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Foreword


The publication of these essays has been suggested for some time. Despite my reluctance to reissue articles written over a period of more than five decades, I have relented in the hope that there will be enough to engage the interest of a variety of readers, and not only former students in seminaries and theological colleges in Australia and various places overseas. Included here are mainly articles written specifically for publication in journals, but also lectures and talks to various groups of clergy, lay people, and theological students.


I have resisted the temptation to add to, change or correct the material, and to delete some repetition of material in dealing with the Acts of the Apostles, confining myself to no more than changes in format, standardised spelling, the adoption of inclusive language, some omission of material, and obvious emendations where required. Some initial editorial changes were made by my colleague Peter Lockwood; I thank him for his excellent assistance with the work he was able to complete.


The older essays are perhaps of some historical interest since they indicate what was currently at issue, at least in my theological environment. Some older articles reflect the debates and theological terminology of nearly four years of postgraduate study in Germany. Back home in Australia, my interest was less in engaging with scholarly discussion than with questions of immediate relevance to my own Church and overseas sister Churches, especially in South-East Asia, whom I served from time to time. The pulpit has never been far from my thinking.


In the process of addressing questions, the approach has always been from Lutheran positions, but they are hopefully clarified sufficiently to allow debate where they are not accepted by others. And years of involvement in inter-Church dialog and teaching in ecumenical situations, especially at St Francis Xavier Seminary in Adelaide, have hopefully ensured that a narrow denominational standpoint has been avoided.


Of prime concern has always been the explication of the Christian faith according to its earliest witnesses in the early church of apostles and martyrs. Faith remains attested and lived, approved not proven.


Vic Pfitzner


Adelaide 2021





A. Listening and Proclaiming





The Charm of Biblical Narrative


The Inaugural Lecture, Luther Seminary, 1983 academic year; first published in Lutheran Theological Journal, 17.1 (1983): 1-12


Reverend Principal, respected emeriti, honoured colleagues, fellow students of theology!


‘All scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness’ (2 Tim 3:16). Might we not add, without doing any violence to that statement, that the reading of scripture should be an enjoyable adventure, even a delight?


There is only one essential textbook set for compulsory reading in this seminary: the Bible. It is not too much to expect that all students will have read the entire scriptures at least twice in their years of study for the ministry. Luther says that he read through the Bible twice every year. Even allowing for the Reformer’s occasional exaggeration, it is certain that he never ceased reading his Bible in large portions and on a regular basis. We can perhaps be excused from imposing such a large quota on ourselves, but we can insist that a regular program of Bible reading be the vital heart of every student’s private meditation and study.


It might be interesting to speculate on possible reasons for the lack of familiarity with the scriptures among church people—and even among some theological students. The Bible continues to be the world’s number one best-seller, but one which is sadly not read in equal measure. I am reminded of the collection of essays that appeared in Germany in 1976 under the arresting title, Der Bestseller ohne Leser (The Best-seller without Readers). By and large, Australians in general are not avid readers, especially when compared to Israelis who devour more books per capita of population than any other nation. In the past there was the added problem that the English-speaking world read the Bible in a vernacular, however beautiful its cadences might be, that was already more than three-hundred years out of date. But since the Authorised Version has long been superseded by a variety of modern translations there is no longer any excuse in that area.


The Danger of the Pericope Approach


It is more profitable to ask why it is that an enjoyable reading of the Bible is often not an integral part of the theological student’s daily life. One of the occupational hazards of doing theology is that we can finish with having read many books about the Bible but not the Book itself. That is true, in a special way, in biblical studies. There are two main contributing factors.


First, from childhood we become accustomed to the short story or pericope consumption of scripture. In Sunday school, day school, Bible study circles and in our church services, we hear short sections of the scriptures. To suggest that one can do justice to a letter of St Paul only by reading it at one sitting as it was originally intended to be read or heard, comes as quite a surprise to some people. It does not seem to occur to some that the best way to develop an ear for the message of a biblical author, to appreciate its developing themes and to be caught up in the magnificent panorama of revelation, is to begin by reading large slabs at a time, preferably the whole writing. Only a holistic approach which gets beyond the pericope or the biblical-motto-for-the-day method of reading will allow people to discover that reading the Bible, especially narrative, can be an enjoyable adventure. It can even be fun!


Especially for theological students, involved as they are with detailed and in-depth probing into scripture, there exists another danger. They can look at the minute details of the Greek or Hebrew text, analyse single verses, phrases and words, and finish with a host of divers and diffuse details which add little to an appreciation of the message of an entire chapter, book, or of the scripture. It is just possible that a text can be examined from various angles, employing the whole range of scholarly techniques and ‘criticisms’ or analytical methods, and at the end the Word still has not been heard through all the words! We can turn the words inside out and upside-down to discover subtle nuances and still miss the meaning within the greater whole of the chapter or entire book. To use an image, we can finish looking at the cellular structure of a leaf but fail to see how that leaf is connected to a twig, to a branch, to a tree which is part of a great forest.


One way (not the only way) to rediscover the joy of Bible reading is to steep ourselves in the charm of biblical narrative. In its simplest form a story is a narrative about characters and events with which we can identify from our own experience. It usually involves such basic elements as human characters (they can be animals as in the case of Wind in the Willows or Watership Down), the development of a plot involving suspense, tension, intrigue, foul play, heroism, and the like, all leading to a climax.


Story as Teaching Tool


The story is the basic and primary teaching form. It fires the imagination, amuses, excites. But a good story always teaches us something. That is how we first learned as children. We eagerly listened to stories long before we began to master abstract thinking. Stories are also the basic element of religious tradition, if we can include the larger-than-life myths and legends that are the stock of religious tradition, from tribal religion at one end of the spectrum to the great world religions at the other.


In recent years theologians have been talking more intensively about the importance of story as a form in which Christian truth is preserved and communicated. Of course, educationists have always known that the story is the prime teaching tool in the case of children. But more recently all disciplines of Christian theology have become involved in studying the dynamics and the use of story. Systematicians, homileticians, church historians and liturgiologists are all taking part in the discussion, quite apart from biblical scholars.


To speak of story is not to speak, necessarily, of historical narrative. The catchword ‘revelation as history’ was used to describe the program of a school of theology. To suggest that revelation is synonymous with history is to limit the ways in which God has revealed himself and to create further theological problems. Certainly, scripture tells of events within history. It is not a finished compendium of doctrine. Even its creedal formulations, like the cultic creeds in Deuteronomy 6 and 26 and in Joshua 24, or the great Christological confessions of John 1 and Philippians 2 that summarise and present the heart of faith, tell a story of what happened. But the bare-bones facts of history (if there are such things in the first place) require interpretation. Something that happened in history is not immediately and patently Word of God. Hebrews 1:1,2 summarises the history of revelation with a magnificent parallel formulation, but common to both halves of this statement is the simple, basic proposition: ‘God has spoken’. That claim holds true not merely for a certain number of key events in history but for the believing recitation of these events which have come to have special meaning for the community of God’s people. Then again, in addition to historical narrative, in the Bible we also find prophecies, proverbs, wisdom, parables, psalms, legal codices, ethical teaching, and so on. Even here we still have the story as the basic form of communication (think of Jesus’ parables). It may thus be more accurate to speak of revelation as story than of revelation as history.


Granted that such a proposition is at least arguable, one might well ask: Of what significance is that for our deeper appreciation of the Bible, for our greater enjoyment in readings its pages, and for our communication of its message to others?


Letting the Story Speak for Itself


The Lutheran Church of Australia has a strong confessional and doctrinal heritage, insisting that our identity depends on the preservation of that heritage because it represents the doctrinal substance of the heart of the Bible as God’s unchanging message to humanity. The temptation, however, is to read the Bible all too readily in terms of dogma that can be distilled from the text. It became a feature of postexilic Judaism that the texts of the Old Testament, even narrative sections, were minutely examined and sifted for their legal content. Halakah, law, was what mattered. That was the essential content of scripture. In a parallel way we run the danger of reducing scripture to timeless lessons, teaching, doctrine, dogma. That is probably why there is some confusion over the relationship between biblical narrative and the publica doctrina. One need only cite the disputes over the interpretation of Genesis 1-3 as an example of this confusion.


We are a Pauline Church. That is understandable for the simple reason that Luther’s own theology and that of our historic Confessions of faith take as their starting point Paul’s doctrine of justification. But there is, I believe, another reason for our predilection for Paul and, for that matter, the epistles of the New Testament. After all, here we have more obviously distilled, digested theology. We have finished doctrines, rounded-out teachings. Some years ago a colleague made an interesting observation. In our circles, synodical mottos and texts for sermons delivered at conferences and conventions tend to come in the main from the epistles. A spot check (if that could be conducted) of texts being used in Lutheran pulpits on most Sundays would reveal the same predilection for Paul and the epistles. What I am suggesting is that pastors seem to find it more difficult to work with biblical narrative, whether the stories of the Old Testament or those from the Gospels and Acts, because their homiletical treatment requires more effort. We sometimes appear to be a Church with little feeling for story as a teaching and preaching tool.


Hurrying to Application


It might be objected that due attention to biblical narrative and to stories is given in our Christian instruction for children. They are taught stories before they move on to the real meat of religious instruction! But that highlights the point being made: we think that stories are for children! Might I suggest that even in the case of the traditional teaching of Bible stories to children there is also a problem in our circles? We appear to be somewhat ‘application happy’. There is a concern to get the story told as quickly as possible to get to the real point: what the story means in terms of a final lesson. The predilection for, if not obsession with, application may finish with the very sad situation that the story has not even been properly heard; it has not been allowed to speak for itself.


Of course, there is to be application. The question is: How does this best take place? How does it begin? It is almost ludicrous to ask how the early Israelites applied the story of the exodus to themselves. It was their story; it spoke of their origins as God’s people. They were still living in that history. That kind of involvement with the narrative may not always be so obvious for us today. But at least two points should be made with respect to application.


First, the old Württemberg pietist and Bible student, Johann Albrecht Bengel, wrote:




Te totum applica ad textum,


rem totam applica ad te.





That is: ‘Apply yourself totally to the text, and [only then] apply the whole text to yourself’. To make the point even more clear, we could reformulate Bengel’s advice as follows: If you apply yourself diligently to the text, the text will apply itself to you. That is also theologically true in the fullest sense, since it is the Holy Spirit who shows us what the text means for us.


