how that meaning fits into a progression of 

knowledge or an unfolding of God's purpose (to use her own 

words), rather than to find a foreshadowing of the Christ 

in each event or to see each object symbolically representing 

some phase of the Incarnation. The Old Testament has its 

own legitimate meaning. The student must search for this 

meaning in the light of the whole. She writes: 

The student of the Bible is faced with two opposite 
dangers: one to see only the facts themselves and to 
take them in isolation, so that their deep meaning re­
mains hidden. The other is to neglect the historical 
realism which is so typical of Biblical story-telling 

1Discovering the Bible, p. 13. 
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and to interpret facts only as signs, or symbols, 
meant to convey some spiritual truth.l 

Historical approach. The stories told in the Bible are his­

torical; that is, they record events and reveal a meaning 

behind those events, the meaning that God is active in His 

world, and that all history is meaningfu1. 2 It is not cy-

clical, but God acts and speaks in time. God's will is be­

ing worked out in history, which is progressing to an end 

point, a goal. She writes: 

These two visions in Genesis and Revelation are 
the two beacons that cast light upon the whole sweep 
of human history that lies between them. Now history 
has meaning and direction, for its final word is God's 
decisive victory, which is accomplished by the sacri­
fice and resurrection of Jesus Christ.3 

History can be interpreted in relation to Genesis, Christ, 

and Revelation, and the events recorded in the Bible must 

be seen in this way. Yet the study of history is important 

for another reason also; to establish the context in order 

to correctly interpret its meaning and its relation to the 

whole of history. As she writes: 

God speaks in history. For t:this reason, historical 
criticism, which puts each text in its proper histor­
ical context; has a legitimate place in all serious 
Bible study.Lt-

1Ibid., p. 18. For an excellent discussion of the his­
tory of allegory and typology in interpretation, see James D. 
Smart, The Interpretation of the Scriptures, ch. 4. 

2God's Unfolding Purpose, pp. 18-20. 

3Ibid., p. 22. 

4Ibid., p. 18. 
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History itself is not the end, however, but the means. 

Through a more accurate historical knowledge, one can see 

God's purpose in the history. She writes that the Bible 

"does not speak to us of God, but in the~ of God," 1 

for God speaks to men through the acts there recorded. 2 

Biblical theology. Mlle. de Dietrich studies the Bible from 

a position of belief that the whole Bible has a message of 

redemption for men, as valid today as when it was written. 

Each part fits into a whole, and the whole is a drama of 

salvation. Each act can be understood, but to know the pur­

pose of the whole is to ::iktndterstend~ bet.t:ecr each part. Her 

theology is developed from the acts of God recorded in the 

Bible, and the reactions of men to Him, from the God whom 

these acts reveal. Her many years of Bible study have given 

her a theology which is first of all based on the insights of 

the Bible, and secondly on the historical and source criticism.3 

Application. The Bible is the Word of God, speaking to men 

of what God expects from them. It is a book which teaches 

men how to act in a way pleasing to God, although it is not a 

1 Ibid.' p. 19. 
2on her stand on the importance of history, she is in 

agreement with a majority of scholars today. Cf. John Bright, 
C.H. Dodd, H.H. Rowley, Norman Snaith, and G. Ernest \~/right. 

3Her position is in contrast to Bultmann in emphasis, 
but note similarities in considering criticism of secondary 
importance to theology, to positions of other scholars, such 
as Dodd, B.F. Westcott, Rowley, and others. 
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rulebook. From it one can formulate principles for action. 

Application from the Bible must not be based on a single 

text, but on the whole import of the Biblical teaching. Yet 

the teaching must be specifically applied, and it is here 

that proper interpretation is crucially important. In each 

study, Mlle. de Dietrich moves steadily towards the place of 

application; the meaning in the passage is important, but it 

is absolutely necessary to apply this.meaning to life today 

in terms of decisions and actions for today. It is not an---tique; it is relevant and essential if a man wishes to under-...... ·--·-.. "------· 

stand the meaning of his life. Bible study can give a man 

insight into the purpose of his life, and of the events which 

occur to him. It is to the Bible that one must turn in 

questions of war and:peace, of freedom and unity, and all the 

great issues of today's world, to search out the mind of God. 

Having seen God's purpose in the study, one must then act in 

accord with His will. The Biblical teaching must be used in 

the churches, the individual's life, but also in the commu­

nity and state affairs; it must affect every part of life, 

and Mlle. de Dietrich is consistent in applying it to each 

sphere. 

Summary 

The Bible in Mlle. de Dietrich's view is a book which 

contains the Word of God for man. Although it is not verb­

ally inspired, the meaning of the book is more than a history 
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of events; it shows the significance of all history, and the 

place of man in that framework. It is necessary to study and 

understand it in order to know the meaning and purpose of one's 

life. Study of the Bible entails study of the findings of 

history and literary critic ism as well, f.or those results 

bring fresh insight into the Scripture. The Bible is a whole 

and the New Testament is the continuation-and fulfillment of 

the Old Testament. 

The background and setting of a book can be found in 

theological books; commentaries, wordbooks, dictionaries, all 

have their legitimate place in Bible study. Yet one must 

thoroughly steep himself:~in the Bible if he is to understand 

its deepest meanings. This, for Mlle. de Dietrich, means 

first of all to determine the structure, then to pick out and 

define crucial words _or ideas. The passage must be examined 

and its meaning ferreted out, but it must be seen in the light 

of the whole of the Bible, and in the context which it occu­

pies in that whole. 

The interpretation is the result of thorough study of 

the possible meanings, possible both in this particular con­

text, and in the wider context of the Bible. There is little 

use of allegory or typology; the historical approach is fa­

vored. The purpose of the study is to learn how to please 

God today, so application is of great importance, and is con­

sidered in each study. The pattern of study which has emerged 

in this research is as follows: (1) study c::' commentaries to 

determine the setting, (2) find the structure of the passage, 
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(3) determine the crucial words or ideas and define and dis­

cuss them at some length, (4) correlate the results with 

other passages in which there are similar or related ideas 

or teaching, (5) discover the meaning of the passage as it 

stands and in the light of the other passages, then apply 

this meaning to today's world and to the individual's life. 



