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  Introduction




  Trajectories in Biblical Hermeneutics




  Stanley E. Porter and Beth M. Stovell




  The issue of interpreting the Bible has a long history and vast complexity,[1] even if the term hermeneutics, which is often used in conjunction with biblical interpretation, is of more recent vintage.[2] Students and scholars alike struggle to differentiate between the meaning of terms like biblical exegesis, interpretation and hermeneutics.[3] This very tension in defining the concepts of biblical interpretation, hermeneutics and exegesis leads to one of the major questions influencing the debates in this book, which in turn justifies its creation. Anthony Thiselton, one of the leading figures in biblical hermeneutics, especially in evangelical circles, provides a helpful distinction among these important terms:




  Whereas exegesis and interpretation denote the actual processes of interpreting texts, hermeneutics also includes the second-order discipline of asking critically what exactly we are doing when we read, understand, or apply texts. Hermeneutics explores the conditions and criteria that operate to try to ensure responsible, valid, fruitful, or appropriate interpretation.[4]




  This book thus focuses on the question of what hermeneutics is specifically as it applies to biblical interpretation. While other books have addressed this issue in the past, this book uses a new format to address the question of biblical hermeneutics. One can broadly classify most books on the topics of biblical hermeneutics or biblical interpretation according to two major types.[5] The first type of book presents students with step-by-step instructions on how one should interpret the biblical text; in other words, hermeneutics is an exegetical procedure.[6] These books may provide some explanation of the variety of methods available, but their goal is primarily the practical application of a specific method as a tool for biblical interpretation. A second type of book provides an introduction to the variety of different methods of biblical interpretation. These books may move historically through the various methods, or they may discuss the strategies, goals and outcomes of these methods in synchronic perspective. In either case the authors of these books frequently display (whether intentionally or unintentionally) their own preference through their presentations of the various views, or sometimes they present the range of positions in a historical fashion rather than directly engaging the debate.[7] Both types of book tend to overlook the larger hermeneutical issues involved in biblical interpretation and often do not do justice to the diverse range of opinions in biblical hermeneutics. In other words, they fail to raise and address questions regarding the nature of interpretation itself: what it involves, what its presuppositions and criteria are, what its foundations need to be, and how it affects the practice of interpretation and its results. We are not saying that there are no books on biblical hermeneutics that present hermeneutics as hermeneutics,[8] only that it is difficult to capture the diversity of the discipline from a vantage point that focuses on procedure, history, or even the perspective of a single viewpoint or author.




  This book represents a new way of presenting several of the major views within biblical hermeneutics. Rather than introducing the individual hermeneutical approaches in survey fashion or providing a step-by-step instruction guide to interpretation, this book provides a forum for discussion by including contributions from several of the major advocates of these diverse models.[9] Each contributor provides a position essay describing the traits that characterize his perspective and a response essay describing his position in comparison to the other approaches.[10] By using this format, this book allows the reader to assess the strengths and weaknesses of each position by listening in on a scholarly debate over the major hermeneutical stances and issues. This introduction and the conclusion of the book, prepared by the editors, are designed to orient the discussion and set it within the wider history of biblical hermeneutics. Toward this goal of orientation, this introduction will survey many of the key issues of biblical hermeneutics by tracing their context within the history of traditional and modern biblical interpretation, using the literary categories of “behind the text,” “within the text” and “in front of the text.”[11] This survey will highlight some of the key questions and issues in debates surrounding the subject of biblical hermeneutics. It will then place the particular views represented in this book in that broader context and explain the structure of the book.




  A Brief History of the Development of Biblical Hermeneutics




  This is not the place to offer a full or complete history of biblical hermeneutics. Such histories are offered in a number of works and in more detail than we can present here.[12] Nevertheless, our threefold orientation to the text provides a useful framework for capturing the major issues in biblical hermeneutics as they have unfolded. As a result of the shape of this volume, we will orient our comments specifically, though not exclusively, to New Testament hermeneutics on interpretation, but without neglecting the Old Testament.




