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Dear Readers:

“If only you working in the
pastoral field would finally
take to heart the results of
exegesis and put them
into practice!” — “If only
you exegetes would pres-
ent your findings in a way
we could all understand
them and stop making the
biblical texts so compli-
cated!” These or similar
expressions of frustration
are heard over and over again. They testify to the fact
that even 40 years or more after Dei Verbum relations
between biblical pastoral ministry and scientific study of
the Bible require clarification. Indeed, it is not uncom-
mon to hear talk of a gulf, or even a chasm, between
these two realms that has yet to be bridged.

Both of these areas, biblical scholarship and biblical
pastoral ministry, have as their aim to contribute to the
right understanding of the Bible and to bring its mes-
sage to as many people as possible by unlocking its
meaning. So both have the same goal — and yet they
employ different methods and set different priorities and
emphases.

That this should be so lies in the nature of things: For as
Word of God, authored by human beings, the Bible pos-
sesses an historical dimension which can be more
closely examined through critical scholarship and which
is indispensable for the understanding of the texts. As
Word of God that was spoken for human beings, how-
ever, the Bible is also more than a mere record of the
past; it is a dialogue partner for the present and part of
a living and ongoing communication of God with
humankind.

These two aspects of the Word were already insistently
highlighted by Dei Verbum, and Pope Benedict, too, has
stressed this time and time again, most recently in his
book Jesus of Nazareth which has just appeared. The
two dimensions cannot be separated from each other;
rather, they belong together like the two parts of a dou-
ble door - that gate that leads us to the understanding
of the biblical message.

BULLETIN DEI VERBUM 82/83

The present issue of the Bulletin Dei Verbum seeks to
approach from various perspectives this question of the
relationship between biblical pastoral ministry and bibli-
cal scholarship which is so important for the way we see
our work. For this purpose we have assembled as
diverse as possible a medley of contributions: three arti-
cles (by Massimo Grilli, Ralf Huning and Fernando
Segovia) come from the Dei Verbum Congress of 2005
which devoted itself extensively to this topic; they are
supplemented by an article by Georg Steins and a con-
tribution to the discussion by James Swetnam.

Moreover, you will once again find in this issue some
interesting news from the life of the Federation. And we
look ahead in particular to two great events of the com-
ing year: under the rubric “On the way to Dar es
Salaam” we will increasingly be publishing articles in the
coming issues on preparations for the Seventh Plenary
Assembly of the CBF. But we will also be keeping track
of the Bishops' Synod on the Word of God in the
Bulletin, this time with a message of the Holy Father.

From exegesis to pastoral ministry — from pastoral min-
istry to exegesis: This somewhat free adaptation of the
biblical pastoral principle established by Carlos Mesters
could serve as a motto for this issue of the Bulletin.
Perhaps, in some small way, it will promote and
advance the necessary dialogue between the two
realms. In any case, we would be delighted to learn of
your opinions and experiences in this matter!

So, | wish you all stimulating reading, very much in the
sense of the German poet Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe: “I am convinced that the Bible becomes ever
more precious the better it is understood”.

CQOLOQIO '@b{

Claudio Ettl
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To Read is To Enter a Dialogue
Scientific Exegesis and Pastoral Reading of the Bible

Massimo Grilli

Massimo Grilli holds a doctoral degree in Sacred
Scripture from the Pontifical Biblical Institute in
Rome. He was lecturer at the Pontificia Universita
Urbaniana and is currently director of the depart-
ment of Biblical Theology at the Pontifical
Gregorian University where he also lectures on
New Testament Exegesis.
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Introduction

At the heart of the problem that is the difficult relationship
between a scientific and a pastoral reading of the Bible
stand a variety of complex factors, but above all a fact
which is commonly recognized today: scientific exege-
sis, as it has been developed on the basis of the histori-
cal-critical method, has become ever more impermeable
to hermeneutics. So the biblical text has become essen-
tially “mute for the present”,’ and of steadily declining
relevancy for human lives. It is as though the logos had
not become flesh, but only idea, closed off in the hyper-
uranium of circumscribed intellectual circles and without
any genuine impact on the real world. Under the guise of
“doing science” reflections on the Bible have assumed
an abstract and intellectualistic character, far removed
from spiritual experience, from pastoral ministry and
from preaching, all of which are deemed second-rate —
because lacking in scientific rigor.

Equally as remote from man and from the ecclesial com-
munity as is the official Catholic or Protestant exegesis
stands another reading that follows paths diametrically
opposed to those just described, but is more harmful
still. | am speaking of the fundamentalist reading of
Scripture which — in radical contrast to the historical crit-
ical approach — altogether rejects thought and critical
research as ways of understanding the biblical text.
Fundamentalism offers direct and immediate responses
to problems, uncritically discovered in the sacred text,
which therefore does not need to be “interpreted”, but
only followed “to the letter”. The Pontifical Biblical
Commission is right in affirming in its document, The
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, that “without
saying as much in so many words, fundamentalism actu-
ally invites people to a kind of intellectual suicide”.?

So the question dramatically posed today is this: is it
possible to find a reading of the text which does not Kill

human intelligence, but that might also have a meaning
for daily life? Is it possible to combine a seriousness of
research and of thought with the vitality and warmth of a
Word that does not return to God without having worked
its wonders? My article is an attempt to offer a few lines
of methodological reflection aimed at integrating scientif-
ic exegesis and pastoral reading.

1. Hermeneutics: in search of a face

By way of introducing my idea about a right relationship
between scientific exegesis and pastoral reading | would
like to begin with a metaphor: the human face. The
Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas,®in one of his
writings entitled Ethique et Infini, published in 1982,
reflects on “face” with this statement: “we call face the
way in which the Other presents himself, which over-
comes the idea of the Other in me”.* To say face, there-
fore, means presence and nearness, to be sure,
because the face reveals the self of the woman and the
man, but it also means otherness, irreducibility. In the
face not everything is already given, not everything is
predictable, and still less is everything controllable. As
human beings we are tempted to see the Other as part
of an already assimilated whole, instead of recognizing
that the Other, as outsider, exists before any initiative,
any power on my part. The face is a mystery that is
beyond our power. That is why in a biblical tradition it is
affirmed that man cannot see the Face of God.

