
Chapter 5 

Hermeneutics and theology 

Theology, as the German theologian Karl Barth once said, is a 
human word about God's word. Theology, in other words, 
interprets divine revelation. This is especially the case for the 
three major monotheistic or Abrahamic religions (Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam), the so-called 'religions of the book'. For 
these faiths, religious identity and daily living depend on divine 
revelation as collected in a sacred text. The Jewish Torah, the 
Christian Bible, and the Quran are believed to be divine 
revelations, and therefore have binding authority and define 
communal life. In all three religions exists a natural kinship 
between divine and human law, since believers hold that God 
reveals laws for righteous living, some of which became part of 
modern civic law. Together with jurisprudence, theology is thus 
one of the classic hermeneutic disciplines that demonstrate the 
intrinsic practical dimension ofinterpret1ttion: how does the law 
or God's revealed will apply to our present concerns? Neither 
the legal nor the theological interpreter is satisfied with a mere 
historical, descriptive understanding of the text. Only in 
application does the text do its work as law or proclamation. 

Hermeneutics and divine inspiration 

A central hern1eneutic issue in theology is the relation of divine 
revelation to human understanding. All three Abrahamic religions 
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believe in a divinely inspired text. Does a divinely inspired text 
require interpretation? Interpretation, we have argued, entails the 
faithful translation of what someone has said about a certain 
matter into our own meaning context. The interpreter is 
essentially a mediator who relates the meaning of another's 
communication to present circumstances. Understanding what 
someone says to me cannot be merely the ability to repeat word 
for word a sentence or a text. Rather, when I have understood 
something, I can put its meaning into my own words. 

Divine inspiration, however, seems contrary to hermeneutics. Does 
not inspiration ensure the absolute clarity of God's revelation by 
avoiding any human mediation? If indeed God dictates every word 
to a prophet or apostle, then we have the one place that is exempt 
from interpretation. If divine inspiration is indeed dictation, the 
original human recipient merely channels God's truth without 
any understanding. Such divine dictation, however, also affects 
how later readers approach the text. Belief in inspiration 
without mediation through human understanding encourages 
fundamentalism. If a sacred text itself is deemed perfect and 
unalterable, believers ai·e prone to disregard the historical context of 
prophecies, or pay no attention to literary genres. The result is that 
only a strictly literalist reading counts as the straightforward and 
faithful access to revelation. Most imp01tantly, if interpretation 
inescapably filters a text through the reader's own cultural horizon, 
fundamentalists' disregard for their own historical context will 
virtually ensure that they read their own predilections into the text. 
Consider, for example, the fundamentalist reading of the creation 
story in Genesis as literalist scientific account rather than as 
mythological narrative about the human condition. What, howeve1· 
does inspiration entail in the three religions? 

Inspiration and Judaism 

Ancient Jewish prophets were 'filled by God's Spirit', when 
speaking for God, and traditionalists hold that the first five books 
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'fusion of horizons'. Not only does the Christian interpreter have 

to reconstruct God's own self-interpretation within 1st-century 

Middle Eastern culture and history, but he also has to translate 

what the text says into his own life context determined by modern 

preconceptions and concerns. Awareness of both contexts is 

necessary for a faithful interpretation. 

The importance of tradition 

Hermeneutic philosophy insists on the importance of tradition for 

understanding. Hans-Georg Gadamer, as noted, emphasized 

tradition as the medium that shapes our consciousness and thus 

connects us to the past. The interpretation of religious texts puts 

historical flesh on this hermeneutic claim. Even adherents of 

verbal inspiration will have to admit the indispensable role of 

community and tradition for interpretation. As we shall see, the 

Quran itself, though held to be unmediated dictation, still requires 

interpretation through tradition. Similarly, the framework of 

meaning within which the collection of biblical writings is read is 

based on the religious community's beliefs and expectations about 

God's relation with them. This framework itself is based on the 

history of interpretation within this community and its collective 

religious experience as it developed over time. In short, what the 

Bible means is inseparable from the interpreters, who over time 

and as members of a community canonized the texts and 

contributed to their definite contours of meaning. Just as the 

Hebrew Bible is only what it is based on tradition, so the Christian 

Bible is read as Bible only within the tradition of the church. This, 

of course, is precisely Gadamer's point about historically effected 

consciousness and tradition being positive forces for 

understanding. 

