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(ENTIRE BOOK) Paul Ricoeur presents a hermeneutics of biblical interpretation from his
position as a philosopher, aided by Lewis Mudge' s clarification of Ricoeur’ s thought.

Forward
The editor offers an account of the origin and development of this book.

Introduction by Lewis S. Mudge

As aphilosopher Ricoeur attempts to devel op a hermeneutical phenomenology of biblical
interpretation that takes seriously the metaphorically symbolic language of the Bible while asking
iIf it istrue, how we can tell, and how we can receiveit.

Chapter 1. Preface to Bultmann

The hermeneutic problem in Christianity isthat it seeks an interpretation of atext that isitself an
interpretation of the kerygma, which in turn is a proclamation about God in Christ. Ricoeur enters
adialectic with Bultmann’s hermeneutic that includes references to del ubac, Jonas, Kant,
Hermann, Barth, Dilthey, Heidegger, Frege, Husserl and L uther.

Chapter 2. Toward a Hermeneutic of the |dea of Revelation

The author evolves a hermeneutics of Revelation by entering into a dialectic between the concept
of biblical revelation as seen in various types of biblical discourse, and the concept of
philosophical reason that engages classical and contemporary philosophy in their own categories.

Chapter 3: The Hermeneutics of Testimony

In seeking a philosophy of testimony that can accommodate a concept of the absolute, Ricoeur
explores the semantic difficulties involved and concludes that such a philosophy can only be a
hermeneutics, that is, a philosophy of interpretation.

Chapter 4. Freedom in the Light of Hope
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The concept of religious freedom has philosophical respectability only through a hermeneutics of
hope based on the eschatology of the kerygma and the resurrection.

Paul Ricoeur's Reply to Lewis S. Mudge

Responding to Mudge' s attempt to provide a coherent overview of hiswritings, Ricouer offers
clarifications that trace the paths of his thinking.
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Forward

For students of the theory and practice of biblical interpretation, Paul
Ricoeur’ s work grows in importance. Philosopher without a theological
degree, Christian unencumbered by ecclesiastical occupation, advocate
of reform in the French universities and confidant of students and
workers during the Paris uprisings of spring 1968, professor in the
Faculty of Arts at Paris-Nanterre, successor to Paul Tillich at the
University of Chicago, Paul Ricoeur has produced a series of books and
articles which today provoke intense discussion among those who
struggle to "make sense" of the way the Bible might speak now to
humankind and to the Church.

This small anthology, with critical introduction, is designed to make
Ricoeur’ s thinking on biblical hermeneutics available to awider
audience than has up to now been part of the dialogue. Ricoeur has
written few works for a general readership. He has written no single
work which comes close to summing up all facets of his thought on the
interpretation of the Bible. Many of his most important essays on the
subject are available only in learned journals or in anthologies
substantially devoted to other topics. The materials gathered here are
selected for readability, pertinence to the topic, interconnectedness, and
coverage of arepresentative range of issues. The editor’s Introduction
attempts to discover interconnections between Ricoeurian hermeneutical
themes, to sketch their philosophical frame of reference, and to lift up
their importance for the actual practice of interpretation today. The
Introduction follows the thread of thought in the anthol ogized essays
with cross-referencing to these and other Ricoeurian texts.
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The editor participated in Professor Ricoeur’ s seminars on imagination
and intersubjectivity in Paris during the academic year 1973-74, while
on a sabbatical |eave for which he thanks the Trustees of Amherst
College. He has been active in the Ricoeur group of the American
Academy of Religion. After coming to McCormick Theological
Seminary, he was invited by the Chicago Cluster of Theological Schools
to lead a faculty seminar on Ricoeur’ s hermeneutics Many of the ideas
in the Introduction as well as selections under consideration for
inclusion in the volume, were first tried out in the latter context.

The editor wishesto thank David Pellauer and Brad de Ford both former
graduate student assistants to Ricoeur at the Divinity School of the
University of Chicago, for their helpful suggestions concerning the
introduction, and for access to manuscript materials. A version of the
introduction was presented as a paper at the Chicago Society for
Biblical Research in October 1978, and later published in revised form
in the Society’ sjournal, Biblical Research, for Fall 1979. It is used here
by permission Professor Ricoeur himself has been graciously helpful
from the time of hisoriginal permission for this Project to its
publication, and has provided an illuminating reply to the introduction
for which the Editor is grateful.

The editor thanks Northwestern University Press for permission to use
the essays "Preface to Bultmann” translated by Peter McCormick, and
"Freedom in the Light of Hope," translated by Robert Sweeney, both
originally published in The Conflict of Interpretations. He also thanks
Harvard Theological Review for permission to republish "Toward a
Hermeneutic of the Idea of Revelation," translated by David Pellauer
and Anglican Theological Review for permission to reprint "The
Hermeneutics of Testimony," translated by David Stewart and Paul
Reagan. No attempt has been made to harmonize renderings of terms
which differ slightly from one translator to another.

Sue Armendariz has cheerfully typed and retyped different versions of
the Introduction | am grateful for her decoding abilities and for her
accuracy.

Chicago

June 1980
Lewis S. Mudge
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Introduction by Lewis S. Mudge

"Beyond the desert of criticism, we wish to be called again."1

So wrote Paul Ricoeur toward the end of The Symbolism of Evil (1960).
Thislonging is shared today by the many for whom historical-critical
method remains indispensable, but at the same time insufficient to bring
us to a"post-critical moment" of openness to the biblical summons. Is
there an intellectually responsible way through the critical sands, always
shifting, sometimes abrasive, to an oasis where bedrock, with its springs
of water for the spirit, once again appears?

|. THE PROMISE OF HISWORK

Ricoeur’ s commitments, associations, perspective, and program
combine to make us turn to him with hope. "Listener to the Christian
message,"2 occasional preacher,3 dialoguer with biblical scholars,
theologians, and specialistsin the history of religions,4 Ricoeur is above
all aphilosopher committed to constructing as comprehensive a theory
as possible of the interpretation of texts.® A thoroughly modern man (if
not, indeed, a neo-Enlightenment figure) in his determination to think
"within the autonomy of responsible thought,"6 Ricoeur finds it
nonethel ess consistent to maintain that reflection which seeks, beyond
mere calculation, to "situate [us] better in being,"” must arise from the
mythical, narrative, prophetic, poetic, apocalyptic, and other sorts of
texts in which human beings have avowed their encounter both with evil
and with the gracious grounds of hope.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1770 (1 of 37) [2/4/03 3:03:39 PM]


http://www.religion-online.org/

Essays on Biblical Interpretation

Ricoeur’ s work approximates positions often seen as poles apart. With
biblical "conservatives' he shares reverence for the sense of the given
text, the "last" text.8 He is not concerned to draw inferences from the
text to its underlying history, to the circumstances of writing, to the
spiritual state of the authors, or even to the existential encounter
between Jesus and his followers.® Indeed, Ricoeur, in his own way,
takes the New Testament for what it claims to be: "testimony"10 to the
transforming power of the Resurrection. Moreover, al the literary
genres of the Bible, not just certain passages of special theological
import, are mediafor this "revelation."11

On the other hand, Ricoeur attracts "liberals." With them, he opposes
every form of "dogmatic mythology,"12 political or ecclesiastical
authoritarianism, intellectual obscurantism or false consciousness.
Moreover, he shares the liberal concern that interpreters of the Bible
should be in dialogue with all that has gone on in "the great romance of
culture"13 and al that is happening in contemporary experience, in
Ricoeur’ s hands interpretation is always confronted with the perspective
of "counter disciplines': physiology, psychoanalysis sociology,
anthropology, linguistics, the history of philosophy. 14 The sense of the
text istaken serioudly in the midst of other constructions of the human
condition that enter into dialogue with it.

In this writer, then, we have a combination of elements which could be
fruitful in assisting a critical, yet post-critical, biblical theology into
being. But the expectations we bring to Ricoeur’ s work must not betray
us into holding him responsible for matters outside his professional
vocation. Ricoeur’ s chosen task is not the exposition of the Bible within
the community of faith. It is, rather, the rational clarification of human
existence in the world. The famous "wager" to which Ricoeur has given
currency is aphilosophical wager that, following “the indication of
symbolic thought," "I shall have a better understanding of man and of
the bond between the being of man and the being of all beings." And, he
continues"| bet at the same time that my wager will be restored to mein
the power of reflection, in the element of coherent discourse."1° Y et
biblical texts play an indispensable role in this philosophical program.
They, above all, provide the "indication" out of which Ricoeur’s thought
comes.

We must not expect, however, that reading Ricoeur will be an
experience comparable, say, to reading Paul Tillich. Tillich the
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theologian addressed himself directly to problems of faith. Moreover, he
often did thisin away accessible to the general reader, or at least to the
student of religion or theology. Ricoeur, particularly of late, has written
mainly about philosophical problems for the philosophically trained. His
contributions to biblical hermeneutics must be extracted from these
sometimes difficult writings. The difficulties of Ricoeur’ s writing stem
from his single-minded pursuit, with appropriate terminology, of
whatever intellectual issueis at hand, often beginning somewhere near
the middle of the argument. Seldom does he pause to take stock, or to
explain his overall perspective. Often his essays and lectures traverse a
field of complex alusion. Woe to the reader who does not at first
recognize the set of concerns packed into such a phrase as a post-
Hegelian interpretation of Kant." He or she will not be told: at |east not
outright, although the context will help. The field of reference which is
Ricoeur’ sintellectual habitation ranges over the whole history of
Western philosophy. Perhaps the most commonly mentioned names are
Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger, Spinoza, Gabriel Marcel
and Karl Jaspers are not far behind. One meets some theologically
famous names, too: Rudolf Bultmann Karl Barth, Gerhard von Rad,
Jurgen Moltmann, and others.

The theologically concerned reader of Ricoeur will be helped if he or
she can see some paths through the philosophical thickets, some
relations between the different Ricoeurian ideas, some connections with
familiar intellectual landmarks. This essay is designed to assist. In the
work of this uncompromising thinker, who isalso in hisown way a
believer, we may find important clues to unraveling the conundrums of
contemporary consciousness, and particularly to understanding how
people today may be "called again" by texts which, to their surprise,
summon them to reckon with realities whose existence they had
forgotten.

II. THE PROBLEM AND THE PROJECT

We are deaf to the Word today. Why? The root of the problem, for
Ricoeur, liesin ageneral loss of sensitivity to symbolic language in
modern Western civilization. We construe the world in terms of the
Cartesian dichotomy between the self as sovereign consciousness on the
one hand, and an objectivized, manipulable nature on the other. We
conceive ourselves as authors of our own meaning and being, set in the
midst of aworld there for usto interrogate, manipulate, and control. We
make language our instrument in this project in away that sees artful
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eguivocation, richness of meaning, or metaphysical range as aliability
to be overcome rather than a gift to be treasured. We dismiss realms of
meaning beyond the literal either as confusion to be cleared up by the
logician or as emotional embellishment to be kept in check. It is hard for
us to see scriptural language, full asit is of figure, metaphor, vision, and
myth, as having to do with redlity.

What lies behind this literalism? Not merely the need of science and
technology for precise terminology. The language of empirical inquiry
has its indispensable place. Behind our deafness to biblical language,
rather, lies the fear that such language alienates us from our hard-won
modern autonomy and freedom. Ricoeur repeatedly refersto atriad of
writers, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, who have taught us to suspect that
religious language may not mean what it appearsto say at all: that it
may be a coded version of something else of which we would prefer not
to be aware. The problems we have with the mythological vehicle of the
scriptural message, with the cultural distance between ourselves and the
biblical texts, are relatively surmountable in comparison with the fear,
before we even begin to "trandlate" scriptural language into modern
terms, that there may be nothing behind it but the ideol ogizing of the
class status of its authors, the resentment felt by losersin a power
struggle, the outcome of oedipal conflicts in persons whose desires are
repressed by cultural prohibitions. And even if scriptural languageis
somehow exempt from such suspicious reductionisms, we suspect our
own hidden motivesfor cleaving to it. Details of the Marxian,
Nietzschian, and Freudian criticisms have since been revised, and even
discredited, on economic, anthropological, or psychological grounds.
But in their basic thrust and convergence, these thinkers have become
part of our culture. They still accuse us and all transcendence-language
users, of "false consciousness." Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud continue to
have power for us indeed, because they are instigators of a positive
affirmation of the human which we are bound, if we are honest, to
respect. In different ways they seek to overcome the domination-
submission-alienation syndrome of which religious language in the past
has been a vehicle. In this they both anticipate and echo Feuerbach, who
taught that we, by articulating our consciousness in religious language,
are in fact emptying our human substance into an illusory absolute.
Theologically, we should call thisidolatry. Hence we are bound to agree
that any new articulation of faith must pass through and beyond the
"hermeneutics of suspicion," not slide around it.

But how is this to be done? There are many contemporary forms of
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protest against unidimensional interpretations of the human, against the
insistence that all properly cognitive discourse must reflect a univocal
subject-object Cartesian mentality. Many of these forms of protest are
theories of the interpretation of the signs human beings produce in the
business of being human: poems, dreams fantasies myths, works of art,
patterns of culture, and so on. The trouble is that there are today so
many conflicting theories of the interpretation of human signs that we
do not know where to begin. The debate about the symbolic dimension
of expression, about the relation between literal and figurative uses of
language, is an academic battleground. The realm of language, Ricoeur
writes,

"is an areatoday where al philosophical investigations cut across one
another. . . Language is the common meeting ground of Wittgenstein's
investigations, the English linguistic philosophy, the phenomenology
that stems from Husserl, Heidegger’ s investigations, the works of the
Bultmannian school and other schools of New Testament exegesis, the
works of comparative history of religion and of anthropology
concerning myth, ritual, and belief — and finally, psychoanalysis."16

We livein atimein which there are many different realms of
hermeneutical discourse isolated from each other, a"conflict of
interpretations” of human expression no one of which can grasp the
human condition as awhole. Thus Ricoeur must not only seek, through
his own hermeneutic, to open our earsto the scriptural call. He must
work out histheory of interpretation in dialogue with a hundred others.
He must search for something like a"unified field theory" of the
explication and understanding of texts.

An early program for his attempt to do this appearsin the final chapter
of The Symbolism of Evil. Ricoeur there proposes a philosophical
analysis of symbolic and metaphoric language intended to help us reach
a"second naivete" before such texts.1” The latter phrase, which Ricoeur
has made famous, suggests that the "first naivete," an unquestioned
dwelling in aworld of symbol, which presumably came naturally to men
and women in one-possibility cultures to which the symbols in question
were indigenous, is no longer possible for us. But we may approximate
that state — of course with a difference.

"For the second immediacy that we seek and the second naivete that we
await are no longer accessible to us anywhere elsethanina
hermeneutics, we can believe only by interpreting. It is the "modern”
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mode of belief in symbols, an expression of the distress of modernity
and aremedy for that distress."18

How can philosophy help? In two ways. First, the philosopher, so to
speak, follows the believer through, trying to model conceptually what
iIsinvolved in staking one’s life on the message. " The philosopher
adopts provisionally the motivations and intentions of the believing
soul. He does not ‘feel’ them in their first naivete; he re-feelsthemin a
neutralized mode, in the mode of ‘asif’. . .Itisin this sense that
phenomenology is a reenactment in sympathetic imagination."19

Then, secondly, the philosopher tries to account conceptually for the
lived possibility of the believer’s symbolic world. In The Symbolism of
Evil this endeavor takes the form of a "transcendental deduction” of
symbolsin the Kantian sense. Transcendental deduction "consistsin
justifying a concept by showing that it makes possible the construction
of adomain of objectivity."20 The philosopher tries to show that the
symbol isin fact areality detector, that it enables usto discern a human
possibility that could not be discerned in any other way. "In fact, the
symbol, used as a means of detecting and deciphering human reality,
will have been verified by its power to raise up, to illuminate, to give
order to that region of human experience. . ."21

It isinstructive to compare this project with that of Bultmann who in
Ricoeur’ s view does not take the expressive power of scriptural
language, with all its mythological content, seriously. Bultmann the
philosopher argues, jumps directly from the kerygma stated in the barest
terms, "that God has drawn near to usin Christ," to faith understood
equally starkly as the surrender of my self-will that | may stand radically
before God.22 This leap ignores the question of how the actual language
of the Bible—inits various literary forms — conveys content, sense,
meaning, to

which we respond.

Bultmann defines myth as the application of subject-object language to
realms where it does not belong. He thereby capitulates conceptually to
the Cartesian perspective instead of asking what myth isinits own
nature. His own statement, "God has acted,” Bultmann maintains, is not
itself mythological That is, it is not inappropriately "objectifying” in the
way much biblical language is. But then, having reduced the fullness of

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1770 (6 of 37) [2/4/03 3:03:39 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

biblical discourse to bare kerygma Bultmann feels no need to ask how
the actual language of the Bible functions as a vehicle of meaning. The
sheer statement that "God has acted" in this or that event is, for
Bultmann, not subject to historical or hermeneutical inquiry, because
such language does not convey meaning to faith in and through what it
says. Rather it derives meaning from my radical response in faith to it. |
do not apprehend a sense, a content, independent of my response. There
IS thus no concern on Bultmann’s part about how the language of the
gospel refersto transcendent reality. His exposition jumps over the
question of how biblical language conveys sense.23

Bultmann has been betrayed into this refusal to deal with biblical
language, Ricoeur thinks, in part by a misreading of the modern
situation. It is not the case that our familiarity with technology and
science renders us incapabl e of responding to myth. It is not the case
that we must reduce myth to some modern, nonmythol ogical
conceptuality such as Heldeggerian existentialism (which, after all,
escapes neither Marxist, Nietzschian, and Freudian suspicion nor the
contemporary conflict of interpretations) in order to be grasped by what
it issaying. On the contrary, we desperately need the "fullness of
language,” the whole range of scriptural expression, to find ourselves.
Myth’s literal function must be suspended, but its symbolic function
must be affirmed.

If anything, Ricoeur’ s position is closer to Karl Barth’s. It is not the
mythological vehicle of the gospel message that prevents us from
hearing. It is the message itself that we cannot hear, because our
linguistic impoverishment has deprived us of the possibility of
articulating such realities as radical evil or grace-empowered hope.
Symbolic, metaphorical, mythological language gives us the capacity to
bring experiences of a certain kind to awareness, thereby creating the
basis for reflective reasoning. Without the Word which comesto us
from beyond ourselves, we cannot know the realities which Word
conveys. Ricoeur denies the notion of an independently existing
conceptuality in us, ready to receive the message onceit is
demythologized, which plays so large a part in Bultmann’s thought. We
need the texts of Scripture to activate the questions, to generate the
experience, in us. As he putsiit,

"...to preach is not to capitul ate before the believable and unbelievable
of modern man, but to struggle with the presuppositions of his culture,
In order to restore thisinterval of interrogation in which the question
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can have meaning. If we consider the problem of secularization no
longer only as the end of mythology and thereligious era. . . but as an
estrangement from the kerygmatic situation itself, then the whole
problem of myth will from this point of view become immediately
changed."24

1. THE PHILOSOPHICAL BACKGROUND

We must now examine more closely the perspective in which Ricoeur
carries on his project of opening the way for the text of Scriptureto
restore the "interval of interrogation™ in which the question of faith can
be heard. In the philosopher’ s own words, his thought, early and late,
has led him to "a permanent mistrust of the pretensions of the subject in
posing itself as the foundation of its own meaning. The reflective
philosophy to which | appeal is at the outset opposed to any philosophy
of the Cartesian type based on the transparency of the ego itself, and to
all philosophy of the Fichtean type based on the self-positing of that
ego. Today this mistrust is reinforced by the conviction that the
understanding of the self is always indirect and proceeds from the
Interpretation of signs given outside mein culture and history and from
the appropriation of the meaning of these signs. | would now dare to say
that, in the coming to understanding of signsinscribed in texts, the
meaning rules and gives me a self. In short, the self of self-
understanding is a gift of understanding itself and of the invitation from
the meaning inscribed in the text."25

This passage repays careful reflection. A recent expositor has called the
perspective set forth here and elsewhere a "hermeneutic
phenomenology."26 In what sense, first, is Ricoeur’ s thought a
"phenomenology"? And second, in what way is this phenomenol ogy
"hermeneutic"?

Ricoeur has been both trandator and critical expositor of the writer
generaly credited with founding modern phenomenol ogy,Edmund
Husserl.27 He represents a particular form of phenomenological
movement which brings him into dialogue with thinkers such as Gabriel
Marcel, Karl Jaspers, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Martin Heidegger and
others. Phenomenological philosophies have in common a procedure
clearly palpable in the above quotation: an approach to reality through
the structure of consciousness, through the way we constitute every
object in the act of consciousness directed toward it. Consciousnessis
not locked up in itself. The content of consciousness always consists of
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“intentions," that is, it is always consciousness of something. We
approach the world through the reality the world has in consciousness.
In order to understand how this takes place, we must "think away" al
the assumptions we have derived, let us say, from the method of the
natural sciences, about what isor isnot "real," and attend to the way
consciousness "constitutes' aworld of distinct essences, of this and that,
out of the manifold impressions given in awareness. And when we ask
how our world takes shape we are at the same time asking how the self
takes shape. The phenomenological method, although it begins on
Cartesian ground, questions Descartes' s dichotomy between the self as
inquirer and manipulator and the world as object to be studied and
manipulated. The self takes shape in its way of giving shape to the
world which appears in consciousness.

Such a method can obviously be applied to phenomena of any kind, and
can investigate any sort of self- or world-constituting activity. Maurice
Merleau-Ponty applied the method to the problem of perception,
wrestling with the complexities arising from the fact that we are
embodied consciousness: we perceive and constitute the world through
an instrument that is also a part of the givenness of that world. Ricoeur,
in Freedom and Nature,28 adapted the phenomenological method to an
inquiry into the will. The philosopher thereby announced a theme that
has run in various ways through all his subsequent work. The choice of
will as subject matter has been providential for Ricoeur’ s dialogue with
theologians and biblical scholars, for this question opens up that with
which the ancient Hebrews were concerned, in contradistinction to the
Greek preoccupation with knowledge. Out of concern for the will one
reaches not only the whole range of existential issues, but also those
questions which arise from human involvement on the one hand with
evil, and on the other hand with hope.

But what makes Ricoeur’ s use of the phenomenol ogical method
"hermeneutic"? It has already begun to be so incipiently in the author’s
explorations of will. Ricoeur thinks away naive, subject-object oriented,
assumptions about willing, to explore the way both "self" and "world"
are constituted in acts of decision, action, and consent. Over against the
phenomenon of willing is something we call nature: the realm from
which the phenomenon of consciousness arises, a realm which can be
studied by various objective, i.e., nonphenomenological sciencesvalid
and useful within their own spheres of discourse. Biology, physiology,
sociology, and psychology all study the phenomenon of willing in

objectivizing ways. Thereis, Don |hde argues,2® an implicit
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hermeneutic here. Ricoeur is saying that we "read" our limitsin the
objectivities we meet, by consulting the signs that are generated as these
givens of the human situation are explored by "counter-disciplines.”
Such disciplines limit the disciplines of phenomenology, and are
themselves limited by the phenomenological.

This"reading" of the meaning of my consciousness by reference to
objective accounts of that consciousness sets up arelation which
Ricoeur calls "diagnostic,” a designation which rests on areversed
medical analogy. The doctor supplements his objective observations by
my accounts of how | feel. But in daily life, my consciousnessis
ilTlumined and given symbolic form by systems of discourse which deal
objectively with what | experience. The most striking exampleis my
own birth. | have no memory of that experience, thus | can hardly
constitute it phenomenologically, but | have made my birth a part of my
consciousness by internalizing what | have been told about it. So it is
that the perspectives and vocabularies of the empirical sciences may
illuminate my understanding of the world | constitute in consciousness,
just as |, by inquiry into my world-constituting intentionalities, may
disclose some of the implicit phenomenol ogies these sciences contain.

Here, it seems, are the conceptual roots of Ricoeur’s conviction,
expressed in the quotation at the head of this section, "that the
understanding of the self is always indirect and proceeds from the
Interpretation of signs given outside me in culture and history and from
the appropriation of the meaning of these signs.” It is fundamental to
any adequate understanding of Ricoeur to note that his phenomenology
IS S0 constructed as to be open to the "signs" generated by " counter-
disciplines,” and indeed to read the meaning of human existence "on" a
world full of such expressions generated by the natural and social
sciences, aswell asin the history of culture. Ricoeur’ s approach, then,
to disciplines such as the history of religions (as represented by his
friend Mircea Eliade and others), psychoanalysis (with particular
reference to Freud), linguistics (de Saussure, Jakobson), and
anthropology (L evi-Strauss and various other structuralists) is set within
this diagnostic relationship. The "signs' through which we constitute
our being arise in realms of discourse which can and must be studied
objectively to see how such "signs* work. Hence Ricoeur’s conversation
with the "counter-disciplines’ is ultimately controlled by his
phenomenological concern with respect to the authentic figures of the
will, a concern which deserves aso to be called existential.
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The nature of Ricoeur’s existentialism will be seen more clearly if itis
contrasted with Heidegger’s. While Ricoeur believesthat | situate
myself in being by appropriating its "signs" in texts such as those also
studied by counter-disciplines, Heidegger takes a short cut. The latter
defines our being as that being which asks the question of being, asthe
being which has its being in understanding. Ricoeur comments,

"One does not enter [Heidegger’ § ontology of understanding little by
little; one does not reach it by degrees, deepening the methodol ogical
requirements of exegesis, history, or psychoanalysis. one is transported
there by a sudden reversal of the question. Instead of asking: On what
condition can a knowing subject understand a text or history? One asks:
What kind of being isit whose being consists of understanding? The
hermeneutic problem thus becomes a problem of the analytic of this
being, Dasein, which exists through understanding."30

By contrast, Ricoeur takes the long route. He proceeds by way of the
hermeneutical "detour." Repeatedly in hiswritings he has recourse to a
formulation derived from Jean Nabert:

"Reflection is the appropriation of our effort to exist and our desire to
be, through the works which bear witness to that effort and desire."3!

And again:

"The ultimate root of our problem liesin this primitive connection
between the act of existing and the signs we deploy in our works;
reflection must become interpretation because | cannot grasp the act of
existing except in signs scattered in the world. That iswhy areflective
philosophy must include the results, methods, and presuppositions of all
the sciences that try to decipher and interpret the signs of man." 32

Thereisafurther dimension to this hermeneutical turn. Something
about this "effort to exist and desire to be" forces us to have recourse to
the symbols. The "self-positing ego" endsin futility because in our
being there is a structural "disproportion” which makes usfallible, and,
in the end, involves usinevitably in "fault." Here we have a perspective
that challenges traditional phenomenology deeply. In Fallible Man33
Ricoeur argues that our desires — for possessions, for power, for honor
— overrun the limits of our finitude. Happiness is the presence to
human activity of the end which will fulfill it. But thereis never any
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proportion between desire and its ends. When will | have enough? When
will my authority be sufficiently established? When will | be sufficiently
appreciated?

"Human lifeisin danger of forgetting or of losing its goal by reason of
the indeterminate character of the threefold demand where the self
searches for itself; and the strange thing sometimes happens that the
more our action becomes precise and even technical, the moreits goals
become remote and elusive."34

Hence | am subject to a"self-infinitization™ in which 1 may lose myself.
| can only articulate this experience symbolically.

In The Symbolism of Evil, Ricoeur traces this avowal from the primitive
symbol of "stain," through the incorporation of symbolsinto narratives
we call myths, and into a dialogue among great cycles of myths. He
finds that the Adamic myth recapitul ates and synthesizes many of the
themes of other myths, and thus functions as the most fully adequate
Imaginative expression of what is involved in our implication with evil.
The myth enables us to say what our conceptual equipment cannot say.
On the one hand, we know evil acts as our own: they are expressions of
our freedom. Y et at the same time we experience evil as something
already present in our finite situation in nature and history. The diaectic
of freedom and nature is repeated. Only awork of the imagination can
reconcile, and enable us to grasp, this antinomy. The philosopher is thus
given, for further reflection, what he or she cannot arrive at by reflection
alone: the notion of "the servile will," the will that usesits freedom to
abdicate freedom, being both responsible and not responsible for the
outcome.3> Experienceis read not directly but through its figurative
expression.

But not all symbols function at the conscious level. Ricoeur interprets
Freudian psychoanalysis as a hermeneutic discipline in its own right, a
hermeneutic which suggests that certain symbolic forms conceal from
everyday consciousness more than they reveal. Y et, through
Interpretation, these forms may be made to disclose repressed aspects of
our being. Ricoeur’ s Freud and Philosophy details the psychoanalytical
critique of the pretensions of the cogito. Symbols, especialy those
derived from the reconstruction of dreams, are the formsin which
primitive experience, opague desire, come to expression. As Ricoeur
writes of thiswork,
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"It iswith Freud and Philosophy that | broke away from the illusions of
consciousness as the blind spot of reflection. The case of the symbolism
of evil is not an exception, one tributary of the gloomy experience of
evil. All reflection is mediated, there is no immediate self-
consciousness. Thefirst truth, | said, that of the ‘I think, | am,” remains
as abstract and empty asit isinvincible; it hasto be ‘mediated’ by the
Ideas, actions, works, institutions and monuments that objectify it. It is
in these objects, in the widest sense of the word, that the Ego must lose
and find itself. We can say, in a somewhat paradoxical sense, that a
philosophy of reflection is not a philosophy of consciousnessif by
consciousness we mean immediate self-consciousness." 36

But, if thisis so, Ricoeur can counter Freud' s "hermeneutic of
suspicion’’ with a"hermeneutic of belief." The philosopher
demythologizes the naturalism of Freud’s model of the unconscious, and
finds in the resulting language field a ground for the reintroduction of
Hegel’ sideaof "spirit." Just as there can be, through interpretation of
symbol, an inquiry back toward the origins of consciousness, so there
can be in the figures of language, of the intersubjective, of culture, a
forward movement of humanity toward its limits. We can have
eschatological, aswell as primordial symbols.

In this procedure there is the same decentering, even "dispossession,” of
reflective immediacy we have previously observed: a demand that we
must make a "detour” through the symbolic world. If we do this,
learning from Hegel, we will discover that the world of the symbolicis
expressive of humanity’s relation to being. Myth contains more than
philosophy can comprehend. In the end, certain privileged myths may
speak to my broken condition. "I describe this new dimension asacall,”
Ricoeur writes, "akerygmaaword addressed to me. . . To believeitis
to listen to the call, but to hear the call we must interpret the

message." 37
IV.INTERPRETING BIBLICAL TEXTS

With this haunting quotation, we are ready to see what Ricoeur does
with biblical texts. But we must approach this subject with areflection
on what is involved when the interpretation of textsis carried on in the
context of a philosophy which leaves the ego chastened, dispossessed.
From the start, Ricoeur rejects the assumption that to understand a text
Isto understand the intention of the author, or, aternatively, to grasp the
text’s meaning as it was grasped by the first hearers or readers who
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shared the author’s cultural situation. This view, worked out in the
nineteenth century by such writers as Schleiermacher and Dilthey,
Ricoeur calls "Romanticist hermeneutics." He is opposed to it on the
grounds that it fails to account for the difference between acts of
consciousness and written texts.38

Reading a written document is different from being part of aliving
dialogue. Even in dialogue we can never, except by inference, penetrate
the interiority of other persons. But thereis at |east a common situation,
acommon cultural context.

When discourse assumes written form, however, it begins a new career.
The meanings of written discourse are no longer bound, if they ever
were, to the intentions of authors or the apprehensions of first readers.
Written communications have alogical, as opposed to a psychological
or existential, sense. "Sense" is not amental event, but an ideality
capable of actualization in an infinite series of mental events. Here the
philosopher isfollowing the Husserl of the Logical Investigations, as
well asthe logic of Frege, in an anti-historicist trend which favors "the
objectivity of meaning in general." As Ricoeur puts it, unmistakably,

"Not the intention of the author, which is supposed to be hidden behind
the text; not the historical situation common to the author and his
original readers; not the expectations or feelings of these original
readers; not even their understanding of themselves as historical and
cultural phenomena. What has to be appropriated is the meaning of the
text itself, conceived in adynamic way as the direction of thought

opened up by the text."39

But, as the end of this quotation shows, Ricoeur does not intend simply
to oppose "Romanticist hermeneutics' with atheory as one-sided in the
other direction turning on a purely objectivizing approach to the text and
the data it contains. Whereas in Schleiermacher and Dilthey
"Interpretation” means Verstehen understood as a kind of empathy with
the writer, Ricoeur isin search of atheory of interpretation in which
"understanding” seeks help in objective "explanation” and returns
deepened and enlarged. Indeed this dialectic, worked out in the context
of Ricoeur’s genera theory of discourse in Interpretation Theory,
underlies what the philosopher now tells us about understanding biblical
texts.

In developing hisideas Ricoeur has a habit at first disconcerting but in
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the end helpful: he constantly reoccupies familiar ground with new
conceptualizations and terminologies. Throughout what follows we see
again and again the fundamental notion of a"divestment" or
"dispossession” of the sovereign self and a search for signs through
which to "appropriate the effort to exist and desire to be." The total self-
implication of the subject in such signsis now called "testimony."
Testimony generates forms of discourse which can be called revelatory.
"Revelatory" discourseis"poesis' which we, given the needed critical
judgment, can receive and live out as "testimony" in turn.40 We will try
to show that this dialectic, carried out over generations, closely
corresponds in the retrospective mode to Ricoeur’ s account of Gerhard
von Rad’' s "tradition history" and, looking forward, to the philosopher’s
understanding of Jurgen Moltmann’s “theology of hope."

Let usfollow each step of thisdialectic in turn. What, first, is the nature
of the process which produces a text which claims to be arevelatory
witness to truth? What, secondly, goes on as we today try to judge
whether, and in what way, such atext fulfillsits claims? And, finally,
what happens when we receive such texts as the Word to us, making the
testimony of the text our own? In tackling the questions this way we
must, as always, make connections. We must elicit from Ricoeur’s
writings an order of presentation not explicit there but nevertheless
justified by the structure of his argument.

Testimony in the M aking.

First, then, how does arevelatory text come to be? At first sight, this
question seems to violate Ricoeur’ s stringent prohibition against looking
behind the written document to some process of consciousness. It is
clear that the philosopher will allow no inference from text to author’s
personal inwardness. For the text to be taken as testimony, as relevatory,
judgment must be made about objective characteristics, above all what
Ricoeur callsin Interpretation Theory its "self reference,” its clamsto
represent an "1" or a"we" engaged in a certain past "event of
discourse."41 All discourseis articulated as event, and understood as
meaning. In the initial moment, there is a dialectic between the event
and the meaning. Afterward the event is surpassed by the meaning. As
Ricoeur says, "The experience as experienced, as lived, remains private,
but its sense, its meaning, becomes public."42 Y et, "We are able to give
anonpsychological, because purely semantic, definition of the utterer’s
meaning. No mental entity need be hypothesized or hypostasized. The
utterance meaning points back toward the utterer’ s meaning thanks to
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the self-reference of discourse to itself as an event."43

We can say, then, that in elucidating how biblical discourse comesto be
as "testimony" we are not psychologizing but interpreting the text’s self-
reference. What then does the claim of biblical discourse to be
"testimony" mean? It claimsto be discourse in which, in amoment of
total unity between event and meaning, an individual or community has
found its "effort to exist and desire to be" interpreted to the point of total
dispossession or divestment of the claims of the self. Every attempt of
the self to be a source of meaning in its own right has yielded before the
question, "Who is God?' And the event or combination of eventsin
which this has happened has been interpreted as a "trace" of the
Absolute at this historical moment. The event of testimony is set down
in discourse which claims, by its own self-reference, to be of this
character.

It isimportant to see that no individual or community comes to the
moment in which the event and meaning are fused in witness without
some existing symbolic tradition with which to express the meaning of
thisfusion. Indeed we may say that, even within the period of
production of the biblical documents, the lived juncture of event and
meaning repeatedly evaporates. Event and meaning must then be
reconnected through recourse to mediating meanings. ". . . It isaways
possible," Ricoeur writes, "to mediate the relation of meaning and event
by another meaning which plays the role of interpretation with regard to
their very relation."44 Charles Sanders Pierce furnishes Ricoeur a model
of thistriadic relation. Every relation between a sign and an object,
Pierce says, can be explained by means of a sign which plays the role of
interpretant with regard to their relation. An open chain of interpretants
Isthus possible. The manifestation of the absolute in persons and acts
may be indefinitely mediated by means of meanings borrowed from
tradition, a process which in turn generates new tradition.

This quiet philosophical account inadequately conveys the passion with
which Scripture itself bears witness to the interpretative process. For the
issueisaways, "God or an idol?' The adjudication of this questionin
Scripture often takes the form of arhetorical trial, in which the prophet
calls upon the true witnesses to come forward. Ricoeur is particularly
fond of Isaiah 43:8-13.

