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Hermeneutios and the Philosophy of Religion

1. Phllosophy of Religion

a) Phllosophy - Three fundamental questlona:

What am I doing whzen I am knowing? Cognitlional theory.
Why 1is dolng that knowlng? Eplstemology.
What do I know when I do 1t? Métaphysles.

b) Philosophy of....

€. g+, 0f nature, science, man, history, the state, law,
education, religion.

The fundamental philosophlc queatliosnas put speciflcally
wlth regard to a determlnate fleld.

N. B When the fleld regards man or some aspect of human
living, then the questions reduplicate. Cognitlional theory
of man as investigated and, agaln, of man as inve tlgating.
Validity of the former's knowledge and validity of the latters.
What the former knows and what the latter knows.

Laclore,

e) Religion : cf, yesterday evening's i-peper, "Falth and Bellefs.

Phll of Sclence, three levels enough, phll of Religlon needs
four levels, phllosophy of action, existential.

2. Hermeneutlecs: Gensrallties.

a) Emillo Bettl, Teoria generale della interpretazione,
Milano (Giuffre) 1955 Also in German translatiopn.
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, Tubingen {Mohr)
1960; revised edltlion 1961 MRS (7]
196 Richard Palmer, Hermeneutles, Evanston (Northwestern U. P.)
969,
E. D. Hirsch, Validlty in Interpretation, New Haven and London

(Yale U. P.) 1967.

b) mderpinned by a general theory of meaning. Exegesls expounde
the meaning of a text. Hermeneutlcs sets forth general princlples
on such exposltlon. Meaning of text is expounded through meaning
of exegete.

Carriers of meaning: intersubjectivity, art, symbols,
everyday language, literary language, technlcal language, and
finally meanling lncarnate in the great or the notorius deed, person,
group.

Elementa, functlons, realms, stages of meaning.
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el Methodical and Ontological Aspects

Methodlcal: The exegete and the historlan are not engaged
in determining universal laws. Their task differs from that
of the natural sclentist and from that of the human sclentlist
(paychologist, soclologlst, economist, etc.) who construct
general theorles and through varisus modes of determination
aprpoxlinate to the concrete proceesses. Exegetes and hilstorlans
are-engaged in reaching an intelligibllity that theoretically
mlght recur but need not do so and usually does not do so0.
There 1is only one Gospel according to #dark, mmm only one instance
of Hamlet h{ according to Shakespeare, etc. To reach thls
"individual® intelligibility is a matter of cumulating 1inelghts,
not after the fashion of mathematical or sclentific Intelligence,
but after the fashion of a sophlisticated common sense.

Ontologlcal: the structure of the hermeneutlcal enterprise,
underatand and expound, Verstehen und Auslegung, alsoc is the
structure of Pmmehmp Heldegger's Dasein: Verstehen 1s the
posslibility of projects; their actuatlon ls luman living.

a) Theologlcal

The contemporary hermeneutle problem contalns two quite
distinct elements.

There exists this problem in the esense that one has to
reach & correct understanding of some figure in the past,
Isalas, Jeremlias, Paul, John, Augustlne, Aquinas.

There exlsts this problem in the ~ulte different sense
of communicating what was meant 1n a different culture to people
of @&x today, 1ln their terms, so that 1t will be effective in
thelr llves.

The latter problem ls not thezm one that wlll concern us:
ef Functional Specialties in Theology, "Gregorianum" 50 3-4 {1969)

Se Hermeneutles as Functional Speclalty

Field Subject Functianal Specialization

Application of experiencing, unferstanding, judging,
declding to task of understanding, grasp of meaning.

Area: the more a text la systematlc 1n conception and
executlon, the less does thelr exist any need of exegesles.
E. g., Buclid's Elements, composed twenty-three centuries ago,
has to be taught and studied, but no exegetical literature
practically. Contrast clear and simple Gospels.