Tradition and the Hebrew Bible 

Many scholars agree that what we hold in our hands today as the 

Hebrew Bible is the result of a dynan1ic process ofrecording and 
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interpreting narratives by scribes who collected oral or written 

accounts, compiled them, and wove them into coherent 

narratives; this dynamic process, called redaction, means that 

interpretation played an intrinsic role in the very origin of the 

Bible. This process was intensified in 587 BCE, when Israel was 

conquered by the Babylonian empire, the temple at Jerusalem 

destroyed, and the majority of Israelites deported to Babylon. 

Without the-temple, the Torah, consisting of the essential 

historical narratives and laws together with their interpretations 

mostly by teachers called 'rabbis', became central to the identity 

and life of the Jewish community. Even after the restoration of 

Jerusalem and the temple, following Israel's return half a century 

later, the lasting shock of the Babylonian captivity was likely 

responsible for the increasing codification of the Hebrew Bible or 

Tanalch ( completed between 3rd and 2nd century BCE) and of the 

long tradition ofrabbinic oral commentary on the Bible, called the 

Talmud. Most biblical scholars agree that during this post-exilic 

period, the biblical narrative was consciously reshaped to answer 

Israel's gnawing questions in light of the exile: 'why did this 

happen to us?' and 'are we still the chosen people of God?' 

A typical example ofredactive re-interpretations ofbiblical texts 

within an ongoing tradition occurs in the book of Chronicles. In an 

earlier narrative, the prophet Nathan assured King David that his 

dynasty would last: 'your house and your kingdom shall be made 

sure forever before me' (2 San1. 7:16). Post-exilic writers staring at 

the rather meager replacement of Solomon's (David's son's) temple 

knew for a fact that Nathan's prediction had not come about. The 

redactor of Chronicles solves that problem by shifting the emphasis 

from David's house to God's house: 'I will confirm him in my house 

and in my kingdom forever, and his throne will be established 

forever' (1 Chron. 7-14). God, in other words, has not forsaken 

Israel, because David's kingdom was merely a symbol for what God 

would ultimately accomplish through the Davi die line; God will 

put his man on the throne in good time and vindicate Israel. The 

old text thereby gains a new and forward-looking aspect. 
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evaluation is impossible because the historian selects facts based 

on some tacit belief about their relevance. 

No doubt, biblical interpretation has benefited immensely from 

historical criticism. Archaeological finds, source criticism 

(discerning the socio-historical origin and compilation process of 

texts) and form cliticism (determining literary conventions of 

form and meaning) have greatly enriched modern understanding 

of biblical matelial. At the same time, however, and all too often, 

the supposed objective historical interpretation read its own 

modern predilections into the text in the name of objective 

scholarship. Many historians and biblical interpreters today agree 

with the hermeneutic insight that the historical reconstruction of 

the past is never neutral, but depends necessarily on the web of 

significance within which the historian locates the facts. 

If all interpretation thus depends on prior beliefs about reality, the 

historical critic's superior authority collapses together with his 

appeal to a purely scientific reading of the text. Theological 

readings of biblical texts can no longer be dismissed out of hand. 

Moreover, scholars now also realize that the rationalist premise of 

historical criticism can readily fall prey to the same literalism that 

characterizes fundamentalist readings. Unlike pre-modem belief 

in a multi-layered meaning of words and texts, Rationalism and 

Fundamentalism share the san1e non-hermeneutic view of truth, 

fuelled by their obsession for the one true interpretation. 

Beyond historical criticism: Barth, Bultmann, 
and Bonhoeffer 

Early in the 20th century, Karl Barth (1886-1968) called for a 

return to theological interpretation. In his famous commentary on 

the book of Romans (1918), Barth attacked historical criticism's 

philosophical assumptions and championed reading the Bible 

once again as God's direct address to humanity. Barth insisted that 

academic historical criticism had recast the Bible in the image of 
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accepted modem categories of meaning. This narrow interpretive 

grid prevented the text from conveying its divine message in 

freedom and with authority. Another important theological 

figure to wrestle with the question of how a modern mind can 

understand an ancient sacred text was the German Lutheran 

theologian Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976). 

Bultmann complained that Barth merely asserted the Bible as God's 

word, but failed to address the hermeneutic problem of mediating 

between ancient and modern worldviews. Ancients had believed in 

spirits, demons, miracles, and the cosmology of a pre-scientific age; 

modems believed in empirical science and technology. Bultmann 

asked, what does the New Testament mean for us today quite 

independently of its mythological setting? Theology, he argued, 

must undertake the hermeneutic task of stripping biblical truth 

'from its mythical framework, essentially "demythologizing" it'. 