"L et them bring their witnesses to justify them, and let them hear and
say, Itistrue. ‘You are my witnesses,” saysthe Lord, ‘and my servants
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whom | have chosen, that you may know and believe me and understand
that | am He.’"(9b-10a).

And, of course, the ultimate testimony is understood to be the total
engagement of alife, asin the case of the New Testament understanding
of Jesus as faithful witness, variously portrayed in the different Gospels,
and of the witness of the primitive community to him. The entire
ministry of Jesusis portrayed as atrial, culminating in the trial before
Pilate which is, especially in the Fourth Gospel, only an episode in the
great cosmic trial of truth, an immense contest between God and the
"prince of thisworld."

In all this, Scripture makes metaphors of the process by which the
sacred text itself takes form. The interpretative processisalife or death
matter for the faith community. The process, which clothes every
juncture of event and meaning with means for an articulation which will
faithfully transmit the meaning, closely corresponds to Gerhard von
Rad’' s account of the rise of historical consciousnessin "tradition-
history." Ricoeur’s interest focuses on the "intellectual activity which
presided over this elaboration of traditions and led to what we now call
Scripture."4° Thisintellectual activity generates "history" in at least
three senses. Firgt, it joins diverse traditions of testimony (the Abraham,
Jacob, and later Joseph cycles, for example) to the original core of
Deuteronomy 26:5b-6b, thus creating a saga celebrating the historical
founding action of Y ahweh. Second, the theol ogical work needed to do
thisisitself ahistorical process which illuminates the sense in which the
founding traditions are apprehended as historical. In its own way,
indeed, this theological work involves a certain critical awareness:
"sources are juxtaposed, schisms maintained, and contradictions
exposed.. . ."46 "The tradition corrects itself through additions, and these
additions themselves constitute a theological dialectic."4” And third, itis
through thiswork of reinterpreting its own traditions that Israel asa
community develops a historical consciousness, thereby becoming a
historical reality, if it istrue, as critical scholarship suggests, that Isragl
did not exist as a unified entity until the amphictyonic period after the
settlement of Canaan, then we can say that "by elaborating this history
asaliving tradition, Israel projected itself into the past asasingle
people, to whom occurred, as to an indivisible totality, the deliverance
from Egypt, the revelation on Sinai, the wandering in the desert, the gift
of the Promised Land."48 |srael’ sidentity as apeopleis "inseparable
from an endless search for a meaning to history and in history."49
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The third approach to historicity generated by Israel’ s intellectual
activity is, of course, the stage of the interpretation of tradition: its
critical (sometimes prophetically critical) reworking which is precisely
what keeps the community going. We can thus graft onto Israel’s
traditioning the critical process by which that tradition is reinterpreted as
aliving testimony that produces the New Testament, and in which the
New Testament isin turn interpreted in the life of the Church.

For Ricoeur "the Christian fact isitself understood by effecting a
mutation of meaning inside the ancient Scripture.">0 The kerygmaisa
rereading of the Old Testament. Furthermore, "the kerygma, by this
detour through the reinterpretation of an ancient Scripture, entersinto a
network of intelligibility . . . Jesus Christ himself, exegesis and exegete
of Scripture, is manifested as logos in opening the understanding of the
Scriptures.">1 But secondly, and already within the New Testament, a
correspondence is effected between "the interpretation of the Book and
the interpretation of life."52 "Saint Paul creates this second modality of
Christian hermeneutics when he invites the hearer of the word to
decipher the movement of his own existence in the light of the Passion
and Resurrection of Christ."®3 In thisway scriptural understanding is
related to the community’s “total understanding of existence and
reality." And finally, we see that the process just described produces a
text which itself must be interpreted. This third stage of interpretation
takes up into itself the preceding stages, with the additional problem
generated by modern historical consciousness, that we must distinguish
"what can be understood and received as word of God, and what is
heard as human speaking.">4 In this modern perspective we discover
that what we have to interpret is the testimony not for the most part of
eyewitnesses and followers of Jesusin the days of hisflesh, but "the
witness of the apostolic community. We are related to the object of its
faith through the confession of its faith."5

The Critical Moment.

With this observation we find ourselves in the midst of the second
question raised by Ricoeur’ s philosophy of testimony. On the one hand,
we modern interpreters of Scripture may see ourselves as part of the
traditioning process at work from the start. Event and meaning are
constantly re-fused by the introduction of interpretative categories
which reactivate previously unused strands of tradition, categories
which must withstand the prophetic-cosmic "trial” to determine whether
God is speaking through them. But is the cultural problem the same for
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usasit was for the ancients? Is there not a different kind of historical
distance between ourselves and the events on which the original
testimonies were based? Ricoeur, in his interpretation of von Rad,
fastens on the German scholar’ sinsistence that understanding Scripture
today is amatter of "recreating the intellectual activity born of this
historical faith.">6 Is the "intellectual activity" of the modern critic
anything like that of the prophets of old, or of those who recorded the
great trial of truth between Pilate and Jesus? Or, let us put the matter
still more pointedly. In The Historian and the Believer,>’ Van A.
Harvey uses the metaphor of judicial proceedings to illuminate the
different relationships between evidence, warrants, and conclusions
involved in the "field-encompassing” discipline practiced by the modern
scientific historian. Is there any relationship between this critical
discipline and the theological trial of truth which distinguishes true and
false testimony for the modern reader of the Bible?

This extremely difficult question may not find adirect answer in
Ricoeur. The philosopher’s procedure is not to confront the text with the
question whether it bears testimony to "what really happened" in the
modern sense, but rather to ask what the text means by its assertions
about the testimony it bears. He wishes to ask how Scripture witnesses
Initsvarious literary genres. Does prophecy work the same way as
narrative? Does a wisdom saying witness in the same way as a hymn, or
miracle story, or parable? The question posed to us, the issue at our tria
of truth, iswhether we are confronted to the point of divestment of self
by the claims of Scripture, rather than simply informed by schemas of
the meaning of "revelation" derived from our culture, or from various
forms of ecclesiastical authority. The phenomenological procedure of
thinking away extraneous reality-claimsis of course palpable here. But
In Scripture we confront a counter-reality-claim which demands that we
reappropriate our "effort to exist and desire to be" in terms which propel
usinto anew world of "freedom in the light of hope."

How does this happen? We come to the text with some kind of
preengagement. In some sense we hear a call, but we cannot hear it
authentically because we have forgotten the very guestions around
which the biblical text turns. | would conjecture that this preengagement
constitutes our lived form of "first naivete." Never, as modern human
beings, can we experience the one-possibility consciousness of a
primitive or archaic culture in which myth quite simply is the received
construction of the world. Our "first naivete" is surely the condition of
being in some sense "called,” but unable to distinguish the authentic
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message from the reality-apprehensions of our culture or from the
dogmatic and ecclesiastical framework in which we hear it.

Thus, as Ricoeur devel ops the importance of critical explanation of the
text, it is not to destroy faith but to open the way for it. If one of the
motives of the nineteenth-century historical-critical scholars wasto free
the Bible from dogmatic ecclesiastical interpretations, Ricoeur in turn
seeksto free the Bible from culture- bound, subjectivizing
interpretations as well as from fundamentalist, objectivizing
Interpretations by asking usto listen carefully to what biblical discourse
testifies. We have no alternative today to working through criticism
toward a second naivete because the first naivete available to usin our
culture is so deeply idolatrous.

It isnot difficult to follow the writer in his rejection of the
understanding opaque and authoritarian" understanding of revelation
associated with ecclesiastical authority and theological dogmatism.>8
Such understandings lead to the mistaken idea that there are
propositions which count as "revealed truths." Ricoeur does not question
the importance of systematic theology, but the real action, for him,
comes in dialogue between the philosopher and "the believer who is
informed by the exegete." When we begin to examine the array of
different sorts of texts found in the Bible, we discover that one type,
prophetic discourse, provides the model of “inspiration” by the voice of
Y ahweh, on which the traditional dogmatic view of revelation has been
constructed. But there are many other genres of biblical discourse:
narrative discourse, prescriptive discourse, wisdom discourse, and
hymnic discourse among them. We must develop an understanding of
the Word which takes into account the ways in which all these literary
forms convey sense to our self-reflection. In this larger context the idea
of revelation as a voice speaking behind the voice of the prophet istoo
narrow. It separates the prophetic mode from its narrative context, tends
to tie prophecy to the still more ancient genre of the oracle, and hence to
theidea of an unveiling of the future. This chain of reasoning, in turn,
leads to an idea of revelation which concentrates on the notion of a
disclosure of "God's plan” for the end of history. Revelation, in short, is
reduced to "the dimensions of a divination applied to ‘the end of
time."9

Ricoeur, in contrast, stresses the variety of sorts of content which may
be called revelatory because they are the literary products of various
interpretings of the tradition in testimony. In interpreting the Bible we
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must stick close "to those modalities of discourse that are most originary
within the language of a community of faith,"60 without neutralizing the
variety in order to extract a theological content. What the testimony isis
modul ated by the form of discoursein which it is expressed. It is not
"Ingpiration” in the sense of a psychologized version of the doctrine of
the Holy Spirit that makes Scripture revelatory, but rather “the force of
what is said." Hence the use of critical study for the recovery of the
revelatory power of testimony is a matter of close attention to how the
various genres work: to what they do say and what they do not say, and
therefore to the great variety of human situations in which testimony has
been borne.

One generalization is possible. The sense in which all these forms of
discourse may be said to be revelatory turns on what Ricoeur calls their
"poetic function." Building upon his understanding that written texts can
burst the world of the author, and indeed that of the reader aswell, and
upon his understanding that different genres accomplish thisin different
ways, Ricoeur comes to his understanding of “the world of the text" or,
in other citations, "the world in front of the text," by which he means
"the. . . world intended beyond the text asits reference."61 This
referential function differs from the referential function of ordinary
language or of scientific discourse. If by the latter we mean the
description of familiar objects of perception or of the objects which
science defines by its methods of observation and measurement, then
the reference of poetic language projects "ahead" of itself aworld in
which the reader isinvited to dwell, thus finding a more authentic
situation in being. Ricoeur writes,

"My deepest conviction is that poetic language alone restores to us that
participation in or belonging-to an order of things which precedes our
capacity to oppose ourselves to things taken as objects opposed to a
subject. Hence the function of poetic discourseis to bring about this
emergence of a depth-structure of belonging-to amid the ruins of
descriptive discourse."62

But isit not an abuse of language to call such afunction revelatory?
Ricoeur answers no. The poetic function of biblical language suspends
the criteria of falsification and verification to manifest "a proposed
world, aworld | may inhabit and wherein | can project my own most
possibilities."63 We see this by giving primacy to what is said in all the
variety of biblical literature. Instead of beginning with an image derived
from prophetic discourse, that of another voice behind the prophet’s
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voice, and extending it by analogy to narration, prescriptive saying,
wisdom literature, hymnic compositions, and so on, we are delivered
from psychologizing interpretations of revelation to a sensitivity to the
sense of the text, to the world-reference it opens up beforeit.

To seethe text as revelatory poesisis to understand that it "makes
sense” by projecting areference as a possibility for me.

Ricoeur has studied this revelatory poesisin specia detail in the gospel
parables. His exposition is a particularly good illustration of hisuse of a
linguistic discipline, in this case the theory of metaphor, to show
concretely how a certain literary genre "projects aworld." A parable,
Ricoeur tells us, is a metaphorical processin narrative form. A parabolic
metaphor, in the strangeness of its plot, institutes a shock which
redescribes reality, and opens for us a new way of seeing and being. The
Kingdom of God is like "what happens' in the story. What happens,
despite its everyday setting and circumstances, is"odd." More, itis
"extravagant." Thisform of metaphorical process opens an otherwise
matter-of-fact situation to an open range of interpretations and to the
possibility of new commitments.

Fully to consider the applicability of the theory of metaphor for this
purpose would require more space than is available here. The reader
may consult the treatment of parables, proclamatory sayings and
proverbial formulaein Semeia IV (1975). Here the referential power of
the text, in the sense that it opens a"world in front of it" which we may
inhabit, is likened to the power of the "model” in the natural sciences. A
"model" in this senseis a heuristic device, an instrument for the
redescription of reality, which breaks up an inadequate interpretation of
the world and opens the way to a new, more adequate, interpretation.
We are helped to see things otherwise by changing the language we use.
Similarly, a metaphor is a heuristic fiction, an instrument for the
redescription of lived experience that permits us to see new connections
in things, or, as Ricoeur says elsewhere, to "decode" the traces of God's
presence in history.

For more on this subject we should look at Ricoeur’s large recent
volume, The Rule of Metaphor64 in which his theory is radicalized to
place metaphor at the root of all linguistic disclosure of being. Suffice it
to say that the parables, particularly when they are seen in their
"intersignifications’ with the gospel proverbs, miracle stories, and
eschatological sayings, and even more when they and these other genres
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are connected with the passion narrative in an intertextuality, illustrate
what Ricoeur means by a poesis that is revelatory. Far from mounting a
reductive argument, that what we used to call revelation is"only
poetry," Ricoeur tiesrevelation to all the text says, and even more, to,
what it doesin usasit isread.

The Post-Critical Moment.

And so we come full circle: from our initial naive fascination with texts
in which testimony is preserved in poesis, through the critical

disciplines which help us overcome idolatry and dogmatism, to the post-
critical moment when we ourselves begin to testify in a divestiture of
consciousness, which implicates our livesin the world "in front of" the
text. We earlier asked if our "intellectual activity" in doing thisis
anything like the "intellectual activity" of the ancient authors as seenin
von Rad’ s tradition-historical hypothesis. The differences are obvious,
But so are some similarities. Just as the prophetic reformulation of
|srael’ s earlier traditions generates aform of historical awareness, so our
critique of the pretensions of consciousnessin the critical study of texts
gives us historical sense. Ricoeur speaks of the "distanciation without
which we would never become conscious of belonging to aworld, a
culture, atradition. It isthe critical moment, originally bound to the
consciousness of belonging-to, that confersiits properly historical
character on this consciousness. For even atradition only becomes such
under the condition of a distance that distinguishes the belonging-to
proper to a human being from the simple inclusion of athing as part of a
whole."6>

The standpoint of contemporary historiography gives precedence to one
of the illusions of consciousness, that the perspective of our own
historical moment must be autonomous. But to receive the biblical text
astestimony isto "dismantle" thisfortress, "and to restore a historical
dimension to studies otherwise purely literary." Testimony "introduces
the dimension of historical contingency which islacking in the concept
of the world of the text, which is deliberately nonhistorical or
transhistorical. It throws itself therefore against one fundamental
characteristic of the idea of autonomy; namely, not making the internal

itinerary of consciousness depend on external events."66

At the very least, however, our modern task needs new tools. Our
continuation of the "intellectual activity" of the prophets and of the early
church, responding to the suspicion of a Marx, a Nietzsche, or a Freud,
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takes us through the " specul ative Good Friday" which declares that the
God of the transcendental illusion, the God of "dogmatic mythology" is
indeed dead. To participate in the history of testimony we must convert
our naive faith through criticism into the register of hope.

A salient example of the author’s self-implication in the history of
biblical testimony through use of modern critical procedures occursin
his essay "Freedom in the Light of Hope."67 This essay is centrally
Important because it ties the theme of freedom, so basic to Ricoeur’s
early studies of the will, directly to the imagery of hope contained in and
inspired by the Resurrection texts. The strands of thought leading to this
essay are thus both philosophical and hermeneutical.

The analysis of freedom implicit in Ricoeur’ s early phenomenology of
the will, just because it is carried out in awareness not only of the many
possible objectivizing counter-methods but also of all the contradictions
in the long and by no means concluded history of philosophical inquiry,
is limited by the notion of atotal meaning which is thought but not
known. Thisis the philosophical category of hope. But not only isthe
philosophical idea of freedom full of antinomies: the lived experience of
freedom contains a basic contradiction. Evil is an invention of freedom
which abdicates freedom. Thus, in some of his early essays, Ricoeur is
already giving this philosophical hope a hermeneutical turn, referring to
it as"the Last Day," which, inits original context in the Hebrew
Scriptures, isasymbol of the hope of the community of faith for
fulfilled righteousness and justice.

"Freedom in the Light of Hope," then, explores how humanity’s self-
sufficient effort to achieve autonomy is challenged, even "divested" of
its credentials and conceptual clothing, by the powerful imagery of
Resurrection, when thisis received as a poesis which bodies forth
testimony. We are, precisely, delivered into a modern form of tradition-
historical awareness by this confrontation.

"For my part," Ricoeur begins, "I have been very taken with — | should
say, won over by — the eschatological interpretation that Jurgen
Moltmann gives to the Christian kerygmain his work The Theology of
Hope. 68 We will argue, indeed, that what von Rad is for Ricoeur with
respect to the theology of Isragl’ s traditions looking back toward the
accounts of origin, Jurgen Moltmann is for Ricoeur in the gathering of
Jewish and Christian traditions looking forward to "the Last Day."
Moltmann sees the Resurrection kerygma not as referring to a
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completed foundation event in the past, not as symbolizing an
existential state to which we can aspire in the present, but as set
"entirely within the framework of the Jewish theology of the
promise."%9 Once this kerygmais disentangled from Hellenistic
epiphany religion, we see that "the Resurrection, interpreted within a
theology of promise, is not an event which closes, by fulfilling the
promise, but an event which opens, because it adds to the promise by
confirming it." 70 The principal meaning of the Resurrection isthat "the
God of the promise, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, has
approached, has been revealed as He who is coming for all."71 This
Resurrection symbolism gives us a content for hope, which otherwise
remains simply aregulative idea of reason in the Kantian sense. The
phenomenology of freedom can now be further worked out "in the light
of" an interpretation of the Resurrection texts, which give us something
more, and something different, from what we find in the Adamic myths.

Hereisour entry into the history of the interpretation of the traditions of
the people of God as von Rad understands that process. The
Resurrection passages control the entire New Testament, and the New
Testament, in turn, is an interpretation of the traditions of Israel. We
become part of that history of interpretation by submitting our own
"effort to exist and desire to be," which is nothing other than our thrust
toward the realization of freedom, to the hope projected by the
Resurrection stories. Here, above al, we areinvited to live in the world
which the texts project "in front of" them. "What is freedom in the light
of hope? | will answer in one word: it is the meaning of my existencein
the light of the Resurrection, that is, as reinstated in the movement
which we have called the future of the Resurrection of the Christ."72

But now a diaectic arises between this "kerygmatic nucleus' and
elements in our experience which are, inevitably, also subject to
interpretation by the familiar Ricoeurian "counter-disciplines.” In this
context, Ricoeur mentions the realms of psychology, ethics, and politics.
Psychologically, the power of hope encounters us by opening up the
Imagination. "Freedom in the light of hope, expressed in psychological
terms, is nothing else than this creative imagination of the possible." 73
Ricoeur contrasts this eschatological opening of imagination to the
tendency of existential interpretations of Scripture to stress an
"instantaneousness of the present decision at the expense of the temporal
historical, communitarian and cosmic aspects contained in the hope of
the Resurrection." 74
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Ethically and politically, we move beyond what the Law imposes to
what the promise proposes. We are called to amission which is
"inseparable from the deciphering of the signs of the new creation." 7>
We are here still further from the existential interpretation. "A freedom
open to new creation isin fact less centered on subjectivity, on personal
authenticity, than on social and political justice; it callsfor a
reconciliation which itself demands to be inscribed in the recapitulation
of all things." 76

Reading these words, we wonder how directly Ricoeur believes that he
can move from the Resurrection kerygma to the determinate concrete
actions. There is no doubt of the direction of hiscommitments. In a
recent work he has described "the principal function of religious
discourse" as being "to establish through the Gospel alife lived for
others, and to anticipate, ethically and politically, aliberated
humanity." 77 And, he continues, "I too am ready to speak of the Gospel
as aproject of aliberated humanity and to develop the political
implications of this project." 78 But till, Ricoeur refuses to identify the
"kerygmatic center” of freedom with social and political action. This
"kerygmatic center” isthe "in spite of" and the "how much more" with
which we "decipher the signs of the resurrection under the contrary
appearance of death."’® We must ‘‘ decipher" this "economy" of freedom
"Inwork and in leisure, in politics and in universal history," thus giving
communitarian, historical, and political expression to the hope projected
by the Resurrection texts, without allowing the hope to be reduced to
that expression.

"What | am saying is that the properly religious moment of all

discourse, isthe ‘still more’ that it insinuates everywhere, intensifying
every project in the same manner, including the political project.
Political discourse thereforeisno less oriented, disoriented, and
reoriented than any other form of discourse; and the specific way in
which it is oriented and disoriented is that it becomes the place for the
insertion of an impossible demand, a demand that we can validly
interpret in utopian terms, meaning by this a quest that cannot be
exhausted by any program of action. Paradox then does not strike praxis
any lessthan it does theoria, political praxis any less than the praxis of
private morality. It just prevents us from converting religious discourse
entirely into political discourse — for the same reasons that it forbids its
conversion into moral discourse, even if this morality is elevated to the

dignity of proverbial wisdom."80
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Thus the threat of the text to "decenter" the self and its aspirations, to
strip us of our desire for power, possession, and honor, applies even to
political and religious enterprises we enter because we believe the
Gospel callsusto. The fact of evil threatens all our achievements,
including pious ones, insofar as they are expressed through "fraudul ent
totalizations" of our being. As Ricoeur says, "the true malice of man
appears only in the state and in the church, as institutions of gathering
together, of recapitulation, of totalization."8! In the end, the gospel is
not an action program but an "impossible demand," for which the
perspective of "freedom in the light of hope" isthe only valid frame of
reference.

V. THE ROLE OF CONCEPTUALIZATION

"The symbol gives rise to thought." The "approximation" of the New
Testament message in a conceptual framework isthe final stepinits
interpretation. For Ricoeur, thisis a philosophical task, and hence
"within the autonomy of responsible thought."82 The biblical message
presents a new starting-point for thinking and exerts a continually
reforming pressure upon it. But yet thinking, once it begins, is
autonomous. If the philosopher is"converted," he is converted "within
philosophy and to philosophy according to its internal exigencies."83
Ricoeur thus is saying that thinking to which the biblical message gives
rise must make its own way in the intellectual world. It must function
"within the limits of areason alone." At the same time, this does not
mean that the philosopher who also happens to be a Christian may
dispense with the biblical text. Thought, autonomous on its own
account, must constantly seek to "approximate" the message in fresh
ways. What it is as a constituting of the world of experience must be
intelligible to all, whether accepted by all or not.

What is the theological use of this philosophical quest? Its purposeis
not primarily apologetic. Rather, Ricoeur istrying to be sure that the
gospel message everywhere has the same sense. The concrete possibility
of "freedom in the light of hope" rests on our ability to specify the
"Innovation of meaning" given us in Scripture as reliably the same
innovation in all circumstances and vicissitudes. The innovation begins
as"alogical." It beginsasan irruption into a closed order and seems a-
logical not only in relation to this order, but also because it represents a
cognitive excess. "But if this novelty did not make us think, then hope,
like faith, would be a cry, aflash without a sequel."84 Ricoeur is saying
that we cannot distinguish authentic "freedom in the light of hope" from

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1770 (27 of 37) [2/4/03 3:03:39 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

the utopias that are merely ecstatic projections of the thinking of this or
that time or place unless the novelty of this kerygmais "made explicit
by an indefinite repetition of signs," and "verified in the ‘ seriousness’ of
an interpretation. . ." The kerygmaisto be grafted onto "real [historical]
tendencies;"85 deciphering the signs of the Resurrection wherever they
are, we must find the form of conceptual universality given by the
kerygma s content. As Ricoeur says,"It isnecessary . . . that the
Resurrection deploy its own logic . . ."86

The conceptual framework in which thisisworked out, described as"a
post-Hegelian Kantianism," will be more understandable to the
technically equipped philosopher than to the student primarily interested
in biblical hermeneutics. But it is worthwhile to sketch the main
elements. Let us begin by noting what Ricoeur findsto hisliking in
Hegel, and then go on to show how Hegel must be corrected by Kant.

As Ricoeur putsit, "The positive and permanent value of Hegel’s
phenomenology of religion isto have attempted to trace the stages
through which religious ‘representations’ point toward their speculative
achievement."87 The progress of the figurative toward the conceptual is
actually the progress through the history of culture of the figurative
expressions of desire. Hegel is concerned not with the ethics of duty in
the abstract, but with the confrontation of will with will, with the
adjudication of rightsin concrete communities, the family, the economy,
the state. Ricoeur willingly calls Hegel’ s philosophy the philosophy of
the will. "Its greatness derives from the diversity of problems that it
traverses and resolves: union of desire and culture, of psychology and
politics, of the subjective and the universal."88 Ricoeur’ s concern to find
atranscendental deduction of freedom in the light of hope "cannot but
be in dialogue" with Hegel, so close is Hegel’ s thought to being an
account of the conceptualization of hope and freedom in process of
realization.

The problem with Hegel’ s thought is that the fullness of life, of conflict,
of culture, out of which the imaginative representations of the will

come, is progressively swallowed up until only the concept survives,
Moreover, the concept emerges when the living forms of life that led up
to it have ceased to be living. Philosophy always "arrives too late" to
preach "what the world ought to be like." It records "gray in gray" forms
of life that have become old.

It is here that Ricoeur must abandon Hegel and seek help in Kant.
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Hegel’ s understanding of the forward progress of the will through the
history of cultureis richer than Kant’s, but it leads to a notion of the
completion of the will in "absolute knowledge," a metaphysical
abstraction which Hegel’ s critics, Ricoeur among them, find pretentious
and impossible. Kant puts a limit on our ability to "complete" our
conceptual knowledge of what is involved either in human knowing or
human striving. For Kant, the role of religious symbols and
representations is imaginatively to represent the limit beyond which the
demand of conceptual knowledge for completeness cannot pass.

For Kant we can think beyond the world of objects, but we cannot know
that which is unconditioned by the object world. To suppose that we can
know the realm of the unconditioned is, as we have seen, what Kant
calls the "transcendental illusion.” But in the practical realm of our
willing and doing — the realm of society and culture — we experience
ademand for completeness of meaning. This demand isamoral

pressure that human nature should be fulfilled, that human effort should
be capable of attaining the good, and that the attainment of this good
should be accompanied by happiness. The problem isthat if wetry to
think out what this means, we run into impossible conflict between our
concepts of the good and the actual circumstances of appetite, desire,
political and personal compromise, and the like. If our redescriptions of
the world of everyday life under the sign of the Resurrection have
helped to fuel this desire for goodness and happinessin thislife, if they
have helped us formulate, with Kant, the notion of a human society
understood as a "Kingdom of ends" (in which each human being,
including oneself, istreated as an end in him or herself), we find that the
effort to realize such hopes requires usto "postulate’’ realities which we
cannot "know": freedom, immortality, God. Precisely this moral
pressure to go beyond the limits of objective knowledge callsfor a
reintroduction of symbol.

Biblical symbols, then, serveto limit, but also to break open, our
reasoning process. It is "the task of hermeneutics to disentangle from the
‘world’ of the textstheir implicit ‘ project’ for existence, their indirect
‘proposition’ of new modes of being. . .Hermeneutics has finished its
job when it has opened the eyes and the ears, i.e., when it has displayed
before our imagination the figures of our authentic existence."8° Thus
Ricoeur proffers "atranscendental inquiry into the imagination of

Hope." In Kant, atranscendental inquiry asks what formal conditions
must be satisfied for us to have arealm of objectivity such as, for
example, the realm of objective relationships described in Newtonian
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physics. Since Heidegger, the notion of atranscendental inquiry has
been broadened: how, we now ask, is a certain way of seeing and acting
in the world possible? Ricoeur seems to be suggesting that the figures of
hope function in the interpersonal world somewhat as Kant’ s categories
of substance, causality, and so on, function in the interobject world.

Thereisadifference, of course. While the Kantian categories are pure
concepts, the figures of hope correspond most closely to Kant’s
"schemas" which serve as a bridge between empirical objects and the
concepts under which these objects are subsumed. The schemais not
simply an image, but a product of the imagination. | reach toward the
concept of substance, for example, through the notion of the
permanence of the real in time. Kant calls this a"representation of a
general procedure of the imagination by which a concept receivesits
image."90 This notion of the "productive imagination" which reaches
toward concept is further developed by Kant in his treatment of
"aesthetic ideas" in The Critique of Judgment. In Ricoeur’ s words,

" At the moment of accounting for the aesthetic productions of genius,
Kant invokes that power of the imagination ‘to present’ (Darstellung)
those ideas of reason for which we have no concept. By means of such
representation the imagination ‘ occasions much thought (viel zu
denken). . .’ Historical testimony has the same structure and the same
function. It, too, isa‘presentation’ of what for reflection remains an
idea, namely the idea of aletting go wherein we affirm an order exempt

from that servitude from which finite existence cannot deliver itself."91

Ricoeur wants to give this "transcendental inquiry into the imagination
of hope" an autonomy that it does not have in Kant, just as he wishes to
move ethics, the question of the will, to center stage as the realm of
realization of our relationship to being. Hence ontology, of akind,
enters through the question, "What may we hope?' The imagination
functions transcendentally to give us aworld in which certain
fulfillments of our being are possible. The fact of evil threatens this
fulfillment because evil is expressed in our lives as "fraudul ent
totalization" of our being. Under these circumstances, the conditions for
the "regeneration” of the will cannot be deduced from the formal
condition of Freedom."92 And, for the same reason, "the narratives and
symbolswhich ‘represent’ the victory of the Good Principle over the
Evil Principle are nor expendable."93 That is, if our being isto be
fulfilled, not in fraudulent totalization but out of what Ricoeur early in
his career called its "originary affirmation," symbols of "regeneration”
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must be at work in the "productive imagination."

For, as Ricoeur points out, in the Dialectics in Kant’s Second Critique
we find the question of the "full or complete" object of the will. This
involves "the reconciliation of freedom and nature, i.e., the achievement
of Man as awhole."%9 Precisely, that is, the question that began to open
up in his early work. How can we speak of an authentic actualization of
freedom unless we can articulate in productive imagination the content
of the hope underlying such freedom? Such an ideal, presumably would
be a counterpart of the articulation of self-abdicating freedom, the
"servile will." It would be an articulation of the symbols and metaphors
of humanity as regenerate and fulfilled.

This articulation has begun, but only barely, in Ricoeur’ s treatment of
the texts of the Resurrection. Are we to expect that the long-awaited
Poetics of the Will will complete the needed "symbolic of
regeneration?' The direction of Ricoeur’s work to date suggests that it
could. So Ricoeur may fulfill the promiseimplicit in his early
recognition that we hope for "arecreation of language. We, citizens of
postmodernity, "wish to be called again."
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|. THE HERMENEUTIC QUESTION

Although there has always been a hermeneutic problem in Christianity,
the hermeneutic question today seems to us a new one. What does this
situation mean, and why does it seem marked with thisinitial paradox?

There has always been a hermeneutic problem in Christianity because
Christianity proceeds from a proclamation. It begins with afundamental
preaching that maintains that in Jesus Christ the kingdom has
approached usin a decisive fashion. But this fundamental preaching,
thisword, comes to us through writings, through the Scriptures, and
these must constantly be restored as the living word if the primitive
word that witnessed to the fundamental and founding event isto remain
contemporary. If hermeneuticsin general is, in Dilthey’s phrase, the
interpretation of expressions of life fixed in written texts, then Christian
hermeneutics deals with the unique relation between the Scriptures and
what they refer to, the "kerygma' (the proclamation).

This relation between writing and the word and between the word and
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the event and its meaning is the crux of the hermeneutic problem. But
thisrelation itself appears only through a series of interpretations. These
Interpretations constitute the history of the hermeneutic problem and
even the history of Christianity itself, to the degree that Christianity is
dependent upon its successive readings of Scripture and on its capacity
to reconvert this Scripture into the living word. Certain characteristics of
what can be called the hermeneutic situation of Christianity have not
even been percelved until our time. These traits ate what makes the
hermeneutic problem a modern problem.

Let ustry to chart this hermeneutic situation, in a more systematic than
historical way. Three moments can be distinguished here which have
developed successively, even though implicitly they are
contemporaneous.

The hermeneutic problem first arose from a question which occupied the
first Christian generations and which held the fore even to the time of
the Reformation. This question: what is the relation between the two
Testaments or between the two Covenants? Here the problem of

allegory in the Christian sense was constituted. Indeed, the Christ-event
Is hermeneutically related to al of Judaic Scripture in the sense that it
interprets this Scripture. Hence, before it can be interpreted itself — and
there is our hermeneutic problem — the Christ-event is already an
interpretation of a preexisting Scripture.

L et us understand this situation well. Originally, there were not,
properly speaking, two Testaments, two Scriptures; there was one
Scripture and one event. And it is this event that makes the entire Jewish
economy appear ancient, like an old letter. But there is a hermeneutic
problem because this novelty is not purely and simply substituted for the
ancient letter; rather, it remains ambiguously related to it. The novelty
abolishes the Scripture and fulfillsit. It changesiits letter into spirit like
water into wine. Hence the Christian fact isitself understood by
effecting a mutation of meaning inside the ancient Scripture. The first
Christian hermeneutic is this mutation itself. It isentirely contained in
the relation between the | etter, the history (these words are synonyms),
of the old Covenant and the spiritual meaning which the Gospel reveals
after the event. Hence this relation can be expressed quite well in
allegorical terms. It can resemble the allegorizing of the Stoics or that of
Philo, or it can adopt the quasi-Platonic language of the opposition
between flesh and spirit, between shadow and true reality. But what is
issue hereis basically something else. It is a question of the typological
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value of the events, things, persons, and institutions of the old economy
in relation to those of the new. Saint Paul creates this Christian allegory.
Everyone knows the interpretation of Hagar and Sarah, the two wives of
Abraham, and of their lineage. In their regard the Epistle to the
Galatians says. "These things are said allegorically." The word
“alegory" here has only aliterary resemblance to the allegory of the
grammarians, which, Cicero tells us, "consists in saying one thing to
make something else understood." Pagan allegory served to reconcile
myths with philosophy and consequently to reduce them as myths. But
Pauline allegory, together with that of Tertullian and Origen, which
depend on it, isinseparable from the mystery of Christ. Stoicism and
Platonism will furnish only alanguage, indeed a compromising and
misleading surplus.

Hence there is hermeneutics in the Christian order because the kerygma
isthe rereading of an ancient Scripture. It is noteworthy that orthodoxy
has resisted with al its force the currents, from Marcion to Gnosticism,
which wanted to cut the Gospel from its hermeneutic bond to the Old
Testament. Why? Would it not have been simpler to proclaim the event
inits unity and thus to deliver it from the ambiguities of the Old
Testament interpretation? Why has Christian preaching chosen to be
hermeneutic by binding itself to the rereading of the Old Testament?
Essentially to make the event itself appear, not as an irrational irruption,
but as the fulfillment of an antecedent meaning which remained in
suspense. The event itself receives atemporal density by being inscribed
in asignifying relation of "promise" to "fulfillment." By entering in this
way into ahistorical connection, the event enters also into an intelligible
liaison. A contrast is set up between the two Testaments, a contrast
which at the same time is aharmony by means of atransfer. This
signifying relation attests that the kerygma, by this detour through the
reinterpretation of an ancient Scripture, entersinto a network of
intelligibility. The event becomes advent. In taking on time, it takes on
meaning. By understanding itself indirectly, in terms of the transfer
from the old to the new, the event presents itself as an understanding of
relations. Jesus Christ himself, exegesis and exegete of Scripture, is
manifested as logos in opening the understanding of the Scriptures.

Such is the fundamental hermeneutics of Christianity. It coincides with
the spiritual understanding of the Old Testament. Of course, the spiritual
meaning is the New Testament itself; but because of this detour through
a deciphering of the Old Testament, "faith is not acry" but an
understanding.
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The second root of the hermeneutic problem is aso Pauline. Thisis so
even though it did not reach its full growth until very recently and, in
certain respects, only with the moderns, specifically with Bultmann.
Thisideaisthat the interpretation of the Book and the interpretation of
life correspond and are mutually adjusted. Saint Paul creates this second
modality of Christian hermeneutics when he invites the hearer of the
word to decipher the movement of his own existence in the light of the
Passion and Resurrection of Christ. Hence, the death of the old man and
the birth of the new creature are understood under the sign of the Cross
and the Paschal victory. But their hermeneutic relation has double
meaning. Death and resurrection receive a new interpretation through
the detour of this exegesis of human existence. The "hermeneutic circle"
Is already there, between the meaning of Christ and the meaning of
existence which mutually decipher each other.

