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HERMENEUTIC(S)* 

(This article continues the series of presenta­
tions tided "Reading Programs in Theology" 
and offered under the sponsorship of the De­
partment of Continuing Education of Concordia 
Seminary. The series is designed to provide 
reading courses in various areas of theology, 
offering brief introductions to limited fields of 
theological study combined with a recommended 
bibliography for further stud)' by individuals or 
groups. Enrollees are entitled to purchase the 
books discussed in these articles at a discount 
price through the Seminary Store. For additional 
information interested persons may write to the 
Director of Continuing Education, Concordia 
Seminary. A new course will appear each 
quarter. The accompanying study guide in the 
field of Biblical interpretation was prepared by 
Martin H. Scharlemano, graduate professor of 
exegetical theology at Concordia Seminary. ED.) 

I. ORIGIN OF THB DISTINCTION 

IN TERMS 

The ancient Greeks called him Hermes. 
In their view of things he had the job 

of communicating what the gods on Olym• 
pus might want men to know and what 
human beings, in turn, hoped to bring to 

the attendon of their several divinities. 
His name therefore went into the making 
of the word "hermeneutics," which was 
first used to designate the an of getting 
one's message aaoss to others and only 
later began to be applied to the formal 
study of the rules and principles govern­
ing the task of interpretation. 

As part of a book title the word was 
first employed in 1654, when Johann Kon­
rad Daoobauer's formidable treatise on 
Biblical interpretation appeared in print 

• This is a survey article. In such presenca­
tions cercain oversimplifications are bound to 
occur. They are known to the author and will 
be obvious to the reader. 

MARTIN H. ScHARLEMANN 

under the name H ennene11,tica sacra swe 
111ethod11s expone11da,-111m sacrar11m litte­
f'ar111n. This volume was written in the 
tradition of hermeneutics as the discipline 
which dealt with the techniques employed 
to discover and to explain the sense of 
ancient documents. Books of this kind 
normally dealt with such matters as the 
text, the qualifications of the interpreter, 
.figures of speech, and the history of inter­
pretation. That epoch came to an end in 
Europe with the publication of Frederik 
Torm's N,,estestmnentlig Hermene11tik.1 

Only a few examples of this kind of ap­
proach remain today. 

Torm still worked on the assumption 
that the relationship of the exegete to the 
Biblical text could be adequately d~scribed 
in terms of the subject-object formula. He 
accepted as basic Harnack' s insistence that 
the theological task consists of getting "in­
tellectual control of the object." 2 But even 
while Torm was at work on his opus 
magntwn, a contemporary of his, Wilhelm 
Dilthey, took issue with the notion that 
the Biblical interpreter deals with his text 
in the fashion of a mathematician working 
at a problem in arithmetic. For his own 
work he adopted a distinction between 

1 Published by G. E. C. Gads Forlag, Copen­
hagen, 1928; the first German edition appeared 
in 1930. 

2 Quoted from "Ein Briefwechsel mit Adolf 
Harnack" in Karl Barth, Theologisch• Pr11gn 
,mJ lf.n1111or1n: G•s11mm•lt• Vorwiig•, III (Zol­
likon: Evangelischer Verlag, 1957), 8 and 14; 
cf. James M. Robinson and John B. Cobb, Jr., 
Th• Nn, Hffffltmntic, II, of Nn, Prontins in 
Th•olog1 (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), 
p. 25. 
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HERMENEUTIC (S) 613 

"explanation" and "understanding" as it 
had begun to emerge in the 19th century 
and as it is now described at great length 
in Joachim Wach's monumental three vol­
umes entitled Das Verstehen.8 

When the limitations and distortions of 
the Cartesian relationship between subject 
and object became obvious, a new way of 
looking at things began to develop in the 
\Vestern World. Exegetes too became in­
creasingly aware of the importance of the 
interpreter's understanding of himself and 
of the historical moment in which he was 
at work for an adequate grasp and practice 
of interpreting Scripture. That is to say, 
they began to feel the distance created by 
history. 