Bealdes systmeatliw mode of understanding, there is also
commonsense mode, which has endless varilations (Amer Brit Irish
French German I tallan Spanlsh Russian Japanese Chineae ete)

No exegetical problem re people one's own culture clase
reglon dlstrict -- the further one moves in space and time,
the greater the exegetical problem
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4, Qutline of Exegetical Task

a8} Understand
Thing, Words, Author, Oneself.
b) Judge the correctness of one's understanding
c) Express one's understand ing with quallifications (certain probab

To colleagues, puplla, others engaged in religlous studles.

5e Understanding the Thing

a) Distingiulsh exegete and student.

Student comes to know the thing through & text, hadbook, etec.
Must know meanlngs of words, slmilar or analogous objects that
serve as starting-points for constructlon of objects intended by
text.

Exerete can know all aboat thing apart from rresent text,
yet his whole task remalins, namely, comlng to know the object
intended in the text whether or not that correspond to the thing
already known by the exegets.

De facto, students do exegesls, and exegetes learn from
texts; practlcally, difference is one of emphasis.

But our concern 1ls theory, not the learning theory that
m lnvestlgates the process of learning in stndents, hut the
nermensutic theory that lnvesitgates the procese of Interpretation
In exegetes.

b) The more the exegete knows about the thing, the better.

He must know the language, the things referred to by the
words in the langnage. Hls task is to advance from general
and potential knowledge of what conld be meant to the particular
and actual knowledge of what is meant in this text.

Rejection of Principle of the Empty Head, namely,
if one 1s not to read Into the text what 1s not there (eisegesis),
1{f one 18 not to settle a priori what the text must mean
if one 1s not to drag in one's own notions and idess
then one must drop every preconception, attend slmply to the text,
see all that 1ls there and nothling that is not there
let the auther speak for himself «- let him interpret himself

In brief, the less one kunows the better an exegete one wlll be

Rightly decry a well~known evil: imputlng to authors oplnions
they did not hoid

Wrbngly propound a naive int itionism

Looking at text merely ylelds a serles of marke of black
on white. Anythlng more than an exact reprocductlon tk of those
marks comes, not from looki:«g at what is out there, but from
memory, lmagination, intelligence, conceition, reflection,
welghling the evidence, judging, Exprzax articulateless.

The fuller the development of the exegete in all of these
operatlions, the greater the llkelihood that he will succedd
in moving from the marks on paper to an exact understarnding of
what the anthor meant. Cf Bultmann Glauben und Verstehen II 230
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6. Understanding the Words
a) Jelf-correcting process of learning

When author and interpreter understand the same thing
in the same way, the meaning of the text 1le obvious.

But author may be thinking of P, and exegete of Q.

Then sooner or later difficulty arises: what is true of Q is
not true of P; and so the more fully the author presents P,
the clearer 1t can become that @ does not fit the text.

Hence difference between exegete and controversislist:
controverslallist explains the difficulties btnohoenhent he
finds in the text by the author's lgnorance or obtuseness;
exegete entertalns the hypothesls that he may be at fault;
he keeps on reading; he rereads; he concentrates on the autaor '8
statements that scem strange to him; and with dlligence or luck
or both he dlscoverers eventually that the author was thinking
not of Q bnt of P.

This process can recur any number of times. It is the
self-correcting process of learning. it 1s the manner in which
we @&evelop common sense: a specializatlion of intelllgence in
the particular and the concrete. Such development heads towards
a 1limlt at which one poseesses a habitual core of inslghts
that enable one to dezl with any of the common run of sltvuations
slmply by adding one or two further lnsights frem derived from
the sitnation thmedfm in hand.

Preconceptual: differs from formulatlon of inslght; differs
from Judgement on correctness of insight and formudation.

b) Hermeneutlc circle.

Meaning of a text 1s an int:nti nal entity, It 1s a unity
that 1s unfolded through chapters, sectlons, paragraphs,
sentences, words.

