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his own past and free now for the future. Ultimate meaning is that
which gives meaning to all other proximate sources of meaning; in this
case it is the gift of God in Chrigt. Meanings not founded on God's
revelation in Jesus are proximate and ambiguous. If they become, as
they do, the attempt of man to secure hisexistence, tolive out of hisown
strength,'® they become sin—the substitution of proximate for ultimate
meaning, the exchange of the vertical for the horizontal dimension, the
commutation of transcendence for immanence, the for getfulness of crea-
tureliness.'®

When we affirm that the theological operation interprets or articu-
lates the intentionality of faith directed to transcendence, we do not
mean by transcendence the realm of the spirit as opposad to the mate-
rial, nor the timeless as contrasted to the temporal, nor the real as
opposad to the mer ely apparent. Wemean " by the transcendence of God
Hisperpetual futurity, His absolute freedom, which places Him beyond
man's powers of capture, beyond being bound or obligated in any fash-
ion, beyond any claim of man on God, and also beyond every rational
attempt to conceptualize His activity."*® Transcendence here is the
quality of God who meets man as a power and force completely different
from all other powers and forces, particularly the powers and forces of
man, and the quality of man's assimilation of a force and power that
goes beyond natural capacities. So does faith achieve sdlf-transcen-
dence.

By further defining the theological operation asthe attempt to under-
stand consequent polymorphic differentiations in consciousness and
their effects, we are specifying the circularity of the theological opera-
tion aswell asthe broader hermeneutical circle constituted by all four
operations. Thus the literary, historical, and comparative operations
begin with the effects following a Christian differentiation of conscious-
ness. Onereturns by under standing intentionalities, differentiations in
consciousness, and finally their effects. But what is intended is not
always congruent with what is effected. The theological operation dis-
tinguishes between the two.

For example, the eschatological consciousness of Christianity isfirst
manifested by an expected coming of the Son of Man amid apocalyptic
signs found as well in traditional Jewish apocalyptic. The simple pas-
sage of time and the absence of the cosmic signs beget another interpre-
tation in Paul, who shows Christ asthe end of the old eon and man as a
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new creation. This new creation (2 Cor 5:17) is defined by being “in
Christ.” Some of the cosmic imagery is retained by Paul; but the period
of Unheil is definitively ended.'®” Johannine literature further refines
the Pauline interpretation by interpreting eschatology as the decisive
vertical dimension to the present. The cosmic imagery is totally elimi-
nated. Eschatological occurrence has taken place with the comig of the
revealer and occurs as present judgment of the world.'s® Since the
believer lives in this judged world, which will not end as formerly
anticipated, the mode of his existence is not expectation or waiting but
the “as if not” of 1 Cor 7:29-31. Both Pauline and Johannine literature
indicate that there were deviant interpretations in Gnostic libertinism
as well as in asceticism. The theological interpreter judges the latter two
as deviations, and interpretations prior to Paul as stages to a later
meaning. Such judgments follow the three major operations and the
theological operation, which proceeds from effects, to differentiations, to
intentionalities, and back again. Therefore that explanation of Christi-
anity will be adequate which is coherent with the four operations, which
explains all polymorphic effects of differentiated consciousness, the
differentiations of consciousness, and the intentionalities. The unity of
explanation derives ultimately from its object, the revelation of God, but
proximately from the interpreting subject and his own synthesis of
symbolic consciousness. This brings us to the second element in the
hermeneutic field, the interpreter.

The Interpreter

As an element in the hermeneutic field, the interpreter himself is the
subject of interpretation; for the biblical texts demand self-interpreta-
tion and self-appropriation. The word places the interpreter in the
position of deciding; only through decision can the word become event
for him. “Exegesis must be expressly moved by the question of self-
interpretation if it is not to fall victim to subjectivism.*“®® This requisite
self-interpretation is the context of all historical interpretation.!” His-
torical texts which present possibilities for understanding human exis-
tence become intelligible only insofar as the texts are understood in that
principal intentionality. Seen in any other light, the accumulation of
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information from the past is pointless.!” The interpreter interprets by
being interpreted. One need not point out here the substantiation of this
principle, so consistently emphasized by Bultmann, by hermeneutical
studies of the past two decades.