TI1e language gap between the Biblical 
languages and modern tongues had been 
taken into account for several centuries. 
But the realization that Western man's 
whole outlook on life had been revolution­
ized by the scientific approach developed 
rather slowly. In fact, only in recent dec-
3des have Biblical interpreters taken full 
cognizance of the extent of the change 
introduced into our culture by our transi­
tion to the world of the 20th century. 
Excgetes too have been compelled to 
reckon with the fact that mankind has 
moved into the Einstein universe, where 
everything is in movement and open to 

the future. 
Twenty years ago Bishop Anders Ny-

gren wrote a short but incisive essay for 
The J otln'llll of Religion entitled ''The Self. 
Evident in History." • Here he sketched 

3 Joachim Wach, D111 Y,rst•h!n. Gr11ntlug_• 
,,;,,., G,sebieht. d,r hnmn••tueh,n Th•orH 
im 19. Jtlhrh11ndn1 (Tiibiogen: J.C. B. Mohr). 

• Anders Nygren, 'The Self-Evident in 
History," Th• JollftHll of R•ligion, XXVIII 
(1948), 235-41. 

the effects which a change in world out­
look has on theology. The artide describes 
the ferment created by the inrroduaion of 
the Ptolemaic view of the universe during 
the third and fourth centuries of our era. 
Until then interpreters had worked with 
the Biblical description of the kosmos. 
Suddenly they were faced with a new un­
derstanding of the universe. Out of this 
confrontation developed the vigorous and 
of ten violent discussions which in time 
produced the Nicene Creed. The Ptolemaic 
view gave way ro the Copernican theory 
at the time of the Reformation. Again 
there were upheavals in rheological 
thought. In our own day we live sur­
rounded by the revolutionary consequences 
inherent in the adoption of the Einstein 
universe with its insistence that nothing is 
static and that almost everything must be 
viewed in terms of function rather than 
of being. 

An awareness of the historical distance 
between text and interpreter, induced by 
life in a world of rapid movement into the 
future, has created the need to distinguish 
sharply Letween what a Biblial passage 
once meant and what it signifies today. 
With the many textual, grammatical, and 
lexicographical tools available today, it is 
a comparatively simple rask to determine 
what a Scriptural passage once meant. It 
is much more difficult to aanspose that 
meaning into the contemporary situation, 
because of the size of the gap which has 
grown out of our moving into a new kind 
of universe. 

This transition is the most drastic intel­
leaual fact of our history. No interpreter 
can leave it out of account. In faa, his 
task has become that of analogically trans­
lating from one universe of discourse to 
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614 HERMENEUTIC ( S) 

another, fully cognizant of the fact that, 
in the contemporary view of life, truth is 
not just something that has been delivered 
in the past to be uncovered or recovered 
in every age but is fundamentally to be 
discovered anew. as life moves into the 
future.5 

Out of this upheaval has sprung the 
theological discipline of hermeneutics, un­
derstood as the study of the many factors 
involved in the work of translating mean­
ing from one world of thought to another. 
For all practical purposes the singular 
"hermeneutic" has become the doctrine of 
the Word of God, as Robert Funk has 
pointed out.8 Roughly speaking, the new 
hermeneutic may be divided into what we 
might call existentialist hermeneutic and 
historical hermeneutic. We shall take each 
of these in turn, quite well aware that such 
a distinction overlooks all the many 
nuances within and between these two 
basic positions. 

II. THB ROLB OF I.ANGUAGB 

JN HJ!RMBNBUTIC 

Central to existential hermeneutic is the 
recognition that language itself constitutes 
interpretation. Accordingly Gerhard Ebe­
ling and Ernst Fuchs have introduced into 
the method of exegesis their penetrating 
analysis of the function of language. Ebe­
ling's views are set forth in his article on 
"Hermeneutik" as offered in the most re­
cent edition of Die Religion in Geschichte 

'"'" Gegemvarl (ill, 242---62); and Ernst 

G Cf. John Dillenberger in James M. Robin­
son and John B. Cobb, Jr., Th• Nn, Hnm•­
n•lllie, p. 153. 