This beautiful metaphor of the face takes us back to our
discussion on the Word of God deposited in a text,
because reading the Word is like reading a face. When
we stand before the Word of God we observe an imme-
diate affinity of thoughts, of patterns, of global compre-
hension. In this sense the Word is near to man. Bultmann
affirmed that man, before being situated “culturally” is
situated “existentially”; before belonging to a particular
culture, man is “existence”. This is why man is never left
unprovided for by the biblical text, because the Bible
offers man an authentic understanding of his existence:
it tells him that he truly is, beyond all appearances,
beyond all true and false propositions.

And nevertheless, this certainty of the nearness of the
Word, must also take into account its distance, its
“otherness”, its irreducibility to human categories. In the
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presence of a biblical text we cannot behave like a child
playing with building blocks, who constructs and remod-
els as he sees fit. We must respect the Bible's otherness.
Hermeneutics becomes, then, an exhausting search, a
labor-intensive approach to a face which does not pri-
marily belong to us and which is not at our disposal. It
has been said that the hermeneutical exercise is a jour-
ney from prejudice to pre-comprehension, because if
prejudice means being closed before a person who is
speaking to me, if it means always bringing his thought
back to what | already know and accept, pre-compre-
hension is instead a listening attitude, an openness to
mystery. And the mystery — the mystery of the face as
well as the mystery of the Word - is that which cannot be
subjected to calculation and to manipulation.

And so, how can we accomplish this transition from prej-
udice to pre-comprehension, or again to borrow the cat-
egories of Lévinas, from “the same to the other”, from a
closed and self-sufficient subjectivity to an open and
receptive one? How are we to enter into a communica-
tion that reduces the distance and enables the reader to
enter into the horizon of the “other” in an authentic rela-
tionship of communion that consists of presence and
respect? How can we, readers of our age, compete in an
adequate relationship of collaboration with the author of
the biblical text, such that this movement from the text to
me and from me to the text — which is called, after all, the
“hermeneutical circle” — might be a genuine and fruitful
procedure even for the present?

2. The functions of language

After having recalled one of the fundamental presuppo-
sitions of our faith, namely that “[it is] God [who] speaks
in Sacred Scripture”, Dei Verbum adds that God has
spoken “through men in human fashion” (DV 12), which
is why “the words of God (...) have been made like
human discourse, just as the word of the eternal Father,
when He took to Himself the flesh of human weakness,
was in every way made like men” (DV 13). We can there-
fore say that the itinerary of salvation is that of the word,*
according to the laws of human language. The fact is
that in order to communicate people employ language,
which of course is not only verbal. Movements, body lan-
guage and gestures (...) amount to so many languages,
but the language that is verbal - composed of words —is
the richest and the most “pliable” of all. Through the
word man takes ownership of himself; he places himself
in dialogue with the other and opens himself to the world
of God. It is language therefore that makes possible
communication, and it is of this human language that
God made use when He wished to communicate His life
and His salvific will in our regard.

If God adapted himself to human language in order to
speak of His mystery, then man should take this lan-
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guage as his starting point to reach the mystery of God,
because the Face of God has decided to reveal itself in
human form through the laws of the human word. The
study of the world of the word is therefore indispensable
if we wish to approach the Face of God, and the ques-
tion of the mechanisms human language obeys consti-
tutes an important presupposition for a correct biblical
hermeneutic as it does for any other interpretive act.

What happens, then, when we communicate by means
of the word? To simplify matters as far as possible, |
would say that we perform — more or less consciously —
a series of operations which could, however, be reduced
essentially to three: these are the three essential func-
tions of the word.

2.1 The word is information

The first thing the word does is to inform regarding facts
and events, regarding man and his story. This informa-
tive aspect is important, because it places truth and
knowledge before the human mind. What would com-
munication be if we were unable to recount what hap-
pens, objectify existence and make it accessible to oth-
ers? ltis, of course, true that information is never neutral,
but this informative function of the word is certainly the
most “objective” of all and it is likewise part and parcel of
biblical revelation, which has historiographical contents
to put before us, facts to recount, visions of the world to
offer. Nevertheless, we can easily see how the Word of
God would be very impoverished if it were reduced to a
purely informational event. Sometimes biblical scholar-
ship has privileged this dimension, losing sight of the
richness of other functions of the word and seeking a
“scientific” objectivity that runs the risk, however, of sti-
fling the message. Because the word is not merely infor-
mation.

2.2 The Word is revelation

The second function of the word is that it reveals “the
self” that pronounces it. In the word man makes a per-
sonal confession, expresses himself and reveals himself
to himself, manifests his ego and takes possession of it.

However, since God speaks in Sacred
Scripture through men in human fashion,
the interpreter of Sacred Scripture, in order
to see clearly what God wanted to commu-
nicate to us, should carefully investigate
what meaning the sacred writers really
intended, and what God wanted to manifest
by means of their words.

(Dei Verbum 12)
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Man needs the word to reveal himself to others and to
reveal himself to himself. A story is not simply a cold
expounding of things or events; the story allows man to
resume possession of himself, to rediscover his own
roots and his own limits, to reinvent himself in the marvel
of the mystery that surrounds every human life. In the
today of the word one finds the past and the present,
memory, fidelity, with its bundle of marvels and miseries.
By revealing himself to others, man re-appropriates his
truth, enters into his world and into the universe that
forged him. The word enables him to bring to light neb-
ulous elements that have been deposited deep inside
himself along the way, to make them re-emerge, but it
allows him also to tell them, to bring them out of the dark-
ness to the light of the Face. To do this it is not always
necessary to have a professional psychologist before us.
Sometimes all we need is someone who knows how to
listen. A Jewish proverb says that when two Jews meet
and one of them has a problem the other becomes a
rabbi. The word expresses to oneself and to others one’s
own story and the story of the fathers. But the biography
of the Word does not stop here. Beyond the function of
informing about the world, beyond that of expressing
one's own world, the word seeks a “you”: this is the third
function of the word, the “appellative” function.

