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Biblical Interpretation in Conflict

Soseph. Condinad \A?+Qd§

The Question of the Basic Principles
and Path of Exegesis Today

1. Preliminary Considerations:
The Situation and the Task

a. The Current Problems

In Vladimir Soloviev’s story of the Antichrist, the Redeemer’s
eschatological opponent recommends himself to believers
not least by alluding to the fact that he has been awarded 2
doctorate in theology at Ttbingen and that he has written
an exegetical work recognized by experts as groundbreaking.
The Antichrist as a famous exegete—it is with this paradox
that Soloviev, almost a hundred years ago, drew attention
to the ambivalence of modern methods of interpreting the
Bible. Today, to speak of the crisis of the historical-critical
method has become almost a truism. And yet it had set out
with enormous optimism. In the new freedom of thought
toward which the Enlightenment had advanced, dogma
appeared as the one real hindrance to a proper understand-
ing of the Bible in itself. Freed from this inappropriate pre-
supposition, and armed with methodological means
guaranteed to ensure strict objectivity, it seemed that we
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as might appear. Another way out is offered in taking up
the problem of hermeneutics: The explanation of the his-
torical process of development is said to be only one part
of the interpreter’s task; understanding in today’s context is
the other. Accordingly, one must investigate the conditions
for understanding and come to a realization of the text that
goes beyond a historical “anatomy of the dead”.* That is
the right way to start, for in fact we are still far from under-
standing something when we are able to explain the pro-
cess by which it arose. Yet how can I arrive at an
understanding that is not based on what I have arbitrarily
posited myself but that allows me to hear the text’s message
and gives me what I do not have on my own? Once the
method, with its anatomy, has turned history into some-
thing dead, then who can resurrect it so that it may speak
to me as something living? In other words, if “hermeneu-
tics” is to be convincing, we must find the inner harmony
between historical analysis and hermeneutic synthesis.

No doubt there are serious attempts in this direction in the
hermeneutic debate; yet I certainly do not see any convinc-
ing answer.® When Bultmann employed the philosophy of

*Thus expressed by Kistner, Stundentrommel, 121; some related thoughts
in L. Kolakowski, Die Gegenwirtigkeit des Mythos (Munich, 1973), 9sf.

3 We must here refer especially to the studies of P. Ricoeur, for example,
Hermeneutik und Structuralismus 1 (1973); Hermeneutik und Psychoanalyse (1974).
A helpful survey showing just where the question stands now is offered by P
Stuhlmacher, Vom Verstehen des Neuen Testaments: Eine Hermenentik (Géttin-
gen, 1086). Significant approaches are further to be found in P. Toinet, Pour
une théologie de I'exégése, preface by 1. de la Potterie (Paris, 1983); R. Lau-
rentin, Comment réconcilier 'exégése et la foi (Paris, 1984); P Grech, Ermeneutica
e Teologia biblica (Rome, 1986); P. Grelot, m_\a:hm& et histoire (Paris, 1985). In
1979 the Theologiscke Quartalschrift (Titbingen) devoted an entire issue (pp. 1—
71) to a discussion of this question, in the form of a debate about J. Blank’s
article, “Exegese als theologische Basiswissenschaft” (2-23). Unfortunately
this contribution is not productive, since it seems to attribute the problems
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Heidegger as a vehicle for making the biblical word present,
then this was consistent with his reconstruction of what
was characteristic of the message of Jesus. Yet was not this
reconstruction itself a product of his philosophy? How his-
torically reliable is it? In this way of understanding 1t, are
we in the end listening to Jesus or to Heidegger? Even so,
we cannot deny that Bultmann has seriously grappled with
the problem of how to approach the message of the Bible.

Yet today, forms of interpretation are appearing that can
only be described as symptomatic of the decay of inter-
pretation and hermeneutics. Materialist or feminist inter-
pretations of the Bible cannot seriously claim to be an
understanding of this text and its intentions. They are at
best an expression of the fact that the real meaning of the
Bible is regarded either as completely unknowable or as
meaningless for the reality of life today, and hence one no
longer inquires about the truth at all but only about what
can serve the practical course one has chosen. Combining
this course of action with elements of the biblical tradition
is then justified by the way that the influx of religious ele-
ments reinforces the impetus of the action. A historical
method may even serve as a cover for this maneuver, inso-
far as it dissects the Bible into discontinuous individual parts,
which can then be applied in new ways and inserted in a
different way into a new montage.® “Analyses” of Scripture
in terms of depth psychology are only in appearance more
serious. Here, the events narrated by the Bible are traced

surrounding exegesis exclusively to a dogmatism that has not yet risen to the
level of historical thought.

