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Chapter Seven

ISTERPRETATION

Our concern is with interpretation as a functional
speclalty. It 1z relsted to research, hlstory, dialectlc,
foundatlions, doctrines, systematlcs, and cogpunicationa.
It depends on them and they depend on it. None the less,

it has its own proper end and its specific mode of operating.

It can be treated separately.

ﬁ) One of the advantages of the notion of functional
speclalty is preclsely this posalbility of separate treatment
of issues that otherwlse become enormously complex. See, for
example, such monumental works as Emilio Bettl's Teoria

genersle della interpretaziona [Mllano (Giuffre) 1955]

and Hans-Georg Gadamer's Wahrheit und Methode [Tubingen {Mohr)

1960]. Or see my own discussion of the truth of an inter-

pretation in Inslght, pp. 562-594, and observe how 1deas

Wﬂ% presented there recur here in guite different functional
g speclaltles. For instance, what there i1s termed a unlversal
viewpoint, here 1s realized by as# advocatling aﬁ?unctional
speclalty named dlialectlic.
On the hlstorical background of contsmporary hermeneutical
® thought see H. G. Gadamer, op. clt., pp. 162-250.
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I shall follow a common enough terminology and
understand by "nermeneutics" principles of interpretation
and by ég& Yoxegesls" the application of the principles 1o
e given task. The task to be ‘Xnvisaged wlll be the interpretation
of a text, but the presentation will be s0 general that 1t can
be applied to any exegetical task.
First, then, not every text stands ln need of exegesls.
In general, the more a text 1s systematic in conception and
executlon, the less does 1t stand 1n need of any exegesls.
So Euclid‘a Elements were composed about twenty~three
centuries ago. One has to study to come to understand themn,
and that labor may be greatly reduced by a competent teacher.,
But whlle there is a task of coming to understand Euclld,
there i1s no task of interpretigng Euclid. The correct underestanding
is unlgue; Incorrect underatagalng can be shown 40 be mistaken;
and so, whlle there have been endless commentators on the

1ittle or
clear and simple gospels, there exista no exegetical literaturxre

A
on Euclld.

However, besldes the systematlc mode of cognitional
operatlone, there 1s also the commonmense mode. Moreover,
there are very many brands of common sense. Common sense
ls comaon, not to all men of all places and times, but to the
gembers of & comnunity succeesfully in communication with

ons another. Among them one's commonsense statements

have a perfectly obvious meaning and
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stand in no need of any exsgesis. But statements may be
transported to i other communities distant in place or in time.
Horlzons, ix valucsg, Enterests, intellectual development, experience
may differ. Expression may have intersubjectlve, artistic,
;ymbolic components that appear strange. Then there arises
the question, What 1s meant by the sentence, the paragraph, the
chapter, the bosk? Many answers seem possible, and none seems
quite satisfactory.

Such 1n general 1s the problem of interpretatlion. But
at the present time four factors have combined to helighten it
enoruously. The first 1s the emergence of world consclousness and
historleal consciousness: we are aware of many very different
cultures existing at the present time, and we are aware of the
great differences that separate present from past cultures. The
second 1s the pursult of the human sclences, in which meanlng is
a fundamental category and, cousequently, interpretation s
fundamental task. The third 1s the confuslon that relgne in
cognitional theory and eplstemologys interpretatlion 1s just a
particular case of knowing, namely, knowlng what le meant; 1t
follows that confusion about knowlng leade to confusion about
interpreting. The fourth factor, finally, is modernity: modern
man has been busy creating nls modern world, freeing himself
from reliance on tradition and authority, working out hls own
world-view, and so re—-interpreting the vliews held in the past.
So the Greek and latlin classlcal authors have been removed from
the contsxt of Chrlstfian humanlam and revealed as P&ed pagans.
S0 the law has been removed from the context of Christlan

he context of

morality and theology to be placeid inﬁpoma poet~Christian

>4

phlilosophy and attitude to llfe. So the Seriptures have been
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removed from the context of Christian doctrinal development
and fdeved restored to the pre-dogmatic context of the history
of rellgions.

Embedded in the problem of hermeneutics, then, there
are qulte different and far profounder problems. They are to
be met nelther by a H&@?@H&Q@ wholesale rejection aetm of modernity
n:zrby 8 wholesale acceptance of modernity. In my opinion they
can be met only by the development and application of theological
method. Only in that fashlon can one distlngulsh and keep
separate problems of hermeneutice and probleme in history,
dialectlc, foundations, doctrines, systematics, and communications,

e h

In fact the most striklng feature oﬁhcontemporary discnusslon of
hermeneutics 1s that 1t attempts to treat all these issues as

1f they were hermeneutical. They are not.

%‘1 Baslic Exegetical Operations
-

There are three basic exegetlcal operationss (1) under-
standing the text; (2) judging how correct one's understanding
of the text 1s; and (3) stating what one Judges to be the
correct understanding of the text.

Understanding the text has four maln aspects. One under-
stands the obJect to whlch the text refers. One understands *he
words employed in the text. One understands the author that
employed the words. One arrives at such understanding through
a process of learning and even at times as a result of a conversion.

the
Needless to say, four aspects are aspects of a slngle coming to
A

understand. ?hrthEf$:ﬂn6:hay:ﬂnéerﬁ§§nﬂ:%hf*ﬁhjﬁb$a4ndﬁp3ndembi'
or ' /
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know all about the objects treated in a text, yet his whole

To Judge the correctness of one's understanding of a ;f
text relses the problem of context, of the hermeneutic circle,
of the relativity of the totality of relevant data, of the

posslble relevance of more remote ingulries, of the limitatlons

to be placed on the scops of ¥ one's interpretation.

