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Abstract 

 

This thesis brings into conversation Western and Orthodox hermeneutical schools, 

one represented by Hans-Georg Gadamer and his followers; the other school is less 

focussed around one person, and yet displays common distinct features. The main 

question of the thesis is how we can mediate not only the content of understanding 

of who we are in relation to each other, to the world in which we live and to God,    

but also comprehend the process of understanding across various historical periods. 

While analysing Gadamerian hermeneutics, the first part shows its strength in inves-

tigating transcendence as it appears horizontally in the historical character                             

of our being in language. At the same time, the weakness of Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

is pointed out, namely that it does not investigate what is transcendent sufficiently 

in relation to the divine. In the second part, an analysis of modern Orthodox herme-

neutics is offered. Attention is paid first to the sources having a formative impact           

on Orthodox hermeneutics and then to the problem of negative identity formation  

as a key to what Orthodox hermeneutics should be. The strength of Orthodox her-

meneutics is identified in terms of a belonging to community and seeing transcend-

ence as something that mainly comes to this relationship from outside, as the Holy 

Spirit and not as the result of cooperation between people and history. At the same 

time, a weakness of the Orthodox approach is identified, namely that the vertically 

understood transcendence divinises too much and does not leave space for doubt and 

otherness. In the conclusion, it is shown how these two hermeneutical approaches 

can enrich each other. The thesis argues that preserving both positions and indicating 

how they complement each other helps to show the limits of encountering the trans-

cendent reality that can be testified by human language, but not reduced to it. 

 

Keywords 

Hermeneutics, interpretation, Hans-Georg Gadamer, aesthetics, transcendence, 

Orthodox theology, Scripture, Tradition, Church 
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Anotace 

 

Tato disertační práce přináší diskuse dvou hermeneutických škol, západní a pra-

voslavní, přičemž první je reprezentována Hans-Georg Gadamerem a jeho stou-

penci a druhá škola je v menší míře soustředěná na jednu osobu, ale přesto zob-

razuje společné charakteristické rysy. Hlavní otázkou práce je popsat, jak můžeme 

zprostředkovat obsah porozumění, nejenom o tom, kdo jsme ve vztahu k sobě 

navzájem, ve vztahu k světu, v němž žijeme, a ve vztahu k Bohu, ale také pochopit 

proces porozumění napříč různými historickými obdobími. První část práce, která 

se zabývá analýzou Gadamerova hermeneutiky, ukazuje jeho silnou stránku při 

vyšetřování transcendence, jak se jeví v historickém charakteru našeho bytí v ja-

zyce. Ve stejné době se slabost Gadamerovy hermeneutiky ukazuje ve skutečnosti, 

že nezkoumá, co je transcendentní, dostatečně ve vztahu k božskému. Ve druhé 

části dizertační práci je nabízena analýza moderní a postmoderní pravoslavní her-

meneutiky. Výhoda pravoslavní hermeneutiky spočívá v podmínkách silného po-

citu sounáležitosti ke komunitě a vidění transcendence jako něčeho, co přichází 

hlavně zvenčí, jako Duch Svatý, a není výsledkem spolupráce mezi lidmi a ději-

nami. Ve stejné době je identifikována nevýhoda přístupu pravoslaví v tom,                   

že svisle pochopená transcendence nezanechává prostor pro podezření a jinakost. 

V závěru je ukázáno, jak se tyto dva hermeneutické přístupy mohou navzájem 

obohatit. Tato dizertační práce argumentuje, že když se zachovají oba přístupy             

a naznačí se, jak se vzájemně doplňují, pomůže to ukázat hranice setkání s transce-

ndentní skutečnosti, o které je možné svědčit lidskou řečí, ale transcendenci                          

k ní nesnížit. 

 

Klíčové slova 

Hermeneutika, Hans-Georg Gadamer, pravoslavní teologie, transcendence, 

interpretace, estetika, Písmo, tradice, církev, liturgie 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The conversation that we are is the one that never ends.      

   No word is the last word, just as no word is the first.   

                                 Hans-Georg Gadamer (GW 10, 140) 

 

The motto used above expresses several issues which are key to this thesis: 

insistence on dialogue as the essential feature of human beings, dynamic structure 

of our existence, insistence on the infinity of the perennial dialogue, the absence 

of a final answer and definite knowledge, and the necessity of the other who helps 

to overcome the solely individual approach. This is a conversation elevated to the 

position where participants and their context are themselves neither the 

beginning nor the end. This lays the main questions of the thesis: How can we 

mediate not only the content of the understanding of who we are in relation            

to each other, to the world in which we live and to God, but also to comprehension 

of the process of understanding across various historical periods and different 

cultures, called here horizons of human understanding? How can what                          

is transcendent, as active and enabling the cooperation be testified within the 

horizons of human understanding without becoming created by the people as what 

reaches beyond them? How can the transcendent be mediated as the transcendent? 

How can the balance between historical mediation and the silence that dismisses 

mediation be preserved? How the transcendence of the transcendent has an impact 

both on the content and the process of understanding? What authority has 

mediation and those who mediate the transcendent? 

The purpose of this thesis is to bring into conversation Western and Orthodox 

hermeneutical schools. In order to investigate the differences between approaches 

in understanding, transcendence will be explored by two approaches.                       
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One is represented by Hans-Georg Gadamer and his followers, such as Wolfhart 

Pannenberg, Edward Schillebeeckx, David Tracy, and Kevin Vanhoozer, who had 

formative impacts on current Western hermeneutics; the other school, modern 

Orthodox hermeneutics, is represented by figures such as John Breck, Assaad 

Kattan and Theodore Stylianopoulos, less focussed around one person, and yet 

displaying common distinct features. Gadamer in this case is not only understood 

as an individual thinker; the discussion about him includes the effective history 

and continuation of his work in the West in the last third of the 20th century            

(a shift from Gadamer’s to Gadamerian hermeneutics). In a similar manner, 

Orthodox hermeneutics is also not personalised, but epitomised by concrete 

current voices.  

While analysing Gadamerian hermeneutics, the first part of the thesis shows     

its strength in investigating transcendence as it appears horizontally                      

in historically and culturally conditioned mediations, and in giving focus              

to the historical character of our being in language, which includes new evolving 

situations, but does not dismiss the classics. Gadamer contributes to this debate 

with his relational character of understanding where the hermeneutical process                      

is described horizontally as a dialogue (or play), in which ‘what is beyond’ 

(called Sache) is a result of cooperation and relation, and appears within the 

human horizon as a result of human participation. Gadamer calls this shift from 

a finite and limited subject to the ungraspable, inexpressible and incontrollable 

power that reaches beyond them, a mystery or a miracle of language.1                    

As we will see, this is one of the reasons why it is argued that Gadamer’s 

intentions need to be further developed by theologians, and as the thesis points 

out, would benefit from a closer investigation of the participatory relationship 

between the immanent and the transcendent as we find it in Orthodox 

theology. 

                                                        
1 See the following article that critically deals with the miracle of language: VANHOOZER, Kevin 
J. Discourse on Matter Hermeneutics and the 'Miracle' of Understanding. International Journal             
of Systematic Theology. 2005, vol. 7, issue 1, pp. 5-37. 
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In the first part of this thesis about Gadamer and his hermeneutical school, I will 

first point to the ancient roots of Gadamer’s holism where his thoughts about the 

horizon of understanding found inspiration. These also show which, how and why 

some of the aspects underlined by his predecessors were absorbed and adapted 

within his own hermeneutics. His interest in Greek philosophy originated in his 

early years and was crucial for his hermeneutics, especially the concepts                  

of dialogue (from Plato) and of practical judgment (from Aristotle). Plato will         

be mentioned because through his dialogues Gadamerian hermeneutics 

developed as dialectical with an emphasis on dialogue and conversation. 

Aristotle’s articulation of practical knowledge φρόνησις,  in a different approach; 

showed the real nature of the process of understanding, not from the perspective 

of a subject that grasps the object, but as an experience through which prejudices 

or habits, passed on in a tradition, encounter the strange and new. 

Further it will be pointed out why and how Gadamer was aware of various 

modern representatives of hermeneutics. Only those who contributed to the 

discussion of horizons of human understanding and transcendence will                    

be thoroughly mentioned, starting with Immanuel Kant’s distinction between the 

transcendent and the transcendental. The character of our being in language will 

be developed through a discussion with Friedrich Schleiermacher, according          

to whom everything presupposed in hermeneutics is but language. Wilhelm 

Dilthey repeatedly claimed that man is a historical being and quite opposite           

to Schleiermacher, he moves to historicality and more strongly develops the 

project of historical reason, which influenced Gadamer. Martin Heidegger will       

be mentioned because he re-oriented understanding into a way in which humans 

exist and relate with the world.  

After the explanation of where and how the notions of dialogue, history, 

universality, language and prejudices, important for the discussion of human 

horizons and transcendence, entered into the Gadamerian hermeneutical school, 

the second chapter will draw on the periodisation of Gadamer’s work in three 
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periods. Here it will be shown how his concept of the horizons of human 

understanding and transcendence developed from his early works, oriented           

on the question of the understanding of human sciences versus natural sciences, 

until the time he began his projects with transcendence, described as a “religious 

turn.” Gadamer’s work attempted to free the area of human responsibility, recover 

human finitude and underline the dialogue that allows seeing and hearing             

the other. 

Very soon after its publication, his main book Truth and Method was 

acknowledged as one of the most important contributions to current philosophy, 

but in the same time period Gadamer’s hermeneutics  became  subject to extensive 

criticism and discussion. This will be described in the third chapter, where it will 

be displayed how Gadamer’s thoughts have been accepted and how they 

changed through this reception, in both philosophical and theological areas.                         

The discussions with Jürgen Habermas and Paul Ricoeur will be thoroughly 

described. Further in the third chapter the main voice will be given to theological 

thinkers, who critically received Gadamer’s hermeneutics in their various fields 

of interests. These will be divided according to the character of their analysis 

and elements they discussed: discussion about transcendental elements                  

in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, about its traditional character, about the concept        

of history and about Gadamer’s notion of conversation. 

Further, in the fourth chapter of this thesis, there will be a move to a detailed 

analysis of horizons of human understanding and transcendence                        

in Gadamer’s hermeneutical school. Special attention will be paid to the 

historical character of our understanding and its elements, such as history, 

prejudices, authority and tradition. Further it will point to the forms                  

of understanding which are born out of merging of horizons, as is illustrated 

in the concepts of dialogue, application and play. Afterwards transcendence 

will be presented as an aspect of our being in language, as is illustrated             

in the concepts of language, incarnation and aesthetic experience. 
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Chapter five is the conclusion of the first part and a summary approach to the 

horizons of human understanding and transcendence will be offered there. It will 

be shown which aspects of Gadamer’s hermeneutics are still beneficial for 

theological hermeneutics and where further complements from other sources 

would be beneficial. Gadamer’s hermeneutical school can enrich Orthodox 

hermeneutics for strengthening the historical dimension of tradition rooted            

in language as a complement to the eschatological dimensions, for giving 

alternative criteria for discernment of what is a good interpretation of the classics, 

for helping to move beyond the polarity of tradition and innovation, for the 

relational character of understanding where a hermeneutical process is described 

as a dialogue, and for accepting the plurality of the mediations of transcendent 

historically conditioned situations.  

In the second part, an analysis of modern Orthodox hermeneutics is offered. 

Modern Orthodox hermeneutics is relational and its representatives bring a strong 

sense of belonging to community and tradition as the main elements. ‘What                 

is beyond’ is here rather revealed than created, and always transcends this world 

and human nature. Transcendence is not the result of cooperation between human 

and history, but mainly comes to this relationship from outside, as the Holy Spirit, 

and divinises the world. The problem is that vertically understood transcendence 

divinises too much and does not leave enough space for the human element, 

suspicion and otherness. There is a lack of a criterion of validity to evaluate these 

elements and to differentiate between tradition and customs, between voices          

of people and the call of the Holy Spirit. The reason  Gadamer’s hermeneutical 

school is brought into this dialogue is the need for strengthening the historical 

dimension of tradition, a need to take more seriously into account the role               

of humans, and as a complement to the eschatological dimension. Preserving both 

approaches and indicating how they complement each other helps to achieve           

a balance between symbolic speech (the testimony, the liturgical celebration)         

of the in-breaking of the transcendent, and the silence where transcendence 
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cannot be replaced by mediation. This achieved balance helps to show the limits 

of encountering the transcendent reality that can be testified by human language, 

but not reduced to it. 

In order hermeneutically to grasp the question of human understanding                   

of  transcendence, and in order to build a proper stand for a hermeneutical 

discussion about the understanding process between Gadamer and Orthodox 

theology, attention is paid first, in chapter six, to the struggles and inspirational 

sources having a formative impact on Orthodox hermeneutics. In order to 

understand the specific contributors to Orthodox hermeneutics, it is required         

to place the concept of the modern and postmodern Orthodox hermeneutics            

as it has historically evolved. Hence, in this chapter we draw an analysis and        

the overview of various ways hermeneutic theory entered and developed                 

in the Orthodox context, first in the reference to the meeting in Athens in 1936, 

second in the reference to the neo-patristic renewal in Greece in the sixties, third 

in the reference to the seventies, when a discussion about hermeneutics continued 

more explicitly in the context of biblical studies, and fourth in the reference to the 

current redefinition of the relation between exegesis and hermeneutics, and to the 

critical reception of neo-patristic. Subsequently with these three periods, modern 

hermeneutics within the Orthodox context developed in three directions:                

as a patristic hermeneutics, as a biblical hermeneutics, and as a hermeneutical 

theology. 

While focussing on the movement of the return to the Fathers, a problem                 

of negative identity formation as a key to what  the Orthodox hermeneutics 

should be, will be explored in the chapter seven. In this chapter I will aim                  

to achieve two things. First, I will deal more in detail with Georges Florovsky and 

Christos Yannaras and with their concepts as demonstrative for two ways                

of dealing with the Orthodox sources, Russian emigrant and Greek. Their 

concepts are different, and come from a different time and place, but they still 

display common features when they show why and how the patristic period 



17 

became normative for Orthodoxy. This section about modern hermeneutics 

among Russian émigrés and Greeks will be followed with the section about the 

problems which arise out of this discussion. These are two: patristic captivity and 

captivity in an anti-Western attitude. The analysis of the Greek and Russian waves 

serves to find the reasons where and why these captivities appeared. Namely, neo-

patristic movements liberated the Orthodox spirituality and monasticism but ended 

up in a too radical contrast, and this is addressed by the current generation                  

of theologians who endeavour for an openness and dialogue.  

Chapter eight will further contain the critical reception of the work with                

the sources, as well as alternative and positive work with them. Both critical and 

alternative work overcome the negative identity formation. The problem of neg-

ative identity formation as a key to what Orthodox hermeneutics should be is here 

firstly explored through the critique of Orthodox theologians and those who deal 

with the Orthodox tradition, Pantelis Kalaitzidis, Aristotle Papanikolaou, Brandon 

Gallaher, Assaad Kattan and Ivana Noble. These representatives aim to avoid neg-

ative building of identity and negative self-identification that misses renewal and 

innovation. Negative identity formation is further complemented and as well 

overcome by alternative work with the sources, which shows also the influence 

of the non-Orthodox authors. It will be presented in the systematic rehabilitation 

of patristic methodology and hermeneutics as visible in the work of John Breck 

and Theodore Stylianopoulos. While Breck saw the hermeneutical problem in the 

actualisation of the text, Stylianopoulos saw the hermeneutical challenge                 

in the relation between faith and reason. 

Finally, chapter nine discusses Orthodox hermeneutics in terms of a strong sense 

of belonging to a community as the result of the cooperation between people and 

history, at the same time discusses seeing the divine as something that mainly 

comes to this relationship from outside. This perspective was achieved                      

by the critical reception and alternative work with the sources. The focus will        

be first on the reception of Gadamer’s thoughts in the Orthodox world.      
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Reception of Gadamer’s thinking and his hermeneutical concepts is a very 

important part of my argument as this is the point where two worlds started          

to ‘fuse’, i.e. to interact and exchange. Presented will be the reception of Gadamer 

by Andrew Louth, Assaad Kattan and Nicolae Turcan. The themes addressed          

in this section will be a basis for the rest of the chapter. Namely, in Gadamer there 

is a focus that the reconstruction of the historical context includes the personality 

of the one who understands, which is the Church. Gadamer’s work therefore 

brings the recovery of tradition, understood as the continuity of a human 

communication of an experience not something that limits, but it is the context    

in which one is allowed to be free. The concept of genuine conversation shows 

that the Church must accept the validity of tradition not simply in a sense                

of acknowledging it, but to listen to what it says to us. Gadamer also addresses 

the fact that interpreting is not an attempt to reconstruct the original historical 

context, but rather is a matter of listening across a historical gulf that is filled with 

tradition which brings the interpreted object to the interpretative community. 

Especially inspiring is Gadamer’s concept of the temporal distance, which 

presupposes that the act of understanding is not possible without fore-structure, 

and that the interpreter belongs to the act of interpretation. At the same time, the 

fusion of horizons that underlines an interpreter’s involvement in the 

interpretative act might contribute to a healthy and fruitful discussion among the 

Orthodoxy over the limits of tradition. These thoughts of Gadamer complement 

modern Orthodox hermeneutics and will be the basis for its issues on Scripture 

and Tradition and contemplation over science, on the interpretative community 

and on its liturgical and iconic dimension. The hermeneutical circle between 

Scripture and Tradition will be in the centre, which means that the two are not     

in contrast or in too close cooperation, but in the form of a circle influence each 

other and cannot be divided. These themes reassess the radical clash between the 

divine and human in our perception of revelation of the transcendence                   

and include the elements of the participation and historicity of the interpretative 

community.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
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In English and Czech-speaking areas this thesis is one of the first works that 

systematically presents the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer in dialogue with 

modern Orthodox hermeneutics. Moreover, it is also one of the first works that 

systematically presents the development of various forms of hermeneutics              

in current and modern Orthodox theology.2 My initial aim and the motivation 

behind the whole project is to bring new building material into the growing 

Orthodox reception of Gadamer, and to initiate further discussion on the topics 

where this reception could continue. First of all, this seems to be a very interesting 

project to deal with, but there is much more in it. This relatively marginal dialogue 

between Western and Orthodox hermeneutical schools touches the relation 

between the human and divine elements, and attempts to achieve a balance 

between the authority of symbolic speech and silence, when and where 

transcendence cannot be replaced by mediation. 

There are three main goals that I aim to achieve in this thesis. My first goal is to 

show how Gadamer, in his process of understanding, grasps and reaches the ‘what 

is beyond’ and how transcendence is described in his model, also to provide              

a critique and reception of this account. My further goal is to show how modern 

Orthodoxy defines the process of understanding, and how it describes the 

revelation of transcendence; also to provide a critique of this account. My third 

goal is to point to the strengths and weaknesses of these two accounts, as well      

to point out how these positions can complement each other. In conclusion, it will 

be first shown that Orthodox hermeneutics can enrich Western, Gadamerian 

hermeneutics by the empases Orthodoxy places on the eschatological dimension, 

mediation of the transcendent as transcendent, balance between communitarian 

and personal understanding, supremacy of active and revealed mystery, and 

participation of the Church through liturgy. Further it will be shown that 

                                                        
2  See my two recent articles:  Skúsenosť s hermeneutikou v modernej pravoslávnej teológii. Studie 
a Texty Evangelické teologické fakulty. 2013, no. 2, pp. 77-103 {Experience with the Hermeneutics 
in the Modern Orthodox Theology}, and Gadamer’s Concept of Aesthetic Experience as a 
Possibility for the Orthodox Biblical Theology. Revista Ecumenica Sibiu/Review of Ecumenical 
Studies Sibiu. 2014, vol. 6, issue 3, pp. 378-407. 
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Gadamer’s hermeneutical school can enrich Orthodox hermeneutics with 

strengthening the historical dimension of tradition rooted in language as                   

a complement to the eschatological tradition, then for giving alternative criteria 

for discernment of what is a good interpretation of the classics, for helping              

to move beyond the polarity of tradition and innovation, for the relational 

character of understanding where the hermeneutical process is described                

as a dialogue, and for accepting the plurality of the mediations of transcendent 

historically conditioned situations. The thesis argues that preserving both 

approaches and indicating how they complement each other helps to show the 

limits of encountering the transcendent reality that can be testified by human 

language but not reduced to it. The secondary goal of this thesis is to summarise 

what has been reached so far in the dialogue between Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

and modern Orthodox hermeneutics, and to sketch directions for further dialogue; 

also to initiate deeper dialogue between Western and Eastern thinking on the 

ground of hermeneutics. 

Methodically I will use a threefold structure in presenting each partner of this 

dialogue: sources and roots of the approach, its development, and critical 

presentation of the problem. In the first part I will search for the roots                        

of Gadamer’s understanding of transcendence and present the development in his 

thought. I will proceed similarly in the second part where I will explain various 

sources of the modern development of hermeneutics in Orthodox theology and 

place a special focus on its various understandings in the current situation in the 

Orthodox context. Equipped with information about the main problems, main 

authors and main influences, I will provide a critical account of Orthodox 

hermeneutical theory in relation to understanding the revelation of God. 

Sources employed in this thesis reflect the shape and conditions of current 

hermeneutic scholarship. In the first part about Gadamer and his hermeneutical 

school the original German primary sources will be used,3 where I will take into 

                                                        
3 As summarised in compiled bibliographies. For example MAKITA, Etsuro. Gadamer-
Bibliographie (1922-1994). Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1995. See also the updated website with Gadamer’s 
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account Gadamer’s early Short Writings (Kleine Schriften), his main book Truth 

and Method (Wahrheit und Methode) and various late essays scattered throughout 

the Collected Works (Gesammelte Schriften). Wherever it will be possible, official 

English translations will be provided. Gadamer’s work is globally known due         

to his long life and the large number of his doctoral students.4 The secondary 

literature on Gadamer’s hermeneutics is almost endless. Therefore the arguments 

will be grounded and backed up both with the older, but crucial secondary 

comments, and with the newest interpretations of Gadamer. Out of the first group 

Josef Bleicher, Jean Grondin, Werner Jeanrond, James Risser and Georgia Warnke 

are important; out of the second group let me mention at least Chris Lawn,         

John Stanley, Lauren Barthold, Jens Zimmermann and Nicholas Davey. Although 

this thesis is written in English, the primary audience for this dissertation is the 

Czech and Slovak theological scholarly audience, this audience recently paid         

its debt to the hermeneutical heritage and as one of the last European Western 

countries translated Gadamer’s 1960 book into Czech. Compared with other 

hermeneutical thinkers and modern philosophers (such as Ricoeur and Derrida), 

Gadamer’s work is less known in this area, although the situation is improving, 

for example thanks to the group around Masaryk University in Brno.5 This thesis 

and articles continue with filling the gaps. 

One of the characteristics of contemporary Orthodox theology is the lack                

of a language that serves as a main communication channel for Orthodox 

discussions.6 Therefore in the second part, focus will be mostly on sources               

                                                        
bibliography retrieved from http://www.rs.tus.ac.jp/makita/gdmhp/gdmhp_d.html [cited 24 July 
2014]. 
4 Especially from Europe (the Germanic part and South Europe), then Asia and America (South 
and North).    
5 See website: www.hermeneutika.cz and publications by Magdalena Konečná and Jaroslav Hroch. 
6 This is called “absence of central linguistic vehicle” (see CLARK, Timothy. Recent Eastern 
Orthodox Interpretation of the New Testament. Currents in Biblical Research. 2007, vol. 5, p. 323) 
that would transfer the ideas within the world. Greek seems to be the preeminent language in the 
Eastern church, but more and more scholars are not fluent in it, the consequence is that writings 
in Greek are isolated from other parts of the Church. The evidence of this fact was the author’s 
experience at the sessions of the 4th meeting of dogmatic theologians in Sofia 2013, where the 
speeches in Greek were complemented only with translations into Bulgarian and Romanian. 
Paradoxically, this did not cause problems only to the non-Orthodox guests at the Symposium, but 
also to many Orthodox participants of the Symposium, who were not really fluent in any of the 
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in English, French and German, which record and enable this development              

or tendency toward hermeneutical thinking in modern Orthodox theology. 

Sources in other languages (such as Greek, Russian, Bulgarian, Romanian and 

Serbian) have also been included, as they provide the record of the development.  

In this regard let me mention at least these important journals: the Greek journal 

Theologia, the Romanian journal Teologia and the Bulgarian Bogoslovska Misal. 

Many sources which will be analysed and on which the claim of the existence        

of modern Orthodox hermeneutics will be based, are first conferences and 

symposium presentations and proceedings, then articles in serials (besides the 

above mentioned the most important are Greek Orthodox Theological Review and 

St Vladimir’s Theological Review, which have leading roles in the Orthodox 

world),7 and finally books. In the Czech and Slovak area the theme of Orthodox 

hermeneutics has been dealt in a more8 and less9 serious manner, which                    

is similarly evident also in other Slavic countries. 

  

                                                        
provided languages, neither in similar ones (such as Russian). 
7 But also Sobornost, Synaxis, Contacts, Ecumenical Review, etc. 
8 See NOBLE, Ivana. 'Your Word is a Lamp to my Feet and a Light to my Path': Critical Work with 
Pre-critical Methods in the Hermeneutics of John Breck. Communio Viatorum. 2011, vol. 53, pp. 
51-62, and NEUPAUER, Eduard. Jak čtou Písmo Svaté pravoslavní křesťané? In: Ročenka Ústavu 
pre vzťahy štátu a cirkví. Bratislava: Ústav pre vzťahy štátu a cirkví, 2010, pp. 207-213. 
9 See VOKOUN, Jaroslav. Čtou pravoslavní křesťané Písmo Svaté předkriticky?. In: KRUMPOLC, 
E. et al. (eds.). Z plnosti Kristovy. Praha: Karmelitánske nakladatelství, 2007, pp. 124-132; VOKOUN, 
Jaroslav. Pravoslavný přístup k Písmu. In: Ibidem. K rekonstrukci teologie po konci novověku: 
postkritický přístup. České Budějovice, 2008, pp. 178-182, and ČERMÁKOVÁ-POPESCOVÁ, 
Milada. Pravoslavná interpretace Písma svatého podle Jeana Brecka. Pravoslavný teologický 
sborník. Košice: Rektorát Univerzity P.J. Šafárika, 1982, pp. 82-86. 
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PART ONE:  

GADAMER AND HIS HERMENEUTICAL SCHOOL 

 

In this part of my thesis I will first introduce the ancient and modern sources of 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics, which inspired his notion of holism and his emphasis 

on historicity. In the first chapter called “Sources of Gadamer’s Hermeneutics” the 

question will be asked as to how ancient and modern hermeneutics influenced 

Gadamer’s thinking. I will start with the concepts of dialogue and practical 

judgement. This will be followed by the modern sources of Gadamer’s thinking, 

which also builds a context of his thinking. Here the following areas will                   

be addressed: distinction between transcendent and transcendental, universality 

of language, historical perspective and the notion of being in the world                     

as interpretative being. 

Then in the chapter named “Development of Gadamer’s Hermeneutical Project”          

I will move to a detailed development of the hermeneutical method. Here will         

be differentiated the early works, his main work Truth and Method and the late 

period. This development of his hermeneutical method will address the issue          

of transcendence in Gadamer’s thinking, as the late period provides evidence 

concerning the religious turn in Gadamer’s thinking. 

The third chapter named “Critique and Reception of Gadamer’s Hermeneutics” 

points to the philosophical and theological critique, as well to the theological 

reception of Gadamer’s concepts. I will introduce the heritage of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics looking at a critique of his work with the dynamics of his life, and 

afterward  at the reception of his ideas. Special attention will be given                        

to Habermas’ and Ricoeur’s philosophical critique and to the theological 

reception. Here will be shown the weaknesses of his thinking and the areas where 

theology could continue (and does continue) to develop them further. Theological 

and philosophical discussion (more precisely philosophical critique and 
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theological reception) re Gadamer’s thoughts will underline the critical aspect       

of this interpretation. 

Finally, in chapter four “Horizons of Human Understanding and Transcendence 

in Gadamer’s Hermeneutical School” there will be a move to a detailed analysis 

of his hermeneutical method. There I will pay attention to three elements                

of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method: to the historical character of human 

understanding and the conditions of understanding, to the fusion of horizons and 

its various forms (dialogue, application and mediality of play), and finally                

to transcendence as an aspect of our being in language. Special attention will          

be given to the recovery of transcendence through the concept of incarnation and 

to the epiphanic character of aesthetic experiences. 

In the concluding part, in chapter five “Critical Evaluation of the Contribution      

of Gadamerian Hermenetics,” I will offer a summary approach to the horizons       

of human understanding and transcendence and show which aspects                         

of Gadamer’s hermeneutics are still beneficial for theological hermeneutics and 

where further complement from other sources would be beneficial.  

 

 Gadamer’s intellectual biography 

 

This intellectual biography of Hans-Georg Gadamer will introduce (i) the main 

works and moments of his academic life, (ii) then the periodisation of his work 

including its development, (iii) and a discussion about his relation with the 

Christian faith. 

Gadamer was born in Marburg in an academic German family originally coming 

from Silesia (today Poland), and grew up in Breslau (Wroclaw). His father was             

a chemistry professor, a strict and authoritarian person, his mother died very 

early, his brother was epileptic and was institutionalised in his teens. Religion 

played an important role in this family, as Gadamer’s mother had a strong pietistic 



25 

faith from whom Gadamer received, as he says a “vague religious disposition.”10 

This religious disposition never became faith.11 

When his father became the rector of the university at Marburg, Gadamer started 

studying philosophy and classical philology there. He became acquainted with 

Nicolai Hartmann, Max Sheller and Rudolf Bultmann. The University of Marburg 

was at that time a centre of northern ‘neo-Kantianism’12 and from out of this 

milieu came Gadamer’s dissertation Das Wesen der Lust nach den platonischen 

Dialogen, written in 1921 under the supervision of Paul Natorp.13 Gadamer often 

mentioned that reading Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel was very influential for 

him in this period.14 These years were very dramatic for Gadamer – he finished 

his doctorate, got married (1923), became independent from his father (died 1928), 

had financial problems (great inflation in 1923 reduced the value of his trust fund) 

and had the sickness (polio) that placed him in a monthlong quarantine. But at the 

same time he read Heidegger’s unpublished essay on Aristotle, which caused           

a turnover in his intellectual life. Later he spent the summer semester of 1923         

at Freiburg, where he attended Heidegger’s seminars and Husserl’s lectures.15 

Gadamer followed Heidegger back to Marburg, and became one of his students 

                                                        
10 Gadamer talks about this in a dialogue held in 1989. (GRONDIN, Jean. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine 
Biographie. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000, p. 19). His mother died when he was four and Gadamer 
remembered her as a person with strong religious and pietistic inclinations. 
11 Gadamer often recalled that he attended worship services every Sunday with his brother, and there 
was a pastor who started every sermon with words from Gospel: “Lord I believe, help my unbelief” 
(Mark 9:24). This contrast between belief and unbelief discloses much about Gadamer’s faith                 
as a seeker. 
12 Main representatives of the Marburg School were Hermann Cohen, Paul Natorp and Ernst 
Cassirer.  
13 This dissertation was marked as ‘excellent’, oral exam as ‘good.’ The manuscript of this dissertation 
is lost, maybe even because Gadamer himself was never satisfied with it and never returned to it.   
His wife said, that Gadamer as a professor would never accept his dissertation. Gadamer himself 
thought he was too young when writing it. This loss is very unfortunate, because it shows the very 
beginnings of Gadamer’s thinking. 
14 For example see GW 2, 483 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973).  
“GW” with the volume number and the page number will be used for GADAMER, Hans-Georg. 
Gesammelte Werke. 10 vols. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985-1995. Volumes 2-10 will                               
be accompanied with the title and year of the essay. Volume one of the Gesammelte Werke is the 
Truth and Method. 
15 Gadamer was attending Heidegger’s seminars and was attracted by him, because “Hier wurden 
die Gedankenbildungen der philosophischen Tradition lebendig, weil sie als Antworten auf 
wirkliche Fragen verstanden wurden.” (GW 2, 484, Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
The most important concept he learned from Heidegger (recovers Gadamer in GW 2, 485, 
Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973), was on a seminar on book 6 of Nicomachean Ethics. 
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(others were Leo Strauss, Jakob Klein, Gerhard Krüger and Karl Löwith).16          

Also from this period comes Gadamer’s first published article in the Festschrift 

for Natorp’s 70th birthday,17 which first documents the influence of Heidegger that 

allowed him to achieve a distance from “Natorp’s comprehensive system design 

and the naive objectivism of Hartmann’s research of categories.”18 The result         

of cooperation with Heidegger was Gadamer’s habilitation on Plato’s dialogue 

Philebos, named Platos dialogische Ethik (1929).19 

During the Nazi time Gadamer avoided politics, as it was smarter to be discreet.20 

After his habilitation was published in 1931, only one monograph appeared, “Volk 

und Geschichte im Denken Herders” (1942).21 After getting temporary teaching 

positions in Kiel and Marburg, he became a professor in Leipzig in 1938, but due        

to administrative duties he could no longer adjust his research with his lectures.22 

His works in this period were mostly on Greek philosophy and German idealism. 

Gadamer shared the results of his studies only with students in the lectures. At that 

time, he worked on a commentary to Aristotle’s Physik23 and on a certain project     

on Plato.24 After a short period of being a rector in Leipzig and teaching in Frankfurt, 

he accepted the call from Heidelberg to take the chair which had been Karl Jasper’s 

(1949). A new era started in his life since he stayed at Heidelberg University until his 

                                                        
16 After a year, Heidegger showed disappointment with Gadamer’s progress, and for this reason 
Gadamer returned to the study of classical philology under Paul Friedländer. When Friedländer 
wanted to ask Gadamer to do a habilitation, Heidegger, to a much surprise, asked Gadamer first. 
See on this GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Philosophishe Lehrjahre. Frankfurt am Main, Vittorio 
Klostermann, 1995, p. 43. 
17 Zur Systemideen der Philosophie (1924) 
18 “Natorps umfassenden Systemkonstruktion und dem naiven Objektivizmus der Hartmannschen 
Kategorialforschung.” GW 2, 483  (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). Although, we 
still cannot talk about a big turnover in Gadamer’s thought against transcendental idealism after 
only a few months spent in Freiburg with Heidegger. 
19 Gadamer wrote his habilitation in 1929 and published it in 1931, it is now included in the 
Collected Works (GW 5, 5-163), the English version was translated by Robert Wallace and 
published in 1991 as “Plato’s Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the 
Philebus.” See GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Plato’s  Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations 
Relating to the Philebus. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991. 
20 “sich unauffällig zu verhalten.” GW 2, 490 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
21 More GW 2, 490 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
22 Because he had to teach almost all subjects on the whole philosophical tradition, and                        
as a philologist he had to deal also with the poetic texts from Hölderlin, Goethe and Rilke. 
23 GW 2, 487 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
24 GW 2, 489. This project was interrupted. 
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retirement in 1968 and lived in a nearby town (Ziegelhausen) until he died. 

At the University of Heidelberg he could free his mind from school-politics, 

make research and teach. At that time Gadamer was a passionate teacher “out 

of concern for the spiritual rebuilding of Germany,”25 he enjoyed teaching and 

conversation, but he had problems with writing. He says that writing caused 

him pain: “Otherwise writing remained for long a right pain. Because I had 

always a damn feeling Heidegger watched me over the shoulder.”26 Gadamer 

needed to go to the agora, among the people, to encounter others, to be surprised 

and overtaken by others, to have a dialogue and conversation.27 Gadamer was    

a master of shorter essays, writer of occasional pieces, essayist,28 with a lucid 

writing style with many examples and stories, and this made his works 

accessible to a wider audience.29 Gadamer’s call became very known around 

Germany (and wider) and attracted people to come to Heidelberg. For example 

he recognised Habermas’ talent and brought him to teach in Heidelberg          

(with him also a big group of students moved from Frankfurt to Heidelberg); 

many foreign students came to learn philosophy in Heidelberg.30                        

What Gadamer offered these students was hermeneutical practice,                          

as “hermeneutics is primarily a practice, the art of understanding and making 

comprehensible.”31 

                                                        
25 “aus Sorge um den geistigen Wiederaufbau Deutschlands.” GW 2, 492 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-
Georg Gadamer, 1973) 
26  “Sonst blieb mir das Schreiben auf lange hinasu eine rechte Qual. Immer hatte ich da verdammte 
Gefühl Heidegger gucke mir dabei über die Schulter.” GW 2, 491 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, 1973). Although, Heidegger was one of those who supported Gadamer to write a book. 
He repeated several times: “Gadamer muß endlich mal ein Buch Schreiben!” (cited according           
to GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 300). 
27 See DI CESARE, Donatella. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait. Bloomington and Indianapolis, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 2007, p. 2. 
28 Says LAWN, Chris. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed. London: Continuum, 2006, p. 27. 
29 Moreover, he was not using very rigid terms and terminology, but is not imprecise, quite the 
opposite. He recalled also  Leibniz and his “I approve everything I read.” “Ich billige alles was ich 
lese.” (GW 2, 492, Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). Leibniz, the librarian, probably 
understood it in a sense that everything has a reason if one takes into account the others and their 
reasons. Gadamer understood this sentence as a hermeneutic one, as acknowledging ones own 
finitude and openness for others. So GRONDIN, Jean. Einführung zu Gadamer. Tübingen:           
Mohr Siebeck, 2000, p. 18. 
30 Several names: from Italy Gianni Vattimo, Valerio Verra or from Spain Emilio Lledó. 
31 “Hermeneutik ist vor allem eine Praxis, die Kunst des Verstehens und des 
Verständlichenmachens.” GW 2, 493-494 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 



28 

Gadamer for a long time was devoted to his students and did not write anything 

really important, but all was about to change in 1957, when he accepted                   

an invitation to give the Cardinal Mercier lectures at the University of Louvain. 

These lectures were published as a small book in French under the title                      

La problème de la conscience historique (1963), and articulated the main points         

of Truth and Method (Wahrheit und Methode, 1960), his main book that articulated 

the main results of his Heidelberg era. Motivation for this book came from              

his students who asked him to write down his thoughts32 and to present what       

he had been doing in his classes.33 Truth and Method, said Gadamer, was “nothing 

else than trying to give information about the style of my studies and my teaching 

theoretically.”34 Gadamer himself wrote that the first ten years in Heidelberg         

he avoided all administrative duties and congresses as much as it was possible       

in order to work on his book, following Horatius’ motto that all good needs nine 

years to ripen if it is about to become any good.35 The book, published in 1960,      

is based on a manuscript finished in WS 1958/5936 and given to the publisher Hans 

Georg Siebeck. 

Gadamer’s retirement in 1968 enabled him to collect his other essays in four 

volumes of Short Essays (Kleine Schriften).37 These later were overcome by ten 

volumes of his Collected Works (Gesammelte Werke).38 Truth and Method appeared 

in six different editions,39 but what is often overlooked is that the second volume 

                                                        
32 Talks about it Grondin. So GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer, p. 16. 
33 See MISGELD, Dieter and Graeme NICHOLSON (eds.). Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, 
Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1992, 
p. 63. 
34 “Nicht anderes, als der Versuch, über den Stil meiner Studien und meines Unterrichts theoretisch 
Rechenschaft zu geben.” GW 2, 492 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
35 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Philosophische Lehrjahre. Frankfurt am Main: V. Klostermann, 1977,   
pp. 180-181.  
36 Generally it is accepted that Gadamer had a sabbatical semester (see for example TIETZ, Udo. 
Hans-Georg Gadamer zur Einführung. Hamburg: Junius, 1999, p. 27). Grondin also in Biography   
(p. 319) mentions the letter where Gadamer asked for this sabbatical semester. But Gadamer                   
in Philophische Lehrjahre denies having it. 
37 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Kleine Schriften. 4 vols. Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1967-1977. 
38 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Gesammelte Werke. 10 vols. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985-1995. 
39 2nd, 3rd and 5th were revised. The fifth one (1986) was included in the Collected Works as the 
first volume. See the list of reviews and evaluation soon after the publication in DI CESARE, D. 
Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, p. 217, footnote 1. 
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of Collected Works, which contains ‘Preliminary Stage’ (Vorstufe) and 

‘Developments’ (Weiterentwicklungen), is also named Truth and Method, without 

a subtitle. The first and second volumes therefore obviously belong together.40 

With his second volume, Gadamer showed the need to take into account his early 

works as well his later works, since the importance of Truth and Method at that 

time overshadowed his other works.41  

After his retirement, Gadamer  was invited to teach in world universities in the 

United States, Canada, throughout the Europe, South America, and Africa.             