CHAPTER II 

THE TECHNIQUES OF TEACHING 

Introduction 

Suzanne de Dietrich is a well-known Bible teacher in 

Europe, and is beginning to be known and recognized in Ameri-

1 ca, too. She impresses people with her warmth and under-

standing, and with genuine concern for others, as evidenced 

by repeated comments from a variety of people who have parti-

cipated in studies she has led. However, this element in good 

teaching cannot be measured, only noted. Although some of her 

effectiveness has been due to her own personality, yet her 

method is also a part of her teaching, and it is this element 

to which the inquiry addresses itself. This chapter will ex­

amine her publications intended to be used as guides for Bible 

study, and her book, Discovering the Bible, in order to find 

her techniques of teaching. It will consider the group rela­

tionships, the choice of material for study, and the group pro-

cedure in the study. 

1supra. p. 1. That she has become increasingly popular 
in America is evidenced by the translation of Free Men into 
English in 1961, and the publication of two further study 
guides in 1965: The Word with Power, and Our Unity in Christ, 
as well as the appearance of two short biographies in two 
periodicals: Concern, 1964, and World Call, 1965. 

27 
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Functions \vi thin the Group 

I~le. de Dietrich realizes the value of both individual 

study and group participation. In her guides she lirites ques-

tions for study lvhich are designed to be answered by the group. 

She gives assignments to the group, and in other ways encour-

ages members to come prepared to share their own discoveries. 

She expects them to participate actively, not to hear a lec­

ture. She insists that group study can, and must, be exciting 

if people are truly to understand the nature of their relation-

ship to God. 

The leader. But group participation can only be properly used 

if the leader has some understanding of how to lead the group 

through the study. The first requirement is that the leader 

properly understand the passage himself, and Mlle. de Dietrich 

gives several suggestions for the leader's study of the passage. 

They are as follows: 

Look for the relation of the passage to its context. 
Look for its meaning in its historical and general 

(a) 
(b) 

setting. 
(c) Translate it into terms of ordinary speech and find 

its central point. 
(d) Place it in the context of the Christian message as 

a whole. What specific message is it meant to convey? 
(e) Look for important and difficult words ... What is 

their contemporary meaning? What do they mean here? 
(f) Note the relevance of the passage for us personally 

and as a Church. How does it affect what we believe and what 
we do?l 

These questions are to be used by the whole group, not only 

1Discovering the Bible, p. 55. 
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the leader, but Mlle. de Dietrich recognizes that few groups 

will consistently prepare well because of a lack of time. She 

recommends that the leader suggest that the group meditate 

daily on the passage, perhaps using a textbook to guide their 

meditation and rotating the book among the members. 1 

Even if the leader has truly seen the significance of the 

passage, his preparation is only the beginning of a profitable 

group meeting. She stresses the need to let the group members 

discover the answers themselves, to share their own ideas, yet 

to guide the discussion at the same time. The leader must help 

each to participate and quiet those who speak too much. He 

must have the sensitivity to ask a question which will stimu­

late the group at the right time. The leader is responsible 

to summarize and to clarify the teaching at the close of the 

discussion. He must be concerned for the members of his group, 

praying consistently for them. 

Mlle. de Dietrich suggests that eight to ten membBrs is 

a good size for a group, although many groups are larger or 

smaller than this. Weekly meetings are preferable, and they 

should last no longer than an hour and a half. Whatever the 

length agreed upon, the meeting should convene promptly and end 

on schedule. This is primarily the leader's responsibility, 

but the group members have to arrive on time. 

The Group. The group members have their ovm responsibilities 

also. They must be conscientious about doing that which is 

lrbid., p. 58. 
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necessary for preparation, both in praying and in studying the 

passage. They must come to the group ready to learn and to 

share what they have· already learned. They must come expect­

ing to find meaning for their lives in the passage. They may 

take turns preparing an introductionto the stu~y which will 

present some clear questions for the group to study together. 

They are to work at finding the meaning together, however the 

leader chooses to lead. "A Bible study group is a place where 

we try to listen together to what God has to say to us through 

a given book or passage. When God's word becomes clear and 

living, its bearing on our lives becomes clear, too."1 

People who attend may come for a variety of reasons, from 

curiosity to a desire to understand and use the Bible in daily 

life. Those who come out of curiosity will sense the purpose 

and commitment of the group, and will either join in the pur­

pose or stop coming to the group. 2 Those who are committed to 

its purpose should be supporting the group with prayer.3 

Both leader and group members are joined in a single pur-

pose, that of understanding the meaning of the Bible in order 

to serve God as He demands. Consistent study and prayer must 

be a part of the group life and it ought to stimulate individ-

uals to study and to grow in self-understanding, as well as the 

understanding of God. 

1Ibid., p. 50. 

2rbid., p. 52. 

3rbid., p. 53. 
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Choice of a Passage for Study 

Old Testament Passage. Mlle. de Dietrich offers suggestions 

for choosing a passage for study, and she offers a wide vari­

ety of ways the various passages can be used in her book, Dis­

covering the Bible. She speaks of the Old Testament as able 

to teach central truths about God, which ought not to be neg­

lected. She cautions groups not to get caught up with source 

criticism and miss the central truths of the passage. In 

Genesis, for example, one can become involved in the sources 

of the documents and other technical problems, and miss both 

the historical and the divine reality protrayed there. She 

writes, "Our main concern is to know what this book intends to 

tell us about the reality of God and the destiny of man."1 

She writes of the prophets, mentioning specifically Amos, 

Jeremiah, and Isaiah, and giving suggestions for study. She 

sketches each book and offers situations in which the prophet 

might be relevant. For youth groups, for example, she suggests 

using the book of Amos, to raise questions about personal reli­

gion, politics, social life, the approaching judgment of God, 

His holiness, and the need for repentance in order to be saved 

from destruction. 2 She wrote a series of studies on Jeremiah 

just before World War II (1939) in which she showed how Jere-

miah' s concerns w·ere the same concerns of the world at that 

time, with the possibility of imminent war and a powerful 

1 Ibid., p. 77. 

2Ibid., p. 11. 
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enemy. 1 She writes of Daniel, Job, and the Psalms in the way 

each deals with important themes, as a rich source for group 

study. 

