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This volume represents what we as the editors have come to see as some 
of the more interesting constructive contributions to hermeneutics from 
those in the scholarly guild involved in Pentecostal studies. While we 
called on contributors from a number of locations, most of the chapters in 
this book developed out of presentations from the 43rd Annual Meeting 
of the Society for Pentecostal Studies hosted by Evangel University 
in Springfield, MO, March 6–8, 2014. I (Ken) was the program chair 
and set the theme which was “Hermeneutics and the Spirit: Identities, 
Communities, and the Making of Meaning.” I appreciated that many 
papers did address the theme in a substantial manner. The plenary speakers 
responded to my personal invitation and agreed to address the theme, and 
did so enthusiastically. Most were willing to submit their essay for possible 
publication. I am grateful to all, especially Professor Merold Westphal, 
who presented the keynote address which was revised and serves as the 
opening chapter of the body of the compilation. His work on hermeneu-
tics for the Christian community is significant, and this chapter does serve 
as an important contribution to the importance of taking our particular 
theological identity seriously in the interpretive process without collapsing 
into modernism’s objectivism or a problematic relativism. The program 
was well attended and some of the membership saw it as historic in a num-
ber of ways. Joel Green, who was not at the 2014 SPS Meeting, agreed to 
give us a Wesleyan outsider’s reflection on Pentecostal hermeneutics, and 
we are grateful for his willingness to enter into ecumenical dialogue with 
us. All of our other contributors, roughly speaking at least, somehow iden-
tify as a Pentecostal or have been profoundly formed by Pentecostalism 
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    CHAPTER 1   

 Introduction: Pentecostal Hermeneutics 
and the Hermeneutical Tradition                     

     L.     William     Oliverio,     Jr.   

      Drawing from a number of tributaries, especially nineteenth-century 
Romanticism, the twentieth century saw the emergence of the hermeneu-
tical tradition in philosophy which moved beyond the Enlightenment’s 
quest for neutral viewpoints and criteria with its situating of epistemology 
as “fi rst philosophy.”  1   For the hermeneutical tradition, the contingent fac-
tors of human existence in communities, and the languages that human 
communities use to express their understandings concerning all human 
noetic domains, have meant that all human understanding is irreducibly 
fi nite, social, linguistic, and contingent, and thus tradition is inevitable 
rather than an old city to be bulldozed in order to begin (again and again) 
from a supposed neutrality or nowhere. 

 That is, the hermeneutical tradition has worked with the strong affi r-
mation that all human interpretation is rooted in traditions and  communal 
understanding which are limited and human, and it has held that this 
claim is, essentially, a tautology. From the nineteenth-century Romantics 
to the “linguistic turn” in the twentieth century through the later Ludwig 
Wittgenstein and Martin Heidegger to Hans-Georg Gadamer to the post-
structuralists and Jacques Derrida and the postmoderns, and in philoso-

        L.  W.   Oliverio ,  Jr.    () 
  Marquette University ,   Milwaukee ,  WI ,  USA    



phy of science through Michael Polanyi and Thomas Kuhn as well as Imre 
Lakatos, the hermeneutical tradition in philosophy has couched all human 
understanding as human, fi nite, and communal. There are certainly large 
differences in the hermeneutical tradition, yet there is enough continuity 
to speak of it as a major philosophical approach to the manner in which 
human interpretation occurs. It is in fact a tradition because it includes 
such continuity and difference.  2   

 Hermeneutics has also had a long history in Christian theology and 
practices, as the interpretation of Scripture has continually been a major 
issue for Christian thought and living. From the New Testament’s herme-
neutics of the Old to Patristic allegorical approaches and Augustine’s 
semiotics to the Medieval “four senses,” and then from modern histori-
cal–critical exegesis to postcolonial approaches to the contemporary theo-
logical interpretation of Scripture movement, biblical hermeneutics has 
been a central discipline for Christian theologians and practitioners.  3   Late 
modern consciousness and the hermeneutical tradition have broadened 
the understanding of what inevitably happens in interpretation and the 
necessary sources that come into play in biblical interpretation. That is, 
contemporary biblical hermeneutics has recognized the interdependence 
between theological hermeneutics, general hermeneutics, and biblical 
hermeneutics, so as that the failure to recognize their interdependence 
will result in a less than adequate Christian hermeneutics.  4   