 Characteristic of this are the new forms of materialist and feminist inter-
pretation of the Bible; cf,, e.g., K. Fiissel, “Materialistische Lekriire der Bibel”,
in Methoden der Evangelien-Exegese, Theologische Berichte XIII (Einsiedeln,

1985), 123-63.
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alone appears as a true expounding of the text. Thus, ulti-
mately, the unity of the Bible, too, becomes an outdated
postulate. From the viewpoint of history, it is said to be
discontinuity, and not unity, that applies not only to the
relationship of the Old and New Testaments, but even within
each Testament.

On such a basis as this, the task of exegesis as defined by
the Council appears contradictory—both “critical” and “dog-
matic” at the same time, things that are irreconcilable for
modern theological thought. Personally, I am in fact con-
vinced that a careful reading of the whole text of Dei Verbum
will detect the elements essential for a synthesis between
historical methodology and theological “hermeneutics”, but
the connection between them is not immediately mani-
fest.” Thus, the reception of this after the Council, in prac-
tical terms, trushed aside the theological part of the
statement, as being a concession to the past, and under-
stood the text simply as an unqualified official approval of
the historical-critical method. The fact that in this way, after
the Council, the confessional differences between Catholic
and Evangeliczl exegesis practically disappeared may be set
on the positive account of such a one-sided reception of
the Council. The negative side to this process consists in
the fact that in the realm of Catholicism, too, there is now
a total hiatus between exegesis and dogma and that here,
too, Scripture has become a word from the past that each
person tries in his own way to bring into the present day,
without being altogether able to trust the raft he is using
for the purpose. Faith declines into a kind of philosophy of

®Cf. Gnilka “Biblische Exegese”, 1—9; see also A. Grillmeier’s commen-
tary on the third chapter, in LThK, Erginzungsband [supplementary volume]
II, 528—58.

£

BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION IN CONFLICT Y

life, which each individual attempts to distill for himself
from the Bible as well as he is able. Dogma, from which
the ground of Scripture has been pulled away, no longer
stands. The Bible that has freed itself from dogma has become
a document about the past and, thereby, itself belongs to
the past.

b The Task

This situation is not equally obvious everywhere. The meth-
ods are not always used in the same radical manner, and the
search for corrective factors has long been underway. In this
respect, in striving for a better synthesis between historical
and dogmatic methods, criticism and dogma, we are not
entering new territory. Hardly anyone, on the other hand,
would maintain that we have already found a convincing
“overall conception that does justice to the positive insights
of the historical method while at the same time transcend-
ing its limitations and opening it up into an appropriate
hermeneutic. To accomplish this, the work of at least another
whole generation will be necessary. What is said hereafter
is intended as part of one such effort, indicating a few steps
that may take us farther along this path.

There is no particular need to demonstrate that taking
refuge in a supposedly pure literal understanding 1s of no
help and that a merely positivist, rigid ecclesiasticism would
also be inadequate. A denial of particular hypotheses that
are especially daring and questionable will not do, either.
Just as inadequate is a tepid stance, in which one picks out
from what is offered by modern exegesis whatever answers
are most easily reconciled with tradition. Such caution may
be useful, but it does not grasp the root of the problem and
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just a story of progress from inaccurate results to accurate
and objective cnes. It becomes clear that it is also, and far
more, a story of subjective constellations, whose path cor-
responds exactly to the development of the history of ideas
and reflects this in the form of textual interpretation. In a
diachronic reading of exegesis, its philosophical presuppo-
sitions become visible of their own accord. From a distance,
the observer discovers with astonishment that what appar-
ently were strictly scientific, purely “historical” interpreta-
tions nonetheless reflect “their masters’ own spirit” more
than the spirit of past ages. That should lead, not to scep-
ticistn, but certainly to self-limitation and to a purification
of method.