The story is the primary teaching tool because it engages, it excites, it fascinates, it involves—that is, if it is a good story. Why is David Kossoff a master storyteller also, and especially, when he retells Bible stories? Simply because he excites the imagination. He involves readers in such a way that they become first-hand witnesses to the event being related. They are invited to become participants in what is being related.


Application begins with careful retelling and careful listening. It is part of the very process of passing on a story. Application begins with involvement, with a sympathetic understanding of characters and events so that finally no application need be demanded; it follows naturally as a matter of course. We are all too familiar, I imagine, with the Sunday school go-and-do-thou-likewise kind of moralistic application to which the Bible’s stories have been subjected. But any interest in facile application begins with one great error: the failure to allow the story to speak for itself to the imagination of the reader or listener.


These thoughts kept running through my head as I read through the Bible in two modern versions when commissioned to prepare a Family Bible to include some of the best-known and loved stories retold in modern idiom.1 I rediscovered what I had long known but not fully appreciated: stories of the Bible are fascinating, exciting, intriguing, amusing. One only needs to discover how the ancient narrative techniques work and to find some modern dynamic equivalent for the original ancient expression or turn of phrase. Certainly, some interpretative keys are required for an understanding of the intent and meaning of some stories, for a true appreciation of how, for example, the patriarchal stories belong together and develop certain themes (we think of the catchwords ‘land’, ‘seed’, ‘blessing’). Yet to a large extent the stories speak for themselves and require little imaginative retelling for central lessons to come across loudly and clearly.


Biblical scholars have long been stressing a holistic look at the Bible. In Old Testament studies there is an appeal for canonical criticism, that is, an appreciation of the meaning of whole books within the canon in contrast to minute, critical analysis of verses and small sections. There is an appreciation of the need to analyse the structure of entire books. Further, the genre of ‘story’ is being studied with great interest. It has been Old Testament scholars who have led the way, leaving their New Testament colleagues to jump on the bandwagon and to apply the latest insights in the field of literary analysis to their own special field. In 1982 Robert Alter published a book titled The Art of Biblical Narrative.2 He begins with the premise that the biblical stories are meant to be enjoyed as narratives which employ conscious and deliberate narrative art. They are to be interpreted by literary analysis rather than by the usual critical methods used in the past. Like all works of art they work within a grid of conventional techniques, ideas, and associations. There are type scenes, for example, where a betrothal takes place at a well or the threatened wife is passed off as the sister in the Abraham and Isaac stories of Genesis. The art of storytelling consists of such conventions, but it is often by shifting the anticipated image that the reader’s attention is gained, and an important new point is made. Alter rightly points out that biblical narratives work with dialog rather than with description by outside observers. Often a key point is made in such a terse and brief form that readers are left to decide for themselves the meaning of the story or event. There is no over-kill, no excessive moralising, and no long drawing out of lessons to be learned. Rather, there is an economy at work that allows readers or listeners to work their own way into the story and its meaning(s).


Much of this and other literary approaches to biblical narrative make good sense. But before we make our own simple observations on how Bible stories work on us with their own special charm, one critical comment is in place. It is one which also applies to a recent book which applies the category ‘story’ to a whole Gospel. I am referring to David Rhoads and Donald Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel.3 These writers speak of the art of biblical narrative as a conscious literary art. True, the stories belong to a book; they belong to human literature. But we have here an overemphasis on the imaginative art of the literary agent, the writer, without paying due recognition to the characteristic skills of storytelling in oral tradition.


Is it by chance that—in my opinion, at least—the best stories of the Bible are to be found in the old patriarchal cycles of Genesis? Certainly, the final collation involved a ‘refining’ process, an arranging of stories in a certain sequence to develop certain themes. Yet I remain convinced—and this holds true also of the New Testament Gospels—that the basic stories which the editors and evangelists used were, to a larger extent than is often acknowledged, preformed. That is, the basic techniques of storytelling were developed not by the writers but by the storytellers working with oral tradition. This may well mean that Bible stories, like all good stories, are best heard, not read. Just as it is true that a good joke is still best heard rather than read.


My intention is to share some features of biblical story which I find particularly fascinating, also some which make the task of understanding and retelling somewhat difficult. I make no apology for presenting these observations in a simple and unscholarly way. They are, in the main, features which will at some point strike every careful reader of the Bible, also those who have little or no knowledge of the Hebrew or Greek original text. I will limit myself, in the main, to examples from Genesis and John’s Gospel.


The Patriarchal Stories


Modern storytelling tends to highlight human emotions and reactions. It tends to psychologise. By contrast, biblical narrative and story is much simpler, more reserved. But consider the following dramatic scenes. Jacob, the arch cheat, the original Slippery Sam, has outwitted his scheming father-in-law, and become a wealthy owner of large flocks. Now he is about to decamp with his two wives. We pick up the story where Jacob is out in the fields persuading his wives to accompany him back to Canaan.




Rachel and Leah needed little persuading. ‘We can expect to inherit nothing from father’, they complained; ‘he treats us like slaves. The money you gave him for us he has long since spent.’ So, in a short time Jacob gathered all his possessions. Off they went, the wives and children sitting on camels, with the flocks being driven ahead. At the time, Laban happened to be away from home, shearing his sheep. So, Rachel stole the statues of the household gods.


In this way Jacob finally outwitted his father-in-law by leaving behind his back. Taking all the wealth he had gained in Mesopotamia, he crossed the river Euphrates on his southward journey.


Three days passed before Laban got wind of what had happened in his absence. Calling his men together, he set out after Jacob, catching up with him a week later in the hill country of Gilead. Confronting Jacob, he bitterly complained: ‘Why did you sneak away when my back was turned? You have carted off my daughters like prisoners of war! Had you given me sufficient warning I would gladly have sent you off laughing and singing. But you did not even let me kiss my daughters and grandchildren goodbye. Had God not told me in a dream last night not to harm you, I would make you pay dearly for all this. Sure, I can understand why you want to go home, but why did you have to steal my household gods as well?’ he challenged.


‘I fled because I suspected that you would take your daughters away from me’, Jacob replied, defending himself after this bitter attack. ‘As for your statues,’ he added, ‘search the camp if you will. Whoever has them will be put to death’ (Jacob did not know that his dear Rachel was the culprit). So, Laban searched the tent of Jacob, then that of Leah. Coming to Rachel’s tent, he found his daughter sitting on a camel’s saddlebag (this was where she had hidden the missing statues). Rachel said, ‘Father, please don’t make me stand up; it’s that time of the month for me.’ So, Laban found nothing.


At this point Jacob lost his temper. ‘Tell me,’ he exploded, ‘what crime have I committed to be hunted down like this? You have the audacity to finger through all my private possessions, and what have you found? Nothing! I worked hard for you for twenty years. I stole no stock, and any losses I bore myself. I stayed by your flocks through the heat of day and slept by them through many a cold and sleepless night. And what have I got for all my work? Nothing! In fact, without God’s blessing, I would be leaving you with nothing to my name.’


When Laban replied, his tone was softer. ‘These are still my daughters, my grandchildren, my flocks. But let us not argue any longer. We will make a solemn and lasting pact. . .’ (Gen 31:14–44)





We can leave the two men and their bargaining at this point to make a few observations. Obviously, I have told the story in free form but hopefully in a way that is faithful to the meaning and intention of the original text. Phrases like ‘they complained’, ‘he complained bitterly’, bitter attack’, ‘he lost his temper’, ‘he exploded’ or ‘his tone was softer’ are not found in the Hebrew. Instead, we simply find the most frequent phrases in the whole Bible: ‘they said’ or ‘he said’. In other words, the original story does not psychologise or explain the state of mind of participants in the drama, nor are we given secret insights into motives, personality descriptions or the like. All this is suggested by the dialogue itself.


There is deep irony in the story especially when we look at it within the larger framework of the Jacob stories. Jacob the cheat seems to have met his match in his father-in-law, especially when he wakes up after his wedding night to the wrong set of pigtails on the pillow next to him. Of course, we can say that in the end, through God’s blessing, Jacob comes out on top. But one cannot help suspecting that Jacob pays only token acknowledgement to divine help when he says, ‘Without God’s help I would be leaving you with nothing to my name.’ Why the long recitation of all his hard work, his faithful service for Laban over twenty years? He has earned his riches, and he has earned his freedom! But in the end, he is going away as much a cheat and conniving trickster as ever, and in his own bosom, in the person of his dear Rachel, he has a dishonest companion who is the true daughter of her father and the true wife of her husband!


When we read this story as part of the greater cycle of Jacob stories, we are faced with the final staggering fact, one that does not override our fascination with a good story and its interplay of human characters but puts it all into proper perspective’. Rachel and Leah exaggerate: ‘He treats us like slaves’, Jacob exaggerates: ‘I worked my fingers to the bone for you and got nothing for all my efforts’. But there is no exaggeration in the final lesson. God has blessed a cheat and sticks to his promise to make him the bearer of a grand promise.


In some cases, the charged emotions of participants in a drama are more directly suggested. Consider the final confrontation between Joseph and his brothers after the brothers have been apprehended with incriminating evidence found in their corn sacks. We take up the story at Genesis 44:13.




Panic-stricken, the brothers were escorted back to the governor’s palace. ‘So, this is how you repay me for my kindness to you!’ the governor exclaimed. ‘The youngest who had my cup must now become my slave; the rest of you can go back to your father.’ ‘Please, sir, don’t be angry with me’, said Judah, plucking up enough courage to speak. ‘You asked about our father. He is old and feeble, Benjamin’s brother is dead, and father let him come with us only after we pleaded with him, promising to return the lad safe and sound. Please, sir, if we go back without the boy our father will die of grief’.


No longer able to control his emotions, Joseph dismissed his servants. Suddenly his whole body was racked with sobs. ‘I am Joseph, your brother! Is my father really still alive?’ he asked, tears streaming down his cheeks. But his brothers still hung back in terror, their tongues frozen in fear. ‘Come close’, said Joseph. ‘I am the brother you sold as a slave. But don’t be hard on yourselves. You see, it was really God, not you, who sent me here. He is responsible for making me ruler of all Egypt. Now go and tell father what has happened. Then you must all join me here in Egypt, for there will be five more years of famine.’