Thanks to the admirable work of de Lubac on the "four meanings" of
Scripture — historical, allegorical, moral, anagogical — the breadth of
this mutual interpretation of Scripture and existence is known. Beyond
this simple reinterpretation of the old Covenant and the typological
correlation between the two Testaments, medieval hermeneutics pursued
the coincidence between the understanding of the faith in the lectio
divina and the understanding of reality as awhole, divine and human,
historical and physical. The hermeneutic task, then, is to broaden the
comprehension of the text on the side of doctrine, of practice, of
meditation on the mysteries. And consequently it isto equate the
understanding of meaning with atotal interpretation of existence and of
reality in the system of Christianity. In short, hermeneutics understood
thisway is coextensive with the entire economy of Christian existence.
Scripture appears here as an inexhaustible treasure which stimul ates
thought about everything, which conceals atotal interpretation of the
world. It is hermeneutics because the letter serves the foundation,
because exegesisisitsinstrument, and also because the other meanings
are related to the first in the way that the hidden isrelated to the
manifest. In this way the understanding of Scripture somehow enrolls all
the instruments of culture — literary and rhetorical, philosophical and
mystical. To interpret Scripture is at the same time to amplify its
meaning as sacred meaning and to incorporate the remains of secular
culturein this understanding. It is at this price that Scripture ceasesto be
alimited cultural object: explication of texts and exploration of
mysteries coincide. Thisisthe aim of hermeneuticsin this second sense:
to make the global sense of mystery coincide with a differentiated and
articulated discipline of meaning. it is to equate the multiplex intellectus
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with the intellectus de mysterio Christi.

Now among the "four meanings" of Scripture, the Middle Ages made a
place for the "moral meaning," which marks the application of the
allegorical meaning to ourselves and our morals. The "mora meaning"
shows that hermeneutics is much more than exegesisin the narrow
sense. Hermeneutics is the very deciphering of life in the mirror of the
text. Although the function of alegory isto manifest the newness of the
Gospel in the oldness of the letter, this newness vanishesiif it isnot a
daily newness, if it is not new hic et nunc. Actualy, the function of the
moral senseis not to draw morals from Scripture at all, to moralize
history, but to assure the correspondence between the Christ-event and
the inner man. It is amatter of interiorizing the spiritual meaning, of
actualizing it, as Saint Bernard says, of showing that it extends hodie
usgue ad nos, "even to ustoday." That is why the true role of moral
meaning comes after allegory. This correspondence between allegorical
meaning and our existence is well expressed by the metaphor of the
mirror. It is a matter of deciphering our existence according to its
conformity with Christ. We can still speak of interpretation because, on
the one hand, the mystery contained in the book is made explicit in out
experience and its actuality is confirmed here, and because, on the other
hand, we understand ourselves in the mirror of the word. The relation
between the text and the mirror — liber et speculum — isbasic to
hermeneutics.

Thisisthe second dimension of Christian hermeneutics.

The third root of the hermeneutic problem in Christianity was not fully
recognized and understood until the moderns — until the critical
methods borrowed from the secular sciences of history and philology
had been applied to the Bible as awhole. Here we return to out initial
guestion: how isit that the hermeneutic problem is so old and so
modern? Actually this third root of our problem relates to what can be
called the hermeneutic situation itself of Christianity, that is, it isrelated
to the primitive constitution of the Christian kerygma. We must return,
in fact, to the witness character of the Gospel. The kerygmaiis not first
of all the interpretation of atext; it isthe announcement of a person. In
this sense, the word of God is, not the Bible, but Jesus Christ. But a
problem arises continually from the fact that this kerygmais itself
expressed in awitness, in the stories, and soon after in the texts that
contain the very first confession of faith of the community. These texts
conceal afirst level of interpretation. We ourselves are no longer those
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witnesses who have seen. We are the hearers who listen to the
witnesses: fides ex auditu. Hence, we can believe only by listening and
by interpreting atext which isitself already an interpretation. In short,
our relation, not only to the Old Testament, but also to the New
Testament itself, is a hermeneutic relation.

This hermeneutic situation is as primitive as the two others because the
Gospel is presented from the time of the second generation as awriting,
as anew letter, a new Scripture, added to the old in the form of a
collection of writings which will one day be gathered up and enclosed in
a canon, the "Canon of Scriptures." The source of our modern
hermeneutic problem, then is this: the kerygmais also a Testament. To
be sure, it is new, aswe said above; but it is a Testament, that is, anew
Scripture. Hence the New Testament must also be interpreted. It is not
simply an interpreting with regard to the Old Testament, and an
interpreting for life and for reality asawhole; it isitself atext to be
interpreted.

But this third root of the hermeneutic problem, the hermeneutic situation
itself, has somehow been masked by the two other functions of
hermeneutics in Christianity. So long as the New Testament served to
decipher the Old, it was taken as an absolute norm. And it remains an
absolute norm aslong asits literal meaning serves as an indisputable
basis on which al the other levels of meaning — the allegorical, moral,
and anagogical — are constructed. But the fact isthat the literal
meaning isitself atext to be understood, aletter to be interpreted.

Let usreflect on this discovery. At first glance it may seem to be a
product of our modernity, that is, something which could have been
discovered only recently. Thisistrue, for reasons which will be
mentioned later. But these reasons themselves refer us back to a
fundamental structure which, despite its having been recently
discovered, nonetheless was present from the beginning. This discovery
Isaproduct of our modernity in the sense that it expresses the backlash
of the critical disciplines— philology and history — on the sacred texts.
As soon as the whole Bible is treated like the lliad or the Presocratics,
the letter is desacralized and the Bible is made to appear as the word of
humans. In the same way, the relation "human word/word of God" is
placed, no longer between the New Testament and the rest of the Bible,
no longer even between the New Testament and the rest of culture, but
at the very heart of the New Testament. For the believer, the New
Testament itself conceals arelation that needs deciphering. Thisrelation
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is between what can be understood and received as word of God and
what is heard as human speaking.

Thisinsight isthe fruit of the scientific spirit, and inthissenseitisa
recent acquisition. But reflection brings us to discover in the first
hermeneutic situation of the Gospel the ancient reason for this later
discovery. This situation, we have said, is that the Gospel itself has
become atext, aletter. Asatext, it expresses a difference and a
distance, however minimal, from the event that it proclaims. This
distance, aways increasing with time, is what separates the first witness
from the entire line of those who hear the witness. Our modernity means
only that the distance is now considerable between the place | myself
occupy at the center of a culture and the original site of the first witness.
This distance, of course, is not only spatial; it is above all atemporal
one. But the distance is given at the beginning. It isthe very first
distance between the hearer and the witness of the event.

Thus the somehow accidental distance of a twentieth-century man,
situated in another, a scientific and historical culture, reveals an origina
distance which remained concealed because it was so short; yet it was
already constitutive of primitive faith itself. This distance has only
become more manifest, particularly since the work of the
Formgeschichte school. This school has made us conscious of the fact
that the witnesses gathered in the New Testament are not only individual
witnesses — free witnesses, one might say; they are already situated in a
believing community, in its cult, its preaching, and the expression of its
faith. To decipher Scripture isto decipher the witness of the apostolic
community. We are related to the object of its faith through the
confession of its faith. Hence, by understanding its witness, | receive
equally, inits witness, what is summons, kerygma, "the good news.

| hope this reflection has shown that hermeneutics has for us moderns a
sense that it did not have for the Greek or Latin Fathers, for the Middle
Ages, or even for the Reformers, that the very development of the word
"hermeneutics’ indicates a"modern” sense of hermeneutics. This
modern meaning of hermeneuticsis only the discovery, the
manifestation, of the hermeneutic situation which was present from the
beginning of the Gospel but hidden. It is not paradoxical to defend the
thesis that the two ancient forms of hermeneutics we have described
have contributed to concealing what was radical in the Christian
hermeneutic situation. The meaning and function of our modernity isto
unveil, by means of the distance which today separates our culture from
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ancient culture, what has been unique and extraordinary in this
hermeneutic situation since the beginning.

II.DEMYTHOLOGIZATION

It seems to me that the hermeneutic question in its third form contains
the principle of what Bultmann calls demythol ogization or
demythization. But if the hermeneutic question has been correctly
understood, it isimportant not to separate two problems which are
related for Bultmann. It would be wrong to treat them in isolation since
In a sense they constitute inverse sides of the same thing. The first
problem is demythol ogization; the second iswhat is called the
hermeneutic circle.

At first glance demythologization is a purely negative enterprise. It
consists in becoming conscious of the mythic clothing around the
proclamation that "the kingdom of God has drawn near in a decisive
fashion in Jesus Christ." In this way we become attentive to the fact that
this"coming" is expressed in a mythological representation of the
universe, with atop and a bottom, a heaven and an earth, and celestia
beings coming from up there to down here and returning from down
here to up there. To abandon this mythic wrapping is quite ssmply to
discover the distance that separates our culture and its conceptual
apparatus from the culture in which the good news is expressed. In this
sense, demythol ogization cuts to the letter itself. It consists in anew use
of hermeneutics, which is no longer edification, the construction of a
spiritual meaning on the literal meaning, but a boring under the literal
meaning, ade-struction, that isto say, a de-construction, of the letter
itself. This enterprise has something in common with demystification,
which | will be speaking about later on. It too isamodern
accomplishment, in the sense that it belongs to a postcritical age of faith.

But demythologization is distinguished from demystification by the fact
that it is moved by the will to better comprehend the text, that is, to
realize the intention of the text which speaks not of itself but of the
event. In this sense, demythologization, far from being opposed to
kerygmatic interpretation, isits very first application. It marks the return
to the original situation, namely, that the Gospel is not a new Scripture
to be commented on but is effaced before something el se because it
speaks of someone who is the true word of God. Demythologization
then is only the inverse side of the grasp of the kerygma. Or, one might
say, it isthe will to shatter the false scandal constituted by the absurdity
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of the mythological representation of the world by a modern man and to
make apparent the true scandal, the folly of God in Jesus Christ, which
iIsascandal for al meninall times.

Here the question of demythologization refers back to the other
guestion, which | have called the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic
circle can be stated roughly as follows. To understand, it is necessary to
believe; to believe, it is necessary to understand. This formulation is still
too psychological. For behind believing there is the primacy of the
object of faith over faith; and behind understanding there is the primacy
of exegesis and its method over the naive reading of thetext. This
means that the genuine hermeneutic circle is not psychological but
methodological. It isthe circle constituted by the object that regulates
faith and the method that regulates understanding. Thereisacircle
because the exegete is not his own master. What he wants to understand
iIswhat the text says; the task of understanding is therefore governed by
what is at issue in the text itself. Christian hermeneutics is moved by the
announcement which is at issue in the text. To understand is to submit
oneself to what the object means. Here Bultmann rejects Dilthey’ s view
that understanding the text means grasping in the text an expression of
life. This means that the exegete must be able to understand the author
of the text better than the author has understood himself. Bultmann says
no. It is not the life of the author that governs understanding, but the
essence of the meaning that finds expression in the text. Here Bultmann
agrees perfectly with Karl Barth, who saysin his commentary on the
Epistle to the Romans, that understanding is under the command of the
object of faith. But what distinguishes Bultmann from Barth is that
Bultmann has perfectly understood that this primacy of the object, this
primacy of meaning over understanding, is performed only through the
understanding, through the exegetical work itself. It is necessary
therefore to enter the hermeneutic circle. Only in the understanding of
thetext do | in fact know the object. Faith in what the text is concerned
with must be deciphered in the text that speaks of it and in the
confession of faith of the primitive church which is expressed in the
text. Thisiswhy thereisacircle: to understand the text, it is necessary
to believe in what the text announces to me; but what the text announces
to meisgiven nowhere but in the text. Thisiswhy it is necessary to
understand the text in order to believe.

These two series of remarks, one about demythol ogization and the other
about the hermeneutic circle, are inseparable. Indeed, by cutting into the
letter, by taking off the mythological wrappings, | discover the
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summons which is the primary meaning of the text. To separate
kerygma from myth is the positive function of demythologization. But
this kerygma becomes the positive side of demythologization only in the
movement of interpretation itself. That iswhy it cannot be fixed in any
objective statement that would remove it from the process of
interpretation.

We are now in a position to confront the errors and mistakes which
Bultmann’s demythol ogization has occasioned. In my opinion all of
these come from the fact that attention has not been paid to the fact that
demythologization is operative on severa strategically different levels.

In what follows | want to distinguish the levels of demythologization in
Bultmann as well as the successive definitions of myth which
correspond to these levels.

At afirst level, the most extrinsic and superficial one and hence the
most obvious, it is modern man who demythol ogizes. What he
demythologizesis the cosmological form in primitive preaching. In fact,
the conception of aworld composed of three stories — heaven, earth,
and hell — and peopled with supernatural powers which descend down
here from up thereis purely and simply eliminated, as out of date, by
modern science and modern technology as well as by how man
represents ethical and political responsibility. Everything that partakes
of thisvision of the world in the fundamental representation of the
events of salvation isfrom now on void. And at thislevel Bultmannis
right in saying that demythol ogization must be pursued without reserve
or exception, for it iswithout aremainder. The definition of myth which
corresponds to this level of demythologization is that of a prescientific
explanation of the cosmological and eschatological order, an
explanation which for modern man is unbelievable. It isin this sense
that myth is an additional scandal, added to the true scandal, which is
the "folly of the Cross."

But myth is something else than an explanation of the world, of history,
and of destiny. Myth expresses in terms of the world — that is, of the
other world or the second world — the understanding that man has of
himself in relation to the foundation and the limit of his existence.
Hence to demythologize isto interpret myth, that is, to relate the
objective representations of the myth to the selfunderstanding whichis
both shown and concealed in it. Again, we are the ones who are
demythologizing, but according to the intention of the myth, which aims
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at something other than what it says. Myth, then, can no longer be
defined in opposition to science. Myth consistsin giving worldly form
to what is beyond known and tangible reality. It expressesin an
objective language the sense that man has of his dependence on that
which stands at the limit and at the origin of hisworld. This definition
sets Bultmann in complete opposition to Feuerbach. Myth does not
express the projection of human power into afictitious beyond but
rather man’s grasp on his origin and end, which he effects by means of
this objectification, this putting in worldly form. If mythisredly a
projection on the level of representation, then it isfirst of al the
reduction of what is beyond to what is on this side. Imaginative
projection is only one means and one stage of the giving of aworldly
form to the beyond, in terms of the here and now.

At the second level, demythologization is no longer the exclusive work
of the modern spirit. The restoration of the myth’sintention, counter to
its objectifying movement, requires an existential interpretation, such as
Heldegger’sin Sein und Zeit. Far from expressing a necessity of the
scientific spirit, this existential interpretation challenges the philosophic
and in itself unscientific pretension to exhaust the meaning of reality by
science and technology. Heidegger’ s philosophy furnishes only the
philosophical preliminary of a criticism of myth which hasits center of
gravity in the process of objectification.

But this second level is not the final one. For a Christian hermeneutics,
it is not even the most decisive one. Existential interpretation is
rightfully applicable to al myths, as Hans Jonas' s work indicates. Jonas
first applied it, not to the Gospels, but to Gnosticism, in his Gnosis und
spatantiker Geist, awork published as early as 1930, with an important
preface by Rudolf Bultmann. At thefirst level this myth had no
specifically Christian aspects. Thisis till true at the second level. Thus
Bultmann’s entire undertaking is pursued on the assumption that the
kerygma itself wants to be demythologized. It is no longer modern man,
educated by science, who calls the shots. It is no longer the philosopher
and his existential interpretation applied to the universe of myths. Itis
the kerygmatic core of the original preaching which not only requires
but initiates and sets in motion the process of demythol ogization.
Already in the Old Testament the creation stories effect a vigorous
demythologization of the sacred cosmology of the Babylonians. More
fundamentally still, the preaching of the "name of Y ahweh" exercisesa
corrosive action on all the representations of the divine, on the Baals and
their idols.
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The New Testament, despite a new recourse to mythological
representations, principally to those of Jewish eschatology and the
mystery cults, begins the reduction of the images which serveit asa
vehicle. The description of man outside of faith putsinto play what can
already be called an anthropological interpretation of conceptslike
"world," "flesh," and "sin" which are borrowed from cosmic mythology.
Here, it is Saint Paul who begins the movement of demythologization.
As to eschatological representations in the proper sensg, it is John who
goes farthest in the direction of demythologization. The future has
already begun in Jesus Christ. The new age has its root in the Christic
now. From now on, demythologization proceeds from the very nature of
Christian hope and from the relation that the future of God maintains
with the present.

| think that this hierarchy of levels, in demythologization and in myth
itself, isthe key to reading Bultmann correctly. If these different levels
are not distinguished, Bultmann will be accused either of being
inconsistent or of doing violence to the texts. On the one hand, he will
be accused of wanting to save a remnant, the kerygma, after having said
that demythologization must be brought to its conclusion, without
reservation or attenuation. On the other hand, he will be reproached with
imposing alien preoccupations on the texts — those of modern man, the
heir of science, and those of existential philosophy, borrowed from
Heldegger. But Bultmann speaks in turn as a man of science, an
existentia philosopher, and a hearer of the word. When he occupies this
last circle, he preaches. Y es, he preaches; he makes the Gospel heard.
Henceit isasadisciple of Paul and Luther that Bultmann opposes
justification by faith to salvation by works. By works man is justified
and is glorified, that is, man sovereignly determines the meaning of his
own existence. In faith he divests himself of his pretension of being self-
determined. So it is the preacher who gives the definition of myth asa
work wherein man determines God instead of receiving from God his
justification. The preacher here turns against the mythmaker, against the
man of science, and against the philosopher himself. If the philosopher
claimsto find something else, in his description of authentic existence,
than aformal and empty definition, a possibility for which the New
Testament announces the realization, then the philosopher himself falls
under the blow of condemnation. Because he declares that he knows
how authentic existence becomes realized, he too claims to determine
himself. Here isthe limit of existential interpretation and, in general, of
the recourse to philosophy. Thislimit is perfectly clear. It coincides with
the passage from the second interpretation of myth to the third, that is, to
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the interpretation which begins from the kerygmaiitself. More precisely,
it begins from the theological core of justification by faith, according to
the Pauline and L utheran tradition.

If, therefore, Bultmann thinks he can still speak in nonmythol ogical
terms of the Christ-event and of the acts of God, it is because, asaman
of faith, he makes himself dependent on an act which determines him.
This decision of faith isthus the center from which the previous
definitions of myth and demythol ogization can begin to be taken up
again. Consequently acirculation is set up among al the forms of
demythol ogization — demythol ogization as work of science, as work of
philosophy, and as proceeding from faith. By turns, it is modern man,
then the existential philosopher, and finally the believer who calls the
shots. The entire exegetical and theologica work of Rudolf Bultmann
consistsin setting up this great circle in which exegetical science,
existential interpretation, and preaching in the style of Paul and L uther
exchange roles.

1. THE TASK OF INTERPRETATION

We need to think through Bultmann’s work still more fully. Sometimes
we must think with him and sometimes against him. What is not yet
sufficiently thought through in Bultmann is the specifically
nonmythological core of biblical and theological statements and hence,
by contrast, the mythological statements themselves.

Bultmann holds that the "signification" of "mythological statements’ is
itself no longer mythological. It is possible, he says, to speak in
nonmythological terms of the finitude of the world and of man before
the transcendent power of God, even of the signification of
eschatological myths. The notion of an "act of God" and of "God as act”
Is, according to him, not mythological. This even includes the notions of
"the word of God" and also that of the "call of the word of God." The
word of God, he says, calls man and draws him back from self-idolatry.
It calls man to histrue self. In short, the activity of God, more precisely
his acting for us, in the event of the summons and of decision, isthe
nonmythological element, the nonmythological signification of
mythology.

Do we think this signification?
It would be tempting to say first off, in Kantian language, that the
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transcenent, the completely other, iswhat we "think" preeminently but
which we "represent” to ourselves in objective and worldly terms. The
second definition of myth goes in this direction: putting the beyond into
worldly terms consists in an objectification of what must remain limit
and foundation. In general, everything that opposes Bultmann to
Feuerbach — and | insist strongly on the total character of the
opposition — draws Bultmann close to Kant. "Myth" holds in the first
thinker the same place that "transcendental illusion” holds in the second.
Thisinterpretation is confirmed by the constant use of the word
Vorstellung — "representation” — to designate the "images of the
world" with which we illusorily fill the thoughts of the transcendent.
Does not Bultmann also say that the incomprehensibility of God does
not reside on the level of theoretical thought but only on the level of
personal existence, that is, on the level of our idolatrous and rebellious
will?

But this interpretation of nonmythological elementsin the meaning of
the limit-ideais contradicted by much more important dimensions of
Bultmann's work. Thus it seems that the notions “* act of God," "word of
God," and "future of God" are statements of pure faith and derive their
entire meaning from the surrender of our will when it renounces self-
determination. Only in this event do | experience what "act of God’’
signifies, that is, at the same time order and gift, birth of the imperative
and of the indicative (because you are conducted by the spirit, you walk
according to the spirit). Just asfor his teacher, Wilhelm Hermann, so too
for Bultmann the object of faith and its foundation are one and the same
thing: what | believe is that whereby | believe, that which gives me
something to believe. Finally, the nonmythological coreis constituted
by the statement of the justification of faith which appears consequently
as the Gospel in the Gospel. In this Rudolf Bultmann is thoroughly

L utheran, Kierkegaardian, and Barthian. But, with the same stroke, the
very question of the meaning of such expressions as wholly other,
transcendent, and beyond, as well as act, word, and event, is avoided. It
Is striking that Bultmann makes hardly any demands on this language of
faith, whereas he was so suspicious about the language of myth. From
the moment language ceases to "objectify,” when it escapes from
worldly "representations,” every interrogation seems superfluous
concerning the meaning of this Dass — of this event of encounter —
which follows on the Was — on general statements and on objectifying
representations.

If thisisthe case, then there is no reflection in Bultmann on language in
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general but only on "objectification." Hence Bultmann does not seem to
be very much preoccupied with the fact that another language replaces
the language of myth and hence calls for a new kind of interpretation.
For example, he grants without difficulty that the language of faith can
take up myth again in the form of symbol or image. He grants also that
the language of faith, besides symbols or images, has recourse to
anaogies. Thisisthe case for all the "personalist" expressions of
"encounter." God summons me as a person, encounters me as afriend,
commands me as a father. These expressions, Bultmann says, are neither
symbols nor images but away of speaking analogically. Protestant
theology believed that it could rely on the "personalist” relation of the I-
Thou kind and develop on this basis a theocentric personalism that
would escape the difficulties of a natural theology in the Catholic vein, a
natural theology considered as a hypostasis of cosmology. But isit
possible to avoid critical reflection on the use of analogy in this
transposition of the human you to the divine Thou? What relation does
analogy have with the symbolic use of myth and with the limit concept
of the wholly other? Bultmann seems to believe that alanguage which is
no longer "objectifying" isinnocent. But in what senseisit still a
language? And what does it signify?

|s the question no longer raised, is the question still under the sway of an
objectifying thinking, which looks for the security of the Wasin

"genera statements’ and puts off surrendering to the insecurity of the
Dass, of the decision of faith? But in this case, what must be renounced
Isthe very question which has set the entire inquiry in motion, the
guestion of the "signification" of mythological representations. It must
be said, then, that the nonmythological signification of myth is no longer
of the order of signification at al, that, with faith, there is no longer
anything to think, anything to say. The sacrificiumintellectus we
refused to employ for myth is now employed for faith. Moreover,
kerygma can no longer be the origin of demythologization if it does not
Initiate thought, if it develops no understanding of faith. How could it do
so if it were not both event and meaning together and therefore
"objective" in another acceptation of the word than the one eliminated
with mythological representations?

This question is at the center of post-Bultmannian hermeneutics. The
opposition between explanation and understanding that came from
Dilthey and the opposition between the objective and the existential that
came from an overly anthropological reading of Heidegger were very
useful in afirst phase of the problem. But, once the intention isto grasp
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in its entirety the problem of the understanding of faith and the language
appropriate to it, these oppositions prove to be ruinous. Doubtlessit is
necessary today to award less importance to Verstehen
("understanding"), which istoo exclusively centered on existential
decision, and to consider the problem of language and of interpretation
in all its breadth.

| am not formulating these questions against Bultmann but with the aim
of thinking more adequately what remains unthought in Bultmann. And
| am doing thisfor two reasons.

First of al, hiswork as a New Testament exegete has an inadequate
basis in his hermeneutic philosophy. Y et Bultmann — who istoo little
known in France — is above all the author of the ample and solid
Theology of the New Testament and the admirable Commentary on the
Gospel of John. (Here atask remains, that of confronting Bultmann’s
actual exegesis with the representation he gives of it in his theoretical
writings.) His exegesis, it seems to me, is more opposed to Dilthey than
his hermeneutics. His exegesis breaks with Dilthey on the essential
point. The task of interpretation, when applied to a specific text, is not
"to understand its author better than he understood himself," according
to a phrase which goes back to Schleiermacher. Rather, the task isto
submit oneself to what the text says, to what it intends, and to what it
means. But this independence, this sufficiency, this objectivity of the
text presupposes a conception of meaning which borrows more from
Husserl than from Dilthey. Eveniif it istrue, finaly, that the text
accomplishes its meaning only in persona appropriation, in the
"historical" decision (and this | believe strongly with Bultmann against
all the current philosophies of a discourse without the subject), this
appropriation is only the final stage, the last threshold of an
understanding which has first been uprooted and moved into another
meaning. The moment of exegesisis not that of existential decision but
that of "meaning," which, as Frege and Husserl have said, is an
objective and even an "ideal" moment (ideal in that meaning has no
placein reality, not even in psychic reality). Two thresholds of
understanding then must be distinguished, the threshold of "meaning,”
which iswhat | just described, and that of "signification," which isthe
moment when the reader grasps the meaning, the moment when the
meaning is actualized in existence. The entire route of comprehension
goes from the ideality of meaning to existential signification. A theory
of interpretation which at the outset runs straight to the moment of
decision moves too fast. It leaps over the moment of meaning, which is
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the objective stage, in the nonworldly sense of "objective." Thereis no
exegesis without a "bearer [teneur] of meaning,” which belongsto the
text and not to the author of the text.

Therefore, far from the objective and the existential being contraries —
as happens when there is too exclusive an attachment to the opposition
between myth and kerygma — it must be said that the meaning of the
text holds these two moments closely together. It is the objectivity of the
text, understood as content — bearer of meaning and demand for
meaning — that begins the existential movement of appropriation.
Without such a conception of meaning, of its objectivity and even of its
ideality, no textual criticism is possible. Therefore, the semantic
moment, the moment of objective meaning, must precede the existential
moment, the moment of personal decision, in a hermeneutics concerned
with doing justice to both the objectivity of meaning and the historicity
of personal decision. In this respect the problem Bultmann posed is the
exact inverse of the problem which contemporary structuralist theories
pose. The structuralist theories have taken the "language” side, whereas
Bultmann has taken the "speaking" side. But we now need an instrument
of thought for apprehending the connection between language and
speaking, the conversion of system into event. More than any other
discipline that deals with "signs," exegesis requires such an instrument
of thought. If there is no objective meaning, then the text no longer says
anything at all; without existential appropriation, what the text does say
isno longer living speech. The task of atheory of interpretation isto
combine in a single process these two moments of comprehension.

Thisfirst theme brings us to a second. It is not only the exegetein
Bultmann but the theologian in him who demands that the relation
between the meaning of the text and existential decision be more
adequately concelved and stated. In effect only the "ideal meaning” of
the text, its nonphysical and nonpsychological meaning, can be the
vehicle of the coming of the word toward us, or, in Bultmann’s own
language, of "the decisive act of God in Jesus Christ." | do not say that
this act of God, thisword of God, find their sufficient condition in the
objectivity of meaning; but they find their necessary condition there.
The act of God hasiits first transcendence in the objectivity of meaning
which it announces for us. Theideaitself of announcement, of
proclamation, of kerygma, presupposes, if | may say so, an initiative on
the part of meaning, a coming to us of meaning, which makes speech a
partner or correlate of existential decision. If the meaning of the text
does not already confront the reader, how shall the act it announces not
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be reduced to a simple symbol of inner conversion, of the passage from
the old man to the new? To be sure, there is no authorization for saying
that God for Bultmann is only another name for authentic existence.
Nothing in Bultmann seems to authorize any kind of a"Christian
atheism" in which Christ would be the symbol of an existence devoted
to others. For Bultmann as for Luther, justification by faith comes from
an other than the self, from an other who grants me what he commands
of me. Otherwise, authenticity would again become a "work" whereby |
would be determining my own existence.

What "lays claim to me" comes to man and does not proceed from him.

But if Bultmann’sintention is not dubious, isit provided with the means
to think this other origin? Does not his entire enterprise threaten to veer
toward fideism since it lacks the support of a meaning that could
announce its other origin by confronting me? Here a Husserlian theory
of meaning isinsufficient. The claim (Anspruch) which God’ s word
addresses to our existence, if it is to be thought, presupposes not only
that the meaning of thetext is constituted as an ideal correlate of my
existence. It presupposes also that the word itself belongs to the being
who addresses himself to my existence. A complete meditation on the
word, on the claim of the word by being, and hence a compl ete ontology
of language is essential hereif the expression "word of God" isto be
meaningful or, in Bultmann’sterms, if this statement isto have a
nonmythological signification. But, in Bultmann's work, thisremainsto
be thought. In this regard the help he has looked for from Heidegger is
not completely satisfying. What Bultmann asks of Heidegger is
essentially a philosophical anthropology capable of furnishing the
"proper conceptuality,” at the moment of entering upon a biblical
anthropology and of interpreting the cosmological and mythological
statements of the Bible in terms of human existence. The recourseto
Heldegger and to the "preunderstanding” that he offers does not seem
condemnable in principle. What Bultmann says about the impossibility
of an interpretation without presuppositions seems convincing to me.
But | would reproach Bultmann with not having sufficiently followed
the Heldeggerian "path." In order to avail himself of Heidegger ‘s
"existentials' he has taken a short cut, without having made the long
detour of the question of being without which these existentials — being
in-the-world, fallenness, care, being-toward-death, and so on — are
nothing more than abstractions of lived experience, of aformalized
existenziell. It must not be forgotten that in Heldegger the existential
description does not concern man but the place — the Da-sein — of the
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guestion of being. Thisaim is not preeminently anthropological,
humanistic, or personalist. Consequently, meaningful statements about
man and the person and, a fortiori, the analogies concerning God as a
person can be thought and grounded only ulteriorly. Thisinquiry about
being, which is part of the being that we are and which makes of usthe
“there" of being, the Da of Dasein, isin some sense short-circuited in
Bultmann. At the same time, the labor of thought connected with this
inquiry is also lacking.

But two important things — important even to Bultmann’s enterprise —
are bound to this labor of thought which he has economized on.

First isthe examination of akind of death of metaphysics as the site of
the forgetfulness of the question of being. This examination, which
extends also to the metaphysics of the I-Thou relation, belongs today in
an organic way to the entire "return to the foundation of metaphysics’
itself. Everything that we have said above about limit and foundation,
even with respect to myth, has something in common with this return
and with the crisis of metaphysics connected with it. The second
implication of the labor of thought proposed by Heidegger concerns
language and consequently our effort to think the expression "word of
God." If one runstoo quickly to the fundamental anthropology of
Heidegger, and if one lacks the questioning of being to which this
anthropology is attached, then one also lacks the radical revision of the
question of language which it allows. The theologian is directly
concerned by the attempt to "bring language into language.” Let us
understand this as bringing the language we speak to the language which
Isthe saying of being, the coming of being into language.

| do not say that theology must go by way of Heidegger. | say that, if it
goes by way of Heidegger, then it is by this path and to this point that it
must follow him. This path islonger. It is the path of patience and not of
haste and precipitation. On this path the theologian must not bein a
hurry to know whether being for Heidegger isthe God of the Bible. It is
by postponing this question that the theologian may later on think again
what the expressions "act of God" and "action of God in his word"
denote. To think the expression "word of God" is to agree to be engaged
on paths which may become lost. In Heidegger’s own words, "It isonly
by beginning from the truth of being that the essence of the Sacred lets
itself be thought. It is only by beginning from the essence of the Sacred
that the essence of divinity isto be thought. And it isonly in the light of
the essence of divinity that whatever the word God names can be

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1771 (19 of 20) [2/4/03 3:04:03 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation
thought" (Letter on Humanism).

All of thisremains to be thought. There is no shorter path for joining a
neutral existential anthropology, according to philosophy, with the
existential decision before God, according to the Bible. But thereisthe
long path of the question of being and of the belonging of saying to
being. It ison thislonger path that this can be understood: that the
ideality of the meaning of the text, in the spirit of Husserl, is still a
"metaphysical” abstraction, a necessary abstraction, to be sure, when
faced with the psychological and existential reductions of the meaning
of the text, but an abstraction nonetheless in relation to being’s
primordial claim to say.

Yes, al of thisremains to be thought, not at al as arejection of
Bultmann or even as a mere supplement to his work, but as somehow a
foundation supporting it.

78
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The question of revelation is aformidable question in the proper sense
of the word, not only because it may be seen as the first and last
guestion for faith, but also because it has been obscured by so many
false debates that the recovery of areal question in itself constitutes an
enormous task.

The way of posing the question which, more than any other, | will seek
to overcome is the one that sets in opposition an authoritarian and
opague concept of revelation and a concept of reason which claimsto be
its own master and transparent to itself. Thisis why my presentation

will be a battle on two fronts: it seeks to recover a concept of revelation
and a concept of reason that, without ever coinciding, can at least enter
into aliving dialectic and together engender something like an
understanding of faith.

|. THE ORIGINARY EXPRESSIONS OF REVELATION

| will begin on the side of revelation and my first remarks will be
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devoted to rectifying the concept of revelation so that we may get
beyond what | have spoken of as the accepted opague and authoritarian
understanding of this concept.

By an opaque concept of revelation, 1 mean that familiar amalgamation
of three levels of language in one form of traditional teaching about
revelation: first, the level of the confession of faith where the lex
credendi is not separated from the lex orandi; second, the level of
ecclesial dogma where a historic community interprets for itself and for
others the understanding of faith specific to its tradition; and third, the
body of doctrinesimposed by the magisterium as the rule of orthodoxy.
The particular amalgamation that | deplore and that | am seeking to
combat is aways made in terms of the third level, which iswhy it is not
just opague, but also authoritarian. For it is on thislevel that the
ecclesiastical magisterium is exercised and thisiswhere it puts its stamp
of authority in matters regarding faith. Hence the rule that we should
consider the levels that we named in ascending order as contaminated in
a descending order. The doctrine of a confessing community, e.g., |oses
the sense of the historical character of its interpretations when it places
itself under the tutelage of the fixed assertions of the magisterium. In
turn, the confession of faith loses the suppleness of living preaching and
isidentified with the dogmatic assertions of atradition and with the
theological discourse of one school whose ruling categories are imposed
by the magisterium. It is from this amalgamation and this contamination
that the massive and impenetrable concept of “revealed truth” arises.
Moreover, it is often expressed in the plural, "revealed truths,” to
emphasize the discursive character of the dogmatic propositions that are
taken to be identical to the founding faith.

| do not intend to deny the specificity of the work of formulating dogma,
whether at the ecclesial level or the level of theological investigation.
But | do affirm its derived and subordinate character. Thisiswhy | am
going to endeavor to carry the notion of revelation back to its most
originary level, the one, which for the sake of brevity, | call the
discourse of faith or the confession of faith.

In what manner is the category of revelation included in this discourse?
This question seems all the more legitimate to me in that, on the one
hand, the philosopher can hardly discover or learn much from alevel of
discourse organized in terms of philosophy’s own speculative
categories, for he then discovers fragments borrowed from his own
discourse and the travesty of this discourse that results from its
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authoritarian and opague use. On the other hand, he may discover and
learn much from nonspecul ative discourse — what Whitehead called
barbaric discourse because it had not yet been illuminated by the
philosophical logos. What is more, it isan old conviction of mine that
the philosopher’ s opposite in this type of debate is not the theologian,
but the believer who is informed by the exegete; | mean, the believer
who seeks to understand himself through a better understanding of the
texts of hisfaith.

The principal benefit of such areturn to the origin of theological
discourseisthat from the outset it places reflection before a variety of
expressions of faith, all modulated by the variety of discourses within
which the faith of Isragl and then of the early church isinscribed. So
instead of having to confront a monolithic concept of revelation, which
Isonly obtained by transforming these different forms of discourse into
propositions, we encounter a concept of revelation that is pluralistic,
polysemic, and at most analogical in form — the very term revelation,
as we shall see, being borrowed from one of these forms of discourse.