One can grasp the unlty only through the parts; one can
understand the parts correctly only ln the light of the whole.

Logleally, this 1le a viclous clrcle.

Self-correcting process of learning is not a logleal
deduction. It splrals in on the meaning of the whole by using
sach successive part to fill out and qualify and correct the
understanding reached in reading the earller parts,

¢) Rules of hermeneutica or of exegesls list the pointe text
worth considering in one's efforts &% to arrive at understanding of

Have I criticel text -- analysie of composition --
determination of author's purpose -- of people for whom he wrote --
on occaslon on which he wrote -- nature of lluguistlc, grammatical,
stylistic means he employed.

The wmain polnt to all such rules is to bear 1ln mind

one does not understand the text becauss one has observed
the rules

one observas the rules in order to understand the text

obeerving the rules can be no more that dull-witted pedentry
and that leads commonly enough to missing the point

esaential observance 1s8: what do I not understand, what do 1
find strange, surprising, incoherent, what does not fit in very
neatly ~- be on the gqul vive for every instance of that nature --
such 1lnstances deflne your blind spot, what you are missing,
what you have to understand in a new way to get thilngs right.
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7. Understanding the Atthor

a) When meaning of text 1s obvious, then with the author
by nls words we understand the object (real or imaginary} to
which his words refer.

When a simple misunderstanding or a series of them occurs,
then resd on, reread, concentrate on obscure, rack your bralne,
eventually Eureka

But texts can be highly obscure. First reading, very
1little understanding and a hoet of puzzles. Second, very little
more understanding and a stlll larger hos t of puxzzles.

Problem shifts from understandingy thing and words to
understanding the author himself - hls nation, time, culture,
way of life, cast of mind.

b) Not only acguire common sense ourselves but also
come 0 understand the different common sense developed by
gsomeone else.
Then we understand thlngs our own way, and we also understand
the different way that another person will understand the same things
S0 we can say: "That 1s just like you"
Thereby we mean that your actlion or phrase fits in with
our understanding of the way you go abount doing or saying things.

e) Just as we come to understand our fellow's understanding --
understand not only with them but them --

BO the same process can be pushed to a far fuller development
and then the self-correctlng process of learning brings to understand
the common sense of another place time culture cast of mind

this 18 the enormous proceas of becoming a acholar.

d) Understanding the common sense ¢f another place time
is not understanding what common sense is {cognitional theory)
1s not making another's commonsense one's ® own, 80 that

one goes about speaklng and actling life a fith century Athenian

or a first century Christian.
ls understanding what another would say or 4o in any

of the aituvatlons that commonly arose 1n his place and time
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8. Understanding Onbelf

a} The existential dimension in the hermenelutical problem
It llesz at the root of the perennial divisions of mankind
in thelr views on,reality, morals, religion.

b) In 8o far as an interpreter 1s culturally backward,
philosophlically uncritlical, morally immature, religlously
unformed,

the ma jor texts, the classics, in letters, philosophy,
ethlecs, religion will be beyond him

He wlll become capable of understanding what they are
sayling and apprelcating their significance and value

only 1f he himself undergoes a transformation

The acholar, that comes to understand the anclent author,
has to broaden his horlzon so as to include an understanding
of the common sense of another place and time

The existential problem is far deeper and 1lts solution
far more dlfficult: 1t demands of the potential exegete a
change in himself; he has to become very different from what

he wasa; undergo a cultural, philoso hic, etaleal, religlous
conversion,

¢) Moreover such conversion 1ls only the first step

It ylelds a new and profounder viewpoint, but there
remeins the task of mopping up, of thinking everything through
in the light of the new viewpoint.

ience Friedrich Schegel's definition of a classic

It 18 a writing that is never fully understood. But
those that are educated and keep on educating themselves
are ever out to learn more from it. {Gamdamer 1960 p 274 n 2]

a) Wirkungsgeschichte

The classics ground a tradition. They create the
milleu in which they are studied and interpreted. They produce
in their readers through the cultural tradition the mentality,
the Vorverstandnis, from which they wlll be read sudled interpreted

Such a tradition may be genuine, authentic, a long
accumulation of Iinslghts adjustments relnterpretationa
that repeats the orlglnal message afresh for each age.