To state what one Judges to be the correct understending
of the text ralses the questlon of the preclise task of the
exegete, of the categories he 1ls to employ, of the language
he is to speak.

2’9 Understanding the Object
AN

A distinetion has to be drawn between the exegete and
the student. Both learn, but what they learn ls different.
The student reads a text to learn about objects that as yet
he does not know. He ls requlired to have learnt the meanlngs
of words and to know about simllar or analogous objects that
he can use as starting-points In constructing the objlects he ls

to learn sbout. On the other hand, the exegete may already

task remains to be performed; for that task 1s not to know
about objects; 1t 1s not to know whether or not the text
reveals dés=udd adequate knowledge of the objects; it is &

, real or lmaglnary,
simply to know what happened to be the objectiﬁfntended by
the author of the text.

In practice, of course, the foregolng distinction
will % imply not a rigld separation of the roles of student
and of exegete but rather a difference of emphasle. The
student slso 1s something of an interpreter of texts, and the
that otherwlse he

.. ."\‘\'
would not know. However, though the dlstinction ¥shn£—emph&atn1

exegete also learnslsomethihé}from texte
i (.o
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in practice ls only of emphasls, it remains that our present

concern ls theory and, indeed, not the general learning theory
that regards students but the speclial learning theory that

regards exegesla.

' ,WMWW
mpldyed

I have sald that the whole exegetical task remalns to be

performed even though the exegete already knows all about the
objects treated 1n a text. I now must add that the more the
exegete does know abont such objects, the better. For he cannot
begin}o Interpret the text unless he knows the language Iin
which 1t is written and, if he knows that language, then he also
knows the objects to which the words in that language refer.
Such knowledge, of course, 1s general and potential. Reading
the text, when 1ts meanlng is obvlous, makes that general knowledge
more partlcular and that potentlal knowledge actual. On the
other hand, when the meaning of the text is not obvious Lax
because of this or that defect, still the greater the exegete's
resources, the greater the llkellhood that he wlll be able to
enumerate all posslble interpretatlons and assign to each its
proper measure of probablility.

Now the foregoing amounts to a rejection of what may

be named the Principle of the Empty Head. According to this

principle, if one is not to "read into" the text what 1s

not there, 1f one ls not to settle 1n a priori fashion what

the é}text must mean no matter what it says, If one is not

t0 drag in one's own notlons and oplnions, then one must just
drop all preconceptlons of every kind, attend simply to the text,

see all that 1s there and nothing that 18 not there, let the

author speak Eﬁ.f°r himself, let the lewdwed a:thor interpret himself,
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In brief, the less one knows, the better an exegete one will be,
These contentlons, I should say, are both right and wrong.

They are right in decrying a well-known evlil: 1nterpreters

tend to lmpute to authors oplnions that the authors did not
express., They are wrong in the remedy they propose, for they

take it for granted that all an interpreter has to do is to

look at a text and see what is there. That 1s qulte mistaken,
The principle of the empty head rests on a nalve

, Birat,
intuitionlsm. So far from tackling the complex task of,«
understanding the object, the words, the author, oneself,
secondly, of Jjudging just how correct one's understanding
is and, thirdly, of adverting to the problems 1in expresaslng
one's understanding and Judgement, the principle of the
empty head bids the interpreter forget hls ow;i;:;ézll&
look at what is out there, let the author interpret himself.
In fact, what 18 out there? There is Just a serlea of signs.
Anything over and above a re-lssue of the same pelrd signs 1in
the same order wlll be mediated by the experience, lntellligence,
and judgement of the interpreter. The less that experience,
the less cultivated that intelligence, the less formed that
judgement, the greater the llkellhood that the 1interpreter
will impute to the author an opinion thet the $ author never
entertained. On the other hand, the wlder the interpreter's
experlence, the deeper and fuller the development of his
understending, the better balanced his judgement, the greater

the likellhood that he will discover Just what the anthor

meant. Interpretation is not just a matter of looking at

signs. Xax That 1s lmperative. But 1t 1s no less impsrative
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that, gulded by the signs, one proceed from one's habitual,
general knowledge to actual and more particular knowledge;
and the greater the habltual knowledge one possesses, the
greater the llkellhood that one wlll be gulded by the slgns

Y
themselves and not by personal preferences and by gueass-work.

1) In this connectlion, Rudoé;h Bultmann has written: .
"Nothing 1s silller than the reauirement that an 1nterg§ter
must sllence his subjectivity, extingulish his 1ndividuallity,
1f he 18 to attaln objective knowledge. That requirement
nekes good sense only %;\ao far as 1t it 1s taken 1o mean
that the interpreter has to silence his personal wlshes
vith regard to the outcome of the interpretation... For the
rest, unfortunately, the requirement overlooks the very

- egsence of genulne understanding. Such understandlng
presuppoBes preclsely the utmost *&ﬁ@iﬁ!&%&ﬂ llveliness
0of the understanding subject and the richest posslble
development of his individuallty." From an article

entitled "Das Problem der Hermeneutik," Zschr. f. Theol.

u. Kirche, 47(1950), 64, Reprinted in Glauben und Veratehen,%ﬁg;

B Wlth this view I agree as far as it goes. However,
| I sharply distinguish between Qﬁdﬁzabaaé:aad understand ing

? and judgement, between the development of the one and the

| develorment of the other. Bultmann stands in the Kantian

%Ftradition in which Verstand is thought to be the faculty

0 of IwdgexERx judgement.