She deems the Old Testament books those of preparation and 

explanation, witnessing to the Christ who was to come, yet 

teaching of God's reality and man's destiny. In God's Unfold­

ing Purpose, she refers frequently to Old Testament books as 

they point to Christ. The books are important because they re­

veal the Christ, and they are not considered in their own his­

torical setting. On the other hand, in The Witnessing Commu­

nity, she conceives of the whole of history as a kind of drama. 

In this drama God reaches out repeatedly to man; man breaks the 

relationship; God trjes to heal it through a cow.enant which man 

also breaks, until Christ breaks the cycle and brings final 

healing. Here she values the chosen people as a witness to 

God in themselves, recognizing their imperfections and fail­

ures, and sees them as revelation also, not merely as a prepara­

tion for Christ. In her individual studies of books or passages, 

she investigates each carefully as a unit in itself, although 

she always tries to see the book in the larger context of the 

Bible. The Old Testament has meaning both .in itself as it 

points to God and man, and as a witness to the coming Christ, 

and has many passages rich in value for a group study. · 

New Testament passage. She suggests that the best place for 

an inquirer to begin is in the Gospels, for these teach of the 

1 The Student World, XXXII, No. 4. 
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person of Christ. 1 Several frameworks for study are offered, 

one following the order of Mark, another comparing the Synoptic 

Gospels at particular points to note the differences and the 

similarities. She speaks particularly of John because it is 

so rarely studied in groups and so often read by individuals. 

She suggests that one approach to the book might be through 

studying the conversations Jesus had vlith various people. 

Another approach is to study the discourses. She affirms that 

this Gospel has light for a dark 1·mrld and is a profitable 

source of study. 2 She suggests that Acts is a rewarding book 

study, but due to its length it might be helpful to study it 

by themes, covering part of the material in class and privately 

studying the remainder to supplement the group work. She 

writes also of the Epistles as sources for study about Paul, 

the early church, or the actual subject of the letters, i'lhether 

ethics or doctrine. She discourages study of the book of Reve­

lation because "it seems to be to'o difficult a book to make it 

advisable for group study."3 

In her larger studies, she interprets the New Testament 

in different ways; once as a series of studies on the witness­

ing community, tracing its growth and development, 4 and another 

time as the further unfolding of God's ultimate purpose of 

lniscovering the Bible, p. 60ff. 

2Ibid., p. 70. 

3Ibid., p. 76. 

4The Witnessing Community. 



34 

redemption. 1 Her works also include the books of Matthew and 

the Johannine Epistles. From her various studies, it appears 

that the choice of a passage from the New Testament would be 

particularly appropriate for a young Christian group, except 

for the book of Revelation. 

Topical study. At times, one wishes to study according to a 

particular theme or topic, in order to answ·er some questions 

or to better understand a Biblical principle or subject, such 

as unity or the Holy Spirit, or prayer. Mlle. de Dietrich 

distinctly distinguishes between this study of a theme and a 

problem-centered approach. In the latter one may apply a par­

ticular Biblical answer as a general panacea, or as the answer 

to a particular problem of today. Mlle. de Dietrich insists 

that thorough study of a Biblical situation and its message 

must precede the application of the message to present life. 

Biographies are a type of topical study. The danger is 

that one may consider a person as a human hero rather than as 

a prophet of God or a witness to His power. One must learn to 

see men as instruments of the Great Actor, God, throughout the 

history of man. And one must see them in their own s~tting, 

rather than the student's, before the message of the Gospel 

can be applied. She suggests study of various men of the Old 

Testament, patriarchs, judges, prophets and kings; and of Peter 

and Paul in the New Testament. 

Particular important words or images are another approach 

1God's Unfolding Purpose. 
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in topical study. Words such as justice, peace, and freedom 

have deep meaning in the Bible. Concepts rooted in the Old 

Testament are carried into the New Testament and made more 

meaningful in Jesus Christ. A study of the various passages 

where these occur may lead to a more profound understanding of 

such concepts. Living water is an example of an image found 

throughout the Bible. Another is the shepherd. A study of 

the passages where these images occur will lead to greater 

depth or understanding of the nature of God and Christ. One 

of her studies along this line is "The Biblical Basis of Law" 

in which she explores the concepts of law, covenant, and right­

eousness.1 

Her writings reveal more studies using a topical approach 

than a book study approach. She explores the theme of unity 

of Christians in Christ in a series of New Test~ent passages. 2 

In The Word with Power she deals with a Christian's sense of 

and call to mission by studying passages from the Old Testa-

ment and the New Testament, relating each to other passages 

and concepts of the Bible. In Free Men she takes the concept 

of freedom and shows by a series of biographical sketches how 

' various men played a part in the whole of the development of 

man's idea of freedom until in Jesus true freedom was seen. 

His disciples were also freed in a radical way, as they followed 

Him. In it she combines two methods: the concept of freedom 

1The Student World, XXXVI, No. 4 (1943). 

2 
Our Unity in Christ. The passages are I Corinthians 

12:4-13, Ephesians 4:1-16, and John 17:20-26. 
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studied in a series of biographical sketches. 

In writing for The Student \vorld, she uses several ap-

proaches. Once she takes a text and makes a study of it, as 

in the study of the Sermon on the Mount, "The Righteousness of 

l\Ten and the Righteousness of God. 111 Another time she apparently 

is given a theme, "itlar Rather than Injustice?" and selects two 

verses (Ecclesiastes 8:11, Jeremiah 6:14) to use in studying 

th . . 2 
lS lSSUe. And at other times, the theme deals with s~veral 

passages of Scripture, and each is considered in turn. One 

example is' the article, "Thoughts on the Silence of Jesus, "3 

and another is "Spes Unica," a series of seven studies, each 

using several verses as the basis for questions. 4 

In a choice of study material, Mlle. de Dietrich occa-

sionally uses book studies, but she seems to prefer exploring 

a particular theme or idea and choosing relevant passages for 

that theme. She has a wide variety of material covered in 

her studies and articles in this way, both from the Old Testa-

ment and the New Testament. 