  Behind the text. In some ways, the history of biblical hermeneutics begins as early as the biblical account itself. In the Old Testament, the latter writings, like the Psalms and the Prophets, reinterpret the story of Israel presented in the Torah, and the New Testament continues to reinterpret this continuing story in light of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ (an approach that later redemptive-historical scholars would appropriate).[13] Some scholars trace the beginnings of historical exegesis to the historically based exegesis of the Antiochene school, which was responding to the allegorical methods of the Alexandrian school.[14] The majority of scholars, however, point to the Enlightenment as a critical turning point in the field of biblical interpretation.[15] Through the influences of Cartesian thought, Pyrrhonian skepticism and English deism, Enlightenment scholars began to question the historicity of miracles,[16] to search for the historical Jesus,[17] to explore different types of texts and sources[18] and generally to ask the kinds of historical questions we see in contemporary Old and New Testament introductions.[19]




  Responding to this Enlightenment tradition, Friedrich Schleier­macher—often said to be the founder of modern hermeneutics—introduced a form of interpretation frequently described as romantic hermeneutics.[20] This form of hermeneutics focused on the mind of the author, along with the impact of his or her sociohistorical setting, as the means of gaining meaning from a given text. Wilhelm Dilthey followed in Schleier­macher’s footsteps in focusing on the relationship between author and text in interpretation.[21]




  These various developments had a formative influence on the hermeneutical model that we will broadly call “traditional criticism,” which is still frequently associated with biblical exegesis. One can delineate three salient features that distinguish traditional criticism: evolutionary models of biblical texts, historical reconstructions, original meaning[22]—although not all traditional critics would accept all of them or emphasize them in the same way.




  As Norman Petersen explains, “Essential to the historical-critical theory of biblical literature is the evolutionary model upon which it is constructed.”[23] This feature of traditional criticism points to the desire to determine the backgrounds of our biblical texts and to develop theories tracing how we gained our current text from that background.[24] For example, form criticism—often a tool employed in traditional criticism—uses the theories of the religionsgeschichtliche Schule (“history of religions school”) to differentiate the individual units of the oral tradition that evolved into our biblical text.[25] This form-critical analysis is usually based on source-critical analysis; thus this evolutionary model begins with the existence and relationship of sources as part of their evolution. Redaction criticism—another of the tools of traditional criticism, and usually dependent on source and form criticism—seeks the context within the church that caused the editing of the biblical text to be tailored to meet the theological needs of the community at hand.[26]




  Often the goal of traditional criticism is to access the authenticity of the biblical texts or the stories behind the texts. We can see this trend in the source-critical attempts to identify the earliest sayings of Jesus and stories within the biblical accounts.[27] The various levels of authenticity in form criticism serve a similar function. At times biblical scholars have followed the philosopher Baruch Spinoza in bracketing out aspects of the biblical text to create a historical reconstruction of the background of the Bible.[28]




  Seeking the original meaning of the text sounds somewhat similar to the goals of scholars looking “within the text” (see the next section below), yet the traditional search for the original meaning of the text not only looks at linguistic and philological questions but also locates the text within its context among earlier texts and locates the original readers within their historical context.[29] Modern scholars have recently joined traditional scholars in this quest. Modern practitioners of forms of traditional criticism include social-scientific critics such as Bruce Malina and Jerome Neyrey, and sociorhetorical approaches such as that of Ben Witherington.[30] Composition criticism, similar to redaction criticism, also follows traditional methods to varying degrees, even if it reflects newer developments.[31]




  Within the text. In response to perceived weaknesses of the traditional approach, which looks behind the text, many biblical scholars began to look for new hermeneutical orientations and excitedly embraced approaches that looked within the text itself, such as forms of literary criticism prominent in the 1970s.[32] A form of phenomenological biblical literary interpretation emerged from several of these types of literary criticism, which New Testament scholars dubbed “narrative criticism.”[33] One of the proponents of this shift, the New Testament scholar Norman Petersen, argues that this approach was the answer to the historical and literary questions that redaction criticism raised.[34] Narrative criticism has its literary and theoretical basis in what was known in secular literary criticism as New Criticism, a form of literary reading that dominated literary theory from at least the 1950s to the 1970s.[35] These methods, with their philosophical roots in Anglo-American logical positivism, developed out of a hermeneutical tradition that focused on the text as the autonomous means of transmitting meaning. Many of these approaches also had interpretive roots in elements of the all-embracing interpretive movement of the twentieth century, structuralism, as well as connections to the New Hermeneutic.[36]




  By accepting this form of literary theory, biblical scholars shifted their focus from behind the text to within the text, moving from an evolutionary model to a communications model of hermeneutics.[37] With this shift, many biblical scholars inadvertently (or sometimes intentionally) removed both authorial intent and historical background from the equation, replacing these with an emphasis on poetics, narrative and textual unity. Poetics includes an emphasis on the literary or even rhetorical means by which texts are constructed and convey their literary quality, such as the use of character, setting, irony, metaphor, symbolism and other literary tropes. Narrative—in part because the New Testament does not contain much if any genuinely poetic material—is the dominant genre or textual type of the New Testament, as well as constituting much of the Old Testament. Scholars came to emphasize and interpret elements of narrative, such as plot (motivated events) and the literary opening, closing and development. Emphasis on the autonomous text also led to a focus on textual unity, in which all of the elements of the text, even those in tension, contributed to its overall sense.