8 Robert W. Funk, Lllng1111g•, Hnmn•11lie 
nd. Wo,tl of Gotl (New York: Harper & Row 
1966), p. 14. ' 

Fuchs' position may be examined in his 
book, Her,11,e,u111,tik, published in 1954.7 

While we may quarrel with some of 
the individual conclusions reached by both 
Ebeling and Fuchs, their work makes it 
abundantly clear that the old subject-object 
scheme is in fact reversed in the task of 
interpreting Scripture. In a very real sense 
a Biblical text interprets the exegete; for 
it confronts him with words that already 
comprise an explanation of what God has 
done for His people to provide them with 
an insight into reality. 

An example or two may clarify the in­
tention of both Ebeling and Fuchs in their 
observation that working with a text cre­
ates what they respectively call a "Wort­
geschehen" or a "Sprachereignis." A simple 
instance might be that of Simon Peter's 
confession, "You are the Christ, the Son 
of the living God" (Matt. 16: 15 RSV). 
Here is language which reflects a relation­
ship in force even prior to the moment 
of verbal response. What is more, the 
words are such as could not have been 
spoken except within the context of a 
people which had been given the promises 
of a coming Messiah. Matthew can report 
Peter's statement meaningfully because He 
was writing for persons who stood in 
continuity with Israel. In short, the lan­
guage of Peter's confession may be called 
performatory rather than discursive. His 
words are those of proclamation, offering 
an interpretation of the words and works 
of Jesus of Nazareth. They lay a claim on 
the hearer and reader instead of simply 
reporting an incident from the remote 
past. 

We may discover a second instance in 

7 Ernst Fuchs, H•,mene111ik (Bad Cannstatt: 
R. Miillerschon, 1954). 
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HERMENEUTIC (S) 615 

the parable known as the Laborers in the 
Vineyard (Matt.20:1-16). Much of it 
consists in a desaiption of what could 
well have been an everyday occurrence in 
Biblical times, except for the householder's 
decision to pay every workman the same 
wage. That action shatters everything fa­
miliar in the parable. It turns "everyday­
ness inside out or upside down" 8 and 
thereby confronts the interpreter with the 
challenge to make up his mind about Jesus 
Christ, in whose service the procedure fol­
lowed by the employer becomes part of 
a .radically new .relationship. This is a way 
of saying that .reading this parable is a 
language-event which insists that the exe­
gete must choose between two worlds. 
Matthew .records the telling of this parable 
on the basis of an interpretation of .reality 
which he has come to share with Jesus 
of N aza.reth. 

Ill. THE PROBLEM OF CONTINUITY' 

Matthew's task was a comparatively 
simple one. He wrote to and for people 
who in general shared the outlook on the 
world within which Jesus Himself had 
lived and spoken. In our age, however, 
we live in a universe of thought and dis­
course .radicall}· different from that of the 
first century. How, then, is it possible to 
transmit to people of today a message 
rooted in an era which looked at the world 
in quite another way? What does it take 
to translate words spoken and written long 
ago into terms and concepts w~i~h might 
be comprehensible to people bvmg some 
1,900 years later? Here we confront the 
problem of continuity. 

On this point Dilthey used to say t~at 
"hermeneutics is the art of unde.r5taod10g 

s Funk, p. 161. 

written expressions of life." 1 For him 
"life" rep.resented the common factor of 
existence. Life is the ground out of which 
all historical manifestations originate, he 
was sure. What brings text and interpreter 
together in a meaningful way is the fact 
that both belong to history. 

Later theologians built on Dilthey's sug­
gestion and .refined it. At the present time, 
as we have already indicated, two general 
solutions a.re offered to the problem of 
continuity. They represent the two main 
schools of thought in the hermeneutical 
efforts of our day. One group of theolo­
gians follows in the tradition of Bultmann's 
existentialist categories; the other concen­
trates more on the nature of history than 
on the dimension of individual existence. 