Then Joseph threw his arms around Benjamin, and they cried in each other’s embrace. Still weeping, Joseph hugged and kissed his other brothers. Now, at last, they could talk to him.





I have conflated the story, especially by abbreviating or eliminating some of the dialogue, but where emotions are portrayed, they are part of the original story. The only difference is that, as often in Hebrew narrative, emotions are not described but hinted at with expressive actions, for example, the tearing of robes to express anger and sorrow, the downcast look to express anger or grief. It is interesting to observe that in the above story the scheme of Joseph to plant money and his drinking cup in his brothers’ sacks, as well as the actual arrest of the brothers, is not related in a third person narrative, but in the form of instructions given by Joseph to his servants. In this way the readers are more closely involved with the action; they are invited to be inside observers.


The drama and tension of this scene, the brilliant way in which old Jacob back home in Canaan is continually woven into the story even when the brothers are in Egypt, the development of character, the realism of the scene which never degenerates into sloppy sentimentality, is impressive. Think of the immediate reaction of the brothers. They are naturally frightened to discover that the governor is none other than their brother. All this hits us powerfully if we read the story sensitively—better, if we listen to the story. It is the climax to one of the longest stories of the Old Testament, which is almost a saga. The insufferable brat of a young brother, daddy’s pet, is stuffed down a well by his jealous brothers. But he makes good and finally saves not only his persecutors but the whole of Egypt. The point of the story is made even more powerful by being kept right to the end. There is no moralising along the way, such as: Joseph deserved what he got for being such a skite about his dreams, even if they were true prophecies of things to come. What terrible men those brothers were; they deserved all the torment Joseph put them through! No, the story is simply told, and then comes the denouement: It was all God’s plan.


We can imagine how stories like this might have been told around many a campfire in Israel’s ancient past. Differences in the Septuagint version and the development of Haggadic traditions which include features not found in the Masoretic text of the patriarchal stories would suggest that the stories continued to be told as part of the oral tradition even after they found at least one fixed form in the written tradition. We can imagine the glee with which Israelites heard the exploits of sly old Jacob and of Joseph who even became top dog in Egypt, the very country in which their forebears were later slaves. It may be that the final theology is the product of collation and arrangement into a coherent sequence of events, but there is no reason to eliminate all theological content from the original stories in their oral form. It is highly doubtful whether Israel could ever have recited stories about the patriarchs without also talking about the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.



The Fourth Evangelist as Storyteller


One well-known and much-loved scene from the Gospel according to St John will suffice to show how the chaste economy of narrative in the Old Testament is carried over into the New. Consider the scene in John 20:11–16: Mary Magdalene at the empty tomb. It is a moment charged with emotion, but the evangelist, using his characteristic narrative skill, does not deal with emotions as we might. There are features of the story which are not part of modern storytelling. Consider the following. Both the angels and Jesus ask why Mary is crying. What a silly question! They know full well the reason. But in each case the question is the trigger to an important statement by Mary, which does not simply betray the agitation of her soul. Twice in the narrative we have the characteristic statement that Mary ‘did not know’. Anyone who has read John’s Gospel in large slabs and gained a feeling for his diction will quickly realise that the phrase crops up at various points, especially in the passion and Easter narratives.4 While Jesus ‘knows’ everything, such as the Father’s will for him, the hour of his glorification, and so on, the disciples know and understand nothing. Mary’s not-knowing is a statement about faith or the lack of faith.


More important for our argument is the observation that the climax of the story is even more powerful because of its simplicity. We are not told why Mary did not recognise Jesus at first. A modern storyteller would probably explain that feature. Nor are we told what went through her head as she heard the familiar voice speak her name. All we have is, ‘Mary’, and her response, ‘Teacher’. Were a modern storyteller let loose on this scene we might end up with something like the following—with apologies.




Mary stood outside the tomb, tears streaming down her cheeks. Could it be possible that the body was stolen, so that she did not even have this last chance tenderly to kiss the dear face that she had loved so well, to trace those lifeless features, frozen in death, with her finger? Every glance into the empty tomb only sent her into another spasm of weeping.


She looked in once more. Did her eyes deceive her? Did she really see two figures in white? Did she really hear them say, ‘Madam, why are you crying?’ Surely, she didn’t have to explain her private grief to anyone, let alone to angels who are supposed to be in on God’s secrets. But no, she had heard correctly and stuttered a reply with her tear-choked voice. ‘I am crying because my dear master who was buried here has disappeared. Someone must have removed the body.’


At this point she heard a rustling sound behind her. She had been too deeply immersed in her hellish grief to observe anyone approaching. She did not look up to see who it was. Why should she display her distraught face to some perfect stranger? Anyway, it was probably only the gardener who ought to leave her alone in her hour of sorrow. And even had she looked up, she would not have been able to make out any clear features. Who can see through a torrent of tears?


Resentment at this stranger’s intrusion into her private grief was at the same time mingled with a glimpse of hope that he might at east shed some light on the mystery of her Lord’s disappearance. The same stupid question set her back somewhat: ‘Madam, why are you crying?’ But she managed to control herself and asked as civilly as she could, ‘Sir, if you are responsible for removing the body kindly tell me where it is, and I will take it away.’


Into the whirlpool of her emotions, grief, anger, disappointment, regret, fear, resentment, there suddenly came a voice that brought her spinning world to a sudden halt. ‘Mary’, said the stranger. Yes, that was all she needed to hear, just ‘Mary’. For a split second she could not believe her ears. It was not simply that the stranger knew her name that brought her reeling senses to a state where she felt as if the whole world was standing still. It was the tone, the inflection. No, it wasn’t that at all. It was the voice itself, the familiar voice speaking her name that made her wheel around, grasp his feet and look up into the face of one who was no longer a stranger but her dear master. Oh, the emotions that now flooded through her heart and soul! What a torrent of endearments now poured from a throat that only seconds ago had been constricted with a pain that threatened to tear her apart.





Enough is enough! Exaggeration has hopefully been a permissible tool in making a point. Brevity adds to the drama of the moment rather than detracting from it. There is no choice between the evangelist’s few but dramatic words and the above wordy and sentimental nonsense. Just think what one could make of that short, pregnant line in Genesis 22:6 that reports Abraham and his son, his only son Isaac whom he dearly loves (verse 2), walking on silently to Mount Moriah: ‘So they went, both together.’ There is nothing more than this, and a brief conversation about a missing sacrificial lamb, to cover what we must envisage were hours of walking together. Not one single comment is made about the flood of thoughts passing through the poor father’s mind, nor the questions running through the unwitting victim’s mind. We are left to identify imaginatively.


The Role of Repetition


What we have just said about the reticence of biblical narrative to psychologise or to indulge in emotional analysis could be illustrated with many examples. This does not mean that the narratives are always brief or terse, quite the contrary. Sometimes we are struck by what appear to us to be wordiness and a needless repetition of detail. One example will suffice: the story of the wooing of a wife for Isaac by proxy in Genesis 24. Here a large section simply repeats the story in dialogue form. Sitting at last in the house of Laban and Bethuel, the servant recalls everything that has happened up to that moment, even though we have heard it all before. He recalls Abraham’s plea to look for a wife in the land of his relatives, his own objection that the girl might not want to return with him to Canaan, his prayer at the well for a divine sign, and God’s answer to his prayer with the arrival of Rebekah who fulfils the conditions down to the last detail.


In modern storytelling, that large section would probably be summarised rather briefly, but there is good reason for the repetition in the story as it stands. The listener again participates in the events as they happened, step by step. But the real function of the repetition appears to involve more than an invitation to participate. We have here not conventional literary style and technique, but a feature that is essential to storytelling. Listeners cannot cast an eye back over a page or column to remind themselves of essential details. They must hear them once more; the details must be repeated in order that the point is made clear: this is more than human romance, a touching story of relatives rediscovering each other. It is a living illustration of the truth that the covenant God of Abraham is living up to and remaining true to his promises. He is fulfilling the prayer of Abraham himself. What at times seem to us to be major points from a human angle are, by contrast, expressed very briefly. Consider the conclusion of the story.




Then Isaac brought her into the tent, and took Rebekah, and she became his wife, and he loved her. So, Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death. (Gen 24:67)





Dramatic Tension


Of course, the true drama and its meaning often come out neither in individual scenes nor in an event by itself. This is true of major sections of Old Testament narrative, just as it is true of the stories of the Gospels and Acts in the New Testament. It is only within the connected narrative that certain features, otherwise apparently insignificant, are seen in a proper light. There is, for example, the theme of barrenness which crops up repeatedly. The Abraham story begins with the simple statement, ‘Now Sarai was barren; she had no child’ (Gen 11:30). The throne succession narrative begins with this note: ‘And Michal the daughter of Saul [and King David’s wife] had no child to the day of her death’ (2 Sam 6:23). Little statements like that set the agenda for what follows. They pose the problem: How can the promise of a son be fulfilled when there are no preconditions for its fulfilment, at least, no human preconditions? How can the promise of an eternal kingdom in Second Samuel 7 come true when David has no son and heir? The promise and human reality stand in strong tension with each other. Not only that. Human actions continually place the promise in jeopardy and threaten its realisation, such as when the mother of promise (Sarah and Rebekah) is passed off as the sister of the patriarch.


We may also recall how certain statements or entire stories stand in tension with the promise of land. Abraham has been promised Canaan at his call, but no sooner does he arrive in the promised land than we have the seemingly innocuous comment: ‘At that time the Canaanites were in the land’ (Gen 12:6). Or we recall how Abraham does finally come to possess land, but only a small plot. He possesses it in death after bargaining for the cave of Machpelah as a burial site for Sarah (Gen 23). In this way small features assume major significance within the entire cycle of stories.



The Element of Humour


Human interest, dramatic tension, and character portrayal there are aplenty. But there is also humour which can easily be overlooked. We look in vain for jokes, for rib-tickling, side-splitting yarns. Biblical humour works more with the ironic twist, with sarcasm, with the wry practical observation of the wise man who knows what life is all about, with pun and play on words. Again, only a few examples will suffice to attune our ears to this feature.


Who could fail to spot the intended irony behind the little comment in the tower of Babel story? ‘And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower’ (Gen 11:5). With these few words a magnificent edifice meant to give access to the highest heaven is reduced to a puny pimple on the plain. We can almost see God getting out a microscope to find the structure by which the people think they are going to make a name for themselves! And there is irony in that the tower and city meant to unite humanity and prevent it being scattered become the very reason for its dispersion and disunity.