  In front of the text. Stephen Moore argues that narrative criticism naturally moves into more reader-oriented (in front of the text) hermeneutical models, such as reader-response criticism, because critics often discuss the effect the text has on the reader, whether original or contemporary.[38] The movement to consider the factors in front of the text includes both focus on the formation and hence reception and interpretation of the biblical canon in the scholarship of canonical criticism,[39] and the reader-centered approaches often associated with poststructuralism, which reacted against an arid structuralism and embraced the role of the subject in interpretation. While canonical criticism is concerned with the impact of the shape of the canon on its readers and thus has been described as a “mediating position” among author, text and reader,[40] poststructuralism is closely associated with the heavily reader-oriented deconstructionism of Jacques Derrida. The term poststructuralism describes a literary-philosophical movement beginning in the late 1960s, which is still having some effect today.[41]




  Poststructuralism developed in response to the assumption, common in structuralism, that meaning resides within texts themselves, or at least within their deep linguistic structures. Besides deconstruction and the work of Derrida, philosophical and phenomenological hermeneutics deeply affected the continuing influence of structuralism and helped lead to the emergence of poststructuralism. Philosophers like Hans-Georg Gadamer, with his philosophical hermeneutics, and Paul Ricoeur, with his hermeneutic phenomenology, questioned the epistemological neutrality of any given interpreter, especially foundationalists who grounded their hermeneutics in supposedly neutral deep structures, by focusing on the interplay between the assumptions of the interpreter and their interpretation and by demonstrating the interpretive gap between the reader and the original context in ancient texts.[42]




  Poststructuralism was only one of the developments within the broader scope of postmodernism, which encompassed a variety of theories having an impact on understanding meaning. In the resulting developments of postmodernism, whereas previous traditional and modern hermeneutical models suggested that meaning was to be found by searching behind and within the text, postmodern hermeneutical theories offered no such guarantee, and in some instances reveled in the resultant interpretive and hermeneutical uncertainty. Postmodern theorists rejected as a fallacy the epistemological neutrality claimed by the proponents of traditional methods, as one could no more easily discover an objective reading of a text than divine the intention of the author. These theorists further rejected the claim to have unmediated access to history and replaced this claim with subjective interpretations standing in opposition to power, hierarchy and other foreseen evils within the text. These questions of power and hierarchy have been influenced by the thinking of Friedrich Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud—each of whom has been interpreted in very different ways.[43]




  Poststructuralism began to significantly influence biblical scholars in the late 1980s, and some today still use it.[44] While some biblical scholars, like Moore, have hailed these new theories as joyous tidings and liberation from authorial and textual captivity,[45] others have been more cautious or negative in their response. The mixed response among biblical scholars is largely related to the implications of various postmodern/poststructuralist approaches, as we have noted above.




  As one can see, biblical hermeneutics is a complex field—one might even venture to say, a minefield—of potentially competing orientations, assumptions and foundations for determining meaning. As a field, it is highly dependent on developments in hermeneutics not primarily concerned with the Bible, such as the romantic hermeneutics of Schleier­macher and Dilthey, structuralism, literary hermeneutics, the philosophical hermeneutics of Gadamer, the phenomenological hermeneutics of Ricoeur, and the poststructuralist hermeneutics of Derrida and others. Nevertheless, biblical hermeneutics also brings with it, naturally, its primary focus on the Bible, with its own lengthy and complex traditions of interpretation, from biblical times through the rise of the Enlightenment—with its historical methods such as form, source and redaction criticism—to modern and postmodern interpretation. The result for biblical hermeneutics is a varied and intertwined mix of models and fundamental orientations, each competing with the others to establish itself as the basis for biblical interpretation.




  Orienting Questions and Issues in Biblical Hermeneutics




  Due to the variety and complexity of the field of biblical hermeneutics, it is helpful to point to some of the orienting questions that the contributors to this volume will discuss either directly or indirectly. Some of the contributors tackle these questions head-on, often in response to other hermeneutical positions, while others address them more circumspectly by incorporating them into (or even rejecting them from) their hermeneutical framework. These questions include:




  

    	Where does meaning happen? Is meaning to be located in the author’s intent? What about the reader’s engagement? What is the role of the ancient believing community, the continuing community or the modern community in reading the text today?




    	What is the basis or foundation of meaning? Is it to be found in grounded substance, such as the text or the mind of the author? What if there is no foundation for meaning? Are texts simply constructs created by readers? How does one know?




    	Is meaning limited to the author’s original intent (if we can in fact be certain of finding the author’s original intent)? What about the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament (as in our example[46])? Does meaning change from one context to another (whether from Old Testament to New Testament or from biblical text to reader)?