He referred to these years as his second youth42 and during these term 

‘hermeneutics’ became known worldwide. As a “tireless world traveller”43 

Gadamer lectured around the world and these lectures were published 

separately.44 They include his further works on Hegel,45 Heidegger,46 Celan,47 and 

collections Der Anfang der Philosophie (1997), Der Anfang des Wissens (1999) and 

the final one Hermeneutische Entwürfe (2000). 

At this point it is important to mention a second issue of this intellectual 

biography, namely the periodisation of Gadamer’s work. As already pointed out, 

Gadamer’s work is documented in his Collected Works, as well as in his books 

published in the last third of the 20th ct. His academic work is divided into three 

periods, which helps one to grasp truthfully the whole range of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutical method. The first period, the early one, covers the years 1921-1959, 

                                                        
40 The first volume is subtitled ‘Principles of philosophical hermeneutics’. This is further proved 
by a common register for two volumes. Hans-Georg Gadamer talks about this connection himself 
in GW 2, 4 (Zwischen Phänomenologie und Dialketik – Versuch einer selbstkritik, 1986). 
41 Similarly also Grondin, “Wer WM verstehen, ja lessen will, muss das Werk nach, aber auch vor 
WM mit zu Rate ziehen. Die Komposition von WM hat im Jahre 10960 nich aufgehort. Sie ist noch 
im Gange.” GRONDIN, Jean. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1994, p. 23. Also, the importance of Greek philosophy from the earlier period 
has been overlooked; in Truth and Method there are only a few Greek philosophy tracks, very few 
compared with his previous works. 
42 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Philosophical Apprenticeships. Cambridge, MA: Mit Press, 1985, p. 158.  
43 GW 10, 346 (Mit der Sprache denken, 1990). 
44 All published by Suhrkamp: Die Vernunft Im Zeitalter der Wissenschaft (1976), Poetica (1977), Lob 
Der Theorie: Reden und Aufsätze (1983), Die Vielfalt Europas. Erbe und Zukunft (1985), Das Erbe 
Europas: Beiträge (1989), Über Die Veborgenheit der Gesundheit: Aufsätze und Vorträge (1993). 
45 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Hegels Dialektik. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1971. 
46 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Heideggers Wege. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1983. 
47 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Wer bin ich, und wer bist du? Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1973. 
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and although it is the longest period, it is the least productive. Here belong             

his short essays from this early period, works on Greek philosophy, including      

his Louvain lectures and the first draft of his Truth and Method, known                       

as Urfassung. The second period of Gadamer’s work is his book Truth and Method 

published in 1960, including its second edition (especially its foreword, which was 

a reaction to discussions with Emilio Betti and Jürgen Habermas). The third period 

of Gadamer’s work includes his lectures, essays and books published after 1965 

until his death in 2002, as well the interviews he gave toward the end of his life. 

This later period shows a turn in Gadamer, illustrated by an emphasis on the area 

of the transcendence. It is a result of various intellectual discussions he held, and 

of the reception of his thinking in various areas (including in theology). In this 

period hermeneutics became one of the main concepts in European thinking, and 

the Gadamerian hermeneutical school emerged. 

Regarding his religious background, which is the third part of this intellectual 

biography, Gadamer was by confession a Protestant with a Lutheran youth 

upbringing. He acknowledged Protestantism as an important influence on his 

thoughts.48 Gadamer never managed to have faith in a Christian sense and 

remained only at the doorstep of the church.  One might call Gadamer a “closet-

Lutheran,”49 “nominal Protestant,”50 or view his hermeneutics as “disguised 

Christianity,”51 but calling him agnostic is more appropriate.52 Nevertheless, 

                                                        
48 He did not consider himself to be as religious as his teacher Martin Heidegger considered himself 
to be. Gadamer gives the impression that he might have done that only in order to distance himself 
from Heidegger’s Catholicism. (See GW 8, 126, Die Aktualität des Schönen, 1974). For Grondin 
this is the only reason, GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 20. 
49 So CARR, Thomas K. Newman and Gadamer. Toward a Hermeneutics of Religious Knowledge. 
Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1996, p. 9. 
50 So GRONDIN, Jean. Gadamer and Bultmann. In: POKORNÝ, Petr (ed.). Philosophical 
Hermeneutics and Biblical Exegesis. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002, p. 123. 
51 This approach underlines that for Gadamer philosophy is conversation of the soul with itself, 
and knowing is a matter of divine grace; Gadamer shows us how to “find a way to teach us how 
to hear the voice – how to converse with God, how to live in a world in which ‘what is’ has asked 
us a question and awaits our reply.” (TINGLEY, Edward. Gadamer & Light of the Word. First 
Things. 2004, vol. 139, p. 42) 
52 “He was agnostic because for him religion underscored the impossibility of ever reaching 
complete understanding.” EBERHARD, Philippe. Gadamer and Theology. International Journal of 
Systematic Theology. 2007, vol. 9, issue 3, p. 286. Similarly Chris Lawn argues that the best 
description is to call him agnostic, as Gadamer does not deny a God and its existence, but leaves 
it as an open question. (See LAWN, Chris and Niall KEANE. The Gadamer Dictionary. London: 
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Gadamer was always interested in theology and owed to it a great deal of his 

account or concept of understanding. His discussion on Christian theology             

in Truth and Method shows that religious topics played a much more important 

role than Greek philosophy.53 The usual way of interpreting Gadamer’s relation 

to theology regards Gadamer as a secular thinker and points out that words such 

as Gott (God) and Göttliche (divine) appear in the titles of only four of his essays,54 

and that Christian concepts are used only as arguments in order to explain his 

understanding of the hermeneutical process.55 

This intellectual biography shows the interrelation of Gadamer’s academic life,    

of the early, main and late periods of his hermeneutical thinking, including the 

emergence of his hermeneutical school, and of the religious concepts, which 

together led toward his thoughts on horizons of human understanding                   

and transcendence. The following pages will refer to these and more and in detail 

explain the account on which this interrelation is based.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
Continuum, 2011, p. 61). 
53 Topics such as I-Thou relation, kairos, application in homiletics and biblical exegesis, 
incarnation, sympathetic reading of Augustine or Aquinas are only the main examples of 
Gadamer’s theological discussions. Just to mention that the three most important theologians and 
thinkers of that age were his teachers or colleagues: Karl Barth, Martin Heidegger and Rudolf 
Bultmann. He spent a lot of time especially with Bultmann, because he was visiting and 
participating in his famous “Bultmannian  Graeca” (every Thursday at 19:00) for 15 years, where 
they read Greek classics. See more in GRONDIN, J. Gadamer and Bultmann, pp. 121-143. 
54 “Der Gott des innersten Gefühls” (GW 9, 162); “Über das Göttliche im frühen Denken des 
Griechen” (GW 6, 154); “Kant und die Gottesfrage” (GW 4, 349); “Sein Geist Gott” (GW 3, 320). 
55 “Ich bin kein Theologe.” Excerpt of 1984 interview conducted by Erwin Koller in Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, Ich glaube nicht and die Systeme der Philosophie: Erwin Koller im Gespräch mit Hans-
Georg Gadamer, interview by Erwin Koller, Schweizer Fernsehen DRS, 2000, videocassette.   
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CHAPTER ONE: 

SOURCES OF GADAMER’S HERMENEUTICS 

 

This chapter explains what lies in the background of Gadamer’s concepts and 

what the intellectual context of his thinking is. During his long life Gadamer had 

close encounters with many 20th ct. philosophical and theological schools                

of thinking: Neo-Kantianism of Natorp and Hartmann in Marburg, Husserl’s and 

Scheller’s phenomenology, Heidegger’s and Bultmann’s thinking in Marburg, 

discussions with the school of ideology critique (Habermas), Derrida’s 

deconstructivism, Rorty’s pragmatism, and many others. Gadamer’s interest laid 

also in the ancient philosophical schools, as he started his career as a philologist 

oriented toward Greek thinking, nevertheless he also interacted with modern 

thinkers, such as Descartes, Kant, Hegel and Schleiermacher. 

In this chapter I will point to several ancient and several modern influences            

on Gadamer, which bring  into focus the elements of the horizon of human 

understanding. Ancient influences are the concepts of dialogue (from Plato)        

and practical judgment (from Aristotle), which developed as conversational and 

revelatory aspects of hermeneutics. Modern influences important for his thinking 

are the distinction between transcendent and transcendental from Kant’s 

thinking; universality based on the language of Schleiermacher that became         

the recognition mark of Gadamer’s hermeneutics; historicism of Dilthey, which 

in Gadamer’s hermeneutics developed in the historicity of the interpreter, and 

understanding as a part of being developed by Heidegger, which in Gadamer’s 

writing took a form that puts in the centre the world and the identity of the one 

who interprets. 

These motives are the main ones for this topic, as they give the foundation             

for how the content of understanding who we are in relation to the world and to 

God is mediated in historically conditioned situations and is testified within the 
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horizons of human understanding. At the same time this understanding is created 

not only by people since what is transcendent impacts both the content and the 

process of understanding. 

 

1.1 Plato’s Structure of Dialogue  

 

In the next section there is an overview of the moments from Plato’s thinking    

that influenced Gadamer’s hermeneutics, namely the dialogical nature                      

of understanding and the self-revealing nature of understanding, which result       

in the finitude of the interpreter. Gadamer always emphasised the importance       

of reading past texts in their own context as a way to understand the tradition      

in which we participate. Therefore, it is not surprising that three volumes of his 

Collected Works (out of ten) deal with Greek philosophy. Gadamer’s recovery        

of Greek philosophy is not of side interest and should neither be understood           

as a withdrawal from current philosophy, nor a simple application of Greek 

ideas.56 Gadamer returns especially to Plato and Aristotle when he attempts           

to overcome and correct the misdirection of modern philosophy,57 this is in regard 

to the notion of dialogue in Plato and in regard to the notion of practical 

judgement φρόνησις, which I will describe in the next two sections. 

                                                        
56 So warns Di Cesare in her latest book (DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, p. 123). 
Or, as Dostal rightly claims, the matter is not “mere repetitions or a simple return to ancients.” 
(DOSTAL, Robert J. Gadamer’s Platonism: His Recovery of Mimesis and Anamnesis. In: MALPAS, 
Jeff (ed.). Consequences of Hermeneutics. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2010, p. 45). 
57 For example, Hammermeister, who calls the role of Greek philosophy as ‘corrective.’ 
(HAMMERMEISTER, Kai. Hans-Georg Gadamer. München: C.H. Beck, 1999, p. 96). This is visible 
already at the beginning of Truth and Method in the discussion about the aesthetic experience, 
when Gadamer describes this artwork as presentational and truthful and uses the concepts 
mimesis and anamnesis. Gadamer negatively values the subjectification of art and recovers the 
older tradition of art such as mimesis and anamnesis. (GW 1, 121). He reverses traditional schema 
with the common idea of image (Bild) and a copy (Abbild) detached from it; he says that the 
artwork is not only a copy, but indeed presents (darstellen) something, not only represents 
(vorstellen), art is the sublation of reality into truth. (GW 1, 118) What happens in the artwork         
is not an alteration of something, but a transformation into something different, which is called 
Zuwachs an Sein. (GW 1, 145).  
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Plato58 was an important partner in Gadamer’s hermeneutical discourse.59 

Gadamer learned two main things from him: first, that understanding is always    

a part of the dialogue, second, that the finitude of all understanding is visible          

in the self-revealing nature of the content of understanding.60 The art of dialogue     

is underlined as it presents notions of humility, finitude and not-knowing, rather 

than pretending to have knowledge.  

Plato, for Gadamer, is not a metaphysical thinker and he challenges the 

interpretation of Plato as a ‘two worlds’ thinker.61 Gadamer avoided a metaphysical 

reading of Plato and focused his attention on the way truth is present in our being, 

as conversational beings. Gadamer opposes Aristotle’s reading of Plato ( searching 

                                                        
58 Plato, ca. 428-347 BCE, philosopher and mathematician in Classical Greece, student of Socrates 
and founder of an Academy near Athens. Gadamer planned to write a big book on Plato that would 
show the positive contribution of Platonism and his relation to Heidegger, which he never wrote. 
Gadamer wrote about it in the introduction to the 2nd edition of Platos Dialektische Ethik (1967), 
now GW 5, 15.  Moreover, in the introduction to its 3rd edition in 1982 he still spoke about a big 
Plato book (GW 5, 160), but the studies in volume 7 of Collected Works ended up as his big Plato 
work, titled Plato im Dialog. Pöggeler (PÖGGELER, Otto. Hermeneutik und Dekonstruktion.           
In: Verstehen und Geschehen. Symposium aus Anlaß des 90. Geburtstages von Hans-Georg 
Gadamer. Martin Heidegger-Gesellschaft: Heidelberg 1991, p. 85) called this volume a second peak 
point since the Truth and Method  was published. This volume is divided into three parts: Aus dem 
Wege zu Plato, Sokratischer Dialog and Platonische Dialektik, Im Zeichen Platos. Grondin underlines 
that it is not only a collection of essays, but rather should be read as “einheitliches Werk.” This 
unity is visible already from the table of contents, it starts with pre-Socratic philosophy, through 
the classic period, to Plotinus, and gives an impression that we have here an overview of Greek 
philosophy. (See also GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 56-59). The most important essay 
is probably the Idea of Good between Plato and Aristotle, where Gadamer puts these two authors 
much closer than was common, because both deal with the Socratic issue, the question of the 
Good. Cf. GW 7, 126 (Platos dialektische Ethik  beim Wort genommen, 1989). 
59 There are numerous works that show how Gadamer’s interpretation of Plato formed and shaped 
his thought. See in the Bibliography articles by Smith, Ambrosio, Zuckert, Dostal, Barthold.           
See the extended list in DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, p. 140, footnote 132. 
There have been visible attempts to use the impulses of Plato's dialectics in his academic work 
since the very beginning, both his thesis and habilitation were about Plato. Some of the fruits          
of Gadamer's efforts are now available in English, which show a constant orientation to Plato.     
See the volume entitled “Dialogue and Dialectic: Eight Hermeneutical Studies on Plato.” 
60 Gadamer is considered the most prominent Platonist of the 20th century, (see the title of the 
chapter in FIGAL, Günter (ed.). Begegnungen mit Hans-Georg Gadamer. Stuttgart: Reclam, 2000,     
p. 92. Gadamer himself considered himself a lifelong student of Plato (GW 2, 506), the ‘closet 
Platonist’ (so CAPUTO calls him in CAPUTO, John D. Radical Hermeneutics: Repetition, 
Deconstruction, and the Hermeneutic Project. Indiana University Press, 1988, pp. 111-115) and one 
of the Postmodern Platos. See the title of the ZUCKERT, Catherine H. Postmodern Platos: Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, Gadamer, Strauss, Derrida. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1996. 
61 Gadamer argues against Aristotle’s reading of Plato, by saying that Plato in Parmenides depicted 
only a web of ideas, a dialectical interweaving, and there was no ontological separation in Plato 
between two worlds. (GW 6, 113, Dialektik und Sophistik I siebenten Platonischen Brief, 1964). 
This interpretation is still present in current philosophical schools and Gadamer asks                          
us to reconsider it. It must be kept in mind that at the beginning of the 20th century philosophical 
discussions were led by Kantian and Hegelian systems, which searched for the basic principle       
for philosophical thinking. 
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for metaphysical wisdom) as wrong, since it ignored Plato's open-endness                

of human existence and his sense for light in which and through which things are 

revealed. The turn to something transcendent for both Plato and Gadamer does 

not mean that the world of sensual needs is ignored, but rather that our appeal     

to transcendent is needed.62 Gadamer’s interpretation of Plato shows                            

a discrepancy with that of his teachers. Namely the ideas of Heidegger, who relied 

more on Aristotle than on Plato and for whom Plato is a metaphysical thinker and 

a starting point where the forgetfulness of being started.63  

 

 Understanding as a part of dialogue 

 

Gadamer’s first work on Plato was his thesis,64 the second was his habilitation on 

Philebos, named Plato’s Dialogical Ethics.65 His habilitation is a phenomenology    

                                                        
62 Because the good is not a matter of conventional concepts or opinions, but of something that 
transcends us, “As Gadamer reads Plato there is no knowledge without the chorismos.” 
BARTHOLD, Lauren Swayne. Gadamer’s Dialectical Hermeneutics. Plymouth: Lexington Books, 
2010, p. 18.  
63 The most succinct  critique of Plato by Heidegger is in the work Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit 
(1954, Bern), where regarding Plato’s cave allegory Heidegger states that the sight of the disclosed 
truth is lost in the moment the emphasis is placed on the higher idea and being; in that moment 
the revelation of truth (ἀλήθεια) is lost. For more details, see analysis in SMITH, P.C. H.-G. 
Gadamer’s Heideggerian Interpretation of Plato. Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology. 
1981, vol. 12, pp. 211-230. Many of Heidegger’s students did important work on Plato, such as 
Walter Bröcker, Gerhard Krüger, Leo Strauss, Georg Picht, including also Gadamer, who turned 
to Plato and to studies in classical philosophy in order to gain autonomy from Heidegger. 
Paradoxically it can be claimed that it was Heidegger, who pushed Gadamer to the Plato research. 
So GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 55. It is therefore right to call Gadamer’s path ‘From 
Heidegger to Plato.’ (Title of one of the chapters in ZUCKERT, C. Postmodern Platos: Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, Gadamer, Strauss, Derrida.) Gadamer gives a special place to early meetings with 
Heidegger, who inspired him to approach Plato’s texts in the spirit of the motto ‘to the things 
themselves.’ See the Einleitung to his habilitation Platos Dialektische Ethik, GW 5, 5-14. 
64 Das Wesen der Lust nach den platonischen Dialogen (1921). His supervisor was Paul Natorp.       
This work is unpublished and lost. 
65 Platos dialogische Ethik (1921). Originally, there was second part planned, but Heidegger, who 
at that time wanted to return from Marburg back to Freiburg, had been pushing on him to finish 
writing. Only 50 years later  did a second part appear, namely Idea of Good between Plato and 
Aristoteles (1978), now in GW 7, 128-227. See also translation to Czech: GADAMER, Hans-Georg. 
Idea Dobra mezi Platónem a Aristotelem. Translation by Jan Šindelář and Filip Karfík, Praha, 
Oikúmené, 1994. For a more detailed analysis of Gadamer’s habilitation, see for example THÉRIEN, 
Claude. Die Sprache als Sagbarkeit der Welt: Die Untersuchungen zur Deutung der Sprache bei 
Heidegger und Gadamer. Inaugural-Dissertation, Tübingen: Eberhard-Karls-Universität, 1992,       
pp. 111-160, or PLIEGER, Petra. Sprache im Gespräch: Studien zum hermeneutischen 
Sprachverständnis bei Hans Georg Gadamer. Wien: WUV, 2000, pp. 62-103. 
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of dialog,66 projected as an excursus about the theory of dialectics.67 Gadamer 

deals there with the subject matter of dialogue for the first time, and attempts        

to grasp the main principles of Plato’s dialectics deduced from Socrates’ 

dialogues.68 Here it becomes clear that Gadamer is interested in the way in which 

philosophy is understood and in the way philosophical questions are formulated,69 

namely, through the discipline of dialogue.70 By the discipline of dialogue,            

one must understand a structure in which those who search for understanding 

submit themselves to the power of dialogue and allow themselves to be led             

by it into the play of question and answer. 

Gadamer’s argumentation is that understanding is always a part of dialogue,            

or in other words, that understanding is dialogical. Socratic dialogue is seen            

as a means for communicating ideas, not in order to abolish or overshadow the 

other, but to accommodate to it.71 Gadamer does not re-read dialogues as a heroic 

account of Socrates having argumentative battles with Sophists regarding the 

relativity of their truth and his absolute truth. Gadamer gives a different 

perspective on him, as one who does not own the truth, and as one who like              

a midwife gives birth to the truth in dialogue. Words such as ‘dialogue’ and 

‘conversation’ are not metaphors and they lie at the centre of Gadamer’s 

description of understanding, “conversation that we ourselves are.”72 A dialogue 

                                                        
66 See GW 2, 488 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer). 
67 See GW 5, 14 (Platos Dialektische Ethik), where the word  ‘dialectic’ does not refer to Hegel's 
way of thinking, but to the dialogical in Plato's thinking. See also GW 7, 123 (Platos Dialektische 
Ethik – beim Wort genommen, 1989). 
68 The aim of the book (according to GW 2, 487) was to draw from the Lust in Nikomach Ethic.     
In order to solve this problem, Gadamer draw from Philebos that was supposed to be only 
preparation for the interpretation of Ethic.  
69 See GW 7, 182 (Die Idee des Guten zwischen Platon und Aristoteles, 1978). 
70 Discipline of dialogue is the effective universal criterion of truth in Gadamer's hermeneutics. 
This is the main thesis of the article AMBROSIO, F. Gadamer, Plato and the Discipline of Dialogue. 
International Philosophical Quarterly. 1987, vol. 27, no. 1, pp. 17-32 (see p. 19). 
71 See LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, p. 70.  
72 GW 1, 382 “von dem Gespräch aus, das wir sind.” Cf. TM, 2004, p. 370.  
“TM” stands for the English translation of Truth and Method (GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Truth and 
Method. Second revised edition, reprinted. Translation revised by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald 
G. Marshall. London, New York: Continuum, 2004). If not stated differently, English citations will 
be from this edition. See also the edition from 2013: GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Truth and Method. 
Translation revised by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall. London/ New York, Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2013. 
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has many characteristics, one of them is incompleteness, since the dialogue              

is never planned or complete, and we never conduct or lead dialogue, but we fall 

into it.73 The prefix διά (common for dia-lectics and dia-logue) is very important, 

because it points to a certain incompleteness that emerges. Dialogue moves             

in ways that cannot be predicted and the participants are usually transformed       

by it. The main similarity between hermeneutics and dialogue is that the 

interpretation of a text also wants to achieve an agreement with the text about 

the subject matter, an agreement that includes recognizing the otherness and 

accepting the possibility to be addressed and to be corrected. 

 

 Finitude of all understanding visible in a self-revealing nature 

 

Further in Gadamer’s project Plato is presented as a thinker of finitude and              

of human participation in the understanding process, since he gave the conceptual 

vocabulary for thought “of the finitude of human existence.”74 In the last part         

of Truth and Method75 Gadamer talks about the finitude of all understanding and 

uses the concept of ‘Beautiful’ in Plato: “Plato was the first to show that the 

essential element in the beautiful was aletheia, and it is what he means by this. 

The beautiful, the way in which goodness appears, reveals itself in its being:             

it presents itself.”76 Earlier in his book Gadamer spoke about the model of Platonic 

dialectics described as the dialectics of answer and question,77 but here the idea     

of Beautiful is presented as the key to the understanding of the hermeneutical 

problem, not as the principle, but as the last thought.78 The concept of Beautiful 

                                                        
73 Cf. GW 1, 387. 
74 GW 1, 490. 
75 Where, as Figal says, we have Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics “in nuce.” FIGAL, Günter. 
Wahrheit und Methode als ontologischer Entwurf. In: FIGAL, Günter (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer: 
Wahrheit und Metode. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2007, p. 229. 
76 GW 1, 491. 
77 GW 1, 375-384. 
78 Gadamer does not overtake Plato's metaphysic, but here he sees an “aspect of hermeneutics, that 
has for us productive meaning.” GW 1, 488. Gadamer does not understand the Beautiful as the 
principle, αρχε, but as the last thought, “die unhintergehbare Zugänglichkeit einer Sache. Es ist 
das, worauf man trifft, wenn man nach einem Grund für das Sein der Dinge Fragt und die 
Erfahrung machen muß, daß ein solcher Grund sich zu Denken einzieht.” FIGAL, G. Wahrheit und 
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helps Gadamer to show that the presentation cannot be detached from the truth. 

Or, in hermeneutical terms, Gadamer wants to show that understanding belongs 

to and takes part in the horizon of human understanding in what is being 

understood. Gadamer explains this with Plato’s description of Beautiful as the 

ἐκφανέστατον, sun that shines.79 Beauty makes itself apparent in its appearances; 

it has a character of light/sun, “reflective self-revelation of light.”80 Beautiful            

is a “quality: that it is what is most radiant (ekphanestaton) and lovely (…) 

beautiful of itself, presents itself, that its being is such that it makes itself 

immediately evident.”81 This Scheinen is not only self-revealing, but the light also 

enlightens (Erleuchten).82 The concept of Beautiful shows that there is no need      

to search for real beauty behind the appearance of beauty, since the idea of beauty 

is already present in its appearance, and each appearance is herewith true and 

original. Analogically Gadamer speaks about being, as his student Weinsheimer 

points out, “as light becomes visible itself only when it makes something else 

visible, so being manifests itself only in the historical process of disclosing beings 

that can be understood, that is, in language.”83 This is the event of disclosing, self-

revealing of the truth (from ἀλήθεια of being to a being living in various places 

and times). Revealed truth coincides with revealed beauty as beauty immediately 

present, apparent which does not need a proof and evidence for itself. 

As I pointed out in this section, Plato was important for Gadamer for his dialogical 

nature of understanding, as well as for the self-revealing nature of the content      

of understanding, which results in the finitude of the interpreter. Both elements 

underlie Gadamer’s concept of human understanding and transcendence. 

 

                                                        
Methode als ontologischer Entwurf, p. 225. 
79 Phaidros 250 d. (GW 1, 485) 
80 GW 1, 486. 
81 “das am meisten Hervorleuchtende (…) daß es sich von sich selbst her darstellt, sich in seinem 
Sein in mittelbar einleuchtend macht.” GW 1, 485 (TM, 2004, 475). 
82 Scheinen means “auf etwas scheinen und so an dem, worauf der Schein fällt, selber zum 
Erscheinen kommen.” GW 1, 486. 
83 WEINSHEIMER, Joel C. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method. New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1985, p. 257. 
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1.2 Aristotle’s Notion of Practical Judgment φρόνησις  

 

In the following section is the next step in the description of the roots                         

of Gadamer’s notion of human understanding and the horizon of transcendence, 

which is Aristotle’s84 articulation of practical knowledge φρόνησις85 as one of the 

main pillars on which Gadamer build his hermeneutical thought.86 The reason 

Gadamer acquired the concept of φρόνησις is that it shows the true nature of the 

process of understanding, not from the perspective of a subject that grasps the 

object, but conceived as an application of the universal to a particular 

interpreter.87 Moreover, this is, for Gadamer, the core problem of hermeneutics: 

the relation between the universal and the particular. For Gadamer understanding 

is a case of application of the universal to a concrete and special situation, when 

a text from the tradition is understood always under the historical circumstance 

of the interpreter.88 Therefore, the Good for one who does actions is given only 

when one is confronted with the situation, it is similar with the interpretation 

process: the interpreter does not find the sense of the text as something universal 

                                                        
84 Aristotle, 384-322 BC, Greek philosopher and scientist. At eighteen he joined Plato’s Academy. 
Shortly after the death of Plato he left Athens and tutored Alexander the Great. 
85 Aristotle’s exposition of φρόνησις can be found in book 6 of Nicomachean Ethics. This book            
is a critique of Plato’s conception of absolute Good as abstract and universal - how can the 
knowledge of universal Good help a doctor to heal his patient, if he studies the health in general, 
but not the concrete health of a concrete person? (Et Nic, book I 1097a 6-15). Aristotle connects 
virtue with knowledge the same as Plato, but he sees the role of history where the self of the 
human is present and involved. For the latest recommended secondary literature on this topic: 
RESE, Friederike. Phronesis als Modell der Hermeneutik: Die hermeneutische Aktualität des 
Aristoteles. In: FIGAL, Günter (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer: Wahrheit und Methode. Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag, 2007, pp. 127-150; SMITH, Christopher. Phronêsis, the Indvidual, and the 
Community. In: WISCHKE, Mirko and Michael HOFER (eds.). Gadamer Verstehen Understanding 
Gadamer. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2003, pp. 169-185; FIGAL, Günter. 
Phronesis as Understanding: Situating Philosophical Hermeneutics. In: SCHMIDT, Lawrence.       
The Scepter of Relativism. Truth, Dialogue and Phronesis in Philosophical Hermeneutics. Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1995, pp. 236-248. SCHUCHMAN, P. Aristotle’s Phronesis and 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics. Philosophy Today. 1979, vol. 23, issue 1, pp. 41-50. 
86 Gadamer says that φρόνησις is “die hermeneutische Grubndtugend selbst.” GW 2, 328 (Probleme 
der praktischen Vernunft, 319). Further, Lawn states that Aristotle was one of the crucial 
influences on Gadamer’s hermeneutics (LAWN, Ch. The Gadamer Dictionary, p. 12). There is the 
discussion if Aristotle’s concept of practical wisdom has a priority over the Heidegger’s analysis 
of Dasein, where Gadamer’s student Figal chooses the first possibility (FIGAL, G. Phronesis               
as Understanding: Situating Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 238). 
87 GW 1, 317. 
88 GW 1, 317. 
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and separately existing; one can find it only in the individual situation                       

of understanding, when one applies his previous understanding of the issues and 

his concrete situation to the text. 

As Gadamer appropriates, he has been attracted to this concept contrasting the 

static objectivity of sciences, because it complements Plato. According to Plato not 

even a moral man can know the Good and the ability of human wisdom always 

ends in not-knowing (Unwissenheit),89 therefore Gadamer uses Aristotle’s 

practical theology as a model90 according to which the “interpretive sciences can 

be thought.”91  Here we can see how such an understanding of φρόνησις influences 

Gadamer’s hermeneutical method, as he applied it to the relationship                          

of knowledge from the past to the present and is illustrated by the notion                 

of application,92 where knowledge from the past is applied to the present.93 

 

 Application of universal to individual  

 

The chapter ‘Hermeneutical relevance of Aristotle’ is central in Truth and Method, 

and Gadamer shows there that understanding, similar to φρόνησις, is “not 

separable from a created being, but determined by it and determining for it.”94 

Similar to φρόνησις, understanding brings a mode of existence from where the 

                                                        
89 GW 2, 499 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
90 Or a paradigm, see SMITH, C. Phronêsis, the Indvidual, and the Community, p. 177. 
91 “»verstehenden« Wissenschaften gedacht werden können.” GW 2, 499 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-
Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
92 GW 1, 320. The term φρόνησις was introduced to hermeneutics through the pietistic author 
Rambach. For Gadamer’s treatment of application, see GW 1, 312-317. Schuchman fully 
emphasises this connection in SCHUCHMAN, P. Aristotle’s Phronesis and Gadamer's 
Hermeneutics, p. 42.  
93 “The interpreter, who is concerned with tradition, seeks to apply this. In addition, here that does 
not mean that the inherited text is present and understood by the interpreter as a universal and 
must therefore first be brought into use for a particular application. The interpreter wants to 
understand nothing other than this universal – the text –, i.e. to understand what tradition says, 
what constitutes the meaning and significance of the text. In order to understand this, he cannot 
ignore himself and the concrete hermeneutic situation in which he finds himself. He must relate 
the text to the situation if he wants to understand at all.” (GW 1, 329. Translation according to 
FIGAL, G. Phronesis as Understanding: Situating Philosophical Hermeneutics, pp. 241-242). 
94 GW 1, 317. 
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interpreter is, to the situation in which he is involved.95 Practical knowledge            

is distinguished from other conceptions of knowledge, theoretical and technical 

(τέχνη). Gadamer develops three divergences between φρόνησις and τέχνη from 

Aristotle’s thought:96 (i) we can learn τέχνη and forget it, not so with moral 

knowledge; (ii) they differ regarding the nature of means and ends; practical 

knowledge has no particular end, but aims at good living; technical knowledge     

is a set of rules which are applied in a situation, as a tool and a means;                       

(iii) while τέχνη has no relation to the personality of the craftsman, φρόνησις                  

is aware of it.97 

Practical knowledge is a certain form of knowledge of what is right for human 

behavior and actions in various situations of the life of people.98 It is an ability 

applied when we are drawn into a certain situation where we must find the best 

solution to act and behave in it, and decide to do this or that. The reason                   

for its need is that moral traditions and accumulated rules do not help and guide 

                                                        
95 GW 1, 219. 
96 Aristotle begins book 6 of Nicomachean Ethics with the distinction between theoretical and 
practical knowledge (these are introduced in chapters 1-2, in 3, in 5-7 are further explained), then 
he introduces the distinction between practical and technical reasoning (both are distinct from 
theoretical, but they need to be distinct also between each other, chapter 4). Aristotle’s taxonomy 
of practical activities in book 6 consists of ἐπιστήµη, τέχνη and φρόνησις. Ἐπιστήµη (theoretical, 
scientific knowledge, physics, mathematics, theology, has the ability to deduce conclusions about 
universal principles, it is a knowledge of what is unchangeable, depends on the proof, can                 
be taught and learned, has a goal and purpose, and last, the human stands distanced from the 
situation. (Et Nic, book VI 1139b 18-36). Τέχνη, a technical knowledge, regards production, is not 
a reasoning appropriate for action, its end is production, presupposes techniques and rules, and 
action is for the sake of something else. Φρόνησις is called a moral knowledge (philosophy, ethics), 
practical wisdom. Aristotle’s terminology is confusing. The reason is that Aristotle uses ordinary 
Greek words, but gives them special meanings (BOSTOCK, David. Aristotle’s Ethics. London: 
Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 76). In order that things are even more complicating, in chapter 
3 Aristotle takes a new start and divides five ways to assess truth: expertise τέχνη, scientific 
knowledge ἐπιστήµη, practical wisdom φρόνησις, theoretical wisdom σοφία and intuitive  reason νοῦς. 
I have been using the English translation in ROSS, W.D. (ed.). The Works of Aristotle. Volume IX. 
London: Oxford University Press, 1949.  See for more BOSTOCK, D. Aristotle’s Ethics, pp. 82-102. 
97 Gadamer explains this in GW 1, 322-329. These differences were also the object of Schuchman’s 
article, who adds the following: (i) objective knowledge is knowledge of what is unchangeable, but 
the practical deals with the unpredictability of actions; (ii) objective knowledge depends on 
inductive and deductive proofs, but φρόνησις is confirmed through dialogical experience;                
(iii) objective knowledge is seen to explain what is, the practical goes beyond contemplation                   
of truth; (iv) the objective assumes a distance from the  object of knowledge, the practical belongs 
to an existential situation. SCHUCHMAN, P. Aristotle’s Phronesis and Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, 
p. 43. See also analysis of Schuchman’s article in CULPEPPER, James Edward. The Value of Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Philosophy for Christian Thought. Dissertation Doctor of Philosophy, 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1987, pp. 124-125. 
98 “Excellence of moral knowledge, of moral knowledge of good.” (SCHUCHMAN, P. Aristotle’s 
Phronesis and Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, p. 42). 
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us in these particular situations – an ethical situation is never disconnected from 

the person involved in it, but is always applied in an historical life. What is good 

is never known and given ahead or prior to the situations in which it exists.             

In hermeneutical terms, the human good, a particular one, is possible only                 

as a mediation of universal moral knowledge involved in a particular situation.  

What needs to be achieved in this mediation is the decision for a certain action, 

but at the same time it is directed toward the good that needs to be achieved.      

This reflection and finding the right action is not a methodical and structured 

process that follows guidelines. Moreover, finding of the right action has a 

common goal in front of its eyes and the possibilities of the actions are reflected 

to the specific situation and its conditions. The knowledge that is needed for the 

action is always connected to self-understanding of the subject and is not ruled or 

led by methods or principles. A person is drawn in a moral tradition, but tradition 

cannot give a precise guideline for how to act in a particular situation. 

Accomplishment of understanding concerns therefore a task of application.99   

Gadamer heard about φρόνησις for the first time in the 1923 summer semester 

when he had a seminar with Heidegger in Freiburg on Nicomachean Ethics.100     

This seminar brought a new path-breaking interpretation of five principal norms 

                                                        
99 GW 1, 320. 
100 Beside this ‘official’ seminar, Heidegger invited Gadamer also for weekly readings of Aristotle 
in a smaller circle, which ended up as a crucial moment for Gadamer’s further development. Those 
were personal meetings and were not part of the official curriculum at the university (GW 2, 485). 
For Gadamer this was the place where traditional logic suddenly changed into “die Lebendigkeit 
lebensweltlicher Wirklichkeit” (GW 10, 21, Heidegger und die Sprache, 1990). How? Heidegger did 
not translate the words from δὲ µόνον ἄνθρωπος ἔχει τῶν ζῴων (Aristot. Pol 1253a 9 - Pol 1253a 10) 
as animal rationale (HEIDEGGER, Martin. Sein und Zeit. 18th edition. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer 
Verlag, 2001, p. 25.28) and he did not understood λόγος as mind or reason and the human was not 
defined as a rational being. Gadamer was fascinated by Heidegger's approach. Heidegger, and later 
also Gadamer  translated λόγος as Sprache, and so Aristotle’s antropological definiton  was 
translated as “Mensch ist das Lebewesen, das Sprache hat” (GW 2, 146, Mensch und Sprache, 1966). 
This was very different reading and Gadamer therefore described this event many times later on 
(see GW 4, 220; GW 4, 285f; GW 8, 404) as a crucial event in his life that finally helped him to 
abandon neo-Kantianism. For Heidegger’s φρόνησις interpretation see STOLZENBERG, Jürgen. 
Hermeneutik der praktischen Vernunft: Hans-Georg Gadamer intepretiert Martin Heideggers 
Aristoteles-Interpretation. In: FIGAL, Günter and Hans-Helmuth GANDER. Dimensionen des 
Hermeneutischen: Heidegger und Gadamer. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 2005, pp. 141-
143.  
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of apprehension of the truth101 and their relationships.102 Whereas Aristotle’s 

φρόνησις lead Gadamer to develop a dialogical hermeneutics, which refers               

to Plato’s dialogical thinking,103 Heidegger in his critique of Plato did not see 

διαλογεσθαι as so important, and claimed that we need to read the ‘dark’ Plato 

from the perspective of ‘light’ from Aristotle.104 Gadamer developed his own 

interpretation of φρόνησις in a manuscript on practical knowledge Praktisches 

Wissen (1930),105 which was a critique of Heidegger’s commentary.106  

In this section I underlined that the hermeneutical application of a universal 

knowledge to the concrete situation is performed by φρόνησις, because one              

is always involved in a historically mediated situation which builds one’s 

horizon of human understanding. Further on, the relation of the previous 

understanding of the issues and the concrete situation with the text occur             

as an application. 

 

                                                        
101 ἐπιστήµη, νοῦς, σοφία, τέχνη, φρόνησις. Et Nic 1139b 17-20. 
102 Published in Plato: Sophists, in GA 19, 21-188. 
103 See GW 1, 344-351 (Vorbild der Platonische Dialektik). 
104 GA 19, 10 (Plato Sophistes). Heidegger, according to Gadamer, puts too much emphasis in his 
Aristotle interpretation on ontological interest and ignoring of the phenomenon of ethos.  See also 
SMITH, Ch. Phronêsis, the Indvidual, and the Community, pp. 171ff, where he develops more in 
detail the differences between Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s interpretation of Aristotle.  
105 This was published only in 1985. Stolzenberg calls this essay “Kern und Quelle seiner eigenen 
philosophischen Hermeneutik.” Dimensionen, p.135. (STOLZENBERG, J. Hermeneutik der 
praktischen Vernunft: Hans-Georg Gadamer intepretiert Martin Heideggers Aristoteles-
Interpretation, p. 135). Published in GW 5, 230-248 (Praktisches Wissen, 230). Gadamer did not 
publish “Praktisches Wissen” in 1930 during Heidegger’s lifetime, because it contains the critique 
of the Heidegger's conception of the ‘Eigentlichkeit der Existenz’. Udo Tietz says that it was not 
published, because it was supposed to be the Festschrift for Paul Friedländer, which was not 
published. (TIETZ, U. Hans-Georg Gadamer zur Einführung, p. 106). 
106 In numerous writings Gadamer often emphasised the importance of Aristotle’s concept of 
φρόνησις for his own concepts. Kleine Schriften 1, 84-85, 167-174, 179-191; Kleine Schriften 3, 200. 
Opposite to Heidegger, Gadamer always claimed that there was no difference between Plato and 
Aristotle; therefore, he had no problem with extending Aristotle’s ethical reflection on Plato and 
interpreting Plato in the light of Aristotle’s ethics. For example, Socrates’ life is taken as an 
example of the attitude whereknowledge is not understood as knowing a craft, but as a way              
of being. Gadamer never abandoned this interpretation of Plato and Aristotle, as is visible in his 
Praktisches Wissen, or in Truth and Method. The process was finalised in 1998 by translation of 
Nicomachean Ethics. Important to mention is also the later orientation of Gadamer to practical 
philosophy. Other articles dealing with φρόνησις from his later time are: “Probleme der praktischen 
Vernuft” (GW 2, 319-329, especially 325ff, 1980); “Selbstdarstellung” (GW 2, 479-508, especially 
499ff, 1973). A collection of later works on applied hermeneutics is MISGELD, D. and                            
G. NICHOLSON (eds.). Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied 
Hermeneutics. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1992. 
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1.3 Kant’s Distinction between the Transcendent and the 

Transcendental 

 

In the next sections, I am going to discuss modern inspirations on grasping the 

relation between being and understanding and I am going to start with Immanuel 

Kant. Gadamer had a tendency to say that he was only reading books which were 

at least one thousand years old, but it would be wrong to conclude that there were 

no modern influences on his thinking. When discussing Gadamer’s position about 

the relation between being and understanding and the way in which human 

understanding is connected with the transcendence, especially important              

are Kant’s distinction between transcendent and transcendental, Schleiermacher’s 

project of universal hermeneutics, Dilthey’s entanglement in the aporias                  

of historicism and Heidegger’s hermeneutics of facticity. There are many other 

themes that Gadamer dealt with,107 but I decided to deal with these figures because 

they are relevant to my theme. 