Procedure for Study 

Preparation before the meeting. As discussed earlier in the 

passage, both leader and members are to prepare before the 

1The Student World, XXX, No. 3 (1937). 
2Ibid., XXXII, No. 1 (1939). 

3Ibid. , XXXIV, No. 2 (1941) . 

4Ibid., XXXIX, No. 3 (1946). 
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t . 1 mee 1ng. The group is expected to be a discussion group with 

no one or t\m members dominating but with each member l'i'Orking 

towards understanding the passage fully. There is generally 

an assignment given, whether it involves research and back-

ground or supplementary reading or whether it is a study of 

the text with some questions in mind. The leader is expected 

to be thoroughly prepared at each meeting, but must allow the 

group members to discover the meaning and implications of the 

passage for themselves. He must act as a resource person at 

times, and must be prepared to see all sides of an issue as 

well as the historical setting and background for the passage. 

He must have studied ru1til he is able to make the application 

and grasp the significance of the passage for the church as 

well as the individual today, if such an application can be 

made. The leader's preparation is therefore intensive, while 

the group member studies a particular aspect or related area. 

The findings are related to the group either by way of intro-

duction or in reports during the discussion. 

Procedure at the meeting. For this,section of the research 

the four works Mlle. de Dietrich has written with questions 

for group use 1vill be the basis of study. These include t-.;vo 

articles published in The Student ltlorld, "Spes Unica" 2 and 

"Three Studies in the Book of Jeremiah" followed by "A 

1 Supra., p. 27-30. 

2The Student World, XXXIX, No. 3 (1946). 
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Selection of Ten Readings from the Book of Jeremiah, with 

Questions."1 This Vfe Know, studies in the Johannine Epistles, 

and Our Unity in Christ are the remaining two sources. The 

other published works do not contain questions for group use. 

The leader usually begins the study with a short intro­

duction to the unit, which will bring up the main issues or 

questions to be discussed at the meeting. This may be done by 

any group member, however; it is not limited to the leader. 

It may be the assignment for a member, and this may rotate 

among the group. Whoever introduces the .passage must summa;.--­

rize and bring sharply into focus for the group the main issues 

for their discussion. Mlle. de Dietrich does not give sugges­

tions for the introduction, but by her questions and her helps 

to study, the main issues become apparent (also by the student's 

preparation). 

After the issues have been presented to the group, there 

is a discussion of the issues through questioning and chal­

lenging of statements made. The questions generally seem to 

deal with an issue and its relevance to the church and the in-

dividual today. It is assumed that the passage has been thor­

oughly studied so that the context, the historical setting and 

the message at that time is fairly clear. The task for the 

group is to discover the meaning of the passage for today, and 

in what areas one needs to change one's former understanding. 

For example, in the group study section of I John 1:1-4, the 

four questions deal with "the authority of apostolic witness", 

1 Ibid., XXXII, No. 4 (1939). 
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"our witness", "life eternal", and "fellowship". 1 Discussion 

following the first question, "ltlhat conveys unique authority 

to this witness?" would revolve around verses 1 and 3, but 

would probably include a consideration of the disciples' life 

with Jesus and their authoritative role in establishing the 

church. The second question moves at·once to the authority 

behind "our witness": 11on what authority does it rest? The 

Scriptures? The testimony of the Holy Spirit? The tradition 

of our church? Our personal experience?" \'lith the variety of 

questions the group is able to discuss all kinds of authority 

and the comparative strength of each type. The use of these 

two questions could therefore bring the group to a complete 

discussion of the question of authority relevant to today's 

conflicts and tensions based on the study of these few verses. 

Such a discussion assumes the seriousness of purpose of the 

members and their maturity in the group. No one member is to 

run the discussion his -vmy, nor should anyone be silent week 

after week. Each must be working, contributing and allowing 

others to contribute as well. 

The first section of I John is relatively short, but it 

contains some very important questions~ :£ville. de Dietrich 

breaks up the study into material for two group sessions, and 

writes, 

The content of these sixteen verses is so full of mean­
ing that if they are to be studied in one session, the 
group will have to make a choice rather than attempt 

1This Vie Know, p. 20. All subsequent quotations in this 
paragraph are also from this page. 

If s :Ji·f s· 
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to cover all the issues. 1 

She covers the passage in her questions and expects the leader 

to choose which are the most important for his group at that 

time. She suggests word studies on truth and sin as part of 

the assignment, but it is clearly at the leader's discretion 

to assign them or not. 

For group questions in I John, she consistently follows 

the same pattern: first, a full discussion of the passage, 

followed by a series of questions which explore the main issues 

discussed in the passage. She tends to leave the whole of the 

direction of the discussion up to the leader. To give great 

freedom within a framework of main topics, she writes only the 

initial questions or areas for discussion. By this means the 

guide will suit various ages and interests. She appears to 

expect the group to apply the passage specifically to their 

time, but does not force this in her questions. 

In another section she strongly suggests assignment by 

teams, with each team concentrating on a verse, a theme, or a 

word study, guided by questions to help their preparation. 2 

In each assignment, she suggests texts from other Scripture to 

help discover the meanings more accurately. She gives no pro­

cedure for sharing the material found; the leader is free to 

follow any procedure he feels will lend itself to discussion 

of these ideas. In the second part of the same section, she 

selects the comparison with Cain as a chance to reread the 

1Ibid., p. 20. 

2Ibid., pp. 39-40, studying I John 2:29- 4:6. 
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story in Genesis and to discuss whether, how, and when right­

eousness provokes hatred. She adds, "Where there is no oppo­

sition, might this mean that the message and life of the 

Christian community has become so innocuous that nobody minds?" 1 

Although this is a yes or no question, it is likely to promote 

a discussion along the lines of the passage. She uses yes or 

no questions at other times, but more often asks for reasons 

or meanings or applications of teachings to today's world. 

In the final section of study (I John 5:13-21, II and III 

John), she writes a series of summary questions on the basic 

issues of these letters. With each of the questions except 

the last, she writes guidelines for the discussion to take. 

The four questions are simple and general: "1. How do we know 

God? 2. What is truth? 3. What is true fellowship? 4. 