    	Who or what arbitrates a “correct” reading or at the very least a “helpful” or “harmful” reading?




    	What is the role of theology in biblical interpretation? Is it assumed, primary or merely derivative?




    	What role do events occurring after the original composition play in interpretation? For example, the Christ event, the process of canonization, the experience of a given reader and so on.




    	What other disciplines should be used to help provide greater clarity to biblical studies? Philosophy? Theology? Literary studies?


  




  Each of the contributors to this volume attempts in some way to answer these (and other) questions in different ways. While some of their answers may at times overlap, the differences in these answers provide aspects of each contributor’s unique position on biblical hermeneutics.




  Five Views of Biblical Hermeneutics




  The five views of biblical hermeneutics both capture this diversity and depict many of the major shifts within biblical hermeneutics. Craig Blomberg, professor of New Testament at Denver Seminary in Colorado and author of two books on biblical interpretation,[47] represents the historical-critical/grammatical view. This category brings together the major emphases of traditional criticism noted above, including the rise of the historical-critical method during the Enlightenment, as well as placing emphasis on the grammar of the biblical text, which goes back to the time of the Reformers. Scholars do not usually refer to this traditional hermeneutical model by this name,[48] but it is often the most common in evangelical circles. The historical-critical/grammatical view seeks insight for interpretation from taking a critical view of the history behind the text, on the one hand, and utilizing a grammatical analysis of the text, on the other. This approach includes various forms of critical analysis such as source, form, redaction, tradition and textual criticism. Blomberg functions with a conservative form of this criticism, basing his assumptions on what might be termed “maximalist” views of historical and biblical evidence. Other historical critics might be much more “minimalist” in their approach, while practicing in many ways a similar biblical hermeneutic.




  Influenced by intellectual movements in literary and social-scientific studies, Scott Spencer, who is professor of New Testament and preaching at Baptist Theological Seminary at Richmond, Virginia, and an avid practitioner of the literary/postmodern approach that he demonstrates here in this volume,[49] views the biblical text as relevant to today’s reader. Spencer draws these connections through his focus on the role of both ancient and modern readers in interpretation. In light of this perspective, literary/postmodern interpreters use a synchronic approach instead of the diachronic approach more common in traditional criticism,[50] and they are attuned to literary questions of style, character and narrative, as well as to hermeneutical issues raised by poststructuralism, postcolonialism and reader-response theories.




  Richard Gaffin, emeritus professor of biblical and systematic theology at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia and a well-known Reformed theologian,[51] presents the redemptive-historical approach. Proponents of a redemptive-historical view, following the theological interpretation of the Reformers as well as scholars such as Geerhardus Vos,[52] argue that the role of Christ in his redemptive work is central to interpreting the whole of Scripture, whether the Old or the New Testament. Gaffin offers a very concise and straightforward exposition of the redemptive-historical approach. His emphasis that the theme of redemption explains the Old Testament in light of the New, as one might expect, influences Gaffin’s interpretation of the biblical text that was assigned to each contributor. Due to his redemptive-historical view, Gaffin is particularly attuned to the impact of the redemptive work of Christ in reading Hosea in relation to Matthew’s depiction of Christ.




  Following in the footsteps of Brevard Childs,[53] the Old Testament scholar known for his view of the importance of canon for interpretation, Robert Wall, who is professor of New Testament and Wesleyan studies at Seattle Pacific University in Washington State and well-known for his own canonical studies,[54] represents canonical criticism well by arguing for the necessity of reading the entire canon in relationship to each part of the canon. Thus the Old Testament should be read in light of the New Testament and the New Testament in light of the Old Testament. More than this, however, even the parts of the canon should be read in light of each other, such as the placement of Acts within various canonical groupings and how this determines interpretation of the Gospels, the Pauline Epistles, or the Catholic Epistles. This framework influences the goals, procedures and results of a canonical approach to biblical hermeneutics.




  Representing the philosophical/theological approach, Merold Westphal, who is emeritus professor of philosophy at Fordham University in New York City and author of a number of philosophical and hermeneutical works,[55] addresses the question of biblical hermeneutics through the insights of scholars who can be very broadly labeled as following a form of philosophical hermeneutics, such as Paul Ricoeur, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Wilhelm Dilthey.[56] Westphal’s approach is certainly highly philosophical in its focus (understandable for a well-known career philosopher), but philosophically oriented biblical hermeneutics provides an awareness of many of the major issues also influencing what might be called theological hermeneutics as it addresses questions in biblical hermeneutics through a philosophical lens. Westphal cannot be expected to address all of the questions for a philosophical and theological hermeneutics, but his philosophical reflections raise important issues that must be addressed.[57]