Discussion about the development of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method related to 

the notion of transcendence brings into the centre the thinking of Immanuel 

Kant108. The main reasons for this are Kant’s distinction between transcendent 

and transcendental which in Gadamer’s thinking led to the refusal                               

of transcendental distinctness of taste and to the acceptance of transcendence          

as something beyond our reason. The discussion about transcendence,                             

be it Gadamer’s concept of transcendence or Kant’s distinction between 

transcendent and transcendental, must be understood in the context of various 

understandings of the term transcendent. When this term is understood in parity 

with transcendence and immanence, it refers to God as something existing outside 

                                                        
107 Such as rehabilitation of humanism, Descartes’ cogito or aporias of historicism. 
108 Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is a central figure in modern philosophy; he synthesised rationalism 
and empirism and with his three critiques, Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Critique of Practical 
Reason (1787) and Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790), he intruded human autonomy. 



45 

and contrasted with the notion of world.109 Immanent principles (within the limits 

of possible experience) are to be distinguished from transcendent principles 

(beyond the limits of possible experience).110 Here Kant enters into discussion,      

in his Critique of Pure Reason111 he brings a third view, a meaning                                   

of transcendental that is contrasted to the term transcendent.112  

The ‘transcendent’ is the term used by Kant to describe those principles that pass 

beyond the limits of experience, and are opposed to immanent principles “whose 

application is confined entirely within the limits of possible experience.”113 

Transcendent philosophy is what Kant criticises, i.e. empty chat about things           

we cannot know because they lie beyond what our capacity can know.114                     

The transcendent realm of thought consists of objects which cannot be presented 

to us in intuition, i.e. objects which we can never experience with our senses.      

The closest we can get to gaining knowledge of the transcendent realm is to think 

about it by means of ideas. 

Of further importance is the distinction with the term transcendental. Kant used 

transcendent for knowledge that goes beyond the categories of human reason, but 

used transcendental for all knowledge occupied, not with objects, but with the    

way that we can possibly know objects even before we experience them.                       

Kant understands and sees the use of transcendental in the meaning of application 

                                                        
109 This lies in the Aristotelian view of God as the one who is the prime mover living outside           
of the world. 
110  For the distinction between transcendent and immanent in Kant see Critique of Pure Reason     
A 308 / B 365. I am using the German edition of KANT, Immanuel. Kritik der reinen Vernunft. Nach 
der ersten und zweiten Originalausgabe herausgegeben von Jens Timmermann. Hamburg: Meiner, 
1998. English translation retrieved from http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/4280 [cited 2014-11-
07]. 
111 In the Critique of Pure Reason Kant assumes that the ideas and concepts of people shape reality, 
rather than supposing that reality is somehow out there. A revolutionary idea in Critique of Pure 
Reason is that it is possible to have a priori knowledge about the structure of the sensible world, 
because it is not totally independent of the human mind. The sensible world, or in other words        
a world of appearances, is constructed by the human mind from a combination of sensory matter 
that we receive passively and a priori forms that are supplied by our cognitive faculties. 
112 For his distinction between transcendental and transcendent see KANT, I. Critique of Pure 
Reason, A 296 / B 352-53.  
113 KANT, I. Critique of Pure Reason, A 296 / B 352. 
114 Adjective transcendent for Kant meant “concepts and especially ideas, principles and 
cognitions, and even more so, a certain employment of such concepts, ideas, or principles.” 
HOLZHEY, Helmut and Vilem MURDOCH. The A to Z of Kant and Kantianism. Rowman                      
& Littlefield, 2010, p. 268. 
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of a “concept in some principle” to things in themselves, which need                            

to be distinguished from the notion of appearance:115 “I call all knowledge 

transcendental if it is occupied, not with objects, but with the way that we can 

possibly know objects even before we experience them.”116 Before Kant the 

distinction between transcendent and transcendental was a grammatical matter, 

but for him it had a philosophical significance. Since the concept of transcendental 

points to the need to provide an explanation of the required conditions of possible 

experience, the whole of Kant’s philosophy is considered as transcendental.117 

Something is transcendental if it plays a role in the way in which the mind 

establishes objects and makes it possible for us to experience them as objects          

in the first place. Everyday knowledge is knowledge of objects; transcendental 

knowledge is knowledge of how it is possible for us to experience those objects as 

objects. This distinction is connected with Kant’s transcendental idealism that 

human beings experience only appearances, not the things in themselves.118 

Gadamer in his works did not directly address the above described Kantian 

distinction between transcendent and transcendental, he rather addressed               

in Truth and Method a critique of Kant’s subjectivisation of taste that led to a loss 

of reality and of awareness of historically mediated conditions.119 Nevertheless,     

                                                        
115 KANT, I. Critique of Pure Reason, A 238-39 / B 297-298. See also HOLZHEY, Helmut and Vilem 
MURDOCH. The A to Z of Kant and Kantianism, pp. 268-269. 
116 KANT, I. Critique of Pure Reason, A 12. Cf A 11-12 / B 25. See also “Transcendent ideas or 
principles demand that the boundaries of experience can be overstepped; however the 
transcendental use or misuse of categories in its application to things themselves is a mere mistake 
of the faculty of judgment, the proper use of such concepts being the empirical one.” HOLZHEY, 
Helmut and Vilem MURDOCH. The A to Z of Kant and Kantianism, p. 268 (Cf. KANT, I. Critique 
of Pure Reason, A 396 / B 352-353). 
117 See the usage of these terms in collocations such as transcendental aesthetics, transcendental 
logic, transcendental dialectic, analytics, etc. 
118 This is described in KANT, I. Critique of Pure Reason, A42 / B59-60. Kant’s transcendental 
idealism is set against the Descartes, who claimed that the existence of matter can be doubted, and 
against Berkeley, who flatly denies the existence of matter. For Kant the ideas, raw matter of 
knowledge, must be due to realities existing independently of human minds, but he held that such 
things must remain unknown. 
119 In the chapter called ‘The Transcendental Distinctness of Taste’ (Die transzendentale 
Auscheichnung des Geschmacks, GW 1, 48-50), where he claims that Kant in his critique presents a 
subjectivisation of beauty and taste. Indeed, in his Critique of the Power of Judgment (chapter 
Analytic of the beautiful, KANT, Immanuel. Kritik der Urteilskraft. Hamburg, Felix Meiner, 2006, p. 
47-99.) Kant states that the beauty is not a property of artwork or natural objects, but instead it is 
a consciousness of the state of feeling the pleasure, that derived from having made a judgment of 
taste. Judgement of taste is subjective, is not based on something, but is a feeling of satisfaction 



47 

I decided to mention Kant as one of the sources, because it was important to 

mention him when dealing with the notion of transcendence in Gadamer’s 

thinking.  

 

1.4  Schleiermacher’s Universality of Hermeneutics based on 

Language 

 

The horizon of human understanding in Gadamer’s hermeneutical method               

is characterised by the being in the language and by considering language                

as a medium of understanding. This is a direct influence of Friedrich Daniel Ernst 

Schleiermacher’s120 hermeneutical theory. Actually, the passage about the 

universality of hermeneutics based on language from Truth and Method is nothing 

else but an extensive commentary on Schleiermacher’s slogan: “Everything 

presupposed in hermeneutics is but language.”121 Despite this positive role              

                                                        
deriving from the presence of an object. What worries Gadamer is the level of normativity                
on which the Kant’s transcendental account of taste is based. Said plainly, the judgment of the      
“xy is beautiful” is not related to the properties of an object “xy” as itself, but opposite, it is the 
feeling induced in us. Gadamer at this point criticises that the aesthetic judgement is devoid              
of cognitive value and there is no binding universality. (GW 1, 49). Kant does not follow the truth-
claim of the work of art, as Gadamer does, but declares that the aesthetic judgment is not cognitive. 
This was Gadamer’s main objection in the tradition of philosophical thought. Gadamer criticises 
him for not paying enough attention to the works of art and for subjectification of aesthetics. 
Connected with this is that according to Gadamer is Kant not really interested in works of art         
as such, as the analysis of aesthetic judgment follows the same pattern and analysis as the analysis 
of the beautiful nature.  
120 Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (1768-1834) is known as a founder of a modern 
Protestant theology and author of first modern dogmatic Der Christliche Glaube (1821); many 
considered him therefore a “Church Father of nineteenth century.” See the title of the book 
LÜLMAN, Christian. Schleiermacher, der Kirchenvater des 19. Jahnhunderts. Tübingen, 1907.      
Jan Kranát notices that the first one to use this thought was Hermann Weiß in the prologue              
to Schleiermacher’s Darstellung vom Kirchenregiment, Berlin, 1881. KRANÁT, Jan (ed.). Friedrich 
Schleiermacher: O nábožentví. Praha: Vyšehrad, 2012, p. 17, footnote 2. 
121 “Alles voraussetzende in der Hermeneutik ist nur Sprache.” GW 1, 387. KIMMERLE, Heinz (ed.). 
Fr.D.E. Schleiermacher. Hermeneutik. Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1974, p. 38. See 
also GJESDAL, Kristin. Hermeneutics and Philology: A Reconsideration of Gadamer’s Critique of 
Schleiermacher. British Journal for the History of Philosophy. 2006, vol. 14, issue 1, pp. 133-156; 
GJESDAL, Kristin. Aesthetic and Political Humanism: Gadamer on Herder, Schleiermacher, and 
the Origins of Modern Hermeneutics. History of Philosophy Quarterly. 2007, vol. 24, issue 3,             
pp. 275-296; BONTEKOE, R. A Fusion of Horizons: Gadamer and Schleiermacher. International 
Philosophical Quarterly. 1997, vol. 27, issue 1, pp. 3-16. 
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of Schleiermacher for Gadamer’s thinking, there are two negative roles. Gadamer 

has been known as a critic of Schleiermacher, first of ‘better understanding’ in the  

sense of reproduction of the authors’ intent, and second of the dominance of the 

psychological aspect of interpretation over the grammatical. It is this critique that 

evolved in the emergence of the most important elements of relation between the 

horizontal and vertical dimension of understanding process in Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics: universality of language, balanced relation between the universal 

and individual, and focus on production rather than reproduction of the subject 

matter. 

 

 Unity based on antithesis 

 

Schleiermacher claimed to be the first to offer a scientific and systematically 

universal hermeneutics, in opposition to earlier “special (spezielle) hermeneutics.”122 

In these instances hermeneutics was understood as the helping discipline for 

theological, philological or literal sciences in situations when the text became 

incomprehensible.123 The main achievement of Schleiermacher was that                  

he devised general hermeneutics as a formal discipline that could be applied            

to all kinds of interpretation.124 Gadamer started from this and focused on the 

                                                        
122 “Die Hermeneutik als Kunst des Verstehens existiert noch nicht allgemein, sondern nur mehrere 
spezielle Hermeneutiken.” FRANK, Manfred, (ed.). F.D.E. Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik und Kritik. 
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1977, p. 75. 
123 Schleiermacher differentiates between lax and strict hermeneutical praxis: lax praxis grants that 
the understanding is the rule and the hermeneutical strategy is needed only when approaching 
dark places; strict one grants main possibility of relation with the text to misunderstanding. 
“Understanding in not to be taken for granted but must be searched out and willed” (LAWN, Ch. 
Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed. p. 46). 
124 On this is based his newness in the history of hermeneutics. More on this newness shows article 
by ĎURĎOVIČ, Martin. Friedrich Schleiermacher a počátek filozofické hermeneutiky. Acta 
universitatis Palackianae Olomoucensis Philosophica. 2007, vol. 7, pp. 11-21. Ricoeur calls 
Schleiermacher’s achievement a “koperníkánsky obrat” (RICOEUR, Paul. Úkol hermeneutiky. 
Praha: Filosofia, nakladatelství Filosofického ústavu AV ČR, 2004, p. 7). This claim can                         
be questioned out of two reasons: (i) projects of universal hermeneutics were present already in 
17th and 18th century, before Schleiermacher (let me mention at least the work of J.C. Dannhauer 
(1603-1666), J.M. Chladenius (1710-1759) or G.F. Meier (1718-1777). Grondin assumes that the 
reason for this discontinuity is simple fact that Schleiermacher did not know these works. 
GRONDIN, Jean. Úvod do hermeneutiky. Praha: Oikúmené, 1997, p. 88); (ii) and Schleiermacher’s 
focus on the relation between the language and thinking follows the older hermeneutical tradition. 
Similarly also GRONDIN, J. Úvod do hermeneutiky, pp. 94-95. Both of these aspects are missing       
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unity of two contradictory, but mutually not exclusive, poles about which 

Schleiermacher  spoke, between rational element and experience. This unity is not 

the harmonizing unity, but one based on the antithesis between understanding 

“from the midpoint of the language” and understanding “from the midpoint of the 

artist.”125 This aspect is reflected first of all in his dual definition of hermeneutics 

according to Schleiermacher as an ‘art of understanding’ (Kunst des Verstehens),126 

but also as a ‘technique’ (Technik)127 that involves objective criticism, manual skills 

and practical capabilities. Unity based on antithesis is also reflected in the dual 

notion of language, which is defined as the expression of our inner thoughts,          

or in other words, one that “exteriorizes our interiority.”128 On one hand, language 

is communal as it summarises the universal rules and concepts of all linguistic 

expressions, on the other, language points to our individuality, which is present 

in spoken word/speech in a concrete and particular time, space, context and 

motivation. These two moments are present also in Schleiermacher’s urgency       

to interpret texts in two ways: grammatically and technically.129 The latter has 

often been called psychological, or technical-psychological, and has been a matter 

of extensive critique against Schleiermacher due to the prioritisation of the 

psychological over the grammatical aspect, which even Gadamer followed.130 

                                                        
in one of the best presentations of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics in Czech, written by Alice 
Kliková, in: POKORNÝ, Petr (ed.). Hermeneutika jako teorie porozumění, pp. 268-283. 
125 KIMMERLE, H. (ed.). Fr.D.E. Schleiermacher. Hermeneutik, pp. 37-38. 
126 FRANK, M. (ed.). F.D.E. Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik und Kritik, p. 75. 
127 Greek τέχνη, see old Slovak work ‘Kumšt’. 
128 So LAWN, Ch. The Gadamer Dictionary, p. 129. 
129 Grammatical interpretation according to Schleiermacher grasps the meanings in a common 
usage and therefore focuses on over-individual literary and critical work with the text from the 
perspective of universal system of language. (FRANK, M. (ed.). F.D.E. Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik 
und Kritik, pp. 101-166). Technical interpretation on the other hand understands the speech and 
language as an expression of the particular individual witness, and its task is to grasp what the 
words wants exactly to say, and so to grasp the individuality of the author. This interpretation has 
been often called also psychological, or technical-psychological. (FRANK, M. (ed.). F.D.E. 
Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik und Kritik, pp. 167-237. See the following article regarding the issue 
of Schleiermacher’s terminology: BIRUS, H. Schleiermachers Begriff der Technischen 
Interpretation. Schleiermacher-Archiv, I (1985), pp. 591-600. 
130 Generally, it is recognised that it was Wilhelm Dilthey, who interpreted Schleiermacher 
strongly psychologically. The consequence was the over-psychologisation of Schleiermacher’s 
hermeneutics, which even Gadamer followed. Schleiermacher is in the evaluated very critically, 
but Gadamer later admits his mistake. GW 4, 361 (Das Problem der Sprache bei Schleiermacher, 
1968); GW 2, 464 (Nachwort zu 3. Auflage, 1972).  See for example GRONDIN, J. Úvod do 
hermeneutiky, pp. 99-100. It is useful to make a note that Dilthey started his academic career as an 
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 Dominance of psychology 

 

One of the theories against which Gadamer stands, is that the prioritizing                     

of subjective (technical/psychological) interpretation is a mark of Schleiermacher’s 

later works, while the notes from before 1819 prove a much stronger focus on the 

grammatical aspect.131 This later tendency to divide the previous unity between 

language and thought impacted the fact that the text became only an empirical 

expression pointing out the beyond-textual individuality of the author. Although 

Schleiermacher still claimed that the “thought and its expression are one and the 

same,”132 he abandoned this concept and with it he abandoned also the unity 

between universal and individual, between general language rules and individual 

speech, identity of thinking and language, which characterised his earlier 

thinking.133 Gadamer also criticised the loss of connection between meaning and 

things, where the goal of hermeneutics became to cross the language and disclose 

the hidden individuality of the author, but this method loses the subject matter     

of the text.134 In his essay “Das Problem der Sprache bei Schleiermacher”135 

Gadamer overcomes the debate between Kimmerle and Redeker's positions136       

                                                        
commentator of Schleiermacher’s work. See Leben Schleiermachers. In: Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 
XIII. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970. Dilthey is also an author of an influential article 
about the history of hermeneutics, in which Schleiermacher plays important role (Entstehung der 
Hermeneutik. In: Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 5, 1982, pp. 317-331).  
131 This is brought by the Hans Kimmerle’s new edition of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutical lectures 
included also his early notes from 1804 and later, which were unknown until then. Until 1959, the 
only published edition of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics is an edition, which his friend and 
student Friedrich Lücke collected from the manuscripts and notes and posthumously published           
in 1838. Only in 1959 Hans Kimmerle browsed all Schleiermacher’s unpublished writings in Berlin 
Library and sorted them chronologically, in order to see the development of his thoughts. Worth 
mentioning is an edition edited by Manfred Frank in 1977, which re-published the Lücke edition 
from 1838. The newest source to the study of Schleiermacher is the transcript of his lectures from 
1809/10, which is published in Schleiermacher–Archiv I., 1985, pp. 1269-1310. It is interesting            
to mention that Hans Kimmerle was Gadamer’s student and that Gadamer initiated his new 
edition. Kimmerle’s thesis first appears in his Heidelberg dissertation Die Hermeneutik 
Schleiermachers im Zusammenhang seines spekulativen Denkens (1957). 
132 KIMMERLE, H. (ed.). Fr.D.E. Schleiermacher. Hermeneutik, p. 21. 
133 Claims also KLIKOVÁ. A. Friedrich Schleiermacher, p. 279. 
134 GW 1, 200. 
135 GW 4, 361-373 (Das Problem der Sprache bei Schleiermacher, 1968). 
136  Position of Kimmerle and Redeker (editor of the second volume of Leben Schleiermachers) – 
one claims Schleiermacher’s late move from language to psychology, other claims that 
Schleiermacher is free from psychologism (GW 4, 361, Das Problem der Sprache bei 
Schleiermacher, 1968). 
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and comes to the conclusion that both have missed Schleirmacher’s main 

accomplishment: “Language is the only presupposition in hermeneutics,                     

and everything that is to be found, including the other objective and subjective 

presuppositions, must be discovered in language.”137 According to Gadamer, 

Schleiermacher never wrote that interpretation of the text in terms of the author’s 

mind suffices, but actually the opposite, that it can be reached only through the 

interpretation of language where the thinking is manifested.138  

 

 Author’s intent 

 

Besides the area of language related to the psychological aspect, Gadamer did not 

appropriate very well Schleiermacher’s concept of reproduction of the author’s 

intent. In order to avoid the possibility of misunderstanding,139 Schleiermacher 

suggests a backward re-construction: to re-create the individuality of the author 

by re-creating his mental processes, and so to understand the authors better than 

they understood themselves,140 which is Kant’s axiom very often used                      

by Schleiermacher.141 Schleiermacher in his restorative enterprise moves the 

attention from the objective correct meaning of the text to the analysis of the 

personal process of understanding, which is a reconstructive process                           

                                                        
137 “Alles voraussetzende in der Hermeneutik ist nur Sprache und alles zu findende, wohin auch die 
anderen objektiven und subjektiven Voraussetzungen gehören, muß aus der Sprache gefunden 
werden.”  KIMMERLE, H. (ed.). Fr.D.E. Schleiermacher. Hermeneutik, p. 38. See GW 1, 387; GW 4, 316-
362. English Translation according to KIMMERLE, Heinz (ed.). Hermeneutics: The Handwritten 
Manuscripts. Translated by James Duke and Jack Forstman. Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977, p. 50. 
138 FRANK, M. (ed.). F.D.E. Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik und Kritik, p. 81. 360. 
139 Which is in his work universalised and cannot be avoided. FRANK, M. (ed.). F.D.E. 
Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik und Kritik, p. 328, it is the 1929 lecture. 
140 “Die Rede ebensogut und dann besser zu Verstehen als ihr Urheber.” FRANK, M. (ed.). F.D.E. 
Schleiermacher - Hermeneutik und Kritik, p. 94. See also p. 104, and p. 325 (1829 speech).                    
See BOLLOW, O.F. Waß heißt einen Schriftsteller besser verstehen als er sich selber verstanden 
hat? Deutsche Vierteljahresschrift. 1940, vol. 18, issue 2, pp. 117-138. At the same time, Gadamer 
questions the possibility to understand in this Romantic manner: “It is enough to say that                
we understand in a different way, if we understand at all.” “Es genügt zu sagen, daß man anders 
versteht, wenn man überhaupt versteht.” (GW 1, 302). 
141 Kant has here (Kritik der reinen Vernuft A314=B370) in mind that he is able to understand 
Plato’s thoughts much better, because he does not see them the same ‘Himmelreich’. As Grondin 
stresses, Kant had not in mind a claim to understand better Plato’s work or person, only the subject 
matter. (GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer, p. 93). 
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of an intuitive character that overcomes the methodical rules of interpretation. 

This was a problem for Gadamer, this ‘better understanding’ in the sense                  

of reproduction of the author’s intention, uncovering an artist’s uniqueness and 

moving into the psychology of genius. For Gadamer understanding does not mean 

to understand better in the sense of superior knowledge. He sees the focus               

on a re-productive element and on language as a simple expression of the author’s 

individuality as wrong.142 He rather mentions something else: the productive 

aspect of understanding and the claim that a text makes on the reader with an aim 

to bring him in the hermeneutical circle. These aspects, developed in Gadamer’s 

critique and reception of Schleiermacher, are the main elements in the discussion 

between the horizontal and vertical dimensions of understanding. 

 

1.5 Wilhelm Dilthey’s Historical Perspective 

 

The work of Wilhelm Dilthey143 was very important for Gadamer and had                 

a central role in his Truth and Method. There are several reasons for this. First         

as at that time the term hermeneutics was connected very often with Dilthey’s 

name,144 second, due to the role of history which was the main concept                      

of Dilthey’s historicism, third, due to Dilthey’s and Gadamer’s distinction between 

human and natural sciences. The reception of Dilthey was already visible                 

in Gadamer’s early works,145 but it would be an exaggeration to say that the 

                                                        
142 GW 1, 200. See Gadamer’s analysis in GW 1, 188-201. 
143 Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), a German philosopher and philologist, is considered the father    
of the term Geisteswissenschaften (in English translated often as human sciences, humanities, social 
sciences, more narrowly it is sciences of the, I will use the English term ‘human sciences’ and 
‘humanities’, as this is the common translation in current English), and one of the main promoters 
of historicism. His academic career encompassed a wide range of issues (as visible in the 
posthumously published volumes Gesammelte Schriften), among others also intellectual 
biographies of Schleiermacher and Hegel. Dilthey was the main promoter of Schleiermacher’s 
universal hermeneutics. 
144 More than with Heidegger’s, for whom hermeneutics was just a part of his existential ontology. 
145 In “Das Problem der Geschichte in der neueren deutschen Philosophie” (1943), “Wahrheit           
in der Geisteswissenschaften” (1953), “Was ist Wahrheit” (1957), his lectures in Leuven (1957), 
even his first draft of Truth and Method (Urfassung). 
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“whole of Gadamer’s work begins with Dilthey, to which his hermeneutics is the 

reply,” as Grondin claimed.146 For Gadamer’s analysis of how what is transcendent 

is present in the historically mediated conditions is most importantly the role         

of history.  

 

 Dilthey’s historicism 

 

Dilthey’s elaboration of history, which influenced Gadamer, lies in his analysis     

of human sciences. He saw human sciences endangered from the rise of natural 

sciences, which claimed to be the only ones to have access to objective insights. 

Therefore rather than to collapse all knowledge in one category of science, 

Dilthey divided knowledge in two components: human sciences 

(Geisteswissenschaften)147 and natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften).148 Both 

human and natural sciences reach their goal by descriptions of objective 

phenomenon, but the difference is that in human sciences these objects are 

expressions of the inner life (dauernd fixierte Lebensäußerungen),149 which come 

from the historical world and are created by the human mind.150 Human studies 

                                                        
146 GRONDIN, Jean. The Philosophy of Gadamer. Ithaca, NY: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003, 
p. 67. In one of his essays (Text und Interpretation, GW 2, 334), Gadamer states that Leo Strauss 
in his letter pointed out that Dilthey builds for Gadamer an orientation point. The sentence that 
Gadamer has in mind states: “Your doctrine is to a considerable extent a translation of Heidegger’s 
questions, analyses and hints into a more academic medium: there is a chapter on Dilthey and 
none on Nietzsche.” See STRAUSS, Leo and H.-G. GADAMER. Correspondence Concerning 
Wahrheit und Methode. Independent Journal of Philosophy. 1978, vol. 2, pp. 5-12. There is an 
impression that Strauss meant that more in the biographical sense of the word and not as Gadamer 
understood it. See more on this STANLEY, John Wrae. Die gebrochene Tradition: Zur Genese der 
philosophischen Hermeneutik Hans-Georg Gadamers. Würzburg: Verlag Königshausen & Neumann, 
2005, pp. 98-99. Or in other words, to walk again the path that Dilthey made and set other goals 
than Dilthey set with his historical consciousness. (GW 1, 177).  
147 Such as philosophy, theology, philology, economic or politics, and natural sciences. 
148 Such as chemistry, physics or biology. This distinction is visible especially in his “Introduction 
to the Human Sciences” (1883), where he examines the differences between the human and natural 
sciences. 
149 DILTHEY, Wilhelm. Gesammelte Schriften: Der Aufbau der geschichtlichen Welt in den 
Geisteswissenschaften. Vol. 7. Leipzig: Teubner, p. 217 (further the shortcut “GS” will be used           
for Gesammelte Schriften, with volume and page number). 
150 “Sciences explain nature, humanities understand expressions of life.” GS 5, 253. See also            
“we explain nature, but we understand the psychic life” (GS 5, 143-144), or “We explain nature, 
man must we understand” (GS 5, 144). As Schmidt notices, Dilthey did not even realise that his 
methodology was closer to the methodology of natural sciences than he realized. SCHMIDT, 
Lawrence K. The Scepter of Relativism. Truth, Dialogue and Phronesis in Philosophical Hermeneutics. 
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contain the capability to understand the life of another person through mental 

transfer, where Dilthey talks about ‘transposition’,151 this is not possible with 

natural sciences where we can reach only the phenomenon that are other than 

humans and different from them. Dilthey’s aim was to create a methodology for 

objective interpretations of these expressions of inner life. Therefore,                     

he developed his hermeneutics as the foundational theory for humanities,             

in order to prove that human sciences can be considered scientific and objective 

as well as natural sciences can.152 Dilthey draws a close relationship with the 

older hermeneutical tradition,153 especially with Schleiermacher who defines 

hermeneutics as the ‘art of understanding of written expressions of life’.154 

Unlike Schleiermacher, Dilthey’s concept of hermeneutics  no longer has much 

to do with language and words and rather focuses on expressions of the human 

spirit.155 Gadamer draws upon Dilthey’s distinction between two interpretation 

practices: explanation (Erklären) and understanding (Verstehen), where 

Verstehen should be understood as an awareness of mental content (feelings, 

                                                        
Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1995, p. 41. See also KRÜGER, Annika. Verstehen als 
Geschehen. Wilhelm Diltheys und Hans-Georg Gadamers Versuch einer Geistwissenschaftlichen 
Emanzipation. Hannover: Wehrhahn Verlag, 2007; LINGE, David E. Dilthey and Gadamer.           
Two Theories of Historical Understanding. Journal of the American Academy of Religion. 1973, vol. 
41, pp. 536-553; NENON, Thomas. Hermeneutical Truth and the Structure of Human Experience: 
Gadamer’s Critique of Dilthey. Dilthey Jahrbuch. 1993, vol. 8, pp. 75-92; ODENSTEDT, Andreas. 
History as Conversation versus History as Science: Gadamer and Dilthey. In: WIERCIŃSKI, 
Andrzej (ed.). Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011,             
pp. 481-504. 
151 GS 5, 250. See on this PALMER, Richard E. Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in 
Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger and Gadamer.. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1969, p. 104. 
152 In order to answer the most fundamental question: “if it is possible to study an individual 
human being and particular forms of human existence scientifically and how this can be done.” 
From his famous hermeneutical essay “Entstehung der Hermeneutik” (1900). Translated                    
in KLEMM, David E. Hermeneutical Inquiry: Interpretation of Texts. American Academy of Religion, 
1986, pp. 93-105. English translation of this quotation in KLEMM, D. Hermeneutical Inquiry: 
Interpretation of Texts, p. 95. The essay that gave Dilthey fame as a hermeneutical thinker                   
is “Der Aufbau der geschichtlichen Welt in den Geistesswissenschaften.” 
153 Clearly visible in his essay “Die Entstehung Der Hermeneutik.” 
154 “Kunstlehre des Verstehens schriftlich fixierter Lebensäußerungen”. GS 5, 332-333 (Die 
Entstehung Der Hermeneutik). 
155 Keeping this in mind it is easy to see why he interpreted Schleiermacher in a more 
psychological way and so caused confusion for the interpreters of Schleiermacher. Dilthey does 
not have a sense of the transcendent or metaphysical as Schleiermacher has, in his work he has 
“only historical individuals within specific communities for whom life unfolds contingently and 
changeably.” PORTER, Stanley E. Hermeneutics: An Introduction to Interpretative Theory. Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2011, p. 35. 
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ideas) communicated in expressions, such as texts or art.156 These outer 

expressions and externalisations of experience are not only feelings, but are 

manifestations of the inner life, such as social customs, laws, and writings. 

Gadamer agrees with Dilthey that as we reflect on these manifestations, we see 

that understanding is not final and determinate, rather the opposite,                          

it is indeterminate, not optimistic, needs to be repeated, is never ending and 

never final.  This is the same as history which is not final and develops and           

is progressive. Both for Dilthey and Gadamer the account of life that                         

can be understood is only accessed and understood through the many 

expressions of inner life and results in openness toward the surprise. 

 

 Hermeneutical circle 

 

Expressions of lived experience (Erlebnisausdruck) are always connected with             

a hermeneutical circle, which Dilthey understands in the sense that human 

persons are irrevocable historical (historically conditioned). Therefore human 

understanding at the stage of lived experience is always connected with the 

interpretations from the past and this builds a platform on which understanding 

happens. Dilthey repeatedly claimed that man is a historical being                         

(ein geschichtliches Wesen) and moves  to historicality (Geschichtlichkeit).             

He is much stronger than Schleiermacher as he develops the project of historical 

reason. The starting point for humanities according to him is therefore the 

concrete and historical experience.157 The hermeneutical circle solves two 

problems for Dilthey: it shows that the human person is historically conditioned,  

and it also shows the possibility of objectivity in historical understanding.         

                                                        
156 Explanation is the method of natural sciences, which deals with the outer manifestations              
of things, whereas understanding grasps the inner form. Natural sciences want to explain natural 
phenomenon and can be repeated. Verstehen is a “mental process by which we comprehend living 
human experience.” PALMER, R. Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, 
Heidegger and Gadamer, p. 115. 
157 “What man is, only history can tell.” (GS 8, 224). 
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For Gadamer this is where historical consciousness turns into self-knowledge, 

as Dilthey does not give an answer as to why historical research should not turn 

into a philosophy of absolute idealism.158 

Gadamer criticises Dilthey on several levels159 and sees several contradictory 

tendencies in Dilthey’s work, especially because Dilthey never became fully 

aware of positivist and the Cartesian roots of his work, which left him split 

between positivism and Romanticism.160 According to Gadamer, in Dilthey’s 

work the central aporia of hermeneutics is more strongly visible than                      

in Schleiermacher, that the goal of understanding is not what the texts says,      

but the goal is knowing the one who expresses his individuality in that text.     

The emphasis is in this way moved from the text itself to the experience 

expressed in the text.161 Gadamer says that Dilthey did not manage to grasp       

the truth contained in art or text, because   he sees in them only “forms in which 

life is expressed” (Ausdrucksformen des Lebens).162 

Reception of Dilthey in Gadamer’s thinking includes an important aspect in that 

the human person is historically conditioned. As well it includes a critique when 

the claim of immediate truth is abandoned in favour of a historical 

understanding of forms in which life is expressed. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
158 GW 1, 239. For more on this problem see RISSER, James. Hermeneutics and the Voice of the Other: 
Re-reading Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 
1997, pp. 63-65. 
159 These are called aporiae. See GW 1, 222-235.  
160 Gadamer points out this in his essay “Das Problem Diltheys: zwischen Romantik und 
Positivism” (GW 4, 406-424). 
161 GW 1, 222-235. 
162 GW 1, 215. For Gadamer “our understanding is not specifically directed to the guiding form 
that is proper to it as a work of art, but rather to what it tells us.” (GW 1, 155). 
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1.6 Heidegger’s Notion of Being in the World as Interpretative Being 

 

In the previous parts, I have shown Gadamer was influenced by: Kant with his 

distinction between transcendent and transcendental, Schleiermacher with his 

notion of language and Dilthey with his concept of historical being. Martin 

Heidegger163 took a further step in his Time and Being and in his “revolutionary 

re-orientation”164 and presented understanding as a way in which humans exist 

and relate with the world. By it he directly influenced Gadamer’s hermeneutics, 

especially his concept of understanding as a mode of being, structure of fore-

understanding, thrownness, and dimension of being in language. In this section,       

I will relate the relationship between Gadamer and Heidegger, and focus 

especially on the question of how far Gadamer’s notion of individuality and 

transcendence is rooted in Heidegger’s thinking. In order to explain this problem, 

the similarity and divergence between them will be pointed out, and finally, 

Heidegger’s influence on Gadamer’s developing of a hermeneutics                               

of transcendence will be analysed.  