2.3 The word is call

The human and divine word is essentially a search for
the other. To become an “I' it needs a “you,” because we
carry in our hearts the nostalgia for a Face. Adam real-
izes himself only when he encounters someone who
stands before him (Gen 2:18).° In order to live man needs
someone to address a word to him that says: you exist.
It is possible to bear the burden that every human life
involves only when one is heard. Without a you there is
no |. We can also say that life is a journey toward the
“you” or, perhaps better, a pilgrimage toward the “you”.
In order to be who he is, therefore, man must undertake
a journey and the word is the escort to cover the dis-
tance, to satisfy the nostalgia. The word seeks
encounter. Or perhaps it is better to say that the authen-
tic word does not live shut up inside, obsessively preoc-
cupied with self, but seeks the other, assuming respon-
sibility for the other. The true word provokes, puts in
motion, opens to hope and to intention. An authentic
word cannot lose its eschatological perspective. It is
above all a word that liberates from the prison of the
ephemeral, that restores confidence for the present and
hope in the future. Linguistic scholars speak of the prag-
matic’ dynamism of the word, in the sense of a shock
force that belongs to the human word. The word
addresses itself to someone and expects a response
from that person. Those on the receiving end dispose
themselves to confront an irreducible otherness, running
the risk of becoming different at the hearing of a word
that can never be fully possessed.® | have read that the
pigmies of the Congo have great confidence in the for-

est, and also in darkness, because if the forest is good,
the darkness of the forest must also be so. And when
one of them suffers or dies, and it becomes dark all
around, they think that the forest has fallen asleep. Then
they come together around the fire and sing songs to
wake the forest and make it happy again.® This little story
is a splendid metaphor of the pragmatic force of the
word. In the darkness of the forest the word enables peo-
ple to call to one another so that they will not go astray,
striving to live — as one writer puts it: “like the innocent
people of the forest (...) in a world created by such a
benevolent God that if there are sufferings, it will be
because he has fallen asleep. And - like the Hassidim -
precisely when life is most heavy with sorrow and pain -
that will be the moment when we will dance and sing
together, to wake the sleeping God of our lost hope”."

3. Reading is being in dialogue with the other

We thus arrive at our final point. What does all this mean
for a reader who finds himself before a biblical text (I
speak in the singular, but it is obvious that the same
would hold for a community of readers)? To return to the
initial remarks of my paper: how are we to arrive at an
understanding of the Word of God incarnate in a human
language - an understanding that would not be closed
off in the ivory tower of a pure intellectualism, but that
would also not be a reductionistic search for immediate
answers that cannot get beyond prejudice? In short, how
are we to respect the Incarnation of the Word, who delib-
erately chose the ways of human communication?

There is an outline of a response - it seems to me - in
the description of the communicative process that | have
just put forward: we all, whether exegete, catechist or
preacher, must be disposed to understand the proper
relationship with the biblical text in terms of a “dialogue”,
which is, always and everywhere, a dialogue with the
“Other”. In other words, both scientific exegesis and pas-
toral interpretation must respect the three functions that
characterize language; the Word of God must be
respected in its nature as a Word that informs, reveals
and calls.

To be sure, the exegete - like every believer — has an
obligation to understand the data of the biblical text on
the basis of the hermeneutical horizon in which the text
was generated. Goethe affirmed that to know a poet one
must know his country. Not to take into account histori-
cal and cultural aspects that gave birth to the text means
depriving the encounter of its roots. Failure to know
where the text is coming from means running the great
risk of using it to construct the most convenient meaning,
thereby doing violence to the word. The text has some-
thing to say to me today, but this presupposes that | rec-
ognize its unique identity and strive to overcome the his-
torical, geographical and cultural distance - that sepa-
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To search out the intention of the sacred writers, attention should be given, among other things,
to “literary forms”. For truth is set forth and expressed differently in texts which are variously his-
torical, prophetic, poetic, or of other forms of discourse. The interpreter must investigate what
meaning the sacred writer intended to express and actually expressed in particular circumstances
by using contemporary literary forms in accordance with the situation of his own time and culture.
(7) For the correct understanding of what the sacred author wanted to assert, due attention must
be paid to the customary and characteristic styles of feeling, speaking and narrating which pre-
vailed at the time of the sacred writer, and to the patterns men normally employed at that period

in their everyday dealings with one another.

rates me from it.

However, having said this, | must forcefully reaffirm that
it is not possible to arrive at the truth of the biblical text if
it has been deprived of that pragmatic force that it has for
the reader of every age. This means that the Bible can-
not be reduced to a mere supplier of information. The
truth of the Bible is not the neutral explanation of things.
In friendship and in love even informative precision loses
weight when compared with other possibilities which the
relationship of friendship offers to the subjects involved.
The Word of God is “true” not only because it gives
“true” information, but because it opens the doors to
authentic relationship. The very biblical term “truth”
(emet) includes within its signification a life project and a
fidelity that is not an exact equivalent to the Greek con-
cept of aletheia. The “truth” of a biblical text is only fully
grasped when one has also uncovered its involving
polarity as a word that summons, provokes and awaits a
response. In a biblical text, therefore, it is not just a past
story that is delineated, but also the present story; the
text targets not only a reader of an historical time — that
in which the text was written — but also that of today. A
hearing is demanded of today’s reader, as much as of
yesterday’s, and it is a hearing in the strong sense of the
word conveyed by the Hebrew root shama.