2. Self-Criticism of the Historical-Critical Method
Following the Paradigm of the Methodological
Doctrine of Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann

a. The Principal Elements of Method
and Their Presuppositions

So as not to remain altogether in the abstract realm of gen-
eral rules, I should like to try to clarify what I have said by
an example. I am drawing here upon the dissertation at the
University of Basel by Reiner Blank, on Analyse und Kritik
der formgeschichtiichen Arbeiten von Martin Dibelius und Rudolf
Bultmann (Analysis and criticism of the form-critical work
of Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann).*® This book seems
to me an outstanding example of the self-criticism of the
historical-critical method I have mentioned: any exegesis

2 Basel, 1981, vol. XVI of Theologischen Dissertationen, ed. Bo Reicke.
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that has become self-critical in such a way ceases to pile
“results” upon “results”, to construct and dispute hypoth-
eses. It looks at the path it has followed so as to recognize
its foundations and to purify itself by reflection on these
foundations. It does not by any means cancel itself out in
doing so. On the contrary, by self-limitation it discovers 1its
proper place. No doubt the form-critical studies of Dibe-
lius and Bultmann have meanwhile been superseded in many
respects, and details have been corrected. Even today, how-
ever, their basic methodological approaches are decisive for
the method and the path of modern exegesis. Their basic
components still underlie its historical and theological
judgments—indeed, they have to a great extent virtually
attained the status of dogma.

Dibeljus, like Bultmann, was concerned to overcome the
arbitrary attitude into which critical exegesis had fallen in
its previous phase—of so-called “liberal theology”—in its
judgments about what was “historical” and “unhistorical”.
Both scholars were therefore looking for strictly literary cri-
teria that would explain in a reliable way the process by
which the New Testament text developed and thereby pro-
duce a faithful picture of the process of transmission. For
this reason, both were searching for “pure form” and for
the laws that led from the forms existing at the beginning
to the text as we have it. Dibelius assumed, as if it were
self-evident, the notion that the mystery of history allows
itself to be uncovered when one illuminates the process by
which it became what it is.’? But how do we arrive at the
“beginning” thus postulated and the course established for

'3 Cf. Blank, “Exegese als theologische Basiswissenschaft”, 72. As opposed
to this, Kistner, Stundentrommel, 120, speaks of the “superstition ... that any-
thing and everything can be understood on the basis of its origins”.
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we have to dispute the fundamental notion that is based on
a simple transfer of the evolutionary model from natural
science to the aistory of the mind.

Mental processes do not follow the law of animal geneal-
ogies. In this case, it is frequently the opposite way around:
a great breakthrough is followed by generations of imita-
tors, who bring down the bold new beginning to the banal-
ity of school theories and bury and obscure it until, by way
of many and varied ramifications, it comes to be once more
effective. How questionable the proposed criteria are can
easily be seen in examples: Who would maintain that Clem-
ent of Rome is “more developed” and “more complex”
than Paul? That James is more advanced than the Letter to
the Romans? That the Didache has progressed beyond the
Pastoral Epistles? Let us look at later ages: whole genera-
tions of Thomistic scholars have been unable to sustain the
greatness of his thought; Lutheran orthodoxy is far more
“medieval” than Luther himself. And even between the great,
such a scheme of development cannot be maintained. Greg-
ory the Great, for instance, wrote long after Augustine and
knew his works, but in his writing everything is translated
from the bold view of Augustine into the simplicity of a
believing comprehension. Another example: By what cri-
terion could anyone declare whether Pascal is to be placed
before or after Descartes, which thinker is to be regarded as
more developed? Examples could be produced through the
whole of history. All judgments based on the theory of the
discontinuity of tradition and on the evolutionist assertion
of the priority of the “simple” over the “complex” must
therefore from the outset be challenged as having no real
foundation.

We must now. however, explain in more concrete terms
the criteria used in the attempt to ascertain what is “simple”.
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There are criteria for this with respect to both form and
content. In formal terms, the original forms were sought.
Dibelius found them in the paradigm, the narrative exam-
ple recited orally, which, he said, could be reconstructed as
underlying the sermon. Late forms, on the other hand, were
[he said] the “novelle” (or story), the “legend”, the collec-
tion of narrative material, and the myth.”” Bultmann saw
the pure form as existing in the apophthegm: “The origi-
nal individual piece was succinct and rounded off; the inter-
est was devoted to what Jesus said at the end of the scene;
information about the situation lay far from this form; Jesus
never appeared as initiator. . . . Everything that did not cor-
respond to this form was ascribed by Bultmann to devel-
opment.” *® The arbitrary nature of these rules, which still

“affect theories of development and judgments about what

1s genuine, 1s only too obvious. To be fair, we would have
to say, of course, that they are not so arbitrary as they might
sound when you first hear them. For the identification of
“pure form” is based on an idea, with respect to content,
of what comes first: and we must now test this idea.