 

 Heidegger’s influence 

 

The relation between Heidegger and Gadamer is at once the relationship                           

of a teacher and student, of friendship, and of fellow co-journers.165 Gadamer 

                                                        
163 Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), German philosopher, one of the most important figures in the 
20th ct. 
164 LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, p. 53. 
165 The main sources for the historical context are Gadamer’s comments in his works, since 
Heidegger’s works do not reflect their relationship in such an extent. Gadamer’s first encounter 
with Heidegger’s name happened in 1921 at the seminar in Munich, when he heard                                        
a ‘heideggerized’ student using a very unusual style of language. The student was “verheideggert,” 
as they explained to Gadamer. An article that deals with the situation of young Gadamer, before 
he met Heidegger, is Grondin’s Gadamer vor Heidegger (GRONDIN, Jean. Gadamer vor Heidegger. 
Internationale Zeitschrift für Philosophie. 1996, pp. 197-226). There are not many sources for this, 
but the author analyses all that are available: his dissertation from 1922, and the first two works, 
the encounter with Hartmann’s Metaphysik der Erkentnis and the contribution to the Natorp-
Festschrift in 1924 Zur Systemidee in der Philosophie. These contributions were developed in 
autumn 1923. Later in 1922, while Gadamer was seriously sick and spent many months in isolation 
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acknowledged his debt to Heidegger166 and stressed that out of all the thinkers     

he had met Heidegger had the biggest influence on him.167 After all, terms such 

as historical situatedness, finitude, facticity or pre-understanding, are rooted          

in Heidegger’s theory,168 and Truth and Method could be understood as an attempt 

to bring the later work of Heidegger closer to readers.169 Still, Gadamer never 

adopted many of Heidegger’s terms and instead changed them: pre-understanding 

                                                        
at his parents’ house, Gadamer’s supervisor Paul Natorp gave him the manuscript Phenomonelogische 
Interpretationen zu Aristoteles to read. Anzeige der hermeneutischen Situation written by Heidegger, 
at that time Husserl’s young assistant, who already had a name in the academic world as an original 
thinker, and who has been applying for teaching position in Marburg, although he had not published 
anything since his habilitation in 1916. This manuscript is also called Natorp-Bericht, because it was 
part of the report based on which Heidegger had been attempting to get a teaching position                    
in Marburg (started in WS 1923). This report was for some time lost, but later found and published 
in Dilthey Jahrbuch 1989 (HEIDEGGER, Martin. Natorp-Bericht. Dilthey Jahrbuch. 1989, vol. 6,           
pp. 235-274). More on this see for example TIETZ, U. Hans-Georg Gadamer zur Einführung, p. 15.     
The prominent Czech journal Filosofický časopis dedicated the whole issue in 1996 (issue 1) to this 
manuscript. Reading this manuscript had a big impact on Gadamer, it was like an “electric shock,” 
(GADAMER, H.-G. Philosophische Lehrjahre, p. 212. See also GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - 
eine Biographie, p. 110), later he confessed that in this manuscript he found the main thread for his 
later philosophical thinking (Cited in FIGAL, Günter. Wahrheit und Methode zur Einführung.               
In: FIGAL, Günter (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer: Wahrheit und Methode. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2007,  
p. 2). The lives and ways of Gadamer and Heidegger became connected for the next several decades, 
because Gadamer spent his next semester (WS 1923) in Freiburg with Heidegger (formally he was 
there as a student of Richard Kröner), returned with him to Marburg and habilitated under his 
supervision. Gadamer refers to these events often, see the interview in Gadamer Lesebuch 
(GRONDIN, Jean (ed). Gadamer-Lesebuch. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997, p. 293). 
166 He admired his ‘Denkphantasie’ and ‘Denkkraft.’ GRONDIN, J. (ed). Gadamer Lesebuch, p. 293. It is 
a dialogue between Grondin and Gadamer from 1996. Hroch also claims  that the most important 
influence for the hermeneutics of Gadamer was the existential philosophy of Heidegger. (HROCH, 
Jaroslav. Praxe a tradice: Kritika filosofické hermeneutiky H.-G. Gadamera. Praha: Academia, 1989, p. 92). 
167 Gadamer’s work could be therefore read as an homage to his teacher suggests, for example, 
LAWN, Ch. The Gadamer Dictionary, p.67. For Gadamer’s work on Heidegger see the collection 
Heideggers Wege (1983), the first seven essays in GW 10, and essays in Hermeneutische Entwürfe 
(2000), which is a supplement to Collected Works. Gadamer wrote a number of expository essays on 
Heidegger, 15 of them have been collected in Heideggers Wege, which contains richly instructive 
essays, full of personal anecdotes, which Gadamer uses when trying to make a point. Heideggers 
Wege was published in 1983, much of it became part of volume 4 of his GW. Gadamer never stopped 
writing this book, since more essays appeared in GW 10. See English translation GADAMER, Hans-
Georg. Heidegger’s Ways. Translated by John W. Stanley. Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 1994. It also shows, that Gadamer continued to deal with the work of his teacher even                   
in a period when he became the focus point of philosophy in Germany. In GW 3 the works dedicated 
to Heidegger are the core of the book. Let me mention only few: “Existentialismus und 
Existenzphilosophie” (1981), “Der Denker Martin Heidegger” (1969), “Die Sprache der Metaphysik” 
(1968), “Der Weg in die Kehre” (1979), and others. Gadamer also put together the Festschrift for 
Heidegger in 1950, called Anteile. Gadamer took responsibility for organizing it, but his name does 
not appear there. For details on the complication of the bringing out this Festschrift, see GRONDIN, 
J. The Philosophy of Gadamer, pp. 302-303. 
168 This relation also proves the fact that Heidegger’s son, Hermann Heidegger, in honour                       
of Gadamer’s 100th birthday dedicated the 16th volume of Heidegger’s collected works to him. “Dem 
altesten, treuen Schuler meines Vaters.”  GA 16, v. 
169 Already as early as the 1957 Louvain conferences, Gadamer appealed to Heidegger’s hermeneutics 
of facticity, as visible on the title of the third conference: “Martin Heidegger and the significance        
of his hermeneutics of facticity for the human sciences.” See HAHN, Lewis Edwin (ed.). The 
Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer. Chicago, IL: Open Court Publishers, 1997, pp. 46-47. 
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to prejudice, and hermeneutical philosophy to philosophical hermeneutics.170        

In conversation with Grondin, Gadamer accepts that he can be considered                     

as a follower of Heidegger, but while Heidegger was driven by his life-long search 

after God, Gadamer himself did not have such an influence and drive.171 

The best way to define their relationship is to consider Heidegger as the starting 

point172 for Gadamer’s concept of understanding, but not for his concept                   

of hermeneutics.173 The term hermeneutics was derived from Heidegger,174           

but Gadamer gave it a different meaning and content.175 First of all, in Truth and 

Method Gadamer explored Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit and took from him                

that “understanding is not a resigned ideal of human experience adopted                   

in the old age of the spirit, as with Dilthey (…) it is, on the contrary, the original 

form of the realisation of Dasein, which is being in-the-world.”176                     

                                                        
170 In his letter from 1973, Heidegger writes: “The hermeneutic philosophy, alas, that’s the thing 
of Gadamer.” “Die hermeneutische Philosophie, ach, das ist die Sache von Gadamer.” Letter from 
5 January 1973 addressed to Otto Pöggeler, cited in PÖGGELER, Otto. Heidegger und die 
hermeneutische Philosophie. Freiburg/München: Karl Alber, 1983, p. 395, see also GRONDIN, J. (ed.). 
Gadamer Lesebuch, p. 281. Later Heidegger divorced himself from the term ‘hermeneutics’. (see 
GRONDIN, J. Gadamer vor Heidegger, p. 82).  
171 GRONDIN, J. (ed.). Gadamer Lesebuch, p. 293. Gadamer also never acknowledged Heidegger’s 
step into politics, and was disappointed that he abandoned some of the ideas from his 1922 
manuscript. 
172  Rigma usess the phrase ‘Heideggerian starting point’ in the title of the chapter in his book. 
(RINGMA, Charles Richard. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic. Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C. 
Winter, 1999, p. 23).  For Gadamer’s thorough treatment of Heidegger’s philosophy, see first           
his treatment in GW 1, 258-270, 270-276, then GW 3, 175-430 (Existentialismus und 
Existenzphilosophie, 1981). 
173 Visible especially in his essay “Text und Interpretation” (GW 2, 330-360). A similar claim also 
in GRONDIN, Jean. Von Heidegger zu Gadamer: Unterwegs zur Hermeneutik. Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2001, p. 93. Heidegger did not really care about Gadamer and 
out of all Gadamer’s books, he mostly acknowledged  the book on Paul Celan. (GADAMER, H.-G. 
Philosophical Apprenticeships, pp. 48-49). Heidegger never acknowledged Truth and Method; 
Gadamer sent him a copy of his book, but Heidegger never responded. Gadamer was disappointed. 
The only documented evidence currently available is Heidegger’s response to Gadamer                            
on Gadamer’s two essays, “Idea of Hegel’s Logic” and “Hegel and Heidegger,” from the end of 1971 
and early 1972. DOSTAL, Robert J. Gadamer’s Relation to Heidegger and Phenomenology.                  
In: DOSTAL, Robert J. (ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003, p. 250 explicitly points to this.   
174 GW 2, 446 (Vorwort zur 2. Auflage, 1965). 
175 GRONDIN, J. (ed.). Gadamer Lesebuch, p. 281. Grondin warns us that it is not so much about 
hermeneutics, but the notion of understanding that is a common point between the two of them. 
He differentiates three phases of Heidegger's hermeneutical conception: the early hermeneutic of 
facticity up to 1923, hermeneutics of Dasein in Sein und Zeit, and finally the later hermeneutics. 
He concludes that Gadamer’s conception of hermeneutics cannot be identified with any of 
Heidegger’s. See GRONDIN, J. Von Heidegger zu Gadamer: Unterwegs zur Hermeneutik, pp. 82-92. 
176 “Verstehen is „nicht ein Resignationsideal der menschlichen Lebenserfahrung im Greisenalter 
des Geistes (.....) sondern im Gegetail die ursprüngliche Vollzugsform des Daseins, das In-der-
Weltseins ist .” GW 1, 264. 
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Understanding is no longer an operation, but a mode of being of life itself;              

not a method, but a way of being of Dasein.177 From this it is given that 

understanding is performed in a circular hermeneutical circle, “any interpretation 

which is to contribute understanding, must already have understood what                

is to be interpreted.”178 As Lawn says, Heidegger is fighting against the “myth of 

the Given”179 and focuses on the background of the interpretation present during 

our doing and wanting. Heidegger talks about a hermeneutical as, when the world 

is being interpreted always as something, and it “expresses our relationship to the 

world at some basic level.”180 This is called the hermeneutics of facticity, which 

Gadamer defines as a “square circle, for facticity means precisely the irremovable 

resistance of the factical against all conceiving and understanding.”181  

 

 Gadamer’s reception  

 

In his Truth and Method (section entitled ‘Heidegger’s fore-structure                            

of understanding’) Gadamer accepts Heidegger’s analysis of human 

understanding (as expounded in Sein und Zeit) that every interpretation                     

is grounded on a fore-understanding. He expands on Heidegger's fore-

understanding structure of understanding by making it a part of the horizon           

of the reader and in this way further develops Heidegger’s notion. When doing 

this, Gadamer gives his theme a historical perspective, since prejudices182 are not 

                                                        
177 Particular forms in which the understanding is possible, are Auslegung (interpretation), which 
is always conditioned by fore-structures (interest Vorhaben, and fore-sight Vorsicht, pre-
apprehension Vorgriff). 
178 Translation according to MUELLER-VOLLMER, Kurt. Hermeneutics Reader: Texts of the German 
Tradition from the Enlightenment to the Present. Bloomsbury Academic, 1988, p. 225. For a nice 
presentation of where and how Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s notion of hermeneutic circle differ, 
see Grondin’s article in Cambridge Companion to Gadamer, pp. 46-50. 
179 See LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, pp. 53-58. 
180 Ibidem, p. 56. Let me recommend one of the best studies on this topic in Czech: ČAPEK, Jakub. 
Martin Heidegger a nárok filosofické hermeneutiky. In: POKORNÝ, Petr (ed.). Hermeneutika jako 
teorie porozumění. Praha: Vyšehrad, 2005, pp. 306-318. 
181 GADAMER, H.-G. Kleine Schriften, vol. 4, p. 210. Translation according the WEINSHEIMER, J. 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 161. 
182 In Gadamer’s understanding the word “prejudice” is not a negative word. Etymologically the 
word is built as pre-judice (German vor-verständnis, Slovak pred-úsudok) and it shows that the 
judgment is not possible before that what comes before it, pre-. 
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something that the interpreter owns, but they build our horizon, constitute our 

relation with the world and are the platform on which we meet past traditions. 

Gadamer adopts Heidegger’s implications of thrownness (Geworfenheit) in the 

world, which led him to reject a Cartesian subject-object model and to underline 

the impact which the past has on the identity of the interpreter and to which 

extent it influences the current situation (let us call it the horizon) of the 

interpreter. In his essay Text and Interpretation183 Gadamer claims that he makes 

use of Heidegger’s hermeneutic circle as being directed towards the structure        

of Sein in der Welt (being-in-the-world), and links his approach to Heidegger’s 

insight of the significance of finitude.184 Gadamer in this area follows Heidegger 

in a sense that he does not understand the hermeneutical circle methodically,      

but as an ontological structural element in understanding. A methodological 

understanding of the hermeneutical circle would focus on the interplay between 

text and interpreter, but it would be too static and would still be subjected                 

to a subject/object dichotomy.185 Gadamer therefore describes understanding        

as the movement of tradition and interpreter: an interpreter approaches the text 

with prejudices, which are already influenced by the text. 

 

 Discussion of language 

 

So far we have seen how Heidegger’s concepts of thrownness and historicity 

influenced Gadamer’s hermeneutics. However, as Bradley Warfield points out,    

the influence of Heidegger’s Introduction to Metaphysics about truth as ἀλήθεια 

(unconcealment) has been often overlooked. Warfield in the draft of his             

study claims that this concept influenced Gadamer and his concept of how truth 

appears in play, and that nature is also “truth-revealing or -disclosing events.”186                    

                                                        
183 GW 2, 330 (Text und Interrpetation, 1983). 
184 See diagrams of circles in RINGMA, R. Gadamer's Dialogical Hermeneutic, pp. 24-25. 
185 So BLEICHER, Josef. Contemporary hermeneutics: Hermeneutics as Method, Philosophy and 
Critique. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980, p. 136. 
186 Italics by author. WARFIELD, Bradley S. Play as Polemos: Gadamer and Heidegger in the 
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The other important aspect is connected with this claim, which is visible when 

one talks about the nature of language, which brings me closer to the main 

question of this dissertation: how and where transcendence appears. The best 

known of Heidegger’s statements about the relation between language and being 

says: “Being comes to language in thinking. Language is the house of Being.             

In their habitation the human lives.”187 In the same text, he says that language       

is the “house of the truth of the Being”188 and that “Being comes, brilliant,                 

to language. It is always on the way to it.”189 These short sentences show that for 

Heidegger being and language are not identical, but also that he does not even 

strictly differentiate them. They cannot be identical, because language depends 

upon being and being lives in it; they cannot be strictly differentiated, because 

language cannot be without being. The metaphor of a house shows us that the 

language is the place and medium for the event of being and revealing of being    

is always connected with particular language. Language is a medium where being 

and man meet and being reveals (aletheiological dimension of being). Heidegger 

moves language in a position which is independent of its usage, and this is a key 

to the mystery of being, because “the language is in its essence neither expression, 

nor a confirmation of humans. The language speaks.”190 Language is not the 

expression of a human, but the revealing of being, therefore being must                    

be understood as being and one should not try to interpret it. Gadamer generally 

agrees with Heidegger’s main idea. In an article devoted to Heidegger, he calls 

this “being at home in language” (Zuhause sein im Wort) our most intimate home. 

                                                        
Truth-disclosing Event. Unpublished. 2013 [cited 2014-07-07]. Retrieved from 
https://www.academia.edu/5141299/Play_as_Polemos_Gadamer_and_Heidegger_on_the_Tru
th-disclosing_Event_Draft_, p. 2. 
187 “im Denken das Sein zur Sprache kommt. Die Sprache ist das Haus des Seins. In ihrer 
Behausung wohnt der Mensch.” HEIDEGGER, Martin. Über den Humanismus. Frankfurt am Main: 
Vittorio Klostermann, 1949, p. 5. See also LAFONT, Cristina. Die Rolle der Sprache in Sein und 
Zeit. In: DREYFUS, Hubert and Mark WRATHALL. Heidegger Reexamined. Vol. 4. New York and 
London: Routledge, 2002, pp. 53-71; LAFONT, Cristina. Sprache und Welterschließung: Zur 
linguistischen Wende der Hermeneutik Heideggers. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1994. 
188 “Haus der Wahrheit des Seins.” HEIDEGGER, M. Über den Humanismus, p. 9. 
189 “Das Sein kommt, sich lichtend, zur Sprache. Es ist stets unterwegs zu ihr.” HEIDEGGER, M. 
Über den Humanismus, p. 45. 
190 “Die Sprache ist in ihrem Wesen weder Ausdruck, not eine Bestätigung des Menschen. Die 
Sprache spricht.” HEIDEGGER, Martin. Unterwegs zur Sprache. Pfullingen: Verlag Günther Neske, 
1959, p. 19. 
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Words are not tools, signs showing somewhere, or paths leading somewhere, but 

are the space where we are at home, as we would be a prisoner.191 Gadamer 

develops this further, in language the being is not only revealed and disclosed      

(a-letheia), but  being is present in it, “in the language that we speak to each other, 

»being« is there,”192 language is the world that we live in. Language is not only 

the house of being, but it is a home where being lives and meets, language is the 

whole furniture and equipment in the house.193 Language is for Heidegger House 

(Haus) for all, for Gadamer it is home (Heimat) for individual.194  

 

 Summary  

 

In this part of my thesis were introduced the ancient and modern sources                          

of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, which inspired his notion of holism and his emphasis on 

historicity. The question was asked concerning how ancient and modern 

hermeneutics influenced Gadamer’s thinking. I started with the concepts of dialogue 

and practical judgement. This was followed by the modern sources of Gadamer’s 

thinking, which also built a context of his thinking. Here the following areas were 

addressed: distinction between transcendent and transcendental, universality              

of language, historical perspective and the notion of being in the world                            

as interpretative being. All these elements brought light to Gadamer’s 

understanding of the horizons of human understanding and of transcendence. 

                                                        
191 GW 3, 329 (Sein Geist Gott, 1977). 
192 “In der Sprache, die wir miteinander sprechen, »Sein« da ist.” GW 8, 40 (Von der Wahrheit des 
Wortes, 1971). 
193 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Das Erbe Europas: Beiträge. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1989,       
pp. 172-173.  
194 GADAMER, H.-G. Das Erbe Europas: Beiträge, pp. 66-176. See also interview published in DUTT, 
Carsten (ed.). Hermeneutik - Ästhetik - Praktische Philosophie. Hans-Georg Gadamer im Gespräch. 
Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C.Winter, 1993, p. 39. Dutt here asks Gadamer if it would not be more 
Gadamerian to ask if ‘Haus der Menschen’ rather than ‘Haus des Menschen’ and Gadamer agrees 
that he is for the singular, that only an individual person has ‘ein du’.   
Gadamer develops Heidegger’s concept of language in two further aspects: first the treatment of 
language as a self-presentation, another one is a different treatment of Western history. Whereas the 
critique of Western metaphysics is central for Heidegger, Gadamer’s Sprachvergessenheit is not so 
central in his work, and Gadamer returned to Plato, who is not so authoritative for Heidegger. 
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Gadamer engaged with other thinkers at a deep level throughout his life, as I will 

show in the next chapters, where I will speak about the development of his 

hermeneutical method and about Habermas’ and Ricoeur’s critique of Gadamer, 

but also about how Gadamer responded to this critique and where                                        

he accommodated his thoughts. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  

DEVELOPMENT OF GADAMER’S HERMENEUTICAL 

PROJECT 

 

In the section about Gadamer’s intellectual biography it was pointed out that 

Gadamer’s work should be divided into three periods. These are: the early period 

(1932-1959), main book (1960-1965), and late period (1965-2002). Here it will           

be pointed out how this periodisation and the development of his hermeneutical 

method led to a religious turn in the late period, and how this contributed to his 

understanding of horizons of human understanding and transcendence.                   

In Gadamer’s case one cannot talk about a huge turnover in thinking, but 

nonetheless it is needed to take into account the difference between Gadamer’s 

early works, Truth and Method and his late writings. The relation between them 

is not that of contradiction, but of continuation.195  

The first section dealing with the early works shows an apparent lack                         

of connection between the topics Gadamer wrote about, but it enables one to see 

the original context of the terms important for horizons of human understanding 

and transcendence, such as: dialogue, history, language, prejudice                             

or rehabilitation of Enlightenment. It was the first draft of Truth and Method 

(called Urfassung), which showed that the hermeneutical problem is deeply 

embedded in the discussion about the methodology of human and natural 

science, and that this discussion is the original context where Gadamer’s 

hermeneutical method emerged. Further I will point to the shift between                       

the early and middle period, which is visible in the Truth and Method.                            

                                                        
195 The sources that enable to reconstruct the development are Gadamer’s own autobiography 
Philosophical Apprenticeship (Philosophishe Lehrjahre, 1977), Grondin’s monumental biography 
(which Gadamer never accepted), and Gadamer’s various articles and interviews where he recalls 
the past or deal explicitly with development of his thought, recommended are “Zwischen 
Phenomenologie und Dialektik” (1986, which is the intellectual biography, GW 2, 3) and 
“Selbstdarstellung” (1975, more of a historical biography, GW 2, 479). 
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This shift is a main characteristic of this book and is the move from                             

a hermeneutics of human sciences to a universal hermeneutics. This shift                 

is documented in the threefold division of Truth and Method and in its three steps 

(science, history, language), and is also illustrated in the very title of the book. The 

section about the late works is the longest one in this chapter and there is a reason 

for that. It is that the late works document the further development                                     

of philosophical hermeneutics, which became applied and practical hermeneutics. 

This brought the relativisation of several earlier notions, for example the concept 

of limits of language versus the earlier universality of language. What is further 

documented is the turn to religious hermeneutics and the notion of divine and 

transcendent, which will be analysed more thoroughly. 

 

2.1 Early Works   

 

First let us look at how Gadamer’s hermeneutical method gradually emerged                  

in his early works, and at what the early period (1921-1959) has contributed to his 

understanding of horizons of human understanding and transcendence. I will first 

present the most important works in order to point out where the moments 

important for our discussion emerged. The moments mentioned are practical 

knowledge, Greek philosophy and its concepts, his focus on history, and the critique 

of Western culture. The works in mind are from the 30s, 40s and 50s. Then I will 

mention the (unpublished) first draft of his Truth and Method, which throws a clear 

light on the main argument and leads to relativise some of the statements regarding 

Gadamer’s hermeneutical method. It shows though, that the concepts of historicity, 

application and practical hermeneutics firmly stand in the discussion about human 

and nature sciences. This is also the why the early works need to become a part         

of the puzzle, as a quick look at the roots helps one to better understand the results. 

In this case, to understand the turn to transcendence in Gadamer’s later period. 
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The more detailed study of the early works leads to the first  observation: several 

years before his main work Gadamer dealt with quite a wide range of areas, which 

at that time still seemed disconnected. Gadamer himself was aware that his studies 

from the period before 1960 built a special group, therefore he collected them         

in the second volume of his Collected Works (1986). The first essay mentioned                  

is the “The Problem of History in the New German Philosophy” (1943),196 where 

Gadamer reflects what is left in the war (or post-war) philosophy out of classical 

German philosophy, but this article is important for two other reasons. First, that 

Gadamer here uses terms such as being, consciousness, historical reason, 

Wirkungsgeschichte, which will become more common much later. Second, that 

Gadamer illustrated here how he sees his thought connected with the spirit                

of Western culture, which will also become more important in the coming years. 

The next study entitled “Truth in the Human Sciences” (1953)197 already showed 

a tendency toward what we call now Gadamerian hermeneutics, as Gadamer 

mentions here his relation to Socrates and Plato and advises the rehabilitation          

of the 17th ct. (pre-Enlightenment). It is hard to find only one attribute of his early 

works, but it can be said that they are characterised also by the interest in Greek 

philosophy in centre with Plato.198 This is not only because of his thesis and 

habilitation, Gadamer also had other early Plato texts, such as “Plato and the 

Poets” (1934),199 “Plato’s State of Education” (1942)200, and a cooperation with 

Jakob Klein on his book Die griechische Logik und die Entstehung der Algebra 

(1936). From the same period (1930) also came one of the most important                       

of Gadamer’s works under the title Practical Knowledge201 which was only 

published in 1985, but is still one of the first documentations of development          

                                                        
196 “Das Problem der Geschichte in der neueren deutschen Philosophie” (1943), GW 2, 27-36. 
Heidegger’s response when he read this article was typical. When Gadamer showed                              
it to Heidegger, he said: “Und was is es mit der Geworfenheit?” GW 2, 9 (Zwischen 
Phänomenologie und Dialektik – Versuch einer Selbstkritik, 1986). 
197 “Wahrheit in der Geisteswissenschaften” (1953), GW 2, 37-43. 
198 GW 2, 487 (Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1973). 
199 “Plato und die Dichter.” The motto of this presentation was from Goethe: “Wer philosopiert,           
is mit den Vorstellungen seiner Zeit nicht einig,” (GW 2, 489), and it was an implicit critique                 
of the Nazi regime. 
200 “Platos Staat der Erziehung.” GW 5, 249 (Platos Staat der Erziehung, 1942). 
201 “Praktisches Wissen.” GW 5, 230. 
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of his thoughts as practical philosophy, rooted in the Greek term for practical 

knowledge φρόνησις, which discloses and reveals the “the leading forces of human 

life design.”202  

 

 Urfassung 

 

This brief overview showed how and where in the pre-Truth and Method period 

all the concepts emerged that will be needed later on. The number of works                    

is very small (although the early period was very long and lasted almost until 

retirement) and therefore the emerging concepts of dialogue and practical 

philosophy (from Greek philosophy), return to Enlightenment, theological 

hermeneutics, focus on history and critique of Western culture did not seem 

connected. One piece of the puzzle is missing, which is the Urfassung, its first draft 

later became Truth and Method. First a short background will be mentioned and 

then will be developed why this manuscript is so important and why it belongs  

to the early period will be explained. 

There are three drafts of Truth and Method. In 1955, Gadamer wrote to Gerhard 

Krüger that he hoped to finish the book (which they discussed for his 50th 

birthday, 1952)203 and the result was the so-called Urfassung, the first draft, which 

is now in the repository of Heidelberg’s university library.204 This draft was not 

known until 1980 and it is hard to date, but it is approximately from 1956, 

definitely dated before the 1957 Louvain lectures;205 currently only the                       

                                                        
202 “die führenden Kräfte der menschlichen Lebensgestaltung” GW 2, 23 (Rationalität im Wandel 
der Zeiten, 1979). Practical philosophy for him is the “Reflexion, und zwar über das, was 
menschliche Lebensgestaltung zu sein hat,” and Gadamer returned to this years after finishing 
Truth and Method. This isopposite the wide-spread opinion, that focus on practical philosophy as 
the mark of his later thought. 
203 GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 318. 
204  Handschriftabteilung Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg. Sign. Heid HS 3913. Gadamer donated 
it as a gift, since from 11.02.1980 to 15.4.1980, the university library held a display about Gadamer. 
On this occasion he gave them the manuscript. (GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 3). The 
manuscript is not publicly accessible; it can be used only based on special permission, as the author 
of these lines did when reading it. 
205 Dating from Grondin in his GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 4. Louvain lectures were 
published in French in 1963, the German original is lost. 
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first part is published.206 Gadamer was not satisfied with this draft as it was not 

clear enough and was too  complicated, as he writes, “as always I lacked the ability 

for simplifying and constructive unifying.”207 Then there was the second draft, 

which we do not have (and no one saw it), but Gadamer spoke about it as different 

from the first, this one was dated probably 1957-1958.208 The third draft was 

finished in WS 1958/59 and published as a book. 

The existence of the Urfassung is a very important element in the transition 

between the early period and Truth and Method, and shows how his thought was 

developing. The draft is short and written in one breath.209 The manuscript                     

is rooted in the problem of methodological self-understanding of human science 

in Dilthey, Droysen and Helmholtz, and goes to the systematic central part 

through an analysis of the hermeneutical question in Schleiermacher and 

Heidegger. At the end of Urfassung is the analysis of the Beautiful in Plato                      

(as in the 1960 version), but the end surprisingly returns to the problem                        

of human sciences. This is the first  observation, that in the manuscript the aim     

of the whole project is to contribute to the discussion of human and natural 

science, this is no longer so strongly visible in the printed book. Urfassung further 

relativises the threefold division of Truth and Method into art, history, language, 

exactly because the starting question builds on the understanding of human 

sciences vs. natural sciences. Gadamer’s main inspiration comes from Helmholtz’s 

1862 speech (Gadamer’s main partner), where he speaks about instinctive feeling 

and artistic tact.210 The second part of Truth and Method as published builds 

                                                        
206 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Wahrheit und Methode. Der Anfang der Urfassung (ca.1956). Dilthey 
Jahrbuch. 1993, vol. 8, pp. 131-142. Problem with the Urfassung is that it is “kompliziert und wage” 
(GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 318). Worth mentioning is a unit Gad,           
the measure unit for level of complicity (Kompliziertheit), which students developed for Gadamer.         
See more in GADAMER, H.-G. Philosophische Lehrjahre, p. 46 and GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg 
Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 318.        
207 My own translation “Denn es fehlt mir jetzt wie immer die Fähigkeit zur Vereinfachung und 
konstruktiven Einheitlichkeit.” Words cited in GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine 
Biographie, pp. 318-319. 
208 Mentions only Grondin, otherwise no one. (GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 5).  
209 It contains 80 pages and has neither a title, chapter titles nor chapters. I rely in these comments 
on my personal work with the manuscript and compare it critically with Grondin’s article 
published in ‘Dilthey Jahrbuch’ (vol. 8) and in ‘Sinn der Hermeneutik’.  
210 A speech when he started as protector in Heidelberg. This aspect is not so strongly underlined 
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around the opposition of Hegel and Schleiermacher, but in Urfassung there               

is no mention of Hegel. The second part in Urfassung answers questions for the 

adequate self-understanding of human sciences, therefore Gadamer  uses terms 

like Wirkungsgeschichte, fusion of horizons or prejudices - this is not so clear                

if one reads only the published book. To be noted is that the relation of all these 

concepts, important for the analysis of human understanding and transcendence, 

were originally tightly connected with different discussions than were later 

apparent, as in the second part of Urfassung Gadamer was still deeply interested 

in the problem of human sciences and saw his own efforts as 

“geisteswissenschaftlichen Hermeneutik.”211 The third part of Urfassung 

illustrated the shift from human-sciences-hermeneutics into philosophy.                   

But this shift, as Grondin notes,212 is not as visible in the published Truth and 

Method as in Urfassung, where the first line reads: “It is not only a need of logical 

self-explanation that links the humanities with philosophy.”213 Gadamer advises 

a turn in understanding philosophy based on hermeneutics, namely                                      

a philosophical hermeneutics, which does not operate with a special method, but 

with a different idea of experiencing and knowledge.214 

 

 

 

                                                        
in Truth and Method as in the Urfassung. Helmholtz is present also in other publications, see GW 
2, 39. See HELMHOLTZ, Hermann von. Ueber das Verhältniss der Naturwissenschaften zur 
Gesamtheit der Wissenschaft. In: HELMHOLTZ, Hermann von. Vorträge und Reden, erster Band. 
Braunschweig: Friedrich Vieweg und Sohn, 1903, pp. 159-185. See GW 1, 11. 
211 ‘Hermeneutics of human sciences.’ Compare with: GW 1, 264, 286, 314, 316, 319, 330, 464. 
212 See GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 15. 
213 “Es ist nicht nur ein Bedürfnis logischer Selbsterklärung, das die Geistesswissenschaften mit 
der Philosophie verbindet.” GADAMER, H.-G. Wahrheit und Methode. Der Anfang der Urfassung 
(ca.1956), p. 131. 
214 “Nicht um eine andere, eingenartete Methode handelt es sich, sondern um eine ganz andere 
Idee von Erkentniss und Wahrheit. Und die Philosophie, die diesen Anspruch gelten lasst, wird           
an sich selbst ganz andere Anspruche stellen mussen, als sie im Wahrheitsbegriff der 
Wissenschaften gefordert sind.” This passage from Urfassung is transcribed in GRONDIN, J.             
Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, p. 15. 
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2.2 The First Systematic Account: Experience of Art, History, 

and Language 

 

The next step in reconstructing the development of Gadamer’s hermeneutical 

method will give attention to the book Truth and Method (1960). According to the 

periodisation of Gadamer’s works earlier provided, this book (its first and second 

editions) is the only item in Gadamer’s second period. I will not offer here               

an expository overview, rather the discussion started on the previous pages will 

continue, and the shift between the first and second period will be shown. I will 

circle this section around two issues: (i) discussion about the title of the book, and 

(ii) discussion about the threefold division of his book. The reason is that the 

discussion about the title will help to more closely approach the tension that           

is part of Gadamer’s thinking;  that about the division of the book in three parts 

will help to approach the shift from methodology in the humanities toward the 

universality of understanding based on language. These are the themes related to 

horizons of human understanding and transcendence in Gadamer’s hermeneutics. 

 

 Title-discussion 

 

The current title of the book Truth and Method is not the original one; it was 

Principles of the Philosophical Hermeneutics.215 The conjunction ‘and’ in the title 

should not be understood as a conjunction expressing connection or opposition 

between truth and method, but rather as a word that “is applied to detect the 

                                                        
215 “Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneutik.” The publisher namely considered the term 
‘hermeneutics’ unknown and advised him to change it. Gadamer then came up with the title 
Verstehen und Geschehen, but this was too similar to Bultmann’s Glauben und Vestehen. The current 
title is the third version, which comes from Goethe’s Dichtung und Wahrheit. (GRONDIN, J. 
Einführung zu Gadamer, p. 17).  For more on history of the title see how Gadamer explains it in 
GW 2, 493, or in the biography (GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 319). 
Grondin in his Autobiography of Gadamer makes note of exactly how many books were sold in 
each year after the book was published. (GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie,          
p. 327, note 9). 
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foundation of the relation.”216 The conjunction could be very well changed to ‘or’ 

and thus show tension between truth and method, but still not opposition.           

The word ‘method’ in the title is ambiguous and ironic,217 since it handles neither 

various truth theories, nor methods of how to achieve truth.218 Against the claim 

of method being the most reliable source of authority, Gadamer reclaims other 

aspects: tradition, authority, art, and religion. It could be said that the title of the 

book points to the shift from the methodology in the humanities toward                 

the universality of understanding. 

The tension addressed here is the tension between the Verfremdung, alienating 

distanciation, the “ontological presupposition which underlines the objective 

conduct of human sciences,”219 which is a destruction of the more primary 

experience Zugehörigkeit (participation). This antinomy is visible in the title of his 

main work.220 In the field of aesthetics (experience of the art) this antinomy occurs 

between the experience of being captured by the work of art and the pretension 

of the judgment of taste to impose its criteria to the object. In the second area 

(experience of history) antinomy is presented by the experience of being a part, 

belonging to tradition, and the pretension to be free of all prejudices. In the part 

about language as a horizon for hermeneutic ontology (experience of language) 

antinomy is visible between the pretension to treat linguistic signs as tools and 

the mutual understanding which emphasises that we are the dialogue.                

Debate between the alienating distanciation and experience of belonging 

therefore goes around three spheres, around which the hermeneutical experience 

is divided into three spheres: aesthetic, historical, linguistic.221 

                                                        
216 “darin angelegte Fundierungsverhältnis zu erfassen.” PLIEGER, P. Sprache im Gespräch: Studien 
zum hermeneutischen Sprachverständnis bei Hans Georg Gadamer, p. 113. 
274 It is called  ‘ironic’ in DOSTAL, Robert J. (ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer.               
New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2003, p. 2. 
218 It is interesting that Gadamer never thematises the truth as itself, but it remains a main concern 
in the book. 
219 RICOEUR, Paul. Ethics and Culture Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue. Philosophy Today. 
1973, vol. 17, issue 2, p. 156. 
220 Pointed to by Ricoeur in RICOEUR, Paul. Philosophical Hermeneutics and Theological 
Hermeneutics. Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses. 1975/76, vol. 5, p. 15. 
221 See the exposé of Truth and Method in “Selbstdarstellung,” (GW 2, 494ff). 
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 Threefold division   

 

Truth and Method is considered to be a heterogenic work, since a quick look at the  

covered topics gives an impression that all are independent studies that could 

otherwise stand separately. Gadamer himself delivered the impression that his 

work was just a compilation when he called his book a “theoretical outline that 

from different sides summarises the studies on the unity of a philosophical 

whole.”222 At the beginning of Truth and Method, he further relativises the 

threefold division of the book by mentioning three Philosopie, Kunst, Geschichte, 

but not language.223 The answer to the question of  whether Truth and Method           

is homogeneous or heterogeneous is much more important than it seems, as not 

only is the coherency of Gadamer’s hermeneutics or the unity of his arguments 

at stake, but the whole concept of human horizon of understanding. Art, history 

and language are not only the three parts of the book, but are the three basic 

experiences and encounters with the truth on which are based the relation of the 

horizon of human understanding and transcendence. 

The first part of Truth and Method (named ‘Problem of Methods’) gives witness  

to the discussion where the concepts of language, history and dialogue emerged: 

the methodology of the human sciences, which is also focused  on Urfassung.224 

In order to compete the hegemony of philosophical methodology, Gadamer first 

turned to non-methodical avenues and connected  truth with art. Second,                   

he opposed the way of thinking based on human subjective self-consciousness 

distanced from objective reality. For him the subject and object always create          

a unity, and this unity (belongingness) is the primary experience that precedes 

                                                        
222 “theoretischen Entwurf, der von verschiedenen Seiten aus angesetzte Untersuchungen zur 
Einheit eines philosophischen Ganzen zusammenfaßte.” GW 2, 3 (Zwischen Phänomenologie und 
Dialektik – Versuch einer Selbstkritik, 1986). 
223 GW 1, 2. See discussion on this in GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik, pp. 1-2. 
224 The described process deals with the methodology in the humanities, since the human sciences 
started to model themselves according to natural sciences, and understanding in the human 
sciences was identified with the scientific methods of interpretation (inductive methods common 
to natural sciences). The consequence was the loss of their true value. 
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every understanding and interpretation.225 Third, Gadamer opposed Kant’s 

aesthetic theory, who connected art with feeling, and valued art as an emotional 

response to a painting or poem. Gadamer called this into question, because               

it ignored the artwork itself and the truth claim it reveals.226 

Further, in the second part of his book (named ‘The extension of the question                    

of truth to understanding in the human sciences’) Gadamer changed the focus on 

the way people conceive their past and focus on the relationship between past and 

present, and  brought the idea that understanding is the awareness of the historical 

nature of our existence.227 This is important to remember for later discussion about 

the role of the historically mediated condition in relation with the transcendence. 

Gadamer rejected the truth as correspondence in the terms of adequatio 

(correspondence between human perception of world and the way the world is), 

since this claim distorts access to the way things really are. He rather offered the 

idea of the hermeneutical circle with prejudices, and human understanding                 

as a dialogue with tradition. Essential for the understanding of the hermeneutical 

conditions is the effective-historical consciousness (wirkungsgeschichtliches 

Bewustsein), which includes that we always approach the text with questions. 

The final shift that could not occur in his early period and which is a mark                  

of Gadamer’s second period, is the ontological shift228 of hermeneutics guided            

by language, which explores language as the vehicle of understanding. This shift 

starts with methodology in the humanities, through the hermeneutics based         

                                                        
225 Therefore, the starting thesis of the Truth and Method is that the scientific character of human 
sciences should be understood “more easily from the tradition of the concept of Bildung than from 
the modern idea of scientific method. It is to the humanistic tradition that we must turn.”                    
GW 1, 23. In the period before Truth and Method the human sciences were Gadamer’s main 
interest, since he very often held a seminar entitled: “Einleitung in der Geistesswissenschaften”   
SS 1936; SS 1939; WS 44/45; WS 48/49; SS 51; SS 55.  
226 The key to understanding these  thoughts of Gadamer is Heidegger’s work Der Ursprung des 
Kunstwerkes, especially the idea that truth is not reached by the method, but it is the truth that 
emerges and discloses, a-letheia. HEIDEGGER, Martin. Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes. Frankfurt, 
1935. Palmer calls this work a “Heideggerian breakthrough for Gadamer’s philosophical 
hermeneutics.” See PALMER, Richard E. Heideggerian Ontology and Gadamer’s Philosophical 
Hermeneutics. In: WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej (ed.). Between the Human and the Divine: Philosophical 
and Theological Hermeneutics. Toronto: The Hermeneutics Press, 2002, p. 116. 
227 This idea was foreign to modernism that radically separated past and present. 
228 Palmer calls it a “dramatic shift.” PALMER, R. Heideggerian Ontology and Gadamer’s 
Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 117. 
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on the historicity of understanding, toward the final universality of understanding 

based on language. This shift offered a platform where the discussion about the 

horizontal and vertical dimension can occur. It is the third part of Truth and 

Method where Gadamer presented these thoughts, “perhaps the most difficult 

because the least polished and most sketchy,”229 full with imprecise formulations 

and contrasted with the precise formulations in the previous parts.230 Up to this 

point Gadamer demonstrated that understanding in the humanities could not be 

limited to scientific methodology, the final step in his exposition was the conception 

of the nature of conversation in its Sprachlichkeit, linguisticality. All these lead         

to the book’s central claim “Being that can be understood is language,”231 which 

implicates that there is nothing understandable beyond the limits of language.232  

In the final summarising  observation, one must note the central role that is given 

to language - language now became the medium in which a hermeneutical 

experience happens, as the middle ground in which understanding takes place.233 

Gadamer’s point is that the language is the universal medium of understanding and 

therefore philosophical hermeneutics is the universal medium of understanding 

truth.234 Linguisticality or our constant embeddness in language is the ultimate 

basis for the universality of hermeneutics.235  

                                                        
229 LAWN, Ch. The Gadamer Dictionary, p. 147. 
230 In a dialogue with Carsten Dutt Gadamer admitted that during the next thirty years he had 
been explaining what he meant by ontology of language, and also admitted that he had lacked the 
breath at the end of the writing his book. “Ja, das ist eigentliche Weiterarbeit der letzte dreißig 
Jahre.” DUTT, Carsten (ed.). Hermeneutik - Ästhetik - Praktische Philosophie. Hans-Georg Gadamer 
im Gespräch, p. 36. Grondin mentions that Gadamer several times apologised for the third part            
of Truth and Method, saying that it was written in hurry. GRONDIN, J. Der Sinn der Hermeneutik,         
p. 21. 
231 “Sein das verstanden werden kann, ist die Sprache.” GW 1, 478. 
232 Gadamer’s use of the concept of linguisticality is called his “most original thesis.” KISIEL, T. 
The Happening of Tradition: The Hermeneutics of Gadamer and Heidegger. Man and World. 1969, 
vol. 2, p. 365. It is called also “the pinnacle of Gadamer’s achievement in Truth and Method.” 
CULPEPPER, J. The Value of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Philosophy for Christian Thought, 
p. 38 and p. 139. 
233 The turn is known in 20th ct. philosophy as a linguistic turn. Even Heidegger, who in his Sein 
und Zeit does not give language a central role, turned to it in the 1930s and later, as the medium 
in which Ereignis happens. In the third part, Gadamer uses Heideggerian ontology I order to 
overcome the traditional metaphysical dualism of subject and object. 
234 See also CULPEPPER, J. The Value of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Philosophy for 
Christian Thought, p. 139. 
235 Gadamer provides an overview of linguisticality in the reply to the participants in the 
Habermas-Gadamer debate (‘Replik’, in: HABERMAS, Jürgen, Dieter HEINRICH and Jacob 
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2.3 Shift in the Later Period 

 

Now special attention will be given to the topics and themes that occurred in the 

years following the publication of Truth and Method. This almost forty year long 

period (1965-2002) was the most fruitful period (both in terms of quality and 

quantity). On one side this period witnessed very intensive communications with 

various intellectuals (more about it in the next chapter), but on the other provided 

a further development of Gadamer’s theory. Gadamer’s works in the last third      

of the 20th century manifested a somewhat different hermeneutics than was 

manifested earlier,236 and “the other is that might be right”237 can be taken               

as its motto. These aspects become even clearer after 1960.  

It is proper to talk about the turn, or even several turns in his later period. First, 

there is the turn to applied hermeneutics, when Gadamer became more engaged 

with the practical areas of life (education, medicine, etc.);238 then the turn                 

to language, especially to its boundaries;239 there is also the „poetic turn”240 with 

applications in poetic and religious texts241 and essays on Rilke, George and 

                                                        
TAUBES (eds.). Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1971, p. 289.) 
Universal phenomenon of linguisticality is described most succinctly in his essay “Mensch und 
Sprache” (GW 2, 146), where he posits three essential features of the being of language. See nice 
overview in CULPEPPER, J. The Value of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Philosophy for 
Christian Thought, p. 150ff. 
236 This fact is forgotten by many standard textbooks on Gadamer’s hermeneutics, which focus 
mainly on Truth and Method. See for example following introductions to Gadamer: FIGAL, G. (ed.). 
Hans-Georg Gadamer: Wahrheit und Methode; GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer; 
WEISENHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method; PALMER, R. 
Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer. Exceptions 
to this rule are the following books: TIETZ, U. Hans-Georg Gadamer zur Einführung, 1999; 
HAMMERMEISTER, K. Hans-Georg Gadamer, 1999; RISSER, J. Hermeneutics and the Voice of the 
Other: Re-reading Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics, 1997.  
237 “Ein Gespräch setzt voraus, dass der andere Recht haben könnte.” Hans-Georg Gadamer in the 
interview with Thomas Sturm. In: Der Spiegel. 8/2000, 21 February, 2000. Retrieved from 
http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-15737880.html  [viewed on 2014-10-05]. 
238 Manifested in books Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied 
Hermeneutics, and GADAMER, Hans-Georg. The Enigma of Health. Translated by Jason Gaiger and 
Nicholas Walker. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996. 
239 See his essays “Grenzen der Sprache” (GW 8, 350-361) and “Vom Wort zum Begriff” (in Gadamer 
Lesebuch, pp. 100-111). 
240 LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, pp. 95-97. 
241 Collected in the volume BERNASCONI, Robert (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer: The Relevance of the 
Beautiful and Other Essays. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986. 
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Celan.242 Finally, there is the religious turn that throws light on his entire work, 

but this theological and religious dimension of Gadamer’s thought is yet 

unremarked.243 The religious turn will be more narrowly placed into the skopus, 

and it will be introduced by pointing to the turn to application and limits                    

of language. These present the main elements that build the horizon of human 

understanding and transcendence.  