This, then, is the task — and the hard work - of interpre-
tation (which is then the same task and the same hard
work that is involved in any relationship): | - a man of this
century — go to the Word with my expectations, my pre-
occupations, my needs (...) and | discover distance.
A distance, however, which is not only an obstacle to
overcome, but is also growth in vision, perspective, mul-
tiplicity of meanings. And thus, after having overcome
the distance, through the journey from me to the text, |
discover that the Word has reached me, making itself
present to my present. The truth is uncovered in that dia-
logical character of me to the text and of the text to me.
Thus is realized the “communion of faces”, in which
everyone discovers himself in the profound fragility of his
own being, and lets go. In the “communion of faces”
there is no desire to be irresistible at any cost so as to
acquire and conquer; in the “communion of faces” fear

(Dei Verbum 172)

to, is overcome, the fear that makes a person run and hide
(cf. Gen 3:8). The “communion of faces” is an expression
of the agape (love), which is not motivated by the desire
to possess, but to belong, and accept the other in his
freedom. At the end of the day, it is precisely agape that
is the hermeneutical place of the Word, the appropriate
place for any authentic relationship.

(Translation: L. Maluf) r

' U. Luz, Erwdgungen zur sachgemdBen Interpretation neutesta-
mentlicher Texte, in: Evangelische Theologie 42 (1982), p. 515.

2 Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church, Rome 1993, |.F.

3 Born in Lithuania in 1905 by parents who belonged to the small
Jewish bourgeoisie.

* E. Lévinas, Ethique et Infini. Dialogues avec Philippe Nemo, Paris
1982; English translation: Ethics and Infinity: Dialogues with Philippe
Nemo, Pittsburgh, PA 1985.

s Heb 1:11f. offers a beautiful synthesis of the story of salvation in terms
of communication: “In times past, God spoke in partial and various
ways to our ancestors through the prophets; in these last days, he
spoke to us through a son ...”

¢ This is a translation that better renders the Hebrew knegdo.

’ From the Greek pragma (action): language does not merely say
something; rather, it effects, acts.

¢ J. Delorme, Analyse sémiotique du discours et étude de la Bible, in:
Sémiotique et Bible 66 (1992) p. 41.

® C.M. Turnbull, The Forest People. A Study of the Pygmies of the
Congo, New York 1968, p. 3.

© S. B. Kopp, Se incontri Buddha per la strada uccidilo. Il pellegrinag-
gio del paziente nella psicoterapia, Palo Alto 1972, p. 190. English
translation: /f You Meet the Buddha on the Road, Kill Him! The
Pilgrimage of Psychotherapy Patients, New York 1976.
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Between Text, Life Situation and Faith
Biblical Studies and Biblical Pastoral Ministry

Ralf Huning, svd

Ralf Huning, svd, studied philosophy and Catholic
theology and earned his doctoral degree in 2004.
He has done biblical pastoral work in Nicaragua,
Germany and the Netherlands. He is coordinator
for biblical pastoral ministry in the SVD’s
European Zone, coordinator for biblical pastoral
ministry and spirituality in the North German pro-
vince of the SVD and author of several books and
articles on biblical pastoral themes.

“Easy access to Sacred Scripture should be provided
for all the Christian faithful” (Dei Verbum 22) the
Constitution on Divine Revelation demands. The
Catholic Biblical Federation sees it as its chief task to
contribute to the implementation of this demand." This
is important for one thing because all members of the
Church need Holy Scripture as a primary medium for
hearing the Word of God. In this sense the Pontifical
Biblical Commission in its 1993 Document The
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church describes as
the goal of biblical pastoral ministry (here called the
biblical apostolate) “to make known the Bible as the
Word of God and source of life.” But access to Sacred
Scripture should not be denied to any believer also
because the Church needs the Bible-reading of all its
members. The Pontifical Biblical Commission rightly
stressed the fact that “all the members of the Church
have a role in the interpretation of Scripture.” It should
therefore be the task of biblical pastoral ministry,
besides seeing to the diffusion of the Bible, to insure
that no part of the Church monopolizes the Bible.

On the basis of this twofold objective one can also
define the relationship of biblical pastoral ministry to
biblical studies: biblical pastoral ministry should make
clear to all members of the Church the importance of
biblical scholarship and should pass on to them its
results. It should also, however, help to warn against a
monopoly on the part of biblical studies by making
clear the need for a liturgical, theological and experi-
ence-oriented reading of the Bible and by conveying
the results of these readings to biblical scholarship.
Biblical studies have thus far not sufficiently appreciat-
ed the fact that this field not only has something to give
to biblical pastoral ministry but should also be receiving
something from it. Biblical scholarship that is self-suffi-
cient and that stands in no living relationship to other
Bible readers in the Church is in danger of producing
irrelevant or even harmful knowledge.*

A faith-inspired Bible-reading in the Catholic Church will
take place within an energy field powered by three
forces: text, life situation and a faith communicated and
practiced in community.®

(implied reader)
text

reading

real reader
life reality faith

This energy field already influenced the production of the
biblical text itself. These texts were not composed for their
own sake, but in order to give new impulses for action
where there is conflict between faith and reality. They
were written for people for whom, in a particular historical
situation, faith expressions and faith practices that arose
in other contexts no longer sufficed as guidelines for
action. The active transmission of these texts suggests
that they were helping people in evident ways to acquire
new insights into their world and to adapt their faith
understanding and their religious practices to this trans-
formed reality in such a way that they could be brought
ever anew into vital contact with God. But changes in faith
and world realities also led to ever-new re-readings of
texts (relecture), which were being written into these new
situations over a long period of time. After the canoniza-
tion of the biblical books these re-readings entered into
the treasury of the Church’s tradition and they have here
become an important frame of reference for the interpre-
tation of the Bible in the Church.