Theologians who have chosen to take 
the path set by Heidegger and Bultmann 
are persuaded that the structures of exis­
tence are the same from moment to mo­
ment, and that therefore it is possible to 
transmit meaning from any point in the 
past to the present. From their perspective 
understanding means the process of enter­
ing into that occurrence of ·transmission in 
which past and present a.re constantly be­
ing mediated on the basis of universal 
human nature. Such commonality of ex­
perience .renders possible man's capacity 
for community both in speech and under­
standing. This is the "metaphysical a 
priori" for the existentialist approach to 
the work of Biblical interpretation. 

IV. EVALUATING EXISTENTIALIST 

HERMENBUTIC 

What shall we make of this view of 
the exegete's task? It may perhaps be 

e Wilhelm Dilthey, G•s11t11m•lta Sehri/l•n, 
V (Sruttsart, 1957), 332. 
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616 HERMENEUTIC ( S) 

useful to note, first of all, that the interests 
of this method are highly anthropocentric. 
It offers at best a Christology from below. 

Second, man is viewed in terms of the 
categories of being rather than of function. 
The • hermeneutic of existentialism is per­
suaded that our age has raised the issue 
of man's being acutely enough to provide 
a point of contaa between it and the mes­
sage of the Scripture. Yet it is very ques­
tionable whether the Biblical revelation 
moves in these categories at all. It prefers 
the concepts of function and eschatology. 
But what difference does it make? A 
great deal. 

In the first instance, Scriptures indicate 
that man, the individual, was created to 
fulfill a function, namely that of response 
to his Creator in terms of service and 
worship. Accordingly the central question 
of life is not ''Who am I?" but "What am 
I here for?" When Saul of Tarsus, for 
example, was confronted with the risen 
Lord on the road to Damascus, he was 
moved to ask, "What shall I do, Lord?" 
(Acts22:10), and not "Who am I?" 

With its interest centered in anthro­
pology the existentialist kind of interpre­
tation tends to internalize what the Scrip­
tures describe as being part of the world 
around men. The "principalities and pow­
ers" of Pauline theology, to take an in­
stance, are seen in terms of the individual's 
experience of bondage to himself. Any 
suggestion that the apostle might have 
intended to indicate that social and re­
ligious strucrures could be demonic in 
their effect would not fit the categories 
used. 

Moving on to the next point, we must 
observe that a concentration on the indi­
vidual in his existential situation obscures 

the significance of history for an under­
standing of the redemptive activities of 
God. The central thrust of th~ Gospel 
proclamation is that the situation of all 
mankind was radically changed on the 
morning when our Lord rose from the 
dead. At that moment in history all men 
stood justified before God. This event has 
endowed the centuries subsequent to the 
resurrection with a new quality. 

As the existentialist interpreter sees it, 
however, such temporal expressions as 
"then" and "now" refer to the status of 
the individual as he confronts the ker,gnia. 
Man lives before Easter as long as he has 
not come to an adequate self-understand­
ing and so achieved authentic existence. 
He moves into the era of Anno Do,nini. 
when he has come to an understanding of 
himself. At that moment he is also at the 
paro11sia. This is bow existentialist her­
meneutic views eschatology. Whatever 
years, decades, or centuries may still be 
before us, these are without great signifi­
cance in terms of redemption. Liberation 
has already taken place in the man who 
has reached self-understanding. 

The corollary of this, of course, is that 
history before Christ is devoid of great 
significance. Exegetes of this tradition 
show an astonishing lack of interest in the 
Old Testament. Accordingly they rarely 
reckon with what is surely the very heart 
of the Biblical revelation, namely the story 
of God's dealings with His people over 
the centuries - with Israel in days of old 
and with the church since Easter and Pen­
tecost. 