We have already met one element of this: the theory of
the priority of the word over the event. This conceals two
other pairs of opposites: the pitting of “word” against cult
and eschatology against apocalypse. Closely connected with
this is the antithesis between Jewish and Hellenistic. For
Bultmann, for instance, the idea of the cosmos, the mysti-
cal adoration of God, and religious worship were Hellenis-
tic. The consequence is simple: What is Hellenistic cannot
be Palestinian and, thus, cannot be original. Whatever has
to do with the cult, with the cosmos, with “mysticism”

H

7 Blank, “Exegese als theologische Basiswissenschaft”, 11-406.
81bid., 8.
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Bousset retained decisive importance.** The second task was
more difficult. Bultmann approached it with his theory of
demythologization, although he was not nearly so success-
ful here as he was with his theories on form and develop-
ment. If we were to characterize somewhat roughly
Bultmann’s way of appropriating Jesus’ message today, we
might say that the Marburg scholar posited a correspon-
dence between the unapocalyptic prophetic element and fun-
damental ideas of the early Heidegger. Being a Christian,
in Jesus’ sense, then substantially coincides with that way of
living in openness and watchfulness that is described in
Heidegger. The question inevitably arose whether one could
not arrive at such general and largely formal statements by
some easier way.??

But what interests us here is not Bultmann the system-
atic theologian, whose influence came in any case to an
abrupt end with the rising tide of Marxism. Here we are
concerned with Bultmann the exegete, who for his part
accounts for a basic consensus on the methodology of aca-
demic exegesis that is still operative. It has become appar-
ent, in our analysis, that Bultmann the exegete is also a
systematic theologian and that his exegetical results are not
the product of historical perception but arise from a net-
work of preliminary systematic choices. Karl Barth was cor-
rect in observing that “Bultmann is an exegete. But I do
not think that one can discuss anything with him in exe-
getical terms, because he is at the same time a systematic
theologian of suzh dimensions that one could hardly deal

* Cf. W. Klatt, Hermann Gunkel—Zu seiner Theologie der Religionsgeschichte
und zur Entstehung der formgeschichtliche Methode (1969).
3 Cf. the questions posed in the debate about demythologizing. The most
important contributions to this discussion have been brought together in the
five volumes of Kerygma und Mythos, ed. H. W, Bartsch (Hamburg, 1948-19553)
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with any text, without certain axioms of his thought becom-
ing immediately apparent, with absolutely everything being
decided by the question of their validity.” **

b. The Philosophical Origins of the Method

At this point the question arises of why, for Dibelius and
Bultmann, their essential categories of judgment—pure form,
the oppositions between Semitic and Greek, cultic and pro-
phetic, apocalyptic and eschatological, and so on—were 5o
convincing that they believed they had before them, in its
purity, the instrument for obtaining historical knowledge.
Why is this network of categories, by and large, assumed
and applied unquestioningly even today? Most of them have
in the meantime become a simple academic certainty, which
precedes any detailed research and appears to be legiti-
mized by its matter-of-course application. Yet what about
those who founded the method? Certainly, Dibelius and
Bultmann were already part of a tradition; we have already
referred to their dependence on Gunkel and Bousset.

Yet what thinking guided them in this process? With this
question, the self-criticism of the historical method passes
into a self-criticism of historical reason, without which our
analysis would get stuck in superficialities. First, we may say
that in the history of religions school of thought, the evolu-
tionary model was transferred to the analysis of biblical texts.
This was an attempt to apply the methods and models of
natural science in the realm of history as well. Bultmann
understood this idea more generally, by attributing to the

24 K. Barth, Kirchliche Dogmatik 111, 2 (1959}, 534: quoted here by Blank,
“Exegese als theologische Basiswissenschaft”, 148,



(9861 “unpuesy) 1yadsy siatyosiojorsuys sapun siadsof Py amydosopyd sap Sunyans
wiaqupy awig isnsaf ayosuoisy sap pun wsyiald a1p uv 2qnv1D 2q aarqoz f oom
1 jo wspenid & pue &ydosonyd urnuey ul punoidyoeq 3 uQ JuUOLsIN
puoksq [uueun(ng =] WIY 10} sem $I1I00$-3PEIW I JO 5InjEU [EDLI0ISTY
—wou ayL,, :LE1 * JJEYdsusssLsIseg 2YDSI30[0aY) S[E asafoxg,, ‘fueld 1D oc