1. PROPHETIC DISCOURSE

Which of the biblical forms of discourse should be taken as the basic
referent for ameditation on the idea of revelation? It seems legitimate to
begin by taking prophetic discourse as our basic axis of inquiry. Indeed,
thisis the discourse which declares itself to be pronounced in the name
of. . ., and exegetes have rightly pointed out the importance of its
introductory formula: "The word of Y ahweh came to me, saying, ‘ Go
and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem,. . .’" (Jet. 2:1). Hereisthe
original nucleus of the traditional idea of revelation. The prophet
presents himself as not speaking in his own name, but in the name of
another, in the name of Y ahweh. So here the idea of revelation appears
as identified with the idea of a double author of speech and writing.
Revelation is the speech of another behind the speech of the prophet.
The prophetic genre’s central position is so decisive that the third article
of the Nicene creed, devoted to the Holy Spirit, declares:

"We believe in the Holy Spirit. . .who spoke through the prophets.”

Y et if we separate the prophetic mode of discourse from its context, and
especialy if we separate it from that narrative discourse that is so
important for the constituting of Israel’ s faith, aswell asfor the faith of
the early church, we risk imprisoning the idea of revelation in too

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1772 (3 of 39) [2/4/03 3:05:02 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

narrow a concept, the concept of the speech of another. Now this
narrowness is marked by several features. One is that prophecy remains
bound to the literary genre of the oracle, which itself is one tributary of
those archaic techniques that sought to tap the secrets of the divine, such
as divination, omens, dreams, casting dice, astrology, etc. It is true that
for the great prophets of Isragl symbolic visions are subordinated to the
eruption of the Word, which may appear without any accompanying
vision. But it also remains true that the explicit form of double speaking
tends to link the notion of revelation to that of inspiration conceived as
one voice behind another.

When extended to all the other forms of biblical discourse we are going
to consider, this concept of revelation, taken as a synonym for revelation
in general, leads to the idea of scripture as dictated, as something
whispered in someone’s ear. The idea of revelation is then confused
with the idea of a double author of sacred texts, and any accessto aless
subjective manner of understanding revelation is prematurely cut off. In
turn, the very idea of inspiration, as arising from meditation on the Holy
Spirit, is deprived of the enrichment it might receive from those forms
of discourse which are less easily interpreted in terms of a voice behind
avoice or of adouble author of scripture.

Finally, the ancient bond between an oracle and techniques of divination
establishes an almost invincible association between the idea of
prophecy and that of an unveiling of the future. This association tends to
Impose the idea, in turn, that the content of revelation isto be
assimilated to adesign in the sense of a plan that would give agoal to
the unfolding of history. This concentration on the idea of revelation as
God' s plan is all the more insistent in what apocalyptic literature which
was subsequently grafted on to the prophetic trunk, calls "apocalypse"
— 1.e, revelation in the strict sense of the word — the unveiling of

God'’ s plans concerning the "last days." The idea of revelation thereby
tends to be identified with the idea of a premonition of the end of
history. The "last days' are the divine secret that apocalyptic proclaims
by means of dreams, visions, symbolic transpositions of earlier writings,
etc. In thisway, the notion of the divine promise tends to be reduced to
the dimensions of a divination applied to the "end of time."

2. NARRATIVE DISCOURSE

For these reasons, we must not limit ourselves to simply identifying
revelation with prophecy. And the other modes of discourse bear this
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out. To seethis, we need surely to begin by considering the narrative
genre of discourse that dominates the Pentateuch, as well as the synoptic
Gospels and the Book of Acts.

What does revelation mean as regards these texts? Should we say that as
with the prophetic texts, these texts have a double author, the writer and
the spirit that guides him? Should we really attend above all elseto the
guestion of the narrator? Theoreticians of narrative discourse have noted
that in narration the author often disappears and it is as though the
events recounted themselves. According to Emile Benveniste for
example, historical assertions, that isthe telling of past events, exclude
the speaker’ sintervening in the story.1 Every linguistic form of
autobiography is banished. Thereisno longer even a narrator: "events
are posited as though they were produced to the extent that they
appeared on the horizon of history. No one speaks here. The eventstell
themselves."2

Can we annul this specific feature of narration by advancing the trivial
argument that someone nevertheless wrote it and that he standsin a
relation to his text analogous to that of the prophet and the double
author of prophecy? | am not unaware that when the Nicene Creed
proclaims "who spoke through the prophets,” the creed engulfs narration
into prophecy, following the tradition that M oses was the unique
narrator of the Pentateuch and that he was the prophet par excellence.
But in following this route, has not the classical theory of inspiration
missed the instruction proper to the narrative genre? What | am hereby
suggesting is that we should pay more attention to the things recounted
than to the narrator and his prompter. We then see that it is within the
story itself that Y ahweh is designated in the third person as the ultimate
actant —to use the category of A. J. Greimas3 — i.e., heis one of the
personages signified by the narration itself and intervenes among the
other actants of the goings on. It is not a double narrator, a double
subject of the word that we need to think about, but a double actant and
consequently a double object of the story.

Let usfollow thistrail. Where does it lead? Essentially to meditation on
the character of the events recounted, such as the election of Abraham,
the Exodus, the anointing of David, etc. in the Old Testament, and the
resurrection of Christ for the early church. The idea of revelation then
appears as connected to the very character of these events. What is
noteworthy about them is that they do not simply occur and then pass
away. They mark an epoch and engender history. In thisvein, the
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Jewish scholar Emil Fackenheim is correct when he speaks of "history-
making events." These events found an epoch because they have the
twofold characteristic of both founding a community and of delivering it
from a great danger, which, moreover, may take diverse forms. In such
Instances, to speak of revelation isto qualify the eventsin question as
transcendent in relation to the ordinary course of history. The whole
faith of Isragl and of the early churchistied up here in the confession of
the transcendent character of such nuclear founding and instituting
events.

As Gerhard von Rad has established in his great work, The Theology of
the Old Testament, and principally in volume one, "The Theology of
Traditions," |srael essentially confessed God through the ordering of its
sagas, traditions, and stories around a few kernel events from which
meaning spread out through the whole structure.4 Von Rad believes he
has discovered the most ancient kernel of the Hebraic Credo in atext
such as Deut. 26:5b-10b which says:

"My Father was a wandering Aramaean. He went down to Egypt to find
refuge there, few in numbers; but there he became a nation, great,
mighty, and strong. The Egyptiansill-treated us, they gave us no peace
and inflicted harsh slavery on us. But we called on Y ahweh the God of
our fathers. Y ahweh heard our voice and saw our misery, our toil and
our oppression; and Y ahweh brought us out of Egypt with a mighty
hand and outstretched arm, with great terror, and with signs and
wonders. He brought us here and gave us this land, a land where milk
and honey flow. Here then | bring the first-fruits of the produce of the
soil that you, Y ahweh, have given me." (Jerusalem Bible)

Notice how the recitation first designates Y ahweh in the third person, as
the supreme actant, then raises to an invocation that addresses God in
the second person: "Here then | bring the first-fruits of the produce of
the sail that you, Y ahweh, have given me." We will return to this
change from the use of the third to the second person when we discuss
the hymnic literature. First, however, let us continue our examination of
the narrative form.

What is essential in the case of narrative discourse is the emphasis on
the founding event or events as the imprint, mark, or trace of God'’s act.
Confession takes place through narration and the problematic of
inspiration isin no way the primary consideration. God’s mark isin
history before being in speech. It is only secondarily in speech inasmuch
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asthis history itself is brought to language in the speech-act of

narration. Here a " subjective’’ moment comparable to prophetic
inspiration comes to the fore, but only after the fact. This subjective
moment is no longer the narration insofar as the events recount
themselves, but the event of narration insofar asit is presented by a
narrator to a community. The word event is thus emphasized at the
expense of the first intentionality of the narrative confession, or rather
the confessing narrative. The latter does not distinguish itself from the
things recounted and the events that present themselvesin the story. It is
for a second order reflection that the questions "who is speaking? who is
telling the story?" are detached from what is narrated and said. For this
reflection the author of the narration comes to the fore and appearsto be
related to hiswriting as the prophet is to hiswords. The narrator, in turn,
may by analogy be said to speak in the name of. . ., and then heisa
prophet and the Spirit speaks through him. But this absorption of
narration into prophecy runs the risk of voiding the specific feature of
the narrative confession — its aiming at God'’ s trace in the event.

To recognize the specificity of thisform of discourse, therefore, isto
guard ourselves against a certain narrowness of any theology of the
Word which only attends to word events. In the encounter with what we
could call the idealism of the word event, we must reaffirm the realism
of the event of history — asisindicated today by the work of a
theologian such as Wolfhart Pannenberg in his attempts to rectify the
one-sided emphasis of Ernst Fuchs and Gerhard Ebeling.

Then, too, narration includes prophecy in its province to the extent that
prophecy is narrative in its fashion. Indeed, the meaning of prophecy is
not exhausted by the subjectivity of the prophet. Prophecy is carried
forward toward the "Day of Y ahweh," which the prophet says will not
be aday of joy, but of terror. Thisterm, the Day of Y ahweh, announces
something like an event that will be to impending history what the
founding events were to the history recounted in the great biblical
narratives.

Thereisaswell, however, atension between narration and prophecy
that first occurs at the level of the event in the dialectic of the prophetic
event. The same history which narration founds as certain is suddenly
undercut by the menace announced in the prophecy. The supporting
pedestal totters. It isthe structure of history which is at stake here, not
just the quality of the word which pronouncesit. And revelation is
implicated in this now narrative, now prophetic understanding of
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history.

Did we say understanding? But this understanding cannot be articul ated
within any specific form of knowledge or within any system. Between
the security confessed by the recitation of the founding events and the
menace announced by the prophet there is no rational synthesis, no
triumphant dialectic, but only a double confession, never completely
appeased; a double confession that only hope can hold together.
According to the excellent phrase of André Neher, from his fine book
on the prophets, a gulf of nothingness separates the new creation from
the old.> No Aufhebung can suppress this deadly fault. Thisis why this
double relation to history is profoundly betrayed when we apply the
Stoic idea of providenceto it and when the tension between narration
and prophecy is assuaged in some teleological representation of the
course of history.

Such dliding over into teleology and the idea of providence would no
doubt be unstoppable if we left the narrative discourse and the prophetic
discourse of history face to face. Reduced to this polarity, the idea of
revelation indeed tends to be identified with the idea of God’ s design,
the idea of a decreed plan that God has unmasked to his servants and
prophets. But the polysemy and polyphony of revelation are not yet
exhausted by this coupling of narration and prophecy. There are at |east
three other modes of biblical religious discourse that cannot be inscribed
within this polarity of narration and prophecy. Thefirst of theseisthe
Torah, or instruction, conveyed to Isradl.

3. PRESCRIPTIVE DISCOURSE

Broadly speaking, we may call this aspect of revelation its practical
dimension. It corresponds to the symbolic expression "the will of God."
If we may still speak of adesign hereit is no longer in the sense of some
plan about which thought may speculate, but in the sense of a
prescription to be brought into practice. But thisidea of arevelation in
the form of instruction is, in turn, full of pitfalls for the traditional
understanding of revelation. In thisregard, the trandlation, beginning
with the Septuagint, of the word Torah by nomos or "law" is completely
misleading. It leads us, in effect, to enclose the idea of an imperative
from above within the idea of adivine law. If, moreover, we transcribe
the idea of an imperative in terms of Kant’s moral philosophy, we are
more and more constrained to lean the idea of revelation on that of
heteronomy; that is, to express it in terms of submission to a higher,
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external command.

The idea of dependenceis essential to the idea of revelation, but really
to understand this originary dependence within the orders of speaking,
willing, and being, we must first criticize the ideas of heteronomy and
autonomy both as taken together and as symmetrical to each other.

L et us concentrate for the moment on the idea of heteronomy. Nothing
IS more inadequate than this idea for making sense of what the term
Torah has signified within Jewish experience. In order to do justice to
the idea of adivine Torah, it does not even suffice to say that the
Hebrew Torah has a greater extension than what we call a moral
commandment and that it is applied to the whole legislative system that
the Old Testament tradition connected with Moses. By thus extending
the commandment to all the domains of life of the community and the
individual, whether moral, juridic, or cultic, we only express the
amplitude of this phenomenon without thereby really illuminating its
specific nature.

Three points are worth emphasizing.

First, it is not unimportant that the legidlative texts of the Old Testament
are placed in the mouth of Moses and within the narrative framework of
the sojourn at Sinai. This means that this instruction is organically
connected to the founding events symbolized by the exodus from Egypt.
And in thisregard, the introductory formula of the Decalogue
constitutes an essential link connecting the story of the Exodus and the
proclamation of the Law: "I am Y ahweh, your God, who brought you
out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of davery" (Exod. 20:2). At
thelevel of literary genresthis signifies that the legidative genreisin a
way included in the narrative genre. And thisin turn signifies that the
memory of deliverance qualifies the instruction in an intimate way. The
Decalogue isthe Law of aredeemed people. Such an ideaisforeign to
any simple concept of heteronomy.

Thisfirst comment leads to a second. The Law is one aspect of a much
more concrete and encompassing relation than the relation between
commanding and obeying that characterizes the imperative. This
relation iswhat the term "Covenant” itself translates imperfectly. It
encompasses the ideas of election and promise, as well as of menace
and curse. The idea of the Covenant designates a whole complex of
relations, running from the most fearful and meticul ous obedience to the
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Law to casuistic interpretations, to intelligent mediation, to pondering in
the heart, to the veneration of ajoyous soul — as we shall see better
with regard to the Psalms. The well-known Kantian respect for the law,
in this regard, would only be one modality of what the Covenant
signifies, and perhaps not the most significant one.

This space of variations opened by the Covenant for our ethical feelings
suggests a third reflection. Despite the apparently invariable and
apodictic character of the Decalogue, the Torah unfolds within a
dynamism that we may characterize as historical. By this we do not
mean just the temporal development that historical criticism discernsin
the redaction of these codes, the evolution of moral ideas that may be
traced out from the first Decalogue to the Law of the Covenant, on the
one hand, and from the Decalogue itself through the restatements and
amplifications of the book of Deuteronomy to the new synthesis of the
"Holiness Code" in the book of Leviticus and the legislation subsequent
to Ezra, on the other; more important than this development of the
content of the Law is the transformation in the relationship between the
faithful believer and the Law. Without falling into that old rut of
opposing the legalistic and the prophetic, we may discover in the very
teaching of the Torah an increasing pulsation that turn by turn sets out
the Law in terms of endlessly multiplying prescriptions and then draws
it together, in the strong sense of the word, by summing it up in one set
of commandments which only retain its being directed towards holiness.

Thus the book of Deuteronomy, to cite one example, proclaims long
before the New Testament gospel: "Y ou shall love Y ahweh your God
with al your heart, with al your soul, with all your strength. Let these
words which | urge on you today be written on your heart" (6:5-6). This
Inscription on human hearts gave rise to the proclamation of a new
covenant by some of the prophets, not in the sense of the proclamation
of new precepts, but in the sense of anew relational quality as expressed
precisely by the phrase engraved on your hearts." Ezekiel wrote, "1 will
give them anew heart and | will put anew spirit in them; | will remove
the heart of stone from their bodies and give them a heart of flesh . .
(Ezek. 11:19).

Without this pulsation in the Torah, we would not understand how Jesus
could have, on the one hand, opposed the "traditions of the elders,”
which isto say, the multiplication and excess |oad of commandments
put forth by the scribes and Pharisees, and, on the other hand, have
declared that in the Kingdom the Law would be fulfilled to its last iota.
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For Jesus, the Law and the Prophets were summed up in the Golden
Rule from Deuteronomy: "So always treat others as you would like
them to treat you; that is the meaning of the Law and the Prophets’
(Matt. 7:12). In this sense, the Sermon on the Mount proclaims the same
intention of perfection and holiness that runs through the ancient Law.

It isthisintention that constitutes the ethical dimension of revelation. If
we consider thisinstituting function of revelation we see how
Inadequate the idea of heteronomy isfor circumscribing the wealth of
meaning included in the teaching of the Torah. We see also in what way
the idea of revelation is enriched in turn. If we may still apply the idea
of God'sdesign for humansto it, it isno longer in the sense of a plan
that we could read in past or future events, nor isit in terms of an
immutable codification of every communal or individual practice.
Rather it is the sense of arequirement for perfection that summons the
will and makes a claim upon it. In the same way, if we continue to speak
of revelation as historical, it is not only in the sense that the trace of God
may be read in the founding events of the past or in acoming conclusion
to history, but in the sense that it orients the history of our practical
actions and engenders the dynamics of our institutions.

4. WISDOM DISCOURSE

But would this deegpening of the Law beyond its being scattered in
precepts be perceived clearly if another dimension of revelation were
not also recognized in its specificity? | mean, revelation as wisdom.
Wisdom finds its literary expression in wisdom literature. But wisdom
also surpasses every literary genre. At first glance, it appears asthe art
of living well, expert advice on the way to true happiness. It seemsto
turn the transcendent commandments of the Decal ogue into minute
details, practical advice, only adding akind of lucidity without any
illusions about human wickedness to the teaching of the Law. But
behind this somewhat shabby facade, we need to discern the great thrust
of areflection on existence that aims at the individual behind the people
of the Covenant, and through him, every human being. Wisdom
overflows the framework of the Covenant, which is also the framework
of the election of Israel and the promise made to Isradl.

The counsels of wisdom ignore the frontiers where any legislation
appropriate to asingle people stops, even if it isthe elect people. It is
not by chance that more than one sage in the biblical tradition was not
Jewish. Wisdom intends every person in and through the few. Its themes
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are those limit-situations spoken of by Karl Jaspers, those situations —
including solitude, the fault, suffering, and death — where the misery
and the grandeur of human beings confront each other. Hebraic wisdom
interprets these situations as the annihilation of humans and the
incomprehensibility of God — as the silence and absence of God. If the
question of retribution is so acute here, it is so to the extent that the
discordance between justice and happiness, so cruelly emphasized by
the triumph of the wicked, brings to light the overwhelming question of
the sense or nonsense of existence.

In this way, wisdom fulfills one of religion’s fundamental functions
which is to bind together ethos and cosmos, the sphere of human action
and the sphere of the world. It does not do this by demonstrating that
this conjunction is given in things, nor by demanding that it be produced
through our action. Rather it joins ethos and cosmos at the very point of
their discordance: in suffering and, more precisely, in unjust suffering.
Wisdom does not teach us how to avoid suffering, or how magically to
deny it, or how to dissimulate it under an illusion. It teaches us how to
endure, how to suffer suffering. It places suffering into a meaningful
context by producing the active quality of suffering.

This is perhaps the most profound meaning of the book of Job, the best
example of wisdom. If we take the denouement of this book as our
guide, could we not say that revelation, following the line of wisdom, is
the intending of that horizon of meaning where a conception of the
world and a conception of action merge into a new and active quality of
suffering? The Eternal does not tell Job what order of reality justifies his
suffering, nor what type of courage might vanquish it. The system of
symbols wherein the revelation is conveyed is articul ated beyond the
point where models for avision of the world and models for changing
the world diverge. Model of and model for are rather the inverse sides of
one indivisible prescriptive and descriptive symbolic order. This
symbolic order can conjoin cosmos and ethos because it produces the
pathos of actively assumed suffering. It isthis pathos that is expressed
in Job’ s final response:

"Then Job answered Y ahweh,

| know that you are all-powerful:

what you conceive, you can perform.

| am the man who obscured your designs

With my empty-headed words.

| have been holding forth on matters | cannot understand,
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on marvels beyond me and my knowledge.

(Listen, | have more to say,

now it is my turn to ask questions and yours to inform me.)
| knew you then only by hearsay;

but now having seen you with my own eyes,

| retract all | have said,

in dust and ashes | repent. (Job 42:1-6)

What did Job "see"? Behemoth and L eviathan? The orders of creation?
No. His questions about justice are undoubtedly left without an answer.
But by repenting, though not of sin, for heis righteous, but by repenting
for his supposition that existence does not make sense, Job presupposes
an unsuspected meaning which cannot be transcribed by speech or logos
a human being may have at his disposal. This meaning has no other
expression than the new quality which penitence confers on suffering.
Henceit is not unrelated to what Aristotle speaks of as the tragic pathos
that purifies the spectator of fear and pity.

We should begin to see at what point the notion of God’'s design — as
may be suggested in different ways in each instance, it istrue, by
narrative, prophetic, and prescriptive discourse — is removed from any
transcription in terms of a plan or program; in short, of finality and
teleology. What isreveaed is the possibility of hopein spite of. . .. This
possibility may still be expressed in the terms of adesign, but of an
unassignable design, adesign which is God' s secret.

It should also begin to be apparent how the notion of revelation differs
from one mode of discourse to another; especially when we pass from
prophecy to wisdom. The prophet claims divine inspiration as
guaranteeing what he says. The sage does nothing of the sort. He does
not declare that his speech is the speech of another.

But he does know that wisdom precedes him and that inaway itis
through participation in wisdom that someone may be said to be wise.

Nothing is further from the spirit of the sages than the idea of an
autonomy of thinking, a humanism of the good life; in short, of a
wisdom in the Stoic or Epicurean mode founded on the self-sufficiency
of thought. Thisiswhy wisdom is held to be a gift of God in distinction
to the "knowledge of good and evil" promised by the Serpent. What is
more, for the scribes following the Exile, Wisdom was personified into
atranscendent feminine figure. Sheisadivine reality that has always

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1772 (13 of 39) [2/4/03 3:05:02 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

existed and that will always exist. She lives with God and she has
accompanied creation from its very beginning. Intimacy with Wisdom is
not to be distinguished from intimacy with God.

By this detour wisdom rejoins prophecy. The objectivity of wisdom
signifies the same thing as does the subjectivity of prophetic inspiration.
Thisiswhy for tradition the sage was held to be inspired by God just as
the prophet was. For the same reason, we can understand how prophecy
and wisdom could converge in apocalyptic literature where, asis well
known, the notion of arevelation of the divine secretsis applied to “the
last days." But intermingling in no way prohibits the modes of religious
discourse — and the aspects of revelation which correspond to them —
from remaining distinct or from being held together only by atie of pure
anaogy.

5. HYMNIC DISCOURSE

| do not want to end this brief survey of modes of biblical discourse
without saying something about the lyric genre best exemplified by the
Psalms. Hymns of praise, supplication, and thanksgiving constitute its
three major genres. Clearly they are not marginal forms of religious
discourse. The praise addressed to God’ s prodigious accomplishments
in nature and history is not a movement of the heart which is added to
narrative genre without any effect on its nucleus. In fact, celebration
elevates the story and turnsit into an invocation. Earlier we spoke of the
example of the ancient creed from Deuteronomy — "My father was a
wandering Aramaean, etc." In this sense, to recount the story is one
aspect of celebration. Without a heart that sings the glory of God,
perhaps we would not have the creation story, and certainly not the story
of deliverance. And without the supplications in the psalms concerning
suffering, would the plaint of the righteous also find the path to
invocation, even if it must lead to contestation and recrimination?
Through supplication, the righteous man s protestations of innocence
have as their opposite a Thou who may respond to his lamentation.

In its conclusion, the book of Job has shown us how, instructed by
wisdom, the knowledge of how to suffer is surpassed by the lyricism of
supplication in the same way that narration is surpassed by the lyricism
of praise. This movement toward the second person finds its fulfillment
in the psalms of thanksgiving where the uplifted soul thanks someone.
The invocation reaches its highest purity, its most disinterested
expression, when the supplication, unburdened of every demand, is
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converted into recognition. Thus under the three figures of praise,
supplication, and thanksgiving human speech becomes invocation. It is
addressed to God in the second person, without limiting itself to
designating him in the third person asin narration, or to speaking in the
first person in his name as in prophecy.

| freely admit that the I-Thou relation may have been hypostasized to an
excessive degree by what we might call the religious personalism of a
Martin Buber or a Gabriel Marcel. Thisrelationisreally only
constituted in the psalm and above al in the psalm of supplication. We
cannot say therefore that the idea of revelation is completely conveyed
by thisidea of a communication between two persons. Wisdom, we
have seen, recognizes a hidden God who takes as his mask the
anonymous and non-human course of events. We must therefore limit
ourselves to noticing that in passing through the three positions of the
system of first person persona pronouns — |, you, he — the origin of
revelation is designated in different modalities that are never completely
identical with one another.

If we wereto say in what sense the Psalter may be said to be revealed, it
would certainly not be so in the sense that its praise, supplication, and
thanksgiving were placed in their disparate authors' mouths by God, but
In the sense that the sentiments expressed there are formed by and
conform to their object. Thanksgiving, supplication, and celebration are
all engendered by what these movements of the heart allow to exist and,
in that manner, to become manifest. The surpassing of pathos, that we
have discerned in the movement of wisdom when it transforms suffering
into knowing how to suffer, thus becomes in away the theme of the
Psalter. The word forms our feeling in the process of expressing it. And
revelation is this very formation of our feelings that transcends their
everyday, ordinary modalities.

If we now look back over the path we have covered, certain important
conclusions are discernible.

First, | will reiterate my origina affirmation that the analysis of
religious discourse ought not to begin with the level of theological
assertions such as "God exists," "God isimmutable, omnipotent, etc."
This propositional level constitutes a second degree discourse which is
not conceivable without the incorporation of concepts borrowed from
speculative philosophy. A hermeneutic of revelation must give priority
to those modalities of discourse that are most originary within the
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language of a community of faith; consequently, those expressions by
means of which the members of that community first interpret their
experience for themselves and for others.

Second, these originary expressions are caught up in forms of discourse
as diverse as narration, prophecy, legislative texts, wisdom saying,
hymns, supplications, and thanksgiving. The mistaken assumption here
would be to take these forms of discourse as simple literary genres
which ought to be neutralized so that we can extract their theological
content. This presupposition is already at work in the reduction of the
originary language of faith to its propositional content. To uproot this
prejudice we must convince ourselves that the literary genres of the
Bible do not constitute a rhetorical facade which it would be possible to
pull down in order to reveal some thought content that is indifferent to
its literary vehicle.

But we will not get beyond this prejudice until we possess a generative
poetics that would be for large works of literary composition what
generative grammar is to the production of sentences following the
characteristic work of agiven language. | will not, in this context,
consider the implication of thisthesisfor literary criticism. It concerns
the type of discourse that is always awork of acertain genre, i.e., a
work produced as narration, as prophecy, as legisation, etc. Instead, |
will proceed directly to what concerns our inquiry about revelation. To
be brief, | will say that the confession of faith expressed in the biblical
documents is directly modulated by the forms of discourse whereinitis
expressed. Thisiswhy the difference between story and prophecy, so
characteristic of the Old Testament, is per se theologically significant.
Not just any theology may be attached to the story form, only a theol ogy
that celebrates Y ahweh asthe great liberator. The theology of the
Pentateuch, if the word theology itself is not premature here, isa
theology homogeneous with the structure of the story; i.e., atheology in
the form of the history of salvation. But this theology is not a system to
the extent that at the same level of radicality or originariness prophetic
discourse undoes the assurance founded on the recitation and the
repetition of the founding events. The motif of the "Day of Yahweh" —
aday of mourning, not of joy — is not arhetorical motif that we can
simply eliminate. It is a constitutive element of the prophetic theology.
The same thing applies to the Torah, as well asto the spiritual tenor of
the hymn. What announces itself there isin each instance qualified by
the form of the announcement. The religious "saying" is only
constituted in the interplay between story and prophecy, history and
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legidlation, legislation and wisdom, and finally wisdom and lyricism.

Third, if the forms of religious discourse are so pregnant with meaning,
the notion of revelation may no longer be formulated in a uniform and
monotonous fashion which we presuppose when we speak of the
biblical revelation. If we put in parentheses the properly theological
work of synthesis and systematization that presupposes the
neutralization of the primitive forms of discourse and the transference of
every religious content onto the plane of the assertion or proposition, we
then arrive at a polysemic and polyphonic concept of revelation.

Earlier | spoke of such a concept asanalogical. Now | want to explain
thisanalogy. It proceeds from areference term: prophetic discourse.
There revelation signifiesinspiration from afirst person to afirst

person. The word prophet implies the notion of a person who is driven
by God to speak and who does speak to the people about God’ s name
and in God' s name. If we do not see the analogical bond between the
other forms of religious discourse and prophetic discourse we generalize
in univocal fashion the concept of inspiration derived from the prophetic
genre and assume that God spoke to the redactors of the sacred books
just as he spoke to the prophets. The Scriptures are then said to have
been written by the Holy Spirit and we are inclined to construct a
uniform theology of the double divine and human author where God is
posited as the formal cause and the writer is posited as the instrumental
cause of these texts.

However, by taking up this generalization, we do not render justice to
those traits of revelation that are not reducible to being synonymous
with the double voice of the prophet. The narrative genre invited us to
displace onto the recounted events that revealing light that proceeds
from their founding value and their instituting function. The narrator is a
prophet, but only inasmuch as the generative meaningful events are
brought to language. In thisway, a less subjective concept than that of
inspiration is roughed out. In a similar manner, the nuances of revelation
that are derived from the prescriptive force of instruction, the
illuminating capacity of the wisdom saying, and the quality of lyrical
pathos in the hymn, are connected to these forms of discourse.
Inspiration, then, designates the coming to language of the prescriptive
force, thisilluminating capacity, and this lyric pathos, but only as
analogous to one another.

We over-psychologize revelation if we fall back on the notion of
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scripture as dictated in a literal fashion. Rather it is the force of what is
said that moves the writer. That something requires to be said is what
the Nicene Creed analogically signifies by the expression, "We believe
in the Holy Spirit who spoke through the prophets.”’ Y et we do not
have, at least in the West, an appropriate theology that does not
psychologize the Holy Spirit. To discover the objective dimension of
revelation is to contribute indirectly to this non-psychologizing theology
of the Holy Spirit that would be an authentic pneumatol ogy.

Allow me now to draw one final conclusion. If one thing may be said
unequivocally about all the analogical forms of revelation, it isthat in
none of its modalities may revelation be included in and dominated by
knowledge. In thisregard the idea of something secret is the limit-idea
of revelation. The idea of revelation is atwofold idea. The God who
reveals himself is a hidden God and hidden things belong to him.

The confession that God is infinitely above human thoughts and speech,
that he guides us without our comprehending his ways, that the fact that
human beings are an enigma to themselves even obscures the clarity that
God communicates to them — this confession belongs to the idea of
revelation. The one who reveals himself is also the one who conceals
himself. And in this regard nothing is as significant as the episode of the
burning bush in Exodus 3. Tradition has quite rightly named this
episode the revelation of the divine name. For this nameis precisely
unnameable. To the extent that to know God’ s name is to have power
over him through an invocation whereby the god invoked becomes a
mani pul atable thing, the name confided to Moses is that of abeing
whom human beings cannot really name; that is, hold within the
discretion of their language.

Moses asked, "If | come to the people of Isragl and say to them, ‘The
God of your fathers has sent me to you,” and they ask me, ‘What is his
name? what shall | say to them?' God answered "I am who | am." And
he added, "Say thisto the children of Israel, ‘| am has sent me to you.”"
(Exod. 3:13-14)

Thus the appellation Y ahweh — he is— is not a name which defines
God, but one that signifies, one that signifies the act of deliverance.
Indeed, the text continues:

And God also said to Moses, "Y ou will say to the children of Israel,
Y ahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of
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|saac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.” Thisis my name
forever by which future generations will invoke me." (Exod. 3:15)

In this way the historical revelation — signified by the names of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — leans on the secret of the name, to the
very extent that the hidden God proclaims himself the meaning of the
founding events. The revelation takes place between the secret and the
revealed.

| am well aware that tradition has interpreted the Ehyeh asher ehyeh in
the sense of a positive, ontological assertion, following the Septuagint
tranglation: "I am who | am." Far from protecting the secret, this
translation opened up an affirmative noetics of God’ s absolute being
that could subsequently be transcribed into Neoplatonic and Augustinian
ontology and then into Aristotelian and Thomistic metaphysics. In this
way, the theology of the name could pass over into an onto-theol ogy
capable of taking up and bracketing the theology of history, and in
which the meaning of narration and of prophecy was sublimated and
rationalized. The dialectic of the hidden God who reveals himself — the
nuclear dialectic of revelation — was thereby dissipated into the
knowledge of being and the comprehension of providence.

But to say that the God who reveals himself isahidden God isto
confess that revelation can never constitute a body of truths which an
Institution may boast of or take pride in possessing. So to dissipate the
massive opacity of the concept of revelation is also at the same time to
overthrow every totalitarian form of authority which might claim to
withhold the revealed truth. In thisway, my first reflections end by
returning to the point where we began.

II. THE RESPONSE OF A HERMENEUTIC PHILOSOPHY

What is philosophy’ s task in response to the claim which proceeds from
a concept of revelation as differentiated as the one | have just outlined?
Claim — Anspruch — can signify two different things: undue and
unacceptabl e pretension or an appeal which does not force one to accept
Its message. | want to understand claim in this second sense. But this
reversal in listening to aclaim can only be produced if, in symmetry
with the critique of an opaque and authoritarian concept of revelation,
philosophy proceedsin its own self-understanding to a critique of its
own pretension which causes it to understand the appeal of revelation as
an unacceptable claim opposed to it. If the unacceptable pretentious
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claim of the idea of revelation isin the final analysisthat of a
sacrificiumintellectus and of atotal heteronomy under the verdict of the
magi sterium, the opposed pretentious claim of philosophy isthe claim
to a complete transparency of truth and atotal autonomy of the thinking
subject. When these two pretensions simply confront each other, they
constitute an unbridgeable canyon between what some call the "truths of
faith" and others call the "truths of reason."

| want to direct my remarks to a critique of this double pretension of
philosophy, with the idea that at the end of such undertaking the
apparently unreasonable claim of revelation might be better understood
as anonviolent appeal.

But before undertaking this critique, allow me to say which ways | will
not follow. First, | set apart from my own proposal the project of a
rational theology which other philosophers whom | respect believe to be
possiblein practice. If | do not seek to restate the proofs for the
existence of God, and if | do not inquire into the relation of concordance
or of subordination that might exist between two orders of truth, itisas
much for reasons based on the interpretation of biblical revelation given
above asfor the idea of philosophy that | make use of. My remarksin
part one essentially tried to carry the idea of revelation back to a more
originary level than that of theology, the level of its fundamental
discourse. This discourse is established close to human experience and it
Istherefore in experiences more fundamental than any onto-theol ogical
articulation that | will seek the traits of a truth capable of being spoken
of in terms of manifestation rather than verification, as well as the traits
of a self-awareness wherein the subject would free himself of the
arrogance of consciousness. These are those cardinal experiences, as
language brings them to expression, which can enter into resonance or
consonance with the modes of revelation brought to language by the
most primitive expressions of the faith of Israel and of early
Christianity.

This homology in no way requires that philosophy know God. The word
God, it seemsto me, just belongs to the pretheological expressions of
faith. God is the one who is proclaimed, invoked, questioned,
supplicated, and thanked. The meaning of the term God circulates
among all these modes of discourse, but escapes each one of them.
According to the vision of the burning bush, itisin away their
vanishing point.
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The experiences of manifestation and of dependence therefore need not
be referred to God, and still less serve to prove God' s existence, in order
to remain in resonance with those modes of experience and expression
that alone signify God in the first place.

There is another way that | also will not follow — the way of an
existentialism based on the wretchedness of the human condition, where
philosophy provides the questions and religion the answers. No doubt,
an apologetic based on the wretchedness of existence does satisfy the
existential conditions imposed by the level of discourse we attained in
our first section. Furthermore, it numbers among its practitioners such
worthy names as Pascal and Tillich. But its apologetic character is
suspect inasmuch asiit is apol ogetic.

If God speaks by the prophets, the philosopher does not have to justify
Hisword, but rather to set off the horizon of significance where it may
be heard. Such work has nothing to do with apologetics. Also, recourse
to anxiety, to a sense of something lacking, is no less suspect.
Bonhoeffer has said all that needs to be said against the God of the gaps,
whether it be a question of explaining things or of understanding
humanity. The philosophy of misery, even if oneisnot aMarxist,
remains the misery of philosophy.

Thisiswhy | prefer to turn toward some structures of the interpretation
of human experience to discern there those traits through which
something has always been comprehensible under the idea of revelation
understood in areligious sense of the term. It is this comprehension that
may enter into consonance with the nonviolent appeal of biblical
revelation.

My analysis will consist of two parts, corresponding to the twofold
claim of philosophical discourse to transparent objectivity and
subjective autonomy. The first remarks will be directed toward the
space of the manifestation of things, the second toward that
understanding of themselves that humans gain when they allow
themselves to be governed by what is manifested and said. These two
dimensions of the problem correspond to the two major objections that
are usually directed against the very principle of arevealed word.
According to the first objection, any idea of revelation violates the idea
of objective truth as measured by the criteria of empirical verification
and falsification. According to the second objection, the idea of
revelation denies the autonomy of the thinking subject inscribed within
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the idea of a consciousness completely in control of itself. The double
meditation | propose will addressin turn these claims to transparency
founded on a concept of truth as adequation and verification, and to
autonomy founded on the concept of a sovereign consciousness.