Lk 24, 32; Did not our hearts burn within us, when he
apoke on the way and opened to us the scriptures.

But it can happen that the tradltion ls unauthentlie,
that 1t waters down the original message, that it recasts it
into terms and meanings that fit into the assumptions and
convictions of those that have dodged the issue of radleal
convarslon,

Then & genulne lnterpretation will be met with incredulity
and ridicule and hatred

Acts 28, 26: Go to thisp people and say: you will hear
and hear and never understand; you will look and look and
never see.

/gis mind and heart.
Critical exegete has to be eritlcal of tradltion that formed




9., ¥ Judging the Correctness of one's Interpretatlon

a) An Interpretatlon 1s 1incorrect if it can be corrected;
it can be corrected 1f there arise further relevant questions
which lead to new insights that complement quallfy correct
the insights already had.

Inversely an interpretation is correct when there are
no further relevant questions. For L1f there are no further
guestlons, then there are no further insights to be had,

and 80 the posslbillty of correcting the lnterpretation 1s
excluded.

b) The relevant questlons usually are not the questlons
that Inspire the lnvestig-tion.

One stamrts from one's own standpoint, from the ideas
lnterests concerns that one had prior to studylng the text.

But the study of the text ls ap process of learnirng,
of coming to understand the thing, the wordse, the author,
onegself,

As one learns, one dircovers more and more the questions
that concerned the author, the issues that coafronted him, the
problems he was trying to solve, the material and methodical
resources at hls dilsposal.

So one's own interests and concerns are shoved into the
background. One beglins to share the author's, to follow his
thinking, to see why he did as he dl1d, in brief, to reconstruct
the context of his thought and speech.

¢) What 1s meant by context?

Two meanings: Heuristlc, Actual

Heurlstleally, the context is makerhxdm the range of .
materlials to i be investlgated. Context of word is sentence..
paragrapn.. sectlon.. chapter., book.. opera omnia., life and times
the state of the questlon in nls day, his problems, prospective
readers, &cope and ism alm.

Actually, context 1s the intermweaving of questions and
answers in limited groups

To answer any one questlon glves rise to more questizns.
To answer them gives rise to stlll more. The process can
go on for some tlme but, 1f one has a well-deflned tople,
eventually further questions begin to dimlnish and finally
dry up.

Actual context, then, 1s a nest of interwoven questions
and answers. It 1s limited because all questions and answers
have a bearlng, dlrectly or indlirectly, on a single tople.
Because 1t 1s limlted, there comes a pam point in an lunvestipation
when no further anestlons arise, and 8o the possibility of
Judging arliees. When there are no furtner relevant questlons,
then there are no further inslghts, and ao no poselble corrections.

a) What is thesingle tople that 1limits the cotext?
It 1s not somethlng known before the investigation
X begins. It 18 sometbling to be discovered by the lnvestigation
By perslistence or good luck or both one hits upon some
element 1ln the interwoven set of questions and answers. One
follows one's diacovery up by further gquestions. Sooner or later
one mix hits upon another element, then a third, then a fourth.
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There comes a period in which insights multiply at a greatl rate,
when one's perspectives are constantly being reviewed, enlarged,
qualifled, refined. One ym next reaches a polnt where an |
overall view emerges, when other components flt into the 1
picture ¥x in a subordinate manner, when further questlons

yleld diminishing returne, when one can pin down just what

was going forward and back up one's statement with multitudinous
evldence.

e) It may clarlfy matters a blt Lf we ask how much truth
there is in Schleiermacher's vliew that a succeesful interpreter
understands a text better than 1ts author 4ig.