Since every interpreter already has some sort of self-interpretation, it
is first this preunderstanding that must be articulated. “It seems to me
that the presupposition of every exegesis is that the interpreter call his
own grasp of existence into question.”'”? This understanding of exis-
tence, usually formed by tradition, training, and developed interests,
operates as a presupposition in all interpretation and must be critically
analyzed, consciously exposed, and be actu signato present in the four
principal operations.

The preunderstanding is whatever relationship the interpreting sub-
ject has to the subject matter of the texts. As in language learning, if a
new word stands for nothing within my experience, nothing within my
preunderstanding, then the word will mean nothing.'” Meaning be-
comes possible when something new finds a point of contact in the
learner’s consciousness. The point of contact may even be prior misun-
derstanding. Bultmann holds that a preunderstanding of life and death,
good and bad, authentic and inauthentic existence — matters with which
the New Testament is concerned—is present in every interpreter,'’
though not perhaps under these rubrics. Tradition confers identity on
the individual by providing some type of self-understanding as well as a
particular Weltbild which enables the interpreter to organize his life
and deal with the world. Tradition constructs the syntax of the species
in a particular period and place, even though, to use Allport’s phrase,
every individual is an idiom unto himself. It is this generic and specific
intelligibility that constitutes the relation of the interpreter to the
subject matter of the New Testament.

The particularized preunderstanding and interest in the subject mat-
ter may be further specified as historical, psychological, aesthetic, or, in
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the cases of religious literature, “the interest may be the knowledge of
man. . . . In this case the interpreter, reflecting on history, reflects at
the same time on his own possibilities and endeavors to gain self-
knowledge. . . . This questioning is only possible if the interpreter
himself is moved by the question about his own existence.”'” Quite
clearly, the fundamental relation to the subject matter depends on the
interests, talents, sensitivity, and spiritual capacity of the individual
interpreter. Bultmann does not suppose that every interpreter born and
trained in the same tradition will approach the text with the same
questions, even though experience —which may be tested by his book
reviews particularly —indicates that most interpreters do not vary much
in their approach to the New Testament and its theology. Hence the
large number of commentaries and introductions with only peripheral
differences and virtually the same questions. But Bultmann does main-
tain that in proportion to the vitality of the questioning relationship, a
vitality which includes preoccupation with the meaning of existence,
the subsequent interpretation of texts will provide new insights. New
understandings of old texts come from the urgency, individuality, and
pertinence of new questions. This vitality is properly a quality of all four
operations and determines the new understanding of texts which always
remain the same.!"™

Bultmann’s book reviews, particularly from 1925-50, manifest his
growing certainty not only about the existence of a preunderstanding
but also about the need for its articulation if interpretation is to be
fruitful. This certainty of Bultmann is gradually accepted by the larger
scholarly world, until somewhere in the 1950’s (he published “Das
Problem der Hermeneutik” in 1950 and “Ist voraussetzungslose Exegese
moglich?” in 1957) this certainty becomes the capital of the academic
world under the rubric of hermeneutics. But already in 1925 Bultmann
had asked the question, recently emerging in the form of a full-fledged
discipline, what really occurs and should occur when one interprets a
text? This question, notably in its application to theological interpreta-
tion, represents a new differentiation of symbolic consciousness, a new
stage of meaning, a transition to the interior intentional world of the
interpreting subject, and thus expands the hermeneutical field.!”” There
is, moreover, no doubt that this new stage of meaning, with its stress on
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subjectivity, has particular significance for the third element in the
hermeneutic field, the Church.

The Church

The New Testament developed within a community that soon identi-
fied itself as a church. The Church, both initially and subsequently, is
part of eschatological occurrence. Eschatological occurrence is the
unique revealing action of the omnipotent, holy, and eternal one!®
which takes place through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, who meets man in the current kerygma of the Church as scandal
and who judges man’s finitude, who gives an understanding of self,
world, and God through the grace of faith. More simply, eschatological
occurrence is the action of God on man through the word preached in the
Church and received in faith. The Church is the community of the
justified.'”® It is faith which justifies, a faith which is not a generalized
disposition or an a priori attitude or a permanent dimension of man’s
existence. Faith is “the reception of the message of revelation in Jesus
Christ.”® Though faith is never “a work,” it is always “a deed.”'®
Justifying faith, the completion of eschatological occurrence, takes
place in and through the Church.