 

 Turn to applied hermeneutics 

 

In the period after 1960 emphasis was placed on the various forms of practice and 

this is very often called a turn to applied hermeneutics. This term is used thanks 

to the title of the collection of Gadamer’s late essays Hans-Georg Gadamer              

on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics.244 What kind                          

of application is meant? The editors of the volume underline that Gadamer’s later 

works are not applications in the real sense of the word, as if his Truth and Method 

were the theory and the later works were applications to various practical areas.245 

An application, originally inspired by Aristotle, is namely an integral part                

of the hermeneutical process, and is not divided from understanding and 

explanation, so the standard theory of application scheme cannot be used in this 

case. What must be accepted without any doubt is that at a later stage Gadamer 

                                                        
242 See GADAMER, H.-G.. Wer bin ich, und wer bist du? English translations were collected in: 
GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Gadamer on Celan: Who am I and who are you? and Other Essays. New 
York: State University of New York Press, 1997. 
243 Zimmermann talks about the third turn and Gadamer’s late preoccupation with theology, even 
speculates with the idea that Gadamer in his late age became much closer to his teacher Heidegger, 
whom he earlier often criticised as too religious. See ZIMMERMANN, Jens. Ignoramus: Gadamer’s 
‘Religious Turn’. In: WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej (ed.). Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of 
Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011, pp. 320-322, originally published in Symposium: Journal for 
Hermeneutics and Postmodern Thought, 2006. I will refer to the 2011 edition. In this important article, 
Zimmermann claims that religion and feeling of transcendence are very important for Gadamer’s 
hermeneutics. Zimmermann bases his thoughts on the interview he had with Gadamer on February 
26, 2002 (three weeks before Gadamer died). Standard textbooks of Gadamer have been ignoring the 
fact that the outcome of hermeneutics is a “personal encounter with the voice of Being” and that the 
“religious message of that message is unmistakable, and hardly an accident.” See TINGLEY, E. 
Gadamer & Light of the Word, p. 41. 
244 MISGELD, Dieter and Graeme NICHOLSON (eds.). Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, 
and History: Applied Hermeneutics. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1992. 
245 Ibidem, p. vii. 
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became more engaged with the practical areas of life, such as education, medicine, 

language, role of the expert, religion, etc.246 Gadamer himself underlines                          

in the foreword to the second edition (1965) that his later work is not so much 

different from his intentions in Truth and Method. He writes that his intent was 

not to  

elaborate a system of rules to describe, let alone, direct the methodological 

procedures of the human sciences. Nor was it my aim to investigate the 

theoretical foundation of work in these fields in order to put my findings to 

practical ends.247 

 His real concern was philosophical “not what we do or what we ought to do,           

but what happens to us over and above our wanting and doing.”248 Still, in his 

later period he put application in the very heart of his project, where practical life 

depends on the same understanding process.249 One area of application in 

Gadamer’s later period was  his focus on aesthetics and poetics, secondary sources 

use the term ‘poetic turn.’250 Applications in poetic and religious texts are 

collected in the volume Relevance of the Beautiful (1986).251 

 

                                                        
246 Lawn sees three main areas where Gadamer was active: role of expert in modern society, 
character of medical practice and nature of modern university.  See LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide 
for the Perplexed, pp. 105-119. 
247 GW 1, 438. 
248 Ibidem. 
249 Essays published between 1976 and 1979 deal with practical philosophy or in other words, 
understand hermeneutics as practical philosophy. Many of these essays were published in Die 
Vernunft im Zeitalter der Wissenschaft (1976). 
250 See for example LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, pp. 95-97. Gadamer makes a 
difference between ordinary/everyday and poetic language. In order to explain it he uses an 
example between the words and money (or coins) - everyday language points to something beyond 
and disappears, poetic language brings itself to stand before us. BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). Hans-Georg 
Gadamer: The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays, pp. 132-133. Gadamer later on talks 
about poetic works as having the quality of the eminent texts. See essay “Der eminente Text und 
seine Wahrheit” (1986), GW 8, 286. After an encounter with Celan, Gadamer came up with the 
idea of dialogue with the poem and the result is a Celan commentary on Celan’s cycle of poems 
Breath-Crystal. (GADAMER, H.-G.Wer bin ich, und wer bist du?) Heidegger valued this book much 
higher than the one from 1960. Nevertheless this book of Gadamer’s is also one of the more 
criticised ones, as he does not read Celan from a Jewish tradition and does not read him asa  poet 
of Shoah. More on the book see DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, pp. 168-170. 
251  BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer: The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays. 
Introductory essay in this collection, “Remembrance of language,” (pp. xi-xxi) is a good overview 
of Gadamer’s turn to poetry.  
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 Turn to limits of language 

 

I have followed the notion of linguisticality for a while: it was missing in the 

Urfassung, but Truth and Method brought an ontological turn based on language, 

whereas the later works brought the notion of limits of language and the limits   

of universality. Universality would no longer be based on linguisticality, but                

on transcendence. 

Gadamer returned to this issue in the eightees of the 20th ct. and concentrated 

especially on the question of the limits of language.252 In his essay “Limits                 

of Language” (1985)253 he referred to the Wittgenstein motto: the limits                       

of my world are given by the limits of my language. Gadamer points out that 

the borders and limits of our language are the limits of our world and the limits        

of our prejudices, boundaries of our existence and our finitude. Boundaries         

are therefore not connected with the imperfections of language, but with the 

inability to express what is beyond language that language strives to express.254 

In his numerous studies255 it is visible that Gadamer’s later conviction is that         

the limits of language are much wider than what can be grasped and 

objectified. This brings the argument very close to the religious shift in his 

later period. 

 

                                                        
252 This topic had already been mentioned in Truth and Method. GW 1, 406. An essay from 1995 
“Vom Wort zum Begriff” (Gadamer Lesebuch, pp. 100-111) gives a look in the last stadium                  
of Gadamer’s work. In contrast in the introduction to volume 8 of his Collected Works, where              
he collected his essays on literature and language, he writes that these thoughts do not represent 
“keine neue Wendung der Thematik.” (GW 5, v). 
253 GW 8, 350-361 (Grenzen der Sprache, 1985); Gadamer Lesebuch, pp. 9-17. 
254 Another essay dealing with the same topic is “Von der Wahrheit des Wortes,” written in 1971, 
but was often rewritten, and published 1993 in GW 8, 37-57. 
255 The concept of Spiel (play) is known from earlier, but only in his Salzburg lectures (published 
as Relevance of Beautiful) in 1974 had been complemented with the term Fest. Now these two are 
connected with the term Ritual in order to describe the basic phenomenon of human existence. 
The ritual is needed because its main meaning is totality of all our actions, thinking and language, 
that influences all our actions. See also an essay “Zur Phänomenologie von Ritual und Sprache” 
(1992), where Gadamer talks too much about language and not enough on the ‘lifeworld’, where 
the encounter happens. Gadamer introduced Mitsamt (together-with) and Miteinander (with-one-
another), where one is interwoven with another. (GW 8, 407-419, Zur Phänomenologie von Ritual 
und Sprache, 1992). 
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 Religious turn 

 

This part follows the new interpretations of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, which 

underline the turn in his later period (last third of the 20th ct.) and which focuses 

on aesthetic experience as an experience of transcendence. There are a few 

examples from the later period on which it is possible to base a claim about 

Gadamer’s turn to transcendence. The most sustained published reflections on 

religion are dialogues on the island of Capri with Italian philosopher Gianni 

Vattimo and French philosopher Jacques Derrida published in a book                        

On Religion.256 More important is a late essay named “Aesthetic and Religious 

Experience”257 where Gadamer is oriented on the free offer of the Gospel. The task 

of proclaiming is not connected with the repetition of the message, but with the 

acceptance of the message; therefore the proclamation of the message must             

be shared in a way that is accessible to people. Gadamer here shows the difference 

between proclamation and art - while understanding art can be achieved,                        

in Christian kerygma, we are always shown what we cannot achieve. Similarly 

Gadamer writes in one of his other late essays “To Thank and to Think of”258 

where he searches for the divine in speech about gratitude. He says that giving 

thanks to someone is always an act that cannot be reduced to a convention,            

and which always shows an excess, “an experience of transcendence, that is,             

it always exceeds our expectations on the basis by which we judge human 

relations.”259 Thankfulness reveals the hidden God “that now gains universal 

significance.”260 This universality is proven also in his last interview with 

Riccardo Dottori261 where Gadamer claims that philosophical hermeneutics               

                                                        
256 Published as DERRIDA, Jacques and Gianni VATTIMO (eds.). Die Religion. Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, 2001. 
257 “Ästhetische und religiöse Erfahrung.” GW 8, 143-155 or BERNASCONI, Robert (ed.). Hans-
Georg Gadamer: The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays, pp. 140-153. 
258 “Danken und Gedenken.” GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Danken und Gedenken. In: Hermeneutische 
Entwürfe, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000, pp. 208-213. 
259 GADAMER, H.-G. Danken und Gedenken, p. 210. Translation according to ZIMMERMANN, J. 
Ignoramus: Gadamer’s ‘Religious Turn’, 2011, p. 317. 
260 GADAMER, H.-G. Danken und Gedenken, p. 212. 
261 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. A Century of Philosophy: Hans-Georg Gadamer in Conversation with 
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is a search for transcendence, and that a full recognition of transcendence as the 

limit of human knowledge plays an important role for mutual understanding.       

In a Dottori dialogue Gadamer contrasts scientific epistemology, universally 

applied, and religion, wrongly marginalised as something private, separated from 

reason.262 But, states Gadamer, religion is part of a common heritage, part                

of culture’s tradition. Gadamer’s emphasis on religion is consistent with his other 

works, against scientific methodology, and for the experiences, as art, etc. 

Gadamer’s religious turn was not a turn to confessional faith, but to world 

religions, as Gadamer says to Dottori,  

this means that what we must keep in mind here is that transcendence           

is not attainable anywhere. Transcendence is not simply believing in God, 

it is something incomprehensible. (…) the ignoramus is the fundament           

of transcendence.263  

In other words, the foundation of transcendence is a religiously experienced limit 

of human knowledge, ignoramus, of admitting our not-knowing. In this context 

the universality of hermeneutics based on language transforms into the 

universality of the hidden god and into the universality of not-knowing. 

Transcendence in Gadamer is connected with the limits of human knowledge,           

as something that is greater than people are, and involves abandoning dogmatic 

doctrines and religion. There is more in this than pure opposition to dogmatism,          

as for Gadamer transcendence must always be experienced. Conversation allowed 

by transcendence is defined as a genuine openness, and dogmatic theology must 

end  in order to enter this kind of dialogue. It is hard to imagine a Christian 

theologian accepting the possibility that the trinity and Allah are one and the same.  

                                                        
Riccardo Dottori. Translated by Rod Coltman, Sigrid Koepke. New York, London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2006. 
262 DOTTORI, Riccardo (ed.). Die Lektion des Jahrhunderts: Ein philosophischer Dialog mit Riccardo 
Dottori. Munster: Lit Verlag, 2002, p. 81. 
263 GADAMER, H.-G. A Century of Philosophy: Hans-Georg Gadamer in Conversation with Riccardo 
Dottori, pp. 78-79. See also: “Transcendence is the absolute limit of our knowledge and allows true 
conversation to begin.” ZIMMERMANN, J. Ignoramus: Gadamer’s ‘Religious Turn’, 2011, p. 315. 
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What Gadamer equates is religion and the experience of the limited human 

experience, as illustrated by the Greek concept he mentions, πάθει µάθος, learning 

through suffering.264 What a person has to learn through suffering is not                    

a particular thing, but an insight into the limitations of humanity and the 

boundary between man and divine. Πάθει µάθος means not only that we learn 

from our mistakes and get better knowledge of things through displeasure,              

it shows also why this is so. What we learn is the uncertainty of predictions and 

the silliness of attempting to master the future. “Thus experience is experience             

of human finitude. The truly experienced person is one who has taken this to 

heart, who knows that he is master neither of time nor the future. The experienced 

man knows that all foresight is limited and all plans uncertain.”265 One could say 

that genuine experience teaches humans to recover the space that separates the 

human from the divine, and to preserve it. Out of this, several things are clear 

about Gadamer’s religious hermeneutics: (i) the religious element is a form             

of experience which is centrifugal: we are brought to what lies beyond, it happens 

against our wanting and doing “hermeneutic experience is an experience of passio 

of something revealing itself to us in those quiet moments of readings,”266                    

(ii) but is also centripetal, individualises within a particular circumstance. 

During his final years, Gadamer was engaged with the question of how 

hermeneutics can address the need for dialogue between cultures and religions, 

therefore he talked about a conversation between cultures (Weltgespräch).267              

He was convinced that if philosophy is to succeed in preparing the ground for 

global dialogue between cultures and religion, it is important that hermeneutics 

also incorporates religious transcendence. Especially in the dialogue with Dottori 

he suggested a pressing philosophical task was to clear the ground for a world 

                                                        
264 GW 1, 362 (TM, 2004, 351). 
265 GW 1, 363 (TM, 2004, 352). 
266 DAVEY, Nicholas. Hermeneutics, Art and Transcendence. In: WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej (ed.). 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011, p. 377. 
267 DOTTORI, R. (ed.). Die Lektion des Jahrhunderts: Ein philosopichscher Dialog mit Riccardo 
Dottori, pp. 79-80. Cf. GADAMER, H.-G. A Century of Philosophy: Hans-Georg Gadamer                       
in Conversation with Riccardo Dottori, pp. 73-74. 
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dialogue about transcendence, which is common to all religions. For Gadamer, 

was is either to prepare this dialogue, or to perish. For Gadamer the task                    

of humanity is to search for this universal transcendence, to save itself from self-

destruction: “if the four great world religions could reconcile themselves                  

to acknowledging transcendence as the great unknown, then they might even              

be able prevent the destruction of the earth's surface with gas and chemicals.”268 

Gadamer’s notion of transcendence shows several problems. What Gadamer says 

in his dialogue with Dottori about universal transcendence seems to effect 

destruction of religion as such, particular religion especially, if we focus too much 

on common universal religious experiences and ignore qualitative differences              

of all religions. Still for Gadamer there exists no other way to ensure dialogue, 

than to reduce all religions to a “common denominator: the experience of 

transcendence.”269 Gadamer fails to acknowledge the truthfulness of particularity 

of religious faith since he places the notion of transcendence as a common ground 

of humanity. My opinion is that he is not faithful even to his fusion of horizons, 

because the fusion does not involve the loss of particularity. Gadamer also does 

not see that dogmatics and faith in religion are a matter of practice and a living 

faith, not a dead doctrine.270 Still, this can be considered also a barrier for dialogue. 

Especially for the sake of humanity religious identity, beliefs, experience                    

of personal encounter with God must be abandoned. Gadamer asks religions           

                                                        
268 DOTTORI, R. (ed.). Die Lektion des Jahrhunderts: Ein philosophischer Dialog mit Riccardo Dottori, 
p. 139. Cf. GADAMER, H.-G. A Century of Philosophy: Hans-Georg Gadamer in Conversation with 
Riccardo Dottori, p. 129. Taylor in Gadamer’s century claims that Gadamer’s thoughts help with the 
challenge of understanding each other in a pluralistic spectrum (TAYLOR, Charles.  Understanding 
the Other: A Gadamerian view on Conceptual Schemes. In: MALPAS, Jeff et al. (eds.). Gadamer’s 
Century. Essays in Honor of Hans-Georg Gadamer. London: The MIT Press, 2002, pp. 279-281), but 
this goes even further, claims Zimmermann, because intercultural understanding among cultures 
and civilizations is not possible if we do not recognise religion as an integral part of our humanity. 
As he claims, the theological and religious dimension of Gadamer’s thought is yet unremarked, 
but it throws a light on his entire work. ZIMMERMANN, J. Ignoramus: Gadamer’s ‘Religious Turn’, 
2011, p. 311. 
269 ZIMMERMANN, J. Ignoramus: Gadamer’s ‘Religious Turn’, 2011, p. 311. 
270 Zimmermann also gives a critique who takes on an example of Levinas and says that this 
universal concept must be overcome by a religious notion of transcendence. See ZIMMERMANN, 
Jens. The Ethics of Philosophical Hermeneutics and the Challenge of Religious Transcendence. 
Philosophy Today. 2007, vol. 51, issue 1, p. 53. This study was also published In: WIERCIŃSKI, 
Andrzej (ed.). Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011,                  
pp. 383-394. 
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to leave their revelatory model and to give up any idea of personal encounter,             

but he misses the fact that the universality of religion is connected with their 

particularity and interreligious dialogue cannot overcome this particularity.271 

While Christianity acknowledges a model of revelation in which reality is revealed 

from beyond being to us, Gadamer acknowledges a human mind that ascents toward 

the transcendence. For Gadamer transcendence comes through others, as it involves 

an I-Thou relationship, but it is always grounded into something undefinable. What 

is missing is complementation of Miteinandersein (with one-another) with 

Füreinanderdasein (for one-another).272 

The last observation: is Gadamer’s hermeneutics transcendent? For Gadamer 

philosophy is conversation of the soul with itself and knowing is a matter of divine 

grace. This is visible in the motto of the Truth and Method with Rilke’s poem about 

the eternal partner and the great bridge building of God. The question that needs 

to be asked therefore does not consider Gadamer’s personal faith, but considers 

the way he talks and describes the notion of divine and transcendence. This focus 

on transcendence can be traced in Gadamer’s Truth and Method, for example when 

he talks about the inner word in order to avoid subjectivism. This inner word          

is not a tool, but takes part in the subject matter (Sache), in a similar way                   

as the eternal Word is present in the incarnation of Christ. There is no better 

thought in human history to explain this, only Christian incarnation states that 

the inner word is the same as the embodied one. Gadamer’s religious turn                  

is therefore not anything new in this thinking, but just a more open acknowledge 

of transcendence which was present in his thought since the beginning, as he says 

in an interview “the sense of beyond is simply a fact of human history. It is useless 

to deny it.”273 In a sense, this turned confessional Christianity upside down,          

                                                        
271 Therefore, ends Zimmerman, if hermeneutics is to fulfil its task it is to be aware of its historical 
limitations. See ZIMMERMANN, J. The Ethics of Philosophical Hermeneutics and the Challenge 
of Religious Transcendence, 2011, p. 394. 
272 So ZIMMERMANN, J. The Ethics of Philosophical Hermeneutics and the Challenge of Religious 
Transcendence, 2007, p. 54. 
273 ZIMMERMANN, J. Ignoramus: Gadamer’s ‘Religious Turn’, 2011, p. 318. Zimmermann even 
speculates with the idea that Gadamer in his late age became much closer to his teacher, whom  
he often criticised as too religious. Heidegger in Spiegel’s interview “Only God can save us” has            
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but Gadamer calmed this down saying it is an exaggeration to talk about this         

in this way, even missionary work after all must contain the inability to know the 

end and purpose, as he says in an interview, “it is human not to know,                           

it is inhuman to turn this into Church.”274 

 

 Summary 

 

In this section I presented Gadamer’s intellectual biography and the division                 

of his works into three periods. These are: early period (1932-1959), main book 

(1960-1965), and the late period (1965-2002). It was pointed out how this 

periodisation and the development of his hermeneutical method led to the 

religious turn in the late period, and how this contributed to his understanding             

of horizons of human understanding and transcendence. This relation was 

referred to not in the sense of contradiction, but of continuation. 

The first section dealt with the early works and brought several observations 

important for horizons of human understanding and transcendence. The first          

is an apparent lack of connection between the topics Gadamer wrote about, but      

it enables one to see their original context. It was the first draft of Truth and 

Method (called Urfassung), which showed that the hermeneutical problem                       

is deeply embedded in the discussion about the methodology of human and nature 

science, and that this discussion is the original context from which Gadamer’s 

hermeneutical method emerged. This observation has important consequences for 

further interpretation of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method. Further observation 

points to the shift between early and middle periods, which is visible especially   

in Truth and Method, namely the move from a hermeneutics of human sciences  

to universal hermeneutics. This shift is documented in the threefold division          

                                                        
a similar position to Gadamer’s words about last God and another. The task of theology                                    
is to abandon religious convictions and agree on the universal concept of transcendence. Ibidem, 
pp. 320-321. 
274 Ibidem, p. 321. 
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of Truth and Method and in its three steps (science, history, language), as well         

as in the title of the book. The section about the late works was the longest in this 

chapter, because the late works document the further development                              

of philosophical hermeneutics in the form of applied and practical hermeneutics. 

This brought the relativisation of several earlier notions, for example of the 

universality of language. What was further documented is the turn to religious 

hermeneutics and to the notion of divine and transcendent. 

Gadamer engaged with other thinkers at a deep level throughout his life, and this 

will be shown in the next chapter, where I will speak about Habermas’ and 

Ricoeur’s critique of Gadamer, but also about how Gadamer responded to this 

critique and where he accommodated its insights. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  

CRITIQUE AND RECEPTION OF GADAMER’S 

HERMENEUTICS 

 

In this chapter attention will be given to philosophical critique and the theological 

reception (usage of concepts) of Gadamerian hermeneutics, where I have chosen 

thinkers who addressed the issues relevant to my theme. Very soon after its 

publication Truth and Method  was acknowledged as one of the most important 

contributions to current philosophy,275 but at the same time Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics has been subject to extensive criticism and discussion. In light                   

of the conversational character of hermeneutics, it is proper to call these 

discussions dialogues, where the exchange of insights influenced both partners. 

The character of hermeneutics became a common idiom for continental 

philosophy.276 True, hermeneutics did not begin with Gadamer, but Gadamer was 

the first who articulated it in its universality and whose work enabled 

hermeneutics to expand into wider cultural debate. On the one hand this 

weakened hermeneutics in the real sense of the word, on the other, hermeneutics 

continued to live in various projects and disciplines, even without being directly 

connected with Gadamer’s project.277  

The main debates in which Gadamer took part in the period 1960 to 2000 were 

with the ideology critique of Jürgen Habermas, neo-pragmatism of Richard 

Rorty, deconstruction of Jacques Derrida and the postmodernism of Gianni 

Vattimo, but the first objections against Gadamer came from Emilio Betti,278         

                                                        
275 Hans Albert rates the book as the Bible of present-day German philosophy, in his letter to P. 
Feyerabend, 1976. Cited in GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 283.  
276 Di Cesare talks about koiné. DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, p. 194. 
277 A nice example of the wide range of applications of hermeneutics is visible in the latest 
collection of essays dedicated to Gadamer: MALPAS, Jeff and Santiago ZABALA (eds.). 
Consequences of Hermeneutics: Fifty Years after Gadamer’s Truth and Method. Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2010. 
278 Emilio Betti, Italian jurist, wanted to establish hermeneutics as a normative aesthetic doctrine 
with rules and principles, which will provide a guaranty for objectivity. See his works from 1955 
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Eric Donald Hirsch Jr.279 and Hans Albert.280 There were also sympathetic critics 

who shared areas of concern and differences with Gadamer’s hermeneutics, but 

at the same time, shared a wide agreement concerning essential features                  

of hermeneutics.281  

One example is Richard Bernstein, who in his book struggles with the question   

of truth and concludes that Gadamer does not really succeed in charting the 

course between relativism and objectivism.282 He understands that true meaning 

must be validated by a community of interpreters, but this is exactly the point that 

makes Gadamer’s notion of truth problematic, since it lacks criteria for 

validation.283 The next example is Joel Weinsheimer who also delivers positive 

treatment of Gadamer’s hermeneutic stance, but he has concerns about the 

methods, as he sees that Gadamer puts forward many un-argued assumptions 

                                                        
to 1967, which are an open polemic against Gadamer: (i) his work in Italian ‘Teoria generale della 
interpetazione’, 1955; (ii) his work from 1962 Die Hermeneutik als allgemeine Methodik der 
Geisteswissenschaften. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1962; (iii) his review of Truth and Method from 
1965; (iv) his Allgemeine Auslegunglehre als Methodik der Wissenschaften, 1967. A nice secondary 
overview is VANDENBULCKE, J. Betti-Gadamer: Een hemeneutische Kontroverse. Tijdschrift voor 
Filosofie. 1970, vol. 32, issue 1, pp. 105-113. 
279 Eric Donald Hirsch, American literary critic, reduced hermeneutics to textual interpretation 
and argued that the author’s intention is the ultimate determiner of meaning. Important are his 
books Validity in Interpretation (1967) and The Aims of Interpretation (1976). Similarly see Hans 
Robert Jauss in his lecture at the University of Konstanz 1967 “Literaturgeschichte als Provokation 
der Literaturwissenschaft.” A nice secondary source is ARTHUR, Christopher E. Gadamer and 
Hirsch: The Canonical Work and the Interpreter’s Intention. Cultural Hermeneutics:                            
An International Journal for Philosophy and Social Thought. 1976, vol. 4, issue 1, pp. 183-197. 
280 Hans Albert (b.1921, German philosopher, is a critical ratiinalist, his field of research are Social 
Sciences and General Studies of Methods) in his Traktat über kritische Vernunft (1968) accuses 
hermeneutics for expanding the textual way of interpretation on questions of knowledge as such. 
281 The word ‘sympathetic’ is from the chapter in Ringma’s books (RINGMA, R. Gadamer’s 
Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 68: ‘Sympathetic Critics’). It is interesting, that he names them ‘critics’ 
(more common is ‘dialogue’), and he does not place this issue at the end of the book, as it is also 
very common. Another possibility way to summarise these dialogues is to circle them as: 
hermeneutical alternatives (Betti, Hirsch), hermeneutics and literary science (Jauss), hermeneutics 
and critic of ideology (Habermas, Albert), dialogue with deconstruction (Derrida) and dialogue 
with pragmatism (Rorty).  
282 BERNSTEIN, Richard J. Beyond Objectivism and Relativism. University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1983, p. 168. 
283 BERNSTEIN, R. Beyond Objectivism and Relativism, p. 154. True, Gadamer did not give sufficient 
attention to develop a position on his notion of truth and his Wahrheit und Methode lacks                     
a discussion on this point. That is why interpreters struggle with making clear Gadamer’s position 
on this issue. What is clear is that the use of scientific methods does not guarantee truth. This does 
not mean that he opposes method as such, after all, hermeneutics is the discipline of research. 
Rather, Gadamer wants to emphasise that the interpreter is always moved by the prejudices that 
constitute his own horizon. Truth for Gadamer emerges when ones horizon is brought into 
dialogue with the horizon of text, in a dialectic of question and answer.  
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about natural sciences.284 He understands that Gadamer’s goal was a defence              

of art and humanistic knowledge, but he thinks that natural sciences are less 

methodological and more hermeneutical than Gadamer sees them.285 

Attention will be first given to Jürgen Habermas and two particular themes that 

appeared in the discussion between Habermas and Gadamer: the universality           

of linguisticality and the emphasis on tradition and authority, which have crucial 

importance for the development of Gadamer’s theory of horizon of human 

understanding and transcendence. Earlier it was stated that the strength                   

of Gadamer’s project is that it investigates transcendence as it appears 

horizontally in historically and culturally conditioned mediations, and in giving 

focus to the historical character of our being in language. This is what Habermas 

questioned, he rejected the universality of the hermeneutic project, and rejected 

the non-critical acceptance of conservative concepts of tradition, authority and 

prejudice. 

Attention will then be given to Ricoeur who provides a critical supplement              

to Gadamer’s hermeneutics of tradition. He achieves this by overcoming the 

concept of participation in Gadamer’s hermeneutics and suggests a moment             

of distance as a core of historical efficacy and the condition for understanding. 

This posits important questions regarding the relation of the horizontal and 

vertical dimension in the horizon of human understanding and transcendence. 

Namely, the productive distanciation and the autonomy of the text that Ricoeur 

proposes, in effect disorder  Gadamer’s notion of understanding as a presentation 

and self-revealing (Darstellung) of the Sache, of something beyond which 

endeavors to be expressed. Finally the floor will be given to theologians who have 

                                                        
284 WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 26. 
285 WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 41. See also 
article by Pavlovic, who sees that both human and natural science have a hermeneutic dimension. 
PAVLOVIC, Karl Richard. Science and Autonomy: The Prospects for Hermeneutic Science. Man 
and World. 1981, vol. 14, issue 2, pp. 127-140. In his later works Gadamer reacted to this critique 
and pointed out the relevance of hermeneutics for all knowledge, including the natural sciences 
GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Reason in the Age of Science. Translated by Frederick G. Lawrence. The 
MIT Press, 1983, pp. 136-137. As Ringma summarised this discussion, Gadamer’s point is that all 
knowledge, including scientific, is subject to the same hermeneutical processes. RINGMA, C. 
Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 73. 
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continued the reception, critique and development of Gadamer’s hermeneutical 

insights. The reason theological critical acceptance is important lies in the 

weakness of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method mentioned earlier. The weakness 

pointed out lies in the fact that it does not investigate the transcendent         

sufficiently in relation to the divine, transcendence appears as  acknowledgement 

of human finitude freed of any eschatological moment. It is argued that for this 

reason Gadamer’s hermeneutics needs to be further developed by theologians 

such as Kevin Vanhoozer, Heinz-Günther Stobbe, Peter Stuhlmacher, Bernd Johen 

Hilberath, Edward Schillebeeckx and David Tracy, and as the thesis points out, 

would benefit from a closer investigation of the participatory relationship 

between the immanent and the transcendent. A theological reception                            

of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method can be based on various concepts, at this 

moment only those followed from the beginning will be taken into account: 

theological inspiration by the traditional, transcendental, historical and 

conversational character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. Let us start with Habermas. 

 

3.1 Claim of Universality and Habermas’ Critique   

 

The debate between Gadamer and Jürgen Habermas is one of the best known 

confrontations with its replies and counter-replies, at the same time it is an 

example of a constructive debate that resulted in mutual exchange and mutual 

transformation.286 The intention is not fully to describe the confrontation;                 

                                                        
286 Habermas had a great academic talent and in age 24 he wrote a great work on Heidegger. 
Gadamer did not mind that Habermas was extremely left oriented and offered him an 
extraordinariat in Heidelberg in 1961, even before Habermas finished his habilitation (which was 
very kind of Gadamer, but very extraordinary). Habermas stayed in Heidelberg for three years. 
Gadamer did not value any other of his colleagues as much as he valued Habermas, who first of 
all questioned his claim about the universality of hermeneutics. More on historical circumstances 
of this invitation in GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer: eine Biographie, p. 343. One of the earliest 
overviews of their discussion is in JAY, M. Should Intellectual History Take a Linguistic Turn? 
Reflections on the Habermas-Gadamer Debate. In: CAPRA, D.L. and S.L. Kaplan (eds.). Modern 
European Intellectual History. Ithaca, 1982, pp. 86-110. 
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there are many other works that do this.287 Rather I will focus on two particular 

themes that appeared in their discussion: the universality of linguisticality and 

the emphasis on tradition and authority. Earlier it was stated that the strength             

of Gadamer’s project is that it investigates transcendence as it appears 

horizontally in historically and culturally conditioned mediations, and in giving 

focus to the historical character of our being in the language, which includes 

newly evolving situations, but does not dismiss classics. This is what Habermas 

questioned, (i) he rejected the universality of the hermeneutic project, because 

Gadamer idealised the role of language, and (ii) rejected Gadamer’s non-critical 

acceptance of conservative concepts of tradition, authority and prejudice.               

First a brief introduction to their discussion will be provided, then these two 

themes will be analysed, finally an evaluation will follow. 

 

 Debate   

 

The debate between Gadamer and Habermas started in 1967 when Habermas’ 

“Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften”288 initiated the hermeneutic dispute, and 

culminated in 1971 with a book entitled Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik, where 

the exchange was collected with other contributions.289 In the confrontation             

                                                        
287 For good overviews of the background, stages and implications of the debate, see article 
MENDELSON, Jack. The Habermas-Gadamer Debate. New German Critique. 1979, vol. 18, pp. 44-
73 or MCCARTHY, Thomas. The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas. Cambridge and London:            
The MIT Press, 1978, pp. 162-193, also the issues of New German Critique 18 (autumn 1979), 
Continuum 8 (1970) and Cultural Hermeneutics 2 (February 1975), which are devoted to this debate. 
In the Czech context a detailed description of Habermas’ critique of Gadamer is CHRISTOVOVÁ, 
Vlasta et al. (eds.). Problém dejinnosti ve fenomenologii a hermeneutice. Ústí nad Labem: Universita 
J.E. Purkyňe, 2001. It is oriented mostly on the critique of Gadamer’s conception of  historicity, 
but it also gives an overview of the dialogue regarding the whole hermeneutical theory.                    
See in the Bibliography authors who provide analysis of this debate: McCarthy, Davey, Teigas, 
Giddens, Jay, Kelly, Löser, Mendelson, Ingram, How, Giurlanda or Cameron. 
288 This essay is a Literatur-Bericht, in which Habermas discusses the prehistory, current discussion 
and the consequences of the methodical status of the social sciences. It was published in 1967            
in Philosophische Rundschau: Sonderheft zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften (co-edited by Gadamer). 
Published also as a book in 1970 by Suhrkamp. 
289 HABERMAS, Jürgen. Dieter HEINRICH and Jacob TAUBES (eds.). Hermeneutik und 
Ideologiekritik. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1971. In the the second edition of Wahrheit und 
Methode (1965) is a preface, where Gadamer refers to critics. Habermas launched an initial attack 
in 1967 “Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften”, this attack was directed against the rehabilitation 
of prejudice, authority and tradition and the theory of historical-effective consciousness. The same 
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with phenomenological, linguistic and hermeneutical partners, Habermas argues 

for a linguistic theoretical basis for the social sciences. In this context 

hermeneutics is an alternative to positivistic and neo-Wittgensteinian 

approaches. Habermas overall accepts Gadamer’s hermeneutics and brings him 

into discussion with Wittgenstein, but he does not follow him blindly. He charges 

Gadamer with adopting a non-dialectical concept of the Enlightenment and being 

under the influence of Marburg neo-Kantianism. Habermas’ critique is based                

on three points: (i) rejection of methodical knowledge,290 (ii) idealism                                 

of linguisticality, universality, (iii) and an emphasis on tradition and authority.                  

As already mentioned, only the last two points will be closer approached. 

 

 Role of language 

 

First of all, Habermas rejects the universality of the hermeneutic project, because 

Gadamer idealised and universalised the role of language. Language was for 

Gadamer the medium that mediates everything that happens and he did not            

(at that time) accept the borders of language, whereas for Habermas the similar 

universal mediums are structures of labour, social power and domination. These 

build the context of our tradition, so the task of critical theory is to seek out this 

                                                        
year, 1967, Gadamer published in Kleinen Schriften vol.1 a lecture named “Der Universalität der 
hermeneutischen Problem,” as well as another essay “Rhetorik, Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik.” 
Habermas responded in a long essay “Der Universalitätsanspruch der Hermeneutik”, published         
in a Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik (1971), pp. 121-159 (translated in Bleicher’s Contemporary 
Hermeneutics, pp. 181-209). This 1971 volume also included  Gadamer’s “Replik”. 
290 Habermas defended an epistemological approach to hermeneutics against Gadamer’s 
ontological approach HABERMAS, J. Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften, p. 281. Habermas notes 
Gadamer’s reluctance to engage in methodological conversation, opposed truth and method and 
absolutised hermeneutic understanding at the expense of critique. Opposition between 
hermeneutical experience and methodical knowing is for Habermas stated too abstractly and sees 
its roots in Heideggerian ontological self-understanding. In the response, Gadamer states that he 
never intended to counter pose truth and method as mutually exclusive, but wanted to show that 
the hermeneutic experience is much more fundamental than the objectifying approach, he never 
cared about a clear contrast between truth and method. Gadamer’s replies reflect  doubts about 
the objectifying of knowledge and an attempt not to deny the validity of critical thinking, but          
to locate it within hermeneutics. See on this especially Gadamer’s Replik, published                              
in HABERMAS, J. et al. (eds.). Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik, pp. 283-317. Ricoeur sees a lack              
in Gadamer of a critical approach, but defends him against Habermas’ “Totalvorwurf”, that 
Gadamer is insensitive to the critic of ideology. See on this also JEANROND, Werner G. Text und 
Interpretation als Kategorien theologischen Denkens. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1986, p. 56. 
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inauthentic power relation in language. Until this is done, the conversation is just 

a utopian dream, because, what if the language is corrupt? Gadamer though 

stressed that all knowledge is knowledge-in-situation, but he still overlooked         

the necessity of evaluating the coming-to-be of knowledge by impersonal 

methodological criteria.291 Since Gadamer failed to grasp the moments of a social 

life, the accusation of a linguistic idealism is an inevitable consequence. Because, 

what if the consensus that forms tradition is not the product of discussion, but the 

result of the force and coercion? According to Habermas, Gadamer overlooks the 

fact that  consensus in understanding might be ‘systematically distorted’ 

(systematisch verzerrte Kommunikation). Gadamer lacks the means to uncover           

or criticise socially determined distortions in communication, claims Habermas. 

Habermas  explicates famous examples of psychoanalysis which, as he thinks, 

provides a methodological model for critical social theories, and evidences the 

mechanism in which we repress socially unacceptable motives and channel them 

into acceptable expressive forms. Gadamer in return denies the limits which 

Habermas imposes to the ability of hermeneutics to deal with ideological factors, 

he attacked the analogy between psychoanalysis and critical social theory, and 

responds that relations of power and labour and dominion also build an objective 

framework. With respect to Habermas’ thoughts on labour and dominion, 

Gadamer denies that these factors are outside of hermeneutics. He responded           

by attempting to defend his claim on universality and accused Habermas of too 

narrowly defining its limits. Hermeneutics does not deal with the positions             

of individuals or groups in society, but with the assumptions which these 

positions include. Moreover, Gadamer continues that Habermas’ contrast 

between linguistic tradition and the material conditions of labour and domination 

makes no sense. If hermeneutic understanding extends to the ideological content, 

then it is only because so-called extra-linguistic forces are part of tradition              

and are incorporated in it. 

                                                        
291 States GIURLANDA, P. Habermas’ Critique of Gadamer: Does It Stand Up? International 
Philosophical Quarterly. 1987, vol. 27, p. 36. 
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 Conservative character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics   

 

The second area, where Habermas questions the main elements of the horizon            

of human understanding, is the conservative and non-critical character                       

of hermeneutics. Habermas criticises Gadamer’s attachment to Romantic and 

conservative hermeneutics, which is visible around three key terms: tradition, 

authority and prejudice. While Gadamer works with the conservative conception 

of tradition, Habermas, in contrast, criticises tradition from the social and 

ideological perspective, and states that the concept of authority has been 

developed in the process of education, in the relation between teacher and 

student. Habermas argues that Gadamer fails to do justice to the power                       

of reflection and therefore cannot grasp the opposition between reason on one 

hand and prejudice on other. According to Habermas, Gadamer defended the 

continuity between tradition and interpretation to the state where he lost sight             

of the effect of our consciousness on this tradition. Gadamer’s attempt                             

to rehabilitate the concept of prejudice denies the power of reflection.292  

Gadamer responds by mentioning authority which is not authoritarian, as he had 

in mind authority of a teacher or parent that provides legitimacy for the message 

he or she addresses, and which is recognised by the student who acknowledges 

the teacher’s authority.293 In his response, Gadamer traces the idealist illusion               

in Habermas’ concept of reflection, and accused him of overestimated the power 

of reflection (as Habermas accused Gadamer for absolutizing the power                    

of understanding) - reflection can bring something, but not everything. Gadamer 

charges Habermas with dogmatism of the Marxist critique of ideology, which 

                                                        
292 HABERMAS, J. Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften, pp. 283-285. See on this MENDELSON, J. 
The Habermas-Gadamer Debate, p. 59. 
293 As Ricoeur says on tradition: “While historical philosophy sees in tradition a dimension                    
of historical consciousness, an aspect of participation in cultural heritages and reactivation                       
of them, the critique of ideologies see in the same tradition the place par excellence of distortions 
and alienation and opposes to it the regulative idea, which it projects into future,                                           
of communication without frontiers and without content.” RICOEUR, P. Ethics and Culture 
Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue, p. 155. 
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works under the assumption that we understand only when we unmask false 

pretensions.294 Moreover, says Gadamer, authority is not always wrong, nor            

is reflection always good. Gadamer believes that Habermas’ critique                                   

on absolutisation of hermeneutics at the expense of critique is not sustainable. 