  Conclusion




  A volume such as this cannot raise or answer all questions regarding biblical hermeneutics. No volume is able to ascend to such lofty and intellectually satisfying heights. However, we believe that the essays included within this volume go a long way toward asking the right questions, differentiating the major issues involved, proposing possible answers and then attempting to show how various biblical hermeneutical stances have practical results in biblical interpretation. We expect that some readers will come away from contemplating these essays having at least as many questions afterward as they had beforehand. Others may simply find in these essays evidence and arguments to reinforce hermeneutical positions that they already hold, now greatly strengthened. Our preferred hope, however, is that these essays will challenge all of our readers, even those who are the most firmly entrenched in their hermeneutical position, to reexamine and rethink their approach to biblical hermeneutics. This volume offers a snapshot of five such approaches reflective of current interpretive practice. We are optimistic that examination and engagement with their arguments will lead to further developments in this field crucial for the interpretation of Scripture.




  Part One:
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  Five Views of Biblical Hermeneutics




  1


  [image:  ]


  The Historical-Critical/Grammatical View




  Craig L. Blomberg




  It is my task in this essay to describe a “historical-critical/grammatical” position, but such a description is by no means straightforward. On the one hand, some would describe the “historical-critical method” as a method founded on Ernst Troeltsch’s three principles of criticism, analogy and correlation. The principle of criticism, also known as methodological doubt, affirms that the study of history arrives at only probable, never indisputable, conclusions. The principle of analogy highlights the similarities among historical events and postulates that nothing can happen that hasn’t already had an analogy somewhere in history. The principle of correlation argues for a closed continuum of cause and effect in a naturalist universe, excluding the possibility of the supernatural and therefore of God, as traditionally conceived.[1]




  The grammatico-historical method, on the other hand, refers to studying the biblical text, or any other text, in its original historical context, and seeking the meaning its author(s) most likely intended for its original audience(s) or addressees based on the grammar and syntax.[2] The grammatico-historical method does not adjudicate on what can or cannot happen in history; indeed, its purpose is not one of critique but of interpretation. Believers with a high view of Scripture will presumably want to respond to a grammatico-historical interpretation of a biblical text by seeking to apply it in methodologically responsible ways to their contemporary lives and world. They will look for examples to imitate, commands to obey, promises to claim, dangers to avoid, truths to believe, and praises or prayers to offer to God.[3]




  Thus anyone describing a “historical-critical/grammatical” approach must carefully articulate what it includes and does not include, particularly in light of the other positions presented in this volume. Toward this end, it is helpful to address the broader taxonomies of hermeneutics possible and place this approach among them. Various taxonomies of hermeneutical methods today divide higher criticism into three broad categories: historical, theological and literary approaches.[4] My mandate is to discuss the importance of the historical group of hermeneutical methods. This does not mean that I reject theological and literary analyses; indeed, I find them crucial. However, they can be engaged in legitimately only when built on the appropriate historical foundations. Readers, then, who are looking for a polemical “either-or-or-or-or” approach from me to the five approaches discussed in this volume will be disappointed. What they will discover instead is an appreciative “both-and-and-and-and” position. However, if any of the other contributors should wish to make their approach the foundational one (or, worse still, the only one), then we will have some interesting disagreement, because I am convinced that all of the other approaches must build on the historical-critical/grammatical approach in order to function legitimately.[5]




  Lower Criticism vs. Higher Criticism




  Analysis of ancient documents has typically distinguished between lower criticism and higher criticism. Lower criticism is synonymous with textual criticism and refers to the exercise of collating all known manuscripts of an ancient work to see if there are any differences in wording among the manuscripts that scribal copying produced and then using established principles to determine which text, if any, most likely preserves the original reading at each point where there are differences. The results of these individual decisions are then combined to produce a document that comes as close as possible to reflecting what the lost original most likely contained from start to finish. The more independent copies of a given text that we have, the fewer the number of differences among those copies, the more minor the nature of those differences, and the closer to the original that the existing manuscripts can be dated, the greater the degree of confidence we have that we have closely approximated the original document.[6]




  Obviously, lower or textual criticism has to be foundational, even among the historical methods. If we lack the confidence that we have anything close to what an original document contained, there is little point in engaging in theological or literary analyses except to shed light on what a group of people at one given time or place in the past may have believed about a text and their resulting application of it. Christians who are looking for a normative Bible from which to derive theology that makes a difference in their lives today will be interested only in that which is highly likely to approximate closely the original words that they believe God guided the biblical authors and editors to write. To the extent that part of literary criticism analyzes the establishment of a collection of authoritative books[7]—one of the objects of study of canon or canonical criticism in particular—then textual criticism is foundational for literary study as well.