The cutting parable of Jotham directed against the petty king of Shechem, Abimelech, is a masterpiece of sarcasm (Judg 9). The bramble bush which has nothing to offer is only too eager to take on the role of king, whereas the rich olive tree, the fig tree with its sweetness, and the vine with its cheering wine, refuse to take on the role.


The sneaky behaviour of Jacob and his equally conniving mother are more likely to raise a smile than moral indignation as we see them outwit old Isaac and his brother Esau. There is the pathetic and the comic in the figure of blind old Isaac who is easily duped. Surely the picture of Abraham bargaining in true oriental style with the Hittite for the cave of Machpelah raises a smile (Gen 23). The humour of the situation comes in the form of understatement and implication. With a grand gesture meant to be taken as generosity Ephron the Hittite three times says, ‘Let me give you the land.’ He speaks loudly, of course, so that everyone can hear his grand offer. Abraham bows politely and offers to pay the going price. Ephron then makes what seems to be an off-handed comment in line with his previous generous offer, but in fact the statement is carefully formulated down to the last syllable. We can imagine the tonal inflection has been carefully rehearsed in his mind: ‘My lord, listen to me; a piece of land worth four-hundred shekels of silver, what is that between you and me?’ In other words, what’s $20,000 between friends? Again, he has made sure that everyone has heard the price. The text makes no comment about this financial transaction, the Shylockian trickery involved, the combination of moral and financial blackmail. We simply look on as Abraham weighs out the price with not so much as a word of protest. Perhaps he also is thinking, like us, that generous offers can turn out to be awfully expensive!


Examples of humour can be multiplied. We are surely lacking a sense of humour if we read the story of Balaam and his talking ass without noting the comical element, especially in the dialogue which transpires as Balaam is laying into his beast that has simply lain down on the road for no apparent reason. Even a donkey can have his pride and honour hurt. Think of the injustice of the situation which comes out as the ass pleads, ‘Have I ever treated you wrong ever since you began riding me as a lad?’ All that Balaam can stammer is a weak ‘No!’ (Num 22:28–30).


Or recall the portrayal of the beautiful, astute but scheming Abigail, the future wife of David, in contrast to the stolid and brutish stupidity of her oaf of a husband, Nabal. Of course, much more than stupidity or intellectual ineptitude is implied in the Hebrew name Nabal (meaning ‘fool’), but we cannot read this episode without feeling some glee at the fall of this fool. Who can fail to see the funny side as a beautiful lady soon spots which side her bread is buttered on and acts accordingly? Her feminine charm does not completely hide the truth we have recognised before much has transpired; she is a scheming lady. But we can forgive her that. She is not only beautiful; she is to become the wife of the Lord’s anointed.


There is tragic comedy in the story of the charismatic muscle-bound ladies-man Samson, who is finally laid low by the wiles of a woman.


The Raising of Lazarus as Drama


The fourth evangelist is surely the master dramatist of the New Testament. His account of the death and raising of Lazarus in John 11 provides an excellent example of the way in which his narrative skill works with suggestion, implication, tension, time lapses and shifting scenery. We have something like a collage of images which make up a total picture that is something like a triptych in which three panels combine to depict the entire drama. In the process of one chapter the evangelist relates events that cover about a week. Yet every detail is precise and has its important place in the drama.


The feature of time-delay marks the start. Jesus hears of Lazarus’ sickness but instead of leaping into action, as we would expect, he indulges in double-talk about sleep and death, in cryptic sayings about the glorification of the Son of man and about working while it is still day. Two days are frittered away before he even begins to journey to Bethany. When he finally arrives, Lazarus has been in the tomb for four days. It’s too late!


The scene shifts to the road outside Bethany as practical Martha leaves Mary quietly grieving at home to go out to confront Jesus—the character portrayal of the sisters is the same as in Luke 10. We fully identify with Martha as she says, ‘If only you had been here . . .’—is this a reproof or expression of faith? A doublet is formed in the second panel of the triptych as Mary comes out to repeat the ‘If only’ of her sister. Between these two conversations comes the great ‘I am’ of Jesus and Martha’s confession of faith. We know what is going to happen, but the scene in the third and last panel is still gripping, precisely because of the brevity with which it is related. The climax has greater impact because it is not drawn out but depicted with only a few strokes of the pen. Jesus weeps, some onlookers reproach him for his apparent lack of action. The hopelessness of the situation is underlined; the process of decay has already set in. Jesus’ gaze to heaven speaks eloquently without many words. There follows his command, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ Suddenly, with a few suggestive words we have the incredible picture of an ex-corpse emerging from the dark tomb trailing his funeral wrappings. All this is told with no frills, no elaborate description, with no attempt to arouse emotions. Again, listeners are invited to envisage for themselves, to become part of the event. More importantly, the evangelist never loses the important thread of the story by relating human reactions, at least not those of the central figures of the two sisters and Lazarus himself. How would we feel if we had to face death a second time?


The important point comes right at the end, with the reaction of the onlookers and the Jewish leaders, not of the Bethany family: ‘So from that day on they took counsel to put him to death’ (John 11:53). The circle which John began to trace at the beginning of the story has been closed. The entire drama is really about the necessity of Jesus’ own death and his own glorification via the cross.



Unfolding Christology


A careful reading of John’s Gospel shows an interesting feature that can be mentioned only in passing. Every student soon discovers that John has abandoned the Messianic secret of the Synoptic Gospels, especially of Mark. From the outset (the Prologue) he presents an explicit Christology. Sometimes overlooked is that John shows a development in Christology, rather, of Christological awareness. He does so in the process of relating various events. His concern is to show how participants in the drama, in the confrontation with the Lord, come to faith. In this way he gives us little paradigms of faith’s emergence. Two examples will suffice.


In chapter 4 the Samaritan woman begins by addressing Jesus as a Jew (v 9). Before long she perceives that he is a prophet (v 19), and is later found asking the question, ‘Can this be the Christ?’ (v 29)—a question that is clearly answered for her and her fellow townsfolk by the end of the chapter. Again, in chapter 6, the blind man who is given sight (and insight) begins by referring to Jesus in the same terms as the Jewish authorities; Jesus is simply the man (v 11). In response to the pressure from the authorities he changes his mind: Jesus is a prophet (v 17). At the end there comes the full confession: Jesus is the Son of man (vv 35–38).


It is time to draw these comments to a conclusion. I have probably pointed out little that is new. My own reasons for finding certain biblical stories charming may not be the same reasons shared by you. We may differ in our choice of favourite stories, but that is the partly point I am trying to make. Bible stories cannot be reduced to a few, final object lessons. They have an open-ended quality which challenges us to continual involvement with them, continual probing, listening and, learning.


I trust that no one will gain the false impression that I am suggesting the best parts of the Bible are stories and that one can neglect the rest. If by God’s grace we are allowed clear minds at death we will probably grasp at a few texts with a clear gospel message. We will not be relating whole stories to ourselves or demanding that they be read to us. Yet it remains true that faith first apprehends the truth of the gospel through story. Even when we have progressed to deeper theological insights and to an appreciation of non-narrative didactic, we still come back to familiar stories that illustrate both the sad truth of sin and the amazing greatness of divine mercy.


We need clear perception of divine truth imparted through stories, but also people who can relate stories in such a way that young and old are drawn into the story of divine grace. We need to read, to explore and enjoy God’s story for ourselves. Above all, we need to find ourselves in God’s story.
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The Hermeneutical Problem and Preaching




First published in Concordia Theological Monthly, XXXVIII (1967): 347-62





One is sometimes tempted to think that the theologian’s work is carried out not in obedience to the Great Commission of Matthew 28:19,20, but rather in compliance with an unknown saying which might run, ‘Go therefore and discuss with all nations. . .and make into problems whatever I have commanded you’. It is thus with some diffidence that I have left the word ‘problem’ in the heading of this paper, but I do it for this reason. One does not have to do much reading in biblical disciplines to realise that hermeneutics has gained a position of central importance in this field, as in the entire study of theology. We can go so far as to say that the scholarly discussion in New and Old Testament theology reflects an interest in the hermeneutical problem.


What is ‘Hermeneutics’?


Part of the problem lies in just this: the difficulty of settling on one commonly accepted definition of hermeneutics! The difficulty is again experienced when we come to the question of the relationship of hermeneutics to exegesis. The Greek verb hermeneuein can be translated in three ways: to express, to interpret or explain, to translate. In each case one idea is uppermost. The basic meaning can be rendered with ‘to transmit understanding’, ‘to bring to understanding’ whether it be through free speech, the interpretation of something already spoken, or interpretation of a foreign tongue through translation. Linguistically, hermeneuein can hardly be differentiated from exegeisthai which can also mean ‘express’ or ‘expound’. Where then lies the distinction between exegesis and hermeneutics?


There was a time when the latter term, when applied to biblical theology, simply meant the science which dealt with the techniques and tools of scriptural exegesis. Together with isagogics, hermeneutics took its place as an introductory discipline to the study of exegesis itself. The present meaning is much wider, with hermeneutics having to do with the methodology of understanding after exegesis. It is a discipline not limited to theology with its five main fields, but applies equally to psychology, philosophy, literature, history, and science.


Within the sphere of biblical interpretation, the distinction between hermeneutics and exegesis can perhaps best be put as follows: The task of exegesis is to ascertain exactly what authors wished to say in the precise historical situation in which they were transmitting their message. The hermeneutical question already begins with the task of translating the original words of the text, of understanding what they meant then. But it is really felt only when the exegetical task is completed and we are left with the task of understanding this text for ourselves, of understanding its message in our precise historical situation.


The hermeneutical problem thus involves not only our understanding of the original text, but also the problem of bridging the historical time-distance between the original text and ourselves. How is one to bridge the distance between God’s once-for-all-time action in Christ and my own situation? Hermeneutics first deals with the question of the appropriation of the saving event in Christ. It then concerns the problem of communicating the relevance of this event, and the whole subject of preaching.


The Necessity of Biblical Hermeneutics


The church needs clarity on the doctrine of the Word of God. It is not accidental that the dissension and confusion about this doctrine is to be matched only by the methodological confusion in the exegetical approach to scripture and in hermeneutical work. If we have clear teaching on the nature and purpose of the Word, we must also have clearly defined principles of understanding and interpretation.