If | begin with the former point, it isfor afundamental reason, namely
that the conquest of a new concept of truth as manifestation — and in
this sense as revel ation — demands the recognition of our real
dependence which isin no way synonymous with heteronomy. The
choice of this order of discussion also isin perfect agreement with the
critique | offered in my first part of the subjectivism and psychologism
engendered by a certain inflation of the idea of inspiration. | said, in
effect, let us rather first look on the side of those events that make
history or that are part of the impending future. Let uslook on the side
of the prescriptive force of the law of perfection, toward the objective
guality of the feelings — the pathos — articulated by the hymn. In the
same way, | now say, let us allow the space of the manifestation of
things to be, before we turn toward the consciousness of the thinking
and speaking subject.

1. THE WORLD OF THE TEXT AND THE NEW BEING

My first investigation, into what | will call the space of the
manifestation of things, takes place within precise limits. | will not
speak of our experience of being-in-the-world, beginning from a
phenomenology of perception as may be found in the works of Husser|
and Merleau-Ponty, nor in terms of a phenomenology of care or
preoccupation as may be found in Heidegger’ s Being and Time —
although | believe that they may be connected by means of the detour |
propose. Instead | will begin directly from the manifestation of the
world by the text and by scripture.

This approach may seem overly limited due to the fact that it proceeds
through the narrow defile of one cultural fact, the existence of written
documents, and thus because it is limited to cultures which possess
books, but it will seem less limited if we comprehend what enlargement
of our experience of the world results from the existence of such
documents. Moreover, by choosing this angle of attack, we immediately
establish a correspondence with the fact that the claim of revealed
speech reaches us today through writings to be interpreted. Those
religions which refer back to Abraham — Judaism, Christianity, and
Issam — are in their different ways, and they are often very different

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1772 (22 of 39) [2/4/03 3:05:02 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

ways, religions of the book. So it is therefore appropriate, | believe, to
inquire into the particular revelatory function attached to certain
modalities of scripture which | will place under the title Poetics, in a
sense | will explain in amoment. In effect, under the category of
poetics, philosophical analysis encounters those traits of revelation
which may correspond with or respond to the nonviolent appeal of
biblical revelation.

To introduce thisidea of arevelatory function of poetic discourse, | will
draw upon three preparatory concepts that | have examined at greater
length in my other writings on hermeneutics.6

Thefirst oneisthe very concept of writing itself. We underestimate the
phenomenon of writing if we reduce it to the simple material fixation of
living speech. Writing stands in a specific relation to what is said. It
produces aform of discourse that isimmediately autonomous with
regard to its author’ sintention. And in this autonomy is already
contained everything that | will call in amoment, following Hans Georg
Gadamer, the issue of the text which is removed from the finite
intentional horizon of the author. In other words, thanks to writing, the
world of the text can burst the world of the author. This emancipation
with regard to the author hasits parallel on the side of whoever receives
the text. The autonomy of the text also removes this reader from the
finite horizon of its original audience.

The second preparatory concept is that of the work. By this| mean the
shaping of discourse through the operation of literary genres such as
narration, fiction, the essay, etc. By producing discourse as such and
such awork taking up such and such a genre, the composition codes
assign to works of discourse that unique configuration we call a style.
This shaping of the work concurs with the phenomenon of writing in
externalizing and objectifying the text into what one literary critic has
caled a"verbal icon.”

The third preparatory concept continues in the same direction and goes a
bit further. It iswhat | call the world of the text. By this| mean that
what isfinally to be understood in atext is not the author or his
presumed intention, nor is it the immanent structure or structures of the
text, but rather the sort of world intended beyond the text as its
reference. In thisregard, the alternative "either the intention or the
structure” isvain. For the reference of the text iswhat | call the issue of
the text or the world of the text. The world of the text designates the
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reference of the work of discourse, not what is said, but about what it is
said. Hence the issue of the text is the object of hermeneutics. And the
issue of the text is the world the text unfolds before itself.

On this triple basis — autonomy through writing, externalization by
means of the work, and the reference to aworld — | will construct the
analysis central to our discussion of the revelatory function of poetic
discourse.

| have not introduced the category of poetics heretofore. It does not
designate one of the literary genres discussed in the first part of my
presentation, but rather the totality of these genres inasmuch as they
exercise areferential function that differs from the descriptive
referential function of ordinary language and above all of scientific
discourse. Hence | will speak of the poetic function of discourse and not
of a poetic genre or amode of poetic discourse. Thisfunction, in turn, is
defined precisely in terms of itsreferential function. What isthis
referential function?

As afirst approximation, we may say that the poetic function points to
the obliterating of the ordinary referential function, at least if we
identify it with the capacity to describe familiar objects of perception or
the objects which science alone determines by means of its standards of
measurement. Poetic discourse suspends this descriptive function. It
does not directly augment our knowledge of objects.

From hereit is only a short step to saying that in poetry language turns
back on itself to celebrate itself. But if we say this we accede too
quickly to the positivist presupposition that empirical knowledge is
objective knowledge because it is verifiable. Too often, we do not notice
that we uncritically accept a certain concept of truth defined as
adequation to real objects and as submitted to a criterion of empirical
verification. That language in its poetic function abolishes the type of
reference characteristic of such descriptive discourse, and along with it
the reign of truth as adequation and the very definition of truth in terms
of verification, is not to be doubted. The question is whether this
suspension or abolition of areferential function of the first degree is not
the negative condition for the liberating of a more primitive, more
originary referential function, which may be called a second order
reference only because discourse whose function is descriptive has
usurped the first rank in daily life and has been supported in this regard
by modern science.
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My deepest conviction is that poetic language alone restores to us that
participation-in or belonging-to an order of things which precedes our
capacity to oppose ourselves to things taken as objects opposed to a
subject. Hence the function of poetic discourseisto bring about this
emergence of a depth-structure of belonging-to amid the ruins of
descriptive discourse. Once again, this function isin no way to be
identified with poetry understood as something opposed to prose and
defined by a certain affinity of sense, rhythm, image, and sound. | am
first defining the poetic function in a negative manner, following Roman
Jakobson, as the inverse of the referential function understood in a
narrow descriptive sense, then in a positive way as what in my volume
on metaphor | call the metaphorical reference.” And in this regard, the
most extreme paradox is that when language most enters into fiction —
e.g., when a poet forges the plot of atragedy — it most speaks truth
because it redescribes reality so well known that it is taken for granted
in terms of the new features of this plot. Fiction and redescription, then,
go hand in hand. Or, to speak like Aristotle in his Poetics, the mythosis
the way to true mimesis, which is not slavish imitation, or a copy, or
mirror-image, but a transposition or metamorphosis— or, as| suggest, a
redescription.

This conjunction of fiction and redescription, of mythos and mimesis,
constitutes the referential function by means of which | would define the
poetic dimension of language.

In turn, this poetic function conceals a dimension of revelation where
revelation is to be understood in a nonreligious, nontheistic, and
nonbiblical sense of the word — but one capable of entering into
resonance with one or the other of the aspects of biblical revelation.
How isthis so?

In the following manner. First the poetic function recapitulates in itself
the three preparatory concepts of the autonomy of the text, the
externality of the work, and the transcendence of the world of the text.
Already by means of these three traits an order of thingsis revealed that
does not belong to either the author or the original audience. But to
these three traits the poetic function adds a split reference by means of
which emerges the Atlantis submerged in the network of objects
submitted to the domination of our preoccupations. It isthis primordial
ground of our existence, of the originary horizon of our being-there, that
Isthe revelatory function which is coextensive with the poetic function.
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But why call it revelatory? Because through all the traits that it
recapitulates and by what it adds, the poetic function incarnates a
concept of truth that escapes the definition by adequation as well as the
criteria of falsification and verification. Here truth no longer means
verification, but manifestation, i.e., letting what shows itself be. What
shows itself isin each instance a proposed world, aworld | may inhabit
and wherein | can project my ownmost possibilities. It isin this sense of
manifestation that language in its poetic function is a vehicle of
revelation.

By using the word revelation in such anonbiblical and even
nonreligious way, do we abuse the word? | do not think so. Our analysis
of the biblical concept of revelation has prepared for us afirst degree
analogical use of the term and here we are led to a second degree
analogy. Thefirst degree analogy was assured by the role of the first
analogue, prophetic discourse, with its implication of another voice
behind the prophet’ s voice. This meaning of the first analogue was
communicated to all the other modes of discourse to the extent that they
could be said to be inspired. But we also saw that this analogy with
reference to the princeps discourse, that of prophecy, did not do justice
to the specific character of each of the other modes of discourse, above
al narrative discourse where what is said or recounted, the generative
historical event, came to language through the narration. And the
philosophical concept of revelation leads us back to this primacy of
what is said over the inspiration of the narrator by means of a second
analogy that is no longer that of inspiration, but that of manifestation.

This new analogy invites usto place the originary expressions of

biblical faith under the sign of the poetic function of language; not to
deprive them of any referent, but to put them under the law of split
reference that characterizes the poetic function. Religious discourseis
poetic in all the senses we have named. Being written down as scripture
removes it from the finite horizon of its authors and its first audience.
The style of its literary genres gives it the externality of awork. And the
intended implicit reference of each text opens onto aworld, the biblical
world, or rather the multiple worlds unfolded before the book by its
narration, prophecy, prescriptions, wisdom, and hymns. The proposed
world that in biblical language is called a new creation, a new Covenant,
the Kingdom of God, isthe "issue" of the biblical text unfolded in front
of thistext.

Finally, and above al, this"issue" of the biblical text isindirectly
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intended beyond the suspension of descriptive, didactic, and informative
discourse. This abolition of the reference to objects that we can

mani pulate allows the world of our originary rootedness to appear. Just
as the world of poetic texts opens its way across the ruins of the
intraworldly objects of everyday existence and of science, so too the
new being projected by the biblical text opensits way across the world
of ordinary experience and in spite of the closed nature of that
experience. The power to project this new world is the power of
breaking through and of an opening.

Thus this areligious sense of revelation helps us to restore the concept of
biblical revelation to its full dignity. It delivers us from psychologizing
Interpretations of the inspiration of the scriptures in the sense of an
insufflation of their words into the writers' ears. If the Bible may be said
to be revealed this must refer to what it says, to the new being it unfolds
before us. Revelation, in short, is afeature of the biblical world
proposed by the text.

Yet if this areligious sense of revelation has such a corrective value, it
does not for al that include the religious meaning of revelation. Thereis
ahomology between them, but nothing allows us to derive the specific
feature of religious language — i.e., that its referent moves among
prophecy, narration, prescription, wisdom, and psalms, coordinating
these diverse and partial forms of discourse by giving them avanishing
point and an index of incompleteness — nothing, | say, alows usto
derive this from the general characteristics of the poetic function. The
biblical hermeneutic isin turn one regional hermeneutic within a general
hermeneutic and a unique hermeneutic that is joined to the philosophical
hermeneutic as its organon. It is one particular case insofar as the Bible
Isone of the great poems of existence. It is a unique case because al its
partial forms of discourse are referred to that Name which is the point of
Intersection and the vanishing point of all our discourse about God, the
name of the unnameable. Thisis the paradoxical homology that the
category of the world of the text establishes between revelation in the
broad sense of poetic discourse and in the specifically biblical sense.

2. MEDIATING REFLECTION AND TESTIMONY
We may now turn to the second pretension that philosophy opposes to
the claim of revealed truth. Thisisits claim to autonomy. It is founded

on the concept of a subject who is master of histhoughts. Thisideaof a
consciousness which posits itself in positing its contents undoubtedly
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constitutes the strongest resistance to any idea of revelation, not only in
the specific sense of the religions of the book, but also in the larger,
more global sense that we have just connected to the poetic function of
discourse,

| will proceed here with regard to the second part of my analysisin the
same manner as for thefirst. That is, instead of taking up the question of
the autonomy of consciousnessin its most general sense, | will attempt
to focus the debate on a central concept of self-awarenesswhichis
capable of corresponding to one of the major traits of the idea of
revelation brought to light by our analysis of biblical discourse. This
central category will occupy a place comparable to that of poetic
discoursein relation to the objective aspect of philosophical discourse.
This category which to me best signifies the self-implication of the
subject in his discourse is that of testimony. Besides having a
corresponding term on the side of the idea of revelation, it is the most
appropriate concept for making us understand what a thinking subject
formed by and conforming to poetic discourse might be.

But before undertaking a properly philosophical reflection on the
category of testimony, | will again call on some preparatory concepts
which | have explicated at greater length in my other work on
hermeneutics

First, the concept of the cogito as mediated by a universe of signs.
Without appealing to the mediation by means of the text, the written
work, | would like to recall in general terms that general dependence
that upholds a subject who, contrary to Descartes' s assertion, does not
have at his disposal an immediate intuition of his existence and his
essence as a thinking being. From The Symbolism of Evil8 on | have
perceived this constitutional infirmity of Descartes' s cogito. To pierce
the secret of the evil will we must take the detour of a semantics and an
exegesis applied to those symbols and myths in which the millenary
experience of the confession of evil is deposited.

But it iswith Freud and Philosophy® that | decisively broke away from
theillusions of consciousness as the blind spot of reflection. The case of
the symbolism of evil is not an exception, one tributary of the gloomy
experience of evil. All reflection is mediated, there is no immediate self-
consciousness The first truth, | said, that of the "l think, | am," "remains
as abstract and empty asitisinvincible; it hasto be ‘mediated’ by the
Ideas, actions, works, institutions, and monuments that objectify it. It is
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in these objects, in the widest sense of the word, that the Ego must lose
and find itself. We can say, in a somewhat paradoxical sense, that a
philosophy of reflection is not a philosophy of consciousness, if by
consciousness we mean immediate self-consciousness."10

Adopting the language of Jean Nabert — as| will do againin my
analysis of testimony — | defined reflection by "the appropriation of our
effort to exist and of our desire to be, through the works which bear
witnessto that effort and desire."11 In thisway, | included testimony
within the structure of reflection without as yet having determined the
importance of thisimplication. At least | saw that "the positing or
emergence of this effort or desireis not only devoid of all intuition but
Is evidenced only by works whose meaning remains doubtful and
revocable."12 Thisis why reflection had to include interpretation; that is,
"the results, methods, and presuppositions of all the sciences that try to
decipher and interpret the signs of man."13

The second preparatory concept is that of participation or "belonging-
to" (appartenance) which 1 borrow from Gadamer’s Truth and
Method.14 For me, the conquest of this concept marked the end of a
difficult struggle with Husserlian idealism which was not yet broached
by the preceding avowal of the mediated character of reflection. It was
still necessary to call into question Husserl’ s scientific ideal, especially
in the sense of afinal justification or a self-founding of the
transcendental ego, to discover in the finite ontological condition of self-
understanding the unsurpassable limit of this scientific ideal.

The ultimate condition of any enterprise of justification or of grounding
Isthat it is always preceded by arelation that already carriesit:

Are we speaking of arelation to the object? Precisely not. What
hermeneutics just questions in Husserlian idealism isthat it has
inscribed its immense and unsurpassabl e discovery of intentionality in a
conceptuality which weakens its import, especially for the subject-
object relation. . . . Hermeneutic's declaration is, so to speak, that the
problematic of objectivity presupposes as prior to itself an inclusive
relation which englobes the allegedly autonomous subject and the
allegedly adverse object. It isthisinclusive or englobing relation that |
call participation or belonging to.1°

Asyou can see, my ongoing work undercut the primacy of reflection
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that at first was left out of the critique of the illusions of consciousness.
Reflection does not disappear. That would make no sense at all. But its
status is to be always a"second order reflection,” to speak like Gabriel
Marcel. It corresponds to that distanciation without which we would
never become conscious of belonging to aworld, a culture, atradition. It
Isthe critical moment, originally bound to the consciousness of
belonging to that confersits properly historical character on this
consciousness. For even atradition only becomes such under the
condition of adistance that distinguishes the belonging to proper to a
human being from the simple Inclusion of athing as a part of awhole.
Reflection is never first, never constituting — it arrives unexpectedly
likea"crisis* within an experience that bears us, and it constitutes us as
the subject of the experience.

Our third preparatory concept is caught sight of in the prolongation of
this dialectic of participation and distanciation. It makes more specific
our mode of belonging to a culture where the signs are texts, i.e.,
writings and works arising out of distinct literary genres. Thisthird
concept corresponds in the "subjective" order to the concept of the
world of the text in the "objective" order. Y ou will recall my insistence
on defining the hermeneutic task not in terms of the author’sintention
supposedly hidden behind the text, but in terms of the quality of being-
in-the-world unfolded in front of the text as the reference of the text.
The subjective concept that corresponds to that of the world of the text
IS the concept of appropriation. By this | mean the very act of
understanding oneself before the text. This act is the exact counterpart
of the autonomy of writing and the externalization of the work. It in no
way isintended to make the reader correspond with the genius of the
author, for it does not respond to the author, but to the work’ s sense and
reference. Its other is the issue of the text, the world of the work.

The third preparatory concept marks the final defeat of the pretension of
consciousness to set itself up as the standard of meaning. To understand
oneself before the text is not to impose one’' s own finite capacity of
understanding on it, but to expose oneself to receive from it alarger self
which would be the proposed way of existing that most appropriately
responds to the proposed world of the text. Understanding then is the
compl ete opposite of a constitution for which the subject would have the
key. It would be better in thisregard to say that the self is constituted by
the issue of the text.

How, you might ask, are these three concepts of mediated reflection,
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belonging-to or second order reflection, and appropriation as self-
understanding before the text preparatory concepts? They are
preparatory insofar as they bring about on a purely epistemological,
even a methodological, plane consciousness abandoning of its
pretension to constitute every signification in and beginning from itself.
This abandonment (dessaisissement) takes place even on the terrain of
the historical and hermeneutical sciences, at the very heart of the
problematic of understanding, where the tradition of Romanticist
hermeneutics had thought to establish the reign of subjectivity. It isthe
final consequence of a critique of Romanticist hermeneutics, at the end
of which the concept of the world of the text has taken the place of the
author’ s intention.

Perhaps you have begun to realize how the pretension of consciousness
to constitute itself is the most formidable obstacle to the idea of
revelation. In thisregard, the transcendental idealism of a Husserl
contains implicitly the same atheistic consequences as does the idealism
of consciousness of a Feuerbach. If consciousness positsitsalf, it must
be the "subject” and the divine must be the "predicate,” and it can only
be through an alienation subsequent to this power of self-production that
God is projected as the "subject’” for whom the human being becomes
the "predicate." The hermeneutical movement | have just traced brings
about a conversion diametrically opposed to that of Feuerbach. Where
consciousness posits itself as the origin of meaning, hermeneutics brings
about the abandonment of this pretension. This abandonment is the
reverse of Feuerbach’s critique of alienation.

But such a consequence can only be anticipated and glimpsed on the
unique basis of a hermeneutic where self-understanding is the reply to
notions as narrowly "literary" asthose of the text, the work, and the
world of the text. It is precisely the function of the category of testimony
— the central category of this second phase of our philosophical
Inquiry—to dismantle a little further the fortress of consciousness. It
introduces the dimension of historical contingency which islacking in
the concept of the world of the text, which is deliberately nonhistorical
or transhistorical. It throws itself therefore against one fundamental
characteristic of the idea of autonomy; namely, not making the internal
itinerary of consciousness depend on external events.

As Jean Nabert putsit in his Essai sur le mal, "Do we have theright to

invest one moment of history with an absolute characteristic?'16 You
may recall that thisiswhat in the phenomenon of religion also
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scandalized Karl Jaspers. According to him, "philosophical faith" ought
to eliminate the arbitrary privileging of this or that moment of
humanity’ s spiritual history. Thisrefusal of historical contingency
therefore constitutes one of the most dug-in defenses of the claim to
autonomy and a meditation on the category of testimony is meant to
confront this refusal.

Few philosophers, to my knowledge, have attempted to integrate the
category of testimony into philosophical reflection. Most have either
ignored it or abandoned it to the realm of faith. One exception is Jean
Nabert in his volume entitled Desir de Dieu.1? | want to draw on this
work to show how this category governs the abandonment of or letting
go of the absolute claim to self-consciousness, and how it occupies on
the subjective side of a hermeneutic of revelation a strategic position
similar to that of the category of poetics on the objective side.

Recourse to testimony occurs in a philosophy of reflection at the
moment when such a philosophy renounces the pretension of
consciousness to constitute itself. Thus Jean Nabert, e.g., recognizes the
place of testimony at that point of hisitinerary where concrete reflection
exertsitself to rejoin what he calls that originary affirmation which
constitutes me more than | constitute it. This originary affirmation has
all the characteristics of an absolute affirmation of the absolute, but it is
unable to go beyond a purely internal act that is incapable of outwardly
expressing itself or of even inwardly maintaining itself. Originary
affirmation has something about it that is indefinitely inaugural and that
only concerns the idea which the ego makes of itself. For a philosophy
of reflection, this originary affirmation isin no way one of our
experiences. Although numerically identical to each person’sreal
(reelle) consciousness, it isthe act that accomplishes the negation of
those limitations which affect an individual’ s destiny, it is the letting go
(depouillement) of self.

In one sense, thisletting go of self isstill part of the reflective order. It
Is both an ethical and a speculative act. And it means renouncing not
only the empirical objects that are ordered by reason, but also those
transcendental objects of metaphysics that might still provide support
for thinking the unconditioned. Consequently, this letting go takes up
from and continues the Kantian meditation on the transcendental
illusion as presented in the section on "Dialectic" in the first Critique. It
could also be expressed by the language of the Enneads where Plotinus
writes Aphele panta— "abolish everything." It is precisely this
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movement of letting go which bears reflection to the encounter with
contingent signs of the absolute which the absolute in its generosity
allows to appear.

Thisavowal of the absolute can no longer be Kantian (nor no doubt
Plotinian), for Kantian philosophy would incline usto look only for
examples or symbols, not for testimonies, understood as accounts of an
experience of the absolute. In an example, the case is effaced before the
rule and the person is effaced before the law. An abstraction, the
abstraction of the norm, takes the place of the originary affirmation. But
the encounter with evil in the experience of what cannot be justified
does not allow us the leisure to grant our veneration to the sublimity of
the moral order. The unjustifiable constrains usto let go of thisvery
veneration. Only those events, acts, and persons that attest that the
unjustifiable is overcome here and now can reopen the path toward
originary affirmation.

Asfor the symbol, it is no less feeble than the example with regard to
the unjustifiable. Itsinexhaustible richness of meaning no doubt givesit
aconsistency that the example lacks. But its historicity placesit at the
mercy of the work of interpretation that may dissipate it too quickly into
too ideal forms of significations. Only testimony that is singular in each
Instance confers the sanction of reality on ideas, ideals, and ways of
being that the symbol depicts to us and which we uncover as our
ownmost possibilities.

Therefore testimony better than either an example or a symbol Places
reflection before the paradox which the pretension of consciousness
makes a scandal of, | mean that a moment of history isinvested with an
absolute character. This paradox ceases to be a scandal as soon as the
wholly internal movement of letting go, of abandoning the claim to
found consciousness accepts being led by and ruled by the interpretation
of external signs which the absolute gives of itself. And the hermeneutic
of testimony consists wholly in the convergence of these two
movements, these two exegesis: the exegesis of self and the exegesis of
external signs.

Testimony, on the one hand, is able to be taken up internally in
reflection thanks to several dialectical features that arouse and call for
this reflective repetition in us. It first proposes the diaectic of its object,
which is an event as well as a meaning at the same time, similar to what
we spoke of in part one with regard to the narration of the founding
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events of the history of Israel. For the Hebraic confession of faith, the
event and its meaning immediately coincide. It isthe moment that Hegel
called the moment of absolute or revealed religion.

But this moment of fusion of event and meaning fades away. Its
appearance isimmediately its disappearance. We might recall at this
point Hegel’ s admirable pages on the empty tomb and the vain quest of
the crusades. In short, a scission appears here that engenders an
unending mediation of immediacy. Thisiswhy testimony requires
interpretation. Interpretation is also required by the critical activity that
testimony givesriseto. It needsto be tested. This tight bond between
testimony and a process of examination is not abolished when testimony
istransferred from atribunal to the plane of reflection. On the contrary,
the judicatory dimension of testimony then takes on its full depth. We
must always decide between the false withess and the truthful one for
there is no manifestation of the absolute without the threat of afalse
testimony, and without the decision that separates the sign from the idol.
Thisrole for judgment will find its counterpart in a moment in the
movement by means of which reflection replies to testimony’s critique,
what Nabert calls the criteriology of the divine.

Lastly, testimony calls for interpretation through a more fundamental
dialectic, the dialectic of the witness and the things seen. To be a
witnessis to have participated in what one has seen and to be able to
testify to it.

On the other hand, testimony may break away from the things seen to
such a degree that it is concentrated on the quality of an act, awork, or a
life, which isinitself asign of the absolute. In this second sense, which
Is complementary to the first sense, to be awitness is no longer to testify
that . . ., but to testify to. . . . Thislatter expression allows usto
understand that awitness may so implicate himself in his testimony that
it becomes the best proof of his conviction.

When this proof becomes the price of life itself, the witness changes
names. He becomes a martyr. | am well aware that any argument from
martyrdom is suspect. A cause that has martyrs is not necessarily ajust
cause. But martyrdom precisely is not an argument and still less a proof.
It isatest, alimit situation. A person becomes a martyr because first of
al heisawitness.

This proximity between awitness and a martyr is not always without
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effect on the very meaning of testimony. Its purely juridical sense may
riseand fall. In atrial, for example, awitness enjoys immunity. Only the
accused risks his life. But awitness can become the accused and the
righteous may die. Then agreat historical archetype arises: the suffering
servant, the persecuted righteous, Socrates, Jesus. . . . The commitment
or risk assumed by the witness makes testimony more than and other
than a simple narration of what was seen. Testimony is aso the
commitment of a pure heart and a commitment unto death. It thus
belongs to the tragic destiny of truth.

Thistragic destiny of truth outside of usin awholly contingent history
may accompany the letting go by means of which reflection abandons
the illusions of a sovereign consciousness. Reflection does so by
internalizing the dialectic of testimony from which it records the trace of
the absolute in the contingency of history. The three dialectical
moments of testimony — event and meaning, the trial of false
testimony, and testimony about what is seen and of alife— find their
echo, their reverberation, in the movement of consciousness that
renounces its sovereignty.

The dialectic of event and meaning? A whole structure of self-
understanding is declared here which enjoins us to renounce any idea of
a self-constituting of consciousness within a purely immanent
temporality. We exist because we are seized by those events that happen
to usin the strong sense of this word — such and such entirely
fortuitous encounters, dramas, happinesses or misfortunes that, as one
says, have completely changed the course of our existence. The task of
understanding ourselves through them is the task of transforming the
accidental into our destiny. The event is our master. Each of our
separate existences here are like those communities we belong to — we
are absolutely dependent on certain founding events. They are not
events that pass away, but events that endure. In themselves, they are
event-signs. To understand ourselvesisto continue to attest and to
testify to them.

The dialectic of true and fal se testimony? This process has its
counterpart on the side of reflection in what Nabert calls the criteriology
of the divine, and which he couples precisely to the examination of
testimony. For afinite existence like ours, appropriation can only be a
critical act. It isnot a unitary intuition or aform of absolute knowledge
in which consciousness would become aware of itself as well as of the
absolute. It isin sorting among and sifting its predicates that we seem
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most worthy of signifying the divine, that we form a certain idea of it.
This sorting takes the form of atrial. It is easy to seewhy. To discern
the predicates of the divineisto follow what the medievals call the way
of eminence. For how else are we to carry a certain idea of justice or
goodness to extremes if not by conforming our judgment of eminence to
the testimony given outside of usin history by the words, the deeds, and
the lives of certain exceptional people who are not necessarily famous,
but who testify by their excellence to that very way of eminence that
reflection attempts to reproduce in itself and for itself? It appears
therefore that the two trials or judgments crisscross: in forming
predicates of the divine we disqualify the false witness; in recognizing
the true witnesses we identify the predicates of the divine. Thisfine
hermeneutic circle is the law of self-understanding.

Y et the third dialectic, the dialectic of historical testimony, is the most
significant for a self-understanding that would attempt to reproduce its
movement in itself.

The witness to things seen, we said, at the limit becomes a martyr for
truth. Here reflection must confessits inequality with the historical
paradigm of its movement of letting go if it is not to abuse its words and
become radically deceitful. The philosophy of reflection tends to use big
words: epoche reflective distance, letting go, etc. But in its use of them
it indicates more that it can signify of the direction of a movement, that
movement which we have simply wanted to point to with the expression
"letting go" as the abandonment of the sovereign consciousness.
Philosophy must internalize what is said in the Gospel: "Who would
save hislife must loseit." Transposed into the realm of reflection, this
means, "Whoever would posit himself as a constituting consciousness
will miss his destiny." But reflection cannot produce this renouncing of
the sovereign consciousness out of itself. It may only do so by
confessing its total dependence on the historical manifestations of the
divine.

Once again, Nabert expresses this dependence in terms of a
complementarity. "For the apprehension of the divine," he says, "the
letting go essential to mystical experience and the liaison of the divine
to ahistorical manifestation are complementary to each other. Thanks to
the former, the grasping of the divine tends to be confused with the
advance of reflection through the sole exercise (ascece) of the
philosophical consciousness; through the latter, the divineisinscribed in
history through atestimony whose meaning consciousness has never
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exhausted."18 And afew pages later he adds, "The essential ideaisto
demonstrate a well founded correspondence between the historical
affirmation of the absolute and the degrees through which a
consciousness is raised up and transformed by an originary affirmation. .
19 For my part | would emphasize the non-reciprocal nature of this
complementarity inasmuch as the initiative belongs to historical
testimony.

To account for this priority of historical testimony over self
consciousness, | would refer you to the description Kant gives of
"aesthetic ideas" in the Critique of Judgment. Y ou will recall the
circumstances where he has recourse to this theme. At the moment of
accounting for the aesthetic productions of genius, he invokes that
power of the imagination "to present” (Darstellung) those ideas of
reason for which we have no concept. By means of such representation,
the imagination "occasions much thought (viel zu denken) without
however any definite thought, i.e., any concept, being capable of being
adequate to it; it consequently cannot be completely compassed and
made intelligible by language."20 Hence what the imagination thus
confers on thought is the ability to think further:

If we now place under a concept a representation of the imagination
belonging to its presentation, but which occasions in itself more thought
than can ever be comprehended in a definite concept and which
consequently aesthetically enlarges the concept itself in an unbounded
fashion, the imagination is here creative, and it brings the faculty of
intellectual ideas (the reason) into movement; i.e., by arepresentation
more thought (which indeed belongs to the concept of the object) is

occasioned than can in it be grasped or made clear.21

Historical testimony has the same structure and the same function. It,
too, isa"presentation,” of what for reflection remains an idea; namely,
the idea of aletting go wherein we affirm an order exempt from that
servitude from which finite existence cannot deliver itself. The Kantian
relation between an idea and its aesthetic "presentation” well expresses
the kind of relation we are seeking to formulate between originary
affirmation (which would require an impossible total mediation between
self-consciousness and its symbolic experience) and its historical
presentation in testimonies whose meaning we have never exhausted.

Such is the non-heteronomous dependence of conscious reflection on
external testimonies. And it is this dependence that gives philosophy a
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certain idea of revelation. As earlier with regard to poetic discourse on
the objective side of the idea of revelation, so too on the subjective side,
the experience of testimony can only provide the horizon for a
specifically religious and biblical experience of revelation, without our
ever being able to derive that experience from the purely philosophical
categories of truth as manifestation and reflection as testimony.

Allow me to conclude with this expression of dependence without
heteronomy. Why, | will ask at the end of this meditation, isit so
difficult for usto conceive of a dependence without heteronomy? Isit
not because we too often and too quickly think of awill that submits and
not enough of an imagination that opens itself? Beginning from this
guestion it is possible to catch sight of the dividing line between the two
sides of our investigation. For what are the poem of the Exodus and the
poem of the resurrection, called to mind in the first section, addressed to
if not to our imagination rather than our obedience? And what is the
historical testimony that our reflection would like to internalize
addressed to if not to our imagination? If to understand oneself isto
understand oneself in front of the text, must we not say that the reader’s
understanding is suspended, derealized, made potential just as the world
itself is metamorphosized by the poem? If thisis true, we must say that
the imagination is that part of ourselves that responds to the text asa
poem, and that alone can encounter revelation no longer as an
unacceptable pretension but a nonviolent appeal.
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|. THE PROBLEM

| am proceeding directly to the end of this meditation by asking: What
sort of philosophy makes a problem of testimony? | answer: A
philosophy for which the question of the absolute is a proper question, a
philosophy which seeksto join an experience of the absolute to the idea
of the absolute, a philosophy which finds neither in example nor in
symbol the depth of this experience.

| have encountered this philosophy in the work of Jean Nabert, the only
one, to my knowledge, who has devel oped the theme of a hermeneutics
of the absolute and of testimony.1 The pages which follow are inspired
by this work, to the reading of which are joined semantic,
epistemological, and exegetical preoccupations of the most personal
character.

A Philosophy for Which the Question of the Absolute is a Proper
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Question.

Testimony should be a philosophical problem and not limited to legal or
historical contexts where it refers to the account of a witness who
reports what he has seen. The term testimony should be applied to
words, works, actions, and to lives which attest to an intention, an
inspiration, an idea at the heart of experience and history which
nonethel ess transcend experience and history. The philosophical
problem of testimony is the problem of the testimony of the absolute or,
better, of absolute testimony of the absolute. The question is only proper
if the absolute makes sense for consciousness. But it makes sense
beyond the critique of the ontological argument and proofs of the
existence of God, beyond the debacle of onto-theology, if reflection, by
an asceticism as intellectual as moral, is susceptible of elevating self-
consciousness to an "original affirmation” which istruly an absolute
affirmation of the absolute.

A Philosophy Which Seeksto join an Experience of the Absolute to
the I dea of the Absolute.

Original affirmation has all the characteristics of an absolute affirmation
of the absolute, but it will neither be able to go beyond a purely internal
act not susceptible of being expressed externally, nor even of being
maintained internally. Original affirmation has something of the
indefinitely inaugural about it, and only concerns the idea that the self
makes of itself. This original affirmation, for areflexive philosophy, is
In no sense an experience. Although numerically identical with real
consciousness in each person, it is the act which accomplishes the
negation of the limitations which affect individual destiny. Itis
divestment (depouillement).2 It is by this"divestment" that reflection is
brought to the encounter with contingent signs that the absolute, in its
generosity, allows to appear of itself. This divestment (depouillement) is
not only ethical but speculative; it is when the thought of the
unconditioned has lost al support in the transcendent objects of
metaphysics, when it has renounced all the objectifications that
understanding imposes. It is then that the claim of the absolute, reduced
to the depth of an act immanent to each of our operations, remains
steady for something like an experience of the absolute in testimony.

A Philosophy Which Finds Neither in Example nor in Symbol the
Depth of this Experience.
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Why, in fact, does not the example fulfill this role of an experience of
the absolute? In Kant, does not the "sublime" offer us the model of a
veneration which proceeds through the exemplary action of afew heroes
of the moral life toward the very source of these eminent acts? For at
least two reasons, the notion of example falls short of that of testimony.

In the exemplary action, the case gives way to the rule, the individual to
the law. Consciousnessis only increased by itself and by the norm that it
already implies. The "exemplarity" of the example does not constitute a
manifestation of original affirmation.

More serioudly, the examples of moral sublimity attach our veneration
to the order of morality. But the encounter of evil, in us and outside of
us, opens under us not the abyss of the unjustifiable, i.e., the abyss of
that which makes an exception of every attempt at justification, not only
by the norm but by the failure of the norm. The unjustifiable forces a
giving up of every cupido sciendi, which bears reflection to the very
threshold of theodicy. This ultimate divestment (depouillement)
disposes reflection to receive the meaning of events or perfectly
contingent acts which would attest that the unjustifiable is overcome
here and now. This attestation could not be reduced to the illustration of
these norms that the unjustifiable has placed in confusion; the avowal of
evil waits for our regeneration more than the examples of sublimity. It
waits for words and especially actions which would be absolute actions
In the sense that the root of the unjustifiable will be there manifestly and
visibly uprooted.

The same reasons which leave the example short of testimony also
indicate the distance from symbol to testimony. The exampleis historic
but is obliterated as the case before the rule. The symbol is not
obliterated so easily; its double meaning, its opacity, renders it
inexhaustible and causes it never to cease giving rise to thought. But it
lacks — or can lack — historic density; its meaning matters more than
its historicity. As such it constitutes instead a category of the productive
Imagination. Absolute testimony, on the contrary, in concrete singularity
gives a caution to the truth without which its authority remainsin
suspense. Testimony, each time singular, confers the sanction of reality
on ideas, ideals, and modes of being that the symbol depicts and
discoversfor usonly as our most personal possibilities.