It should not surprise us, moreover, that 
there is little appreciation of what the 
church is and does. To be sure, Ernst 
Fuchs allows himself a bow in the general 
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direction of the church by speaking of it 
as an assembly where the language-event 
of proclamation takes place.10 Yet this 
remark re.Beets a rather stunted under­
standing of the church, especially in terms 
of community and continuity. 

Oddly. enough, it is a contemporary Ger­
man philosopher, Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
wh? has t~en the time to point up this 
maJor deficiency in the hermeneutic of 
existentialism. He has observed that self­
re~ection, e~perience, and autobiography 
bmld no bridges to such great historic 
realities as society and the state. "Long 
before we understand ourselves in reuo­
spection," says Gadamer, "we understand 
ourselves as a matter of course in the 
family, society, and state in which we live. 
. . . This historic 'prejudice' with which 
our experience is loaded is primarily our 
language." 11 

No Biblical interpreter should need this 
reminder, since the Scriptures themselves 
insist that by Baptism we get to under­
stand ourselves as members of another 
great historic reality, the church. Our in­
dividual self-reflection is only a flash 
within the flow of life as experienced by 
the people of God through the centuries. 

Finally, there is very little in the pre­
suppositions of this type of hermeneutic 
which would move the interpreter of Scrip­
ture from the intellectual activity of un­
folding a text to the response of worship, 
especially not in its sense of actualimtion. 
That is to say, the sacramental dimension 

10 Emst Fuchs, Z11, Prllg• 1111,h d,m his1ori­
seht1n Jssus (Tiibingcn: J. C. B. Mohr, 1960) 1 

p. 426. 
11 Hans-Georg Gadamcr, Wa,hnt lltlll 

M•lhotl•: GnnJziig• .;,,_.. t,hilosopbiseh• 
Ht1,mnt1111ill (Tiibinscn: J. CB. Mohr, 1960), 
p. 275. 

of God's saving aas finds no way of ex­
~ressiog itself in this kind of interprem­
uon. · The exegete is nowhere challenged 
to . pla~e _himself into that community 
which, 10 us worship, has been called into 
bei?g· to "re-present" the history and ex­
perience of God's people. 

. By now it should be clear that many 
mterpreters of Scripture have found the 
existentialist approach to be defective. 
They have turned, therefore, to that method 
which we have called historical herme­
neutic. 

V. EVALUATING HISTORICAL 

HERMENEUTIC 

The word "history" does not occur in 
the Scriptures; and yet the Scriptures offer 
us an interpretation of what has gone and 
is going on in the world. They provide 
us with an "aeon theology," 12 containing 
as they do the wimess to God's dealings 
with His people within history; and they 
give us a glimpse of the origin and the 
destiny of His children before and beyond 
histoey. The whole account of Israel's re­
lationship with Yahweh is set within the 
context of that people's dealings with sur­
rounding nations. It is impossible to com­
prehend the Old Testament fully without 
talciog history itself seriously. 

A whole school of interpreters therefore 
is persuaded that the search for the mean­
ing of existence is hardly an adequate 
description of the purpose of Biblical in­
terpretation. Men participate in history. 
They suffer from its absurdities, its chaos, 
and its transiency. They inquire after the 
goal and purpose of the historical process. 
The Scriptures speak just ro this search for 

12 Hans Joachim Schocps, PIUll (Philadel­
phia: Westminster Press, 1961). p. 173. 
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618 HERMENEUTIC ( S) 

significance, since they describe 'the un­
folding of God's plan of salvation within 
history and so present a prophecy of 
history. 

The Biblical essence of the kind of her­
meneutic which helps the interpreter to 
see the historical dimensions of revelation 
may be found in Oscar Cullmann's Salva­
tion in History.13 This volume takes up at 
length such problems as the constant and 
the contingent in history, the connection 
between Israel, Christ, and the church as 
seen in the light of movement within his­
tory, and the phenomenon of re~apitula­
tion, to which Irenaeus already called 
attention. 