-
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g}& Understanding the Words

Understanding the object accounts for the plain meanlng
of the text, the meaning that i1s obvious because both author
and interpreter understand the eame thing 1n the same way.

However, as in convereation so too in reading the author may

i T e i T o o A e R e e

be speaklng of P and the reader may be thinking of . In that

case, sooner or later, there will arlse difficulty. Not everything
true of P will also be true of Q, and so the author will appear
to the interpreter to be saying what 1s false and even absurd.

7( there comes to light the difference between the

. At this pointAdhe—sentnevsnpialist—hai—alb-thati—hewanie
interpreter and the controversialist.

A On his mistaken assumption that the author is speaking of @,
the controversiallst
A Be sets about his triumphant demonstration of the anthor's
errora and absurdlties. But the interpreter}thWEVBri conelders
the possibility that he himself 1s at fault. He reads further.
He rereads. Eventually he stumbles on the poesibility that
the author was thlnking, not of @, but of P, and wlith that
correction the meanling of the text becomes plain,
Now thls process can occur any number of times. It 1s
the self-correcting process of learning. It 1s the manner 1n
which we acqulre and develop common sense. It heads towards
& limit in which we possess a habitual core of lnslghts that
enables ue to deal with any situatlion, or any text of a group,
by addlng one or two more lnsights relevant to the situatlon,
or text, ln hand.
commonsenae ' N
Suchaunderstanding is preconceptual. ;t 1s not to be
confused with one's formulation of the meaning of the text-144¢t
one has come to understand. And this formulatlon Ltself 1s

not to be confused with the Judgements one makes on the

truth of the understanding and formulation. One has to

.:QL:A”t§”T'  . ) :: .. ?.._. _ . ._ L" .é_” ;:)
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1f one is to
formulate what one has understood.

A
if one is to
One has to understand and fomulateA

understand

pass Jjudgement
Mdgd in any explicit fashion.

Moreover, 1t 1s understanding that surmounts the

e A et dm o ae d il - e

hermeneutic cirecle. The meaning of a text is an intentional

entitys. It is a unity that is unfolded through parts, sectlons,
¢ g

chapters, paragraphs, sentences, words. We can grasp the
unity, the whole, only through the parts. At the same time
the parts are determined 1n their meaning by the whole which
each part partlally reveals. Such 1s the hermeneutic circle.
Togically 1t is a circle. But coming to understand is not
a logical deduction. It is a self-correcting process of
learning that spirals 1nto the meaning of the whole by
using each new part to flll out and quallfy and correct
the understanding reached in readling the earlier parts.

Rules of hermeneutlcs or exegesls llst the polnts worth
consldering in one's efforts to arrive at an understanding
of the text. BSuch are an analysls of the composltion of the
g text, the determinatlon of the author's purpose, knowledge
of the people for whom he wrote, of the occasion on which he
wrote, of the nature of the linguistic, grammatlical, stylistlc
means he employed. However, the maln point aboﬁt all such
miles 1s that one does not understand the text because one
has observed the rules but, on the contrary, one observes the
rules in order to arrive at an understanding of the text.
Observing the rules can be no more than mere Aedsetry pedantry
that leads to an understanding of nothing of any moment\ ot
to missing the point entirely. The essentlal observanéé is to

note one's every failure to understand clearly and exactly

and to sustaln one's reading and rereading until my-isvemttv®ines
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one's inventiveness or good iuc@‘luck have eliminated one's j

fallures in comprehension.

.iLA Understanding the Author

When the meaning of a text is plain, then with the author

by his words we understand the obj}ect to which his words refer.

When a simple misunderstanding arlses, as when the author

thought of P but the reader of @, then its correction is

the relatively simple matter of sustalned rereading and inventive-

ness. But there can sarlse the need for a long and arduous use

of the self-correcting process of learning. Then a first reading

yield&s & 1little understanding and a host of puzzles, and a

second reading ylelds only sllghtly more undersatanding but

far more ﬁuzzles. The problem, now, 1s a matter not of

understandlng the obJect or the words but of understanding

the author himself, hls nation, language, time, culture, way of

1life, and cast of mind.

Now the self-correcting process of learning ls, not only

the way 1in which we acqulre our own common sense, but also the

way in which we acquire an understanding of other people's

conmon sensg. Even wlth our contemporarles % with the same

language, culture, and station in life, we not only understand

thinge with them but also understand things in our own way and, E ?17

at the same tlme, thelr different way of understanding the sanme 3%' 
qﬁg'thinga./‘We can remark that a phrase or an action is "just like
’ you." By that we mean that the &e%&v&*ﬁﬁ phrase or action fits

in with the way we underetand your way of understanding and ; f

golng about things. But just as we can come to an understanding

of our fellows' understanding, a commonsense grasp of the ways

in which we understand not with them but them, so the same process
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can be pushed to a far fuller development, and then the
gelf~correcting process of learning will bring us to an
understanding of the common sense of another place, time, culture,
and cast of mind., This 1s, however, the enormous labor of
becomlng a scholar.