It is not by coincidence that the Reformation with its concentration on the Word of God, and especially on the viva vox Dei (living voice of God), conferred on the question of hermeneutics a significance it had, arguably, never gained in the history of the church. The Roman Catholic view of tradition was itself an answer to the hermeneutical problem, and this in two ways. In the first place, it held that revelation as testified in scripture cannot be correctly understood without the apostolic tradition preserved intact in the church. The problem of understanding is solved also by the fact that this tradition is itself interpretive in character. This means that the second problem of hermeneutics is also solved: the present actualisation of past revelation. This is effected by the binding force of the doctrinal and moral teaching derived from scripture and realised in the present life of the church. This takes place in the following ways.


(a) Specific instructions of Jesus to his disciples, the so-called consilia evangelii, are again made applicable in the present situation by reconstructing the past situation. This takes place, above all, in the monastic system, and is called by Ebeling, ‘the method of actualisation by imitative historicising’.1


(b) In the case of the doctrinal teaching of the Roman Church, we also find an actualising by contemplative historicising. The gap between past and present is bridged by believers transposing themselves into the past, thereby becoming contemporaneous with it. This is done by contemplation and meditation not only on an event itself or on a reported saying, but also on the experience of those originally concerned. This can also take place by means of re-presentation of the past in mimes and passion plays, in the contemplation of relics, or in pilgrimages to the sites of sacred history. In each case what is aimed at is a reappropriation of the past event of salvation.


(c) Another method, that of mystical actualisation, is of course not limited to the Roman Catholic Church. In this case direct contact with reality is provided by immediate, that is, non-mediated experience, so that the time factor is excluded altogether. The encounter takes place in a timeless eternity; past and future become present.


(d) Relics have special hermeneutic significance. They not only stimulate a contemplative actualisation of the past. In them, in a special sense, the unique past event of revelation is itself present.


(e) Access to the past via the Word alone is further obviated by the role of the saints. The whole history of salvation is present in its outstanding representatives, the patriarchs, prophets, apostles, and saints, including Mary, the Queen of Heaven. The church gains access to the past not merely by remembering them but by bringing them into the present. Believers can thus turn to them as immediate contemporaries—in prayer.


(f) All these methods are of secondary consideration when compared with the importance of the sacramental actualisation of the past in the sacrifice of the mass. Here appropriation takes place not only in the repeated sacrifice of the mass and participating in the elements, but also in the reservation and adoration of the host extra usum sacramenti.2 Here it is not Word and sacrament, neither is it a case of Word in the sacrament. ‘The real actualisation of the event of revelation does not at all take place via scripture and its exposition in the sermon, but solely via the sacrament.’3 In the past this led to the neglect of the homily since sacramental actualisation did away with the hermeneutical problem.


(g) To complete the picture, the final guarantee of the present possession of the past is given through the institution of the church, in the unbroken episcopal succession with the infallible teaching office of the papacy. Ebeling concludes: ‘The perfect tense of the event of salvation is swallowed up by the continual present of the Church.’


The answer of the reformers to all these issues, salvation by faith alone, is at the same time the enunciation of a central hermeneutical principle. The sola fide is said not only against any work-righteousness but also against any false actualisation of the past Christ-event. To this there corresponds the solus Christus and Luther’s insistence on the primacy of was Christum treibet.’4 This naturally includes the third basic hermeneutical principle, the clear distinction between law and gospel.


All this means that past revelation in Christ is made present or actualised through the Word, thus the sola scriptura. The appropriation of Christ and benefits takes place in every case through the Word alone.5 Added to this central principle is Luther’s supporting contention that scripture is its own interpreter, sui ipsius interpres.6 This is not an additional hermeneutical principle, nor is it to be understood in a biblicistic sense. It is rather an explication of the sola scriptura, as is also his insistence on the perspicuitas and claritas of scripture and on the primacy of the sensus literalis over against the traditional allegorical, tropological and anagogical interpretations of scripture.


It is natural that evangelical discussion on hermeneutics takes as its starting point the theology of the Word of God and our understanding of this Word, especially in preaching. It might still be objected that the very perspicuity of the Word does away with the need for detailed exegesis, for interpretation. We have already noted that the hermeneutical problem sets in not only with our understanding of the original text but also with the search for the relevance of the text’s message for our present historical situation. This is no problem for those who have a biblicistic-fundamentalist view of scripture, since here every single word is absolutised within the Word of God. It thereby loses its nature as a word spoken at a certain point of history in a not necessarily repeated or repeatable situation. It results in a concentration on the verba (words) to the detriment of the res (subject matter) which the words seek to express. It results, for example, in the false emphasis on words of prophecy, especially on the historically unclear words of Daniel and Revelation, as in modern sects. But this procedure is certainly not only sectarian. It is also found in denominational textbooks which presuppose ‘that the Bible is a compendium of abstract and eternally valid doctrinal statements, conditioned in no way by their original historical context’.7


The History of the Hermeneutical Problem in New Testament Research


Insistence on sola scriptura and the stress on the preached word of God as the viva vox Dei make the study of hermeneutics imperative. However, what has been said so far still does not show how the hermeneutical problem—one could say dilemma or confusion—has assumed such importance. This short survey is restricted to the New Testament field, especially the Gospels.8 While research into the Old and New Testaments has run in close parallel, the Old Testament has its own hermeneutical problems. We may simply refer to the discussion which arose over von Rad’s Old Testament Theology and its typological method of interpretation, a discussion that led to him being called the Bultmann of the Old Testament.


The mere mention of the rise of the historical-critical method in biblical research should be enough to set the stage for what here follows. The old liberal search for the historical Jesus ended in failure with the realisation that it is impossible to distil from the Gospel accounts a purely objective, historical biography of Jesus of Nazareth on which faith might be based. This realisation was further strengthened by the findings of form criticism or form analysis (Formgeschichte). Despite the varieties of approach reached by this method,9 and despite the methodological confusion that ensued,10 this method came to one central conclusion which has found general acceptance: The synoptic evangelists were not so much free authors as collectors or collators of originally isolated pieces of tradition which were not only preserved by the early church but also formed and formulated according to the needs of the church, whether in its preaching, teaching, its apologetics, or whatever the need may have been. That is, the original pericopes arose out of the situation of the early church and thus reflect its thinking and theology.


There followed a new development in synoptic research which had vital significance for the question of hermeneutics. The findings of form criticism were supplemented, or rather corrected, by redaction criticism or analysis (Redaktionsgeschichte). This approach to the Gospels showed what should have been acknowledged all along, that the evangelists were more than mere collators of tradition, that as redactors or editors of tradition they were theologians in their own right who treated the tradition handed down to them, whether in oral or written form, according to the theological aims which they were pursuing. Their Gospels are a preaching of the gospel in a specific historical setting.11 This line of development can also be followed up in respect to the book of Acts and the epistles of the New Testament. The History of Religions school, at its peak at the beginning of the twentieth century, and strong in the next two decades, tended to discredit much of the contents of these books, seeing dependence on Hellenism here, on Gnosticism there, at another point dependence on the oriental mystery religions or on Hellenistic or Palestinian Judaism.


Here, too, the situation changed. The question was not: From where did Paul get this thought—from Hellenism or Judaism? The final question became: In what way did Paul appropriate the terminology and thought forms of his day and its culture to serve the preaching of the cross? The question thus had a different hermeneutical goal: the better understanding of the theology of the author whether, Paul, Peter, John, or James and, specifically the better understanding of their preaching of the cross.


The relevance of all this for hermeneutics should be clear. In the first place we have impressed on us once more that the Word of God contains kerygma. It is proclamation. It is not a dogmatic textbook, although it contains dogma, nor is it a textbook on ancient law or science. It is the proclamation of the cross (1 Cor 1:18). Our preaching of the cross is based on a text that is already the preaching of the Christ-event.


In the second place, our understanding of the original apostolic kerygma will be greater as we take into consideration the first situation, the first life setting (Sitz im Leben) in which the message was proclaimed, to the extent that this can be recovered. At times, several situations may be implied in the text: the situation in which a message was spoken by Jesus, one in which it was spoken in the early church, and the setting in which the evangelists ‘spoke’ when they included the message in an entire written Gospel.


These, in brief, are the presuppositions on which further hermeneutical questions rest. They must now be described and illustrated. We do best to begin with a brief outline of the rise of kerygmatic theology, as presented especially by Barth, Bultmann, Ebeling and others.


The Hermeneutics of Bultmann


We have seen that the modern discussion on hermeneutics, within Protestantism, issues from the basic understanding of the word of God as living kerygma. This constituted the protest of the dialectical school of theology against the relativism and historicism of the religio-historical school. Faith is not to be built up on a picture of Jesus that is based on a critical reconstruction of the historical Jesus, just as he was. This is also the protest of Barth in his epoch-making commentary on Romans—and long before him, of Martin Kähler in his book The So-called Historical Jesus and the Historic Biblical Christ (1892).12 The famous introductions to Barth’s commentary in its various editions (first printed in 1918) are themselves hermeneutical essays. They highlight the confrontation character of the kerygma. Human beings are not so much questioners as those whose existence is placed under question by God and who are called to decision. A dispassionate and objective attitude to the Word is a denial of its very nature and purpose.


Bultmann, who with Barth, Brunner, Gogarten and Thurneysen formed the first core of this protest group, then went his own way in developing a theology which was itself a hermeneutic of the New Testament. His name recalls the launching of the demythologisation program in his manifesto, New Testament and Mythology.13 Much criticism of Bultmann does not touch him since it does not see the presuppositions of his approach or the purpose of his program. In his own words, Bultmann’s aim is to allow the scripture to speak ‘as a power that addresses present existence’.14 The word is understood only in so far as it speaks to me directly in terms of my existence, in turn illuminating my existence.


Bultmann’s radical, critical work led him to the point of extreme agnosticism on the question of the historicity of the events which the New Testament records.15 The point is not that he refuses to believe in the miracles, the resurrection of Jesus or other supernatural events described in the New Testament, but rather that he is not at all interested in establishing these events as objectively historical. Faith, he protests, here claiming to follow in the footsteps of Luther, cannot be based on objectively verifiable historical facts. This would be to provide props for faith; it would also amount to works-righteousness, to faith as human achievement. No, the message of the Bible comes to us only in the form of Anrede, as appeal and challenge whose content cannot be objectified.