A number of systematicians have taken 
up this approach to hermeneutical issues. 
Roughly speaking, these men are working 
in a way analogous to Whitehead's phi­
losophy of organism with its repl~cemeht 
of static ontological categories by those 
which represent movement and function. 
TI1eir central conviction might be· said to 
be that the Scriptures are con~e~n'ed ·above 
all with God's participation in 'the: events 
of the world, and that whatever : is siid 
about man is conditioned by that ~rspec-
tive. =·= · 

Among the representatives of this: school 
of thought we must include especially 
Wolfhart Pannenberg and Jiirgeir Molt­
mann. The aim of the former is not to 
provide a Christian narration of history 
but to achieve a "total view of reality as 
history directed by promises toward ful­
fillment." H The latter has refined some 

13 Oscar Cullmaoo, Std,11tdion in_ . Hi/tor, 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1967). · · 

H Wolfhart Paooeoberg, "Hermeneutics and 
Universal History" in Hi.story tmtl H•rm•n•11tie 
(Vol. IV of Joumtd, for Th•olon ;.,,-,J, the 
Ch11reh), p. 147. . 

of the theses of Pannenberg to present 
what is currently called a "theology of 
hope," in keeping with the title of Molt­
mann's most important work.1G 

The general accents of this type of her­
meneutic echo some of the major trends 
in contemporary thought. Their parallels 
may be found among the developments 
taking place in the arts, in the new left 
of political life, and in current revolu­
tionary views on the structures and insti­
tutions of our culture. In theological terms, 
historical hermeneutic consists of an at­
tempt to underline the importance of escha­
tology for an understanding of history and 
for the action which needs to be taken by 
Christians to improve the social order. In 
this kind of context hermeneutics has be­
come the art of understanding all the "liv­
ing documents": texts, institutions, and 
events as historical expressions of life 
within their respective setting.10 

Working with Scripture from this point 
of view offers the opportunity to deal 
more adequately with what is the sub­
stance of Biblical revelation, namely, the 
mighty acts of God. These can be under­
stood not only in terms of pro nobis but 
also as having occurred and occurring 
extf'a 11,os. Instead of internalizing the 
Pauline cosmology, as the hermeneutic of 
existentialism does, it can be seen in the 
broader view of God's liberating intent for 
the whole universe. Historical hermeneutic 
sets before the interpreter the possibility 
pf viewing what is going on in history as 
it looks from the end of time with the eyes 
of faith. Furthermore, it offers a way of 

1G Jiirgcn Moltmann, Theolog1 of H<>P• 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1967). 

lO Moltmano, "Toward a Political Herme­
neutics of the Gospel" in Union S•mintlf'j 
Q1111rt11rl1 R•11i11w, XXIII ( 1968), 319. 
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HERMENEUTIC (S~! 619 

making more relevant to our day the Bib­
lical response to the feelings of transiency 
and of meaninglessness which haunt so 
much of society. 

Having said all this, it is still imperative 
to indicate the points at which the her­
meneutic of history, as it is generally un­
derstood today, falls short of doing full 
justice to the task of Biblical interpretation. 
We must in conclusion therefore attempt 
to suggest the kind of hermeneutics to be 
practiced in a church body which proposes 
to stand in the solid tradition of Lutheran­
ism. We shall call it the hermeneutic of 
radical orthodoxy. 

VI. THB HERMENEUTIC OF RADICAL 

ORTHODOXY 

It would be folly to ignore the con­
temporary movements in the theology of 
Biblical interpretation. If we failed to take 
these developments into account, we would 
only be imitating Fundamentalism in its 
insistence that everything remains static. 
At the end of that road lies the graveyard 
of irrelevance. We cannot escape the fact 
that mankind lives in a world of move­
ment and rapid change. Very few things 
remain as they once were. What is more, 
we can learn much for Biblical interpreta­
tion from what is going on all around us 
in the area of theological thought. 