 Further, contemporary Christian theologians, like James K.A. Smith, 
have been pressing the case that a more genuinely Christian theological 
anthropology and resulting approach to human knowledge will affi rm the 
basic conclusions which the hermeneutical tradition has come to concern-
ing the limitations it places on the fi nitude and situatedness of human 
understanding.  5   Speaking of the “literary turn in contemporary philoso-
phy,” Kevin Vanhoozer, with attention to its implications for Christian 
biblical and theological hermeneutics, characterizes this transition where:

  Hermeneutics has become the concern of philosophers, who wish to know 
not what such and such a text means, but what it means to understand…
Implicit in the question of meaning are questions about the nature of  reality, 
the possibility of knowledge, and the criteria of morality…We now look at 
hermeneutics not only as a discipline in its own right but especially as an 
aspect of all intellectual endeavors. The rise of hermeneutics parallels the fall 
of epistemology… It was not always so.  6   
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 Hermeneutics is no longer just a matter of philology or technique, but 
understanding and its conditions. And epistemology no longer rules the 
day, and in many realms has been surpassed by the hermeneutical paradigm. 

 Classical Pentecostalism began with hermeneutical developments 
which reframed regnant interpretations of Scripture and developed the 
interpretive quest for deeper fi llings of the Holy Spirit which sprang from 
holiness and revivalist movements.  7   I have accounted for the Classical 
Pentecostal tradition as having begun with the development of an origi-
nal hermeneutic that, working with new theological constructions that 
were constructive of this new tradition, focused on the dialogical inter-
action between understanding Scripture and interpreting human experi-
ences.  8   Yet as Pentecostalism further emerged in the twentieth century, 
the movement-become- tradition engaged Evangelical and Fundamentalist 
hermeneutics, which predominated at the time, and Pentecostals created 
a hybrid hermeneutic. This Evangelical–Pentecostal hermeneutic worked 
with an Evangelical approach to theology that had most often turned to 
a scholastic rationalism to defend the legitimacy of Evangelical theologi-
cal interpretations in the face of modernisms and liberalisms, though the 
Evangelical rationalism was an odd and unwittingly modern form to merge 
with Pentecostal content and experience. In this hybrid form, Pentecostals 
retained their doctrines but turned to a much different interpretive ethos 
than in their original hermeneutic, and their theory even confl icted with 
what was commonly practiced in Pentecostal preaching and piety.  9   Later 
twentieth-century and now contemporary forms of this Evangelical–
Pentecostal hermeneutic often sought to reconcile this tension by devel-
oping a strong pneumatic element in Pentecostal hermeneutics in order 
to authentically account for the Pentecostal ethos and tendencies.  10   Other 
versions of this hybrid hermeneutic, commonly taught at Pentecostal 
denominational institutions of higher education, drew more strongly on 
author-centered hermeneutic theory in the vein of its leading hermeneutic 
theorist, E.D. Hirsch, Jr., and signifi cant emphasis was placed on biblical 
interpretation in the form of historical–critical approaches that are often 
characterized as “believing criticism.”  11   

 Two contemporary counterapproaches responded to Evangelical–
Pentecostal hermeneutics as insuffi ciently accounting for, respectively, 
the hermeneutical insights of the hermeneutical tradition and the wider 
agenda of Christian theology. A contextual–Pentecostal hermeneutic 
arose that began to turn the insights of the hermeneutical tradition to 
the concerns of Pentecostal hermeneutics. Though at fi rst this resulted in 
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largely unfruitful debates,  12   more fruitful constructive hermeneutical work 
quickly emerged.  13   Such a contextual–hermeneutic considers all interpre-
tation contextual so that “contextual” interpretation is not a code-word 
for non-European or non-American interpretation, but, rather, that every 
and any interpretation is always and already traditioned and contextual. 
A second response has been in the form of a broader, ecumenically con-
structive Pentecostal theological hermeneutic, an ecumenical–Pentecostal 
hermeneutic that has engaged in theological interpretive work by drawing 
on multiple sources from the wider Christian tradition and has integrated 
multiple biblical theologies in constructing Pentecostal theology.  14   