My answer will be from my personal experlence in writing
my doctoral dissertation. The toplc was The lhought of Aquinas
on Operative Grace. on a series of

Now it happenéd that on this topic and related topics
St. Thomas's thought developed over a period of & dozen years.
Each step In tae 1lnterlocked serles of changes and clarific-tlons
could be snharply deflned and clearly substantiated. - v

Shapyhsat -does Trod Rove at adl.

inmott i ¢

re 3t. Thomgs to say-€xactly the same thing g hundred 1mea,/’
mikes ohe certaln tlgg/mﬁiz;lghaf’%g ig}ﬂ{’%;t égzég no
m ke/fhe‘mégning any cledrer. is an ifterconmectéd sg;iﬁz.of
CIENEes that-revestswnoet Clreafly ~just~ubhai the m

¥ the meaning was )
Now such sharp definltion and clear =substantlation puts an

1nterpeter in posseselon of a grid, a set of mapped transitlonas,
mbonhnmhdok within whlch further elements can be located,
and an overall view kExX can be attalned. The more tightly
changes hang together, the more certaln the interpreter can be
that, fundamentally, he ls on the right track. On the other
hand, not all connections will be eoually secure; there can be
oddities to be explained more by accldent than by deslgn;
there remains the possibllity that someone else may come along,
plece thesse together in an ilntelligent fashlon, and effect a
greater or less revielon of previous aghievement.

Let us now turn to Shlelermacher = paradox: the interpeeter
can undersdand the text better than the author did. There 1s a
sense In which this 1ls true, and another 1n which it 1s not.

In tne instance in question It ies clear that on each
ocecaei n 3t. Thomas knew Just what he was thlnking and why he
was thinking the way he did. It is probable that he had some
memory of what he thought on the lassue &n previous occaslons.
1t 18 possible that he had the text of one or more of the previous
treatments, possible that he consulted them and compared them,
but the longer the process went on, the greater the number of the
relevant texts, the less the llkellhood that he actually did so.
Finally, at no time in the process dld he know the futu:e changres
his thought was to undergo.

Accodlingly, lt 1s posslible for an interpreter to briang out
into the open all the twists and turns in the devdlopnent of
an author s thonght. PFurther, 1t 1ls not only possible but zlso
llkely that an author retraces hls steps and comes to clear and
explleit knowledge of the exact manner in which his thought developed
In thls sense, then, Schlelermacher is correct: the interpreter
can understand prolonged and complicated development more clesarly,
-more fully, more exactly than the auther himself ever attempted to do

On the other hapd, such a development regards just one set "
of toples; the author s thought can include a vast range of toples;

" ) | S
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nence posslbllity of further enrichments and, to some extent,
change of perspective, revision.

£)

My 1llustratlon has been from the history of relliglous

1deas, medleval psriod.

But lnterpretation can be of any of the many kinds of meaning:

intersubjective: amlles and frowns
artistic: by perfornance of concerto, of play

by letting the work of art come to 1life in you

symbollc: depth psychology, history of religions (M Ellade)
incarnate: the meaning of a deed, a l1life Xt crucified)
Jurlsprudence: the meaning of a law

theologlcal: the meaning of scripture, counclls, etc.

In each case a certain expertise 1in the fleld 1s a

preraquisite.

But the self-correcting process of learning is alwaya

the same: & cumulation of 1lnslghts, getting one polint, then
another, then a thlrd, until one grasps how all parta fit
together.

g)

Similarly, Judgement rests on the absence of further

relevant questions, for only if there are further guestlons
wlill further correctling lnsighte occur.

If absolutely there are no further relevant questions,

then the Judgement ls certaln.

If the exegete does not advert to any further gquestions,

then as far as he 1s concerned, the matter is cloeed. He
presents a probable oplinlon.