The phrase, understanding another's comnon sense, must

not be misunderstood. It is not a matter of understanding what
common sense 1s: that is the task of the cognitional theorist.
It 1s not making another's common sense one's own, so that one
would go about ¥p8 speaking and acting llke a fifth-century
At%ignlan or a first-century Christian., But, jJust as commoqi’
gense ltself is a matter of understanding what to say and what
t0 do in any of a serles of situaticns that commonly 49ﬂae{
arlse, so understanding another's common sense is a matter of
understanding what he would say and what he wonld do in any of

the sltuations that commonly arose 1in hlsk place and time.
o

#)5 Understanding Oneself

The ma jor texts, the classlics, in religlon, letters,
philoscphy, theology, not only are beyond the & initlal
horizon of thelr interpreteréa but, al;:jgzﬁand an lntellectusal,
moral, religious conversionk;; the Ilnterpreter over and above
the broadening of hls horizon,

In this case the 1nterp¥reter's i1nitial knowledge of
the object 1s Just inadequatéff He wlll come to know it only
in so far as he pushes the sslf-correcting process of learning
to a revolution in hls own outlook. He can succeed in

acqiiring that habitual understand ing of an author that

spontaneously finds his wave-length and locks on to 1%,
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only after he has effected a radical change in himself.

This 18 the existential dimension of the problem of
nermeneutics. It lies at the very root of the perennisal
divisions of mankind in thelr views on reallty, amorallty,
and religlon. Moreover, in so far as conversion 1s only the

thare
basic step, in so far aﬁﬂtheiﬂ remains the labor of thinkling

out everything from the new and profoundér vieWpoin't, there
results the ?Egracteristic of the classlc set forth by
Friedrich Schegel: “A classic is a writing that is never

. fully understood. But those that are educated and educate $&_
nore -

themselves must always want to learnhﬁrom it.“3

5) Quoted hy H. G. Gad*amer, Wahrhelt und Methode,
o
Tubingen (Mohr) 1960, p. 274, n. 2.

From this existential dimenslon there follows another
basle component in the task of hermeneutica. The classics
ground a tradition., They create the milieu 1n which they are
atudied and interpreted. They produce in the reader through

the cultural tradit ion the mentallty, the Vorverstandnis,

from which they will be read, studled, interpreted. Now

auch a traditlon may be genulne, anthentlc, a long accumulatlion

of lnsights, adjustmente, re-lnterpretatlions, that repeats

the original message afresh for each age. In that case

the reader willl exclalim, as Aid the disclples on the way to
Emmaue: "Did not our hearts burn wlthin us, when he spoke on

the @8 vay and opened to us the scriptures?" (Lk 24, 32).

On the other hand, the tradition may be unanthentle. It may
conslst in a watering-down of the original mee measa&ge, in
recasting it into terms and meanings that fit into the assumptlons

and convictions of those that have dodged the lssue of radical
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converaion. In that case a genuine interpretation will Dbe met
with incredulity and ridicule, as was 8t. Paul when he preached
in Rome and was led to quote Isalah: "Go to this peopls and say:
you wlll hear and heér:;;ék? never understand; you will look
and look, but never see"(Acts 28, 26).

At this point one moves from the functional specialty,
interpretation, to the functional speclaltyles, history,*ﬁd

and foundations. Tre \Y

dlalectic,pIf the interpﬂter ie to know, not merely what his
author meant, but also what 1s so, then he has to be eritical
not merely of his author but also of the tradition that has
formed his own mind. With that step he 1s propelled bayond
\‘eh?-writing ef{hlstory to tbf making & history.

p PR

316 Judging the Correctness of one's Interpretation.

Such a Jjudgement has the same criterion as any Judgement
on the correctness of commonsense lnsights. The criterlon is
whether or not one's insights are ilunvulnerable, whether or
not they hit the bull's eye, whether or not they meet all
relevant questions so that there are no further questions
that can #&q lead to further insights and so complement,
qualify, correct the inslghts already possessed.

The relevant questiona usually are not the questlons
that insplre the investigation. One begins from one's own

Frageastellung, from the viewpoint, interests, concerns one

had prior to stuqkying the text., But the study of the text
T

is a procesgs of learning. As one learns, one dlscovers

nore and more the ﬁ guestlons that concerned the author,

the lssues that confronted him, the problems he was trying

to solve, the material and methodical resources at hls disposal

?

.__:__',..;_!5'("-
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for solving them. So one comes to set aside one's own 1nitial

intereats and concerns, to share those of the antnor, to

b
reconstruct the context of hle thought and epeech.

ko
4J On commoneense Judgements, see Insight, pp. 2%3-299.
5) My own experlence of this change was In writlng my doctoral
dlssertation, I had been brought up a Molinist. I was studylng

St. Thomas' Thought on Gratia Operans, & study later publlished

in Theological Studles, 1941-42., Within a month or so 1t was

conpletely evident to me that Molinkism had no contributlon
b

to make to an understanding of Aquinas.

But what preghsely is meant by the word, context? There
are two meanings. There 1s the heuristic meanlng the word has
st the beginning of an investigation, and 1t tells one where to
look to find the context. There 1s the actual meanling the word
kequ&res*am“nnEMGeva}opswﬁnelsvknibi&&mhortﬁﬁnfﬁgdWaomegwt&
acquires as sae one 5 moves out of one's inltial horizon and
moves to a fuller horizon that includes & signiflcant part of
the author's.