   CONSTRUCTING PNEUMATOLOGICAL PENTECOSTAL 
HERMENEUTICS 

 This volume is a constructive effort that is demonstrative that a new and 
broader stage for Pentecostal hermeneutics is underway in which new 
constituents are providing more diverse approaches—in terms of disci-
plines, contexts, and approaches—which are nevertheless pneumatologi-
cally oriented and hold to Pentecostal identities. Most of the chapters in 
this volume stand in continuity with the emergence of the contextual–
Pentecostal hermeneutic, though several stand in some level of dissent 
to it, and others still might be well understood as primarily in continuity 
with the ecumenical–Pentecostal hermeneutic. Nevertheless, this volume 
represents a broadening that is primarily twofold. 

 The fi rst area of broadening is in the multitudinous constitution of 
the global charismatic–Pentecostal or renewal tradition. Over the course 
of the past century, Pentecostalism has become a major religious tradi-
tion within the wider Christian tradition to be accounted for along 
with Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant traditions.  15   While Classical 
Pentecostals make up a sizable portion of this tradition, a majority of char-
ismatic–Pentecostal or renewal Christians are part of the larger and more 
fl uid set of movements which constitute the majority in this emerging 
tradition.  16   While our collection still operates with an acknowledgment of 
the terms of the hermeneutical discussion set by Classical Pentecostalism 
and its theological agenda, it also lowers the boundaries of the distinc-
tions among Pentecostals to move into the wider world of the larger char-
ismatic–Pentecostal or renewal tradition. It is also demonstrative of the 
manner in which contemporary Pentecostalism, while still closely related 
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to contemporary Evangelicalism and its Protestant heritage, is no lon-
ger reliant upon Evangelical and even Protestant Christianity as it was 
through much of the twentieth century. The greater Pentecostal tradition 
now stands on its own resources. To pick up on D. Lyle Dabney’s admoni-
tion that Pentecostals set aside Saul’s armor and take up David’s sling by 
“starting with the Spirit,” perhaps this volume may include a number of 
those slings.  17   

 The second area of broadening for Pentecostal hermeneutics which 
this volume represents is the widened scope of inquiry that involves inter-
disciplinary endeavors into newer frontiers for charismatic–Pentecostal 
thought. As the CHARIS Series itself represents, multidisciplinary, inter-
disciplinary, and transdisciplinary efforts in charismatic–Pentecostal and 
renewal studies have been underway for some time now, even as it is rea-
sonable to say that the jury is still out on what has been accomplished thus 
far through CHARIS and other like work.  18   Thus, this project is made up 
of a series of forays into new areas opened up by interdisciplinary engage-
ment, whether that interdisciplinarity functions as just an initial effort to 
utilize multiple disciplines side by side in a manner that allows for two 
or more disciplines to illuminate a subject matter, or if they are able to 
go further toward more integrative approaches that move easily between 
approaches usually seen as domains of certain disciplines in order to pro-
vide new understanding of their subject. 

 Hermeneutics is suited for this task as an umbrella for interdisciplin-
ary work as it is well understood as a broad and interdisciplinary domain 
that integrates many of the matters traditionally covered by philosophy, 
which is an important reason why philosophical approaches open this 
collection. As the fi eld of hermeneutics is about human understanding, 
particular hermeneutics function as full orbed paradigms of understand-
ing, with deep faith commitments about reality operating in the core of 
each paradigm which include multitudinous layers of the ways in which 
humans and human communities know, feel, and altogether experience 
their worlds, deep into what the eminent philosopher Charles Taylor has 
called the “unthought,” our deepest tacit assumptions through which 
we operate. Deep affi rmations form hermeneutical paradigms, including 
anthropological, epistemological, ontological, empirical, and linguistic 
assumptions.  19   Further, hermeneutical development happens because of 
the dynamic nature of humanity, human understanding, and language. 
Taylor explains this dynamic becoming well, especially as it pertains to the 
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affective aspects of human experience, which have often been emphasized 
in Pentecostal studies:

  If language serves to express/realize a new kind of awareness; then it may 
not only make possible a new awareness of things, an ability to describe 
them; but also new ways of feeling, of responding to things. If in express-
ing our thoughts about things, we can come to have new thoughts; then in 
expressing our feelings, we can come to have transformed feelings.  20   

 Like all other language, Pentecostal understanding is becoming, and that 
is evidenced by the collection here in this volume. There is new awareness 
and description for Pentecostal hermeneutics. But not only that, there are 
new ways of feeling and being as Pentecostals; new expression of thoughts 
and new thoughts, with transformed understanding and feelings.  21   And 
scholars from within the charismatic–Pentecostal or renewal tradition have 
now developed a generation that is making forays beyond the domains of 
just biblical and theological hermeneutics. Though, because of the com-
plexities inherent to addressing hermeneutical issues, the chapters found 
in this volume can only offer an account of, or a program for, or an evalu-
ation of some layer of the complex paradigms that are the hermeneutics 
which constitute such a broad tradition.  

   AN OVERVIEW OF THE VOLUME 
 As the hermeneutical tradition has especially addressed issues which have 
traditionally been within the domain of the discipline of philosophy,  22   phi-
losophy takes a certain primacy, and thus our chapters begin with pri-
marily philosophical approaches to charismatic–Pentecostal or renewal 
hermeneutics. We begin with a sympathetic friend of Pentecostals, the 
philosopher Merold Westphal, who has made signifi cant contributions to 
the development of the hermeneutical tradition, especially regarding its 
relationship to Christianity. Westphal opens this collection with a chapter 
that argues through demonstration that the insights of the hermeneuti-
cal tradition integrate well with the Christian theological affi rmation of 
the human–divine dialectic in Scripture. Working in particular with Hans- 
Georg Gadamer, he merges insights from the hermeneutical tradition and 
pneumatology together in a series of items of practical importance for 
Pentecostal and other Christian hermeneutics. Here and elsewhere, his 
work epitomizes the coming together of the hermeneutical tradition in 
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philosophy and Christian hermeneutics. Christopher C. Emerick’s chapter 
then unpacks the ubiquity of tradition in language and human under-
standing in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, further developed as “conversation” 
in the work of Santiago Zabala. Emerick then considers Christian herme-
neutics in Trinitarian theology as “conversation,” in particular drawing on 
the work of Oliver Davies. Jared Vazquez’s chapter draws on Heidegger’s 
understanding of the self-revealing nature of truth and the operation of 
language, and the affective and bodily in Pentecostal experience, particu-
larly speaking in tongues, as they mutually interpret one another. He is 
able to conclude that Pentecost is a particular way of situating one’s self 
in the world so that it is an embodied interpretive experience of the world 
which unconceals and lets be a Pentecostal way of life. 

 The contributions from Jack Poirier and Glen Menzies represent 
measures of dissent from the turn to the hermeneutical tradition. While 
Poirier rejects some of the central aspects of the hermeneutical tradition 
on philosophical grounds to reassert a Hirschian hermeneutic, Menzies 
critically dialogues with the hermeneutic tradition from an author-cen-
tered Evangelical–Pentecostal hermeneutic common among Classical 
Pentecostals today in order to produce a mediating position which works 
toward an ecumenical–Pentecostal hermeneutic. Their chapters mea-
sure the breadth of current hermeneutical discussions in Pentecostal 
Christianity, pointing to the kind of debate and genuine dialogue occur-
ring within this tradition. Both of these authors represent the importance 
of author-centered approaches in hermeneutical currents. And in Poirier’s 
case, he represents our desire as editors to include voices which may even 
signifi cantly disagree with our particular understanding of and approaches 
to Pentecostal hermeneutics. The hermeneutical tradition is, in part, what 
it is in response to its critics, some of whom, as is the case with Menzies 
here, fi nd at least some positive value in it, as he brings author- and reader-
centered approaches together in a reconciliation of textual interpretation. 