But we immediately see the enormity of the paradox that the philosophy
of testimony evokes. "Does one have theright," Nabert asksusin
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L’'Essai sur lemal, "to invest with an absolute character amoment of
history?'3 How, in fact, are we to conjoin the interiority of primary
affirmation and the exteriority of acts and of existences that are said to
givetestimony of the absolute? Thisis the paradox that a hermeneutics
of testimony setsitself to resolve.

We will follow the following order. In the second part we will start with
the ordinary notion of testimony and apply to it the methods of semantic
analysis. We will thus be forced to limit the conditions of meaning
without which we cannot speak of testimony. These conditions of
meaning cannot be abolished but must be retained in the ultimate
concept of absolute testimony.

In the third part we will have recourse to the exegesis of testimony in the
biblical prophets and in the New Testament. We will be forced by this
new method to give an account of the change of meaning by which we
pass from the ordinary sense of testimony to the prophetic and
kerygmatic sense. But we will ask ourselves at the same time if and how
the conditions of meaning which delimit the ordinary notion of
testimony are recaptured in this new signification.

In the fourth part we will return, armed with this dual analysis, to the
initial paradox which has set thisinquiry in motion, and we will define
the philosophical hermeneutics of testimony which has given itstitle to
this essay. The central theme of thiswill be the combining of primary
affirmation with testimony under the heading of interpretation.

II.SEMANTICS OF TESTIMONY

Ordinary language carries with it conditions of meaning which it is easy
to recognize by classifying the contexts in which the expression is
employed in a meaningful manner.

1) Testimony has at first a quasi-empirical meaning; it designates the
action of testifying, that is, of relating what one has seen or heard. The
witness is the author of this action; it is he who, having seen or
understood, makes a report of the event. Thus we can speak of the
eyewitness or firsthand witness. Thisfirst trait anchors all the other
meanings in a quasi-empirical sphere. | say quasi-empirical because
testimony is not perception itself but the report, that is, the story, the
narration of the event. It consequently transfers things seen to the level
of things said. This transfer has an important implication at the level of
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communication. Testimony isadual relation: there is the one who
testifies and the one who hears the testimony. The witness has seen, but
the one who receives his testimony has not seen but hears. It isonly by
hearing the testimony that he can believe or not believe in the reality of
the facts that the witness reports. Testimony as story is thus found in an
intermediary position between a statement made by a person and a
belief assumed by another on the faith of the testimony of the first.

It is not only from one meaning to another — from seeing to
understanding that the event is conveyed by testimony; testimony is at
the service of judgment. The statement and the story constitute
information on the basis of which one forms an opinion about a
sequence of events, the connection of an action, the motives for the act,
the character of the person, in short on the meaning of what has
happened. Testimony is that on which we rely to think that . . . , to
estimatethat . . . , in short to judge. Testimony wants to justify, to prove
the good basis of an assertion which, beyond the fact, claimsto attain its
meaning.

The eyewitness character of testimony, therefore, never sufficesto
constitute its meaning as testimony. It is necessary that there be not only
a statement but an account of afact serving to prove an opinion or a
truth. Even in the case of the so-called "testimony of the senses,” this
counts as "testimony" only if it is used to support ajudgment which
goes beyond the mere recording of facts. In this regard testimony gives
rise to what Eric Weil callsthe "judiciary."

2) In what circumstances do we give and listen to testimony? In a
situation of characteristic discourse which is susceptible of literal or
analogical interpretations. This situation isthe trial.

We do not call every report about afact, an event, or a person
"testimony." The action of testifying has an intimate relation to an
institution — the judiciary; a place — the court; a socia function — the
lawyer, the judge; an action — to plead, that is, to be plaintiff or
defendant in atrial. Testimony is one of the proofs that the prosecution
or the defense advances with a view to influencing the decision of the
judge.

Thus testimony makes referenceto atrial, that is, to alegal action
including charges and defense and calling for ajudicial decision which
settles a dispute between two or several parties. Thisreferenceis
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expressed in the grammar of the verb "testify": to testify isto attest that.
.. Butitisalsototestify for ..., orinfavor of. .. ; the witness gives a
deposition. He givesit "before" the court. The solemnity of testimony is
eventually enhanced and sanctified by a special ritual of swearing or of
promising which qualifies as testimony the declaration of the witness.

These diverse traits are susceptible to an analogical generalization
which contributes to establishing the meaning of the words "witness'
and "testimony’’ in ordinary language. In fact, legal discourse serves as
model for situations less codified by social ritual but in which we can
recognize the fundamental traits of thetrial.

a) Noticefirst theidea of suit and party. We only give testimony where
there is a dispute between parties who plead one against the other and
thusit involvesatrial. Thisiswhy testimony always arises as proof for
or against — for or against parties and their claims. This notion of suit
and of partiesis eminently generalizable. It extendsto all situationsin
which ajudgment or a decision can be made only at the end of a debate
or confrontation between adverse opinions and conflicting points of
view. But most human situations are like this. We cannot claim to have
certainty but only probability, and the probable is only pursued through
astruggle of opinion.

One of the most remarkable applications of thisfirst idea concerns
history, historical science. We sometimes label as testimony not only the
personal report generally written, made by eyewitnesses of the eventsin
question, but all kinds of pertinent documents to the extent that these
documents are capable of furnishing arguments for or against a
particular thesis. It is thus always with reference to a dispute between
conflicting opinions that a document takes on the value of testimony.
Testimony here is not a specific category of the historical method, itisa
characteristic and instructive transposition of an eminently juridical
concept which here attests to its power of generalization. This transfer
of thejuridical to the historical underscores several historical traits of
thejuridical concept itself, in particular, the dual notion of an event that
the witness relates and of a story which is histestimony. Thus there
occurs an exchange between the juridical and the historical traits of
testimony.

b) A second fundamental trait of the trial concerns the very notion of the
decision of justice. Thisjuridical coloration of judgment is important to
qualify testimony. The testimony which constitutes it hasasitsaim an
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act which decidesin favor of. . . , which condemns or acquits, which
confers or recognizes aright, which decides between two claims. The
generalizable trait of legal judgment has been characterized by Hart in
an important article, ‘‘ The Ascription of Responsibility and Rights."4
With the term ascription, built on the model of description, Hart focuses
on aremarkable character of juridical statements:. they can be contested,
either by denying alleged facts or by invoking circumstances which can
weaken, alternate, even annul the claim of aright or the accusation of a
crime. Hart labels this effect on the claim or accusation to defeat, and he
labels defeasible the character of legal judgment of being susceptible to
thiskind of argument and failure. This leads him to say that actions
which can be ascribed are also defeasible, susceptible of being
invalidated, abrogated. The character of being able to be invalidated is
not secondary; it is the touchstone of legal reasoning and judgment
itself. It isthis characteristic which isimplicit in the decisional, active,
and voluntary aspect of the judgment which settles. Let us therefore say
th,t verbal testimony is used to put in play the difference between

descriptive and ascriptive discourse. Testimony always occurs as the
support for aright of. . . .

C) A third trait concerns testimony itself to the extent that it is akind of
proof which comes to be entered between the dispute and the judicial
decision. As such, testimony is an element in atreatise on
argumentation.

It is under this heading that Aristotle considersit in thefirst part of the
Rhetoric devoted to "proofs* (pisteis), that is, the means of persuasion
used in the deliberative mode, in the judicial mode, and in the epidictic
mode (praise, panegyric). Thelogic of testimony is thus framed by
rhetoric considered as "counterpart" (antistrophos) of dialectic.® But
diaectic isthelogic of only probable reasoning, that is, the majority of
which contains truths of opinion agreed to by most men and most often.
The "persuasive" as such (pithanon), which defines rhetorical technique,
Istherefore correlative only to the probable mode of dialectical
reasoning. Thus the epistemological level proper is recognized to which
judicial proof belongs: not the necessary but the probable. To this
characteristic of the probable Aristotle links atrait that we have already
encountered: rhetoric, he says, enables one to "persuade the opposition,”
not that the orator ought to plead indifferently for or against, but if he
undertakes to persuade the listeners or the judge of something, he must
anticipate the argument of his adversary in order to refute it.
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But rhetoric is not to be confused with diaectic: the techniques of
persuasion, in fact, cannot be reduced to the art of proof; they take into
consideration the dispositions of the audience and the character of the
orator. At the same time they mix moral proofs with logical proofs. This
trait is unavoidable and irreducible if we consider that in the three
situations of discourse under consideration — to accuse and defend
before a court, to advise a meeting, to praise or blame. Argumentation
keeps the audience in mind and is directed toward a judgment: "the
object of rhetoric is judgment” (henekacriseos)6 and "refersto the
hearer" (pros ton akroaten)’ With the audience and with the judge arise
passions to excite and dispositions to arouse. Testimony is thus caught
in the network of proof and persuasion (the root is the same in Greek,
pistis-pistuein) characteristic of the properly rhetorical level of
discourse.

Asfor testimony itself, we can be surprised at the little credit Aristotle
givestoit. He placesit among the "non-technical" proofs, that is,
external to arguments that the orator himself invents. Non-technical
proofs are not invented by the orator, they pre-exist his action: laws,

witnesses contracts, tortures, oaths.8

We can explain in the following way this apparently minimizing
treatment of testimony. First, Aristotle hasin mind, under the heading of
"withesses' (martures) not narrators of things seen so much as moral
authorities appealed to by the orator. This sort of argument from
authority isindeed an argument exterior to the cause but susceptible of
contributing to the decision of the judge. The witnesses referred to are in
fact at first poets or illustrious men whose judgments are publicly
recognized, speakers of oracles, and authors of proverbs. These
"ancient” witnesses are more worthy of belief than "recent” witnesses of
whom some "share the danger," that is, the risks of the trial, and are
prejudiced in favor of one of the parties. This reasoning of Aristotle
displaces the credibility of testimony to that of the witness and reveals
an important trait to which we are going to return: the quality of the
witness, his good faith that alogic of testimony cannot do without. But
it follows from this that the orator who "uses" testimony, who puts
forward someone as awitness, is not master. Besides, in arhetoric ruled
by alogic, testimony even conceived as arelation of transpired facts,
occupies necessarily an inferior place, for it shows the dependence of
the judgment and of the judge with regard to something exterior: on the
first level, the things spoken by another, and on the second, things seen
by him. Thisiswhy Aristotle tries as much as possible to link the logic
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of testimony to the logic of argumentation by insisting on the criteria of
probability which can be applied to it. In this way non-technical proofs
are coordinated to technical proofs which remain the principal axisof a
trait of argumentation. But the exteriority of testimony iswhat keepsiit
among non-technical proofs. Thisis not unimportant for our research; it
Is precisely the exteriority of testimony which will cause problems for a
hermeneutics.

3) Neither the quasi-empirical meaning nor the quasi-juridical sense
exhausts the ordinary use of the word testimony. Another dimension is
discovered when the accent is displaced from testimony-proof toward
the witness and his act. The witness, in fact, is not only the one who
utters testimony; the problem of the witness constitutes a distinct
problem which arises in certain aspects of testimony of which we have
said nothing. Thus false testimony cannot at all be reduced to an error in
the account of things seen: false testimony isaliein the heart of the
witness. This perverse intention is so fatal to the exercise of justice and
to the entire order of discourse that al codes of morality placeit very
high in the scale of vices. The extreme sanctions which in certain codes
strike the false witness well marks the degree of indignation that false
testimony evokes in the common conscience. Hence the question: what
Isatrue witness, afaithful witness?

Everyone understands that this is something other than an exact, even
scrupulous narrator. It is not limited to testimony that. . . but he testifies
for ..., herenderstestimony to. ... By these expressions our language
means that the witness seals his bond to the cause that he defends by a
public profession of his conviction, by the zeal of a propagator, by a
personal devotion which can extend even to the sacrifice of hislife. The
witnessis capable of suffering and dying for what he believes. When the
test of conviction becomes the price of life, the witness changes his
name; heis called amartyr. But isit a change of name? Martusin Greek
means "witness." Certainly it is not without danger that one evokes this
link between witness and martyr. The argument of the martyr is always
suspect; a cause which has martyrsis not necessarily ajust cause. But,
precisely, the martyr is not an argument, even lessa proof. It isatest, a
limit situation. A man becomes a martyr because he isfirst awitness.
But that a man can become a martyr, if he ought to be awitness to the
end, cannot be derived from a purely juridical reflection, for in atrial it
Is not the witness whose lifeis at stake but the accused. That the witness
may also be accused calls for adifferent analysis. That isto say that
society, common opinion, the powers that be, hate certain causes,
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perhaps the most just ones. It is necessary, then, that the just die. A great
historic archetype arises here: the suffering servant, the persecuted just,
Socrates, Jesus. . . .

Thisiswhat we mean by the word witness. The witness is the man who
Isidentified with the just cause which the crowd and the great hate and
who, for thisjust cause, risks hislife.

This engagement, this risk assumed by the witness, reflects on testimony
itself which, in turn, signifies something other than a simple narration of
things seen. Testimony is also the engagement of a pure heart and an
engagement to the death. It belongs to the tragic destiny of truth.

Even when testimony does not take on these somber tones, it receives
from the confines of death what we could call itsinteriority. We thus
find, even in ordinary language, expressions diametrically opposed to
those of the "testimony of the senses" which draw testimony toward its
quasi-empirical meaning; thus we speak of the "testimony of
conscience." But we especially come to call testimony an action, a
work, the movement of alife insofar as these things constitute by
themselves the mark and the living proof of a man’s conviction and
devotion to a cause.

The meaning of testimony seems then inverted; the word no longer
designates an action of speech, the oral report of an eyewitness about a
fact to which he was witness. Testimony isthe action itself asit attests
outside of himself, to the interior man, to his conviction, to hisfaith.

However, there is no rupture of meaning here, to the extent that the two
extreme uses would become pure homonyms. From testimony
understood in the sense of areport about facts we pass by regular
transitions to attestation by action and by death. The engagement of the
witness in testimony is the fixed point around which the range of
meaning pivots. It is this engagement that marks the difference between
the false witness and the faithful and true witness.

1. IRRUPTION OF THE PROPHETIC AND KERYGMATIC
DIMENSION

The religious meaning of testimony arises in this semantic complex.
With it occurs an absolutely new dimension that we are not able to
deploy simply starting with the profane use of the word. But — and this
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counterpart is no less important — in this semantic revision the profane
sense is not simply abolished but in a certain fashion conserved and
even exalted. | will therefore speak of the irruption of the new meaning
and the conservation of the ancient in the new together.

| will take as a guideline the semantics of the words from the root
martus in the prophetic writings of the Bible and in the New Testament.

1) A wonderful text of Second Isaiah — consequently a prophetic text
— alows usto read all the aspects of meaning, new and old, in asingle
breath:

Bring forth the people who are blind, yet have eyes, who are deaf, yet
have ears! Let all the nations gather together, and let the peoples
assemble. Who among them can declare this, and show us the former
things? Let them bring their witnesses to justify them, and let them hear
and say, It istrue. "You are my witnesses," saysthe Lord, "and my
servants whom | have chosen, that you may know and believe me and
understand that | am He. Before me no god was formed, nor shall there
be any after me. |, | am the Lord, and besides me there is no savior. |
declared and saved and proclaimed, when there was no strange god
among you; and you are my witnesses,” saysthe Lord. "I am God, and
also henceforth | am He there is none who can deliver from my hand; |

work and who can hinder it?' (Isaiah 43:8-13; cf. 44:6-8)°

The irruption of meaning isfourfold. At first the witnessis not just
anyone who comes forward and gives testimony, but the one who is sent
in order to testify. Originally, testimony comes from somewhere else.
Next, the witness does not testify about isolated and contingent fact but
about the radical, global meaning of human experience. It is'Y ahweh
himself who iswitnessed to in the testimony. Moreover, the testimony is
oriented toward proclamation, divulging, propagation: it isfor all
peoples that one people iswitness. Finally, this profession implies a
total engagement not only of words but of acts and, in the extreme, in
the sacrifice of alife. What separates this new meaning of testimony
from all its usesin ordinary language is that the testimony does not
belong to the witness. It proceeds from an absolute initiative asto its
origin and its content.

But the profane meaning is not abolished. In a certain way it istaken
over by the prophetic meaning. Thisis evident in the aspect of
engagement that we considered in the last part of our semantic analysis,
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where the prophetic concept and the profane concept are in perfect
continuity. In thisregard it appears justifiable to say that no obvious
bond still connects the notion of the suffering servant (Ebed Jahweh) to
that of the witness. The theology of the martyr is not of a piece with the
prophetic concept of the martus. To be sure, the theme of the persecuted
just man and, even more, that of the humiliated prophet, even put to
death, is more ancient than the theme of the martyr that we find in later
Judaism. At least the prophet is from the beginning a man of sorrow:
"Nay for thy sake we are slain all the day long, and accounted as sheep
for the dlaughter” (Psalm 44:22). It is thus that Jeremiah understood his
own mission. Every prophet, to the extent that he prophesies against, is
aprophet for life and for death. But the junction is not made in the
period of great prophecy, in the word of the witness between these two
themes of the proclamation addressed to the nations and of the death of
the prophet. When this junction will be made, the idea of dying for. . .
will always be subordinated to that of proclaiming to others. Itisjust as
true here as in the profane order that the disciple is martyr because heis
awitness, not the inverse.

But the juridical aspect of testimony is no lessimportant. It isin the
perspective of a dispute, of atrial putting into play the right of Yahweh
to be and to be the only real God, that man is called upon to testify:
"Who islike me? Let him proclaim it, let him declare and set it forth
before me" (Isaiah 44:7). The declaration is at the same time a call for
decision: "And you are my witnesses! |s there a God besides me?"
(Isaiah 44:8). The trial begun by Y ahweh with the people and their idols
calls for a decision which settles things once and for all.

This resumption of the theme of thetrial in the interior of the theme of
confession-profession is, to my way of thinking, the major mark of the
prophetic concept of testimony. It would be well not to forget this when
we will try subsequently to link the hermeneutics of testimony to what
Nabert calls the criteriology of the divine. The criteriology is already
therein the crisis, in the judgment about the idols: "All who make idols
are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit; their witnesses
neither see nor know, and they may be put to shame" (Isaiah 44:9).

If the juridical aspect is preserved in the manner that we just spoke of,
can we perhaps say that the quasi-empirical aspect of testimony is as
well? We would be tempted to say that the confession of faith has
eliminated the recital of things seen (H. Strathmann in the article
martus, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, |V, constantly
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opposes the witness of facts and confessing truth). Such is not the case.
A theology of testimony which is not just another name for the theol ogy
of the confession of faith isonly possible if acertain narrative kernel is
preserved in strict union with the confession of faith. The case par
excellence isthe faith of Isragl which, at first, confessed Y ahweh by
relating the facts of deliverance which punctuate the history of its
liberation. Every "theology of the traditions,” following von Rad, is
built on this basic postulation that the Credo of Israel isanarrative
confession on the model of the nuclear Credo of Deuteronomy 26:5-9.
Where a"history" of liberation can be related, a prophetic "meaning"
can be not only confessed but attested. It is not possible to testify for a
meaning without testifying that something has happened which signifies
this meaning. The conjunction of the prophetic moment, "l am the
Lord," and the historical moment, "It is |, the Lord your God, who has
led you out of the land of Egypt and out of the house of bondage”
(Exodus 20:2) — is as fundamental as the conjunction of the prophetic
moment and the juridical moment. A tension is thus created between
confession of faith and narration of things seen, at the heart of whichis
renewed the ever present tension between the judgment of the judge,
who decides without having seen, and the narration of the withess who
has seen. There is therefore no witness of the absolute who is not a
witness of historic signs, no confessor of absolute meaning who is not a
narrator of the acts of deliverance.

2) The prophetic meaning of witness and testimony paves the way for
the New Testament meaning of these terms. All the tensions of the
former are found again together with new traits which mark the passage
from prophetic discourse to evangelical discourse, without, however,
breaking the continuity from the one to the other.

The "confessional" kernel of testimony is certainly the center around
which the rest gravitates. The confession that Jesus is the Christ
constitutes testimony par excellence. Here again the witnessis sent, and
his testimony does not belong to him: "It is not for you to know times or
seasons which the Father has fixed by his own authority. But you shall
receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall
be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the
end of the earth" (Acts 1.7, 8), saysthe Christ of the ascension. But if
testimony is confessional in its kernel of meaning, it isnot asimple
confession of faith. All the traits of the ordinary meaning are resumed,
assumed, and transmuted by contact with this confessional "kernel."
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First, eyewitness testimony. The withess is witness to things that have
happened. We can think of the case of recording Christian preachingin
the categories of the story, as narration about things said and done by
Jesus of Nazareth, as proceeding from this intention of binding
confession-testimony to narration-testimony. This conjunction is
performed in different ways by the four Evangelists, and we could form
atypology on this basis. At one extreme of the range we would have
Luke; at the other John.

With Luke the witness is witness of things seen and heard; he is witness
of the teaching, the miracles, the passion and the resurrection: "You are
witnesses of these things," says the resurrected Lord in Luke 24:48. To
be sure, the fact is inseparable from its meaning, but the meaning is
recorded in history; it has taken place, it has happened. Of all that you
are witnesses. The affirmation of the apostles appearing before the
Sanhedrin echoes thisfact: "And we are witnesses to these things, and
so isthe Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him" (Acts
5:32). The two faces of the notion are here inseparable. On the one side,
only the one sent — the apostle — is witness. Of that the Spirit aloneis
guarantor; but he iswitness of things seen. The moment of the
immediacy of the manifestation (I will return later to this expression
which is Johannine before being Hegelian) is essential to the
constitution of testimony as testimony. It is principally about the
essential confession — that of the resurrection — that the dial ectic of
meaning and fact and confession and narration is played out for Luke.
Everything indicates that the "appearances’ have played the decisive
rolein that they prolonged the manifestation beyond death. The
different sermons that the Acts of the Apostles reports return to this
Leitmotiv: "This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses'
(Acts 2:32; cf. 3:15, etc.). The preaching of Paul isthe same: "But God
raised him from the dead; and for many days he appeared to those who
came up with him from Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now his witnesses
to the people" (Acts 13:30, 31).

But thisintegration of fact to meaning, of narration to confession, does
not occur without internal tension. The eyewitness character of
testimony can doubtless be extended and stretched rather far thanksto a
corresponding extension of the notion of appearance. Everything
indicates that Paul himself interpreted the lightning-struck encounter
with the resurrected Lord on the way to Damascus as an appearance
which links his experience to the chain of eyewitness testimonies of the
life of Jesus and of the resurrection (Acts 22:14, 15; 26:15-20).
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Primitive Christianity never perceived any fundamental difference
between the eyewitness testimonies of the life of Jesus and the
encounter with the resurrection Lord. The very editing of the
Evangelists proceeds from this direct engagement of the prophetic
inspirations attributed to the living Christ and of the memories of the
eyewitnesses. Thereis no intrinsic difference between the facts and
gestures of Jesus of Nazareth, or between the appearances of the
resurrected Lord and the manifestations of the Spirit in the Pentecostal
communities. On the contrary, the continuity of the same manifestation
justifies a corresponding extension of testimony given of things seen
and heard. It isfor amodern mind, formed by historical criticism, that
companionship with Jesus and the encounter with the resurrected Lord
are distinct things. The profound unity between testimony about facts
and events, and testimony about meaning and truth, has survived for
some time.

Nevertheless a certain fault appears in the Lukan concept of testimony.
Paul does not preach the appearances, still less the "private"
appearances he enjoyed. He preaches Christ crucified; but of the cross
he has not been a witness. And when Paul evokes the memory of
Stephen whom he persecuted, he speaks by addressing himself to Christ:
"And when the blood of Stephen thy witness was shed, | also was
standing by . . ." (Acts 22:20). " Stephen, thy witness?' Does this still
mean eyewitness? With the case of Stephen aturning point is reached:
the "witnesses of the resurrection” will be less and less eyewitness to the
extent that faith will be transmitted by the hearing of preaching. The
"voice" truly refers back to the "seen," speaking is no longer seeing;
faith comes by hearing.

With John the balance clearly shifts from the narrational pole toward the
confessional pole even if the narrative framework of the Gospel is
retained. But John, of all the Evangelists, isthe herald of testimony par
excellence. Quantitatively it isin the fourth Evangelist that we find the
Immense majority of the words martus (47 out of 77) and marturia (30
out of 37). The displacement of meaning which affects testimony
proceeds from the new sense attached to the summoning of the witness.
Thisword, considerably rarer in John than that of testimony (only five
timesin Revelation), is applied to Christ himself, called "the faithful
witness' (Revelation 1:5) or again "the faithful and true witness"
(Revelation 3:14). (It istrue that we find in 9:3 and 17:6 the word
"witness" with the quasi-L ukan sense of confessing and professing
witness.) This displacement of meaning which affects the notion of
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witness is communicated to testimony. Thisis not what a person does at
first when he renders testimony but what the Son does by manifesting
the Father (Revelation 1:2 speaks of the "testimony," marturia of Jesus
Christ as a synonym for "revelation," apokalupsis of Jesus Christ, 1:1,
2). The pole of testimony is thus displaced from confession-narration
toward manifestation itself to which testimony isrendered. Thisisthe
meaning of John 1:18, "No one has ever seen God; theonly Son . . . has
made him known" (exegesato). The exegesis of God and the testimony
of the Son are the same thing. Overwhelmingly testimony rendered by
thisdiscipleisregulated in its profound intention by the theological
meaning of testimony-manifestation, Christ-act par excellence. If John
the Baptist isawitness, it is not as witness of the resurrection, in the
sense of the first evangelists, but in aless historic and more theological
sense of "witness of thelight." "He came for testimony, to bear witness
tothelight . .." (John 1:7). But what is the "testimony of John" (John
1:19)? It is nothing other than the essential and total Christic confession.
"Behold the lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world" (John
1:29). In asense, John the Baptist is an eyewitness ("And | have seen
and have borne witness that thisis the Son of God," John 1:34). But
what he has seen is a sign which designates Jesus as the Christ ("1 saw
the Spirit descend asadove. . ."). But this sign is nothing apart from an
interior word which speaks the meaning: "He on whom you see the
Spirit descend and remain. . ." (John 1:33). It does not say that someone
other than the Baptist has understood the word which gave meaning to
the thing seen. The notion of the eyewitness is thus profoundly
overthrown by the dual theme of Christ — afaithful witness— and of
testimony — testimony to the light. The two themes, moreover, are
linked in that Christ, afaithful witness, has himself come "to render
testimony." Thisiswhat the Johannine Christ declares before Pilate:
"You say that | am aking. For this| was born, and for this| have come
into the world, to bear witness to the truth” (John 18:37).

In this regard, two very fine texts mark the break between testimony in
the Johannine sense and testimony in Luke's sense: Luke 5:31-39 and
8:13-18. They begin with the Hebrew adage (Deuteronomy 10:15)
according to which at least two witnesses are required for proof. But the
Christ of John entirely displaces the notion of dual testimony. The first
witness is that which the Christ rendersto himself. "Even if | do bear
witness to myself, my testimony istrue, for | know whence | have come
and whither | am going.. ." (John 8:14). And who is the second witness?
This could be that of John the Baptist, according to what is said
elsewhere about him. Neverthel ess, the second testimony is not his but
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that of God himself: "The works which the Father has granted me to
accomplish, these very works which | am doing, bear me witness that
the Father has sent me" (John 5:36, 37).

By means of this displacement of meaning, we are presented with a
nearly complete internalization of testimony: "If we receive the
testimony of men, the testimony of God is greater; for thisisthe
testimony of God that he has borne witness to his Son. He who believes
in the Son of God has the testimony in himself” (I John 5:9, 10). The
testimony that the witness has in himself is nothing other than the
testimony of the Holy Spirit, a notion that indicates the extreme point of
internalization of testimony: "But when the Counselor comes, whom |
shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, who proceeds
from the Father, he will bear witness to me; and you also are witnesses,
because you have been with me from the beginning" (John 15:26, 27).

It would seem, then, that the testimony, entirely internalized in Christ’s
own testimony and in the testimony that God rendersto Christ, loses all
reference to eyewitness testimony dear to Luke. Such is not the case.
Even in John, the link is never broken between the Christological
confession and the narrative announcement of a central event of history.
In the two texts we commented on earlier (John 5:31-39; 8:13-18), we
should be struck by an expression which indicates the externalization of
testimony with respect to the intimacy of the dialogue between the
Father and the Son. It is that of work: "l told you and you do not
believe. The works that | do in my Father’ s name, they bear witness to
me (John 10:25; cf. 10:37, 38: "Do the works of my Father"). This
marturia ton ergon on the part of Christ himself, makes testimony that
IS given to him not testimony to an idea, to an atemporal 1ogos, but to an
Incarnate person. John, the herald of the word made flesh, is not entirely
able to deflect testimony toward a mystical and entirely internal idea.
Testimony "to" the light is testimony to "someone" (cf. the numerous
expressions: testimony to the subject himself, to the subject myself, to
the subject yourself, John 1:15; 5:31, 32; 8:13, 17:10, 25; 15:26). Thisis
Indeed why testimony-confession can still be kept in the narrative
framework of a Gospel, as conventional as this framework has become:
"And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.. . . we have beheld
his glory" (John 1:14). Luke and John, as different as they are, agree on
this point. Testimony-confession cannot be separated from testimony-
narration without the risk of turning toward Gnosticism. Thisiswhy, by
applying the quality of the witness reflexively at the end of his Gospdl,
John designates his work in terms which would be possible for Luke:
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"He who saw it has borne witness — his testimony is true, and he knows
that he tells the truth — that you also may believe" (John 19:35). One
last time, to have seen and to testify are closely bound together.

| would not like to turn from Johannine testimony without mentioning
the second of the traits of testimony in the ordinary sense, namely,
testimony as an element of proof in atrial. It is perhaps this aspect of the
meaning which, on the one hand, assures the recovery of the profane
meaning in the religious meaning, but which also, on the other hand,
givesits particular hue to the theological concept of testimony.

If testimony has arelation to atrial, the place of thetrial of Jesus would
suffice to recall it (cf. the accusation of the false testimony as well asthe
stirring up of false witnessesto the trial); but the whole ministry of
Jesusisatrial. Initsturn, thetrial of Jesus, ahistoric trial before a
human court, is for the apostle an episode in the great trial that we can
indeed call with Theo Preiss a"cosmic trial."10 The advent of the
kingdom and of itsjustice is the stake of an immense contest between
God and the Prince of the world, sanctioned by the "judgment” of God
on the world and the fall of Satan. If we follow out the line of this plot,
it is possible to place the entire cycle of concepts which revolve around
the witness, to testify, testimony, in alarger cycle of ideasin a
“juridical” turn where we find such notions as "envoy, to testify,
testimony, to judge, judgment, to accuse, to convict, counselor."11 A
taste for opposing John the mystic to Paul the apostle of justification by
faith leads to neglect of this other kind of "juridical" thought, this other
problem of justification which derives its coherence from this horizon of
the great trial on which all theology of testimony is projected. We can
therefore perhaps recapture in this perspective the dialectic of testimony-
confession and of testimony-narration. First, the concept of Christ asthe
faithful witness. It is "in the framework of a suit over rights'12 that the
first testimony, the marturia of the Son, takes on the value of attestation.
Beginning with the prologue, this dramatic opposition between
contesting and attesting is set in place: "He came to his own home, and
his own people received him not" (John 1:11). To Nicodemus: "Truly,
truly, | say to you, we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what
we have seen; but you do not receive our testimony" (John 3:11). And
the Baptist: "He bears withess to what he has seen and heard, yet no one
receives histestimony"” (John 3:32).

It isin the framework of a great trial that the witnessis also emissary:
the one sent is like the one who sends; he has all authority of a
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plenipotentiary. We then understand the insistence to recall the rabbinic
rule of two witnesses. Placed in the perspective of the great tria, the
declaration "The works testify of me that the Father has sent me" takes
on anew perspective. The Christ iswitness par excellence because he
evokesthe"crisis," the judgment on the works of the world: "I testify of
it that itsworks are evil" (John 7:7). The function of the witness rises to
the level of that of Judge of the End. The Judge is the light; he causes
the light. By a strange reversal, the defendant of the earthly trial isalso
the judge of the eschatological trial. For the Christ, to be witnessisto
join these two roles of the earthly accused and the heavenly judge. It is
also to be king according to the confession of Pilate.

It is therefore always in confrontation and accusation that confession-
profession takes on the look of testimony.

Not only does the testimony of Christ and, after him, the testimony of
the disciples, receive anew light by being placed under the sign of the
great trial, so also does all the Johannine "pneumatology" of testimony,
about which very little has been said to this point, except to recognizein
it the extreme internalization of testimony. The internal testimony of the
Holy Spirit derives all its meaning in the struggle which is waged
between the Christ and the world before the court of history. The first
epistle of John evokes the "dramatics' of testimony and trial. "Who isit
that overcomes the world but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of
God? Thisis he who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with
the water only but with the water and the blood. And the Spirit is
witness, because the Spirit is the truth. There are three witnesses, the
Spirit, the water, and the blood; and these three agree” (I John 5:5-8).
The water and the blood here designate the punishment of the Cross, the
Passion. If we do not link the testimony of the Spirit to the
eschatological trial, we would hardly understand why heis called the
Paraclete ("But when the Counselor comes John 15:26, 27). The
Paraclete is the figure who is the counterpart of the accuser. The same
Paraclete who "will convince the world of sin and of righteousness and
of judgment” (John 16:8) will be the counselor to the believers when
Satan will have become the accuser. Revelation evokes thislast act of
the dramain the grandiose vision of the defeat of the dragon (12:9-12).
Nowhere is the theology of testimony more clearly attached to that of
the great trial.

At the same time we also understand that testimony, at the human level,
isdual: it isinternal testimony, the seal of conviction, but it is also the
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testimony of works; that is, it is modeled on the passion of Christ, the
testimony of suffering. The vision of Revelation thus continues. "And
they have congquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of
their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death"
(Revelation 12:11). It istherefore in the perspective of the trial that the
martyr indicates the superior seal of testimony.

Such is the strange "juridical mystique'13in which the Johannine
dialectic of testimony has come to be registered. Interpreted in purely
mystical terms, testimony is reduced to the confession of the truth;
interpreted in juridical terms, it is the attestation which yields victory in
the contest. Could we not say, then, that it is the juridical moment which
ties together the two moments which had appeared to usto be at the
point of being dissociated: testimony as confession (of faith) and
testimony as narration (of facts)? For what gives proof before the
eschatological tribunal are the "works" and the "signs"; the works and
signs that the most mystical of the apostles declares he also has "seen.”

V. THE HERMENEUTICS OF TESTIMONY

The time has come to take up again the question which began this
investigation. Isit possible, we were asking, that the philosophy of
absolute reflection finds in perfectly contingent events or acts the claim
that what is inherently unjustifiable is surmounted here and now? An
Immense obstacle seems to close off the horizon of the response: do we
have the right to invest a moment of history with an absolute character?
An unbridgeable chasm seems to open up between the interiority of
original affirmation and the exteriority of acts and of existence which
would claim to give testimony of the absolute.

|'s a philosophy of testimony possible?

| would like to try to show that such a philosophy can only be a
hermeneutics, that is, a philosophy of interpretation. Such a philosophy
of interpretation is an ellipse with two foci that meditation tendsto
conflate but which can never be reduced to a unified central point.

What, in fact, isit to interpret testimony? It is atwofold act, an act of
consciousness of itself and an act of historical understanding based on
the signs that the absolute gives of itself. The signs of the absolute’ s self-
disclosure are at the same time signs in which consciousness recognizes
itself. It isthe convergence of these two paths that we are going to
sketch out.
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Starting from the historical pole we are going to show the link between
testimony and interpretation. Then proceeding from the reflexive pole
we will show how the original affirmation develops from itsside a
reflexive type of interpretation that Nabert calls a criteriology of the
divine by means of which, he says, "consciousness makes itself judge of
the divine and consequently chooses its God or its gods."14 By being
extended in acriteriology of the divine, original affirmation isled to
encounter the crisis of idols that testimony calls forth. Thus the
hermeneutics of testimony arises in the confluence of two exegesis —
the exegesis of historic testimony of the absolute and the exegesis of the
self in the criteriology of the divine. Perhaps it will also be apparent that
this double exegesisis adouble trial and that this double trial
characterizesin its own right the hermeneutics of testimony.

L et usfirst show how historic exegesis encounters the exegesis of the
self.

The concept of testimony such asis drawn out by biblical exegesis, is
hermeneutical in adouble sense. In the first senseit givesto
Interpretation a content to be interpreted. In the second sense it calls for
an interpretation.

Testimony gives something to be interpreted.

Thefirst trait indicates the aspect of manifestation in testimony. The
absolute declares itself here and now. In testimony thereis an
immediacy of the absolute without which there would be nothing to
interpret. Thisimmediacy functions as origin, as initium, on this side of
which we can go no further. Beginning there, interpretation will be the
endless mediation of thisimmediacy. But without it interpretation will
forever be only an interpretation of interpretation. Thereis atime when
Interpretation is the exegesis of one or many testimonies. Testimony is
the anagke stenail® of Interpretation. A hermeneutic without testimony
Is condemned to an infinite regress in a perspectivism with neither
beginning nor end.