Modern hermeneutics has shown that an objective and
neutral reading of texts is not possible.® Readings are
always marked by the culture and the context of the inter-
preter and his worldview, which is also always mediated
through community. To the three elements of the energy
field in which the interpretation of the Bible as Holy
Scripture takes place also correspond different ap-
proaches to the text. The scientific approach, which has
become dominant in many countries of the northern
hemisphere since the enlightenment, corresponds to the
“text” element. Science has become a way of life in these



countries.” Access to the Bible through the lens of divine
revelation, whose justification the Church defends over
against the objections of secular science, corresponds to
the “faith” element. Access through experience and prax-
is corresponds to the element “life reality”. In biblical
terms this would be a kind of wisdom knowledge. This
approach fell largely into oblivion in the societies marked
by the enlightenment and was rediscovered only a few
decades ago. The situation is somewhat different with
respect to countries of the southern hemisphere; for mil-
lions of poor people who lack a formal education the wis-
dom approach of life-related knowledge is the only avail-
able approach to the truth of their world and to the Bible.
Many people, who are rightly regarded as uneducated
according to the criteria of a scientifically sophisticated
society, have reached a high level of education in terms
of a wisdom-related understanding.

To the three elements of the energy field in which a faith-
inspired Bible-reading takes place correspond three
hermeneutical spaces, or realms of Bible-reading in the
Catholic Church. A hermeneutical realm or space “is that
institutional place where a specific interpretive subject
gets its identity, proper to that place and different from
any other subject. This space makes a certain interpreta-
tion of the Bible proper to that place and different from
those other interpretations made in other hermeneutic
places.”® The Catholic Church has a liturgical-institutional
space, where the transmitted faith is the key to biblical
interpretation, an academic space, where the interpreta-
tion concentrates primarily on the text, its origin and its
structures, and a community space, where the life and
faith experiences of interpreters are the key to the under-
standing of the text.

academic realm:
text
scientific approach

Interpretation
of the Bible
in the Church

community realm: liturgical-institutional realm:
life situation faith
wisdom approach revelation

No one can be a primary subject in all three of these
spaces, because it is not possible to be an equally com-
petent expert in all three of these knowledge modalities.
Bible-reading in the Church must therefore take place in
dialogue between different ecclesial constituencies,
each of which has its own charisma to bring to the
Church for the benefit of the whole, without absolutizing
its own knowledge angle. A glance at Church history
shows, however, that there is always a danger
of overemphasizing the importance of a particular
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hermeneutical space. Thus for a long time in the Catholic
Church it was almost exclusively the need for a liturgical-
institutional space that was emphasized. This can be
understood in part as a reaction to the exaggerated
emphasis on the individualistic Bible reading of believers
in the Reformation. It was a long learning process, and a
painful one for all involved, to arrive at the recognition of
the need and justification of an academic space in the
Catholic Church. Since the time of its full recognition by
the conciliar Constitution Dei Verbum, however, there
has been a notable tendency within biblical scholarship
to set itself up as an absolute. The significance of the
community space was not yet explicitly put forward in the
Dei Verbum. In the past decades, however, especially in
the young Churches of the southern hemisphere, the
importance of approaches related to wisdom has been
rediscovered. The learning process with reference to the
recognition of the importance, as well as the limits, of the
community space is an ongoing one.

The 1993 document of the Pontifical Biblical Commis-
sion, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, is an
important milestone with respect to the question of
acknowledging the interpretive competency of the poor.
In this document the point is made that we may rightly
“rejoice in seeing the Bible in the hands of people of
lowly condition and of the poor; they can bring to its
interpretation and to its actualization a light more pene-
trating, from the spiritual and existential point of view,
than that which comes from a learning that relies upon
its own resources alone (cf. Matt 11:25)".° This state-
ment, particularly in communities in which scientific
methods have become a way of life, amounts to a radi-
cal questioning of the normally accepted hierarchy of
the educated and the uneducated. Further efforts will be
needed to clarify the necessity of this community space
over against the subjects of liturgical-institutional and
academic spaces of the interpretive endeavor. This is
particularly important in view of the fact that mastery in
the approaches of liturgical-institutional and academic
spaces is oftentimes won at the price of an estrange-
ment with respect to wisdom approaches. In my opinion
it should be one of the primary tasks of biblical pastoral
ministry in the Catholic Church to highlight the signifi-
cance of the community space for the Church. Beyond
this, biblical pastoral ministry should also concern itself
with an effort of mediation between the three hermeneu-
tical spaces, in order that the interpretation of the Bible
in the Church can thus become ever more a dialogical
process.

I would now just like to expand a bit on what has been
said thus far. The indispensable characters of the litur-
gical-institutional space in the Catholic Church is
deduced from the assumption that the Bible is the Holy
Scripture, through which God enters into communication
with humanity (cf. DV 21). This Holy Scripture owes its
origin to the Church and has a close relationship to it.
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The principal subjects of biblical reading in liturgical-
institutional space are the official proclaimers of the
Word, supported by scientific theology. The interpreta-
tion of Scripture takes place according to the rules of
systematic theology and liturgy. In this space it is evident
that the Word of God for believers is something fixed in
advance and not entirely at our disposal. It cannot be
“produced” like magic through the reading of the text,
but is rather a free gift of God conveyed through the min-
istry of the Church. Attention to the diachronic tradition
warns us not to precipitously identify the meaning of the
biblical text as subjectively interpreted with the Word of
God. The doctrinal tradition of the Church does not
determine the sense of the Bible down to the last detail,
but it does mark the limits of interpretation.

The necessity of the academic space was finally recog-
nized in Dei Verbum. It was grounded in the fact that
“God speaks in Sacred Scripture through men in human
fashion” (DV 12). This implies that the Word of God can-
not simply be extracted from the human text; rather it is
intimately interwoven with the texts. The unity of the
Divine Word and the human word is comparable to the
hypostatic union of the two natures in Christ.”” Since
human beings cannot compose texts that transcend time
and particular historical contexts, Bible readers today
require the translation services of scientific scholarship in
order to learn to understand the biblical texts in their
proper literary forms and against the background of their
historical and cultural contexts. The primary subjects in
the academic space are scholars; a critical, method-
ological approach guides interpretation here.