 Thus, Poirier’s chapter represents the philosophical case that textual 
“meaning” is properly located solely in authorial intention as there is 
no meaning to “meaning” beyond psychological states, and the author 
is the only proper authority for such “meaning” as the originator of a 
text’s existence. Menzies also works out the “meaning of meaning” for 
Evangelical–Pentecostal hermeneutics in light of Hirsch’s distinction 
between “meaning” and “signifi cance.” Yet he dialogues with the empha-
sis on the reader in the work of Umberto Eco, fi nding points of applica-
tion for Pentecostal biblical and theological hermeneutics, and concludes 
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with takeaways for canonical hermeneutics, in an ecumenical–Pentecostal 
tone, which segue into this volume’s second section. 

 Explicitly biblical–theological hermeneutics have, of course, been at the 
core of Pentecostal hermeneutical paradigms and the Pentecostal tradition, 
thus constructive biblical–theological hermeneutics follow our opening 
philosophical queries. These biblical–theological forays represent contem-
porary constructive approaches as they engage important hermeneutical 
concerns that are broadening Pentecostal hermeneutical paradigms. 

 In the fi rst of these, Chris Green develops a late modern Origenic and 
spiritual approach to Scripture, reveling in the messiness of what God is 
speaking in and through the texts, and developing an understanding of 
harmony, using a musical analogy, in which the Scriptures might be under-
stood as an instrument of the Spirit. The Spirit, he claims, leads us to 
read and hear the beauty of God through them. Yoon Shin, then, works 
to integrate a “holistic anthropological doxology” into a theology of 
Pentecostal worship that follows from a rejection of univocal theological 
language in favor of the analogical. He engages Exodus 20 and resources 
the Radical Orthodoxy theological sensibility in order to address liturgical 
existence for Pentecostal communities and the “formative power of exis-
tence as being-in-the-world.” 

 Jacqui Grey’s chapter addresses the interrelation of Spirit, tradition, 
and text, testing out the hermeneutical paradigm developed by John 
Christopher Thomas, Ken Archer, and others in the “Cleveland School” 
for charismatic–Pentecostal hermeneutics. She examines the post-exilic 
hermeneutic found in Isaiah 56:1–8 and asks what can be learned from 
this ancient dynamic reading of Scripture. She points to further account-
ing for the importance which experience plays in Pentecostal biblical 
interpretation, especially for pressing theological and ethical issues. Joel 
B. Green then offers a Wesleyan assessment of Pentecostal hermeneutics 
by urging Pentecostals to understand how their particular tradition and 
ecclesial hermeneutics situates their readings of Scripture, and offers criti-
cal commentary on the roles of experience and tradition in Pentecostal 
hermeneutics. 

 The next group of chapters moves into phenomenological issues in 
charismatic–Pentecostal hermeneutics and historical, social, and political 
criticism. These chapters integrate hermeneutical readings of socio-cul-
tural situations with theological and moral affi rmations. 

 First, Amos Yong provides an Asian American approach that frames 
the contextualization of contemporary theology in the vast multiplicity 
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of  overlapping commitments and situations. As in his other work, Yong 
situates his own theological hermeneutics through Acts 2 and the para-
digmatic signifi cance of the Day of Pentecost for the renewal of Christian 
theology in the late modern world. This chapter offers a signifi cant update 
to his hermeneutical and methodological work as he addresses the impor-
tant issue of contemporary multiculturalism for hermeneutics in relation 
to the “science, sighs, and signs,” that is, “the rules, affections/motiva-
tions, and behaviors/purposes” involved in interpretation. Next, Daniel 
Castelo presses the importance of communities for interpretation as he 
uses the Latina/o notion of  en conjunto , or “being with others,” as critical 
to reading Scripture “in the Spirit,” so that a pneumatology of Scriptural 
interpretation is brought together with a contextual charismatic approach. 
In doing so, Castelo draws on D. Lyle Dabney’s call for Pentecostals to 
develop a “theology of the Third Article” as he fi nds the kind of pneu-
matological hermeneutic to transcend certain problematic theological 
dichotomies commonly found in traditional Western Christian theology. 