It is not easy to evaluate their confrontation. One would say that the two partners 

were farther apart at the end than at the beginning of the debate;295 others assume 

that their dialogue came to stalemate.296 My claim is that the debate ended                      

in mutual transformation for both partners, where both learned something from 

each other. For Habermas on one side, psychoanalysis was  no longer in the centre 

of his thought (from the 1970s), and under the influence of this debate started                  

to deal with the linguistic-theoretical fundaments of the critical theory of society 

(which helped him to develop his theory of communicative Handlung).                              

On the other side, Gadamer developed the critical potential of his hermeneutics 

and further focused on the boundaries and limits of language.297 In his later works 

Gadamer started to thematise the consequences of hermeneutics for practice and 

actually considered hermeneutical philosophy as the heir of the tradition                         

of practical philosophy. Bernstein analyses this development and claims that the 

shift is the result of dialogical encounter with Habermas, when Gadamer 

increased his attempts to appropriate the thoughts of his critics, and even “begins 

to sound more and more like Habermas”298 or “Gadamer sounds like echoes of the 

older Frankfurt school.”299 

                                                        
294 His “Replik” in Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik (1971). 
295 As does Kelly in KELLY, M. The Gadamer-Habermas Debate Revisited: The Question of Ethics. 
Philosophy and Social Criticism. 1988, vol. 14, issue 3-4, p. 367. 
296 As does RINGMA, C. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 87. 
297 GW 2, 254 (Replik zu Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik, 1976). 
298 BERNSTEIN, Richard J. What Is the Difference That Makes a Difference? Gadamer, Habermas, 
and Rorty. In: WACHTERHOUSER, Brice R. (ed.). Hermeneutics and Modern Philosophy. New York: 
State University of New York Press, 1986, p. 348. 
299 BERNSTEIN, R. What Is the Difference That Makes a Difference? Gadamer, Habermas, and 
Rorty, p. 349. Part of this is Gadamer’s use of the term ‘solidarity’ that he started using, like 
“genuine solidarity should be realised” or “Practice is conducting oneself and acting in solidarity. 
Solidarity, however is the decisive condition and basis of all social reason.” (Essay ‘What                    
is Practice’, in: GADAMER, H.-G. Reason in the Age of Science, p. 80 and 87). On Gadamer’s later 
thinking see also DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, pp. 156-158. 
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3.2 Distance as Hermeneutical Condition and Ricoeur’s Critique 

 

The second critique presented on these pages deals with one of Gadamer’s 

French hermeneutical counterparts, namely Paul Ricoeur.300 It is important          

to talk about the difference between the hermeneutical projects of Ricoeur and 

Gadamer, because Ricoeur’s intention is to provide a critical supplement              

to Gadamer’s hermeneutics of tradition. He aims to achieve this by overcoming 

the concept of participation in Gadamer’s hermeneutics and posits a moment           

of distance as a core of historical efficacy and the condition for understanding. 

Consequently, this leads to important questions regarding the relation of the 

horizontal and vertical dimensions in the horizon of human understanding and 

transcendence. Namely, the productive distanciation and the autonomy of the 

text that Ricoeur proposes disorder Gadamer’s notion of understanding                           

as a presentation (Darstellung) of the Sache, presentation and self-revealing              

of something beyond that strives to be expressed. Does the autonomy of the text, 

which opens a multiplicity of new appropriations through reading, abolish the 

self-revelation of what is transcendent? First these two paradigms                            

of contemporary hermeneutics will be contrasted, further the contrast will            

be focused on the issue of distance. Finally I will evaluate and answer the critical 

questions. 

 

 Ricoeur as a counterpart 

 

Ricoeur and Gadamer offer two paradigms for contemporary hermeneutics. 

Where Gadamer develops a dialogical model of interpretation, in which the text 

is a ‘Thou’ with whom we are engaged in conversation, Ricoeur insists upon the 

                                                        
300 Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005), was a French philosopher, known for combining phenomenological 
description with hermeneutics. 
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reflective distance of the text as a linguistic object.301 For Gadamer hermeneutics 

is a ‘corrective’ to the methodological emphasis of natural sciences, for Ricoeur, 

hermeneutics should have an epistemological function. For Ricoeur hermeneutics 

cannot not be conceived as an ontology or as a universal theory of understanding, 

but must be limited to interpretation of the text. Ricoeur admits “great proximity 

to the work” of Gadamer, but adds “it is indeed my concern to avoid the pitfall         

of an opposition between (…) understanding and explanation,”302 even though his 

own hermeneutic seems to appear as an attempt to re-regionalise hermeneutics.303 

Ricoeur wants to shift the primary locus of hermeneutics and constitute a critical 

supplement to Gadamer’s hermeneutics of tradition. This hermeneutical 

enterprise is based on the moment of distance not as something to be avoided, 

but as the condition of understanding. 

The best sources for Ricoeur's analysis of Gadamer are the works “Ethics and 

Culture” (1973), “Philosophical Hermeneutics and Theological Hermeneutics” 

(1975), Human Sciences (1981), and Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology 

(1986).304 They illustrate the need to overcome the concept of participation           

in Gadamer's philosophy in which Gadamer refutes an alienating distanciation 

(Verfremdung).305 Gadamer talks about the matter of the text that addresses us, 

but Ricoeur asks, can this matter be left to speak about without confronting the 

critical question of the way in which pre-understanding and prejudices are 

mixed?306 He thinks that the hermeneutical experience discourages recognition 

                                                        
301 “The most immediate difference between them is their diverging positions in regard to text.” 
AYLESWORTH, Gary E. Dialogue, Text, Narrative: Confronting Gadamer and Ricoeur.                     
In: SILVERMAN, Hugo (ed.). Gadamer and Hermeneutics. London/New York: Routledge, 1991, pp. 
63-81, p. 63. 
302 RICOEUR, Paul. Hermeneutics and the Human Science: Essays on Language, Action and 
Interpretation. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 36.  
303 RICOEUR, Paul. Philosophical Hermeneutics and Theological Hermeneutics. Studies in 
Religion/Sciences Religieuses. 1975/76, vol. 5, p. 15. 
304 See the bibliographic data of these resources in the bibliography at the end of this thesis. 
305 RICOEUR, P. Ethics and Culture Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue, p. 160; RICOEUR, P. 
Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology, p. 328. See also PIERCEY, Robert. Ricoeur's Account 
of Tradition and the Gadamer–Habermas Debate. Human Studies. 2004, vol. 27, issue 3,                              
pp. 259-280. 
306 RICOEUR, P. Hermeneutics and the Human Science: Essays on Language, Action and 
Interpretation, p. 90. 
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of critical instance. Ricoeur states that the moment of distance is the very core 

of historical efficacy; basically Gadamer claims the same, otherwise his concept 

of fusion would not be possible. Ricoeur agrees with Gadamer that the horizon 

is not closed,307 but does not agree with Gadamer that it is a unique horizon. 

This situation is dichotomous and “prevents Gadamer from really recognizing 

the critical instance and hence rendering justice to the critique of ideology.”308 

Ricoeur rather talks about the meeting of two distant horizons “the tension 

between the self and the other, between the near and the far, is accomplished   

on the distant horizon.”309 This is the point where Ricoeur further develops 

Gadamer’s thoughts and claims that distanciation is the very interior                         

of participation, a positive component and a condition of interpretation since              

it belongs to it.310   

In “Philosophical Hermeneutics and Theological Hermeneutics” Ricoeur leads          

a polemical discussion with Gadamer and discusses the autonomy of the text           

in relation with the intention of the author. This leads Ricoeur to give a more 

positive meaning to the concept of Verfremdung than the term has in Gadamer’s 

work. What the text means is  no longer what the author meant, and the 

autonomous text can search its own audience. As such, the Verfremdung, 

distance, is a “genuine constitution of the text as writing.”311 Distance                     

is therefore not something that must be overcome, but is a condition                            

for understanding. Ricoeur acknowledges that in comparison to Gadamer’s 

universality of philosophical hermeneutics his hermeneutical conception                    

is much more narrow.312 

 

                                                        
307 RICOEUR, P. Ethics and Culture Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue, p. 160. 
308 RICOEUR, Paul. Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology. In: WACHTERHAUSER, Brice 
(ed.). Hermeneutics and the Modern Philosophy. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 
1986, p. 328. 
309 RICOEUR, P. Ethics and Culture Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue, p. 160. 
310 See RICOEUR, P. Hermeneutics and the Critique of Ideology, p. 328. 
311 RICOEUR, P. Philosophical Hermeneutics and Theological Hermeneutics, p. 19. 
312 Ibidem, p. 15. 
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 Linguisticality of the texts 

 

This is connected with the biggest difference between them, which lies in the 

concept of linguisticality. Ricoeur claims that belonging to tradition happens 

only through the interpretation of signs and texts, and works “within which 

cultural heritages are inscribed and offered for our decipherment.”313 He refers 

here to Dilthey, who pointed to the expression of life in cultural signs that 

became autonomous from the author/creator, and who also focused on fixation 

in writing as the major cultural event for transmission of tradition.314 Ricoeur 

sees fixation as a phenomenon of the autonomy of the text, a threefold 

autonomy: autonomy with regard to the reader, autonomy with regard to the 

initial context of discourse, and autonomy with regard to the initial audience. 

Ricoeur calls this a productive distanciation which makes the transmission             

of tradition possible. Simply said, what the author originally meant in the text 

is no longer its meaning, mediation by language is understood as mediation 

through text.  

Ricoeur proposed to overcome this distance between text and reader by renewed 

participation in the text. Whereas Gadamer ignored this distance, Ricoeur saw 

it as a foundation of the hermeneutical act of a reader’s appropriation of the 

text.315 This is similar to Schleiermacher, who wanted to perform a detailed 

examination of the text. But for Ricoeur the sense is disclosed and is not hidden, 

it is in front of the text and not behind it, we do not deal with the author,                  

but with the text. Here Ricoeur follows Heidegger, when saying that the 

interpretation of text is an activity of existential significance, but the modes            

of being do not open in a harmonious entering into the text (as in Gadamer), but 

are disclosed in a critical interpretation of the text. Therefore, unlike Gadamer, 

                                                        
313 RICOEUR, P. Ethics and Culture Habermas and Gadamer in Dialogue, p. 160. 
314 “The moment of distanciation is implied by fixation in writing.” RICOEUR, P. Hermeneutics 
and the Critique of Ideology, p. 328. 
315 See RICOEUR, P. Úkol hermeneutiky, where he describes this thoroughly- 
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Ricoeur welcomed modern methodological proposals as potentially helpful 

suggestions on the way towards a truly critical concept of hermeneutics.            

He admits that there is no single interpretative move which releases meaning, 

but there are conflicting aims and methods which seek to appropriate text.              

For the first time the text as a text is taken seriously in philosophical 

hermeneutics, and Ricoeur’s concept of autonomy of text opened texts                      

to a multiplicity of new appropriations through reading.316  

How can we evaluate this debate between Gadamer and Ricoeur? Aylesworth’s 

presentation of this debate puts Gadamer and Ricoeur in striking opposition - 

there are overlapping themes, but differences are in the view of text, dialogue, 

technology, subject and reflection.317 Lawlor on the other hand, focuses 

dominantly on finding unity between the authors, which according to him,                

lies in their attempt to recover a dialectical nature of understanding from the 

Greeks and Hegel.318 This is the moment on which we should build.                           

Both Gadamer and Ricoeur keep concepts of the sameness and the difference 

together. Ricoeur deals with these in the notion of presentation, dialectic                     

of event and meaning and Gadamer in the dialectical process of concept 

formation. For both of them interpretation lies in making something present:         

for Gadamer it is the presentation (Darstellung) of the Sache, for Ricoeur the 

presentation of l’intenté that comes to presence. But the dialectical nature             

of universal and individual, of the relation between the historical character              

of our being in the language and what is beyond, is what makes Ricoeur an ally, 

not a critic. 

 

                                                        
316 On the role of text and symbol in Ricoeur’s thinking, see BAUEROVÁ, Kateřina. Neřečovost 
symbolu u Paula Ricoeura. Teologická reflexe. 2008, vol. 14, issue 1, pp. 78-116. 
317 AYLESWORTH, G. Dialogue, Text, Narrative: Confronting Gadamer and Ricoeur. 
318 LAWLOR, Leonard. The Dialectical Unity of Hermeneutics: On Ricoeur and Gadamer. In: 
SILVERMAN, Hugo (ed.). Gadamer and Hermeneutics. London/New York: Routledge, 1991, pp. 82-
92. These two essays are part of one discussion in the book edited by Hugo Silverman (SILVERMAN, 
Hugo J. (ed.). Gadamer and Hermeneutics. London: Routledge, 1991). Cf. GONZALEZ, Francisco J. 
Dialectic and Dialogue in the Hermeneutics of Paul Ricoeur and H.G. Gadamer. Continental 
Philosophy Review. 2006, vol. 39, pp. 313-345. 
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3.3 Critical Acceptance of Gadamer’s Hermeneutics in the 

Recovery of Theological Hermeneutics 

 

Gadamer engaged with other thinkers at a deep level throughout his life, as was 

shown in the previous sections with Habermas’ and Ricoeur’s critique. There were 

also theological thinkers, who critically received Gadamer's hermeneutics in their 

various fields of interest and continued to build on his thoughts.319 The reason  

theological critical acceptance is important lies in the weakness of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutical method mentioned earlier. This weakness lies in the fact that 

Gadamer did not investigate what transcendent is sufficiently in relation to the 

divine, transcendence appears for him as the acknowledging of human finitude 

freed of any eschatological moment. It is argued that for this reason Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics needs to be further developed by theologians such as Vanhoozer, 

Stobbe, Stuhlmacher, Hilberath, Schillebeeckx and Tracy. His hermeneutics,           

as the thesis points out, would benefit from a closer investigation of the 

participatory relationship between the immanent and the transcendent as we find 

it in Orthodox theology. 

A theological reception of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method can be based              

on various concepts, at this moment only those followed from the beginning will 

be taken into account: historicity, language, tradition, prejudice, conversation. 

First I will point to theological inspiration by the traditional character                        

of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, where the hermeneutical notion of tradition will        

be criticised by Schillebeeckx and Hilberath, but Crowley, Stuhlmacher and 

                                                        
319 Jeanrond in his Theological Hermeneutics says that there are three camps of hermeneutics in 
Christian theology. The first are those who like David Tracy and Hans Küng are open to dialogue 
with other thinkers interested in hermeneutics. Then there are people like Peter Stuhlmacher, Hans 
Frei or George Lindbeck, who want to determine theology predominantly from inside of biblical 
theology. Then there are those who call for the ‘orthodox’ approach to the Bible (K. Barth) and are 
not on favour of contemplating the insights of philosophical hermeneutics for their own work. 
JEANROND, Werner G. Theological Hermeneutics: Development and Significance. London: SCM 
Press, 1991, p. 163. 
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Fiorenza will point to the positive usage of tradition and fusion of horizons in 

theology. Then the inspiration of the transcendental character of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics will be approached. Whereas Vanhoozer will have more 

understanding for parallels between the incarnation and the miracle                            

of understanding and complements it with pneumatology, Stobbe is more critical 

of this character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. Then the historical character will be 

explored in contrast with the universal-historical project of Pannenberg.                 

He builds an eschatological vision about the end of history, but Gadamer’s 

appropriation of history is a never-ending one, therefore non-eschatological. 

Finally the theological inspiration of the conversational character of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics will be approached, especially by Tracy, who builds on the concept 

of conversation as interpretation. 

 

 Theology inspired by the traditional character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

 

The traditional character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics deals primarily with the 

fusion of horizons and therefore this has been very often appropriated                        

in theological discussions about the role of tradition in theology. Gadamer is an 

example of a thinker who rehabilitated tradition and pointed out the overlooked 

area - immersion of human beings in language and history.320 

The earliest Catholic treatment of Gadamer’s notion of tradition is by Edward 

Schillebeeckx,321 who criticises Gadamer for moving hermeneutical attention                   

to possibilities which had been previously expressed and ignoring future 

possibilities.322 Gadamer’s hermeneutics, he states, is theoretical and provides                

                                                        
320 Gadamer rehabilitated tradition and brought it back in to academic discourse by arguing that 
our prejudices serve as a condition of understanding, ‘we belong to history before history belongs 
to us.’ See Vanhoozer’s article on the appropriation of tradition in the theology. VANHOOZER, 
Kevin J. Scripture and Tradition. In: VANHOOZER, Kevin. (ed.). The Cambridge Companion              
to Postmodern Theology. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. 152-153. 
321 In his lecture “Towards a Catholic use of Hermeneutics,” delivered 1967. See SCHILLEBEECKX, 
Edward. Towards a Catholic Use of Hermeneutics. In: SCHILLEBEECKX, Edward. God the Future 
of Man. New York: Sheed & Ward, 1968, pp. 1-50.   
322 Schillebeeckx deals also with Habermas and wrongly evaluated Gadamer as a historic sceptic. 
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no criterion for the correctness of theological interpretation.323 Bernd Hilberath, 

the most thorough of all Catholic expositors of Gadamer,324 has a similar critique 

of the subordination of tradition. He acknowledges two things Gadamer says: that 

the criteria for judging traditions are bequeathed by tradition, and that the proof 

for concrete Christian traditions “is the task of theology, whose bonds with the 

past are unbreakable.”325 But he criticises Gadamer for concentrating too 

exclusively on an abstract condition of understanding and refuses to offer 

theoretical justification for anything except  tradition in general.326 Nevertheless, 

while Hilberath laments the lack of epistemological criteria, he missed the value 

of Gadamer’s concept of application that shows the unity of cognition and 

evaluation.327 

An example of a Catholic thinker who makes a positive application of Gadamer's 

concept of tradition and fusion of horizons is Paul Crowley.328 His thesis is that 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics with the principle of fusion of horizons offers a key           

to a new approach to dogmatic development, a hermeneutical framework for 

discussion of dogmatic development.329 The application of this principle shows 

                                                        
(SCHILLEBEECKX, Edward. Auf dem Weg zu einer katholischen Anwendung der Hermeneutik. 
In: SCHILLEBEECKX, Edward. Gott – die Zukunft des Menschen. Mainz: Grünewald, 1969, p. 45). I 
must mention here a very correct note of Mark Fischer, who in his dissertation (FISCHER, Mark 
F. Catholic Hermeneutics: The Theology of Tradition and the Philosophy of Gadamer. Doctor of 
Philosophy, Graduate Theological Union, 1983, p. 669) observes, that Schillebeeckx’s conclusion     
is based on the misreading of a place in a Wahrheit und Method (second edition, 1965, p. 502), 
where he considers to be Gadamer’s position what actually Gadamer criticises by Löwith. 
323 For this see also in his other book, The Understanding of Faith: Interpretation and Criticism. New 
York, Sheed & Ward, 1981, p. 57. 
324 His book is an encounter of theology and Gadamer’s philosophy and offers an encyclopaedic 
review of Gadamer’s doctrines and their reception. See his book HILBERATH, Bernd Jochen. 
Theologie zwischen Tradition und Kritik: Die philosophische Hermeneutk Hans-Georg Gadamers als 
Herausforderung des theologischen Selbstverständnisses. Düsseldorf: Patmos Verlag, 1978 (based on 
the dissertation from 1977). Fischer admits that Hilberath is an extreme critic. (FISCHER, M. 
Catholic Hermeneutics: The Theology of Tradition and the Philosophy of Gadamer, p. 670). Stobbe     
in his review of the book calls it “verläßlichste Einführung in die Gedankenwelt Gadamers.” 
STOBBE, Heinz-Günther. Hilberath, Bernd Jochen: Theologie zwischen Tradition und Kritik. 
Rezension. Theologische Revue. 1979, p. 47. 
325 HILBERATH, B. Theologie zwischen Tradition und Kritik, pp. 309-310. 
326 See HILBERATH, B. Theologie zwischen Tradition und Kritik, pp. 293-294. 
327 Hilberath misses the criteria according to which we can value particular traditions. See 
HILBERATH, B. Theologie zwischen Tradition und Kritik, p. 218. 287. 308-309, 328-329. 
328 See CROWLEY, Paul G. Dogmatic Development after Newman: The Search for a Hermeneutical 
Principle in Newman, Marin-Sola, Rahner and Gadamer. Dissertation, The Faculty of the Graduate 
Theological Union, 1983. 
329 CROWLEY, P. Dogmatic Development after Newman, p. v. 



104 

how the message of revelation announced in the kerygma of faith can remain self-

same and timeless even it is understood within a new horizon. In the fusion            

of horizon, an exchange occurs in understanding of what is transmitted and 

received, as illustrated in the example of relation of old and new, where the old 

understanding appears in the context of new, and where the new returns to old. 

This example shows how transmitted truth can remain itself even in a new 

situation, and can explain new aspects of revealed truth in the Church’s ongoing 

and historical experience of faith. So, Gadamer’s fusion of horizons shows how 

new aspects of what is revealed can be possible without jeopardizing what                

is revealed.  

Further theological development underlines that understanding of the faith             

is defined as a process of fusion of horizons occurring in the history of effects.330 

A Protestant theologian Peter Stuhlmacher sees that Gadamer emphasises the 

historical effective consciousness of the interpreter aware of his historical 

situation, and by it he breaks the naivety of historicism (it is possible to search 

historical objects objectively without reflecting one’s own situation). Stuhlmacher 

gives the  example of the epistle to Romans. It is without doubt that this epistle 

has had an immense influence on Western Christianity, but our interest in this 

book is influenced by the history of effects (Wirkungsgeschichte) of this book.       

For Gadamer understanding has a form of fusion of the horizons and the profit     

is the expanding and modification of the current horizon, but Stuhlmacher              

gives emphasis to the ability of the interpreter to apply his own historical 

situation, which is needed in order to admit the otherness of the text.331                               

                                                        
330 “Dass Verstehen stets ein Prozess von Horizontverschmelzung darstellt und seinem Wesen 
nach zugleich ein wirkungsgeschichtlicher Vorgang ist.” STUHLMACHER, Peter. Vom Verstehen 
des Neuen Testaments: eine Hermeneutik. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979, p. 197). See 
the whole section, pp. 197-201. 
331 STUHLMACHER, P. Vom Verstehen des Neuen Testaments, p. 197. Scroggs criticises Stuhlmacher 
as “it seems to me that Stuhlmacher does not envision a real conversation but one in which the 
prejudices of dogmatics are to be imposed on the tradition which the test expresses. We need rather 
to seek a conversation in which the text can remain free from the imposition of dogmatic, and yet 
one which does not destroy the truth of a text.” SCROGGS, Robin. Can New Testament Theology Be 
Saved: The Threat of Contextualisms. Union Seminary Quarterly Review. 1988, vol. 42, issue 1-2, p. 
25. Scroggs states that Gadamer’s hermeneutics is in the background of his hermeneutics of 
consent and asks if his conclusion is consonant with Gadamer’s position. 
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Francis Schüssler Fiorenza continues in this that understanding is not placing 

one’s self into the shoes of others, but entails the fusion of horizons.332                       

In the realm of theological education, says Fiorenza, Gadamer’s hermeneutics          

is significant as it shows that religious tradition exists paradigmatically in the 

classics of that tradition which should not be relegated as past relics, but                     

as something to which we belong. Theological education should point a student 

into the community of classics, so that his horizon is enlarged and he is able            

to grasp the relevance of tradition for current practice and the life of faith.333 

 

 Theology inspired by the transcendental character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

 

In the previous sections we analysed moments of tradition and the fusion                   

of horizons, now the focus will be on transcendental inspiration. Transcendental 

is used here in the Kantian sense, as a way in which we know objects even before 

we experience them. The transcendental character in Gadamer’s hermeneutics             

is visible especially when one concentrates on how Gadamer describes the miracle 

of understanding. Kevin Vanhoozer points out that for Gadamer the event                   

of understanding is what happens to us over and above our willing, and the role 

of communicative agent is given to the subject-matter (Sache) and not to the 

author. Is then the event of understanding an active mastery or a passive 

happening, he asks.334 Gadamer’s preferred term that describes the way that 

matter beyond the text expresses itself is miracle (Wunder): “miracle of ‘an inner 

                                                        
332 Takes an example of Sophocles Antigone, where one should not abstract from one’s own 
situation, but rather appropriate the classic to the one’s own life practice. FIORENZA, Francis 
Schüssler. Theory and Practice: Theological Education as a Reconstructive, Hermeneutical, and 
Practical Task. Theological Education. 1987, vol. 23, p. 114. 
333 “Theological education based on Gadamer’s hermeneutics underscores the distance as well           
as the authority of classic expression of religious belief and the need to affect a retrieval and fusion 
of horizons.” FIORENZA, F. S. Theory and Practice: Theological Education as a Reconstructive, 
Hermeneutical, and Practical Task, p. 121. Traditional character further in Gadamer’s 
hermeneutics cannot avoid the mimetic character of understanding, which is tightly connected          
to it. See more on this in SCHWEIKER, William. Sacrifice, Interpretation, and the Sacred: The 
Import of Gadamer and Girard for Religious Studies. Journal of the American Academy of Religion. 
1987, vol. 55, issue 4, pp. 791-810. 
334 In his article VANHOOZER, Kevin J. Discourse on Matter Hermeneutics and the 'Miracle'            
of Understanding. International Journal of Systematic Theology. 2005, vol.7, issue 1, pp. 5-37, p, 7. 
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word’ becoming an ‘external word’ while all the while remaining itself.                

Language is the self-presentation of Sache.”335 What comes into language 

therefore is different from the spoken word (parole), it is the Sache selbst (self-

presentation of truth content, subject matter). For Gadamer understanding is not 

participation in the Sache itself, but in the conversation about it. Interpreting          

is less a subjective act than a participation in an event of tradition, says Gadamer. 

It means that on one side the event depends on tradition (communal aspect), but 

on the other it is always a situation of an individual and the event.336 The miracle 

of understanding remains a mystery for Gadamer. Understanding is not the 

methodological activity of a human subject, it is something that Sache does and 

the subject (person) ‘suffers.’ Moreover, exactly here Gadamer invokes an analogy 

with the incarnation, as a relation between human speech and thought.                 

The miracle of understanding is a miracle of the inner Word becoming the 

external word, while it remains what it is.337 

Despite Gadamer’s appeal to the incarnation, the option that the Sache swallows 

up extern words implies according to Vanhoozer a rather unorthodox picture        

in which the inner word overwhelms the historical particularities. When 

searching for a Christological heresy equivalent to Gadamer’s position, 

Vanhoozer talks about the form of monophysitism associated with the extreme 

Alexandrian form in the early Church, called Apollinarianism.338 This position           

is (and was) heretical because it calls the true humanity of Jesus into question.339 

Vanhoozer’s proposal is that we must employ Christian categories not notionally 

                                                        
335 VANHOOZER, K. Discourse on Matter: Hermeneutics and the 'Miracle' of Understanding,           
p. 29. See Gadamer GW 1, 424: “Das größere Wunder der Sprache liegt nicht darin, daß das Wort 
Fleisch und im aüßeren Sein heraustritt, sondern daß das, was so heraustritt und sich in der 
Äußerung äußert, immer schon Wort ist.” 
336 An example is Acts 8, Philip and the eunuch from Ethiopia: Do you understand what you are 
reading? The matter is unclear, the author is silent. The answer is in tradition and this is the agent 
to which Philip refers. It is the hermeneutic crossroads. See the book VANHOOZER, Kevin, James 
SMITH and Bruce BENSON (eds.). Hermeneutics at the Crossroads. Indiana University Press, 2006. 
337 GW 1, 424. 
338 This position emphasised the one divine nature of Jesus Christ where λόγος virtually takes the 
place of the human mind of Jesus. 
339 I must state that this concern of Vanhoozer is inadequate, because this was exactly why 
Gadamer moved from Augustine and the stoics to Aquinas and emanation, to avoid this possibility. 
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but operationally for the sake of understanding the miracle of understanding. 

Gadamer tries to correlate to approximate Christian doctrines by purely secular 

means. Vanhoozer believes that Gadamer’s account is secular because it employs 

theological themes in a merely notional fashion. Gadamer’s description                            

of a hermeneutical condition where Sache initiates the process of understanding 

fails, unless the Christian categories are given an operational position, not only 

illustrative. The only way Gadamer’s description works is the interpretation              

of the Bible, where Sache is a grace, the Holy Spirit. Vanhoozer points out that          

in order for understanding to happen, the interpreter must exhibit certain virtues. 

Can those who do righteousness engage in a conversation in which they will let 

something to be told to them?340 When Gadamer talks about effective historical 

consciousness, we should talk about pneumatic consciousness, suggests 

Vanhoozer. Interpretative virtues (humility, openness) are Spirit gifts, and                        

it is  the Spirit who does the ministry of Sache. 

A different way in which the transcendental character is visible is when we put                        

it in opposition to methodological analysis, as does Heinz-Günther Stobbe. He refers 

first of all to the contradiction in Gadamer’s analysis that does justice to unexamined 

presuppositions of a person, and at the same time also to the ways developed within 

a tradition.341 This self-contradiction lies in Gadamer’s preferring transcendental 

analysis rather than methodological. Transcendental is when Gadamer seeks what 

happens in the interpretation that transcends the will of the interpreter.342 This                      

is wrong, thinks Stobbe, since only methodological reflection can help to distinguish 

between false and true prejudices.343 Stobbe minds the lack of methodological 

guidelines, and thinks that it ends in relativism and not in objectivity.344 

                                                        
340 VANHOOZER, K. Discourse on Matter Hermeneutics and the 'Miracle' of Understanding, p. 32. 
341 STOBBE, Heinz-Günther. Hermeneutik - Ein ökumenisches Problem eine Kritik der Katholische 
Gadamer-Rezeption. Zürich/Köln/Gütersloh: Benzinger, 1981. This book is an “extremely 
unsympathetic exposition of Gadamer.” So FISCHER, M. Catholic Hermeneutics: The Theology                         
of Tradition and the Philosophy of Gadamer, p. 694. 
342 See FISCHER, M. Catholic Hermeneutics: The Theology of Tradition and the Philosophy                     
of Gadamer, p. 695. 
343 STOBBE, H.-G. Hermeneutik - Ein ökumenisches Problem eine Kritik der Katholische Gadamer-
Rezeption, p. 38. 
344 Ibidem, p. 47. In order to be fair, I must underline that Gadamer’s thought is also methodological, 
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 Theology inspired by Gadamer’s concept of history 

 

The next issue is the notion of history. By historical character here is meant the 

concept of universal history as theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg345 developed            

it in his reaction346 to Gadamer’s book.347 He states that when dealing with biblical 

texts, we must be aware of two gaps: (i) the gap between biblical texts and the events 

to which they point, this gap should be bridged over by historical study.348 (ii) The 

gap between first century Christianity and our present age, this is to be bridged by 

hermeneutics. Combining these two methods (historical study and hermeneutics) 

leads to a union, which Pannenberg calls ‘universal-historical’ understanding.349 

Pannenberg goes further and argues that these wider life settings and epochs have 

their meaning only as parts of an even more comprehensive continuity of events.350 

Therefore, the role of interpreter is not merely to reconstruct the texts as something 

merely past, but on the contrary, must grasp them in the continuity of meaning       

in which they stand, which connects them with the present age.351 

                                                        
since his description of what happens in interpretation presupposes a certain methodological 
practice, although it does not get the priority transcendental reflection does. 
345 Retired Professor of Fundamental and Ecumenical Theology at the University in Munich. 
346 Article “Hermeneutics and Universal History” (1963). Originally published as “Hermeneutik und 
Universalgeschichte” in Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche. Pannenberg published his article in 
unchanged form in Grundfragen systematische Theologie. Göttingen: Vadenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1967, 
pp. 91-112. A translation by Paul Achtemeier appeared in History and Hermeneutic, Journal for Theology 
and Church 4 (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1967), pp. 122-152. A revised translation was made by 
George H. Kehm and is published in Basic Questions in Theology, v.1, London: SCM Press, pp. 96-136. 
347 Gadamer did not write any large essay in order to answer Pannenberg’s comments. There are 
just a few remarks from his essays. In 1965, in the preface to the second edition of Wahrheit und 
Methode, Gadamer mentioned Pannenberg’s article among the list of many other theologians who 
criticised his work and from whom he learned much, although he had not managed to make use 
of it yet. (GW 2, 437, Vorvort zur 2. Auflage, 1965). In GW 2, 246 (Rhetorik, Metakritik und 
Ideologiekritik, 1967) Gadamer sees Pannenberg’s article as a “highly useful discussion of my 
book” (Translation taken from LINGE, David E. (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer Philosophical 
Hermeneutics. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1977, p. 36) and 
comments further that “there is no really dispute between Pannenberg and myself”(…) Pannenberg 
does not propose to renew Hegel’s claim either. There is only the difference that the Christian 
theologian has its fixed point in the absolute historicity of the Incarnation”. (Ibidem, p. 37).  
348 “Biblical texts are to be interpreted in accordance with the intention of their authors and thus 
with the reference to the situation in which they were written.” PANNENBERG, W. Hermeneutics 
and Universal History, p. 97. 
349 Historical study presupposes that an event or text cannot be understood in isolation but                    
it receives its meaning only when it is viewed in a wider tradition or a context (Sitz im Leben). 
350 So “the true visage is revealed only within universal continuities of events and of meaning.” 
PANNENBERG, Wolfhart. Hermeneutics and Universal History. In: PANNENBERG, Wolfhart. 
Basic Questions in Theology: Collected Essays, v. 1. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2008, p. 98. 
351 Paraphrased PANNENBERG, W. Hermeneutics and Universal History, p. 100. 
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Pannenberg and Gadamer have a few things in common: (i) Pannenberg 

appreciates Gadamer’s attempt to rid hermeneutics of all objectifying 

procedures;352 (ii) they agree that understanding is profoundly historical;             

(iii) Pannenberg recognises a respect for the historical distance of the text from 

the contemporary interpreter; (iv) the horizon of understanding arises in the 

process of understanding and it is not assumed/presupposed in advance,                             

it is actually formed in a dialectical process of understanding; (v) there is also               

an agreement as regards the ultimate need for a fusion of horizons, a more 

comprehensive horizon must be projected, which includes both the horizon of the 

text and the interpreter.353 Polemic rises around the term history. Gadamer 

recognises a total historicity of man in the event of hermeneutical understanding, 

that is, man is always related to his historical tradition which arrives out of his 

past and influencs his future. This is called the ‘historical nature of the 

interpreter,’ which requires that the understood be necessarily applied to his 

present situation. Pannenberg agrees with this, but further oppresses Gadamer’s 

observations regarding history as the overarching category. Pannenberg talks 

about a ‘universal-historical approach’ and its concern for continuity of meaning 

between past events and present interpretation.354  

Pannenberg talks about provisional ‘understanding’ – what we know and 

understand, we know and understand only provisionally. Any current 

understanding is never absolute and only the future experience of reality can 

show us what we have understood correctly and what we have understood 

incorrectly.355 Our understanding of the whole of reality is provisional because 

that ‘whole’ is essentially historical, still in the process of being worked out,           

                                                        
352 They both share distaste for “pretensions of a simplified positivism which purports to begin 
with foundational facts independently of hermeneutical understanding.” THISELTON, Anthony. 
New Horizons in Hermeneutics. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1992, p. 331. 
353 “Gadamer excellently describes the way in which the past and present are brought into relation 
to each other in the process of understanding as a fusion of horizons.” PANNENBERG, W. 
Hermeneutics and Universal History, p. 117. 
354  PANNENBERG, W. Hermeneutics and Universal History, p. 100. 
355 This is true for knowledge of God, as well, because “God’s revelation in Jesus Christ is indeed 
only an anticipation of the final event which will be the actual revelatory event.” PANNENBERG, 
W. Basic Questions in Theology, vol. 2, p. 44. 
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still becoming what it shall be. From this conclusion, Pannenberg is compelled            

to investigate an eschatological vision of the end of history, claimed                                 

to be anticipated in a provisional way, in the history of Jesus of Nazareth. The 

comprehensive horizon, which Pannenberg postulates, is that of an eschatological 

kingdom of God. The end of history is known as an ‘anticipatory’ or ‘proleptic’ way 

through the teaching and resurrection of Jesus.356 

Why do I mention this? It is because the weakness of Gadamer’s hermeneutics,  

as pointed out earlier, is that it does not investigate what is transcendent 

sufficiently in relation to the divine, and transcendence appears as the 

acknowledgement of human finitude freed of any eschatological moment.                  

It is argued that for this reason Gadamer’s hermeneutics needs to be further 

developed by theologians, such as Pannenberg. The act of truly retaining the 

uniqueness of a text from the past, and yet, connecting this text with the present, 

requires the establishment of a historical continuity between the past and the 

present. Therefore, the end of history must be known if there is to be a horizon 

comprehensive enough to contain the past as a past and yet to furnish a link            

to the present.357 Such a universal history furnishes a mountain peak from which 

the meaning and continuity of history can be assessed.358 Pannenberg insists that 

Gadamer’s own hermeneutic moves him toward a conception of universal 

history.359 But Gadamer’s distaste for all such speculative philosophies of history 

and his own insistence upon human finitude forces him to refute such universal 

histories. Pannenberg (with his idea of history as a totality presented from the 

perspective of the end) seeks significantly to use Hegel’s modified conception       

of history.360 Instead of that, Gadamer asserted that the process of integration and 

                                                        
356 “It is precisely this understanding of history as something whose totality is given by the fact 
that its end has become accessible in a provisional and anticipatory way that is to be gathered 
today from the history of Jesus in its relationship to the Israelite-Jewish tradition.” PANNENBERG, 
W. Hermeneutics and Universal History, p. 135. 
357  PANNENBERG, W. Hermeneutics and Universal History, p. 129. 
358 So HALSEY, Jim S. History, Language, and Hermeneutic: The Synthesis of Wolfhart 
Pannenberg. Westminster Theological Journal. 1979, vol. 41, issue 2, p. 283. 
359 PANNENBERG, W. Hermeneutics and Universal History, p. 129. 
360 So TUPPER, Elgin Frank. The Theology of Wolfhart Pannenberg. Philadelphia, PA: Westminster 
Press, 1973, p. 121.  
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appropriation of history is a never-ending one; there is no ‘end’ (telos) of history. 

It never reaches completion nor does it progress towards completion. It is clear 

that in his rejection of a Hegelian end of history Gadamer also rejects the 

permanence of a universal plan of  history, such as found in classical salvation-

historical patterns (for example, creation, sin, redemption, judgment, eternal 

life…). In this way, Gadamer’s hermeneutics of history does not seem to                   

provide any connection between the search for truth and its full attainment                                     

in an eschatological state. For Gadamer there is no permanent understanding             

of the relationship between truth and the future, such as might be in a Christian 

salvation history in which the search for truth is eschatologically oriented 

towards union with the ground of truth, namely God. 