oy ‘pres | se ‘spururop 3] ‘sucnseddns jo 51dnoo ® yim uom
10 A[[ensed uO pPa1lIed 9q JOUUED sndstp & yong ‘[erouas Ul
sapdpourad o1seq mnoqe Andsip Arezodurajuod oY) Yim [eI1IUspl
s1 uonssnb [eonadexa oy 03dsa1 syl Ul ‘803 o213 ul o[nEq
e surewrox 11 9SIMISTIO ‘A[3021100 UO PILIIED 3G IT UED Kem
st ut A[uQ -ereqap eorgdosoqryd € ing ‘SUBLIONTY Suouwre
572Qp T 10U 3IBAY Je ST SIS9FAXS UISPOU INOJE 33TGIP YL
sA103e811q0 Surpee1 Jo puDy STy SIYEU B Aydosormyd a1
it 9218 03 2aeY am o(J ‘A[3091100 210W 2O-——: APUaIIPIP
a1qIg Y2 PESI 9m UED) ISI) 10§17 ST uonsonb feaz 3y T,
4ydosoryd 4q pue Aydosorryd 01 A1035T( JO UOLOMPII ®
‘woydosopyd up aviiosiy ounpal e sjussoxd sisadoxo uidpow
quaixs jeys of Karfes1 ur pausddey asey snu JEYM asodxe
Aeur om UOTYM Aq SPOISU SPUY 3T PUE I[qLg Y3 UL PIjE[L
s1e Aoty Aess a1y pousddey dary JOUUED s3urys 1eYl UondIA
-1 ® ST STY ], "9[qIg 21} PEaI—s931280X9 UIPpOU JO Ioquind
1078018 o1 ‘W [3lm PUB—UUEUN[NY 18U} UONDIIAUOD [EIUIUL
-epuny S} JO SISEQ Y3 UO SI 1] "PIISA0OSIP 9q UED U
-do7eA9p JO SamE[ 950U ‘TRAW 9q A[UO UED JUIAID Y3 WO
uonewepoid 1021p se readde 2s1mIaY30 JyBrur jeyy Buny
-K10ns urejdxa,, 03 SBY 3T ‘I2AMOY 531 33 10 oo ded uet
—quey] Y3 031 spuodsaiiod YOIYm ‘9pmIMIE Jeot3o1orey 083,
ot jo Aarpeurioy 2ind SY3 OIUT MEIPYILM OF SEY UOME[2AI
1873 SUBSOWL SIY3 ‘SUIIS) [ED130]03) OIUT PIJE[SUEL], INID0 30U
-ues oued 1ayjoue uo Jurmuidaq mIU € IO Afjous ay3
quatsPip A[PINUS ST 1EYM TOTIUGED Aq UoIYm UT ‘$90Udds
L0BX2, 93 O ‘qeotndurs st jeym ‘oantsod st 3EYs 01 UOD
-D1I1831 9} SQUIOD STYU3 justenst .M‘NMHOMOUNU 23 Jo wfeslx 31 A1

£11 IDTINOD NI NOLLVIEWd¥dLNI TvOIIdId

'TT-20T {LL61 ‘Ysrunin)
a180j0ay I, uayrsyqsq inzz 3595y "I UT SUONRISPISU0) jueirodull swOs 2Ie 319Y3
‘Mo1A prom jo uousenb oy uQ “(sorpent sie8iag (¢S d) [(neg apsody Sy
2s0qe Afrenioafpeaut paoeyd sIe s1asn-orper pue -A115110375 2y ] ‘Sulssa(q [erans]
~[9IUI PAXTUWIUN UE Se WM sjy JO SSIUSNOIISUOD Y3 sayed ishjeue Arezoduiss
~U0D Y3 ING ‘W IISY) Ul PRIOOI SSIUSNOIISUOD 35[e] & YIlm PIIVI[GE S UIds
SIE SI3IIm JUSWIRISYT, MBN] 2YI ‘SPIOM IIYIO U] "UONEZIANE[SI WO} SUNWILIT
ApSuens surewal ‘rasemoy 4Yuasaud oyl a1y uoneionb suo snf (6961
NI0X moN]) [pumvwiadng ayp fo Luzaoasipay sy puv ArawoS wiapopy sjaduy fo
lowmy 7 ‘19815 g W punoj aIe 122(qns styy UO sasA[RUE JULILIG FWOG