It is easy to see how Bultmann’s hermeneutic leads to a new understanding of history. History is for him not established historical fact (Historie) but rather that which applies to and concerns me in my present existence (Geschichte). Even the objective historical facts which the New Testament seems to present, the bare facts (bruta facta), are for him irrelevant for Christian faith. History is




not the unrecallable march of events leading on to the end of time, in whose course God’s dealings in salvation began at a particular time and lead on to a particular temporal fulfilment. On the contrary, ‘history’ is every meeting point, in the Now, through which I am asked whether I will deliver myself up and thus open myself for the future which conceals itself in the meeting point of the Now. In this way the recurring ‘moment of decision’ takes the place of the definiteness of the once-for-all historical action of God.16





Bultmann’s radical insistence on the ‘non-objectifiability’ (Nichtobjektivierbarkeit or Nichtgegenständlichkeit) of the message or content of scripture arises from his concept of the Word only as Anrede, as addressed to people and their existence. Faith therefore cannot be identified with a past picture of the world with angels, miracles, a three-tiered universe, with heaven and hell, that is, with mythological language. This must be demythologised in terms of human existence. Thus, for Bultmann, every theological statement must also be an anthropological statement if it is to be legitimate. There is no objective religious truth that does not speak to people in terms of the meaning and purpose of their existence, existence being in turn analysed and characterised in terms of Martin Heidegger’s philosophy of existence.


The central problem with Bultmann is this—and here the ‘dedogmatising’ tradition of liberal theology has not been completely shaken off. Theology has here become anthropology. ‘If one wants to speak of God, one must obviously speak of one’s self.’ Again, ‘When asked how speaking about God is possible, the answer must be: Only as speaking about us’.17 Faith as the work of God—on this Bultmann still insists—is based not on a new understanding of God but on the new understanding of self (neues Selbstverständnis) in the light of the kerygma, an understanding which arises from existential confrontation with the Word. Bultmann’s hermeneutic is essentially anthropological in orientation since understanding is possible only in terms of the existence in which one lives.


Apart from the criticism already implied in the above brief review, the following points must be directed to Bultmann’s position.


(1) The problem of the actualisation or appropriation of the past has still not been overcome. We could even go so far as to say that the gap between the history of salvation in Christ—which for Bultmann is practically irrelevant—and us in the present is widened. What does Jesus Christ, his suffering and death, mean for me if that is all to be reduced to the mere ‘that’ (German: dass) of the Jesus of history?18


(2) Does not Bultmann, to escape the old liberal Ritschlian concept of atonement as a new objective picture of God, fall into the other trap of making the reader the questioner? It seems that he turns ‘Adam, where are you?’ which comes to us from God, into ‘Adam, how do you understand yourself?’


(3) Can I approach God’s Word with an understanding of myself apart from having already heard God’s verdict on my existence? Is a non-scriptural analysis of human existence a legitimate tool for understanding God’s Word spoken to me? Or must I not be still and listen and be told where I stand? Can understanding take place exclusively based on the existence which I know, or is there not a revelation which is ‘unearthly’?


(4) Finally, if the New Testament is to be understood as the explication of the meaning of the cross and resurrection in kerygmatic form, and if this proclamation itself depends on the very historicity of this salvation event—whether this can be objectively verified or not—is not the present preaching of the cross bound to the New Testament’s own understanding of history? Can I make my analysis of human existence the final yardstick for the relevance of the Word of God? If I do this, am I not returning to the old human hybris, the prideful position of those who dare to stand in judgment over God’s Word?


The Hermeneutics of Ebeling and Fuchs


To continue our survey, the old discussion on hermeneutics in the New Testament field next came to be dominated by Gerhard Ebeling and Ernst Fuchs, who critically carried on where Bultmann had left off. To put their case as briefly as possible, we may outline it as follows. To bridge the gap between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, or the gap between the written Word as the record of God’s action in Christ and the present preaching of this event as illuminating my existence, they have concentrated on an examination of the nature of speech and language. Here again the aim is to let the message of the New Testament ‘come to expression’.


In an important essay titled ‘Word of God and Hermeneutics’,19 Ebeling outlines his position which can be characterised by means of two technical terms: the ‘hermeneutical circle’ and ‘word-event’. The argument briefly goes as follows. The actualisation of the past occurs only through the Word. The sola scriptura must be retained as the central hermeneutical principle. But the written Word must be distinguished from the spoken Word, the proclaimed Word of God which speaks directly to humanity. Hermeneutics can thus be called the theory or doctrine of the Word of God.20 Words themselves possess only symbolical character. The problem imposed by speech is not so much that of understanding words as of transmitting understanding through words. A word is an event (he here refers to the Hebrew word dabhar), and it is that between humans only because words, by transmitting understanding, illuminate existence.


The proclamation of the church as the preaching of Christ is therefore in itself the actualisation of the past. The preaching of the cross and resurrection is not the proclamation of what God did in the past but the opening of the possibility that this can happen in the present for the believer. The language-event which takes place in preaching becomes itself the salvation-event. Thus, the past historical event is absorbed or subsumed into the present proclamation of the Word as the living challenge of God to faith, the surrender of self to God.


As with Bultmann, this challenge must be in terms of human existence. What must be understood is not only the text of scripture, but also human existence. Again, as with Bultmann, the question with which we approach the Word is central.21 This implies the hermeneutical circle. We approach the Word with an understanding of ourselves which is then modified or corrected, and is itself interpreted by the Word, giving us a new understanding of ourselves (Selbstverständnis). ‘Hermeneutics, in order to be an aid to interpretation, must itself be interpretation’, as Ebeling says in his essay.


How does the salvation-event take place in the word-event in proclamation? The text, Ebeling says, seeks to serve proclamation. But ‘if the word-character of God’s Word is taken strictly, it is absurd to designate a transmitted text as God’s Word.’ What then is the relationship between the text and the sermon? ‘Proclamation that has taken place is to become proclamation that takes place.’ The sermon is the execution of the text in the sense that ‘it is proclamation of what the text has proclaimed.’22 The text is thus a hermeneutical aid towards the understanding of present existence.


A critique of this system, in broad outline, also applies to that of Fuchs.


(a) The gap between the past and my present is here bridged by swallowing up the past into the present word-event of preaching. With Bultmann the past action of God in Christ is pushed into distant obscurity. With Fuchs and Ebeling the past disappears in the present. This has two consequences. First, the once-for-all unique character of the saving event in Christ is in danger of being lost. Second, as with Bultmann, the objective extra nos (apart from us) character of salvation in Christ is in danger of being replaced by a subjective emphasis on the present event in its significance for us. This represents a different understanding of the church (not to mention the Eucharist) because of its individualistic understanding of salvation and its stress on the event as pro me (for me).


(b) One is still left with a question mark about God’s past action in Christ. If Jesus Christ, crucified, buried, and risen is only Jesus Christ in the word-event of the kerygma, to what am I praying when I address myself to the risen and glorified Lord? Can I pray to a word-event?


(c) If ‘hermeneutics is the theory of words’, are we not turning hermeneutics into philosophy of language or speech, into semantics? There is such a thing as biblical semantics, but the task of hermeneutics cannot be confined to this.


(d) Finally, and this is perhaps the crux of the matter, is the distinction between the written text and the preached Word legitimate in so far as it makes the text into no more than past proclamation, and only potentially the Word of God? Even if scripture is past preaching of the Word, of Jesus Christ as the original Logos of God, can and does it not speak to me now as God’s Word? We have come back to our first statement that the hermeneutical problem issues from an inadequate understanding of the Word of God.23 Biblical hermeneutics is not the theory of words but the application of the doctrine of the Word of God, the quest for its right understanding.



Hermeneutics and Preaching


We are now in a better position to be able to formulate the central principles of a biblical hermeneutic and to draw some practical conclusions for preaching.24 Preaching is here referred to in the widest sense to include the proclamation of the Word in the sermon or homily and in all forms of instruction.


(a) Scripture alone: Our understanding of the past saving event in Christ and our appropriation of it takes place solely through scripture as the written record of this event, including the story of God’s salvific work in the Old Testament.


(b) Faith alone: This record is still God’s continual challenge to people to accept by faith alone the relevance of this past event for themselves in the present.


(c) Law and gospel: The challenge to accept the lordship of God comes to us in the form of address (Anrede) which is not to be dispassionately or objectively viewed. Barth’s famous assertion, ‘We do not have God at our disposal’, can be extended to ‘We also do not have God’s Word at our disposal’. This Word comes to us in the form of law or demand: ‘Adam, where are you?’ is answered by God with ‘You are a sinner’. It also comes as gospel which expects the decision of faith in answer to the question ‘What do you think of Christ?’ to which God again answers ‘in Christ you are a saint’.


(d) Christ alone: This is not only a dogmatic statement with reference to salvation through Christ alone, but also a hermeneutical principle in the understanding of this event. In other words, the Word of God is the preaching of the Logos, of Jesus Christ as the Word of God. The content of scripture is Christ; every chapter and verse is to be understood in this context.


These basic principles may appear clear and simple, but their application is anything but simple. The following are some guidelines for their practical implementation as well as pointers to some typical dangers in preaching.




1. According to the first principle, preaching must be scriptural. A sermon is not necessarily scriptural if it merely takes a piece of scripture as its starting point, or if it takes a verse or two of scripture as the pretext for preaching or to create the right atmosphere or setting for a sermon. The sermon should reflect the right understanding not only of a certain passage but of the whole of scripture.


It is an exaggeration to say that the whole of scripture is kerygma. It also contains prophecy, ethical teaching, exhortation, wisdom, prayers, and hymns of praise which are the human response to the kerygma. These forms either prepare for or reflect the gospel of the cross and resurrection. They presuppose the saving event in Christ. Rightly understood, we can accept Ebeling’s phrase: ‘Proclamation that has taken place is to become proclamation that takes place.’ The sermon cannot be a mere paraphrase or repetition of the words (verba) of the text, but a new proclamation of its substance (res), a new preaching of Christ who stands behind every text. In this sense we are to proclaim what the text once proclaimed.


Every pericope of the New Testament we might choose as a sermon text presupposes the whole event of salvation, since it was written with the faith of the post-Easter church. This statement is a hermeneutical guide, not a critical yardstick to be used in determining the historicity of a reported word or event.