What remains for you, personally, the main message of these 

Letters?" 2 These are three areas of major learning from the 

Letters, and the group is asked to be quite specific in list-

ing what they have learned. It is also suggested that they 

may wish to discuss again the words which they have studied, 

to share the deeper meanings they have seen as a result of 

their study. Consistently there is an assignment, expected 

preparation, and shared findings in the group meeting. The 

issues are usually discussed first in the context of the 

passage, then specifically in the context of the world of to-

day. The final session is used for summary of learning from 

libid., p. 40. 

2Ibid., PP· 59-60. 
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the previous sessions. 

In a second study of a particular book, Jeremiah, she 

follows the same general pattern: The discussion of the pas­

sages in the first article, then a series of questions. 1 The 

questions inquire about the basic issue in its own historical 

setting then about the same issue today. For example, the 

first week's questions, on Jeremiah 1, ask: 

1. Define the Biblical conception of a prophet as shown 
by the story of Jeremiah's vocation. 

2. The Bible speaks of the word of God as an active 
power which performs what it commands. How did this word 
come to the prophet of old and how did he know it was God's 
word? How does it come to us today?2 

In this study there seems to be a stronger emphasis on the 

historical setting, both in the first and second articles. 

Perhaps this is due to its foreignness to the contemporary 

way of life. There is, therefore, greater need to explain and 

clarify the historical meaning here than in I John, which is 

written in prose, and deals with questions of sin, love, right-

eousness, and truth in terms similar to contemporary thought 

forms. At each lesson, she gives one or more related refer-

ences in other parts of Scripture, suggesting that they will 

help to answer the question partially. She selects a theme 

which runs through Jeremiah, and finds passages where the theme 

is particularly clear and writes a few questions to consider 

in the study of that theme. For example, in the theme, "God, 

Lord of History," she selects Jeremiah 18:1-10; 25; and 46-51 

1The Student World, XXXII, No. 4 (1939). 

2Ibid., p. 330. 
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as the passages and asks a few questions after summarizing 

briefly the prophetic view of history. 1 The questions are 

those issues raised by such a view, i.e., what of the nations' 

responsibility if God is sovereign; war considered as a judg-

ment and punishment; and finally, "What bearing has this pro­

phetic conception of world history on our own situation today?" 2 

Thus she asks only three questions, but each will lead to a 

discussion of issues in the contemporary world as well as in 

Jeremiah's time, and the final question asks the group to relate 

the two and make the discussion helpful to today's life. 

The other two studies deal with a theme rather than a 

book and use passages from a variety of places. In studying 

the unity of the Church in Christ, M+le. de Dietrich points 

out in an introduction that the topic of unity has become im-

portant to the church because of the growing awareness of the 

sin of division and the attempts in the ecumenical movement to 

close these divisions. She writes what unity is not and what 

it ought to be in Christ, and cautions the reader not to for-

get "that the ultimate unity will be achieved only in the King­

dom of God and by an act of God."3 The same pattern as emerged 

before is seen in this series as well. First she discusses the 

passages chosen, then writes questions for group study. Again 

she refers to related passages, although in this book there are 

only a few references. She concentrates the force of the 

1Ibid., p. 332. 

2Ibid., p. 332. 

3our Unity in Christ, p. 9. 
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questions on the local church and its need for growth in under­

standing the concept of unity. She asks very specific questions 

about the concern for the other churches in the same city or 

area, and each one's ability to -vrork together with the others 

in love and in truth. There is a strong emphasis in the ques-

tions upon the application, and almost no emphasis on the his-

torical meaning and background. 

In the final study to be considered, Spes Unica, there are 

a series of eight themes, based on many verses. 1 There are 

references all through the series to related passages. There 

is very little discussion of the chosen passage in this work, 

but she makes a few comments before asking the questions. She 

begins with the despair of Ecclesiastes, then looks at the hope 

of the forefathers, the prophets, the Psalmists, Ezekiel, the 

Apostles, Revelation, and the "messengers of hope" 2 -vrhich Chris-

tians are commanded to be. In studying the hope of Israel 

throughout Scripture, she concentrates in the Old Testament on 

understanding the feelings and thoughts expressed. In the New 

Testament and in Ezekiel 37 (''a Dead Nation Called Back to Life") 3 

she applies the hope to the hope of Christians today. In the 

final study "(a study in the apostolic sending)"4, the applica-

tion is the main concern, although it is based on the Biblical 

understanding as it has been studied. 

1The Student World, XXXIX, No. 3 (1946). 

2Ibid. , p. 261. 

3Ibid. , p. 258. 

4 Ibid., p. 261. 
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The pattern has emerged in the guides of discussion of a 

passage, then questions for the group. The questions seem to 

be of two types primarily: either concentratin~ on the histor­

ical background and understanding of the passage, or emphasis 

upon the application of such a message to the world today. 

The former type almost always precedes the latter type and is 

the necessary foundation for a true understanding of the faith. 

Summary 

In this chapter the techniques Mlle. de Dietrich uses in 

teaching the Bible have been investigated. The group is ex­

pected to prepare the passage and to come to the meeting able 

to share and discuss the results of their study. The leader 

is responsible for the details of the meeting and for guiding 

the discussion along lines which are fruitful for the group 

members. Both leader and members must support the group in 

prayer and in faith. 

The choice of a passage depends partly upon the group 

needs. An Old Testament passage might be chosen to show the 

nature of God, or sin, or the need to repent. It might be 

chosen because of a similar situation in the present day. Or 

it might be chosen to fill a gap in the knowledge of the par­

ticular passage. A New Testament passage might be chosen for 

a group of young Christians because of their need to know the 

Gospel in greater detail. One would study Acts or the Epistles 

for the early history of the church and for studies in doctrine. 
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Revelation is a difficult book and it would probably be best 

not to use it in groups. One might choose a topic to study 

rather than a book; this could take the form of a word or an 

image followed through the Bible, or a biographical study, or 

an idea that recurs in the Old and the New Testament. 