‘A11ATI0® [RUOTIEI SIY JO JUDIUOD ) 10] ‘J[SSWITY I O3 Sey
37 ‘1591 91 10 ‘UOTBUTUIISIOP [BUISID UMO SIY UIlm ‘Tesl
ST JBUM [I1M 10BIUOD SONEW WEUI UOIYsm YInoIy: Yoerd mol
-Ieu 273 ‘Neads 01 Os ‘pIUTEUISI AR YDIYm ‘wOSEaI [Ednserd
J0 sarermasod a3 wr ApoaIrpur A[Uo 31 resy ued oy ‘uewl Aq
pIesy 2q JOUUED J[3s3t Ul 3UIaq JO 9010A I3 Iy 193]y Uy
4q 1noqe 1ydnoiq Aydosorryd ur os3ueys 241 ut o1] 03 sW 03
SUI99S WAISAs ajoym o3 Jo uontsoddnsaid eotydosoqyd ress
oy, yuswdpnl 107 sstzo3ares [enprarpur ay) paonpoid jeys
UOISIOSP JWBUILISAS ‘[IUQUILPUN] AT PUBISISPUN O ISPIO
Ul ‘I19A9M0Y ‘Io73rej dois I9Tpour 0F 01 9ARY S NUIYI |

"s18930X2 JO JSB1 ONI3 9} SUWIEID] YOTYM JO UONINISUOISI I3
‘P2I9A0SIP 9q 03 pey $9559001d [edt10IsTY ‘952 Juryrhioas 10§
‘910J3I973 PUE ‘SI SAemfE 9I9U3 JBYmM U23q 24BY P[NOd 212y L
s Aep03 2oustradxo suosod oferose o3 ur usaddey ou s30p
ye3 Sunpikions paduofeq £10891e0 191387 53 U uswdoPasp
st ur pauredxs 2q 03 pey Auo 1eym 10§ pue pauaddey saey
PINOD 1Y 10J PIEPUEIS JIN[OSQE UE PIISJO 11 ‘PUBY ISYI0
213 uo no 3y3noyl [jom jou pue ondea ‘puUEY SUO Y UO
‘SeA 90USIOS [EINIEU JO MITA PlI0oM 2313 Jo uondaduod syl
‘JNOQe SWED $31103s I[pBITU moy ure[dxs 01 popssu A[uo
2uo ‘uonsonb puokaq Mmou sem ‘90UBISUT 10} ‘SILIOIS S[OBIN
31 JO 1910®IRYD [eDLI0ISIY-UOU Y3 ‘WITY 10] ‘SNYJ "1210BIEyDd
onew3op JO ULy B 90UIIDS [BINIBU JO A31a PHOM PI[[EI-O0S

HOIHIO—NOILIGVIL—IINILIIEDS :qIO0Mm S, A0 7II




114 GOD’S WORD: SCRIPTURE—TRADITION—OFFICE

considered and critical dedication of an entire generation.
Nor can it simply retreat to the Middle Ages or to the
Fathers, setting them in opposition to the spirit of modern
times. And yet it cannot, on the other hand, renounce the
insights of the great believers of all ages, either, and act as
if the history oI thought only seriously began with Kant.
In my view, the more recent debate about the problem of
biblical hermeneutics to a large extent suffers from this restric-
tion of its horizons. Patristic exegesis cannot be dismissed
by labeling it “allegorical”, nor can the philosophy of the
Middle Ages be dispensed with by categorizing it as
“precritical”.

3. Some Basic Elements of a New Synthesis

After pointing cut the task of a self-criticism of the histor-
ical method, we are now confronted by the positive task of
associating its instruments with a better philosophy, one that
contains fewer preset requirements alien to the text, one
that is less arbitrary and offers more presuppositions in favor
of a real listening to the text. This positive endeavor is, no
doubt, even maore difficult than the critical one. I should
like simply to try, at the end of my reflections, to cut a
couple of paths into the thicket, which may perhaps sug-
gest how and where we may find our way here.

1. In the dispute over theological method in his time,
Gregory of Nyssa urged the theological rationalist, Euno-
mius, not to confuse theology with physiology (Beohoyeiv is
not ¢uooroyely,.*” “The mystery of theology is one thing,

*7 Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium 10, ed. W. Jaeger, 227, 26 (PG 45,
828C); see also Hom. 11 in Cant., PG 44, 1013. C.E. Kistner, Stundentrommel,

BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION IN CONFLICT 11§

and the science of nature another”, he says. You cannot, he
says, “enclose within a child’s hand, as it were, the uncom-
passable nature of God”. Gregory is alluding thereby to 2
famous saying of Zeno, “The open hand is perception, the
closing hand is intellectual assent, the hand completely closed
upon the object is the judgment of the understanding, the
hand clasped by the other hand is systematic science.”
Modern exegesis, as we have seen, has relegated God to the
wholly incomprehensible, other-worldly, and, thereby, for-
ever ineffable, but only so as then to be able to treat the
text of the Bible itself as something entirely worldly, fol-
lowing methods from natural science. It practices ¢uoLoroyewy
toward the text; it lays claim, as “critical” scholarship, to a
precision and a certainty similar to those of natural science.