2. With reference to faith alone, the preaching of Christ’s saving work can only appeal to God’s call to us through this event. The relevance of history must be accepted in faith based on apostolic witness. This is where the hermeneutic of Adolf Schlatter sets in: with the original witness of the apostles.25 His pupil Karl-Heinz Rengstorf has argued in various works26 that the very concept of ‘apostle’ as a fully authorised representative of the Lord presupposes the resurrection experience, better, the risen Christ of whom they were eyewitnesses. The whole of the New Testament is based on eye-witness kerygma. It is problematical to go as far as Schlatter who insists on the direct apostolic origin of all New Testament books, but he is right in insisting that the proclamation of the New Testament is based on fully authorised apostolic witness. Both the witness itself and relevance of this witness must be accepted by faith alone. ‘If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile’ (1 Cor 15:17).


The preaching of the church as God’s call to faith is the continuation of apostolic witness, for the church claims this witness as its own. This constitutes the true apostolicity of the church. The challenge to faith must remain just that. There can be no props to faith in the form of appeals to other historical data, to archaeological findings, to subjective psychological feeling or experience. The Word comes to us with no other ‘proof’ than the promise of a new creation which will follow the obedience of faith. Exegesis of a text may have to illuminate certain aspects of it through the findings of historical science and archaeology, but these can never become the subject of preaching. Likewise, it is a travesty of God’s Word to preach exegetical niceties or controversies. A sermon should reflect a thorough exegesis, but it should never preach exegesis.


Finally, another danger. We express our faith in dogmatic formulations, and every sermon involves dogma, reflecting the teaching of the church. But we do not preach or ‘believe in’ dogma. We preach Christ and him crucified.


3. The distinction between law and gospel belongs with the first two principles. All proclamation of God’s will through law as demand must presuppose the gospel as promise, while the gospel at the same time presupposes a new understanding of the law. What the old homiletics textbooks stressed remains true: we dare never preach a curtailed message, whether it be law as a new morality (or moralism!) or an insipid gospel. We do not preach a system of dogmatics yet the whole counsel of God is implied—even if only indirectly—no matter what the occasion. In this connection, the occasional address is the most difficult and dangerous of all sermonic forms. It is especially here that the temptation to use a text as a pretext for presenting a ‘fitting’ message is greatest. The sermon should not degenerate into a speech for a special occasion. It must contain Good News.


The right preaching of the gospel will imply a proper understanding of the ‘decision’ of faith, a point that is important in view of the dangers of evangelistic preaching. Our decision of faith is only the answer to God’s prior decision for us. Much appealing for decisions implies a wrong understanding of the Word: as if we are in a position dispassionately to view and listen and then make our decision. Faith itself is a creation of the Word through the working of the Spirit.


4. All the above is already an explanation of the ‘Christ alone’ principle. Christ is the Interpreter who has not only given us a new understanding of God and new standing with God, but also a new understanding of ourselves after being placed in a new relationship with God. But there are two ways in which we can offend against this principle.


In the first place, preaching can lapse into a false anthropology, into a mere analysis of the human condition, often in terms of a naive or simplistic presentation of ‘modern’ sins. This is a common error in evangelistic sermons—sometimes tirades! Secondly, a balanced Christology can be distorted into a ‘Jesuology’ that preaches not the risen and glorified Christ and his present full lordship, but an abbreviated Christology remembering only the words and deeds of Jesus of Nazareth.27 This danger is not so great in preaching as in catechetical work where it may result in a moralistic presentation of the New Testament message. With the Old Testament we have the danger of presenting the patriarchs and other people of faith as moral examples instead of seeing in them the hand of God at work.


It is not an attack on the tri-unity of God or a revival of a teaching of subordination to assert that New Testament writers speak in terms of God’s action in and through his servant, the Christ. This can be seen by noting the passive forms used in the passion and resurrection narratives. ‘He was crucified’ means more than ‘People killed him.’ The deeper meaning of this statement is, ‘God allowed him to be crucified.’ ‘He was raised’ is a circumlocutory expression for ‘God raised him’. He appeared also means, ‘God made him to be seen.’28 Preaching, while Christocentric, should be the proclamation of the acts of God in and through his Son, just as the preaching of the Old Testament should present the mighty acts of God in and through his chosen people.


5. Communicating understanding through the sermon presupposes not only that preachers have themselves understood the text as a result of exegesis but also that they have received renewed faith. But one more point must be added. What must be ‘exegised’ is not only the written text of scripture but also the ‘text’ of the human situation to which the Word is to be readdressed. Here anthropology does play into the preaching of the Word and its understanding. A precise analysis of the human situation is necessary lest the sermon be presented in a vacuum. People must be addressed in their present existence, with their real questions and problems. Humanity here is always specific human beings. An abstract unapplied gospel is no gospel at all. Both the Word and the natural human state are changeless in one respect, but in proclamation they must become concrete. The danger is that of speaking to situations and problems that are not real issues. The Word must be explicated to lead people through specific problems, to comfort them in specific sorrows, to warn them of specific dangers, to confront specific sins.


That preaching does not always do this may be why some sermons become platitudinous, stilted, boring, and even naive. It goes without saying that the use of slang or hip language is no guarantee that the sermon is ‘practical’ and relevant for the situation. We, like St Paul, must use the language of our day, but the challenge of meaningful communication is solved not by slang but by a careful analysis of the human situation and speaking to it.


6. Having said this, we have already committed ourselves to a specific understanding of the hermeneutical circle. Our analysis of the human condition is itself made under faith in the light of the New Testament’s own picture of humanity under sin. It offers no objective anthropology. It is always people in Christ and under faith who picture the life and situation of people under the power of sin.29 In other words, our understanding of both the Word and of ourselves is continually challenged by the Word. We come to new depths of faith and understanding through the understanding already gained from the Word. That is the practical conclusion of the hermeneutical circle. Faith is thus itself a hermeneutical agent since it gives both an understanding of myself and of God’s world, an understanding that is to be corrected, widened, and deepened by continually hearing the Word.30






From Text to Sermon


Taking proclamation in the narrow sense of preaching, we can briefly trace the process from text to sermon.




1. The text should be translated from the Greek or Hebrew. This stage involves hermeneutics since every translation is a piece of interpretation. For the sake of good order, the church may decide that one modern version be used in public worship (for example the JB, NRSV, or NIV), but preachers have to do their own work on the text.


2. The text should be seen within the context of the entire book in which it is located, and within its immediate historical and literary context.


3. Strange concepts or references in the text must be explained.


4. Then the actual work of exegesis begins, the attempt to say in our own words what the writer wanted to say back then. We can say that we have finished this process with the text when the necessity of it being preached hits us.


5. We look in our setting for a situation that most closely corresponds to that implied in the text. In some cases, the original message may be easy to reformulate because past and present situations run parallel. In other cases, finding the right ‘hook’ on which to hang the sermon is more difficult.


6. The actual writing of the sermon will seek the best, most pointed, direct, and applicable expressions of the matter in hand.





But one fundamental point has been left unmentioned. The Holy Spirit is the Hermēneutēs, the Interpreter, who works faith and understanding, who leads us into all truth. Preaching thus requires the prayer: Veni Creator Spiritus!
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Do Reformation Slogans Still Indicate Valid and Adequate Hermeneutical Principles?


First published in Cross-cultural Affection. Festschrift in Honour of Dr Thu En Yu (Kota Kinabalu: Sabah Theological Seminary, 2014), 393–411


It is a privilege to contribute to a Festschrift published in honour of Dr Thu En Yu on his retirement as Principal of Sabah Theological Seminary. My association with him and with STS over more than a decade, as a visiting lecturer, has allowed me to claim Dr Thu as a treasured friend and colleague. Having long and faithfully served the Basel Christian Church of Malaysia, first as missionary to the native Rungus people and then as pastor and bishop, Dr Thu’s vision and leadership as Principal has seen the interdenominational STS grow from humble beginnings to its present stature as a leading theological school in South-East Asia. Few people have exercised a wider influence on the theological scene in this part of the globe than this dedicated man of God. The following brief thoughts are directed less to academic than to practical goals, echoing the conviction that any theology which does not throw light on and facilitate the church’s task of bringing the transforming gospel to human society remains nothing more than religious theory.


Listening without Presuppositions


The aim here is to assess whether certain familiar principles can still serve us in the task of understanding the scriptures for proclamation and private reading, for listening in the pew and for personal meditation. Are age-old Reformation principles still valid or adequate for the hermeneutical task today? It is also pertinent to ask whether these axioms have been misunderstood or misapplied from time to time. Mindful of the fact that Asian theology should not merely parrot European or American theologies, one should also ask whether Reformation hermeneutical principles are helpful precisely in South-East Asia. The final answer to that question must, of course, be given by local theologians.


Biblical hermeneutics has the task of elucidating coherent meanings in the entire corpus of Scripture. It begins with exegesis, but it reaches beyond the necessary tasks of linguistic and literary analysis of individual texts and whole writings. The goal of hermeneutics is to bridge the gap between the word once spoken and the word heard so that faith is engendered, and lives are transformed for service.


‘Faith comes from hearing’–fides ex auditu, to cite the Latin Vulgate version of Paul’s words in Romans 10:17. We could say that faith is an auricular creation of God through the power of the Holy Spirit working through the Word. It is sown into the listening ear. Of course, the seeds of faith can also be sown by a reading of the Bible, but a fuller, meaningful understanding of the Christian faith comes from constant hearing of the word within the community of faith in the context of the worship. The scriptures belong to the people of God. Indeed, the Augsburg Confession of 1530 even defines the church as that place where the Word is rightly proclaimed, and the sacraments celebrated as enacted word (Article VII). Listening to the scriptures is, strictly speaking, a corporate event. Thus, private meditation on the word (perhaps all too often neglected) is subsequent to and dependant on the continual listening on the part of all believers. Thus, hermeneutics is not a private affair, let alone a purely academic task. It is also a critical task; placing assumptions and presuppositions under review is part of its agenda.