 

 Theology inspired by Gadamer’s notion of conversation 

 

Next we move to the notion of conversation. When Thomas Guarino in his study 

on revelation and foundationalism seeks to address how to maintain the 

universality of revelation, but still to incorporate the “newly-presenced horizons 

of otherness and difference,”361 he traces three major strands of hermeneutic 

theory: reconstructive, phenomenological and radical. He places David Tracy with 

Gadamer as representatives of an ontological middle movement, more precisely 

Tracy’s theology as an appropriation of Gadamer’s hermeneutics.362 The reason 

                                                        
361 GUARINO, Thomas. Revelation and Foundationalism: Toward Hermeneutical and Ontological 
Appropriateness. Modern Theology. 1990, vol. 6, issue. 3, p. 222. Guarino generally identifies the 
Catholic approach very close to being re-constructivist and objectivist, but he finds the 
phenomenological approach very appealing, almost as certain as reconstructive hermeneutics: 
“One may ask, on a practical plane, if reconstructive hermeneutics possesses the resources                    
to handle the type of pluralism which will likely be essential to Christian unity? Does it possess 
the resources to handle the growth of the Christian message in other cultures and continents?           
It is just such issues as ecumenism and inculturation which make the phenomenological 
hermeneutics of Gadamer and Tracy so attractive.” GUARINO, T. Revelation and Foundationalism: 
Toward Hermeneutical and Ontological Appropriateness, pp. 231-232. Cf.  PEARSON, Brook W.R. 
Corresponding Sense: Paul, Dialectic, and Gadamer. Leiden/Boston/Köln: Brill, 2001, p. 305. 
362 Similarly also JEANROND, Werner G. Biblical Criticism and Theology: Toward a New Biblical 
Theology. Journal of Literature & Theology. 1992, vol. 6, issue 3, p. 218. He even says, that since 
Schleiermacher “no other theologian has advanced the understanding of the role of hermeneutics 
in theology as much as David Tracy.” On a positive appropriation of Gadamer’s thought by David 
Tracy see CULPEPPER, J. The Value of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Philosophy for Christian 



112 

for this appropriation is that where the Catholic position works with the 

theological emphasis on the notions of presence, identity, continuity, and 

integrity; the philosophical climate uses terms such as otherness, difference,           

or historicity.363 He is right, as Tracy follows Gadamer in many areas: focus           

on interpretation, emphasis on radical finitude, rejection of Caratesianism and 

plurality of meanings.364 Nevertheless, he does not let hermeneutics collapse into 

inappropriate relativism, so he searches for the criteria “for the adjudication          

of conflicting interpretation”365 and turns here to Habermas and Ricoeur. Tracy    

is committed to an open-ended process of reading biblical texts and of conversing 

about adequate methods of reading, does not want to avoid conflict                                  

of interpretations, and encourages tackling the problem of plurality.366 

This is visible in the book Plurality and Ambiguity (1987), where Tracy pushes the 

importance of interpretation in theology and the need to reflect and interpret the 

very process of interpretation, “we need to reflect on what none of us can finally 

evade: the need to interpret in order to understand at all.”367 That is not a minor 

matter, because when we act, judge, experience, we always are doing 

interpretation, “To understand at all is to interpret.”368 When Tracy talks about 

the problem of interpretation while interpreting the phenomenon to be 

interpreted, someone interpreting, and interaction between these two realities,            

he does not explicitly mention who lies in the background of these thoughts, 

                                                        
Thought, pp. 187-201, where he schematised this appropriation has several steps: recognition             
of presuppositions, submission to the claim of the text, and  conversation with the text. 
363 GUARINO, T. Revelation and Foundationalism, p. 221. 
364 Hermeneutics has its advantages and there are reasons why it is attractive: promises more 
successful interfaith dialogue, invites interpretative force to join forces,  it is a more mature version 
of existentialism, and incorporates concerns of all critical movements, therefore, no one could 
actually seriously doubt achievements of the hermeneutical tradition. 
365 GUARINO, T. Revelation and Foundationalism, p. 229. 
366 Jeanrond says that we should agree with the pluralistic project of interpretation Tracy talks 
about, but we should also link it dialectically “to the development of principles and strategies            
of Christian action.”  JEANROND, W. Biblical Criticism and Theology: Toward a New Biblical 
Theology, p. 225. 
367 TRACY, David. Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope. San Francisco: Harper & 
Row, 1987, pp. 8-9. See also RIKE, Jennifer L. Introduction: Radical Pluralism and Truth in the 
Thought of David Tracy. In: JEANROND, Werner G. and Jennifer RIKE (eds.). Radical Pluralism 
and Truth: David Tracy and the Hermeneutics of Religion. New York: Crossroad, 1991, pp. ix-xxvii. 
368 TRACY, D. Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope, p. 9. 
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Gadamer is not mentioned at all.369 But in a footnote he writes 

In this and in the following sections, the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer on 

interpretation is prominent. (...) The analysis I give of interpretation-as-

conversation, although clearly indebted to Gadamer’s pioneering work, is 

less directed than his to an ontology of understanding and more to 

developing an empirical model for the interpretation of texts, these two 

enterprises are not, I believe, divisive, but they are clearly distinct.370   

Tracy takes from Gadamer the notions of classics, pre-understanding, game, 

interaction between text and interpreter, but the strongest emphasis is on the 

concept of conversation as interpretation.371 He is especially interested that “every 

classic needs continuing conversation by the community continued by the history 

of effects.”372 The basis of Tracy’s thesis, is that all “experience is interpretative 

and all interpretation is justly described as a peculiar form of conversation.”373 

Extremely helpful is the analogy of a game which shows that the game does not 

depend on the players (actually, self-conscious players are a danger for the 

game).374 It is also similar with conversation, which Tracy (from Gadamer) sees  

as influenced by questions, “in the back and forth movement of the conversation, 

you allow the logic of questioning to take over. You will go anywhere the question 

will go.”375 Conversation as questioning itself and a willingness to follow the 

question shows a reference to Socrates, as well as to Gadamer. 

                                                        
369 See Ibidem, p. 10. 
370 Ibidem, pp. 115-116, footnote 6.  Actually, Gadamer repeatedly appears in his footnotes as one 
of the first references when talking about hermeneutical concepts: classics, pre-understanding, 
game, etc. 
371 See the article TRACY, David. Is There Hope for the Public Realm? Conversation as 
Interpretation. Social Research. 1998, vol. 65, issue 3, pp. 597-609. This article is similar to the 
section in ‘Plurality and Ambiguity.’ 
372 Where the community is responsible for “rendering explicit its criteria of relative adequacy for 
good, bad, better readings of the classics.” TRACY, D. Is There Hope for the Public Realm?, p. 601.  
373 Ibidem, p. 602. 
374 He develops this in the TRACY, D. Is There Hope for the Public Realm?, p. 604. 
375 Ibidem, p. 605. We should question the text, not the author’s biography, “we must insist upon 
the act of questioning, we must allow that act to test, form and transform itself by allowing 
ourselves to question. To understand is to interpret. To interpret is to converse. To converse with 
any classic text is to find ourselves caught up in the question and answers worthy of a free mind.” 
TRACY, D. Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope, p. 20. 
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Beside Tracy’s positive appropriation of the pluralistic character of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics, he presents also a critique of Gadamer’s thought.376 The critique      

is overtaken from Ricoeur and is based on the statement that the mode                           

of conversation is correct, but does not sufficiently take into account possible 

interruptions in conversation. Anther issue is that Gadamer keeps in mind only 

conscious errors that can happen, but Tracy with Habermas and Ricoeur asks 

what if there are unconscious errors, systematically functioning illusions, like 

sexism, racism, anti-Semitism, etc. The last field of the criticism is that although 

the aspect of otherness is very important for Gadamer, Tracy sees that “it becomes 

necessary to puzzle far more about the otherness than either Gadamer or most 

traditional hermeneutics characteristically does.”377 

 

 Summary 

 

Since its publication, Truth and Method has been acknowledged as one of the most 

important contributions to current philosophy, but at the same time has been 

subject to criticism and discussion. There were many debates that took part in the 

period from 1960 to 2000, but in light of the development of the horizon of human 

understanding and transcendence only Habermas’ and Ricoeur’s critiques were 

mentioned. Special attention was given to these two as they thematised the 

themes that were important for my discussion. In regard to Habermas, two 

particular themes were mentioned that appeared in the discussion between him 

and Gadamer: the universality of linguisticality and the emphasis on tradition and 

authority. Earlier it was stated that the strength of Gadamer’s project is that            

it investigates transcendence as it appears horizontally in historically and 

culturally conditioned mediations, and in giving focus to the historical character 

of our being in the language. This is what Habermas questioned, he rejected the 

                                                        
376 See for example in TRACY, D. Is There Hope for the Public Realm?, pp. 605-608. 
377 Ibidem, p. 608. 
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universality of the hermeneutic project, because Gadamer idealised the role                

of language, and rejected the non-critical acceptance of conservative concepts             

of tradition, authority and prejudice. In regard to Ricoeur a theme of tradition was 

thematised, as he provided a critical supplement to Gadamer’s hermeneutics          

of tradition. He achieved this by overcoming the concept of participation                          

in Gadamer’s hermeneutics and suggested a moment of distance as a core                 

of historical efficacy and the condition for understanding. This posited important 

questions regarding the relation of horizontal and vertical dimensions in the 

horizon of human understanding and transcendence. Namely, the productive 

distanciation and the autonomy of the text, which Ricoeur proposed, dislocated 

Gadamer’s notion of understanding as a presentation and self-revealing of the 

subject-matter. 

Finally attention was given to theologians who continued the reception, critique 

and development of Gadamer’s hermeneutical insights. The reason theological 

critical acceptance is important lies in the weakness of Gadamer’s hermeneutical 

method mentioned earlier. The weakness pointed out lies in the fact that Gadamer 

does not investigate what is transcendent sufficiently in relation to the divine, and 

transcendence appears as the acknowledging of human finitude freed of any 

eschatological moment. It is argued that for this reason Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

need to be further developed by theologians such as Vanhoozer, Stobbe, 

Stuhlmacher, Hilberath, Schillebeeckx and Tracy, and as the thesis points out, 

would benefit from a closer investigation of the participatory relationship between 

the immanent and the transcendent. This investigation had a fourfold inspiration 

by the traditional, transcendental, historical and conversational character                      

of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:   

HORIZONS OF HUMAN UNDERSTANDING  

AND TRANSCENDENCE 

 

This part of my thesis introduces a detailed analysis of horizons of human 

understanding and transcendence in Gadamer’s hermeneutical school, and proceeds 

in three stages. The focus on the historical character of understanding and its 

elements is the first stage of this discussion, and the roles of tradition, history, 

authority and prejudice will be analysed here. According to Gadamer the act                     

of understanding never happens in a hermeneutical vacuum and is influenced                    

by previous understanding. The recovered idea of historicity of understanding               

as a hermeneutical principle builds a tradition in which every interpreter stands. 

This circular movement within the tradition between prejudices and the current 

act of understanding is the presupposition for the second stage, which is the 

fusion of horizons. This fusion is described as a dialogue, an application and                 

play. The application as an integral element of all understanding means the 

involvement of the human subject in the event of understanding. The way the text 

connects with the one who speaks is illustrated as the ‘hermeneutics of dialogue.’ 

By insisting that the subject participates in events of which one could never claim 

to be the source, Gadamer gave an alternative medial path to this discussion, 

which is best visible in the concept of play. 

The third stage of this analysis will proceed from the discussion of the fusion           

of vertical and horizontals aspects of understanding, and put emphasis on how 

transcendence has been approached in the Gadamerian hermeneutical school. 

Here it is important that the whole process of understanding occurs as an event 

of language and that the experience of people with the world is always linguistic. 

The hermeneutical model of incarnation will be brought into discussion in order 

to show the relation between word and thinking. In this sense transcendence           
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is not simply believing in God, but its foundation is a religiously experienced limit 

of human knowledge. In this context the universality of hermeneutics based                

on language is transformed into the universality of the hidden god and the 

universality of not-knowing. A very important mark of new interpretations            

of Gadamer is the focus on relationships between the aesthetic and religious 

experience, when the religious experience is exemplified with the limited human 

experience in the aesthetics.  

 

 Eternal playfellow 

 

The relation between human understanding and transcendence first enters into 

discussion in the epitaph from Rilke’s sonnet, which serves as the motto of Truth 

and Method 

Catch only what you've thrown yourself, all is 

mere skill and little gain; 

but when you're suddenly the catcher of a ball 

thrown by an eternal partner 

with accurate and measured swing 

towards you, to your center, in an arch 

from the great bridgebuilding of God: 

why catching then becomes a power— 

not yours, a world's.378 

                                                        
378 Solange du Selbstgeworfenes fängst, ist alles Geschicklichkeit und läßlicher Gewinn-; erst wenn du 
plötzlich Gänger wirst des Balles, den eine ewige Mitspielerin dir zuwart, deiner Mitte, in genau 
gekonnten Schwung, in einem jener Bögen aus Gottes großem Brückenvau: erst dann ist Fangen-
können ein Vermögen,- Nicht deines, einer Welt.  
The sonnet was published in Rilke’s Die Gedichte 1922 bis 1926. It was written in Muzot on January 
31, 1922, published in 1934 (Says JAMME, Christoph. ‘Being Able to Love and Having to Die’: 
Gadamer and Rilke. In: MALPAS, Jeff (ed.). Consequences of Hermeneutics. Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2010, p. 180). It is interesting to note that Rilke is mentioned                   
in Truth and Method two more times: during the analysis of the concept of play, and when 
Gadamer discusses the relation between writing and speech. See GW 1, 100; GW 1, 371, footnote 
2. Gadamer’s interest in Rilke is visible in his early years, as he was reading him already in high 
school (GRONDIN, J. Hans-Georg Gadamer - eine Biographie, p. 54, Gadamer was reading Stefan 
Georg and Rilke during his high school times); later Gadamer often discussed Rilke in his seminars 
(During the Nazi regime Rilke had important significance for the defence of inner freedom.           
See Gadamer’s essay “Rainer Maria Rilked Deutung des Daseins” (GW 9, 271). In 1955 Gadamer 
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If we take this sonnet as a metaphor for man’s relationship with God, it could             

be said that its message expresses the notion of theology linked to the concept             

of divine revelation - theology as the catching of the ball thrown by eternal 

partner. The ball as a symbol of unpredictable pattern of movement is central.         

Is it the man, compared to a ball, who is thrown (geworfen) through the air,                    

or is it the man himself who throws the ball? It is clear that what addresses us, 

does so from beyond our wanting and doing and beyond our constructs.            

When experiencing something that calls us to go beyond the limits of our 

experience, we experience the limits of our experience. This experience                              

is an awareness that we participate in a process that has more sense than                             

is communicated in a sentence. 

The other question in this sonnet is: Who is the eternal playfellow, the one that 

approaches and requests an answer and reaction from us? If we would know who 

the eternal player is, we would then become the owners of the knowledge and 

would not be capable of being captured by it.379 Gadamer tries to say that 

understanding is a power (Vermögen) that cannot be controlled; although we are 

those who catch the ball, in the end we are those who are caught, it is “grasping 

of what grips us.”380 Is it a coincidence that the eternal playfellow has a feminine 

gender? It seems that all associations on God (der Gott) are excluded, it seems 

more probably that Gadamer has in mind language (feminine, die Sprache), which 

builds the world in which people live. Gadamer’s view is that language                         

                                                        
used the material on Rilke (on which he had been working since 1930) and wrote an extensive 
review of Guardini’s book, named “Rainer Maria Rilked Deutung des Daseins” (GW 9, 271-281). 
Gadamer shared with Guardini that Rilke’s poetry is a truly philosophical object for those living 
today, but criticised him for applying a religious message to Rilke’s words. Rilke was not a religious 
poet according to Gadamer (Against Guardini, that Rilke is not a religious poet, at least not in the 
Christian sense; also see in his other essay in GW 9, 313, Rainer Maria Rilke nach 50 Jahren, 1976). 
A very important engagement of Gadamer with the late Rilke is his 1967 “Mythopoiteische 
Umkehrung in Rilkes Duiniser Elegien” (GW 9,289), which became a standard for contemporary 
interpretations of Rilke's poetry. (Claims JAMME, Ch. ‘Being Able to Love and Having to Die’: 
Gadamer and Rilke, p. 186.) See also HAMNER, Everett. Gadamer as Literary Critic: ‘Authentic 
Interpretation’ of a Rilke Sonnet. Renascence. 2004, vol. 56, issue 4, pp. 256-273. 
379 “To understand, to be able to live in a world, comes to us from an "elsewhere" over which we 
do not have total control.” GRONDIN, J. The Philosophy of Gadamer, p. 17. 
380 “begreifen dessen, was uns ergreift.” GW 2, 108 (Klasische und philosophische Hermeneutik, 
1968). 
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is a universal medium in which and through which we live in the world.381          

The hermeneutical experience occurs in language, but this experience cannot            

be abstracted from language or even formally distinguished from it. We always 

speak from the centre of language and we are never able to take a standpoint 

outside its limits. This shows that a dialogue is requested, or even better, a game 

in which we are involved. This game is associated with the ‘arch in a great bridge’, 

where the limits of our powers are shown in the middle of the game.                          

We are owned by the world in which we live, our role is of reception - we receive 

the ball, we do not produce it, neither play an active role in the throwing of the 

ball.382  

 

4.1 Historical Character of our Understanding and its Elements 

 

While analysing Gadamerian hermeneutics, this thesis shows its strength in 

investigating transcendence as it appears horizontally in historically and culturally 

conditioned mediations, and in giving focus to the historical character of our being 

in language, which includes newly evolving situations, but does not dismiss the 

classics. The historical character of understanding in this part will be divided into 

its main elements and they will be analysed in this order: historicity, historical 

effectivity, temporal distance, prejudice, authority, tradition, hermeneutical circle. 

                                                        
381 “There is no historical existence and there is no hermeneutical experience apart from language.” 
CROWLEY, P. Dogmatic Development after Newman: The Search for a Hermeneutical Principle          
in Newman, Marin-Sola, Rahner and Gadamer, p. 220. 
382 Grondin, one of Gadamer’s most famous students, from the very beginning stated that the 
matter of capturing ‘only what you've thrown yourself’ refers to the Cartesian ideal of method              
of knowledge, which has the result that we become the masters and owners of the knowledge.                  
See GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer, pp. 22-25. Words of Rilke’s sonnet ‘Catch only what 
you've thrown yourself, all is mere skill and little gain‘, show that methodical knowledge will not 
lead us anywhere. There might be result and gain, from the perspective of ‘eternity’ it is a ‘little 
gain.’ This is shown also in the motto of Gadamer’s autobiography ‘De nobis ipsis silemus’ which 
is a short version of words used already by Kant in his Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1787): De nobis 
ipsimus silemus: De re autem, quae agitur, petimus: ut homines eam non Opinionem, sed Opus esse 
cogitent. These words come originally from Baco de Verulamio and his Instauratio magna. 
Praefatio. 
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 Understanding as a historical way of being 

 

At the beginning of this section it must be stated that hermeneutics                                      

is a fundamental way in which human beings are in the world and experience it, 

and should not be narrowed and restricted to interpretation of texts or historical 

events only. This means that one who understands does not stand aside the world 

and history, but is involved in the ongoing interaction.383 This involvement means 

that the interpreter is not an autonomous subject, but is a radically historical and 

finite being.384 Since the interpreter is a historical being, understanding is also                 

a historical act: “Real historical thinking must take account of its own 

historicity.”385 Gadamer’s theory therefore brings a recovery of the idea                     

of historicity as a hermeneutical principle, where all events (past, present and 

future) build a tradition in which every interpreter stands in the moment                   

as he executes the process of understanding 

In fact history does not belong to us; we belong to it. Long before                             

we understand ourselves through the process of self-examination,                         

we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society, and 

state in which we live. The focus of subjectivity is a distorting mirror. The 

self-awareness of the individual is only a flickering in the closed circuits                

of historical life. That is why the prejudices of the individual, far more than 

his judgments, constitute the historical reality of his being.386 

This recovery of historicity is actually a critique of 19th ct. historicism, whose 

representatives attempted to achieve ‘position less’387 understanding. For 

                                                        
383 As Linge writes, “bridges the gap between the familiar world in which we stand and a strange 
meaning that resists assimilation into the horizons of our world.” In his introduction to LINGE, D. 
(ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. xii. Gadamer’s question therefore is: 
“how hermeneutics, once freed from the ontological obstructions of the scientific concept                          
of objectivity, can do justice to the historicity of understanding.” GW 1, 270 (TM, 2004, 268). 
384 See Debora Cook in Silvermans’s Gadamer and Hermeneutics, p. 107. 
385 GW 1, 305 (TM, 2004, 299). On historicity of understanding see also GANDER, Hans-Helmuth. 
Erhebung der Geschichtlichkeit zum hermeneutischen Prinzip. In: FIGAL, Günter. (ed.). Hans-
Georg Gadamer: Wahrheit und Methode. Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2007, pp. 105-126. 
386 GW 1, 281 (TM, 2004, 278). 
387 “positionlos.” So HAMMERMEISTER, K. Hans-Georg Gadamer, p. 59. 
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Gadamer understanding is participation in the event of transmission,388                      

and interpreters cannot ever transcend their own historicity. There is no                    

a-historical position that enables one to approach historicity objectively, but more 

precisely, through the effects in history it already has “filtered its way”389 in the 

mind of the reader. So, the interpreter stands  not only within the tradition and 

belongs to it, but he must also affirm the effects of history upon himself.  

 

 Effective history 

 

This brings a different dimension of historicity, for which Gadamer uses the terms 

Wirkungsgeschichte (effective history) and wirkgungsgeschichtliche Bewusstsein.390 

Wirkgungsgeschichtliche Bewusstsein, translated as ‘effective historical 

consciousness’ or ‘historically effected consciousness,’391 it is the consciousness 

of operating the past in the present time.392 When Gadamer claims that we always 

approach the past from a certain position, he implies that the past consists of two 

                                                        
388 Participation is the central insight of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. See RISSER, J. Hermeneutics and 
the Voice of the Other: Re-reading Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 74. 
389 RINGMA, Ch. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 35. 
390 Wirkunsgeschichte and effective historical consciousness are “Kernbestand der Gadamerschen 
Theorie der hermenetischen Erfahrung.” (GANDER, H.-H. Erhebung der Geschichtlichkeit zum 
hermeneutischen Prinzip, p. 105). Weinsheimer writes: “Wirkungsgeschichte is the reality of the 
history in that it is the history of realisation. What is real works - that is, in realizing itself it works 
itself out. The history of how something works out, or history in its working out,                                             
is Wirkungsgeschichte.” (WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and 
Method, p. 181). For Palmer an effective historical consciousness means “a consciousness in which 
history is ever at work” (PALMER, R. Hermeneutics, p. 191), and for Ringma it “recognises the 
importance of the influence of the history on understanding which forms our prejudices as a 
starting point for understanding the other and which in turn can be enriched by the claims of the 
other.” (RINGMA, Ch. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 37). 
391 There are various translations of this term, let me mention at least several: consciousness of 
standing within a still operant history, the consciousness in which history is ever at work, historically 
effective consciousness, authentically historical consciousness (see PALMER, R. Hermeneutics,                     
p. 191), awareness that one’s own understanding is affected by history (see WEINSHEIMER, J. 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 184). These were gathered by Culpepper 
(CULPEPPER, J. The Value of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Philosophy for Christian Thought, 
p. 96). Hoy laments that the term is practically untranslatable. (HOY, David Cousens. The Critical 
Circle: Literature, History and Philosophical Hermeneutics. University of California Press, 1982, p. 184). 
English translations of Gadamer’s book use the ‘history of effect’. 
392 “The true historical object is not an object of all but a unity of the one and the other,                                   
a relationship that constitutes both the reality of history and the reality of historical 
understanding.” GW 1, 305 (TM, 2004, 299). The key word in these terms is Wirkung, an effect that 
history continues to operate even if no one realises this (silent work of history). The word is similar 
to wirken (knit, weave, integrate), and to verwirklichen (realise, make real). 
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parts. The first is a historical event, the second is its effective history, and both 

effect the interpreter who stands in the present. Gadamer coins these two aspects 

(the reality of history and the realisation of this history) in order to describe the 

process in which humans both participate and interpret the historical tradition.393 

This leads to two conclusions: (i) the reader cannot leave its own present position 

in order to approach the historical object objectively, (ii) the historical 

object/phenomenon itself no longer exists neutrally in its own original context, 

but exists only in its effects during history.394 This includes also that the reader, 

or the one who interprets, is not located in a fixed, neutral and isolated position, 

but exists as a part of history, even more, exists as a part of the history of effects.395  

Gadamer explains effective historical consciousness more closely in one of his later 

works where he points to its double content, 396 that it is consciousness effected        

by history, but also a consciousness of history’s effect.397 Gadamer does not deny 

the existence of objective history, but stresses its existence in mediation, “The 

anticipation of meaning that governs our understanding of a text is not an act                

of subjectivity, but proceeds from the commonality that binds us to the tradition.”398  

                                                        
393 “Understanding is, essentially, a historically effected event.” GW 1, 305. 
394 See on this for example RINGMA, Ch. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, pp. 34-35. 
395 “The illumination of this situation—reflection on effective history—can never be completely 
achieved; yet the fact that it cannot be completed is due not to a deficiency in reflection but to the 
essence of the historical being that we are. To be historically means that knowledge of oneself can 
never be complete.” (GW 1, 306 / TM, 2004, 301). There is a nice example from  Hoy who says that 
we can now read Plato differently than Kant understood him, but we also read him differently 
because of the Kant’s reading of Plato. (HOY, D. The Critical Circle: Literature, History and 
Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 42). Or, we can now read Paul differently than Luther did, but we 
read Paul differently also because of Luther’s reading and interpretation of Paul. (Ibidem, p. 35). 
Reading authoritative texts of religious traditions always shows that our reading is always affected 
by the history of the text’s effects on our consciousness. 
396 “Die Kontinuität der Geschichte und der Augenblick der Existenz” (GW 2, 133-145, see 
especially from p. 142). See in this essay also RISSER, J. Hermeneutics and the Voice of the Other: 
Re-reading Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 79 or HAMMERMEISTER, K. Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, p. 60. 
397 “Wir sind immer schon mitten in der Geschichte darin. Wir sind selber nicht nur ein Glied 
dieser fortrollenden Kette, um mit Herder zu sprechen, sondern wir sind in jedem Augenblick            
in der Möglichkeit, uns mit diesem aus der Vergangenheit zu uns kommenden und Überlieferten 
zu Verstehen. Ich nenne das wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewußtsein, weil ich damit einerseits sagen 
will, daß unser Bewußtsein wirkunggeschichtlich bestimmt ist, d.h. durch ein wirkliches Gesche-
hen bestimmt ist, das unser Bewußtsein nicht frei läßt im Sinne eines Gegenübertretens gegenüber 
der Vergangenheit.” GW 2, 142-143 (Die Kontinuität der Geschichte und der Augenblick der 
Exitenz, 1965). 
398 GW 1, 298 (TM, 2004, 293). 
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 Temporal distance 

 

Let us move one step further. When stating that the act of understanding takes 

place in the history of effects, this does not suspend the distance between the 

past and present. Moreover, the possibility to understand the otherness of the 

text is even conditioned by the difference created by the temporal distance 

(Zeitabstand), which is a “positive and productive condition enabling 

understanding.”399 Temporal distance is not an alienating historical distance          

or an empty abyss or gulf that simply separates us from the world of the text, 

and which must be overcome in order to reach a historical objectivity.                  

This distance is not understood in the sense of emptiness, but it is filled with 

“the continuity of custom and tradition.”400 The present and past are both part 

of the continual tradition through which the past operates in the present.              

In hermeneutics a temporal distance is transformed into an interpretative 

distance which then cannot be overcome, as he writes: “Time is no longer 

primarily a gulf to be bridged because it separates; it is actually the supportive 

ground of the course of events in which the present is rooted. Hence temporal 

distance is not something that must be overcome.”401 An interpretative distance 

is a situation experienced as “polarity of familiarity (Vertrautheit) and 

strangeness (Fremdheit).”402 This means that the polarity exists between our 

belonging to a certain tradition, and between the otherness of the interpreted 

works.  Therefore Gadamer argues that the true home of hermeneutics                   

is between familiarity and strangeness, “The true locus of hermeneutics is this in-

between.”403  

 

                                                        
399 GW 1, 302 (TM, 2004, 297). 
400 Ibidem. 
401 Ibidem. Paul Ricoeur with his concept of productive distanciation tries to contrast Gadamer, 
who (according to Ricoeur) wants to overcome the gap, but what he does is only that he 
undermines Gadamer’s position on dialogue. 
402 GW 1, 300 (TM, 2004, 297). 
403 “In diesem Zwischen ist der wahre Ort der Hermeneutik.” GW 1, 300. 



124 

 Prejudice as a condition of understanding   

 

As we always stand in a certain language and tradition and not in a hermeneutical 

vacuum, it is not possible to access any text’s subject matter objectively, but          

we must approach it  

throughout all the constant distractions that originate in the interpreter 

himself. A person who is trying to understand a text is always projecting. 

He projects a meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial 

meaning emerges in the text.404  

These distractions cannot be avoided, because they are intrinsic to the 

hermeneutical process and the meaning is possible only when we read the text 

with expectations and questions. This is known as theory of Vorurteil 

(prejudice), which is one of Gadamer’s important contributions.405 In most 

modern languages the word prejudice has a negative connotation, as something 

unfounded, unreflective or subjective. But Gadamer draws this concept from a 

German legal terminology, where it means “provisional legal verdict.”406 

Gadamer uses the term very positively, as the starting point and productive 

elements of our understanding, biases of our openness to the world.407 The 

prejudice (pre-judgment) is for Gadamer any judgement that occurs and                  

is brought “before the final examining of all moments that decides the subject 

                                                        
404 GW 1, 271. Translation according to TM, 2004, 269. See “All judgements are conditioned               
by judgements.” LAWN, Ch. The Gadamer Dictionary, p. 115. 
405 Gadamer knows alsoVorverständnis and Vormeinung (GW 1, 272-273) Gadamer uses fore-
conception, prejudice, fore-understanding, pre-understanding, prejudgment as synonyms.                   
The idea of prejudice has a Heideggerian staring point as Gadamer finds the basis for it in early 
Heidegger (See GW 1, 250-252), but it is only Gadamer who makes out of the notion of pre-
understanding a hermeneutical doctrine and implicates that the final meaning proceeds from the 
pre-understanding. Crowley also claims something similar. CROWLEY, P. Dogmatic Development 
after Newman: The Search for a Hermeneutical Principle in Newman, Marin-Sola, Rahner and 
Gadamer, p. 209. 
406 GW 1, 275. Etymologically the word is built as pre-judice (German vor-verständnis, Slovak pred-
úsudok) and it shows that the judgment is not possible before that what comes before it, pre-, vor-. 
407 See “Our own prejudices are an important starting point in  understanding. For that is all            
we have. If fact, that is what we are,” (RINGMA, Ch. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 27)            
or “in short, prejudgements are not something we must or can dispense with, they are the basis           
of our being able to understand history at all.” PALMER, R. Hermeneutics, p. 182. 
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matter.”408 Still, Gadamer does not return to the uncritical understanding and 

rather shows its positive meaning in order to criticise the unreflective role                 

of reason as the universal method allowing people to transcend their historical 

context.409 

This positive meaning of prejudices had to be rehabilitated, as Enlightenment and 

modernity excluded prejudices from the process of gaining knowledge.410 But,          

the demand of the Enlightenment to overcome prejudice as an unfounded 

judgement is shown to be a ‘prejudice against prejudice itself.’411 This means that 

an anti-prejudice approach still works with the pre-concepts, but fails to recognise 

them. As visible, Gadamer turns the approach upside down and changes                

the obstacles of understanding into operative factors in understanding. 

Where do prejudices come from? Presuppositions come from the tradition                      

in which we stand,412 “a person who does not admit that he is dominated                   

by prejudices will fail to see what manifests itself by their light.”413 There                          

is no presuppositionless interpretation and there is no a-historical situation from 

which the interpreter can approach the text.414 For example, if we have a concrete 

                                                        
408 GW 1, 275. 
409 So BERNSTEIN, R. Beyond Objectivism and Relativism, p. 36. 
410 See ‘Diskreditierung des Vorurteils durch die Aufklärung’ (GW 1, 276-281). The original attack 
point for the Enlightenment was the authority of Christianity and the Bible, which should receive 
authority only if approached with reason and historically.  
411 “There is one prejudice of the Enlightenment that defines its essence: the fundamental prejudice 
of the Enlightenment is the prejudice against prejudice itself.” GW 1, 275 (TM, 2004, 272-273). 
Habermas also reacts on this: “Gadamer’s prejudice for the rights of prejudices certified                    
by tradition denies the power of reflection. The latter proves itself, however, in being able to reject 
the claim of tradition. Reflection dissolves substantiality, because it not only confirms, but also 
breaks up, dogmatic forces. Authority and knowledge do not converge.” Review of Truth and 
Method in DALLMAYR, Fred and Thomas A. MCCARTHY. Understanding and Social Inquiry. 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1977, p. 358. Cited according to WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 167-168, footnote 28. 
412 Which is the fabric of relations the horizon within which we do our thinking. So PALMER, R. 
Hermeneutics, p. 182. 
413 GW 1, 366 (TM, 2004, 354). The subject cannot become a third party objective observer and 
cannot be outside of the hermeneutical event itself, “the prejudices and fore meanings that occupy 
the interpreters consciousness are not at his free disposal. He cannot separate in advance the 
productive prejudices that enable understanding from the prejudices that hinder it and lead to 
misunderstandings.” GW 1, 301. In Lesebuch Gadamer makes this idea even more radical, when he 
says that we are not even aware of our prejudices. GRONDIN, J. (ed.). Gadamer Lesebuch, p. 285. 
414 On presuppositionless exegesis – see R. Bultmann’s article “Is Presuppositionless Exegesis 
Possible?”, published in OGDEN, S. (ed.). Existence and Faith. New York: Meridian Books, 1960, pp. 
342-351. 
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experiment, the result of the experiment does not depend on the elements of the 

experiment, but depends upon the tradition of interpretation in which it stands. 

As understanding is a dialectical process of interaction between people and what 

is encountered. Self-understanding cannot be a free-floating consciousness,                  

but is an understanding already placed in tradition and history.415 Gadamer 

underlines that “all such understanding is ultimately self-understanding,”                        

and in this “case that a person who understands, understands himself                           

(sich versteht), projecting himself upon his possibilities.”416 

Understanding therefore does not mean simply projection of our prejudices, but 

it requires an openness to what is understood in otherness and to what                           

is unexpected. Openness does not mean that we must forget our fore meanings, 

or include neutrality, or extinction of one’s self. Quite the contrary, it always 

includes situating of other meanings in relation to the whole of our prejudices.417 

 

 False and true prejudices   

 

Gadamer differentiates between prejudices that are fruitful and those that prevent 

us from understanding and thinking.418 Hence the fundamental question is “what 

is the ground of the legitimacy of prejudices? What distinguishes legitimate 

prejudices from the countless others which it is the undeniable task of critical 

reason to overcome?”419 The first observation  is that prejudices are subject                    

to revision and correction by the subject matter. In other words, prejudices are 

not productive elements if they are “exposed to distraction from fore-meaning 

that are not borne out by things themselves,”420 or in the situation that the one 

                                                        
415 See on this also PALMER, R. Hermeneutics, p. 183. 
416 GW 1, 265 (TM, 2004, 251). 
417 “Foregrounding and appropriation of one's own fore-meanings and prejudices. The important 
thing is to be aware of one's own bias, so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and 
thus assert its own truth against one’s own fore-meanings.” GW 1, 274 (TM, 2004, 271-272). 
418 GW 1, 263. 
419 GW 1, 281-282 (TM, 2004, 278). 
420 GW 1, 272 (TM, 2004, 270). 
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who interprets and understands is subject to “the tyranny of the hidden prejudices 

that make us deaf to the language that speaks to us in tradition.”421                              

The differentiation-question is connected with the critical impulse in Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics: How to achieve the right interpretation is shown if there is no 

permanent and fixed meaning, but rather the meaning appears in every 

hermeneutical situation to which the interpreter occurs.422 Gadamer in this area 

denies that there is an objective single right interpretation that transcends 

everything and rather points to the requirement of  personal involvement.423  

Gadamer’s solution is the above mentioned temporal distance that places                       

us in a position to reply to the “question of critique in hermeneutics, namely how 

to distinguish the true prejudices, by which we understand, from the false ones, 

by which we misunderstand.”424 In 1960 Gadamer understood temporal distance 

as the only criterion,425 but in the in fifth edition of Truth and Method (1986)           

he changed the word ‘alone’ (nicht anderes) with the word ‘often’ (oft) and now 

what as cited above reads “often temporal distance can solve the question.”426   

This shows that in his later period Gadamer realised that pointing to temporal 

distance as the only criterion does not solve the problem, and gave up                       

on attempting to solve the legitimacy of prejudices.  Many authors fail to see that 

Gadamer with Zeitabstand does not mean only filtering out unproductive 

prejudices.427 Namely, for Gadamer temporal distance undergoes a constant 

                                                        
421 GW 1, 274 (TM, 2004, 272). 
422 See GW 1, 275. 
423 “To understand it does not mean primarily to reason one's way back into the past, but to have 
a present involvement in what is said. It is not really a relationship between persons, between the 
reader and the author (who is perhaps quite unknown), but about sharing in what the text shares 
with us.” GW 1, 395 (TM, 2004, 393). We deal here with an ‘epistemological paradox’ (Calls it so: 
GRONDIN, J. The Philosophy of Gadamer, p. 85.): if prejudices are a condition of the understanding, 
how is the possible to know the things themselves? Against the epistemological understanding 
the object Gadamer talks about entering in dialogue with the subject matter (German Sache, Latin 
causa), and in this dialogue the truth, the Sache, emerges and reveals itself. Accessing things mean 
accessing subject matter, which is always a Streitsache. See on this the interview in Gadamer 
Lesebuch, p. 285. 
424 GW 1, 304 (TM, 2004, 298). 
425 As Grondin rightly points out, and sees as problematic. GRONDIN, J. The Philosophy                      
of Gadamer, p. 89.  
426 See GW 1, 304, footnote 228. Cf. GW 2, 64 (Vom Zirkel des Verstehens, 1959). 
427 One example for all is Thiselton, who says that Gadamer is too optimistic “about the temporal 
distance to filter out what is false and leave only what is true” (THISELTON, Anthony. The Two 
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movement and extension. Moreover is not closed, for it allows new meanings               

to appear. Therefore temporal distance is not just a criterion to filter out existing 

meanings, but also allows the emergence of new meanings. 

 

 Authority as a condition of understanding 

 

Another concept Gadamer rehabilitates is that of authority, which was 

considered arbitrary and institutionalised, was treated with suspicion and was 

assumed to displace understanding with blind obedience.428 Gadamer considers 

this approach as a distortion of the authentic concept of authority.                     

Therefore he argues that authority is not opposed to reason and freedom,          

nor is it based on subjection to reason, but is an act of acknowledgment.429 

Gadamer discerns between arbitrary and genuine authority and takes                        

an example from pedagogy. If we take as an example a good teacher,                     

his authority is not in the power invested in him/her, but in the virtue and ability 

to draw listeners. Authority does not lie in punishment and sanction, but in the 

capability to bring to the fore the subject matters at stake.430 Therefore authority 

in the hermeneutical sense is not an abdication of mind, but acknowledges the 

superiority of analysis and intelligence of the one who stands in front of us.431 

Authority further imposes that if the interpreter stands in the tradition,                         

in the history of understanding that is shared by several subjects, then this 

tradition has a normative importance.  

                                                        
Horizons New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description with Special Reference                      
to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer and Wittgenstein. Exeter: Paternoster, 1980, p. 314). See RINGMA, 
Ch. Gadamer’s Dialogical Hermeneutic, p. 31 for other authors. 
428 See the chapter ‘Die Rehabilitierung von Autorität und Tradition’ (GW 1, 281-290). 
429 “Authority in this sense, properly understood, has nothing to do with blind obedience                          
to commands.” GW 1, 384 (TM, 2004, 281). 
430 Gadamer mentions a story when he was as a youngster arguing with an experienced scientist 
about a certain issue, when the scientist showed him the attention on an issue he never thought 
or saw before. This scientist told him that Gadamer will also know that when he will be old                        
as he is. See GW 2, 40 (Wahrheit in den Geisteswissenschaften, 1953). 
431 GW 1, 284. See also “Here also its true basis is an act of freedom and reason that grants the 
authority of a superior fundamentally because he has a wider view of things or is better informed—
i.e., once again, because he knows more.” GW 1, 284 (TM, 2004, 281). 
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 Tradition as a condition of understanding   

 

Gadamer claims that authority is not regulated by reason, but is handed down and 

carried over in tradition, which is another important element of the horizon             

of human understanding. Tradition (lat. tradere, to deliver) generally means the 

set of principles and beliefs carried through history from generation to generation. 