The significance of the community realm is derived by
Church doctrine from the doctrine of the sensus fidelium
(cf. Lumen Gentium 12), which has become the subject
of intensive theological reflection since the Council. The
judgment of the Church is revealed not only in the state-
ments of the Magisterium or of theologians, but also in
the faith-sense of believers.' In many places, Bible- read-
ing proves to be an outstanding medium for verbalizing
the sensus fidelium. The subjects of Bible-reading in the
community realm are all the faithful; access to the truth
attested to in Holy Scripture takes place here through
intuition, experience and practical life-wisdom

As has already been pointed out with reference to the
history of the Church, the subjects of the three
hermeneutical spaces are always in danger of cutting
themselves off from the other hermeneutical realms or
even assuming an absolute monopoly. If the Word of
God could be clearly distinguished from the human
word, then one could in fact leave to the liturgical-institu-
tional realm the knowledge and preaching of the Word of
God, to the academic realm the knowledge of the literal
sense of the texts and to the community realm the task
of faith-inspired application. But since the divine and
human in Scripture constitute an inseparable unity, a
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mutual interdependence among the three hermeneutical
realms is required. Their individual insights acquire a rel-
evancy for the Church as a whole only when they have
been won in dialogical relationship to the other
hermeneutical spaces.

Thus, the preaching of the Word of God located in the
liturgical-institutional realm ought not stand in complete
contradiction to the insights won through scientific inves-
tigation of the Bible. Likewise Christian instruction should
take its point of departure from the contemporary expe-
rience of the faithful, which is the only way it can be
understood and received by them at all, though the offi-
cial teaching is not thereby simply identified with that
experience.

The isolation of the academic realm takes place only at
the price of a loss of relevancy. The insights that have
been won through scientific theory in the second half of
the 20" century have enabled it to be seen more clearly
that the acceptance of an ecclesial preconception of the
Bible as Holy Scripture as a referential framework for a
scientific reading of the Bible does not call into question
its scientific status. Science is not practiced in a neutral
space; rather it is always directed by particular para-
digms and interests.” Scientific investigations then
achieve higher relevancy for recipients in the other
hermeneutical spaces when their guiding hypotheses
are derived from the faith questions of the Church or
from actual life problems of people. The recognition that
biblical texts do not merely inform, but above all intend
to effect something in the readers leads to the conclu-
sion that the reader side must be part of the equation
from the beginning with the scientific investigation of the
Bible. Ecclesial tradition, but also the practical life-wis-
dom of “simple believers” can moreover clarify blind
spots in the awareness of scholars and can help them to
avoid negative effects of the science they produce (e.g.
anti-Judaism, justification of patriarchalism, racism or the
oppression of the poor)."

Finally, in the community space, a knowledge of the
doctrinal tradition of the Church can protect from a
subjectivistic appropriation of the Bible. It serves as a
prophylactic against the ideological bias of small com-
munities and opens the eye to the whole Church as
interpreting community. Scientific knowledge serves a
better understanding of the texts, helps to critically
question one’s own prejudices and to take the text seri-
ously in its foreignness.

From a reading of the Bible in the three spaces grows the
judgment of the Church. It is the task of the Magisterium
to verbalize this judgment (cf. DV 12). It serves then as a
frame of reference for further readings. This frame of ref-
erence however is never completed, but requires ever-
new readings. Magisterial statements serve the under-
standing of the Word of God, but do not become a



substitute for it. They remain, as the Pontifical Biblical
Commission wrote in 1983, ever a kind of “auxiliary lan-
guage”, and do not have for faith the same value as the
“actual referential language of the inspired authors”.” In
DV 12 the significance of preliminary scientific work for
the judgment of the Church was stressed. One conse-
quence of the insight into the importance of the commu-
nity realm that has since emerged would be a comple-
mentary statement to the effect that all believers have a
contribution to make to the judgment of the Church. This
was not yet expressed with sufficient clarity in the docu-
ment of the Pontifical Biblical Commission of 1993.'

The task of the biblical pastoral ministry is often casually
understood as performing a pastoral service for the com-
munity. In my opinion biblical pastoral ministry also has
a mission in reference to the two other hermeneutical
spaces in the Catholic Church. Together with practical
theology it should communicate to the liturgical-institu-
tional and the academic spaces the life and faith experi-
ences of believers that come to expression through
Bible-reading, so that the Church can take these into
consideration in formulating her judgments. But it should
be noted here that the three hermeneutical realms do not
relate to each other on an equal footing. Special efforts
are required to insure that all believers, and among them
especially the poor, are able to bring into the interpreting
community of the Church the fruits of their experience-
related Bible-reading over against the impressive formu-
lations of biblical studies and the imposing treasury of
the ecclesial dogmatic tradition. The insight of the
Pontifical Biblical Commission that the poor can bring to
the “interpretation and actualization” of Holy Scripture “a
light more penetrating, from the spiritual and existential
point of view, than that which comes from a learning that
relies upon its own resources alone” should become an
ethical imperative. Biblical pastoral ministry should see it
as its task to bring scientific exegesis into living contact
with this realm. It should encourage biblical scholarship
to engage its various methodological tools to point out
the limits of scientific knowledge and to make ciear for
the whole Church the value of Bible-readings in the com-
munity space.

In sum, | would like to highlight the fact that biblical pas-
toral ministry should not be subordinated to a single
hermeneutical space, but should rather stand in vital
relationship to all three spaces. lts task should therefore
not be limited either to the catechetical handing on of
Church teaching (absolutizing of the liturgical-institution-
al space), nor only to communicating a vulgarized ver-
sion of scientific biblical knowledge (absolutizing of the
academic space), nor exclusively to the animation of
community Bible-reading and the verbalization of the text
meaning acknowledged as relevant in the community
space. By taking all of these tasks into account, biblical
pastoral ministry can perform an important service of
mediation between the three hermeneutical realms. It
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can thus help the Church to take seriously Holy Scripture
as “God’s Word in the human word” and lead it to a
twofold devotion: devotion to the Word of God (through
unadulterated transmission) and devotion to human
beings (as tradents and recipients of the Word of God;
cf. Evangelii Nuntiandi 4).