St Paul’s statement that people cannot hear without a preacher does not yet answer the age-old question of how people are to hear correctly. The question of Philip to the African official in Acts 8:30 still applies: ‘Do you understand what you are reading?’ One does not need to know much about the history of biblical interpretation to reject as fallacious the claim that the meaning of the scriptures is always self-evident. Long discredited is the assumption that all that is required of us to understand the Bible is the rejection of all presuppositions or pre-understandings arising from our education, our culture, our doctrinal bias, or any other conditioning factor. This idea that a completely neutral, rational, unbiased study of the Bible will inevitably lead to a correct interpretation is simply naïve in the extreme.1


More than half a century ago the famous German New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann rightly asserted that biblical interpretation without presuppositions is impossible. That assertion remains valid even if his own declared presuppositions are open to question, namely, that faith has little to do with history and that the existential meaning of salvation in Christ can be grasped only when both the ‘history’ of Jesus and the early Christian kerygma have been demythologised. Those who have followed the long debate over attempts to rediscover the ‘real Jesus’ of history will also readily agree that the many reconstructions have resulted in very differing pictures, a point well documented already by Albert Schweitzer in his famous study, The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1906). The ‘quest’ has produced a revolutionary Jesus, a romantic Jesus, a pietistic Jesus, a Jesus of orthodoxy, to name just a few reconstructions, all reflecting the subjective starting point of the writers. More recently, as a product of the Jesus Seminar, we have a Jesus who becomes a mere teacher of wisdom who cannot be reconciled with the fiery prophet of Nazareth who threw traders out of the temple and spoke of the doom hanging over Israel, let alone with one who made messianic claims and saw his death as serving the purposes of God.


Listening as Continuing Event


If right hearing is to take place within the believing community and the scriptures are not surrendered to arbitrary and subjective interpretation, there must be some common assumptions. These declared assumptions must be open to critical examination and false assumptions carefully avoided. Hearing with understanding is always a dynamic event, presupposing engagement between speaker and hearer. This is the case in normal human conversation as well as in communal and individual listening to the Scriptures; it is better to speak of listening since the Scriptures were first oral communications meant for aural perception. One person in the relevant community would have read Paul’s letter while the community listened to the message. This explains why Pauline diction is rhetorically tuned to impact the listening ear.


To understand properly we need to give ourselves to the process of listening. A secular, critical reading of the gospels without personal engagement, without hearing the Word within the words, will never get beyond a once-upon-a-time story which can be dismissed as fantasy. Understanding is both process and event. For this reason, and because of the very nature of the biblical witness, we need to reject the idea that a biblical text has only one meaning. A fundamentalist reading of the scriptures usually works with the assumption (a) that the true meaning is readily accessible at a first reading, and (b) that this ‘true meaning’ is the meaning of the text. If we are correct in claiming that the scriptures are the dynamic word of God that was spoken and continues to speak in multiple situations, we must always allow for the possibility of multiple meanings. Neither the biblical text nor we as listeners are static entities. Once we think we have finished listening to a piece of Scripture, we close ourselves off from further understanding. Presumptuous assertions like ‘I know what that text means’ or ‘I have heard all this before’ foreclose on the process of right hearing and understanding.


Literal or Literalistic?


We return to the task of examining whether some fundamental Reformation principals are of help in examining the assumptions that we bring to the biblical text. It has often been asserted that Luther gave up the traditional medieval, scholastic interpretation with its four approaches:




• historical, pointing to what happened


• allegorical, pointing to the church


• tropological, pointing to the individual Christian’s life


• anagogical, pointing to the eschaton, the last times





True, Luther concentrated on what we might call the historical literal meaning of texts, but he could still allegorise in ways that went far beyond the historical and literal meaning.2 His approach, as we will presently see, is better described as Christological. A literalistic interpretation of texts, absolutised and read in isolation and without reference to their historical contingency, has produced aberrations such as the prosperity gospel, legalism, millennialism, perfectionism, and many more isms than one would care to recall. There is obviously more to a Reformation hermeneutic than a simplistic and fundamentalistic literalism.


Luther’s hermeneutic was developed out of deep personal struggle rather than out of any theoretical or academic study. Unfortunately, he has been seen as one who surrendered the task of interpretation to individualistic subjectivity. The popular myth continues: The Reformer championed the cause of religious liberty, the freedom of the individual conscience! Such nonsense fails to see that Luther’s concern was the freedom of the gospel so that Christians could be free to serve others. Interpretation was a matter for the church, a matter of determining corporate confession. In translating the Bible into German, he was seeking to let the Scriptures speak to everyone, to have them guide and rule the community of faith. And in saying ‘Here I stand’ (if he ever said those exact words!) he was placing himself under the Scriptures, not freeing himself from them.


The Message as ‘Living Voice of God’


Against the spiritual Enthusiasts of his day, Martin Luther insisted on the authority of the external word that arises outside of us humans (extra nos) but is spoken for us (pro nobis). We are not to follow subjective inner voices but ‘cling to the external, oral word’.3 So Luther stresses the oral word of proclamation (verbum praedicatum). It is the viva vox Dei (the living voice of God) because in it the living God speaks through the Spirit of life to give us life in the triune God. ‘The inseparable companion of Holy Scripture is the Holy Spirit.’4 The Reformer can go so far as to say that ‘the Gospel should really not be something written, but a spoken word which brought forth the Scriptures, as Christ and the apostles have done. That is why Christ himself did not write anything, but only spoke’.5


The primacy of the spoken message does not mean that the written words of the Bible are any less word of God; believers have Christ only in the swaddling clothes of the Scriptures. One cannot find the saving Christ in rainbows, butterflies, or waterfalls, as beautiful and reflective of a Creator’s goodness these may be. There is no faith that is not grounded on the written, external word. But this word is not to be heard merely as information, as historical evidence, as record from the past, but as address (German: Anrede). We hear correctly when we hear God speaking directly to us and challenging us. That means, as Karl Barth long ago insisted in his famous commentary on Romans, we do not have God or the divine word at our disposal. We can subject the words of Scripture to scholarly examination, but hearing the word requires that we allow it to be the subject and that we submit ourselves to it as its object. It means to be placed under the divine microscope or spotlight and to be asked personally, ‘Adam/Eve where are you’ (Genesis 3:9), and ‘Who do you say I [Christ] am?’ (Mark 8:29).


When God speaks, things happen, at creation, in the prophetic message (see Isa 55:11), in the earthly ministry of the incarnate word which reveals and creates (John 1:1-5), and in apostolic preaching. Understanding Scripture as a living and creative voice makes good sense in the light of modern speech act theory which, put simply, distinguishes between descriptive speech (such as historical narrative), prescriptive speech (such as legal codes and commandments), and performative speech that calls things into being, as when a pastor says ‘I baptise you. . .’ or ‘I declare you to be husband and wife. . .’—It is, incidentally, failure to believe in the transforming power of the gospel that spells the end of good preaching, not the lack of rhetorical technique!


Scripture Alone


The western medieval church had solved the problem of the right understanding of the Scriptures by pointing to the teaching authority of the magisterium, led by the pope himself. Further, the written tradition of the scriptures was to be authoritatively interpreted within the living tradition of the church from apostolic times to the present. This interpretative tradition included the creeds, the ecumenical councils and the teachings of the Church Fathers, a supporting Aristotelian philosophical system, liturgical practice, church law, and much more. To some extent, the problem of understanding was obviated for the common (often illiterate) people by the fact that the church mediated God’s grace through the sacrifice of the mass, the veneration of saints and the contemplation of relics. The faith was taught visually through pictures and stained glass windows rather than aurally through sermons. On a higher level, for the ‘religious’ in monastic orders, there was the way of mystical union with God via contemplation.


Luther and the other continental reformers never rejected church tradition per se when insisting on the principle of Scripture alone (sola scriptura). Thus, the three great ecumenical creeds stand at the beginning of the Book of Concord of 1580 which contains the historic Lutheran Confessions. Reference is often made to the Church Fathers in the writings of the reformers. It is likewise impossible to understand the liturgies that grew out of the Reformation without some knowledge of historic forms of worship in the Latin Church. Luther also never denied that the gospel was preached and enacted in the Church of Rome, despite the abuses that were apparent in his day. The question was whether tradition went beyond the clear voice of Scripture, and consequently whether Scripture was to judge the truth of tradition or whether tradition was to add to the meaning of the Scriptures.


For those who stand in the Reformation tradition, insistence on Scripture alone rests on the premise of the fundamental sufficiency of Scripture and its clarity. The former simply asserts the written Word contains all we need to know of God’s saving will. It does not mean that revelation and Scripture are one and the same thing, for God has also revealed himself in the created world. That remains true even if our natural sight does not perceive the full truth of God in nature. Nor does ‘sufficiency’ mean that the Bible is to be treated as a fount of all wisdom, an encyclopedia of all that one needs to know, including the natural sciences, geography, and psychology!


Likewise, the insistence on the clarity of the Scriptures (claritas scripturae) is not meant to assert that every text in the Bible is clear, leaving us with no exegetical problems. It rather asserts that the fundamental or central truths revealed in the scriptures are open to understanding, despite human sinfulness, spiritual blindness and deafness. Where difficulties remain, the further principal is in force: Scripture is its own interpreter (scriptura sui ipsius interpres). Difficult passages are to be read in the light of those that are clear. That this does not mean that the theologian’s main task is to harmonise all apparent discrepancies in the Scriptures should be obvious. Nor does it mean that the entire Bible is self-referential. The Old Testament book of Esther which does not even mention God cannot be interpreted by reading, for example, St Paul's letter to the Romans!


All this sounds rather simple and self-evident to those who stand in the shadow of the sixteenth century Reformation. Yet if things are so simple, why do we finish with so many readings of the Bible? What denomination does not claim to base its teaching on the Scriptures? Agreement on sola scriptura obviously does not answer the question of how we are to read appropriately.


Faith Alone


The Reformation stress on the principle ‘by faith alone’ (sola fide) implies not only a rejection of all human cooperation with God for our salvation. It is also a critical principle of interpretation. For Luther, the grace of God can be comprehended and accepted only by faith and this faith comes through the hearing of the oral, preached word and the visible, enacted word of the sacraments. The appropriate human response to hearing God speaking to us is obedience. Thus, the Old Testament Shema, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one . . .’ (Deut 6:4), could also be translated as ‘Obey, O Israel. . .’ Similarly, St Paul speaks of faith as the essential and primary obedience of the Christian that comes through hearing the gospel (Romans 1:5;6 16:26) —significantly, the Greek work for ‘obey’ (hypakouo) is a compound of the word for ‘hear’ (akouo).
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