  The Principles of This Position




  Historical criticism as historical-cultural analysis. If the historical-critical method imposes an antisupernaturalist worldview onto the interpretation of texts, then one might expect a historical-critical/grammatical method to do so as well, while simply adding a study of grammar. Rather, by historical-critical, some scholars refer to the study of “the history behind the text.” Scholars will sometimes distinguish the two enterprises by referring to this latter task not as historical-critical but as “historical criticism” or simply “historical analysis” or “historical background.”[8] With the booming industry of the social-scientific criticism of Scripture—understanding the sociological and anthropological values and customs of a given culture in which a text is written—it is probably worth adding another word to our descriptor and speaking of “historical-cultural” analysis.




  At one level, this involves little more than what historians and interpreters have agreed on or intuited for centuries. The better one wants to understand any communicative act, the more one needs to know who spoke or wrote it, when, where and under what circumstances. If it is possible to recover or surmise the original addressees, one can discern even further limits on possible meanings.[9] It is very unlikely that the originally intended meaning of the message, whether written or oral, could be something that an original audience couldn’t possibly have conceived.[10] The same is true with cultural analysis. Unless contemporary interpreters of ancient texts consciously remind themselves that they are reading documents from very different cultures, they can envision all too easily the activities those texts depict as if they were taking place today, or at least they may evaluate the thoughts and motives of individuals from other cultures by anachronistic, modern analogies.[11]




  One objection put forward against historical approaches has come from twentieth-century hermeneutical conversations concerning “the intentional fallacy”—the inability of interpreters to recover the mental actions of dead speakers or writers.[12] Critics argue that all we have to interpret is the text an author left behind. However, with documents for which we have reason to believe that communicative intentions were largely successful, this proves much less of a problem. What is described as discerning “authorial intent,” moreover, is often really shorthand for discerning the most likely meaning of a given text in light of all that we can recover about its original author(s), audience(s) and the historical and cultural milieus in which they lived.[13] We are not seeking irrecoverable mental processes. Rather, we seek what has been disclosed of those processes by virtue of the very texts still in existence, along with any additional information we may have about the circumstances surrounding the production of those texts.




  More complicated is the question of a “fuller meaning” that goes beyond an author’s historical intention but which remains consistent with it. Speakers and writers have regularly had the experience of receiving feedback from addressees along the lines of, “It seems to me from what you have said that you intend . . . [or “you mean . . .”],” when in fact what comes next is something the speaker or writer had never thought of at all. But upon reflection one can reply, “I see where you get that from and I think I’d be happy to affirm that.”[14] This forms still one more dimension of historical criticism, though it can overlap with theological or literary analysis. It examines a reader’s response, but it is an authorial reader’s response—the intended audience’s interpretation. This phenomenon proves especially important when we assess New Testament authors’ use of Old Testament texts.[15]




  Historical criticism as tradition-critical analysis. Biblical cultures and modern cultures differ in their production of texts. With the advent of the printing press, the production of written documents became dramatically simplified; in the digital age, it has become easier still. In contrast, in the biblical cultures, writing materials were costly, scrolls were cumbersome, and even some fairly bright and well-born individuals were not skilled at reading or writing.[16] Thus writers might memorize an outline in considerable detail of what they wanted to say before beginning to dictate to their scribes.[17] Ancient orators might commit to memory the entire wording of a lengthy speech before delivering it, so that the contents and the desired effects would be as precise as possible.[18] In short, the biblical cultures were oral cultures.




  What this meant for the production of historical and biographical literature, which constitutes almost half of Scripture, was that groups of people who particularly valued the preservation of accounts of the people’s lives and events important to them would commit to memory narratives of the significant teachings or actions of those individuals and their times. The more sacred or valuable the narratives became, the greater the care taken in their preservation. Yet, as long as stories and traditions circulated entirely by word of mouth, they could be retold with a fair amount of flexibility. Any given public recitation could abbreviate, omit, explain, expand, paraphrase, interpret and highlight as the speaker saw fit. Still, there were fixed points, known to the audiences, that had to be told certain ways, and it was the right and responsibility of the listeners to interrupt and correct a speaker if these fixed points were left out or not recounted accurately.[19]




  For the most part, disciples of ancient philosophers or rabbis did not take notes but memorized their masters’ words. Nevertheless, various forms of ancient shorthand did develop, while students did sometimes write down some of their teachers’ words after a given period of instruction.[20] As time elapsed, collections of such teachings might be committed to writing. A significant majority of ancient histories or biographies refer to earlier written sources, now lost, as well as to oral tradition or eyewitness interviews, as the backdrop for their compilations.[21] It is a modern myth that the ancients were seldom concerned with historical accuracy in the narratives they compiled or that they could not distinguish between fact and fiction the way we do. Of course the Mediterranean world of old had writers who were either unable or unwilling to write accurate history, just as we do. However, people understood the difference between good and bad history, had established criteria for distinguishing between fact and fiction, and recognized a time and place for each genre.[22]