Such a biblical pastoral ministry will require helpers who
have a capacity to communicate with the primary sub-
jects of all three hermeneutical realms. This requires a
fundamental education in the characteristic knowledge
ways of each of the three spaces: they must know the
Church’s teaching and be capable of following theologi-
cal argumentation, and they must at the same time
understand the technical language of biblical scholar-
ship, as well as the languages of simple people. Biblical
pastoral ministry thus proves to be a challenging task,
which is no less important than the role of scientific
scholarship.

(Translation: L. Maluf)
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| shall approach the relationship between biblical criti-
cism and biblical pastoral ministry with a look backward
as well as forward — in light of the Il Vatican Council and
its Constitution on Divine Revelation and in view of our
postmodern world of today and the foreseeable future.
This | shall do in three steps: | will start by recalling the
significance of the Constitution for this relationship in
the context of the 1960s; | will continue by tracing the
path of biblical criticism since the mid-1970s through
the present and thus in the aftermath of the Council and
the Constitution; and | shall conclude with a contempo-
rary vision for this relationship in the wake of such
developments within Biblical Studies and in the face of
a different historical context.

It is hard to believe that more than forty years have
elapsed since the conclusion of the Council and the
promulgation of such decrees as the Constitution on
Divine Revelation in its final session of 1965. In retro-
spect, the Constitution stands as a splendid achieve-
ment, worthy indeed of such commemoration as the
present one. Its influence on biblical criticism within the
Catholic tradition was profound and far-reaching.

Institutionalization of academic criticism

The Constitution solidified in no small measure a trend
in biblical interpretation already very much underway at
the time. In effect, it provided full backing for a shift in
paradigm in biblical interpretation from a dogmatic-
ecclesial model, in which the writings functioned in
rather unmediated fashion as sources for Church
thought and life, toward an academic-disciplinary
model, in which the writings were approached as

Easy access to Sacred Scripture should be provided for all the Christian faithful.

sources from another time and place and hence in
need of contextualization within their original social and
cultural settings in order to secure their original mean-
ing before application to Church life and thought. This
historicizing development was by no means new in the
study of Christian origins.

By the middle of the 19" century, among Protestant
scholarly circles in northern Europe, Biblical Studies
had established itself as a discipline within the context
of the university. It was one of several academic disci-
plines whose formation took place in the wake of the
French Revolution, a time of ferment in the West. Within
the academy, it drew directly on another incipient disci-
pline, Historical Studies, for grounding and direction in
its task of contextualizing the texts that constituted its
object of study. In other words, as biblical criticism
sought to address the basic questions of dating and
location, authorship and genre, literary history and
technique, community concerns and aims, sociocultu-
ral context and socioreligious comparison, Biblical
Studies turned to the methodological and theoretical
apparatus of that field of studies whose task it was to
raise such questions of historical texts — historiography.
This development gave rise to that critical approach
that would eventually rule the field for approximately a
hundred and fifty years — historical criticism.

To be sure, the historical critical paradigm was not with-
out opposition, both inside and outside the halls of the
academy. In Protestant circles, for example, both fun-
damentalism and pentecostalism offered severe cri-
tiques and opted for different paths: while the former
emphasized the literal understanding of Scripture and
the principle of inerrancy, the latter highlighted the role
of the Spirit as the ultimate arbiter in interpretation.
Within the academic tradition of mainline Protestantism,
moreover, opposition to the project of contextualization
emerged from quarters holding on to a dogmatic-eccle-
sial paradigm, pursuing “lower” criticism and avoiding
“higher” criticism. In Catholic circles, meanwhile, the
path of historical criticism proved a bumpy one indeed,

(Dei Verbum 22)



BULLETIN DEI VERBUM 82/83

Since Holy Scripture must be read and interpreted in the same spirit in which it was written, (9) no
less serious attention must be given to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture if the mean-
ing of the sacred texts is to be correctly worked out. The living tradition of the whole Church must
be taken into account along with the harmony which exists between elements of the faith.

It is the task of exegetes to work according to these rules toward a better understanding and expla-
nation of the meaning of Sacred Scripture, so that through preparatory study the judgement of the

Church may mature.

both inside and outside academic circles, given its rela-
tionship to modernism and its espousal of rationalism.
While Catholic piety and devotions stayed away, by
and large, from the use of the Bible, recourse to histor-
ical criticism within the Catholic academic tradition long
remained under the shadow of suspicion and the threat
of condemnation. Toward the middle of the twentieth
century, however, steady acceptance and ascendancy
within the Church was evident, a position soundly con-
firmed by the Constitution of 1965. Moreover, the
Council further urged close study of the Bible among
the People of God, placing the biblical writings at the
center of Catholic devotions and piety.

As a result, biblical interpretation would proceed
henceforth, unquestioned and undisturbed, according
to the tenets of historical criticism in seminary and doc-
toral programs alike. Such was the training that |
received, during my years of ministerial training in the
early 1970s, in Old Testament and New Testament.
Questions having to do with revelation and inspiration,
canonicity and authority, were approached as a
propaedeutic to interpretation and addressed in an
introductory course to the discipline of Biblical Studies
as a whole. Questions involving theological reflection
and practical application were pursued as ramifications
of interpretation and raised in their respective areas of
the curriculum. Within the biblical curriculum itself, his-
torical contextualization was the norm.

Within this framework, the relationship between biblical
criticism and pastoral ministry can be readily ascer-
tained. Historical criticism, it should be recalled, was,
for the most part and for all practical purposes, envi-
sioned as a “scientific” enterprise: its conception of
“history” was objectivist — the reconstruction of
Christian antiquity, within the limits established by the
historical evidence available; its lens on “history” was
detached - a decontextualized gaze, above and
beyond social and cultural realities; and its entry into
“history” was neutral — impartial analysis, beyond ideo-
logical concerns and aims. Within such a framework,

(Dei Verbum 12)

therefore, critical interpretation functioned as “exege-
sis”, a foundational and indispensable exercise in
mediation between the texts of biblical antiquity and the
readers/hearers of present-day Christianity. In this exer-
cise, moreover, the biblical critic, ideally conceptual-
ized as a member of a circle of progressive and com-
plementary scholarship, reigned supreme as mediating
agent. Consequently, in approaching the biblical texts,
all theological reflection and practical application would
have to proceed with due attention to the findings and
discussions of biblical criticism in mind.