Whatever the choice of passage, the group is usually 

given an assignment, and is expected to come to the meeting 

ready to share the knowledge and discuss the passage. The 

leader is prepared to act as a resource person. At the meet­

ing he will give a short introduction to the passage which will 

summarize and clarify the points for discussion. He then asks 

a few key questions which will lead to a discussion of the 

material. The questions first concentrate upon the context 

and the historical setting, then move to the application of the 

passage in its own context and in the contemporary life. There 

is a strong emphasis throughout her work upon the neEd to under­

stand the Bible in its own setting, and to apply its message to 

the existential situation. 



CHAPTER III 

DOMINANT FEATURES OF THE BIBLE STUDY METHOD 

OF SUZANNE DE DIETRICH 

Introduction 

Chapter ~hree of this research will attempt to select the 

salient points of the method of study of Mlle. de Dietrich and 

discuss each in some detail, in order to discover some under­

standing of her effectiveness in this method. The outstanding 

features, as they have appeared in Chapters I and II, include 

the emphasis on the unity of the Scriptures, and the need for 

correlation of the texts in study. A second noticeable feature 

is the predominance of the historical approach; all materials 

ought to be understood in their own setting; then a message of 

contemporary value may be considered. This view permeates and 

colors both her interpretation of. passages and her teaching 

guides. Another keynote is the thorough preparation with the 

use of commentaries and other such texts to supplement the 

student's knowledge of the Bible. The concern for the proper 

and specific application of the Word to the world of today is 

the last of the cardinal points as seen in the preceding part 

of this inquiry. 

47 
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The Unity of the Scripture 

Mlle. de Dietrich's grasp of the Scripture as one basic 

message of redemption and reconciliation affects all her work. 

In the midst of the unity she sees the diversity, also, and 

simultaneously accepts it. The unity emerges from a tracing 

of the great themes of the Bible, such as the witness of the 

community to God, the repeated sin of man and his need for rec­

onciliation, and the redemptive purpose of God. Yet from the 

same themes, the differences also emerge. Variety is natural, 

because of the great number of men God chose through the ages 

to be His instruments, and the length of time spanned3n the 

Bible. The diversity among the men:,and the divergent types of 

their experiences may account for much of the di~~nsity in the 

books where diNp~~ity exists. In spite of this, and through 

all the differences, a basic unity does exist, and Mlle. de 

Dietrich's conviction of this unity is seen in two books par­

ticularly, God's Unfolding Purpose and The Witnessing Community. 

In these she traces each theme through the whole of the Bible, 

finding a way to see the unity in the midst of the diversity. 

Another characteristic trait in all Mlle. de Dietrich's 

work is the frequent references to related texts. Because of 

her comprehension of the unity of all the books in their wit­

ness to God, she often refers the reader to several other books 

on both Old and New Testaments. With such correlation of texts, 

the student also is enabled to see the underlying unity of all 

Scripture. The particular book or passage being studied is 

seen in the light of the whole message of Scripture, thus 
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helping to guard against misunderstandings of individual parts. 

The Historical Approach 

Some knowledge of the historical background and signif­

icance of a particular part of the Bible is nearly indispen~ 

sable to proper interpretation of that part. When a book is 

cut off from its roots, it may be interpreted in an entirely 

different way from the way in which it was originally meant. 

When the historical approach is neglected, other approaches 

take its place. An allegory may be seen in the most straight­

forward narrative at such times. Typology may be used to endow 

otherwise insignificant objects with the weighty responsibility 

of a witness to Christ, and a foreshadowing of his ministry. 

The meaning may be distorted beyond recognition, in this man­

ner, and become far from what was probably the original mean­

ing. If the student takes into consideration what is known of 

the historical background and what probably happened in form­

ing and transmitting the documents which now make up the Bible, 

he is more apt to interpret the passage in accordance with its 

original intent. 

In James D. Smart's book, The Interpretation of the Scrip­

ture, he discusses the way in which historical knowledge has 

influenced the interpretation of Scripture. During the Medi­

eval period, there was little access to knowledge of the Bib­

lical life. The usual interpretive method was of allegory, 

with frequent use of typology. Later, as scholars learned 

more and more of the actual practices of the Biblical times, 

the Bible could be translated with a better approximation of 
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its meaning. The Bible again could become a two-edged sword, 

not allowing the student to be satisfied with his society and 

tradition but cutting across all the boundaries known to him. 

It is this freshness·'. which is needed in the world today. 

Mlle. de Dietrich attempts to free the Bible to speak as the 

Word of God. She believes that if one understands the Bibli-

cal situation aright and its meaning is clear, that the mean­

ing for today will also be clear.1 In order to uncover the 

true meaning, it is necessary to learn of the customs of the 

times. The way words were used and the importance of speech 

must be appreciated, especially in studying the prophets. If 

the Bible is studied in its historical setting, a more accurate 

interpretation is possible. It is with this background that 

the contemporary meaning can most easily be seen, and the Bible 

becomes the word of God to man. One must take into account the 

possible errors and accept them as the result of God's using 

man to accomplish His purposes. One must not look for infal­

libility,. for man is incapable of perfection in this life, and 

he was responsible for transmitting the stories and messages 

in which he saw and knew his God at work. Mlle. de Dietrich's 

writings reflect her respect for the historical approach. She 

establishes the context of the situation before writing her 

thoughts about it.2 Sometimes she has a long section of his-

torical background and at other times a few sentences Suffice 

1Discovering the Bible, p. 50. 

2"Thoughts on the Silence of Jesus", The Student vlorld, 
XXXIV, No. 2 (1941) is a particularly good example of this 
tendency which is found in all her writings. 
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to orient the reader to the setting of the passage. Whether 

long or short, she consistently does take the historical ap­

proach in her study of the Bible. 

The Use of Commentaries 

Because of the myriad customs ~nd historical knowledge 

essential to a proper interpretation of Scripture, the use of 

commentaries and other such aids becom$ invaluable. Such 

works are available with some cost or effort to nearly every­

one who wishes to use them. At times a knowledge of geography 

is useful; this can be found in a Bible atlas. Wordbooks and 

dictionaries can help to discover the intended meanings for 

words which have become too familiar and are no longer under­

stood. They also are a valuable tool to trace the development 

of an idea through the Bible. Commentaries assemble much that 

is known from extra-Biblical sources which has a bearing upon 

the passage, and make it easily available. Nlle. de Dietrich 

rarely refers to the books directly, but she is careful to es­

tablish the history and culture surrounding a book of which 

she is writing before beginning to interpret its meaning. 