  A bigger difference between ancient and modern historiography involves ideological spin. The idea of preserving a dispassionate chronicle of events for posterity—with no necessary lessons to be learned from it—is largely a modern invention.[23] But deriving morals, supporting a political or religious viewpoint or improving society as purposes for history (or biography) writing are not inherently related to the question of how accurately events are recounted. It is possible to be a poor chronicler with no particular ideological bias or a good chronicler who believes that there is a pattern to the events chronicled that supports a particular perspective. As modernity increasingly gives way to postmodernity, the whole notion of historiography for the sake of advocacy is again taking a large and deserved place at the scholarly table, as long as authors candidly acknowledge their presuppositions and the causes that they are supporting.[24]




  This discussion thus sets the stage for a definition of the historical-critical/grammatical method that includes source, form, redaction and tradition criticism. Source, form and redaction criticism form a natural triad of disciplines that are often treated together.[25] This order of listing the three methods corresponds to the sequence in which each had its heyday in late-nineteenth- through late-twentieth-century scholarship. In terms of analyzing the composition of ancient documents, including biblical narratives, the chronological sequence in which to consider them is form, source and redaction criticism. Form criticism studies the period of time between the composition of the first written sources about a given individual(s) or event(s) and the occurrence of the original event(s) or life of the original individual(s). Source criticism then analyzes the written sources that were later utilized to produce the actual document being analyzed. Redaction criticism, finally, studies the theological or ideological distinctives that the final author(s) introduced into the text—both by what they added to their sources and by what they highlighted from those sources.[26]




  Luke 1:1-4 contains important biblical precedent for all three of these forms of historical analysis, at least with respect to a Gospel. There we read,




  Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. (NIV)




  Because Luke was not present for any of the events of the Gospel that bears his name, he interviewed eyewitnesses and “servants of the word”—those who “have not only quoted and reported what they had heard and seen but have also been active as ministers of the word as well, which must mean that they have preached, taught, expounded the scripture, and so on.”[27] This handing down is part of the process of oral tradition, as information was preserved by word of mouth. Luke also knows of “many” who had already put information about Jesus into writing. The most common meaning of the Greek word behind “account” (diēgēsis) is a written narrative of some kind.[28] These documents may have included the Gospel of Mark, a compilation of sayings found in both Matthew and Luke but not in Mark (often designated as “Q” from the German Quelle, meaning “source”), a collection of traditions written in one or more sources used only by Luke (“L”), and a similar collection used only by Matthew (“M”).[29]




  What can be deduced with any level of confidence from Old Testament narratives suggests a similar tripartite undertaking. Ancient Near Eastern cultures transmitted epic narratives by word of mouth, sometimes for centuries, and often with remarkable care and accuracy. The Old Testament itself refers to other sources, now lost, which contain fuller accounts of the events it depicts. Among the most famous are the recurring references in 1-2 Kings to the “book of the annals of the kings of Israel” and the “book of the annals of the kings of Judah” (see, e.g., 1 Kings 14:19, 29). The canonical books of 1-2 Kings and 1-2 Chronicles also offer an excellent example of an Old Testament “Synoptic Problem,” with Chronicles most likely having used Kings in numerous places, while omitting material that did not fit its theological emphases and adding details that did.[30] Form, source and redaction criticism again all come into play. We may extrapolate to other biblical genres, even if on a smaller scale, and observe similar developments. Examples include the oral traditions present behind the Prophets, Proverbs and Psalms;[31] the hymnic elements found in the New Testament letters;[32] the literary relationship between 2 Peter and Jude;[33] and the use of other historical background materials in the book of Revelation.[34]




  Tradition criticism is a term that has not had as fixed a referent as any of the members of the triad of source, form and redaction criticism. Some scholars have preferred to apply tradition criticism to the study of the oral period that form criticism as a whole focuses on, while reserving form criticism for the analysis of the distinct literary forms that make up an entire biblical book, along with their respective interpretive principles.[35] Others have applied the label of tradition criticism to the study of the historical trustworthiness of any portion of a book of the Bible, and especially of the Gospels.[36] To this end, various “criteria of authenticity” have been devised to determine the likelihood of a given saying or deed attributed to Christ actually corresponding to what the historical Jesus said or did.[37] Still others have preferred to make tradition criticism the umbrella term that embraces source, form and redaction criticism, as in the heading for this subsection of this chapter.[38]