Thisisahard saying for philosophy to understand. For the self-
manifestation of the absolute here and now indicates the end of the
infinite regress of reflection. The absolute shows itself. In this shortcut
of the absolute and its presence is constituted an experience of the
absolute. It is only about this that testimony testifies. For alogic and
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rhetoric based on alogical model, testimony can only be an alienation of
meaning or, to speak the language of Aristotle in the Rhetoric, a means
of non-technical proof, that is, external to all the arguments that the
orator can invent. Thisis precisely what the manifestation of the
absolute can be.

But at the same time that it gives something to interpretation, testimony
demands to be interpreted. This interpretation must be done according to
the three dimensions of the ordinary concept that the absol ute testimony
has taken on.

Testimony demands to be interpreted because of the dialectic of
meaning and event that traversesit. The fusion that we have observed
between the confessional pole and the narrative pole of testimony has a
considerable hermeneutical significance. It signifies that interpretation
cannot be applied to testimony from without as a violence which would
be done to it. Interpretation, however, isintended to be the taking up
again, in adifferent discourse, of an internal diaectic of testimony. In
testimony this dialectic itself is immediate in the sense that narration

and confession are joined to each other without distance. The first
witnesses of the Gospel confess the significance of Christ directly on the
Jesus event: "You are the Christ." Thereis no separation between the
Jesus of History and the Christ of Faith. This unity iswritten: Jesus-
Christ. Thisisthe shortcut of meaning and event which gives something
to interpretation and which demands to be interpreted. How? In that this
fusion signifies also atension, the event is both apparent and hidden:
hidden to the extent that it is apparent. The appearances of the living
Christ are also the empty tomb. Thisis the point that Hegel has so
forcibly underscored in his Philosophy of Religion. A split is sketched, a
split which is not the ruin of testimony but an endless mediation on the
divided immediacy. If interpretation is possible, it is because it is aways
possible, by means of this gap, to mediate the relation of meaning and
event by another meaning which plays the role of interpretation with
regard to their very relation. Charles Sanders Peirce has furnished in this
respect the model of thistriadic relation. Every relation between asign
and an object, he says, can be explained by means of a sign which plays
the role of interpretant with regard to their relation. An open chain of
Interpretants is thus created by this primary relation between sign and
object. Applying this relation to testimony and to the relation of
confession to narration points up that the manifestation of the absolute
in persons and acts is indefinitely mediated by means of available
meanings borrowed from previous scripture. It isin thisway that the
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primitive church continuoudly interpreted the "testimony of Christ," to
pick up on a Johannine expression, with the aid of names and titles,
figures, and functions, received for the most part from the Hebraic
tradition, but also from the mystery religions and from Gnosticism. In
calling Jesus Son of Man, Messiah or Christ, Judge, King, High Priest,
L ogos, the primitive church began to interpret the relation of meaning
and event. The importance of thisisthat interpretation is not external to
testimony but implied by itsinitial dialectical structure.

Testimony gives still more to be interpreted by the critical activity
which it evokes. It is here that the connection between testimony and
trial derivesall itsforce. It is always necessary to choose between the
false witness and the true witness, between the father of lies and the
faithful witness. Testimony is both a manifestation and a crisis of
appearances. Aristotle was right to include it in a treatment of argument,
even if he could not understand its place in an experience of the
absolute. One also attests where one contests. Works and signs are open
to judgment. The absolute itself ison trial. Taken in this second sense,
the hermeneutic structure of testimony consistsin that testimony
concerning things seen only reaches judgment through a story, that is,
by means of things said. The judge in a court makes up his mind about
things seen only by hearing said. Fides ex auditu. Thetrial is
unavoidable; it is grafted directly onto the dialectic of things seen and
things said. Only atrial can decide between Y ahweh and the "idols of
nothing." The works and signs that the revealer "gives' are so many bits
of evidence and means of proof in the grand trial of the absolute.
Hermeneutics arises there a second time: no manifestation of the
absolute without the crisis of false testimony, without the decision
which distinguishes between sign and idol.

Testimony finally gives something to be interpreted by the dialectic of
witness and of testimony. The witness testifies about something or
someone which goes beyond him. In this sense testimony proceeds from
the Other. But the involvement of the witnessis his testimony. The
testimony of Christ is hisworks, his suffering, and the testimony of the
discipleis, analogously, his suffering. A strange hermeneutic circleis
set in motion; the circle of Manifestation and of Suffering. The martyr
proves nothing, we say, but a truth which is not strong enough to lead a
man to sacrifice lacks proof. What counts as proof, manifestation, or
suffering? The hermeneutics of testimony is also caught in this spiral,
which it never stops passing, at different heights, by these two opposed
poles.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1773 (23 of 31) [2/4/03 3:05:36 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

L et us now trace the path of original affirmation toward testimony. It is
on this path, we claim, that original affirmation changesinto a
criteriology of the divine. Why? Because the way a finite consciousness
can appropriate the affirmation which constitutesit can only bein a
critical act. Thereis no unitary intuition, no absolute knowledge, in
which consciousness would grasp both consciousness of the absolute
and consciousness of itself. The moment of awareness can only be
broken up and dispersed in the predicates of the divine. These predicates
are not characteristics or qualities of abeing in itself; they are the
multiple and diverse expressions of a Pure Act which can only be
spoken of by being invested with these qualities. That iswhy these
characteristics and qualities do not constitute a closed system; they
remain discontinuous traits which indicate an effort pursued in many but
uncoordinated directions. A criteriology of the divine groupsonly ina
diversity of predicates the always different traces of the heterogeneous
requirements of athought which is purified in every sense. The
criteriology of the divine, Nabert says, "is the expression of the greatest
effort that consciousness can make in order to take away the conditions
which prevent it from attaining complete satisfaction, when it attempts
in the very core of itsfinitude to justify itself, to change itself into a
radical purity of its intention. Each of the qualities to which we give the
name of the divine corresponds to a completely internal act by means of
which we conceive of it, but immediately fail to realize and incarnate.
Thereisan irreducible conflict, aradical opposition, between the
creative operation of each of these qualities, corresponding each timeto
athetic16 judgment, and the ambition that human consciousness can
have of verifying them for itself, by itself. Thisisnot ideal; it is rather
its negation. The criteriology of the divine corresponds to the greatest
divestment of which human consciousness is capable in order to affirm
an order freed from the limitations from which no human existence can

deliver itself. This selectivity, this affirmation, is of acts."17

Can we not say, then, that the judgment to which testimony makes an
appeal isidentical to the judgment by which self-consciousness, by
being laid bare, sifts the predicates of the divine? Isit not the same trial
which, little by little, proves to be the trial of testimony and the trial of
the predicates of the divine?

But thisidentity is not itself given; it isto be interpreted. A constantly
widening gap occurs between the reflexive judgment which produces
the criteria of the divine by an entirely interior operation, and the
historical judgment which is used to group together externally the
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meaning of the given testimonies. The fundamental identity of this
doubl e operation becomes the stake of the hermeneutic of the absolute.

We doubtless can understand the identity of this double operation only
in producing it. It is necessary to understand that consciousness, in fact,
advances toward the most interior self only at the price of the most
extreme attention used in looking for signs and glimpses of the absolute
in its appearances. To the greatest interiority of the act corresponds the
greatest exteriority of the sign: "For the apprehension of the divine, the
divestment (depouullement) essential for mystical experience and the
link of the divine to a historic manifestation are mutually
complementary. Thanksto the first, the grasping of the divine tends to
be confounded with the advance of reflection by means of the lonely
asceticism of philosophic consciousness. By the second, the divineis
written in history by atestimony, the meaning of which consciousness
never exhausts."18 The only surprising thing is the sort of alliance which
makes the interiority of the act and the exteriority of the sign dependent
on one another. The aliance is the proper character of the perception of
the divine by and in afinite consciousness. It is, in effect, afact of
finitude that original affirmation cannot appropriate itself in atotally
intuitive reflection but that it must make a detour through an
Interpretation of the contingent signs that the absolute gives of itself in
history. The hermeneutical structure of original affirmationisa
corollary of the finitude of human consciousness in which and by means
of which the original affirmation is produced. That self-consciousnessis
held in abeyance by whatever decision, by whatever choice, or whatever
trial where it is made to answer a summons — even that which isthe
appearance of the absolute — does not express the feebleness of the
proof of testimony, asin Aristotle, but the finitude of the consciousness
to which absolute knowledge is refused.

That iswhy one can indeed follow Hegel, but only to a certain point.
Hegel begins his chapter on "The Revealed Religion"1® by what can
indeed be called a hermeneutics of testimony; the absolute has been
seen among us; visible things have become understood by the
disappearance of the appearances. The internal testimony of the spirit in
the community replaces the testimony of external signs. But Hegel
claimsto garner the meaning which occurs historically in the logic of
the concept. Thisiswhy the hermeneutics of testimony is swallowed up
in absolute knowledge. For areflexive philosophy of original
affirmation, it is not possible to reduce to a unity the correlation
between two divestments (depouillements). Itslaw isthat of adouble
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humility: "“The double humility which comesto it from itsrelation to the
divinethat it discernsin history."20

But if reflection cannot be assured of the identity of the two trials, at
least it can perhaps verify that they are not heterogeneous. They are both
of the order of judgment and of the nature of act.

The first common characteristic results from the break between the
hermeneutics of testimony and absolute knowledge. Compared to the
scientific ideal which constitutes the latter, hermeneutics of testimony
appears to be blemished by relativity. Thereis no apodictic form of a
response to the recurring question: how do we assure ourselves that the
affirmation is not arbitrary, that God is not constructed, almost picked,
from certain testimonies that other consciousnesses could contest, since
there indeed is no fact which can be dissociated from the idea which
gives meaning to it, ameaning that transcends the fact itself.21 In terms
of the modality of judgment, the interpretation of testimony is only
probable, but it only appears as such when compared to a scientific ideal
which governs only one of the different requirements of thought, which
reignsin only one of the centers of reflection, namely knowledge of
objects. To measure the degree of certitude of testimony of the absolute
by the norm of one of the functions of consciousnessisto surrender the
problematic of self-consciousness to the most deplorable metabasis eis
allo genos.22 Original affirmation cannot be subsumed by the standard
of knowledge of objects. It istherefore in amodified sense that the
Interpretation of testimony can be said to be probable. However, this
modified sense is completely required by the sort of judgment in which
the reflexive act apprehends itself when undertaking to itemize the
meaning of its act of divestment (depouillement) by submitting it to the
grille of acriteriology of the divine. Passing by the narrow path of the
judiciary, to use again the excellent expression of Eric Weil, original
affirmation makes itself a critic of the divine predicates. It isthis
critique which, as ajudgment, falls under the modality of the probable.
But it is the same even with historical interpretation of testimonies; the
sort of tribunal before which witnesses are summoned and the sort of
trial by which testimony gives proof are placed under the same
categories of the modality of judgment as the criteriology of the divine.
Additionally the two crises, the two trias, the two judgments, share the
same modality. But if the recourse to the modality is not only inevitable
but justified, it isindeed in amodified sense. To attest is of adifferent
order than to verify in the sense of logical empiricism. The relation of
the phenomenon to the act of absolute affirmation, of which testimony
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bears the mark, is of adifferent order. If the question of the modality
remains legitimate, it is because the manifestation of that which reveals
itself is inseparable from an adherence which implies a choice and
because this choice is produced in atrial akin to the criteriology by
which the reflexive act gives account of itself.

But the judiciary isitself implied in the self-manifestation of the
absolute, and this absolute manifestation of the absolute conferson a
finite revocable act of recognition the seal of its own absolute. Thisis
why one can indeed say paradoxically that the hermeneutics of
testimony is absolute-relative. It is twice absolute and twice relative. It
Is absolute as original affirmation in search of asign, absolute as the
manifestation in the sign. It isrelative as the criteriology of the divine
for philosophic consciousness, relative as the trial of idols for historical
CONSCi OUSNess.

But the correlation of the two judgments, the two trials, rests on an even
more profound correlation: judgment is only the trace of acts. The
correlation of judgment with judgment, of criteriology with trial, only
expresses, in judicial terms, the relation of two acts: the act of a self-
consciousness which divests (se depouille) itself and tries to understand
itself, the act of testifying by which the absolute isrevealed in its signs
and itsworks. In the same way as the act of original affirmation is
enclosed in the discourse of predicates of the divine, testimony,
understood as the action of testifying, is enclosed in the story of the
witness to which we also give the name testimony. If, at the level of
judgments of a correlation, at the level of acts one can speak of
reciprocity. The promotion of consciousness and the recognition of the
absolutein its signs are reciprocal. "The essential ideais to demonstrate
an established correspondence between historic affirmation of the
absolute and the degrees by which a consciousness proceeds to raise

itself and transform itself for an origina affirmation."23

One can express the correspondence of act to act in the following way.
What we can recognize in testimony — not in the sense of the story of a
witness who tells what he has seen but of awork that attests — isthat it
Is the expression of the freedom that we desire to be. | recognize as
existing what is only an ideafor me. What | recognize outside myself is,
in its effectiveness, the movement of liberation that | posit only as an
ideal. This recognition isno longer historical; it is philosophical. It
permits us to speak of absolute actions which are senseless for
historians, for an absolute action is not understood as proceeding from
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antecedents or giving rise to consequences but as the uprooting of afree
consciousness from its historical conditions. What we fundamentally
understand is another consciousness which makes itself absolute, at the
same time free and real. But this recognition is only possible by an act
of the same nature as the interior act of our own liberation.

Such is the extreme point to which one can push a hermeneutics which
attempts to reduce the distance between the two foci of the ellipse,
between the reflexive act of divestment (depouillement) and the act
attested by testimony.

But this distance isirreducible and indicates the difference between a
hermeneutic philosophy and a philosophy of absolute knowledge.

The impossibility of absolute knowledge is marked by three indices:
First, it expresses the impotence of fixing the criteriology of the divine
in aclosed system. Even if that advances step by step with the
interpretation of historic signs, it is never completed. The testimonies of
the absolute which rule the advance of self-consciousness give each
time anew or more profound meaning to the divine. Also, the
criteriology of the divineis likewise never finished.

Next, the impossibility of absolute knowledge expresses the impotence
of consciousness to bring all the signs together in a coherent whole.
Tied to testimony is the experience of "each time." The harmony
between reflection on self and testimony given by history isonly
attained if each time consciousness takes as unique the example which
the divine reveals to it. Testimonies can have a profound resemblance
among themselves, but the "family resemblances,” as Wittgenstein
reminds us, are not based in an identity of essence.

Finally, the impossibility of absolute knowledge expresses the
impotence of identifying absolute reflection and absolute testimony
itself raised to the rank of proof in the grand trial of meaning. The
relation is certainly reciprocal and intimate between the criteriol ogy
which produces consciousness of the divine and the discernment of
testimony which leaves the initiative to the event. But this circular
relation implies an unavoidable break between the principle of reflection
and the historical advent of signs. There are two acts, two initiatives.
The initiative of deepening and the initiative of a manifestation. The
first, entirely internal, can only be signified by means of understanding
applied to testimony of the absolute; the second, entirely external, can
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only apply its discernment to the principle of sublimity which
constitutes self-consciousness. Thisinvincible break is that of reason
and faith, of philosophy and religion. It prevents us from subsuming, in
Hegelian fashion, religious representations to the concept. The
correlation ison the level of judgment, not of concept. Thisiswhat
signifiesthe "trial," the "crisis' of testimony. Thereisacorrelation
between two trials without the representations of the one disappearing in
the concept of the other. The mutual promotion of reason and faith, in
their difference, isthe last word for afinite consciousness.

Consequently, in many ways the relation between act and sign proves to
be itself a hermeneutic relation: arelation which gives something to
interpretation and a relation which calls for interpretation.

We must choose between philosophy of absolute knowledge and the
hermeneutics of testimony.

NOTES:

1. Jean Nabert, Le Desir de Dieu (Paris: Aubier, 1966), Book |11,
"M etaphysique du temoignage et hermeneutique de |’ absolu.”

2. The verb depouiller and its noun form depouillement are translated
throughout as "divest" and "divestment,” though this fails to capture the
full meaning of the French which includes such diverse meanings as "to
cast off," "lay aside," "abandon," "rid oneself of," and "to sit off one’s
clothes." Ricoeur is here giving an account of Nabert’ s Elements pour
une ethique, and depouiller is histerm and is often rendered in the
English trandlation of hiswork as "letting go." Nabert's use of the term
evokes St. Paul’ s call to "put off" or divest oneself of the old nature
Eph. 5:22. (Tr.)

3. Jean Nabert, Essai sur le mal (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France
1955), p. 148.

4. Hart, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 49 (1948-49).

5. Aristotle, Rhetoric 13544, 1-7.
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7. 1bid., 1358b, 1-5.

8. lbid., 1375a, 23-24.

9. All biblical citations are from the Revised Standard Version. (Tr.

10. Theo Preis, "Lajustification dans la pensee johannique.” Hommage
et reconnaissance a Karl Barth pour son 60 anniversaire (Neuchatel
and Paris: 1946); reproduced in La vie en Christ (Neuchatel and Paris
1951).

11. Ibid., p.48.

12. Ibid., p. 51.

13. Ibid., p. 60.

14. Nabert, Le desir de Dieu, p. 264.
15. Fixed necessity (Tr.).

16. A thetic judgment is a belief which implies the existence of that
which is believed; it is ajudgment which posits existence.

17. Nabert, Le desir de Dieu, p. 265.
18. lbid., p. 267.

19. G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977, chap. 7, "Religion," part C, pp. 453-78.

20. Nabert, Le desir de Dieu, p. 272.
21. 1bid., p. 271.
22. Change into another kind (Tr.).
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Chapter 4. Freedom in the Light of
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[ Translated by Robert Sveeney. Originally " Approche philosophique du
concept de libertereligieuse” in d’ Hermeneutique de la liberte
religieuse (Actes du Congres international, Rome, janvier 1968),
Archivio di Filosofsa, direction E. Castelli, 38, 19458, and Paris:
Aubier, 1968, 215-34.]

The concept of religious freedom can be approached in several ways
and on several levels. For my part, | discern three. First, one can raise
guestions about the freedom of the act of faith; one then situates the
problem in the field of an essentially psychological or anthropological
discussion. But faith is not thereby recognized in its theol ogical
specificity; it istreated like a species of belief, and the freedom of the
act of faith appears as a particular case of the general power of
choosing, or, as we say, of forming an opinion.

On a second level, questions of political science can be raised about the
right to profess a specific religion; it is not only a matter of subjective
conviction but of public expression of opinion. Religious freedom is
then a particular case of the general right to profess opinions without
being intimidated by public power. Thisright forms part of the political
pact (contract) which renders the right of one person reciprocal to the
right of another. In the last analysis, the basis of this freedom consists
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not in the psychological power to choose but in the mutual recognition
of free willswithin the framework of a politically organized community.
In this politics of freedom, religion figures as a cultural power, a
recognized public force; and the freedom that one claims for it isthe
more legitimate asreligion is not its exclusive beneficiary.

On athird level, the one on which | will try to situate myself, religious
freedom signifies the quality of freedom that pertains to the religious
phenomenon as such. There is a hermeneutics of this freedom to the
degree that the religious phenomenon itself exists only in the historical
process of interpretation and reinterpretation of the word that engenders
it. Therefore | understand the hermeneutics of religious freedom as the
explication of the meanings of freedom which accompany the
explication of the founding word or, as we say, the proclamation of the
kerygma

Thisthird way of posing the problem does not exclude the preceding
ways, | hope to show that this quality of freedom, developed by
proclamation and interpretation, recapitul ates the anterior degrees of
freedom inasmuch as it concerns what | shall henceforth call the
completion of the discourse of freedom. This power of recapitulation
will even be my constant preoccupation. In fact, the task of the
philosopher appears to me here to be distinguished from that of the
theologian, in the following manner: biblical theology has the function
of developing the kerygma according to its own conceptual system; it
has the duty of criticizing preaching, both by confronting it with its
origin and by reorganizing it in ameaningful framework, in a discourse
of its own kind, corresponding to the internal coherence of the kerygma
itself. The philosopher, even the Christian one, has adistinct task; | am
not inclined to say that he brackets what he has heard and what he
believes, for how could he philosophize in such a state of abstraction
with respect to what is essential ? But neither am | of the opinion that he
should subordinate his philosophy to theology, in an ancillary relation.
Between abstention and capitulation, there is the autonomous way
which | have located under the heading “the philosophical approach.”

| take "approach” in its strong sense of "approximation.” | understand by
this the incessant work of philosophical discourse to put itself into a
relation of proximity with kerygmatic and theological discourse. This
work of thought isawork that begins with listening, and yet within the
autonomy of responsible thought. It is an incessant reform of thinking,
but within the limits of reason alone. The "conversion” of the
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philosopher is a conversion within philosophy and to philosophy
according to itsinternal exigencies. If thereis only onelogos, the logos
of Christ requires of me as a philosopher nothing else than a more
complete and more perfect activation of reason; not more than reason,
but whole reason. Let us repeat this phrase, whole reason; for it isthis
problem of the integrality of thinking which will prove to be the core of
the whole problematic.

Here, then, is how we shall proceed. | will first of al sketch out what I,
as a hearer of the Word, consider to be the kerygma of freedom. Then |
shall attempt to say — and thisisthe principal point of my paper —
what kind of discourse on freedom philosophy can articulate, beyond
psychological and political discourse, that will still merit the name of
"discourse” on religious freedom. This homologous discourse is that of
religion within the limits of reason alone.

|. THE KERYGMA OF FREEDOM

It isnot initially of freedom that the Gospel speaksto me; it is because it
speaks to me of something else that it speaks to me also of freedom:
"The truth shall make you free," says John.

Where shall we begin then, if not with freedom? For my part | have
been very much taken with — | should say, won over by — the
eschatological interpretation that Jurgen Moltmann gives to the
Christian kerygmain his work The Theology of Hope.l Aswe know,
Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer are at the origin of the
reinterpretation of the whole of the New Testament, starting with the
preaching of the Kingdom of God and of the last things and breaking
with the moralizing Christ of the liberal exegetes. But then, if the
preaching of Jesus and of the primitive church proceeds from the
eschatological source, it is necessary to readjust all theology in
accordance with the norm of eschatology and cease to make of
discourse on the last things a sort of more or less optional appendix to a
theology of revelation centered on a notion of logos and of
manifestation which would itself owe nothing to the hope of things to
come.

Thisrevision of theological concepts beginning with an exegesis of the
New Testament centered on the preaching of the Kingdom to come
finds support in the parallel revision of the theology of the Old
Testament inspired by Martin Buber, which insists on the massive
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opposition between the God of the promise — the God of the desert, of
the wandering — and the gods of the "epiphanic” religions. This
systematized opposition goes very far. Thereligion of the "name" is
opposed to that of the "idoal," asthe religion of the God who is coming is
opposed to the religion of the God of present manifestation. The first
engenders a history, while the second consecrates a nature full of gods.
Asto this history, it is less the experience of the change of everything
than the tension created by the expectation of afulfillment; history is
itself hope of history, for each fulfillment is perceived as confirmation,
pledge, and repetition of the promise. This last designates an increase, a
surplus, a"not yet," which maintains the tension of history.2

It isthis temporal constitution of the "promise” that must now guide us
in the interpretation of the New Testament. At first glance, one might
think that the Resurrection, the heart of the Christian kerygma, has
exhausted the category of promise by fulfilling it.

What has appeared to me precisely as most interesting in the
Christology of Moltmann is his effort to resituate the central preaching
of the Resurrection in an eschatological perspective. Thisis crucial for
our being able to speak shortly concerning freedom in the light of hope.
One might be tempted to say that the Resurrection is the past event par
excellence. One thinks of the Hegelian interpretation of the empty tomb
asamemorial to nostalgia. All the more might one prefer to locate it
within the category of the present by applying it to ourselves, to the new
man, as in the existential interpretation of Rudolf Bultmann.

How can we interpret the Resurrection in terms of hope, of promise, of
the future? Moltmann attempts it by resituating the Resurrection entirely
within the framework of the Jewish theology of the promise and by
removing it from the Hellenistic schemas of epiphanies of eternity. The
Resurrection, interpreted within a theology of promise, is not an event
which closes, by fulfilling the promise, but an event which opens,
because it adds to the promise by confirming it. The Resurrection isthe
sign that the promise is henceforth for all; the meaning of the
Resurrection isin its future, the death of death, the resurrection of all
from the dead. The God who iswitnessed to is not, therefore, the God
who is but the God who is coming. The "already"” of his Resurrection
orientsthe "not yet’’ of the final recapitulation. But this meaning
reaches us disguised by the Greek Christologies, which have made the
Incarnation the temporal manifestation of eternal being and the eternal
present, thus hiding the principal meaning, namely, that the God of the
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promise, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, has approached, has
been revealed as He who is coming for al. Thus disguised by epiphanic
religion, the Resurrection has become the pledge of all divine presence
in the present world: cultic presence, mystic presence. The task of a
hermeneutics of the Resurrection is to reinstitute the potential of hope,
to tell the future of the Resurrection. The meaning of the "Resurrection”
Isin suspenseinsofar asit is not fulfilled in a new creation, in a new
totality of being. To recognize the Resurrection of Jesus Christ isto
enter into the movement of hope in resurrection from the dead, to attain
the new creation ex nihilo, that is, beyond death.

If such isthe meaning of hope on its own level of discourse, that of a
hermeneutics of the Resurrection, what is the meaning of freedom if it
also must be converted to hope? What is freedom in the light of hope? |
will answer in one word: it is the meaning of my existence in the light of
the Resurrection, that is, as reinstated in the movement which we have
called the future of the Resurrection of the Christ. In this sense, a
hermeneutics of religious freedomis an interpretation of freedomin
conformity with the Resurrection interpreted in terms of promise and
hope.

What does this mean?

The above formula attests that the psychological, ethical, and even
political aspects are not absent; but they are not basic because they are
not original. Hermeneutics consists in deciphering these original traitsin
their psychological, ethical, and political expressions, then in
reascending, from these expressions, to the nucleus — which | shall call
kerygmatic — of freedom in the light of hope. Indeed, we can speak in
psychological terms of a choice for or against life, of aradical
alternative; we find texts in this sense which make us think of a
philosophical conception of freedom of choice, for example in
Deuteronomy: "l call heaven and earth to witness against you today: |
set before you life or death, blessing or curse. Choose life, then, so that
you and your descendants might live, in the love of Y ahweh your God,
obeying his voice, clinging to him" (Deut. 30: 19-20).3 The preaching of
John the Baptist, and, even more, that of Jesus, is an appeal which
Incites a decision, and this decision can be transcribed into the
aternative: either/or. We know the use that has been made, from
Kierkegaard to Bultmann, of the theme of the existential decision. But
the existential interpretation of the Bible has not been sufficiently
attentive to the specificity of this choice; perhaps it even marks a subtle
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emptying of the eschatological dimension and areturn to the philosophy
of the eternal present. In any case, thereisagreat risk of reducing the
rich content of eschatology to a kind of instantaneousness of the present
decision at the expense of the temporal, historical, communitarian, and
cosmic aspects contained in the hope of the Resurrection. If we wish to
express freedom in the light of hope in appropriate psychological terms,
it will be necessary to speak, with Kierkegaard again, of the passion for
the possible, which retains in its formulation the mark of the future
which the promise puts on freedom. Indeed, it is necessary to draw all
the consequences for a meditation on freedom of Moltmann’s antithesis
between religion of promise and religion of presence, to extend the
debate with the theophanic religions of the Orient to a debate with the
whole of Hellenism, to the degree that this latter proceeds from the
Parmenidean celebration of the "It is." It isthen not only the Name that
must be opposed to theidol, but the "He is coming" of Scripture must be
opposed to the "It is" of the Proem of Parmenides. Thisdividing lineis
henceforth going to separate two conceptions of time and, through them,
two conceptions of freedom. The Parmenidean "It is" in effect calls for
an ethics of the eternal present; thisis sustained only by a continual
contradiction between, on the one hand, a detachment, an uprooting
from passing things, a distancing and an exile in the eternal, and, on the
other hand, consent without reservation to the order of the whole.
Stoicism is doubtless the most developed expression of this ethics of the
present; the present, for Stoicism, is the unique time of salvation; the
past and the future are equally discredited; in one stroke, hopeis
rejected for the same reason as fear, as a disturbance, an agitation,
which proceeds from arevocable opinion concerning imminent evils or
coming goods. Nec spe — nec metu (Do not hope — do not fear)
Spinozist wisdom will say with equal emphasis. And perhaps today
what there is of Spinozism in contemporary philosophy returns usto this
same wisdom of the present, by means of suspicion, demystification,
and disillusionment. Nietzsche speaks of love of fate and pronounces
the eternal yes to existence; and Freud reintroduces the tragic anake into
the principle of reality. But hope is diametrically opposed, as passion for
the possible, to this primacy of necessity. It isallied with the
Imagination insofar as the latter is the power of the possible and the
disposition for being in aradical renewal. Freedom in the light of hope,
expressed in psychological terms, is nothing else than this creative
imagination of the possible.

But we can also speak in ethical terms and emphasi ze its character of
obedience, of listening. Freedom is a"following" (Folgen). For ancient
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|srael, the Law isthe way that |eads from promise to fulfillment.
Covenant, Law, Freedom, as power to obey or disobey, are derivative
aspects of the promise. The Law imposes (gebietet) what the promise
proposes (bietet). The commandment is thus the ethical face of the
promise. Of course, with Saint Paul this obedience is no longer
transcribed in terms of law; obedience to the Law is no longer the sign
of the efficacy of the promise; rather, the Resurrection isthe sign.

Nevertheless, a new ethics marks the linkage of freedom to hope —
what Moltmann calls the ethics of the mission (Sendung); the promissio
involves amissio, in the mission, the obligation which engages the
present proceeds from the promise, opens the future. But more

precisely, the mission signifies something other than an ethics of duty,
just as the passion for the possible signifies something other than what is
arbitrary. The practical awareness of a"mission” is inseparable from the
deciphering of the signs of the new creation, of the tendential character
of the Resurrection, to quote Moltmann once more.

The mission would thus be the ethical equivalent of hope, just asthe
passion for the possible was its psychological equivalent.

This second trait of freedom in the light of hope removes us further than
thefirst trait did from the existential interpretation, which is too much
centered on the present decision; for the ethics of the mission has
communitarian, political, and even cosmic implications, which the
existential decision, centered on personal interiority, tendsto hide. A
freedom open to new creation isin fact less centered on subjectivity, on
personal authenticity, than on social and political justice; it callsfor a
reconciliation which itself demands to be inscribed in the recapitulation
of all things.

But these two aspects, psychological and ethicopolitical, of freedom
according to hope are the second expression of a core of meaning which
Is properly the kerygmatic center of freedom, of which we will soon
undertake a philosophical approximation.

| shall say this: "Christian freedom" —to take a phrase from Luther —
Isto belong existentially to the order of the Resurrection. Thereisits
specific element. It can be expressed in two categories, on which | have
reflected and worked severa times, which explicitly tie freedom to
hope: the category of "in spite of" and that of "how much more." They
are the obverse and reverse of each other, just as are, with Luther,
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"freedom from" and "freedom for."

For the "in spite of" isa"free from," but in the light of hope; and the
"how much more" isa"free for," equally in the light of hope.

In spite of what? If the Resurrection is resurrection from the dead, al
hope and freedom are in spite of death. Thisis the hiatus which makes
of the new creation a creatio ex nihilo — a hiatus so profound that the
identity of the risen Christ with Jesus crucified is the great question of
the New Testament. That identity is not certain; the apparitions do not
teach it, but only the word of the Risen One: "It is|, the same." The
kerygma announcesit as the good news: "the living Lord of the church
Is the same as Jesus on the Cross." The same question of identity hasits
equivalent in the Synoptics: how tell the story of the Resurrection?
WEeéll, properly speaking, one does not tell it; the discontinuity in the
account is the same as in the preaching; for the account also, thereisa
hiatus between the Cross and the apparitions of the Resurrected. The
empty tomb is the expression of this hiatus.

What follows from this for freedom? Henceforth al hope will carry the
same sign of discontinuity, between what is heading toward death and
what denies death. Thisiswhy it contradicts actual reality. Hope,
insofar asit is hope of resurrection, is the living contradiction of what it
proceeds from and what is placed under the sign of the Cross and death.
According to an admirable phrase of the Reformers, the Kingdom of
God is hidden under its contrary, the Cross. If the connection between
the Cross and the Resurrection is of the order of paradox and not of
logical mediation, freedom in the light of hope is not only freedom for
the possible but, more fundamentally still, freedom for the denial of
death, freedom to decipher the signs of the Resurrection under the
contrary appearance of death.

But defiance of death isin its turn the counterpart or inverse of alife-
force, of a perspective of growth, which the "how much mote of Saint
Paul comes to express. but the gift itself considerably outweighed the
fall. If it is certain that through one man’sfall so many died, it iseven
more certain that divine grace, coming through the one man, Jesus
Christ, came to so many as an abundant free gift. . . - If it is certain that
death reigned over everyone as the consequence of one man’sfall, itis
even more certain that one man, Jesus Christ, will cause everyone to
reign in life who receives the free gift. . . . When law came, it wasto
multiply the opportunities of falling, but however great the number of
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sins committed, grace was even greater (Rom. 5:12-20).

Thislogic of surplus and excessis as much thefolly of the Crossasit is
the wisdom of the Resurrection. This wisdom is expressed in an
economy of superabundance, which we must decipher in daily life, in
work and in leisure, in politics and in universal history. To be freeisto
sense and to know that one belongs to this economy, to be "at home" in
this economy. The "in spite of," which holds us ready for
disappointment, is only the reverse, the dark side, of the joyous "how
much more" by which freedom feels itself, knows itself, willsto
conspire with the aspiration of the whole of creation for redemption.

With thisthird trait the distance is further widened between an
eschatological interpretation of freedom and an existential interpretation
which contracts it within the experience of present, interior, subjective
decision. Freedom in the light of hope of resurrection has a personal
expression, certainly, but, even more, a communitarian, historical, and
political expression in the dimension of the expectation of universal
resurrection.

It is by starting from this kerygmatic core of hope and freedom that we
should now search out a philosophical approximation.

. A PHILOSOPHICAL APPROXIMATION OF FREEDOM IN
THE LIGHT OF HOPE

In beginning the task that is proper to the philosopher, | wish to recall
what | said in the introduction concerning the approximation in
philosophical discourse to the kerygma of hope. This setting in
proximity, | said, is both awork of listening and an autonomous
enterprise, athinking "in the light of. . ." and afree thinking.

How is this possible?

Thereis, it seemsto me, in the kerygma of hope, both an innovation of
meaning and a demand for intelligibility, which simultaneously create
the measure and the task of approximation.

An innovation of meaning is what Moltmann emphasizes by opposing
the promise to the Greek logos; hope begins as"alogical." It effects an
irruption into a closed order; it opens up a career for existence and
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history. Passion for the possible, mission and exodus, denial of the
reality of death, response of superabundance of meaning to the
abundance of non-sense — these are so many signs of the new creation
whose novelty catches us, in the strict sense, unawares. Hope, in its
Springing forth, is "aporetic," not by reason of lack of meaning but by
excess of meaning. Resurrection surprises by being in excessin
comparison to the reality forsaken by God.

But if this novelty did not make us think, then hope, like faith, would be
acry, aflash without a sequel; there would be no eschatology, no
doctrine of last things, if the novelty of the new were not made explicit
by an indefinite repetition of signs, were not verified in the
"seriousness’ of an interpretation which incessantly separates hope from
utopia. Likewise, the exegesis of hope by means of freedom, as we have
just outlined it, is aready away of thinking according to hope. The
passion for the possible must graft itself onto real tendencies, the
mission onto a sensed history, the superabundance onto signs of the
Resurrection, wherever they can be deciphered. It is necessary,
therefore, that the Resurrection deploy its own logic, which obviates the
logic of repetition.

We cannot restrict ourselves to the nondialectical opposition between
the promise and the Greek logos; we cannot remain there, under pain of
not being able to say, with the theologian himself, spero ut intelligam —
| hope in order to understand.

But what understanding?

At the end of the introduction | was suggesting a possible direction of
research by saying that the discourse of the philosopher on freedom
which stays close to the kerygma, which makes itself homologous with
it, is the discourse of religion within the limits of reason aone.

The phrase sounds Kantian, to be sure; it "shows its colors." But the
Kantianism that | wish to develop now is, paradoxically, more to be
constructed than repeated; it would be something like a post-Hegelian
Kantianism, to borrow an expression from Eric Weil, which, it appears,
he applied to himself. For my own part | accept the paradox, for reasons
that are both philosophical and theological.