 David Daniels then refl ects on Pentecostal hermeneutics through the 
image of a 1917 photograph of early interracial Pentecostal fellowship in 
the Church of God in Christ. In doing so, he works with the philosopher 
and social critic Tzvetan Todorov’s hermeneutics of the uncanny, fantastic, 
and marvelous, and the political and legal theorist Bonnie Honig’s herme-
neutic of the miraculous as lenses for understanding how early Pentecostal 
interracial communities related to the dominant orders of the day. 
Daniels reinterprets the schema of histories of early Pentecostal interracial 
exchanges, showing how an alternative historical hermeneutic framework 
might differently illuminate the history of early Pentecostal race relations. 
Next, and integrating the work of liberation theologians and critical race 
theorists with early Pentecostal history and contemporary Pentecostal 
hermeneutic theory, Duane Loynes presses a complementary but more 
philosophical hermeneutic case. He argues that a key point of failure in 
early Pentecostal race relations was in the lack of a suffi cient hermeneutic 
of culture in early Pentecostal theological hermeneutics. Loynes concludes 
by noting how the development of a thoroughgoing Pentecostal herme-
neutics of culture might serve contemporary Pentecostal hermeneutics, 
especially on behalf of the marginalized today. 

 The last set of chapters further widens charismatic–Pentecostal para-
digms in the direction of the social and physical sciences. Precedence for 
such an integration between the sciences and the hermeneutical tradition 
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was generated by philosophers of science including Thomas Kuhn, Imre 
Lakatos, and Michael Polanyi, among others. 

 In the fi rst chapter in this fi nal set of chapters, Mark Cartledge articu-
lates the hermeneutical approach to his “empirical theology” that inte-
grates the social sciences and Pentecostal theology as it focuses on how 
Pentecostal theology is enacted on the ordinary, ecclesial, and academic 
levels. Cartledge’s work, here and elsewhere, is demonstrative of the 
potential of interdisciplinary endeavors between sociology and theology. 
William K. Kay’s career has also modeled integration, in his case, between 
theology, philosophy, and psychology. And in his chapter, he draws on the 
work of the psychologist Jean Piaget, and Piaget’s resourcing of the phi-
losopher Immanuel Kant, with a focus on the integration of developmen-
tal psychology and the learning of logic in children, in order to examine 
how accounts of Pentecostal theological hermeneutical types might be 
empirically tested in populations of children and young people. Kay also 
challenges Pentecostal hermeneutic theorists to take psychology seriously 
as they render explanations of Pentecostal interpretation. 

 Interdisciplinary approaches to Pentecostal hermeneutics would be 
incomplete and remiss without resourcing the physical sciences. Thus, 
our collection includes two chapters which do just that. A co-authored 
chapter by three colleagues—David Bundrick, theologian; Donald Johns, 
biblical scholar; and Michael Tenneson, biologist—examine options for 
science–theology dialogue and interdisciplinarity, framing the question 
with the classical notion of God’s two books—his world and his Word. In 
doing so, they contend that multiple hermeneutical approaches from each 
fi eld, science and theology, are in fact employed by particular scientists and 
theologians, while others are rejected. Simply put, this situation results 
in a plurality of contemporary models for science–theology integration, 
among Pentecostals just as others, though they identify a number of pre-
dominant models. Their categorizations are furthered by their use of the 
Science–Faith Paradigm Scale which they have empirically tested on sev-
eral constituencies, including Pentecostal educational communities. The 
concluding chapter in this section comes from the veteran biologist Bev 
Mitchell who offers an interpretive chapter that integrates the Pentecostal 
emphasis on experience and the biological imperative to observe relation-
ships and events to better refl ect on the important theological questions of 
creation, existence, and death. Mitchell provides a pneumatological–bio-
logical interpretation of some of the profound questions of human exis-
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tence, and thus caps off the body of our collection with a serious refl ection 
integrative of pneumatological and biological concerns. 