This claim 1s false, because it is based on a failure to
recognize the dynamics and the depth of the word. Only
when we take from it its own character as word and forc-
ibly stretch it on the framework of a few fundamental hypoth-
eses are we able to subject it to such exact rules. In this
connection, R. Guardini talked about the false certainty of
modern interpretation, “which has produced the most sig-
nificant isolated results but has lost its proper subject and
has thereby ceased to be theology at all”.*® In contrast, a

117, expresses it quite similarly: “. .. anyone can feel it: science and the results
of research fall away, in comparison with what those wood-carvers thought
out unscientifically. The gains have been obtained fraudulently and are mea-
ger. The organ used by those others who were searching was the more noble
of the two: an eye—whereas historical research is only something for grasp-
ing. It wants to ‘grasp’ things; it says so itself.”

**That is how H.U. von Balthasar expresses it, in his introduction to
Gregor von Nyssa, Der versiegelte Quell: Auslegung des Hohen Liedes, 3rd ed.
(Einsiedeln, 1984), 17.

**R.. Guardini, Das Christusbild der paulinischen und johanneischen Schriften,
2nd ed. (Wiirzburg, 1961), 14. The reflections about methodelogy that Guardini
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and perceptions, bears within himself nonetheless the long-
ing to break out and carries in himself the pointer toward
unending love. And it is just here that God shows himself
within man’s own self. He himself is a mirror of God, and
whenever he perceives himself completely, he perceives more
than himself: the reflection of the pure light within him.
Man cannot in fact transcend himself, but God can enter
into him. In the dynamic of his being, man can at the same
time go beyond himself, he becomes more like God, and
resemblance is knowledge—we know what we are, no more
and no less. With this comes a second idea in Gregory: this
entering of Goc into man took a historical form in the
Incarnation. The individual human monads are forced open
in the new agent, the new Adam. God wounds the soul—
the Son is this wound, and we are thereby laid open. The
new agent, the Adam who is becoming one in the Church,
1s in touch with the Son and, thus, with the threefold God
himself, from within.?* Thomas Aquinas framed these two
ideas in metaphysical terms in the principles of analogy and
participation anc thus made possible an open philosophy,
which is able to accept the biblical phenomenon in all its
radicalism. We nzed to think further in the direction of an
open philosophy of that kind today, in contrast to the dog-
matism of a world view supposedly based on natural sci-
ence, in order to rediscover the presuppositions for an
understanding of the Bible. 3$

3. Accordingly, the relationship between event and word
must be seen in a new light. For Dibelius, Bultmann, and
the mainstream of modern exegetics, the event is something

?¢Von Balthasar, irtroduction to Gregor von Nyssa, Der versiegelte Quell,
10-24.

**There is a wealth of material on this in Arias, Thomas von Aquin, esp.
pp. 192—206.

4,
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irrational; it lies in the realm of sheer facticity, which is
made up of chance and necessity. The fact, then, as such,
cannot be a vehicle of meaning. Meaning lies only in the
word, and when events themselves seem to be vehicles of
meaning, they must be regarded as illustrations of the word
and as referring back to it. Judgments resulting from this
starting point are indeed to a large degree convincing to
people nowadays, corresponding to our contemporary struc-
tures of plausibility, yet they are by no means necessarily
based on the structure of reality itself. They are self-evident
only on the presupposition that the methodological prin-
ciple used in natural science, that everything that occurs
can be explained causally, on the basis of purely immanent
functional connections, is not only valid as a method, but
is true in itself. Then, indeed, there is only “chance and
necessity —mnothing else: then we may regard facts simply
as bruta facta. Yet something that is useful as a2 methodolog-
ical principle in natural science is no more than a platitude
as a philosophical principle and an absurdity as a theological
principle. In this case, if even for the sake of scientific curi-
osity, experiments must be undertaken with precisely the
contrary principle: that something else can also be the case.