Only once does she give a bibliography, and this includes two 

wordbooks and several commentaries. 1 She does not appear to 

rely upon her own knowledge and what she can learn from the 

study of the text alone. Instead she depends upon what schol­

ars have learned from extra-Biblical and Biblical sources both, 

1This We Know, facing p. 60. 
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and builds upon this information. Yet what is in the Bible 

will also test the theories of the scholars, and at times she 

is free to disagree with the ideas expressed in commentaries. 1 

So although the extra-Biblical sources are frequently used, 

they can be wrong or misleading, in her opinion, and should be 

used as helps to study, not answers which preclude the need of 

study. 

The Application of the Word 

"All our Bible study is of no avail if it does not lead 

us at some stage to this personal encounter with Jesus Christ 

Himself." 2 Over and over again the need to understand the 

Bible as a message for the student today appears in Mlle. de 

Dietrich's work. This quotation expresses her conviction ex­

pl~citly, but in all her writing the same conviction is im-

plicit. Whether it is a guide for study groups or not, there 

is a strong concern that the message be properly understood 

and then taken personally. In the guides the questions demon­

strate her attention to application by repeatedly directing 

the group to consider their life, their church, and their com-

munity, in the light of their study. In the other articles and 

books, she writes of her own ideas on the application3 which 

Christians must make if they are to serve God today. 

Perhaps a large part of the effectiveness of Mlle. de 

1The Student World, XXXII, No. 4 (1939), pp. 306, 313, 319. 
2Discovering the Bible, p. 7. 

3The Word with Power, pp. 31, 37, and The Witnessing Com­
munity, p. 35, are lucid examples of a recurring trait. 
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Dietrich's work is her ability to apply the text so that it 

clearly and inescapably speaks to men. Although most Bible 

teachers agree that application is the apex of the study pro­

cess, it is difficult to discover how to apply it so that the 

majority of the students not only understand but also are mo­

tivated to change their lives accordingly. One of the factors 

which influences Mlle. de Dietrich's work is her insistance 

upon the need to understand a passage in its own setting first. 

Only after this is clear is any attempt made at finding the 

relevance for a contemporary student. Also, her language is 

not theological or difficult to follow. She writes in a lucid 

style, assuming the intelligence of her reader but not a the­

ological training. Therefore, the student can gra~ the mean-

ing and follow her reasoning. Yet this is not enough; even 

Eve knew that she was not to eat the apple, but she ate it any-

way. Knowledge alone is not the answer. 

The questions of application are pointed and specific. 

For example, in a study of I Corinthians 12:4-13 - 13:13, she 

asks: 

How far would Paul's description of the Body be a 
fair description of my own congregation? How far is 
there a real sharing of our earthly as well as our 
spiritual goods? Of our certainties and our doubts, 
our joys and our sorrows? Do we know what it means to 
trust and support each other in faith and love, or do 
we sit in judgment on one another? Where lies my own 
responsibility in all this? How do I stand the test of 
I Corinthians 13?1 

She queries the student on his personal response, not as a 

stern and righteous taskmaster, but as one neeij~the same 

1our Unity in Christ, p. 13. 
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lessons herself, as a humble sister, not a scholarly teacher. 

She recognizes the imperfections, yet always asks for a more 

perfect response from herself and from the reader. Her own 

involvement in the lesson, particularly in the application 

spurs the student on to a personal application also. Her 

identification with her reader allows him to be frank with 

himself. The questions direct the reader to spell out in de­

tail the meaning this passage ought to have in his own life, 

and there can be no misunderstanding here. Yet she seems to 

expect the reader to act in accord with his knowledge, and 

assumes that it is always possible and desirable in his own 

eyes to improve. Perhaps these are some of the qualities 

which bring her readers to a personal encounter with Jesus. 

Summary 

The dominant features of Mlle. de Dietrich's work have 

been examined in an attempt to understand its effectiveness. 

Her concept of the unity of the Scripture, while accepting the 

diversity, has led her to correlate the learning of one part 

with other related parts in order to see the whole message 

more clearly, and not to misunderstand the teachings of the 

Bible. She has consistently emphasized the historical ap­

proach. In each of her works she places the book or passage 

in its Biblical context and writes of the historical setting. 

She explains the common usage of a word; she enumerates customs 

and practices which shed light on the meaning of the passage. 

This procedure is most helpful in making the meaning of the 

Bible clear. In order to give this information, she relies 
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heavily upon theological texts, such as commentaries, atlases, 

wordbooks, and dictionaries. She urges the student to use 

such books as well, to supplement the knowledge gained from 

individual or group study. To have seen the meaning is of no 

avail if it does not become a part of one's personal experi­

ence. To ensure this, ffile. de Dietrich asks specific ques-

tions in a cogent style. She asks as one who also must answer, 

putting herself on the same level as her readers. She recog-

nizes that men fail to meet God's standards, yet she knows 

that He loves and forgives men when they repent of their mis­

deeds. Christians are called to serve Him, and they learn how 

to do this in their study. She conceives of this calling as a 

privilege. 
--~ 

Her readers see some of the privilege and are en-

couraged to new efforts to serve God acceptably. 



SUMMARY 

The purpose of this research was to examine the written 

works of Suzanne de Dietrich in order to determine of what her 

method of study and her teaching procedures consist. This 

purpose was undertaken because it was felt that her ·work as a 

Bible st'llfdy teacher was both distinctive and effective, and 

because the impact of her work is increasingly being felt in 

Europe and America. It was felt that the analysis of her 

method of study and of her techniques of teaching might yield 

a method which could be used by other Bible teachers. 

In chapter one the method of study was examined. Mlle. 

de Dietrich, it was found, believes that the Bible is the 

word of God to man, as necessary today as it always has been. 