Heuristically, then, the context of the word 1s the
gentence. The context of the sentence is the paragraph. The
context of the paragraph is the chapter. The context of the
chapter is the book. The context of the book is the author's

opera omnia, his 11fe and tlmes, the state of the question in

his day, hie problems, prospective readers, scope and aim,.
Actually, context is the interweaving of guestions and
answere in limited groups., To answer any one cuestion will
give rise to further questions, To anawer them will give rise
to 8tlll more. But, while thls process can recur a number of

fimes, while 1t might go on 1ndefinltely if one keeps changing
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the tople, stlll it does not go on indefinitely on one and the
pame tople. 80 context 1ls a nest of interlocked or lnterwoven
questlons and answers; 1t 1s limited inasmuch as all the questlions
and answers have & bearing, direct or indirect, on a single
tople; and because it 1s limlted, there comes a point in an
investigation when no further relevant questions arise, Eggithe
posslbllity of Judgement has emerged. When there are no further
relevant questions, there are no further insights to complement,
correct, quallfy those that have been reached.

5t1ll, what 1s this slngle tople that limite the set
of relevant questione and answers? As the distinection between
the heuristic and the actual meanings of the word, context,
makes plain, the single toplc 1s something to be dlscovered
in the course of the investlgatlion. By persistence or good luck
or both one hits upon some element in the interwoven set of
questions and answers. One follows up one's discovery by
further g® queations. Sooner or later one B&a&# hits upon
another element, then several more. There 1s a pericd in
which insights multiply at a great rate, when one's perspectives
are constantly belng reviewed, enlarged, gualified, refined.
One reaches a polint when the ewexm overall vlew emerges,
when 2% other components fit 1nto the plcture in a subordlnate
manner, when further questions &% yleld ever diminlshing
returns, when one can say Just what was goling forward and back
1t up wlth the convergence of multltudinous evldence.

The slngle tople, then, 18 something that can be indicated

often

generally ln a phrase or twoe yet unfolded in anﬁgnormously

complex aset of subordinate and interconnected questione and

answers. One reaches that set by strlving perslstently to

=)
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understand the object, understand the words, understand the
author and, 1if need be, understand oneself., The key to success
1s to keep adverting to what haa not yet been understood,

for that 1s the source of further questlons, and to hit upon
the questionqﬁirecta attention to the parts or agpecta of the
text where answers may be found. 80 R. G. Collingwood has
praised "... the famous advice of Lord Acton, 'study problems,

inlo

not perlods. So H. G. Gadamer has praised Collingwood's
inslstence that knowledge conslsts, not just 1n propositions,
but ln answers to questiona, so that to understand the answers
one has to know the gquestions as well. But my present point

18 not merely the significance of questions as well as answers =-
though, of course, that is in full accord with my cognltional
theory -- &tﬁﬁ%&& but also regards the interlockling of questions
and ansvwers and the Q&ﬁe&nﬂ eventnal enclosure of that
interre@ﬁ}ed multlplicity within a higher limited unity.

For it is?;;ergence of that encloesure that enables one to
recognize the task as completed and to pronounce one's

Interpretation &f as probiable, highly probable, in some

reapecta* perhaps, certain,
o

———

Q? R. G. Collingwood, Autoblography, London (0xford U. P,)

11939, 51967, p. 130. See also The Idea of History, Oxford

Clarendon) 1946, p. 281,
7l H. G, Gadanmer, 9p. Qﬁ? cit., p. 352,

y accourit of meanl
emponent in‘pumﬁg/ilving-a
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?{7 A Clarificatlon
S

A few contrasts may add clarity to what I have been
saying. Collingwood has conceived history as re-enacting
the past. Schlelermacher has contended that the interpreter
will underatand the text better than the author did. There is
not nuite accurate

somethlng in theae statements but they araminaysiretd and

80 may be misleading. To clear things up let me take a

concrete example. Thomae Aquinas effected a remarkable

development in the theology of grace. He did so not at a

single stroke but mmer in a series of writings over a period

n- ‘n"yearﬁWUr”mord?““Hhﬁrarely-mentiona—tha?
- q*haaﬁchangad,hia opiniona-&na Anithis . matter=does” notmh
“the Taw-oEEagionasonwiich  ha doess - NS"Hbgbt
bf e dozen yeare or more. Now, while\ffjthere 1 no doubt
that Aqulnas was qulte conscious of what he was doing on
each of the occasions on which he returned to the topie,
8t1lll on none of the earlier occaslone waes he[i avare of
what he would be doing on the later occasions, and there
1s Just no evidence that after the last occaslon he went back
over all his writings on the natter, 4dsf observed each
of the long and complicated series of steps in whlch the
development was effected, graesped their lnterrelation;,
saw Jjust what moved him forward and, perhaps, what held
hhm;sgkgach of the steps. But auch a reconstruction of
thefwhole process 1s preclsely what the Interpreter does.
His OVeﬁifll view, hls neet of questlions and anawers,
is preclisely a grasp of this array of interconnections

and interdependences constitutive of a single déveIOpment.
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What I find true, then, in Schleiermacher's contention
1s that the lnterpreter may understand very fully and accurately
someth&ing that the author knew about only 1n a very vague and
gener;I.faahion. Moreover, this preclse knowledge will be of
enormous value in interpreting the text. But it does not follow
that the Interpreter wlll understand the text better than the
author dld for, while the interpreter can have a firm grasp
of all that was golng forward, 1t Is rare indeed that he will
have access to sonrces and clrcumstances that have to be known
if the many accidentals in the text are to be accounted for.
Agaln, wilth respect to Colllingwood, 1t is true that the lnterpreter
or hlstorlan reconstructs but 1t is not true that in thought he
reproduces the past, In our example, what Aqulnas was doing,
wag developlng the doctrine of grace. What the laterpreter
was doing, was bullding up the evidence for an element ln the
history of the theology of grace and, whlle he can arrlve at
& grasp of the maln movement and an understanding of many detalls,

he rerely achleves and *never needs an understanding of every
—art’

detail., Judgement rests on the absence of further relevant questlons.