  Unlike historical criticism as historical-cultural background analysis, which emphasizes the adjective historical more than the noun criticism, historical criticism as tradition-critical analysis in this overarching sense inverts these two components. In source, form and redaction criticism, we are no longer just accumulating data or utilizing methods that best enable us to interpret a biblical text. Instead, we are employing approaches to the text that allow us to adjudicate its origin, the nature of its transmission, the probability of its historical trustworthiness and the like. For some very conservative biblical interpreters, it is always wrong to embark on such activities because it seems to place the interpreter above Scripture and inevitably leads to historical verdicts that contradict the inerrancy of Scripture.[39] The latter objection is simply mistaken; thousands of evangelical scholars worldwide use chastened forms of historical criticism and remain well within the rubric of inerrancy.[40] As for the former complaint, if all we do is take the Bible’s claims at face value without examination, plenty of other people will render very different verdicts on the nature of its formation and its resulting credibility (or incredibility) and we will have no reply! For this reason, what we are calling the historical-critical/grammatical method must have this “critical” dimension to it—that is, a dimension that is both analytical and evaluative, based on common ground shared with the skeptic. If our faith cannot withstand historical inquiry, it does not merit retention.[41] If it does, then we must subsequently subject ourselves to Scripture.




  Grammatical methods. The final adjective in this hybrid combination of methods is grammatical. This is the piece of interpretation that focuses on the meanings of words; the analysis of grammar; and the structure of phrases, clauses, sentences, paragraphs and increasingly larger units of thought up to the level of an entire book. At its most basic level, grammatical analysis is necessary because the biblical text does not come to us in our own native tongue. Instead, the first step to understanding any given biblical text is correctly translating the text. Because words can have more than one meaning at a given time in the history of a language,[42] one must turn to the immediate context of any given use of a word to determine what makes the most sense in that context. If a particular author has his or her own idiolect—distinctive meanings for certain words—that must also be taken into account. Biblical interpreters in particular must beware of committing a variety of lexical fallacies when engaging in word studies. Most notably, they must recall that etymologies do not necessarily produce meanings that people consciously reflected on centuries later. They must avoid both semantic anachronism—giving words meanings they would have later in the history of the language but didn’t yet have—and semantic obsolescence—giving words meanings from an earlier time in the history of the language that had fallen out of use.[43]




  Not only words can be ambiguous but likewise multiword expressions. Does “the love of God” mean “someone’s love for God” (an objective genitive) or “God’s love for someone else” (a subjective genitive)? Only the immediate context in the writing in question can help us determine the answer. Even taking context into account, ambiguities sometimes remain because we are not given enough information to conclusively exclude all options but one. Does an adverbial participle introducing a dependent clause function temporally, causally, conditionally or instrumentally, to mention just four possibilities? In Greek, the same form of a given participle could function in any of these ways.[44]




  Subordinate phrases and clauses may be adverbial or adjectival. Often it is clear which is which, and which word from the main clause each modifies. But ambiguities may arise here too. How do sentences relate to each other and where should paragraph breaks, subsection breaks and section breaks be placed? All of these grammatical decisions can make a difference as to how a passage is interpreted. In short, any text under scrutiny must be analyzed in view of the narrative flow of thought in which it is embedded.[45]




  Provisional Summary and Comparisons




  What does all this add up to? The historical-critical/grammatical method, as opposed to the other four methods presented in this volume, analyzes the historical setting in which a given communicative act occurs. This involves general information about who is speaking to whom, where, when and under what circumstances, as well as specific information concerning what is sometimes called a shared “presuppositional pool”—whatever knowledge the author and audience share about past or present events, customs and practices, culture and society, and so on, that might be important for interpreting particular details of the communication at hand.[46] The historical-critical/grammatical method is critical as well as historical because it seeks to analyze the formation of documents, including earlier written sources, oral forms of communication and whatever distinctive emphases the author of the document may have added to the tradition he or she inherited. Such analysis can also lead to judgments about the reliability of the document being assessed. Finally, the historical-critical/grammatical method is grammatical because it insists on a careful study of words, grammatical forms, sentence parts, sentences and multisentence structures as they relate to each other.




  What does this method not do that one or more of the other four methods do? It differs from literary and postmodern methods in that it does not treat the document from an ahistorical perspective, seeking merely to understand the literary elements of plot, theme, motifs, characterization, narrative time and the like. It does not stop with the narrative world internal to a document that focuses only on implied authors or narrators and implied readers or narratees, wanting instead to know whatever is possible to recover about real authors, original audiences and real readers.[47] It does not embrace those forms of postmodernism that so revel in diversity in the interpretation of texts that they reject the constraints of limiting meaning to what was first intended and/or likely to have been understood in those texts’ original settings.[48]
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