 In the Afterword, my co-editor Ken Archer provides an evaluative argu-
ment that assesses contributions and provides an argument concerning the 
development of constructive Pentecostal hermeneutics and interdisciplin-
ary work.  
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    CHAPTER 2   

 Spirit and Prejudice: The Dialectic 
of Interpretation                     

     Merold     Westphal    

        M.   Westphal      ( ) 
  Fordham University ,   New York ,  NY ,  USA     

      A dialectical relation is an unresolved tension between two elements that 
belong together but seem not to fi t together, in this case the human and 
the divine. We fi nd such a dialectic in Christology when we affi rm that 
Jesus is fully human and fully divine. Early on, the Docetists and Ebionites 
fell into heresy by trying to ease the tension by emphasizing one pole 
to the effective elimination of the other. We have a similar dialectic in 
Scripture itself. It is both human and divine, and the church has often 
pendulumed between affi rming the divine at the expense of the human 
and then the human at the expense of the divine. 

 I want to suggest that there is a similar dialectic at work in the  inter-
pretation  of the Bible. Just because we are human, our readings are all 
too human. We need divine help, and by the grace of God it is available. 
We are like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, who didn’t understand 
the role of the Messiah until Jesus “interpreted to them the things about 
himself in all the scriptures” (Luke 24:27).  1   

 But Jesus no longer walks with us the way he walked to Emmaus. Here 
are some biblical passages suggesting that the task of bringing a divine 



dimension to our all-too-human interpretations has passed over to God 
the Holy Spirit, who is, after all, none other than the Spirit of Christ 
(Rom. 8:9–11, 1 Pet. 1:11): 

 “First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is 
a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by 
human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from 
God” (2 Pet. 1:20–21). Two things to notice. First, the interpretation of 
Scripture is tied to its origin, and second, that origin is dialectical. Men 
and women spoke, but not by merely human will; they were moved by the 
Holy Spirit. It follows that the Spirit has a rightful role in the interpreta-
tion of such divinely inspired writings.  2   

 Paul is, if anything, more explicit. He preaches a “secret and hidden” 
wisdom of God, “not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age.” 
It is what “God has revealed to us through the Spirit … And we speak 
of these things in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by 
the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those who are spiritual” (1 Cor. 
2:6–13). 

 Then there is Jesus’ farewell discourse as found in John 14–16. In each 
of the three chapters, the Spirit is identifi ed as the Spirit of truth whose role 
is to teach, to testify, and to guide. As in Paul, there is a sustained polemic 
against the world, portrayed as both ignorant of and hostile toward what 
the Spirit teaches. This we might call the sociological dimension of the 
Spirit’s role as teacher. The world, what Kierkegaard calls “the Established 
Order,” and the Spirit are at odds. 

 But there is also a positive, ontological dimension. We get the mutual 
indwelling of the Father and the Son ( perichoresis ) and an analogous 
indwelling of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit in the believers, illustrated 
with the metaphor of the vine and the branches.  3   The relation between the 
teacher and the pupil is not external but one of indwelling and abiding. 

 This is no explicit reference to Scripture in these last two passages. But 
if we read our four texts (Luke, 2 Peter, 1 Corinthians, and John) intertex-
tually, it makes sense to say that there is an epistemic dimension to divine 
grace, and that in the role of revealer and teacher, the Holy Spirit not only 
 played  a role in the production of the various writings that make up the 
Bible but also  plays  a role today in our interpretations of them, just to the 
degree that we are open to hearing a voice other than our own or those of 
our culture (including our religious culture). 

 We can distinguish three general views of the role of the Holy Spirit in 
interpreting the Bible. There is the traditional Catholic view. In response 
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