If the exegete adverts to further redevant questions

but does not see how he can solve them, various cases

arise;

the further questions may be many or few, of ma jor or

of minor importance;

if they are few and mlnor, he wlll speak wlth greater

confidence

1f they are many and major, he wlll speak with xrxxk

great difficdence

in between he will dlstinguish different elements 1n

his interpretati n and asslgn to ezch its proper note of
greater or less probability.

. 7
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10. The Expression of an Interpretation

&) There are many expresslona, and one communicates to
different people in dlfferent manners.

b) To his colleagues in hls oswn fleld

Expression 1s technlcal in notes, articles, monographs,
commentarlies.

It uses the terminology that has been developed and
is accepted.

+t supposes famlliakity with the instruments of research:
grammars, lexlcons, comparative lingulstics,
maps, chronologliea, handbooks, blbllosgraphies, encylopedlas,
eritiecal edltions of texts.

It is functl nally related to previoue work in the field,
summ rlsges what nas been done and 1s accepted, bringing to light
the grounds for raising further questiona, lntegrating = results
with previsus achlevement.

c) To his pupils. Seminar

Notes articles monographs, commentarlies do not revezl
the work done 1n writing them

That revelatl m comes from dealing with a real problem
in a group under the directlon of a scholar

The real problem usually is one that hae not yet been
solvead.

I think 1t hilghly useful for students to attend at least
one seminar 1n whlch one worzks over a problem that in good
measure hse been solved.

Select a succeasful monogrpah; discover the clues and
tralls that led the author to hls conclusions; dole these out
to the students, to let them have tae experlence of rediscovery;
1n this fashion they will come to know both what a finlshed plisce
of work 1s and in what preclse sense and why it is finished.

d) To colleagues in different but related fields
a' Baslc expreasion: In as close as possible an approximation
to the language of the text, avolding premature transpositions
to later language, conveying & feeling for things long past,
giving an impression of the forelgn, the strange, the archaiec,
dlstingulshning dlfferent periods, dlfferent authors,
respecting the originallty of seach
not afraid to proceed sloywly, to follow the ways of
beglnners, to do the enormoues labor of helping others acquire
a graap of the mentallity of a different tlme and place.

b' Technical expression: one sets ur some system of meanings
and shows how one may transpose from hambmmtm the language of the
texts to the language of the system

Aqulnas traneposed a good o9f Scripture into Arlstotellan terms

Bultmann's theology of the NT transposes to early Heldegger
What really is needed, I sugrest, is tne comblnation of
two things

on the one hand, scholarly studles based on intimeteknowledge

of a language, a pericd, eg Bruno Snell's Discovery of Mind
on the other hand, a competent philosopher using such

scholarly work to reveal the underlying determinants, aeg Casairer's

Philosophy of Symbolic Forms
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¢') To people generally:

classicist culture concelved ltself = normatively; it
was Culutre Culture; its classlcs were lmmortal works of art;
its phllosophy was the perennial phllosophy; 1te laws and
striuctures were the deposit =xxdx of the wisdom and prudence
of manklnd.

glmlilarly there was one correct expresslon for every
thought; the educated wonuld understand; kke the rest of
mankind elther could become educated or else would have to
be content with simpllzificatlons.

today

madexm culture is not a normative but an empirical kx
notion; a cnlture 1s the set of meanings and values that inform
H a way of life

modern culture is the cnlture that knows about man's

meny cultures, thet compares them, notes dlfferences, attempts
to communicate across cultural boundarles.

I think this problem of communicatlon to be extremely
important; I think a living universal religion should attempt

to communicate to people in as many different manners ae there
different classes and dlfferent cultures;

there are those that extend hermensutics to include
the problem of communicatlons, but I think this leads, at
least 1o theology, to a process of telescoplng that omits
several crucial steps from original texts down to what I tell
Ted and Alice what preclsely it means in thelr lives.
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