Yet Bultmann's own interpretation relied heavily on the existential 

philosophy of Martin Heidegger, and ended up reducing the 

gospel to an inner transformation marked by authentic living in 

freedom, by a 'self-commitment in faith and love'. The Lutheran 

theologian and Nazi-resister Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-45) 

agreed with Bultmann that Barth's theology avoided the 

hermeneutic mediation of past and present. Bonhoeffer disagreed, 

however, with Bultmann's reduction of the gospel to an 'inner 

self-commitment', because it obscured the Bible's comprehensive 

vision of this present world as belonging to God. 

This vision required not mere inner piety but included political 

responsibility, and therefore denied what one particular group of 

Protestants calling themselves 'German Christians', then firmly 

believed, namely that one could be a good Christian and a good 

Nazi at the same time. Bonhoeffer who stood for the opposing 

'confessing Church', recognized that how Christians interpret 

the Bible matters greatly for their understanding of political 

responsibility and their willingness to resist political tyranny. 

95 

.. 
:, 
.. 
C: 

" 

:, 
D. 

� 

:T 
" 
0 

IC 
< 



::, 

., 

" 
:c 

Some recent hermeneutic trends 

In the 20th century, hermeneutic philosophy has increasingly
influenced Christian theology in particular. The British theologian
Anthony Thiselton (1937-), for example, did much to introduce
English speaking scholars to the philosophical hermeneutics
described in Chapters 2 and 3. Phenomenology and hermeneutics 

also played a large role in Catholic thought, and Eastern Orthodox
scholars such as Andrew Louth (1944-) have drawn extensively 011 

Gadamer's hermeneutics to argue for a return to theological
interpretation. Theological interpretation treats the Bible as the
book of the church and therefore as more than a historical or
literary document. A theological hermeneutics 'concerns the role
of Scripture in the faith and formation of persons and church
communities'.

In recent decades, greater awareness of interpretive
presuppositions has led to three major hermeneutic models that
respect the integrity of biblical texts and are more conducive
t� theological hermene�tics. The first is 'narrative theology',
p10neered by the Yale theologian Hans Frei (1922-88). Inspired
by Karl Barth, Frei wanted the text to speak with its own
theological voice. This hermeneutic respects the plain and
narrative presentations of the biblical texts as coherent wholes
and establishes their 'literal sense' with reference to the biblicai
narrative, before worrying about any other application to the
present. For these reasons, Frei rejected Gadamer's insistence on
applicatory reading (see Chapter 2), and believed we must first
objectively establish the plain meaning of the text before
evaluating its significance for us.

Historical criticism itself is also undergoing a shift away from a
purely scientific to a more literary approach. The Old Testan1ent
scholar John Barton (1948-), for example, retooled traditional
historical criticism by arguing against the caricature of historical
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critics as scientists, who dissect the text dispassionately. Rather,
biblical scholars are simply literary critics who, without any
theological commitment to view the Bible as God's word,
appreciate its literary quality and narrative unity. This updated
historical criticism still dismisses, however, the hermeneutic claim
that understanding a text entails its translation into the present
by fusing past and present horizons. Rather, 'meaning before
application' is the motto of the critical exegete, who understands
first what the text meant and then applies that meaning to
modern issues.

A third, more hermeneutic approach is canonical cliticism
advanced by Yale Old Testament scholar Brevard Childs
(1923-2007). Fully aware that no object of investigation is simply
'given', canonical criticism consciously adopts the histolically
developed, received biblical canon and the apostolic rule of faith
as the hermeneutic whole that determines the meaning of
individual texts. Canonical criticism affirms the henueneutic
claim that neither authorial intent, nor a text's meaning for an
original audience, is normative. Rather it looks to the communal
intent that guided canon formation. Not unlike pre-modern
readers, canonical interpreters take a broad view of divine
inspiration. They reject the fundamentalist belief that every
single word of the text is divinely inspired, and rather speak of
general divine guidance in canon formation, allowing for the
characteristic marks and frailties of human authorship. Aside
from Canonical Criticism, interest in theological readings of the
Bible in the context of the church has markedly increased among
Catholic and Evangelical scholars in Britain and North America.
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