The object of faith is the revelation of God in Jesus Christ which meets
man as preached word in the Church. It is this preached word and not
historical reconstruction or the act of memory which re-presents the
historical fact of Jesus in the form of direct address.'*> Because the
preached word is eschatological, qualitatively different from events of
profane history, it can meet man perennially in the Church’s preached
word. Simultaneously within the act of faith in the decisive act of God in
Christ is the act of faith in the Church as the bearer of the kerygma.8
The kerygma is proclaimed by the authority of the Church. This fact
differentiates the object of theology from the objects of science.!®
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The great danger for the Church is its tendency to regard itself as a
phenomenon of this world. This temptation ultimately derives from the
paradox that historical event is at one and the same time eschatological
event. The Church is essentially an eschatological entity and only
subsequently a sociological phenomenon. The Christian tradition itself
succumbs to the temptation. To take but one instance: regulative func-
tions of laws and offices soon are assumed to be constitutive of the
Church. At that point the Church ceases to be the eschatological congre-
gation ruled by the spirit, the eschatological congregation constituted by
the word of proclamation.'®® To arrive at this judgment, one employs the
four major operations and the presupposition which Bultmann calls
Sachkritik. It is particularly the historical operation that indicates
“theological statements are by nature the explication of believing com-
prehension (and) it also follows that the statements may be only rela-
tively appropriate, some more so, others less $0.”% Since the New
Testament is a series of hermeneutical reactions to one and the same
saving event,'® it follows that some segments of the New Testament are
more appropriate to the realities they seek to express than are other
parts. The transition from laws as regulative to laws as constitutive of
the Church is an accommodation of the Church to entities of the world at
the expense of the Church’s eschatological charter.

It is important to note that the judgment that some theological
statements are more appropriate than others is not simply an inherit-
ance of Luther’s critical attitude toward the Epistle of James and the
Revelation of John. Rather, the judgment follows necessarily from
historical consciousness and the application of the four critical opera-
tions. These operations, accompanying and generating new stages of
meaning, disclose the historicity of early Christian literature. Eschato-
logical occurrence is expressed with varying degrees of clarity and
adequacy. One can, as in the instance of the Church’s self-understand-
ing, distinguish stages of meaning. So can one separate the message of
Jesus, the work of editors and Evangelists, the sources they employed,
the audiences to whom the tradition was directed, the intentions of
writers and revisers, the literary vehicles of the contemporary world —
all that we have spoken of in the genetic analysis. Such discrimination
leads to judgments in terms of congruency to the realities, to the subject
matter. One may either ignore, juggle, harmonize, or finally attempt to
explain what at first appears to be recalcitrant data. Only explanation
will purify the intellectual consistency of consciousness.

185 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament 2, 100.
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It is further possible that believing comprehension may be bound by
some prefaith understanding of God, the world, and man and confuse
this prefaith understanding with the realities of revelation. So, for
instance, a writer may speak of God’s dealing with men in juristic
terms. Or a writer may describe God’s relation to the world in mytholog-
ical or cosmological terms which are inappropriate, or even contradic-
tory if interpreted literally, to faith’s grasp of God’s transcendence.
Further, one may express God’s transcendence in the terminology of
mysticism or of idealistic thinking. Or a writer may intend to stress the
reality of the Church by constituting it as a sociological and empirical
phenomenon. One can here preserve the intention of the expressions
without being bound by the prefaith expression. Perhaps the most
striking instance of problematic interpretation, though not mentioned
by Bultmann, ‘is the biological explanation of original sin developed
from a primary and secondary mythical symbolism by the tertiary
symbolism of speculative thought.!*® The point of theological interpreta-
tion is to reach the intentionalities operative in the expressions. The
epistemic principle justifying this procedure Bultmann calls Sachkritik.