First, for reasons that are philosophical: chronologically, Hegel comes
after Kant, but we later readers go from one to the other. In us,
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something of Hegel has vanquished something of Kant; but something
of Kant has vanquished something of Hegel, because we are asradically
post-Hegelian as we are post-Kantian. In my opinion, it is this exchange
and this permutation which still structure philosophical discourse today.
Thisiswhy the task is to think them always better by thinking them
together—one against the other, and one by means of the other. Even if
we begin by thinking something else, this "thinking Kant and Hegel
better" pertains, in one way or the other, to this "thinking differently
from Kant or Hegel," "something other than Kant or Hegel ."

Such "epochal” considerations, internal to philosophy, join up with
another order of reflection, which concerns what | have called
"approximation,” "putting into proximity." This closenessto a
kerygmatic thought provokes, it seems to me, "effects of meaning," on
the level of philosophical discourse itself, which often take the form of
dislocation and recasting of systems. The theme of hope has precisely a
fissuring power with regard to closed systems and a power of
reorganizing meaning; it isinclined by this very fact to the exchanges
and permutations | was just now suggesting.

| therefore see as converging toward the idea of a post-Hegelian
Kantianism the spontaneous restructurings of our philosophical memory
and those which proceed from the shock effect of the kerygma of hope
on the philosophical problematic and on the structures of its discourse.

The route | propose to explore is opened up by the important distinction
instituted by Kantian philosophy between understanding and reason.
This split contains a potential of meaning whose suitability to an
intellectus fidei et spei | would like to demonstrate. How? Essentially by
the function of horizon that reason assumes in the constitution of
knowledge and will. That is, | address myself directly to the diaectical
part of the two Kantian Critiques. Dialectic of theoretical reason and
Diadlectic of practical reason. A philosophy of limitswhich is at the
same time a practical demand for totalization — this, to my mind, isthe
philosophical response to the kerygma of hope, the closest philosophical
approximation to freedom in the light of hope. Dialectic in the Kantian
sense isto my mind the part of Kantianism which not only survives the
Hegelian critique but which triumphs over the whole of Hegelianism.

For my own part, | abandon the ethics of duty to the Hegelian critique
with no regrets; it would appear to me, indeed, to have been correctly
characterized by Hegel as an abstract thought, as a thought of
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understanding. With the Encyclopaedia and the Philosophy of Right, |
willingly concede that formal "morality” is simply a segment in alarger
tragjectory, that of the realization of freedom (Preface to Philosophy of
Right, 8 4). Defined in these terms, terms that are more Hegelian than
Kantian, the philosophy of the will neither begins nor ends with the
form of duty; it begins with a confrontation of will with will, with
respect to things that can be appropriated; its first conquest is not duty
but the contract, in aword, abstract right. The moment of morality is
only the infinite reflective moment, the moment of interiority, which
makes ethical subjectivity appear. But the meaning of this subjectivity is
not in the abstraction of a separated form,; it isin the further constitution
of concrete communities: family, economic collectivity, political
community. We recognize there the movement of the Encyclopaedia
and the Philosophy of Right. movement from the sphere of abstract right
to the sphere of subjective and abstract morality, then to the sphere of
objective and concrete morality. This philosophy of the will which
traverses all the levels of objectification, universalization, and
realization is to my eyes the philosophy of the will, with much more
justification than the meager determination of the Wille by the form of
the imperative in the Kantian philosophy. Its greatness derives from the
diversity of problemsthat it traverses and resolves: union of desire and
culture, of psychology and politics, of the subjective and the universal.
All the philosophies of the will, from Aristotle to Kant, are there
assumed and subsumed. This great philosophy of the will is, for me, an
inexhaustible reservoir of descriptions and mediations. We have not yet
exhausted it. A theology of hope cannot but be in dialogue with it, so
closeto it isthe problem of the actuation of freedom.

And yet, Kant remains. What is more, he surpasses Hegel from a certain
point of view — a point of view which is precisely essential for our
present dialogue between a theology of hope and a philosophy of
reason. The Hegdl | regject is the philosopher of retrospection, the one
who not only accompanies the dialectic of the Spirit but reabsorbs al
rationality in the already happened meaning. The point of discordance
between the intellectus fidei et spei and Hegel becomes clear to me
when | reread the famous text which terminates the Preface of the
Philosophy of Right:

To say one more word about preaching what the world ought to be like,
philosophy arrives always too late for that. As thought of the world it
appears at atime when actuality has completed its devel opmental
process and is finished. What the conception teaches, history also shows
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as necessary, namely, that only in a maturing actuality the ideal appears
and confronts the real. It isthen that the ideal rebuilds for itself this
same world in the shape of an intellectual realm, comprehending this
world in its substance. When philosophy paintsitsgray in gray, aform
of life has become old, and this gray in gray cannot rejuvenate it, only
understand it. The owl of Minerva beginsits flight only when dusk is
faling.4

"Philosophy always comestoo late." Philosophy, without a doubt. But
what about reason?

It is this question which sends me from Hegel to Kant, to a Kant who
does not founder in the ethic of the imperative, to a Kant who, in his
turn, understands Hegel. As | have said, thisis the Kant of the dialectic,
the Kant of the two Dialectics.

For both Dialectics accomplish the same movement, examine the same
division, by instituting the tension which makes of Kantianism a
philosophy of limits and not a philosophy of system. That divisionis
discerned from the first and decisive distinction between Denken, or
thought of the unconditioned, and Erkennen, or thought by way of
objects, proceeding from the conditioned to the conditioned. The Two
Dialectics result from thisinitial division between Denken and
Erkennen; and, with the two Dialectics, is thus born the question which
sets in motion the philosophy of religion: What can | hope for? It is that
sequence, Dialectic of pure reason — Dialectic of practical reason —
philosophy of religion, which we must now scrutinize.

Thefirst is necessary to the second and the third because it introduces,
at the very heart of the thought of the unconditioned, the critique of
transcendental illusion, a critique that is indispensable to an intellectus
spei. The domain of hope is quite precisely coextensive with the region
of transcendental illusion.

| hope, there where | necessarily decelve myself, by forming absolute
objects: self, freedom, God. In this respect we have not sufficiently
stressed the idea that the critique of the paralogism of subjectivity isas
important as the critique of the antinomy of freedom and, of course, as
important as the critique of the proofs for the existence of God. The
sophisms of the substantiality of the "I" even today retain a particular
luster, along with the Nietzschean and Freudian critiques of the subject;
it is not without importance to find the root and philosophical meaning
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of them in the Kantian dialectic; thislatter has condemned in advance
any claim to dogmatize on personal existence and knowledge of the
person; the person is manifested only in the practical act of treating it as
an end and not merely as a means. The Kantian concept of the
transcendental illusion, applied to the religious object par excellence, is
one of inexhaustible philosophical fecundity; it grounds a critique that is
radically different from that of Feuerbach or Nietzsche. It is because
there is alegitimate thought of the unconditioned that the transcendental
illusion is possible; this latter does not proceed from the projection of
the human into the divine but, on the contrary, from the filling-in of the
thought of the unconditioned according to the mode of the empirical
object. That iswhy Kant can say: it is not experience that limits reason
but reason that limits the claim of sensibility to extend our empirical,
phenomenal, spatiotempora knowledge to the noumenal order.

This entire movement — thought of the unconditioned, transcendental
illusion, critique of absolute objects — is essential to an understanding
of hope. It constitutes a receptive structure within the framework of
which the descriptions and denunciations of the post-Hegelian era will
be able to be reassumed. Kantian philosophy comes out of this enriched,
but, in return, atheism, whenever it is recharged by the Kantian
philosophy of the transcendental illusion, is stripped of another illusion
— itsown: the anthropological illusion.

What does the Dialectic of practical reason add that is new? Essentially
atransposition to the will of what we might call the completion structure
of pure reason. This second step is concerned very closely with our
meditation on the understanding of hope. Indeed, the Dialectic of
practical reason adds nothing to the principle of morality, assumed to be
defined by the formal imperative; nor does it add anything more to our
knowledge of our duty than the Dialectic of pure reason adds to our
knowledge of the world. What it does give to our will is essentialy a
goal — die Absicht aufs hochste Gut. That goal is the expression, on the
level of duty, of the demand, the claim — the Verlangen —which
constitutes pure reason in its speculative and practical use; reason
"demands the absolute totality of conditions for a given conditioned
thing" (beginning of the Dialectic of the Critique of Practical Reason).
By the same stroke, the philosophy of the will takes on its true meaning:
it is not exhausted in the relation between the maxim and the law,
between the arbitrary and the willed; athird dimension appears:
arbitrary — law— aim of totality. What the will thus requires, Kant
calls "the entire object of pure practical reason." He says again: "the
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unconditioned totality of the object of pure practical reason, that is, of a
pure will." That he appliesto it the old name of "highest good" should
not hide the novelty of his move: the concept of the highest good is both
purified of al speculation by the critique of the transcendental illusion
and entirely measured by the problematic of practical reason, that is, of
the will. It is the concept by which the completion of the will is thought.
it thus takes the place of Hegelian absolute knowledge exactly. More
precisely, it does not permit any knowledge, but only a demand which,
we will see further on, has something to do with hope. But we already
have some presentiment of it in the role played by the idea of totality;
"highest" signifies not solely "supreme" (nonsubordinated) but “whole"
and "complete" (ganz und vollendete). Now thistotality is not given but
demanded; it cannot be given, not only because the critique of the
transcendental illusion accompanies it without fail, but because practical
reason, in its diaectic, institutes a new antinomy; what it demands, in
fact, is that happiness be added to morality; it thus requires to be added
to the object of its aim, that this object may be whole, what it excluded
from its principles, that they might be pure.

Thisiswhy anew kind of illusion accompaniesit, no longer a
theoretical illusion but a practical one, that of a subtle hedonism, which
would reintroduce an interest into morality under the pretext of
happiness. In thisidea of an antinomy of practical reason | see a second
receptive structure for acritique of religion, applied more properly to its
instinctual aspects, asin Freud. Kant gives us the means of thinking that
critique of "hedonism" in religion — reward, consolation, etc. — by
means of the very close-knit dialectic where pleasure, enjoyment,
satisfaction, contentment, beatitude, are confronted. Henceforth, the
connection — the Zusammenhang — between morality and happiness
must remain a transcendent synthesis, the union of different things,
"specifically distinct." Thus the meaning of the Beatitudes is approached
philosophically only by the idea of a nonanalytic liaison between the
work of man and the contentment susceptible of satisfying the desire
which constitutes his existence. But for the philosopher thisliaison is
not meaningless, even if it cannot be produced by hiswill; he can even
say boldly: "Itisa priori (morally) necessary to bring forth the highest
good through the freedom of the will; the condition of its possibility
therefore must rest solely on a priori grounds of knowledge."®

Such is the second rational approximation of hope: it residesin this
Zusammenhang, in this connection that is necessary yet not given, but
simply demanded, expected, between morality and happiness. No one as
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much as Kant has had a sense for the transcendent character of this
connection, and this against the whole of Greek philosophy to which he
isdirectly opposed, rgecting Epicurean and Stoic equally: happinessis
not our accomplishment: it is achieved by superaddition, by surplus.

A third rational approach to hope isthat of religion itself, but of religion
within the limits of reason alone. Kant explicitly bringsreligion to the
question "What can | hope for?' | do not know any other philosopher
who has defined religion exclusively with that question. Now, that
guestion is born both within and outside the critique: within the critique,
by means of the famous "postulates”; outside the critique, by the detour
of areflection on radical evil. Let ustry to understand this new linkage.
So littleisit arbitrary that it alone contains the final implication of
freedom within hope — an implication on which the first part of our
meditation rested.

First, the postulates. These are, as we know, beliefs of atheoretical
character — bearing on existents — but necessarily dependent on
practical reason. This status would be scandalous if one had not
previously established the status of practical reason itself in its
dialectical part. Theoretical reason, as such, is postulation, the
postulation of afulfillment, of a complete achievement. The postul ates
therefore participate in the process of totalization initiated by the will in
its terminal directedness; they designate an order of things to come to
which we know we belong; each one designates a moment of the
institution, or better, of the installation, of that totality which, as such, is
to be effected. One does not, therefore, understand the true nature of it if
one sees there the surreptitious restoration of transcendent objects
whose illusory character had been denounced by the Critique of Pure
Reason; the postulates are theoretical determinations, to be sure; but
they correspond to the practical postulation which constitutes pure
reason as a demand for totality. The very expression "postulate” should
not mislead us; it expresses, on the properly epistemological level and in
the language of modality, the "hypothetical" character of the existential
belief involved in the demand for completion, for totality, which
constitutes practical reason in its essential purity. The corresponding
postulates will be forever restrained frgm veering toward "fanaticism”

and "religious folly" (Schwarmerel) by the critique of the transcendental
illusion; this latter playsin their regard the role of a speculative "death
of God." The postulates speak in their own way of a God "resurrected
from the dead." But their way is that of religion within the limits of
reason alone; they express the minimal existential implication of a
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practical aim, of an Absicht, which cannot be converted into an
intellectual intuition. The "extension" — Erweiterung — the "accession’
— Zuwachs —they expressis not an extension of knowledge and
awareness but a "disclosure," an Eroffnung (Critique of Practical
Reason, p. 140); this "disclosure" is the philosophical equivalent of
hope.

The specific character of the "postulates’ appears clearly if we
enumerate them beginning with freedom and not with immortality or the
existence of God. Freedom is the true pivot of the doctrine of the
postulates; the other two are in some sort its complement or explication.
One might be surprised that freedom is postulated by the dialectic when
it isalready implied by duty and has been formulated as autonomy in
the framework of the Analytic of the Critique of Practical Reason. But
freedom thus postulated is not the same as the freedom analytically
entailed by duty. Postulated freedom is what we are looking for here; it
has a direct relation with hope, as we shall see. What does Kant say
about freedom as the object of the postulate of practical reason? He calls
it "freedom affirmatively regarded (as causality of abeing so far as he
belongs to the intelligible world)" (p. 137). Two traits characterize this
postulated freedom. First of all, it is an effective freedom, afreedom
which can, which is suitable to "this perfect willing of arational being
who at the same time would have omnipotence." A freedom which can
be willed good. It is therefore a freedom which has " objective reality”;
whereas theoretical reason has only the idea of it, practical reason
postulates its existence, as being that of areal causality. We shall see
shortly how the problem of evil is articulated exactly at this point of real
efficacy. Moreover, it is afreedom which belongs to, which is member
of, which participates. We will not fail to relate this second aspect of
postulated freedom to the third formulation which the Fundamental
Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals gives to the categorical
imperative; speaking of the "possible kingdom of ends," Kant remarks
that this formulation, which comes in the third part, crowns a
progression of thought which runs from the unity of the principle —
namely, the single rule of universalization — to the plurality of its
objects — namely, persons taken as an end — "and from there, to the
totality or integrality of the system" (p. 159). It isindeed this capacity to
exist, by belonging to a system of freedoms, which is postulated here;
thereby is concretized "that perspective" (Aussicht), evoked from the
beginning of the Dialectic, that view "into a higher immutable order of
things, in which we already are, and in which, to continue our existence
in accordance with the supreme decree of reason, we may now, after this
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discovery, be directed by definite precepts’ (p. 112).

That iswhat we will supremely; but that our capacity be equal to our
will, that we exist according to this supreme vow, that is what can only
be postulated. Postulated freedom is this manner of existing free among
freedoms.

That this postulated freedom isindeed freedom according to hopeis, to
my mind, what the other two postulates which frame it signify
(following the order of the three parts of the Dialectic of the Critique of
Pure Reason, which runs from rational psychology to rational
cosmology and to rational theology). The other two postulates, | shall
say, serve only to make explicit the potential of hope of the postul ate of
existential freedom. Postulated immortality implies no substantialist or
dualist thesis about the soul or its separated existence; this postulate
devel ops the temporal implications of freedom suggested by the text
cited above, which speaks of the order in which we are capabl e of
"continuing our existence. . . ." Kantian immortality istherefore an
aspect of our need to effectuate the highest good in reality; now, this
temporality, this"progress toward the infinite," is not in our power; we
cannot give it to ourselves; we can only "encounter” it (antreffen). It is
In this sense that the postulate of immortality expresses the face of hope
of the postulate of freedom: atheoretical proposition concerning the
continuation and indefinite persistence of existence is the philosophical
equivalent of the hope for resurrection. It is not by chance that Kant uses
the term "expectation” — Erwartung — for this belief. Insofar asitis
practical, reason demands completeness; but it believesin the mode of
expectation, of hope, in the existence of an order where the

compl eteness can be actual. Kerygmatic hope is thus approximated by
the movement which proceeds from practical requirement to theoretical
postulate, from demand to expectation. This movement is the same as
that which enables usto pass from ethicsto religion.

Now, this postulate is nothing el se than the preceding one: for "hope of
participating in the highest good” is freedom itself, concrete freedom,
that which findsitself in itself. The second postulate only succeedsin
deploying the temporal-existential aspect of the postul ate of freedom; |
shall say: it isthe dimension of hope of freedom itself. This latter
belongs to the order of ends, participates in the highest good, only to the
extent that one may "hope for uninterrupted continuance of this
progress, however long his existence may last, even beyond thislife" (p.
128). In this respect, it is worth noting that Kant recognized this
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practical temporal dimension, for his philosophy hardly leaves any room
for a conception of time beyond the time of representation according to
the Transcendental Aesthetic, that is, the time of the world.

Asto the third postul ate, that of the existence of God, we respect its
character as postulate, that is, as a theoretical proposition dependent on
apractical exigency, if wetieit very directly to the first through the
second: if the postulate of immortality deploys the temporal-existential
dimension of freedom, the postulate of the existence of God manifests
existential freedom as the philosophical equivalent of the gift. Kant has
no place for a concept of gift, which is a category of the Sacred. But he
has a concept for the origin of a synthesis which is not in our power;
God is "the adequate cause of this effect which is manifested to our will
asits entire object, namely, the highest good." What is postulated is the
Zusammenhang, the connection, in a being who encompasses the
principle of accord between the two constituents of the highest good.
But the postulate holds only insofar as we will, from the depths of our
will, that the highest good be realized. The expectation, here again, is
grafted onto the exigency. The "theoretical" expectation is articulated on
the "practical" exigency. This nexusisthat between the practical and the
religious, between obligation and belief, between moral necessity and
existential hypothesis. And, here again, Kant is not Greek but Christian;
the Greek schools, he says, did not resolve the problem of the practical
possibility of the highest good: they believed that the wisdom of the
sage enclosed in its analytic unity the just life and the happy life. The
transcendent synthesis of the highest good is, on the contrary, the closest
philosophical approximation of the Kingdom of God according to the
Gospels. Kant even has aword which is consonant with what Moltmann
says of hope when he callsit "totally new":

Ethics, because it formulated its precept as pure and uncompromising
(as befitsamoral precept), destroyed man’s confidence of being wholly
adequatetoit, at least in thislife; but it reestablished it by enabling us to
hope that, if we act aswell asliesin our power, what is not in our power
will come to our aid from another source, whether we know in what way
or not. Aristotle and Plato differed only as to the origin of our moral
concepts (p. 132, note 2).

Such, therefore, isthe first origin of the question "What can | hope for?"
It is situated again at the heart of moral philosophy, itself engendered by
the question "What should | do?' Moral philosophy engenders the
philosophy of religion when the hope of fulfillment is added to the
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consciousness of obligation:

The moral law commands us to make the highest possible good in a
world the final object of all our conduct. This| cannot hope to effect
except through the agreement of my will with that of a holy and
beneficent Author of theworld. . . . Therefore, moralsis not really the
doctrine of how to make ourselves happy but of how we are to be
worthy of happiness. Only if religion is added to it can the hope arise of
someday participating in happiness in proportion as we endeavored not
to be unworthy of it (p. 134).

Why should the philosophical meaning of religion be constituted a
second time at the exterior of ethics? The reply to that question will
make us take a new step — the last — in what we have called the
philosophical approximation of hope and of freedom in the light of
hope.

In fact, it isthe consideration of evil which constrains us to make this
new move; now, with the consideration of evil, it isthe very question, of
freedom, of the real freedom evoked by the postulates of the Critique of
Practical Reason, which returns; the problematic of evil requires us to
tie, more directly than we have so far been able to do, the actual redlity
of freedom to the regeneration which is the very content of hope.

What the Essay on Radical Evil teaches about freedom, indeed, is that
this same power that duty imputesto usisin reality a non-power; the
"propensity for evil" has become "corrupt nature," although evil is till
only amanner of being of the freedom which comesto it from freedom.
Freedom has from the beginning always chosen badly. Radical evil
signifies that the contingency of the evil maxim is the expression of a
necessarily corrupt nature of freedom. This subjective necessity of evil
Is at the same time the reason for hope. To correct our maxims — that
we can do, since we should do it; to regenerate our nature, the nature of
our freedom — that we cannot do. This descent into the abyss, as Karl
Jaspers has seen very well, expresses the most advanced point of a
thought of limits, which henceforth extends from our knowledge to our
power. The nonpower signified by radical evil is discovered in the very
place whence our power proceeds. Thusis posed in radical termsthe
question of the real causality of our freedom, the very same freedom
which the Practical Reason postulated at the end of its Dialectic. The
"postulate” of freedom must henceforth cross through, not only the
might of knowing, with its crisis of the transcendental illusion, but also

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1774 (20 of 24) [2/4/03 3:05:58 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

the night of power, with its crisis of radical evil. Real freedom, can

spring up only as hope beyond this speculative and practical Good
Friday. Nowhere are we closer to the Christian kerygma: hope is hope
of resurrection, resurrection from the dead. | am not unaware of the
hostility of philosophers, since Goethe and Hegel, toward the Kantian
philosophy of radical evil. But have we understood it in its true
connection with the ethical? | mean, not only in regard to the Analytic,
to the doctrine of duty, but, even more, to the Dialectic, to the doctrine
of the highest good. One has seen there the projection of the unhappy
consciousness, of rigorism, of puritanism. There is something truein
this. And a post-Hegelian interpretation of Kant must proceed by way of
thisradical contestation. But there is something else in the theory of
radical evil, which only our prior reading of the Dialectic permits us to
discern; radical evil concerns freedom in its process of totalization as
much asinitsinitial determination. That iswhy the critique of Kantian
moralism does not liquidate his philosophy of evil but, perhaps, reveas
it in its true meaning.

That meaning ultimately appears in Religion within the Limits of Reason
Alone. Indeed, it has not been sufficiently noted that the doctrine of evil
Is not completed in the Essay on Radical Evil, which initiates the
philosophy of religion, but that it accompanies the latter through and
through. True evil, the evil of evil, is not the violation of an interdict, the
subversion of the law, disobedience, but fraudulency in the work of
totalization. In this sense, true evil appears only in the very field where
religion is produced, namely, in the field of contradictions and conflicts
determined, on the one hand, by the demand for totalization which
constitutes reason, both theoretical and practical, and, on the other hand,
by the illusion which misleads thought, the subtle hedonism which
vitiates moral motivation, and finally by the malice which corrupts the
great human enterprises of totalization. The demand for a complete
object of the will is basically antinomic. The evil of evil isbornin the
area of this antinomy.

By the same token, evil and hope are more closely connected than we
will ever think them; if the evil of evil isborn on the way of totalization,
it would appear only in a pathology of hope, as the inherent perversion
in the problematic of fulfillment and of totalization. To putitin afew
words, the true malice of man appears only in the state and in the
church, asinstitutions of gathering together, of recapitulation, of
totalization.
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Thus understood, the doctrine of radical evil can furnish areceptive
structure for new figures of alienation besides the speculative illusion or
even the desire for consolation — of alienation in the cultural powers,
such as the church and the state; it isindeed at the heart of these powers
that afalsified expression of the synthesis can take place; when Kant
speaks of "servilefaith," of "false cult,” of a"false Church," he
completes at the same time his theory of radical evil. This culminates,
we might say, not with transgression, but with flawed synthesesin the
political and religious spheres. That iswhy truereligion isawaysin a
debate with false religion, that is, for Kant, statutory religion.

Henceforth, the regeneration of freedom is inseparable from the
movement by which the figures of hopeb are liberated from the idols of
the market place, as Bacon put it.

Thiswhole process constitutes the philosophy of religion within the
limits of reason aone; it isthis process which constitutes the
philosophical analogon of the kerygma of the Resurrection. It isalso
this process which constitutes the whole adventure of freedom and
which permits us to give a comprehensible meaning to the expression
"religious freedom."

NOTES:

1. Jurgen Moltmann, The Theology of Hope, trans. J. W. Leitch (New
Y ork: Harper & Row, 1967).

2. | have retained from the exegetical studies of the Old Testament only
the core of the promise insofar asit engenders a historical vision. It
would be necessary to distinguish, at the interior of this general schema
of the promise, prophecy and its intrahistorical hope of |ater
eschatologies, and, among them, the Apocalypses, properly so called,
which carry beyond history the final term of all threat and all
expectation. But if these distinctions and even these oppositions —
particularly those between wordly and transcendent eschatologies — are
essential for atheology of the Old Testament, they are less so for the
implicit philosophical meaning, namely, the horizon structure of history
itself. The horizon is both that which delimits expectation and that
which moves along with us. For the imagination, the distinction between
a hopein history and a hope outside history is fundamental.
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Furthermore, in his"The Theology of Israel’ s Historical Traditions,"
Gerhard von Rad invites us to redraw the dividing line between
prophecy and eschatology: the message of the prophets must be
considered eschatological in every case where it considers the old
historical bases of salvation null and void. We will therefore call
eschatological not just any expression of faith in the future, even if this
future isthat of sacred institutions; prophetic teaching deservesto be
called eschatological only when the prophets dislodge Israel from the
security of earlier saving actions and abruptly move the basis of
salvation in the direction of afuture action of God (von Rad, Old
Testament Theology, trans. D. M. G. Stalker [New Y ork: Harper &
Row, 1962], p. 126). Y et the opposition is never complete, inasmuch as
acts of deliverance, announced as new, are represented by analogy to
saving acts of the past: New Earth, New David, New Zion, New
Exodus, New Covenant.

3. [Thederusalem version of the Bible is used in al biblical quotationsin
this essay—Trans.]

4. G. W F. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 1942), Preface, ad fin.

5. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. L. W. Beck
(New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1956), "Diadlectic,” p. 117. [All page
numbers in parentheses in text in the remainder of this essay refer to this
volume.]

6. A historical study of Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone
should be dedicated to showing just how far the philosopher can goin
the representation of the origin of regeneration. The Kantian schematism
offers us an ultimate resource here. What we can concelve abstractly as
the "good principle," which struggles within us with the "evil principle,"
we can also represent concretely as the man, pleasing to God, who
suffers for sake of the promotion of the universal good. To be sure, Kant
Isin no way interested in the historicity of Christ: "this man, the only
one pleasing to God," is an Idea. However, this archetypeisnot at all an
ideathat | can give myself arbitrarily. Although it isreducible asan
event of salvation, this archetypeisirreducible as an Ideato a moral
intention: "we are not authors of it" (p. 54). It "has established itself in
man without our comprehending how human nature could have been
capable of receiving it" (ibid.). That is the irreducible element: "the
incomprehensibility of a union between [the good principle] and man’s
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sensible nature” in the moral constitution of man (p. 77). Now this Idea
corresponds completely with the synthesis demanded by pure reason or,
more exactly, with the transcendent object which causes that synthesis.
Thisis not only an example of duty, in which case it would not exceed
the Analytic, but an ideal exemplar of the highest good, in that this Idea
illustrates the resolution of the Dialectic. Christ is an archetype and not
asimple example of duty because he symbolizes this fulfillment. Heis
the figure of the End. As such, this"representation” of the good
principle does not have for its effect "to extend our knowledge beyond
the world of sense but only to make clear for practical use the
conception of what isfor us unfathomable" (p. 52). "Such isthe
schematism of analogy, with which (as a means of explanation),” says
Kant, "we cannot dispense” (p. 58, note). It iswithin the strict limits of a
theory of the schema and analogy, hence, of atheory of transcendental
Imagination, that the philosopher approaches not only the meanings of
hope but the figure of Christ in which these meanings are concentrated.
[Page numbersin parentheses refer to the English trandlation of Kant’s
Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, by T. M. Greene and H. H.
Hudson (New Y ork: Harper Torchbooks, 1960).]

15

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1774 (24 of 24) [2/4/03 3:05:58 PM]



Essays on Biblical Interpretation

return to religion-online

Essays on Biblical Interpretation by
Paul Ricoeur

Paul Ricoeur was Professor of Philosophy and Theology in the Faculty of Arts at
Paris-Nanterre, then was the successor to Paul Tillich at the University of Chicago.
This book was published in 1980 by Fortress Press. It was prepared for Religion-
Online by Harry W. and Grace C. Adams.

Paul Ricoeur's Reply to Lewis S.
Mudge

Lewis S. Mudge attempts to provide the reader with a coherent
overview of my writings. It is precisely this attempt which requires my
heartily felt thanks, because | am unable to draw such a sketch on my
own, both because | am always drawn forward by a new problem to
wrestle with and because, when | happen to look backward to my work,
| am more struck by the discontinuities of my wanderings than by the
cumulative character of my work. | tend to see each work as a self-
contained whole generated by a specific challenge and the next one as
proceeding from the unresolved problems yielded as aresidue by the
preceding work. Thus The Symbolism of Evil proceeded from the
inability of a"pure" phenomenology of will to give an account of "bad"
will. Freud and Philosophy in turn was an attempt to meet the challenge
of a hermeneutics of suspicion countering the hermeneutics of
recollection naively applied to the set of traditional symbolsrelating to
evil. Then in The Conflict of Interpretations. Essays on Hermeneutics |
tried to enlarge the debate and to deal, in a non-eclectic, dialectical way,
with the problems raised by a multidimensional hermeneutic. More
recently The Rule of Metaphor tackled the two problems of the
emergence of new meanings in language and of the referential claims
raised by such nondescriptive languages as poetic discourse. In a sense
these two problems were implicit at the very start of my inquiry into
symbolic forms of discourse, but they could be acknowledged only as
the outcome of the hermeneutical discussion. The residue of the solution
advocated there is the complex problem of fiction and of productive
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imagination. I am now trying to approach this problem within the
framework of an inquiry on narratives, which | kept bordering on in my
study of metaphors understood as models for redescribing reality.
Narratives, more than any other "language games," have this power of
reshaping human experience at least along its temporal features.

It isat that point that | meet Lewis Mudge' s reorganization of the whole
field no longer in terms of the succession of my works, but in terms of
their inner structure as awhole. For that purpose Mudge brings to the
forefront the category of testimony, which seems at first sight somewhat
marginal in my writings. | found this interpretation very illuminating for
my own self-understanding. By the way, | want to say that | was alerted
to the philosophical as well as theological potentialities of this category
not by theologians, but by a French philosopher whom | admire very
much, Jean Nabert. For this philosopher, testimony, understood as the
testimony of alife, isthe equivalent of verification for any spiritual
experience. By picking up this category, Mudge shows how some of the
problems which | discussed at different times and within different
frameworks may be regrouped in some few constellations.

Thefirst of these constellations brings together the philosophical wager,
which in The Symbolism of Evil leads me to underscore the centrality of
the biblical account of the Fall among other myths or stories, and the
kind of preunderstanding which provides orientation to the
interpretation of any text. In thisfirst sense the category of testimony
rules the articulation between the religious scope of my work and its
philosophical nucleus.

The second of these constellations encompasses my different
approaches to the problem of the heterogeneity among the innumerable
language games. Thisleading intuition forbids any attempt to make a
system of such distinctive uses of language as science, poetry, ordinary
discourse, psychoanalytic discourse, religious discourse, etc. The
approach hasto be a piecemeal one, along the lines of similarities and
differences (as we do, Wittgenstein says, when we shift from one game
to another). For the same reason, one has to resist any attempt to reduce
religious language to ideology, to resentment, or to obsessive neurosis,
as Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud asked us to do. Once more, according to
Mudge, it is the testimony rendered to irreducible meanings which is the
soul of the resistance to all reductive endeavors.

The third constellation gathers all the themes which can be put under the
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heading of a hermeneutical phenomenology, to follow Don Ihde's
terminology. | may say that | agree with the choice of this label, which
does justice both to my allegiance to Husserl and Merleau-Ponty and to
my later recognition of Heldegger and Gadamer. The ruling idea of this
hermeneutical phenomenology isthat if self-reflection is the goal,
interpretation is the means. In other words, there is no direct way from
myself to myself except through the roundabout way of the
appropriation of the signs, works of art, and culture which have to be
first explored by "counter-disciplines,” as Lewis Mudge hasit. | must
confess that this necessity of a roundabout procedure for self-
understanding provided me with a permanent excuse for adding detours
to detours. Mudge is kind enough to discern behind this excuse the
permanence of atwofold conviction: first, that reflection has to become
interpretation, secondly, that interpretation in turn generates a new
requirement that understanding become objective explanation. Once
more, Mudge sees in the category of testimony the clue to this double
dialectics. The self-reference of discourse to its own speaker, he shows,
Isthe linguistic equivalent of testimony, understood as the trial of truth
which is so prominent in the Fourth Gospel. "The interpretative
process," he says, "isalife or death matter for the faith community."
And he sees this ongoing process working at three levels, within the
texts themsel ves understood as a depository of traditions, at the level of
doxologies and theological Interpretations, at the level of the community
which founds its own identity on this interpretative process. In that way
the dialectic of testimony becomes a model for all similar dialectics
which encompass the three moments of "naive" understanding,
objective explanation, and appropriation. | agree entirely with the way
in which Mudge interprets these stages of my Interpretation Theory:
Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning in terms of "testimony in the
making," "critical moment," " post-critical moment."

As concerns more specifically the "critical moment," | agree also with
Mudge that | have not yet clearly shown how the intellectual integrity
embodied in biblical criticism can be encompassed in this dialectic of
testimony without any sacrificiumintellectus. This problem is the one
with which Van A. Harvey comesto gripsin The Historian and the
Believer. "Is there any relationship,” Mudge asks, "between the critical
disciplines and the trial of truth which distinguishes true and false
testimony for the reader of the Bible today? This extremely difficult
question may not find a direct answer in Ricoeur." That’'strue. | agree
that adding atheory of structural reading to the method of historical
criticism, as | am now trying to do with biblical narratives, provides
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only an incomplete answer. If the stories of the Old Testament are
historylike, as Hans W. Frel saysin The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A
Sudy in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Her meneutics, the question
of the referential claims of these stories remains unavoidable. The
attempt to bracket reference and to keep sense, i.e., to raise only
guestions of meaning and to drop questions about historical reality, fails
somewhere, because it runs against my main contention that even
fictions are about aworld. One of the ways out of this labyrinth would
be to say that the world displayed by biblical stories and which shatters
our ordinary beliefs about the "real" world, is not a historical world, a
world of real events, but the world of the text. This kind of answer is
similar to the one that a modern critic would give concerning the
"world" displayed by an abstract painting. It depicts no object of the real
world but it generates an emotional model which reshapes our whole
world view. But the question returns of the relationship between this
ontological aura of the work and its ethical perspectives, on the one
hand, and the historical events which are at the same time depicted by
those historylike stories, on the other hand. Have we then to say, about
the Resurrection, that something happened, but that we have only the
trace of the event in testimonies which are already interpretations? Then
the notion of "something having happened" functions as alimiting idea,
in the Kantian sense, an idea which reminds us that interpretations use
only interpretations and that they are ultimately about that “which
actually happened.” But to give such elusive events the equally elusive
status of the Kantian Ding an sich is a price that nobody wants to pay
after Fichte’'s and Hegel’ s critique of the Ding an sich. The question
remains open whether and to what extent the category of testimony may
preserve the dialectic of sense and reference — i.e., of immanent
meaning and of aboutness — without falling into any of the too well-
known pitfalls. The status of historylike stories relies ultimately on the
answer given to this vexing problem. | am now wrestling with the
different alternatives which still remain open.

L ewis Mudge chose to end his paper with a discussion of “the role of
conceptualization" in religious thinking. | greet this choice, because it
helps me to connect with the possibility of that which McQuarrie called
"God talk." Mudge isright, | think, in suggesting that a philosophy of
the limit, in the Kantian sense — which would be the philosophical
eguivalent of a negative theology — does not exclude but requires a
specific kind of symbol whose function would be "imaginatively to
represent the limit beyond which the demand of conceptual knowledge
for completeness cannot pass." Furthermore, as | suggested in my
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previous argument concerning such enigma-expressions as Kingdom of
God or Son of Man, these symbols, in Mudge' s terms, "serve to limit,
but also to break open our reasoning process.” | still do think that a
transcendental inquiry into the imagination of hope should be expanded
into a symbol of regeneration and that this task defines the scope of a
Poetics of the Will.
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