I
The reader may feel, hovever, thagqﬁ! heve been arguing

from a very speclal case, from which general concluslone should
"not be drawn. Certalinly, I have not been argulng abont a case

that ls universal, for i{l have aiready afflrmed that there

are ceses in which the hermensutical problem is slight or

non-existent. The questlon, accordingly, is how genersl &

& sre the maln lines of the Anstance from which I havs

argued. '-Pstwmxhen?mthanﬁwLﬂvalwagg she-diatinctic:;ffggpﬁn
e—~author-'s..consoiousnéss-and -his- knewledge s -the-authir

< gilways wrltes:consc¢lously; but tO*consciouaneaaimhgpg;iéﬁ\

D
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Srgoet:

Flret, then, my 1nstance wase from the history of 1ldeas.
It 18 quite a broad fleld and of ma jor Interest to theologlcal
method. But it is uncluttered by the complexitles involved
in interpreting Iinstances of Intersubjective, artistlc, symbolile,
or incarnate meaning. In these cases understanding the author 1s

Jotnoompietermnle se i To™ it tompanted pit

fgﬁﬁ_ inadequate unless the interpreter has some capaclty to
feel whekhd what the author felt and to respect the values
that the author respected. But thls 18 re-enactment, not 1n
understanding and thought, but in feellng and value-judgements.
Secondly, even within the history of 1deas, the selected
lnstance was exceptionally clear-c¢ut. But while the same clarity
is not to be hed in other types of lnstance, the polnts that
here are clear elther recur in other instances or egey
possess different features that compensate. In the first place
there 1s always the dlstinctlion between the i author's consclous-
ness of his activitles and hls knowledge of them. Authors
are always conasclous of thelr intentional operations but to
reach knowledge of them there must be added 1ntrospectlve
attentlon, inguiry and understanding, reflectlon and judgement.
Further, this process from consciousness to knowledge, if more
than general and vague, ls arduous and time-consuming; 1t leads
into the impasse of scrutiqking the self-scrutinlzing self
and into the oddity of the author who writes about himself
writing; such authors are exceptional. Filnally, the selected
axample was 8 slow development that can be documented. But
any notable develorment ¥& occure slowly. The insight that
provokes the cry, Bureka, is Just the last insight in & long

series of slowly accumulating lnsights. This process can
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be documented 1f the author writes steadily while it ls golng
forward. On the sther hand, if he does not write until the
development le completed, his presentatlon wlll approximate
loglcal or even systematic foram, and thle will reveal the
nest of relevant questions and answers.

o much for Judglng the correctness of an interpretation.
We have concentrateq on the posaslbllity of this jJudgement.
On actual Juvdgement llttle can be sald. It depends on many

| Ahsan
factors and, in a general diacussion,Ahh-g can be no more than
hypothetleal. Let us suppose that an exegste has grasped with
great accuracy Jjust what was going foqdyard and that his under-

atanding of the text can be confirmed by multitudinouns details.

Now, if really there are mo further cuestlons, hls interpretation

will be certalin., But thexre may be further relevant gquestions
that he has overlocked and, on this account, he will speak
modestly. Again, there may be further relevant gquestlons

to which he adverts, but he is unable to uncover the evidence
that would lead to a solution. BSuch further guestions may

be many or few, of major or mlnor importance. It ls this

range of possiblllitles that lsads exegetes to speak with
greater or less confldence or diffi&?ence and with many careful
dlstiasctions betwean the more probable and the less probable

glements in thelr interpretations.

O L R U A ..
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fﬁﬁ stating the Meaning of the Text

Qur concern is with the statement to be made by the
exegete gua exegete. As in the other functismal speclaltles,
80 too in interpretation the exegete experlences, understands,
Judges, and decides. But he does so for a specific purpose.
His principal concern 1s to understand, and the understanding
he seeks 1s, not the understanding of objects, whlch pertalns
to the systematics of the second phase, but the understandlng
of 4&xth texts, which pertains to the first phase of theology,
to theology not as speaklng to the present but as listenlng,
as coming to llsten to the past.

It is true of course that texts are understood in the
seven other functional speclalties. They are understood 1in
research but, then, the alm of the textual critlc s 1ls to
settle, ma® not what was meant, but just what was written.
They are underatood in hlstory but, then, the alm of the
historian 1s to settle, not what one author was intending,
but what was going forward ln a group or communlty. They
are understood in dialectlc but, then, the alm ls %m
confrontation: interpreters and.historians disagree; thelr
disagreement will not be ellminated by further study of ths
data because it arises from the personal stance and horlzon
of the intiéppreters and historlans; the purpose of dlalectle
is to invité'the reader to an encounter, a personal encounter,
with the originating and traditional and loterpretlng and
history-writing persons of the past in their dlivergences.