Though the term concretizes what seems to be the dynamism of the
act of understanding, it is perhaps more useful in its capacity to pinpoint
the exact location of disagreements, both on the part of believers and of
professional interpreters. While Bultmann makes eminently clear that
he accepts Sachkritik, be it understood as the native capacity of the
mind to judge, discriminate, and decide on realities as opposed to their
expression, or as an explicit epistemic principle, it should not be thought
that he alone, or in his following of Luther, employs Sachkritik. All
interpreters utilize what is meant by Sachkritik; for they all claim to
uncover meaning through words, to reach reality by the understanding
of language. Bultmann simply makes explicit and conscious what is
inevitably operative in all interpretation. This enables him to pursue
the intentionalities at work and to develop their consequences. So he
can define the Church as the eschatological community of the faithful
constituted by the preached word. Likewise, he can commit to theology
the determination of what is true and false teaching within this Church.
Hence theology, in the context of the three preceding operations, can
explain what the Church is, while at the same time maintaining that
the Church does not live from theology but rather from the object of
theology, which is the revelation of God. Therefore theology, against
permanent temptation to simplify, describes the Church as the eschato-
logical and otherworldly entity in which the word of God is preached and
heard —a delicate equipoise of thought in tension ultimately rooted in
the paradox of the Word made flesh.

188 The terms are originally Jaspers’ and are later utilized by Ricoeur.
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The World

The fourth and final element in the hermeneutic field is the world.
For the New Testament, the world is not the articulated and intelligible
cosmos into which man inserts himself by understanding and in which
he is at home through the construction of the city based on the law of the
gods.'® Nor is the world a totality ruled by a providence which sees God
as father and creator and whose relationship to the world parallels that
of the law of cosmic harmony proportioned to the perceptive faculties of
man.'® As the world is conceived of in neither Greek nor Stoic terms, so
the world is not the imprisoning force of the Gnostics.

The world is considered as God’s creation, as subsequently the stage of
history in which God acts and is therefore present. But accepting God as
creator is to accept his transcendence over the world. The world is a
creature, originally made from nothing and bearing the impress of its
nothingness. Negatively, the world is all that is not God. And all that is
not God, apart from the world of nature, is the creation of man. Hence
world is “the totality which man has constructed and which then em-
braces the individual man, gives motivation to his activities, becomes
the measure of his judgments and the security of his sense of being
alive.”*®* World, as a moral entity, may be identified with the three
realms of culture. So world comes to be an anthropological concept.'*? In
fact, it is man himself.

This world of human striving, concern, preoccupation, and care is the
world of sin. Not sinful, of course, in itself, but rather insofar as it
solicits man to devote all his energies to it, to rely on it for his identity,
to hope in it as an ultimate assurance. Radically, sin is the desire to live
by one’s own power, to totally dispose of one’s life, to find one’s security
in the works and preoccupations of man. This is the boasting of which
Paul spoke: the world of flesh, the existence in bondage,'®® life in
darkness, falsehood and death —unfortunately chosen because of its
deceptive promises. This is the false understanding of human existence.
“The desire to control one’s own existence, the claim of self-sufficiency,
the wishing to be like God,”'** this is the primal sin, forgetting that man
is created by God.%
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Eschatological occurrence offers all that the world promises falsely. A
new factual self-understanding contradicts the curse under which hu-
man existence seems to stand, if one attends to the theme of so much
ancient literature which laments the fact that man seems to have lost
something that belonged to him.!*® In becoming a new creature, man
recovers what seems to have been lost, is freed from the world and,
above all, from himself.

At the same time, man remains of the world and a sinner. He is not
taken out of the world, nor does he receive special powers which immu-
nize him from the world’s allure. And faith does not serve as protective
coating. Man is simply told that the old eon has ended, and so has the
power of this world as the vehicle for self-understanding. Faith is here
seen as eine Tat, particularly in the Christian’s dialectical relation to
the world. The relation is not, as too frequently described, a relation of
tension between expectation and fulfilment, but one in which the escha-
tological event paradoxically has its fulfilment in the present moment
and in the quiet, simple, and persistent encounters with neighbor, self,
and God — the usually modest theater of authentic human existence. So
the eschatological event which took place in the history of a concrete
man must repeat itself ever anew—the paradox of an eschatological
event which is simultaneously a historical event, the paradox of life as
veiled though revealed, the anomaly of sin and grace.