She does not hold to the doctrine of verbal inspiration nor to 

the inerrancy of the texts. The Bible records God's consistent 

purpose of the redemption of manhn;d, and His effort to redeem 

him, culminating in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. From 

study one will learn of his own responsibility, and will begin 

to understand the sovereignty of God. Form and literary criti­

cism are helpful in establishing the meaning of the text, and 

the results of such studies are used in her work. The Bible 

is a unified whole, maqe up of diverse parts. The Old Testa­

ment and the New Testament are each incomplete without the 

other, and many of the concepts of the New Testament are rooted 

56 



57 

in the Old Testament. The New Testament fulfills and com­

pletes the drama of salvation begun in the Old Testament. For 

these reasons it is necessary to study each part in conjunction 

with the other or misunderstandings are likely to occur. 

The purpose of Bible study is to learn of God's message 

to mankind today, and more specifically, to the nation, the 

community, the church, and the person. Supplementary materials 

are frequently used, both theological, such as commentaries, 

Bible dictionaries, and wordbooks, and non-theological works, 

for comparison and clarity. 

She approaches the Scripture with an awareness of the con­

text of the particular book a:r passage, and fits each part into 

its place in the whole drama of salvation. The specific book 

is examined for its structure. The structural study reveals 

the relationships of the units in the passage, and allows the 

theme to emerge. Once the structure is seen, Mlle. de Dietrich 

may do one of several things. A study of an important word of 

a word which bespeaks a concept found in both Old and New Test­

aments may yield a profound meaning for a seemingly obvious 

term. A theme which seems to incorporate the thrust of the 

passage may be explored. She may follow the theme through 

several passages or she may refer the reader to texts with re­

lated and peripheral themes. The imagery is scrutinized to 

shed its light upon the passage. When she has followed the 

passage to the end and comprehends its context, she looks at 

it from a fresh point of view to find its meaning. 

The interpretation of the Scripture is undertaken almost 

entirely from a historical view. Little use of allegory or 
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typology is found in her work. The Bible must be studied in 

its historical setting and its own understanding of history and 

event. All of history is under the control of a sovereign God. 

It is given meaning by His acts in it; by His interrelating to 

man. It is progressing to an end point, when time will no 

longer exist, and history will have ceased. The Bible relates 

many of God's acts which have been accomplished, and the 

accounts also interpret the meaning of the acts. A proper grasp 

of this view of history in relation to the Bible is a pre­

requisite for interpretation. Once interpreted, the meaning 

must be applied to the student. 

Her method which emerged from this research was as fol­

lows: a study of commentaries and the passage to determine 

the setting, followed by an analysis of the structure of the 

passage. The crucial words, images, and themes are selected 

for particular study, and the results are correlated with other 

passages in Scripture. From this process the meaning of the 

passage emerges, and it is applied to the world of today and 

the individual's life. 

In chapter two the techniques of teaching were studied, 

in order to evolve a procedure for groups to follow. It was 

seen that both the leader and the group member have their own 

responsibilities. The leader must thoroughly prepare the 

material, and the group members are given assignments which 

they are expected to prepare. The members must join with the 

leader in prayer for the group and its results. They must 

have a seriousness of purpose and be willing to work together 

to learn from the Bible. 



59 

The passage chosen will depend upon the needs of the 

group. An Old Testament passage may be selected to learn of 

the nature of God, or of His faithfulness towards man in spite 

of his many failings. Or the prophets may be studied, especi­

ally if the situation they experienced is similar to the con­

temporary one. Or it may be a series of passages chosen to 

follow a theme through the Old Testament in relation to the New 

Testament. A New Testament passage may be chosen if the group 

is young, or needs to learn more of Christ and the implications 

of their faith. A topical study is another possibility, follow­

ing a theme, a word, or an image through several passages. A 

biography may also be studied, involving a variety of texts. 

Her own preference seems to be for a topical approach, but she 

also chooses books from both Old and New Testaments as subjects 

for her work. 

Having chosen a passage, both group and leader are to 

prepare the material. They must come ready to discuss and to 

share their findings. At the meeting usually the leader de­

livers a short introduction, summarizing the main issues and 

presenting the points for discussion. The leader then asks a 

series of questions to stimulate_thegraup's camments. These 

questions were examined in each of the four studies which she 

prepared as guides. From the analysis a pattern of questions 

emerged. The first questions concern the basic issues in the 

passage in its historical setting. Then the issue is explored 

in its relevance to the contemporary world. This pattern is 

invariable, although the emphasis may be on either type of 

question, depending upon the passage. When the passage is 
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unfamiliar material, the emphasis is on the former, but if the 

text is familiar, and the setting is generally known, the bulk 

of the questions deal with the application of the meaning to 

present-day church and experience. 

Chapter three contained a description of the distinctive 

features of Mlle. de Dietrich's method, in an attempt to find 

why she has been effective in her work. The view of the 

Scripture as a unity in its entirety was first considered. 

She accepts the diversity which she believes is natural because 

of :the length of time and number of people represented in the 

Bible. Yet she sees the unity behind the diver@~~' the unity 

of the redemptive purpose of God towards man, as it is expressed 

in many ways by many persons and events. From her grasp of the 

whole Bible, she is able to refer the reader to other passages 

in Scripture which are concerned with the same or related 

themes. In this way she guards against assuming a view which 

goes contrary to the major teaching of the Bible. 

Her view of history is another of the cardinal points of 

her method. She feels it is necessary to understand the back­

ground and setting of a passage before one can expect to in­

terpret accurately. vlhen it is so understood, the message of 

the Bible becomes freshly and directly the Word of God to man. 

It cuts across all the limitations which men impose upon them­

selves, keeping them from Him. In order to learn of this back­

ground, Mlle. de Dietrich advocates use of theological text­

books to orient the student to the history and tradition sur­

rounding the Scripture. These are not to be expected to answer 

all the problems, but they may clear up certain points. They 
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may at times be misleading, and their information must always 

be checked against what can be found in the text. 

~file. de Dietrich considers the application of the text 

the reason for study, and a most important feature of the 

process. Her application is effected through specific and 

direct questions concerning the way in which the passage should 

affect the student's life. She asks the questions as one of 

the students herself. She is not testing the readers, but ' 

seems to be asking questions which she also must answer. She 

identifies with her readers and she accepts their imperfec­

tions, assuming they are willing to try harder to serve God. 

These features are an important part of her method, and may 

help to explain her effectiveness as a Bible teacher. 
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