As understanding texts is relevant to the dlalectlc that
lnvites or challenges the theologlan to conversion, so too ;t

is relevant to the foundations that objectify the converaion\

.Wéggmwwﬁmum.. ..
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though, of course, objectifying a conversion is one thing and
understanding a text 1ls qulte another. No less, understandlng
texte has 1ts importance for the speclalty, ﬁ doetrinea, but

there the theolOgian's concern is the relation between the

bred communilty's origins and the declsions
it reached in its successlive ldentity-crises. In like manner,
a systematle understanding of objects is something quite different
from dm-undwrwed a commonsense understanding of texts, even though

one learns about the obiects from the texta., Finally, all thiles

listenfing to the past and transposing 1t Into the present have

no purpose unless one is ready to tell people of today Just

what 1t implies for them; and so we have the elghth functlonal _
specilalty, communications, concerned wlth the effective presentation*‘é
~% W to every individual 1in every class and culture through all medla —=
of the message deciphered by the exegets,
Now I have not the slightest objectlon to the exlstence
of highly glfted hweddxuéeds individuals that can perform and
\jﬂ do so superbly in all eight of these functional speclaltles.
My only concern is that there be recognlzed that the elght
L performances consist of elght different sets of operatlons
. . This concern is,
directed to elght 1nterq£9pendent but distinet enda.ﬁ$2t=th
of course, a concern for method, a concern to obstruct the
blind imperiallsm that selects some of the ends, insists on
thelr 1mpoy%pance, and neglects the rest.
Accoraingly, when I ask about the expresslon of the
meaning of a text by an exegete gua exegete, I am 1ln no wlse

- impugning or deirecating the occurrence or the lmportance of

\ many other modes of expression. H. G. Gadamer has contended




=

T | . %. W
2 '

that one really grasps the meaning of a text only when one
brings its lmpllcations to bear upon contemporary 11v1ng.8

This, of course,

jﬁ? is paralleled by Rheinhold Niebuhr's inslatenif that

history le understood 1n the effort to change it. I have no
intention of Alsputing such views, for they seem to me stralght-
farward applications of;k_Newman'a distinctlon between notional
and real apprehension. All I wish to say is that there are
distlnet theoleglcal tasks performed 1n culte different manners,
that the kind of work outlined in the precedlng sections only
1eads.to an understanding of the meaning of a text, and that qulte
dlstinct operatlons are to be performed belore bedulEg—rEweprie

entering upon the speclalty, communications, and telling people }
just what the meaning of the text implies in thelr lives. |

3) H. G. Gadamer, Op. c¢it., pp. 290-324, !
Q) I am relying on C. R. Stimnnette, Jr., "Reflection and

i?ransformation,“ The Dlalogue Uewebwir between Theology and |

Paychology, 8Studies in Divinity No. 3, The University of
\ .
GhlcagiEPreas R8P 1968, p. 100,

J
Again, Rudolf Bultmann has employed categories derived -

from the philosophy of Martin Heidegger to express hls .
appréhension of the theology of the New Testatment. His 5 o

procedure imitates\f;that of 8t. Thomas Aquinas who used -
Aristotelian categories 1n hls acripture commentaries. I

have not the slightest doubt about the proprlety of a systemsatlc
theology, but the procedures to be employed in developlng one
are not outlined in an account of hermeneutlcq* as a functlonal
gpeclalty., Similarly, I hold for a doctrinal theology, but

I refuss to conclude that the language of the exegete qua
exegete 1s to be that of Denzinger's Enchiridio;i;f i?

theologlcal textbooks. Finally, I believe in a theology

° )
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would not
of encounter, but I, refuse—t8 confuse theology and religion.

Theology reflects on the religion; 1t promotes the religlon;
but 1t does not comstltute religious events. I conslder
religious conversion a presupposition of moving from the
I hold that
first phase to the second but}?hat converslion occurs, not
in the context of doing theology, but in the context of becoming
religlous. I point out to the exegete that eemm coming to
understand himself may be the condition of his understanding
the author, his words, and what the auvthor meant. None ths
as
less, I conceive that comlng to underztand himself, not,part
as of a higher order, an event
of hls Job as an exegste, huthan event Aln his own personal
development .
The exegete gua exegete expresses hls interpretations to
hls colleagues technlcally in notes, articles, monographs,
The expresslion
commentaries. Eﬁkis technical in the asense that it puts to
full uee the instruments for investigatlon provided by
comparative lingulstics,
research: grammars, lexicons,,maps, chronologies, handbo ks,
biblijograrhies, encyclopedlas, etc. The axpreaaigﬁp, again,
is technlcal inasmuch as 1t is functionally related to
previous work in the fleld, summarizing what has been done
and has become
Aok nccepted, bringlog to light the grounds for ralsing
further questions, integrating resulte with previous achlevement.
The exegete alsc speaks to his puplls, and he must speak
t0 them in a different manner. For notes, artlcles, monographs,
comnentaries fail to reveal the kind of work and the amount
of work that went into writing them. That revelatlon only
comes In the seminar It can come to a great degree i workling

on

1 Bmepart with m director @8 some project’,\m still

In process. But I think there 18 much to he sald for the

Thew that ever§ studentrao—one -seminal 1 Which the ‘tople

oot &
‘“.' :
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value of a seminar that repeats previous discovery. Thils

18 done by selecting some complex and basically convlinpcing

monograph, findlng ln the orlginal sources the clues thm

and tralls that led the suthor to hls diacoverles, assigning

one's students taske based on these clues and tra11%¥ 80 that

they may repeat his dlscoverles. Even though it 1ls only
REHTARARERG exhllarating

rediscovery, it is an e*h#gsimbéﬁgﬁsxperience for students,

and also it 1ls well for them in one of thelr seminars to have

been confronted with a finished plece of work and to have

understood why and in what gense 1t was flniashed.