To describe the Christian’s relation to the world, Bultman not only
employs the “as if not” of 1 Cor 7:29; he also describes the Christian’s
posture in terms of distance: “The posture of holding oneself far from the
world belongs to the essence of Christianity”'®” —distance from the
things of the world,'®® “a Christian distance,”®® a distance which is
absolutely necessary for man’s freedom.?” Thus do all things come
together as the world pursues its autonomous existence and at the same
time is understood as the place of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

The apparent vulnerability of the New Testament tradition is its
historicity, which seems to locate its actors and deeds in a remote past,
and its unpretentiousness, which appears to ignore or condemn the
aspirations of the world while confining its own efforts to the more

1% Bultmann, “Adam, wo bist du?” GV 2, 107.
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jejune task of man’s internal renovation. Historicity is turned to advan-
tage by the liberating presence of the eschaton in time. Unpretentious-
ness reveals itself rather as the quality of thoughts, actions, and deci-
sions which, through faith, renders a secure sense of self and dissipates
all forms of pretentiousness. So it is the world that is ultimately vulner-
able by its historicity and pretentiousness. At the same time, the world
appears for what it is: the possible location for authentic existence.
Competitive claims are balanced and proportioned and judged by the
paradox of the Word become flesh. Thus the man of faith continues to
create the world as best he can, while at the same time finding himself
in an intentionality and meaning directed to ultimate transcendence
and mediated through the Christian tradition. The modest but neces-
sary role of the theologian is to make the Christian tradition fruitful for
present and future by purifying the intellectual consistency of conscious-
ness. So the tradition appears as a viable option and a moral landmark.
One effective model of such work appears in the writings of Rudolf
Bultmann and his outline of the hermeneutical field, his grasp of the
elements constituting that field, and his understanding and execution of
operations proportionate to the field and its elements.

ADDENDUM: AN UNPUBLISHED ARTICLE

In footnote 184 I referred briefly to an unpublished article of Bult-
mann, “Theologie als Wissenschaft.” The editor of this journal has
graciously, and I think wisely, suggested that I summarize its contents
and relate it to what I have attempted in my article. I shall try to comply
and to leave open for future discussion some of the more trenchant
possibilities suggested by Bultmann’s essay.

First, some general remarks about the essay. It is carefully handwrit-
ten on the equivalent of thirty-nine half pages and comes to thirty-one
pages of double-space typsecript. The original pages are the reverse
sides of envelopes, bills, letters, etc., about six by eight inches—a
typically careful use of material goods augmented by scarcities during
the war years. The latest dated item is from July 18, 1945. A reference to
Alpirsbach, as well as two notably repetitious sections, indicate the
possibility of its being a lecture and in Alpirsbach. I cannot, at the
moment, assign a more definite time or place. The purpose of the article
is to discuss in what sense theology is a science.

It is important to note Bultmann’s lifelong concern with the natural
sciences, particularly with their methodology. One can find hints of this
interest in the 1955 essay “Wissenschaft und Existenz,” an essay sub-
mitted to the Festschrift celebrating Albert Schweitzer’s eightieth birth-
day (GV 3, 107-21). The contribution contains some parallels to the
unpublished essay. Rather more confirmation of his concern for science
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and its methodology is provided by the fact that several of his weekly
Stammtisch companions at the café Zur Sonne, in the Marburg
Marktplatz, were empirical scientists. Nor is it pointless to recall the
general excellence of German science before World War 1.

The text proceeds through three points: (1) the concept of science, (2)
theology as a science, and (3), as a recapitulatory conclusion, the scien-
tific character (Wissenschaftlichkeit) of theology.