Here again, Thomas Aquinas, who sums up the philo-
sophical thinking of more than a millennium and a half,
may serve to suggest the opposite kind of model. For him,
it is the case that nature, the heavenly bodies, things in gen-
eral, life, and time follow a course—that is, a movement
directed toward a goal. When things have reached their goal,
then we can discover the true meaning that lay hidden, so
to speak, within them. This meaning, which comes to light
at the end of the movement, transcends whatever mearning
might be revealed in the individual sections of the course
followed. “This new meaning thus presupposes the existence
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too, the denial of any interconnected meaning then leads
to methodological arbitrariness. One of the tasks of any
appropriate interpretation is that of recognizing the inner
self-transcendence of the historical word in question and
thereby the inner correctness of rereadings in which the
Bible event and meaning are progressively intertwined with
one another. Methods can and must be found that corre-
spond to this task. In this sense the exegetical maxim of
Thomas Aquinas holds true, “It is the task of the good inter-
preter to look, not at the words, but at the meaning.” 43
4. In order to show the basis for the self-transcending of
individual Scripture passages within the whole and to ren-
der the process methodologically accessible, tradition has
formulated a second principle, over and above that of being
christologically centered: The “christological” view is sup-
plemented by a genuinely “theological” view, in the strict
sense of the word.** That means that all of what is said in
Scripture is human utterance and has to be interpreted as
such in the first :nstance. Yet these human utterances are
based on “revelation”, that is to say, on being touched by
an experience which goes beyond the writer’s own inven-
tory of experience. God is speaking through human words,
and thus arises the strange incongruity between the con-
crete words and the One from whom they come. In con-
temporary theological language, it is customary to call the
Bible simply “revelation”. That would never have occurred
to people in the past. Revelation is a dynamic process
between God and man, which consistently becomes reality
only in an encounter. The biblical word bears witness to

43 “Officium est en:m boni interpretis non considerare verba, sed sen-
sum.” In Matt. XXVIL, I, no. 2321, ed. R. Cai (Turin and Rome, 1951),
358; cf. Arias, Thomas von Aquin, 161.

¢4 Cf. Arias, Thomas von Aquin, 153~262.
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the revelation but does not contain it in such a way that
the revelation is completely absorbed in it and could now
be put in your pocket like an object. The Bible bears wit-
ness to the revelation, and yet the concept of revelation as
such goes beyond that. In practical terms, this means that a
passage can signify more than its author himself was able to
conceive in composing it.*> That is of course true of great
poetic texts, and it is with even stronger reason true of the
biblical word. There is a surplus of meaning in an individ-
ual text, going beyond its immediate historical setting, and
that is why there was the possibility of taking it up in 2
new historical context and setting it within a wider matrix
of signification—the right of “rereading” it.

That is why Scripture as 2 whole has its own status; it 1s
more than a text pieced together from what the individual
authors may have intended to say, each in his own histor-
ical setting. We still do not yet possess the whole, even if
we have all the constituent parts. Therefore, what M. Buber
relates about his work with E Rosenzweig on their joint
translation of the Bible should be valid for interpretation.
They paid close attention to the layers of sources that have
now been detected, to which they referred with the usual
abbreviations. Yet they did not, after all, want to translate
individual voices; what was ultimately decisive for them was
the concrete entirety of the biblical text, to which they

45 On this point I must refer to my analysis of the concept of revelation in
Bonaventure’s thought: J. Ratzinger, The Theology of History in St. Bonaven-
ture, trans. Zachary Hayes, O.EM., 2nd ed. (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press,
1989) $7-59; and to 2 few references in my lecture, “Buchstabe und Geist
des Zweiten Vatikanums in den Konzilsreden von Kardinal Frings”, Interna-
tionale kath. Zeitschrift 16 (1987): 251—65. See also K. Rahner and }. Rat-
zinger, Revelation and Tradition, trans. W.J. O’Hara (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1965), 35~39.
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Church. Such a supposed direct apprehension of the purely
historical can only lead to mistaken conclusions. The first
requisite for any exegesis is that of taking the Bible as one
book. If this is done, then exegesis has already taken up a
position that caanot follow from purely literary consider-
ations. It has recognized this literature to be the product of
a coherent histary and this history to be the proper place
for an understanding of it. If exegesis wishes to be theol-
ogy, it must go a step farther: it must recognize that the
faith of the Church is the kind of sympathy without which
the text remains a closed book. It must recognize this faith
as a hermeneutic key, as a locus of understanding that does
not do dogmatic violence to the Bible, but offers the only
chance we have of allowing it to be itself.

And thereby we have come back to our starting point.
The dead ends of the critical method have once more made
it clear that any understanding demands someone who
understands—the key, without which a text has nothing to
say to the present day. Bultmann’s great achievement remains
that of showing clearly how necessary hermeneutics are,
even if he remained trapped in presuppositions that to a
large extent invalidate his solutions. Perhaps the problems
of current attempts can help us to understand again that
faith is in fact the spirit from which the Scriptures were
born and, hence, the only door by which we may enter
into them.