However, the exegete has to speak not only to his colleagues
1n his own fleld and to his puplle but also to the theologleal
communlty, to exegetes in other h&s:& flelds and to those
engaged principally 1n other functlonal bortatttes) speclalties.
Here there are, I suggest, two procedures, one basic and the
other supplementary.

The basic procedurs 1 derlve from a description by
Albert Descamps of the blblleal theologlan gua exegete.

He arpued that biblical theology must be as multiple and
dlverse as are, theminvnsh for the alert exegete, the

“fatme. innumerable blblical authora. So there will he as

many bibllcal'theologies a8 there were insplred authors,

and the exegete will alnm above all toﬁ;espect the orlginallity
of each of them.

He will appear to be happy to proceed slowly, and
often he willl follow the ways of beginners., Hls descriptlons
will convey a feeling'for things long past; they will glve
the reader an impresslon of the forelgn, the strange, the

archalc; hls care for genulneness will appear in the choice

of a vocabhulary as bibllcal as poscslble; and he willl be careful

)




to avold any premature transposition to later language,
that langnage ls
even MMMMM thougﬁhapproved by a theologleal tradltion, i

Any general presentation will have to dgdinwntha %_

be based on the chronology and the llterary history of the ii
bilblical books. ifim If possible, 1t will be genetlc in
gtriucture; and for this reason questlons of date and authentlclty, Eiw
which might be thought secondary in blbllcal theology, really
have a declslve importance.

Further, general presentations will not be very general,
If they regard the whole bible, they wlll be limited to
some very preclise toplc. If thelr object is more complex,
they wlll be cdnfined to some singlelglwritlng or group of
writings., If a biblical theology were to aim at presenting
the whole or a very large part of the bible, it g conld do
80 only by belng content to be as manifold and 1lnternally
dlfferentlated as some tg:“general history" of Europe or of the ’

world.

It is true, BithOp Descamps admlita, that there are those
s
that dream of some sort of short-cut, of a presentatlon of
the divine plan running through the history of the two

™R | many 4
| testaments; and mwey of them would claim that thls is 3 B

A himeelf
© almoat the proper function of biblical theology. But he/\is
! of a contrary oplnion. A sketch of the divine plan pertalns
h to blblical theology only in the measure that a historian \
E can feel at home with i1t; not even the bellever reaches the ﬂ
©1 .divine plan except through the manifold intentlons of the many
J inspired writers.l

10y Albert Descamps, "Réflexlons sur la méthode en thélologie

biblique," Jacra Pagina, I, 142 f., Pesdeeyewiizyo

Paris (Gabalda) and Gembloux {Duculot) 1959.

[ —
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The foregoling account of the expression proper 1o an
exegete speaking to the theologlcal community seems to me
emin#ently'relevant, sane, and sclld. Many perhaps will

N
hesiltate to agree with the re Jectlon of general presentations

of the divine plan running through scriptural history. But
they too wlll come round, I think, when a dlstinction 1is
drawn: such general expositlions are hlghly Important in the
functional speclalty, communicatlons; but they are not the ?

\f vehicle by which the exegete communicates hls results to the
theologlcal community.

It remalns, however, that the baslc expme mode of
expresgion, just described, has to be supplemented. While
every theologlan has to have some training in exegesis, hh
tammananthatnnenaas  he cannot be come a speclallst in all
flelds; and whille the exegete of anclent texts very properly
gives an impresslion of the foreign, the strange, the archale,
his =gz readers cannot be content to leave it at that. This
need would seem to be at the root of efforts to portray
the Hebrew mind, Hellenlsm, the spirit of Scholasticlsm,
and 80 on. But these portralts too easlly lead to the

fﬂﬁw emergence of mere occult entlties. Unless one oneself 1s

a speclalist in the fleld, one does not know how L0 gquwedidfy
qualify their generalitles, to correct thelir simplificatlons,
to avold mistaken inferences. What 1ls needed, ls not mere
esgription but.explanation, and by that I mean an intelligent
Zonatruction dfuétagea of meaning in human development,

aqch ag 1 attempted 1n chapter flve, and further development

and oorrectxions of that construction by exegetes that
both understand the method we are proposing and_pan implemen
}ﬁjstill further by dﬂawing on.bhg. treasures’ of their extendlve

and “precise knowledge.

[EC— =)
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descrliptlon but explanatlon. If people were shown how to
find in thelr own experience elements of meaning, how these
8lements can be assembled Into ancient modes of meanling, why
in antliquity the elements were assembled in that manner,
then they would find themselves in possession of a very
precise tool, they would know it in all its suppositions
and implications, they could form for themselvea an exact
notion and they could check Just how well it accounted for'
the forelgn, strange, archalc thinge presented by the exegetes.
Is this a possible project? Might I suggest that
the sectlon on stages of meaning in chaptethtwu-offera &
beginning? If transcendental methog coupled with a few books
by Casslrer and Snell could make thls beginning, why might
not trenscendental method faptapsetef coupled with the
in many fields
at once extensive and precise knowledge of many exegetes/\
not yleld far more? The benefits would be enormous: not only
would the achlevements of exegetes be better known and appreclated
but also theology as & whole would be rid of the occult entltles
generated by an insdequately methodlecal type of lnvestigatlon

and thought.
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