Science is broadly ruled by a particular concept unifying all individ-
ual sciences. This idea in science is that man has the capacity to develop
systematically a field or a discipline to which human existence provides
access (“zu dem der Mensch durch sein Dasein den Zugang hat”).
Methodology is determined by the object of study. This means that man
finds himself over and against and distinct from the object—in a situa-
tion analogous to that of seeing. The distance is constituted by the
posture of intellectual objectifying perception. Conclusions of science are
explanatory (begriindend), not descriptive. The objectivity of science is
found in its concern for pure knowledge, knowledge for the sake of
knowledge, and its precision from any form of utility. The only presup-
position of science is a prescientific relation to the object. Scientific
knowledge is hypothetical, therefore relative and capable of revision.
Science’s interest in pure knowledge indicates that it belongs to the
essence of human Dasein to ask questions about truth, i.e., it pertains to
the essence of man to understand himself in his world.

God is the object of theology, but God cannot be the object of theoreti-
cal investigation, because He comprehends all being and there is no
viewpoint outside of this. Theoretical knowledge may attain to an idea
of God. But proper knowledge, proportionate to God known through
revelation, comes only in existentiell encounter. More exactly, then, the
object of theology as a science is faith and the contents of faith. Con-
cretely, the object is eschatological occurrence. Unlike empirical sci-
ence, the object of faith cannot be apprehended through objectifying
postures, though objectifying procedures must be used to articulate the
self-understanding of faith and thus to render faith intelligible as a
possibility. Like science, theology does have a prescientific relation to
its object. Like empirical science, theology proceeds systematically in
accord with the demands of its object. Scientific work, parallel to that of
the empirical sciences, is required both to understand and to interpret
eschatological occurrence. This scientific work Bultmann specifies in
the following brief paragraph which outlines the task of the interpreter
who is to translate the text into modern conceptuality.

That is already not only a philological-historical task, but also a theological
one. Or better: the theological task is simultaneously a philological-historical
work. The reason for this is that the philological-historical interpretation of
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every historical document (a fact that positivism can miss) presumes a relation
(Verhalten) of the interpreter to the subject matter at issue. As only a mathema-
tician can explain a document of the old mathematics, as only a musician, or at
least a person of musical interests, can clarify a document in musical history, as
only a philosopher can adequately explain Plato, so only a scholar moved by the
question of belief can explain the NT (p. 25).

This paragraph contains the four operations of which I wrote and
likewise involves the hermeneutical field and implicitly the elements
explained in my systematic presentation. Thus my article may be
described as an attempt to show how Bultmann concretely executes the
scientific task which he theoretically explained in “Theologie als Wis-
senschaft.”

The concluding section of Bultmann’s second point deals with the
interrelationships of the traditional theological disciplines: Old Testa-
ment, Church history, practical theology. Systematic theology he has
explained as the translating movement from the kerygma — interpreted
by New Testament research—to understanding in the present time.
Bultmann here uses a brief illustrative drawing in which an arrow
(pointing upwards to kerygma) indicates the task of New Testament
theology as the understanding of the kerygma, and in which an arrow
pointing downward from the kerygma to Christian understanding indi-
cates the work of systematic theology. The process is really circular, as I
have described it within the hermeneutic field. Total coherence is the
controlling factor.

In conclusion, Bultmann notes that the disciplines of theology are
scientific: (1) they are objectifying procedures; (2) they are objective in
the sense that they seek only an understanding of the object and are
proportioned to that object; (3) they are rooted in a prescientific relation
to the subject matter; (4) they are open to revision and are therefore
relative.

Thus does Bultmann conceive theology to be a science. His total work
is the attempt to execute the scientific enterprise and at the same time
preserve the integrity of the religious encounter. This, we have seen, is
the systematic outline of a particular hermeneutic field and the under-
standing, execution, and development of operations proportionate to the
field and to the elements. Most importantly, theology exists in the
internal and intentional world of epigenetically differentiated con-
sciousness. Of Bultmann’s system we may note that its coherence,
symmetry, integrity, asceticism, and intellectual respectability recom-
mend it as one of the very few complete and open theological systems
attempted in modern times. Thus the term “post-Bultmannian” has
been singularly unproductive as either a descriptive or explanatory
category, because it misses precisely the scientific character of Bult-
mann’s theology and substitutes nothing in its place.