Biblical pastoral ministry was no exception in this
regard. The logic is obvious. If criticism establishes,
again within the limited possibilities afforded by the
extant historical evidence, the reconstruction of biblical
life and thought, any recourse to or impartation of such
thought and life, at any level of ecclesial activity, would
have to be done in keeping with the tenets of such
empiricist, universalizing, and disinterested research.
Any departure from such established boundaries would
be perceived as raising the dreaded specter of violating
the historical divide between past and present and
hence introducing the mortal danger of “eisegesis”, of
reading the present into the past, in such communica-
tion and pedagegy. In sum, a well-founded biblical pas-
toral ministry had to be anchored in biblical scholar-
ship. This remained the operative model through the
late 1960s through the 1970s, in the wake of Vatican Il.

Subsequent developments in academic criticism

In the wake of the 1960s, a time of ferment not only for
the West but for the non-Western world as well, all aca-
demic disciplines, whether in the social sciences or the
human sciences, witnessed a period of profound
rethinking and reorientation, as modernism gave way to
postmodernism. Such a crisis eventually reached
Theological Studies in general and Biblical Studies in
particular. Biblical criticism would no longer be the
same. Ilts conceptualization and practice underwent
drastic changes as a result of internal and external
developments. | shall mention four such influences.
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First, the long-standing ties to historical criticism were
significantly affected as the discipline reached beyond
Historical Studies to Literary Studies and Sociocultural
Studies for grounding and guidance. Questions involv-
ing both textual dynamics and contextual configura-
tions, it was felt, could no longer be answered ade-
quately by traditional historiography. Consequently, the
historical-critical method was dislodged as the exclu-
sive mode of interpretation in academic circles, as liter-
ary criticism and sociocultural criticism were incorpo-
rated into the discipline. This twofold development
began in the mid-1970s, expanded rapidly through the
1980s, and has continued unabated into the present.
Second, the traditional claims of historical criticism to
detachment and impartiality were called into question
from two different quarters, both consisting of newcom-
ers to the field: within the West, an expanding number
of women scholars turned to feminist criticism, fore-
grounding the issue of gender construction and rela-
tions in interpretation; outside the West, beginning in
Latin America, an expanding number of non-Western
critics introduced liberation criticism, highlighting the
question of political economy and class relations in
interpretation. The stance of scientific decontextualiza-
tion, it was argued from both sides, could no longer be
considered valid in historiography. The result was the
beginnings of ideological criticism, with its focus on dif-
ferential relations of power, which came to the fore in
the 1970s as well and expanded in different directions
through the 1980s and beyond, including minority criti-
cism and postcolonial criticism.

Third, the flow of historical criticism from text through
critic to application in thought and life was ruptured by
liberation criticism through its turn to popular ecclesial
communities as its base and its appropriation of the
classic model of “seeing, acting, and judging” as its
modus operandi. The site of criticism, it was envi-
sioned, would switch from the privileged confines of the
academy to the struggles of the oppressed.
Interpretation would begin with a critical analysis of
contemporary society and culture, proceed to theolog-
ical analysis in light of the biblical writings as the Word

of God, and conclude with a concrete plan of action in
the world. In this process, moreover, critics would func-
tion as allied and committed facilitators, providing
direction when requested or deemed necessary. Such
emphasis on social location and real readers came to
the fore in the 1970s and received sustained theoriza-
tion in the new literary, sociocultural, and ideological
paradigms of interpretation.

Finally, the close links between historical criticism
and modernism were radically revisited in the after-
math of postmodernist thought. From the point of
view of poststructuralist thought, the concepts of tex-
tual indeterminacy, plurality of meanings, and agency
of readers entered the idiom of biblical criticism.
From the point of view of ideological critique, the
focus on unequal relationships of power in culture
and society became an integral part of biblical criti-
cism as well. The age of Cultural Studies had arrived,
therefore, with its twofold focus on the problematic
and politics of meaning as well as representation;
beginning in the 1980s, it has grown steadily more
sophisticated through today.

Such ferment in biblical criticism cannot but have a
profound impact on the working model of pastoral
biblical ministry adopted under the aegis of historical
criticism. Gone now was that unshakeable sense of
scientific mediation provided by traditional historiog-
raphy between the past of the biblical world and the
now of contemporary Christianity. Interpretation now
called for a very different set of qualifications: expert-
ise in a variety of methods and theories, including lit-
erary and sociocultural approaches; problematization
of social location and angle of vision in texts and
interpretations alike; attention to real readers and
power relations, whether inside or outside the acade-
my, including the marginalized and the dispos-
sessed; sensitivity to issues of diversity and conflict in
texts and interpretation alike. In the last thirty years,
then, since the mid-1970s, biblical criticism has
developed in directions beyond all imagination at the
time of Vatican Il, in the early 1960s. Such develop-

Therefore, all the clergy must hold fast to the Sacred Scriptures through diligent sacred reading
and careful study, especially the priests of Christ and others, such as deacons and catechists who
are legitimately active in the ministry of the word. This is to be done so that none of them will
become “an empty preacher of the word of God outwardly, who is not a listener to it inwardly”
(Augustinus) since they must share the abundant wealth of the divine word with the faithful com-
mitted to them, especially in the sacred liturgy. The sacred synod also earnestly and especially
urges all the Christian faithful, especially Religious, to learn by frequent reading of the divine

Scriptures the “excellent knowledge of Jesus Christ” (Phil 3:8).

(Dei Verbum 25)