The hermeneutic of existentialism has• 
contributed a great deal to our awareness 
of the pressures and structures of human 
existence. It has much to offer in alerting 
the interpreter to the fact that his own 
understanding is part of his historic-ness 
and must therefore be reckoned with. Yet 
it fails to exploit its own insight into the 
commonality of man's existence by not 
taking advantage of the observation that 

the chief ingredient for continuity and 
constancy is to be found in Luther's in­
sistence on a proper application of Law 
and Gospel. God's judgment and His 
mercy are exhibited to create the basic 
constant factors in existence as it moves 
from day to day, from age to age, forward 
into God's future. 

The teaching of the Law and the procla­
mation of the Gospel are carried on in the 
church. The existence of this community 
of believers constitutes a historic fact of 
crucial importance. While we can fully 
appreciate the insistence of historical her­
meneutic on man's participation in history, 
its accents do not ring out as certainly as 
they might, because the proponents of this 
methodology rarely take very seriously the 
existence of the church in the sense of 
Augustana VII. 

It is not enough to say with Moltmann, 
for example, that "the constant factor in 
the changing situation of history is the 
relation of spirit and faith, of freedom 
and life, ·to Jesus the Crucified One." 17 

Such a· statement does not go far enough. 
It leaves out of account the church as the 
instrument of continuity and constancy 
amid all the contingencies of history. It 
is within this community alone that men 
may participate in the only reliable "signs" 
of the. l:ast~ victory as seen from the end 
of history, namely Word and Sacrament. 

Many elements in the "theology of hope" 
are useful for Biblical interpretation. In 
general, however, this school of thought 
operates· 'with a theology of glory rather 
than with a "theology of the cross." That 
is to .say, its adherents seem to be much too 
optimistic about the human situation, fail­
ing to recognize that the future is not 

11 Jbld. 
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kept open by our dreams but by God's 
promises, that there is much in these 
promises to suggest that the course of 
history is not running upward to the ex­
tension of justice and freedom for man­
kind as a whole but downhill to levels of 
deeper tragedy and greater violence. 

What keeps the Biblical interpreter 
from becoming disappointed with the 
facts of history is bis faith that "in, with, 
and under" all of these transient and 
ambivalent phenomena the Lord's rcsur­
reaion triumph is at work. It is this 
assurance that empowers the sources of 
social imagination to work at freedom and 
justice for his fellow men. Bue even while 
the exegete is busy with these things in 
helping to change life, he remains cog­
nizant of the face that whatever measure 
of liberation is achieved among men comes 
as a gift of that God whose kingdo1n men 
can only receive from His grace and never 
attain by themselves. 

Sitting rather loosely to the Lord's own 
predictions of the terror to prevail at the 
end of time is the symptom of a more 
serious ailment in both existential and 
historical hermeneutic. 'That ailment is 
its unwillingness to take in dead earnest 
the Biblical text as we have it. Both 

methods suffer from a failme to appreciate 
fully the nature of Biblical authority as 
established by the church's acceptance of 
the yardstick of canonicity in the selection 
of those books which comprise the Old 
and the New Testaments. For with the 
aid of historical criticism it is possible to 
dissolve such words as occm in the gospels 
about the end of all things. It is done 
by insisting that these predictions are only 
the produce of a Ge11zei11detheologie, which 
was probably mistaken. This approach 
constitutes a failure to take cognizance of 
the fact that apostle and evangelise wrote 
under the direction of the exalted Lord, 
who guided His church in her confronta­
tion with the world. 

The hermeneutic of existentialism and 
of history founders on this question of 
authority. It is to this issue that radical 
orthodoxy must address itself with under­
standing and vigor, lest theology become 
one of the sources of that tribulation which 
characterizes the approach of the end. The 
Portuguese have a proverb, "God writes 
straight, but with crooked Jines." It is the 
business of Biblical interpretation to trace 
these lines in order to discover and exhibit 
the constancy of God's determination to 
lead men to salvation. 
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