This concept has been discredited as something that distorts knowledge due to its 

uncriticallity and unreflective obedience. This rejection of tradition did not make 

much sense to Gadamer, as tradition is part of a human’s position in the world, 

where people grow up with a certain attitude about themselves and the world 

even before they ask a question about it 

Rather, we are always situated within traditions, and this is no objectifying 

process—i.e., we do not conceive of what tradition says as something other, 

something alien. It is always part of us, a model or exemplar, a kind of 

cognizance that our later historical judgment would hardly regard as a kind 

of knowledge but as the most ingenuous affinity with tradition.432 

Gadamer visibly does not post tradition and reason in opposition, as was done 

when tradition was still considered as a source of authority. However, Gadamer 

goes one step further than simply returning to a pre-modern period, and states 

that the subject is constituted from prejudices.433 Prejudices are actually tradition, 

and they are carried over by language - tradition is therefore linguistic. This comes 

out of the definition that all understanding is linguistic, and tradition must be also 

linguistic, as all understanding is linguistic.434 Belonging to tradition does not 

                                                        
432 GW 1, 286-287 (TM 2004, 283). 
433 On tradition as a dynamic process that includes filtration of prejudices, see RADOJČIĆ, Saša. 
Gadamerovo shvatanje tradicije. Filozofija i društvo. 2009, no. 1, pp. 71-91. 
434 The definition in mind is “All understanding is interpretation, and all interpretation takes place 
in the medium of a language that allows the object to come into words and yet is at the same time 
the interpreter's own language.” (GW 1, 392  / TM, 2004, 390). As Robinson says on tradition and 
language, “each society has its tradition and each is found in language. To understand a language, 
for Gadamer, is to understand a tradition. Tradition, or history, represents the filter through which 
one sees the world.” ROBINSON, Jason C. Regarding Estrangement: Perceiving the Infinite in Symbol 
and Fusing Horizons. Dissertation, McMaster Divinity College, 2003, p. 67. 
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assume a firm position and consistency, but rather includes many different 

voices.435 

When compared with the Orthodox position on tradition, both approaches agree 

on the importance of tradition and share a fundamental prejudice about tradition 

as a framework constituted from presuppositions.436 The difference is that 

Orthodoxy has rather an unbroken continuity. Instead of having two horizons, 

Orthodox Christians talk rather about one single horizon which tradition provides. 

Critically, the Orthodox position should admit that having one horizon does not 

solve much, because tradition moves and is a live process, it is not a depository             

but a “dynamic reality which interprets and is shaped by interpretation at the 

same time.”437  

 

 Hermeneutical circle   

 

In order to describe tradition more in detail, the concept of a hermeneutic circle 

needs to be introduced. It includes that the tradition of the past always influences 

the subject during the process of understanding, and its prejudices always come 

to the fore before the act of understanding. There is therefore a circular movement 

within the tradition between prejudices and the current act of understanding. 

Gadamer recalls that the rule of a hermeneutical circle comes from ancient 

rhetoric, “it is concerned with the circular relationship between the whole and its 

                                                        
435 Gadamer’s affinity for tradition had many opponents who accepted that tradition was a locus 
of possible truth, but is at the same time “a locus of factual untruth and continued force.” 
WELLMER, A. Critical Theory of Society. Seabury Press, 1974, p. 47. Cited in WARNKE, Georgia. 
Solidarity and Tradition in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics. History & Theory. 2012, vol. 51, issue 4, p. 7. 
This critique could be a reason why in the period after 1960 Gadamer did not use the term 
‘tradition’ so often, and it was superseded by the term solidarity. See for example an essay 
“Friendship and Solidarity” from 1999 published in Hermeneutische Entwürfe. Georgia Warnke and 
Richard Rorty wrote a lot on this shift in Gadamer’s thought from tradition to solidarity.                    
See WARNKE, Georgia. Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Tradition and Reason. Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1987. 
436 "We are always situated within traditions (…) it is always part of us.” GW 1, 286-287 (TM, 2004, 283). 
437 GEORGE, K.M. An Oriental Orthodox Approach to Hermeneutics. Indian Journal of Theology. 
1982, vol. 31, p. 207. He makes a very interesting note about the two words: tradere (transmit, 
tradition) and traducere (to carry over, translate), which relate. Tradition is not only transmission, 
but also a translation. 
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parts: the meaning anticipated thanks to the whole is understand through its 

parts, but it is in the light of the whole that the parts take on their clarifying 

function.”438 The hermeneutic circle shows the ontological structure                            

of understanding and always presupposes a certain pre-understanding - no one 

can claim to be free of a prior understanding of reality. The interpreter is not                    

a tabula rasa, but there is always a horizon filled with certain expectations, 

questions and preliminary explanations of facts. A hermeneutical circle means 

that if we want to access the interpreter, we need to access it only through these pre-

concepts. This is described as the fusion of two horizons (Horizontverschmelzung).439 

In the example of interpretation of the texts we talk about the horizon of a text 

and the horizon of a reader. Various forms of this fusion are the theme of the next 

sections, where it will be shown how the fusion appears in the form of dialogue, 

application and play. 

 

4.2 Understanding Born out of the Merging of Horizons and its Forms 

 

In this section these above mentioned circular movements between two 

horizons will be approached more in detail. At this point we will move forward 

from only the horizon of human understanding to the horizon of human 

understanding and transcendence, and several models will be described for 

how the circular interaction can be approached. This is the central moment        

of Gadamer’s hermeneutics and expands the Zwischen (between) moment. 

These models are explained in a following manner: dialogue, application, 

mediality and play. 

 

 

                                                        
438 GW 1, 296. 
439 GW 1, 311. 
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 Dialogue as a medium of religious experience 

 

Gadamer’s distinguishing mark is his effort to present dialogue as a scientifically 

valid philosophical practice.440 He goes even further, as his hermeneutics                              

of dialogue is connected with language and linguisticality in the  sense that words 

and meanings become what they are only in dialogue.441 He illustrates this with 

various statements throughout his work: “Language is not taking place in the 

statement, but in conversation”,442 “Language is dialogue,”443 or “Language exists 

in dialogue.”444 Not only we are in the dialogue and lead a conversation,                         

but we are the dialogue ourselves.445  

Gadamer illustrated his ‘hermeneutics of dialogue’ by re-reading the early 

Socratic dialogues, where Plato is not depicted as  one who possesses the truth, 

but is present at the birth of the truth. Something similar occurs also in genuine 

dialogue. Gadamer distinguishes between three levels of conversations:                   

(i) conversation where the other is just an object; (ii) a one-to-one relationship 

                                                        
440 “To become always capable to conversation – that is – to listen to the Other – appears to me to 
be the true attainment of humanity.” GW 2, 214 (Die Unfähigkeit zum Gespräch, 1972). 
441 “A conversation is the heart and the soul of hermeneutics.” WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej. ‘Sprache ist 
Gespräch’: Gadamer’s Understanding of Language. In: WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej. (ed.). Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011, p. 41. For discipline of dialogue 
as a criterion of truth see AMBROSIO, F. Gadamer, Plato and the Discipline of Dialogue, where 
the author puts forward the discipline of dialogue, which he considers to be the effective universal 
criterion of truth in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, although he is aware that for Gadamer there is no 
criterion of truth.  
442 “Sprache vollzieht sich also nicht im Aussagen, sondern im Gespräch.” GW 8, 359 (Grenzen der 
Sprache, 1985). Similarly: “Die Vollzugweise der Sprache ist der Dialog, und sei es auch der Dialog 
der Seele mit sich selbst, als den Plato das Denken bezeichen hat.” GW 2, 110 (Klassische und 
philosophische Hermeneutik, 1967). See also GW 5, 27-48; GW 1, 449; GW 8, 360.  
443 “Sprache ist Gespräch” (GW 8, 369-370, also GW 10, 277). Also “Sprache ist immer                                 
im Gespräch.” GW 2, 144 (Die Kontinuität der Geschichte und der Augenblick der Existenz, 1965). 
444 “Sprache im Gesprach besteht.” GW 10, 279 (Europa und die Oikumene, 1993). 
445 “Wir suchen von dem Gesprach aus, das wir sind, dem Dunkel der Sprache nahezukommen.” 
(GW 1, 383). See “For dialogue is our ubi consistam, it is the hermeneutic universe in which we live 
and we breathe.” (DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, p. 158). In this sense 
Gadamer’s account of dialogue follows the original meaning of the words: con - versatio: turning 
toward, face to face, talking for and with the other,  and dialogue, διά- through, λόγος, word, 
speech, discourse. See on this WIERCIŃSKI, A. ‘Sprache ist Gespräch’: Gadamer’s Understanding 
of Language, pp. 48-50. Dialogue and conversation could be considered as metaphors used to better 
describe the main elements of understanding process, namely to-and-fro movement, but it is more 
than a metaphor, it is a mode of understanding. Language “vollzieht sich selbst und hat ihre 
eigentliche Erfüllung nur in dem Hin und Her des Sprechens, in dem ein Wort das andere gibt.” 
GW 2, 144 (Die Kontinuität der Geschichte und der Augenblick der Existenz, 1965). 
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where the other is not approached in a responsive but in a calculative way,                     

for example when listening to the other can help us to form a better counter 

argument for our response and does not include true listening and hearing what 

the other has to say; (iii) finally there is genuine conversation, which is not 

concerned with what is behind the intention of the speaker, but is concerned with 

the subject matter of what is being spoken, as none of the participants presumes 

to own the full truth.446 

 

 A genuine dialogue 

 

Gadamer introduces genuine or authentic dialogue in the beginning of the third 

part of his Truth and Method 

We say that we ‘conduct’ a conversation, but the more genuine                             

a conversation is, the less its conduct lies within the will of either partner. 

Thus a genuine conversation is never the one that we wanted to conduct. 

Rather, it is generally more correct to say that we fall into conversation,              

or even that we become involved in it. The way one word follows another, 

with the conversation taking its own twists and reaching its own 

conclusion, may well be conducted in some way, but the partners 

conversing are far less the leaders of it than the led. No one knows                       

in advance what will ‘come out’ of a conversation.447 

This long citation shows all the main elements of the dialogue. When the 

conversation starts, partners in dialogue do not know what will happen until the 

end. They might have an intended direction, but a dialogue might have a will             

of its own and lead us in the directions that we cannot predict. This kind                    

of a dialogue is characterised by an openness. First it is an openness toward own 

position and awareness that the preconceptions we bring in the dialogue are part 

                                                        
446 See GW 1, 363-368. 
447 GW 1, 387 (TM, 2004, 385). 
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of the history and tradition. This awareness allows us, second, to be open to the 

position of the other, to what he/she has to say to us.448 Even the readiness for 

dialogue does not guarantee the success of the dialogue and conversation, because 

dialogue can never be perfect, closed or fully successfully concluded. Its success 

is not measured by the level of what we learned anew, but by the level of how             

we encounter the other and were transformed by this encounter.449 Gadamer calls 

this the “transformative power”450 of the dialogue. This transformation is not one 

sided, but double sided, where the other is changed through us, and we are 

transformed through the other, “dialogue transforms both.”451    

Therefore it is proper to talk about a hermeneutical dialogue (hermeneutisches 

Gespräch),452 where language corresponds with bringing to fore the subject-

matter (Sache zur Sprache bringen). With this, on one side, the objectivist approach 

is rejected (as text is reconstructed by the interpreter), on the other, relative 

subjectivism is also avoided, as not everything depends upon the subject. 

Understanding, for Gadamer, happens when we participate, not in the Sache 

(subject-matter) itself, but in a conversation about it. This hermeneutical dialogue 

does not aim to discover what was in the author’s mind, but rather aims for                         

a genuine engagement with the Sache, it is a “fixed view of what is truly common, 

to which one belongs and we seek to comply.”453 One of the further characteristics 

of a dialogue is the impossibility to repeat it. In the moment when one suddenly 

requests a repetition of what the other said, the conversation is halted.454                       

                                                        
448  See “This means that we are open to learn something from the other, even if it is something 
we would rather not learn.” BINDING, Linda L. and Dianne M. TAPP. Human Understanding in 
Dialogue: Gadamer’s Recovery of the Genuine. Nursing Philosophy. 2008, vol. 9, issue 2, p. 125. 
449 Warns also DI CESARE, D. Gadamer: A Philosophical Portrait, p. 159. 
450 “Das Gespräch hat eine verwandelnde Kraft.” GW 2, 211 (Unfähigkeit zum Gespräch, 1972). 
451 “Das Gespräch verwandelt beide.” GW 2, 188 (Sprache und Verstehen, 1970). 
452 GW 1, 391. 
453 “Ein fester Hinblick auf das wahrhaft Gemeinsame, dem man angehört und den wir einzuhalten 
suchen.” GW 8, 435 (Zur Phänomenologie von Ritual und Sprache, 1992). In dialogue we are always 
at home, as Gadamer writes in one essay dedicated to Heidegger. “Das Gespräch geht weiter, denn 
nur im Gespräch kann die Sprache sich bilden und sich fortbilden, in der wir – auch in einer mehr 
und mehr entfremdeten Welt – zu Hause sind.” GW  9, 338 (Gedicht und Gespräch, 1988). 
454 See “Ein Gespräch ist bekanntlich nicht möglich, wenn einer der Partner sich unbedingt in einer 
überlegenen Position glaubt, im Vergleich mit dem anderen, etwa so, daß er ein vorgängiges 
Wissen über die Vorurteile zu besitzen behauptet, in denen der andere befangen ist. Er schließt 
sich damit in seine eigenen Vorurteile ein. Dialogische Verständigung ist im Prinzip unmöglich, 
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This is connected with the course of a conversation as happening (das Geschehen), 

which is visible in the impossibility to note down a conversation.455 

 

 Dialogue as a fusion 

 

In view of the above arguments, understanding of the other is a dialogical process 

which occurs in the fusion of horizons,456 which is “is actually the achievement    

of language.”457 Horizon is a metaphor that suggests a panoramic view from            

a certain viewpoint, as Gadamer says “the concept of horizon suggests itself 

because it expresses the superior breadth of vision that the person who is trying 

to understood must have.”458 The possibility to have the perspective of the world 

is therefore conditioned by having a horizon, and this is acquired through 

language, as language gives limits and disclosure to the horizon. Horizon does not 

mean a physical sight, but a mind’s eye view.459 

We might try to achieve an understanding of an object, but what always appears 

in the conversation is the “logos, neither mine not yours and hence transcends the 

interlocutor’s subjective opinions that even the person leading the conversation 

                                                        
wenn einer der Partner des Dialogs sich nicht wirklich für das Gespräch freiläßt.” GW 2, 116 
(Klasische und philosophische Hermeneutik, 1968). 
455 The conversation is always built anew: “Was ist ein Gespräch? Wie bildet sich im Gespäch 
Sprache? Ich kann es nicht anders sagen, als daß sich Sprache in jedem Gespräch neu bildet.”            
GW 10, 275 (Europa und die Oikumene, 1993). 
456 More on this: GARRETT, Jan Edward. Hans-Georg Gadamer on Fusion of Horizons. Man and 
World. 1978, vol. 2, pp. 392-400; VILHAUER, Monica. Beyond The ‘Fusion of Horizons’. Philosophy 
Today. 2009, vol. 53, issue 4, pp. 359-364; ROSSEN, H. Stanley. Horizontverschmelzung. In: HAHN, 
Lewis Edwin (Ed.). The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer. Chicago, IL: Open Court Publishers, 
1997, pp. 207-215; VESSEY, David. Gadamer and the Fusion of Horizons. International Journal of 
Philosophical Studies. 2009, vol. 17, issue 4, pp. 525-536. Fusion of horizons is described three times 
in Truth and Method and once in a postscript one decade later: GW 1, 380; GW 1, 401; GW 1, 311 
and GW 2, 475 (Nachwort zur 3 Auflage, 1972). 
457 “The guiding idea of the following discussion is that the fusion of horizons that takes place               
in understanding is actually the achievement of language.” GW 1, 383 (TM, 2004, 370).                               
See “To engage in a dialogue is to participate in the movement of play with the Other and become 
caught up in the game of the subject matter and its unfolding truth.” VILHAUER, Monica. 
Gadamer’s Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other. Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2010, p. 68. 
458 GW 1, 307-309. 
459 “Wir waren Davon ausgegangen, daß eine hermeneutische Situation durch die Vorurteile 
bestimmt wird, die wir mitbringen. Insofern bilden sie den Horizont einer Gegenwart.” GW 1, 311. 
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knows that he does not know.”460 Dialogue as a ‘fusion’ means that the encounter 

of horizons is not the elimination of the other, but describes a mutual interaction 

and accommodation to the other. Fusion does not abolish or overshadow the 

other, let us say the past,461 but takes up the horizons and expands on them.  

There are two controversial elements in Gadamer’s account of fusion of horizons: 

(i) that it is successful only if it ends in mutual agreement, (ii) diversity is opposed 

as one is made out of two.462 It might be objected to if even a conversation where 

the interlocutors enter with seeking agreement and fail to do this, should still not 

count as successful even if it results in the greater articulation of the position                 

or in the the greater sympathy for position of the other. One of the answers is that 

Gadamer does not mean horizon in its everyday meaning, but he uses it                             

as a technical term which had already been used by Husserl,463 and as such he de-

emphasises some meanings of its everyday use. Horizon as a technical term for 

Gadamer means that it expands, we can see beyond it by our own efforts, it always 

points toward something, it does have a limit, but the limit can be overcome                   

by our movement.464 It is full with prejudgements and is always in the process                

of change. 

 

 Application as the fundamental hermeneutical problem 

 

The fusion of horizons illustrated in the model of dialogue relies on one very 

important presupposition – it considers application as an integral element of the 

whole process. Application for Gadamer means the involvement of a subject                    

                                                        
460 GW 1, 373-374 (TM, 2004, 361). 
461 This fusion is not only with the past, fusion appears both diachronically and synchronically. 
462 See for example Bernasconi’s article (BERNASCONI, Robert. “You Don’t Know What I’m Talking 
About”: Alterity and the Hermeneutic Ideal. In: SCHMIDT, Lawrence (ed.). The Scepter of Relativism. 
Truth, Dialogue and Phronesis in Philosophical Hermeneutics. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press, 1995, pp. 178-194) who claims that understanding for Gadamer tends to assimilate difference and 
otherness. 
463 Actually Gadamer gives his debt to Husserl the first time he mentions the word horizon.                   
See GW 1, 307. 
464 See on this VESSEY, D. Gadamer and the Fusion of Horizons, pp. 526-527. 



137 

in the event of understanding. Application is usually understood (for example 

moral application) as a process that follows when something has already been 

understood. In hermeneutical theory understanding, explanation, and application 

must be seen as a triunion in which they participate cooperatively.  

In order to achieve this, Gadamer rehabilitates the pre-Romantic “forgotten”465 

tradition of hermeneutics, namely pietistic hermeneutics.466 According to this, 

interpretation of the holy text always involves three moments: subtilitas 

intelligendi (understanding), subtilitas explicandi (explication, explanation),                 

and subtilitas applicandi (application).467 First the interpreter (a preacher in his 

case) rationally investigates the meaning of the text in order to know what                      

is written there (investigandum), then he formulates this meaning in his own 

words and explains it to others (alii exponendum), at the end he applies this 

meaning wisely to the concrete life of congregation (sapienter applicandum). 

Gadamer even radicalises this model, when the application is not considered only 

a supplement to the process of understanding, but it is the core of understanding, 

an inseparable part of the whole process.468 The understanding itself is already           

                                                        
465 GW 1, 313. 
466 Gadamer has in mind the 18th century pietistic hermeneutics that recognised the function of 
application and points more in detail to the thinker Johann Jakob Rambach (1693-1735). Rambach 
in his Institutiones hermeneuticae sacrae (1723) brings the term application into hermeneutics.                  
It is very interesting, that these terms are not directly mentioned in Rambach’s book. It is very 
probable, that Gadamer used Schleiermacher’s discussion about Rambach and his subtilitas 
applicandi, which he then applied back to Rambach without mentioning Schleiermacher.                          
See on this GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer, p. 160 and FRANK, M. F.D.E. Schleiermacher - 
Hermeneutik und Kritik, p. 99. 
Gadamer’s attitude toward Rambach is dual. Gadamer appreciates Rambach for bringing back the 
long neglected factor of application. There is a visible contrast with Romantic hermeneutics, which 
fused the first two moments (intelligere and explicare), and herewith obscured the task                          
of application. (Schleiermacher united explicandi and intelligedi, applicandi remained isolated from 
the process of understanding.) For Schleiermacher meaning was supposed to flow self-evidently 
from the exegesis of the text. The deficiency of Romantic hermeneutics was that it overlooked the 
historicity of the one who interprets, or more precisely, it overlooked the tension between the past 
of the text and the present of the reader – this ended up in overlooking the necessity of application. 
(As Grondin states, this revolutionary conception of application is an open provocation for 
methodological knowledge. GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer, p. 103). Gadamer moves 
therefore from an archaeological to an existential perspective of the text.  
Despite his appreciation for his return of application, Gadamer criticises Rambach, because for 
Rambach these three moments are three separate components of one hermeneutics process, three 
different attitudes to holy text, and as such, they express different levels of spiritual growth.  
467 GW 1, 312. 
468 “Application as an integral element of all understanding (…) Understanding is here always 
application.” GW 1, 314. 
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an application, and it is not an additional procedure.469 Gadamer points out that 

the text cannot speak without attaching to the one who speaks, “to understand              

a text always means to apply it to ourselves.”470 The situation is not set so that        

we first know something and only then apply it, but it is exactly the opposite,               

we understand through the application on a particular situation.471  

Gadamer elaborates this discussion on the models of a theological and legal                   

(or juridical) hermeneutics, which serve for him as the models for interpretation. 

The main credit of these two hermeneutics is that they show that understanding 

is completed only in the moment of application; as Gadamer writes, 

“understanding always involves something like applying the text to be understood 

to the interpreter’s present situation.”472 The law, for example, is to be made 

concretely valid through the interpretation, similarly also preaching should not 

be seen as an explanation of historical fact, but “to be taken in a way in which               

it exercises its saving effect.”473 Neither of these hermeneutics sees the task                

of their interpretation as an effort to enter another world, but as an effort to span 

the distance between the text and the present situation. In legal hermeneutics, 

there are the lawyers (judges) who interpret the law in and for their present 

situation; in theological hermeneutics there are preachers, who read Scripture               

to preach it here and now.474 

The example of a preacher who applies the biblical text to the present situation  

of the church/congregation shows that the sermon must comprehend much more 

                                                        
469 “At application is neither a subsequent nor merely an occasional part of the phenomenon                   
of understanding, but codetermines it as a whole from the beginning.” GW 1, 329 (TM, 2004, 321). 
470 GW 1, 401 (TM, 2004, 399). 
471 Gadamer believes he returns to what was original “formerly it was considered obvious that the 
task of hermeneutics was to adapt the text’s meaning to the concrete situation to which the text 
is speaking.” GW 1, 264. 
472 GW 1, 313. 
473 GW 1, 314 (TM, 2004, 307). In both case, law and Gospel “if it is to be understood properly—i.e., 
according to the claim it makes—it must be understood at every moment, in every concrete 
situation, in a new and different way. Understanding here is always application.” GW 1, 314                
(TM, 2004, 307-308). 
474 Gadamer follows the Lutheran view where Holy Scripture as the word of God has a privileged 
position and an “absolute priority over the teaching of those who interpret it,” (GW 1, 336) and 
this builds the difference between legal and theological hermeneutics – a judge’s verdict 
supplements the law, whereas a preacher never supplements or gives new content to the Gospel.  
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than what the text means in its own world. It must explain what it means in terms 

of our present moment. The focus on hermeneutical fulfilment in theology that 

happens and occurs only in preaching helps Gadamer to move away from                       

a scientific and scholarly explanation of the meaning of the text, and to focus more 

on the kerygmatic meaning. Gadamer talks about the “pro me” aspect of Scripture, 

which certainly cannot be formulated beforehand as an objective concept,                         

but at the same time cannot be formulated afterward; the objective approach and 

existential one occur at the same time, are distinguished, but not divided.475 

I underlined a similar aspect also for φρόνησις. Application is actually 

rehabilitation of φρόνησις and applied knowledge, because it shows the mediation 

between universal and particular, which are not distinct, but co-determined. 

 

 Theological hermeneutics as an application 

 

Theological hermeneutics exemplifies that understanding is not a matter                         

of mastering a text, but a way of service.476 The explanation of the text in the 

homily remains subordinated to the biblical text, and here Gadamer finds proof 

that the interpretation of the text is not ruling the text (herschen), but it is a form      

of serving, a service to the message (Sache) of the text.477 This is illustrated in the 

meaning of the Latin word subtīlitās,478 which is very similar to the English word 

subtlety (adj. subtle). Its synonyms: delicacy, tenderness, gentleness, style, elegance, 

ingeniousness, wit, insight and tact signal that knowledge as such cannot                            

be recognised as a mechanical process. A theological hermeneutics further provides 

                                                        
475 “Both methodical historical research and existential application are essential for authentic 
understanding of Bible’s message of salvation.” CULPEPPER, J. The Value of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutic Philosophy for Christian Thought, pp. 134-135. 
476 See GW 1, 316. 
477  To serve the Sache demands that the interpreter gets involved in the text and applies it to his 
situation instead of keeping it at a safe distance.  “The interpreter does not surrender to it but 
freely serves the Sache within the limits of the text’s meaning and his or her situation.                              
This freedom within (not from) the text is what characterises application.” EBERHARD, Philippe. 
The Middle Voice in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004, p. 189. 
478 “fineness of detail” (…) neatness of contrivance.” Subtīlitās. In: Oxford Latin Dictionary. Oxford: 
Clarendon press, 1968, p. 1853. 
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a clear example of the limitations of knowing the author (mens auctoris)                                  

as a criterion for the interpretation of the text. Especially in biblical hermeneutics 

one cannot talk about authors, because they are unknown and not even important, 

as the biblical texts are already interpretations or mediations of the Christian 

message. The conclusion is that neither pure historical research nor interpretative 

flights of fancy (style, tact) can lead independently to the truth of text.                      

Both dimensions of the truth, hermeneutic (existential application) and objective 

(methodological research) must be kept in an active tension if one wants to hear 

the Bible’s message.479 Application does not mean a literally bringing of the past 

into the present, but it is the bringing of what is essential in the past into our 

personal present. Gadamer’s concern is not archaeological, i.e. seeking                          

to penetrate the past and explain why conditions were as they were. Gadamer 

rather seeks the truth from tradition that will enlighten authentic existence in the 

immediate future; it is faced forward. The Scripture cannot be understood                          

in an archaeological sense, for it presents a claim over the present actions                                     

of believers.480   

                                                        
479 When Gadamer claims that application to a concrete situation is an integral element                              
of interpretative understanding, he opens himself to the charge of relativism. It must be clear that 
this is not “truth-dissolving relativism,” (GW 1, 350) in which all things are narrowed to the 
particularity and its prejudices. An interpreter caught in subjective relativism of this kind would 
never be able to turn toward the universal by which we are determined. Famous is Gadamer’s 
example of Eskimo tribes and the reading in 300 years from now. (GW 2, 442, Vorwort zur 2. 
Auflage, 1965). No one could question that history of these tribes is very much independent and 
unaffected by the general (universal) history. Even in this extreme case, if we compare the works 
about them written fifty years ago, we see the effective history at work. We not only read the 
sources differently and know more than fifty years ago, but current research is also moved                       
by different questions and motivation. This points to the universality of the hermeneutical 
problem (=historical questions), which is prior to every piece of historical research. All of it means 
the same thing I am discussing, “application is an element of understanding itself.” GW 2, 442 
(Vorwort zur 2. Auflage, 1965).  
480 Gadamer’s use of theological hermeneutics shows a tension between Gadamer’s hermeneutics 
and his theology. This is quite visible in the discussion about application, where Gadamer focused 
on the difference between legal and theological hermeneutics. In this section, as long as Gadamer 
stresses that understanding of a text affects our present situation, legal and theological 
hermeneutics are side by side. But, later in his analysis when talking about interaction between 
interpretation and what is interpreted (productivity of individual), he makes a distinction between 
a sermon and judgement, and leaves sermons aside. The reason for this is that a sermon, opposite 
to a legal judgement, is more passive and it does not add anything new to the message of salvation. 
The role of a lawyer/judge is creative and therefore different then the role of a preacher, because 
Christian interpretation is proclaiming and as such the success of interpretation depends only                
on the power of the Word and the work of the Holy Spirit. We can say (using Reformation 
terminology) that theological hermeneutics works ex opera operato, and legal hermeneutics                       
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 Mediality of human subjectivity 

 

Further on, when Gadamer insists that the subject participates in events of which 

he/she could never claim to be the source, and cannot take up a transcendental 

status as he/she is too much affected by it in order to be the condition of it, 

Gadamer gives an alternative to this discussion, the medial path.481 There are 

many examples from his work that have a middle-voiced ring, for example 

Gadamer often used: sich etwas sagen lassen or sich etwas gesagt sein lassen                      

(to let something be told to oneself).482 These examples have a middle-voiced ring 

and situate the subject within the event that affects the subject without 

overpowering him/her. With this the character of understanding the event and 

the process of the verb are stressed, not the one who does it. The stress,                     

as Gadamer says, is on the relation between the subject and the verb, as when               

he writes that the self that we are, happens to itself but does not possess itself.483 

The middle voice helps to avoid a dichotomy between the subject and the object, 

                                                        
is effective ex opera operantis.  
481 Medium, the middle voice is a grammatical notion, a voice beside the passive and active. The 
subject is within the action, at the same time he is the one that performs the action. Example:                
I wash myself – I am washed, but I am also the one who washes, who does the action. Eberhard 
mentions greek γαµέοµαι (to get married),  something happens to the bride and groom, who marry 
each other. (EBERHARD, P. The Middle Voice in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, p. 16). Middle voice                     
is not only something that is opposed to passive or active voice a hybrid voice, but is a voice 
opposed to both and brings to language the subject’s relation to the verb. The subject is within the 
process of the verb, it is not important how this subject is affected by the verb, but his location 
within the process of the verb locates him within the action of the verb without reducing him/her 
to a passive entity. 
482 See EBERHARD, P. The Middle Voice in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, p. 62 for more examples. There 
are also other examples. When Gadamer is talking about the language he says that “language 
speaks to us rather than we speak it” (GW 1, 467). Further, when Gadamer talks about the Tun der 
Sache, it is “ist ein Erleinden, ein Verstehen, ein Geshehen” a doing that happens. (GW 1, 469).              
In his other essay, when planning for the future, Gadamer proposes steering, where the subject            
is always the one who determines the course, but he does it always within the given situation. 
(GW 2, 165, Über die Plannung der Zukunft, 1965). Mediality of hermeneutics is visible when 
focusing on the event that happens to the understanding subject, the topic is on the “in”                         
of understanding. This is an explicit philosophical notion, as Gadamer in the preface to the second 
edition writes “nicht was wir tun, was wir tun sollten, sonst was über unser Wollen und Tun 
hinaus mit uns geschieht, steht in Frage,” (“not  what we do or ought to do, but what happens           
to us over and above  our wanting”). GW 2, 438 (Vorwort zur 2. Auflage, 1965). 
483 GW 2, 130 (Zur Problematik des Selbstverständnisses, 1961). As Eberhard puts it, under-
standing mean also standing-under “it means to understand while being taken and carried by the 
event of truth that happens to us.” EBERHARD, Philippe. The Mediality of Our Condition:                    
A Christian Interpretation. Journal of the American Academy of Religion. 1999, vol. 67, issue 2, p. 
415. 
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at the same time it preserves the subject and his actions. The middle voice should 

not be mixed with passivity,484 as it holds together the event that happens and the 

subject that occurs within it. Gadamer calls this a miracle of understanding485 - 

miracle in a sense that to be open to something that speaks to us (sprechen) means 

to cor-respond to it (entsprechen).486  

 

 Mediality in an event of play  

 

Gadamer illustrates this mediality of understanding with the example of play 

(game), which is the hallmark event of understanding, “the primordial sense            

of playing is the medial one.”487 Gadamer mentions this concept for the first time 

in the ontology of art, as something that is not subjective and happens as an 

activity, and as something that reaches beyond the horizons of play and players.488 

Gadamer’s account of play always involves the “primacy of play over the 

consciousness of the player”489, “all playing is a being-played (...) the game masters 

the players”490, play has the character of an event, and always needs the 

participants or the respondents and their “reciprocal responsiveness.”491 Players 

are not passive as it seems, on their side is the seriousness and full dedication               

to play, “someone who does not take the game seriously is a spoilsport.”492 

                                                        
484 “Gadamer does not promote passivity.” (EBERHARD, P. The Middle Voice in Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutics, p. 109). 
485 See for example: GW 1, 169, 297, 316, 347. 
486 GW 1, 316. See EBERHARD, P. The Middle Voice in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, p. 111. 
487 GW 1, 103. Here one must be aware of the development of the interpretation of Gadamer.               
Until this current era the concept of play has been mentioned only in the context of art and 
aesthetic consciousness (see for example the work of Robert Palmer who speaks about play only 
in this concept, although his work on Gadamer has had a huge influence on the English speaking 
world), but the work of Monika Vilhauer causes a turnover in this and states, rightly, that play 
explains the very structure of understanding and hermeneutic experience, and is much more 
helpful than the concept of fusion of horizons. See her works: VILHAUER, M. Beyond The ‘Fusion 
of Horizons’. Philosophy Today. 2009, vol. 53, issue 4, pp. 359-364; VILHAUER, Monica. Gadamer’s 
Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other. Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2010. 
488 See GW 1, 107-138. Play is “the spontaneous back and forth movement (Bewegung) that 
continually renews itself: it is the occurrence of this movement that goes on in between the players 
that constitutes play”. VILHAUER, M. Beyond The ‘Fusion of Horizons’, p. 359. 
489 GW 1, 110 (TM, 2004, 105). 
490 GW 1, 112 (TM, 2004, 106). 
491 So VILHAUER, M. Beyond The ‘Fusion of Horizons’, p. 360. 
492 GW 1, 108 (TM, 2004, 103). 
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Gadamer calls this a profound commitment, as when a child bounces a ball and 

counts how many time he/she succeeds.493 All this must be applied when                 

we conceive understanding:494 as an interactive event where the interlocutors 

become partners in a shared game that constitutes the way they articulate the 

truth. The player must be engaged in the approach to a work of art, but this 

something, subject matter, appears only in a to-and-from movement between the 

engaged spectator and the world, both are participants in play.  

What are the consequences of this understanding of the subject in the process         

of play? It seems that there are two answers. On one side Gadamer wants to say 

that the subject does not have the qualification by itself and his role is to play 

according the rules of the game. On the other hand, it cannot be ignored that 

Gadamer devotes a lot of space to the subject of understanding and states that the 

personal capacities of the participant in the game are important.  

(i) Play happens by itself, as it is not performed either by the subject or by the 

object, it is not important who does, but what is done, i.e. the motion is relevant. 

Play is a motion, it generates its own rules. To play chess does not mean to control 

the game for any of the players, the  stress is on playing, on the process. Gadamer 

compares this process to two men sawing,495 where two men are in harmony;           

it would seem that they understand each other, and that their movement                      

is conscious (willenhafter Verhalten), but it is the movement itself to which both 

are subjected.496 This story shows that play does not depend on the subjects, but 

is also not independent from them. There is certainly a move between activities 

and the passivity of the play, where Gadamer  states that the play is being 

played,497 but the play at the same time plays and encompasses the players.498 

                                                        
493 “We actually intend something with effort, ambition and profound commitment.” 
BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). Relevance of the Beautiful, p. 23. 
494 See VILHAUER, M. Beyond The ‘Fusion of Horizons’, p. 360, as one of the few who support this 
step. 
495 Could it be him and Heidegger in Todtnautberg? See EBERHARD, P. The Middle Voice in 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, p. 69, who allows this interpretation. 
496 “Vielmehr die Formation die Bewegung selbst, die wir (...) sich unterordnet.” GW 2, 128-129 
(Zur Problematik des Selbstverständnisses, 1961). 
497 GW 1, 112. 
498 GW 1, 109. 
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Gadamer overcomes the question of activity and passivity of subject by pointing 

to the relation between them and to the process that occurs. 

(ii) It would be wrong to take Gadamer’s talk about the “play of light and play           

of waves”499 as a proof that the game can go without human participation.500             

The game indeed is self-sufficient,501 “the players are not the subjects of the play, 

instead their play merely reaches the representation through the players,”502          

but the players are always there and are needed, if they are to participate in the 

process. Gadamer states that to play means to forget and abandon oneself,             

and his own personal experiences do not have importance for the game, moreover, 

they can harm the unfolding of the game. The conclusion about the role                    

of a subject can be formulated in the following manner: even if the subject only 

participates in the game of truth and this game is set in motion by the work of art, 

the subject does not merely apply the rules of the game. Quite the contrary, the 

game depends on and expects the activity of the subject, “the self-presentation          

of the game involves the player achieving, as it were, his own self-presentation 

by playing, i.e. representing something.”503   

 

4.3 Transcendence Emerging amidst Our Being in Language 

 

This section of the thesis proceeds from previously described models of fusion for 

human and divine, and further continues the argument by putting the emphasis 

on how transcendence is approached in the Gadamerian hermeneutical school. 

First will be pointed out the connection between the historical and linguistic 

mediation of transcendence. Further the hermeneutical model of incarnation will 

                                                        
499 GW 1, 109 (TM, 2004, 104). 
500 This is one of the conclusions of BERNET, Rudolf. Gadamer on the Subject’s Participation in 
the Game of Truth. Review of Metaphysics. 2005, vol. 58, issue 4, p. 790. 
501 “delights in a narcist celebration of its self-sufficiency” BERNET, R. Gadamer on the Subject’s 
Participation in the Game of Truth, p. 790. 
502 GW 1, 108 (TM, 2004, 103). 
503 GW 1, 114-115 (TM, 2004, 108). 
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be introduced into the discussion with its focus on the processual character of the 

inner word. Finally the revelation of transcendence will be compared with the 

hermeneutical aesthetic experience.  

 

 Language as the medium of understanding  

 

If the process of understanding is to be taken as a fusion of horizons, it is necessary 

to start with a discussion about language.504 This discussion was not very common 

at that time,505 moreover Gadamer with  even stronger urgency talks about the 

uncanny nearness of language (unheimliche nah), that is at most an obscure “most 

mysterious” (Allerdunkelste) question and calls it a “mystery of language” (Dunkel 

der Sprache).506  

Gadamer’s aim is to describe and explain various ways in which people 

understand themselves and the world within and through language.                         

He formulates this experience of relation between the interpretive understanding 

and language as 

 Language is the universal medium in which understanding occurs. 

Understanding occurs in interpreting. (…) All understandig is interpretation, 

and all interpretation takes place in the medium of a language that allows the 

object to come into words and yet is at the same time the interpreter’s own 

language.507  

                                                        
504 “Die im Verstehen geschehende Verschmelzung der Horizonte die eingentliche Leistung der 
Sprache ist.” (GW 1,383). Gadamer’s interest in language is visible also in that he edited the 
conference proceedings “Das Problem der Sprache” (1967) from the 1966 ‘Achter Deutscher 
Kongress fur Philosophie’, held in  Heidelberg. 
505 In 1960 Gadamer’s thoughts on language were terra incognite. So GRONDIN, J. The Philosophy of 
Gadamer, p. 124. This ontological turn based on language should not be mistaken with the so-called 
linguistic turn in anglo-saxonic philosophy, about which Gadamer in the 50s knew very little (GW 1, 
421, note 39). This ontological turn newly put in the centre of philosophical thinking the relation 
between reason and language. Cf. GW 8, 436 (Zur Phänomenologie von Ritual und Sprache, 1992). 
506 GW 1, 383 (TM, 2004, 370). Compare that in his article from 1965 (Die Kontinuität der 
Geschichte und der Augenblick der Existenz, GW 2, 133-145) Gadamer then said that with 
linguisticality of understanding “ich meine damit ganz schlichte Dinge und gar nichts 
Geheimnisvolles.” GW 2, 143.  
507 GW 1, 392 (TM, 2004, 490). 
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Gadamer here claims that the whole process of understanding occurs as the event 

of language and that the experience of people with the world is always 

linguistic,508 moreover that understanding itself shows a certain connection with 

language (Sprachbezogenheit).509 Language in this sense is not considered                          

to be a skill that people possess, but is rather identified with the horizon of the 

world, even more, as a Heimat (home).510  

Gadamer’s position that the world of our experience has a linguistic nature511            

is inspired by the work of Alexander von Humboldt (1767-1835),512 who claimed 

that human speech is a mirror or culture and is something at the disposal                 

of humans.513 Gadamer agrees with Humboldt in this regard, but this is not 

enough for him. For Gadamer language is the whole world, not only a view about 

the world (not Sprache als Weltansicht, but der Welt als Sprache).514 Gadamer 

mentions as an example what might happen if someone would lock a child                       

in a room for years, so that it grows without any external influence, with an aim 

to discover the proto-language (Ursprache). This kind of suspending the world 

                                                        
508 See GW 2, 184 (Sprache und Verstehen, 1970). Understanding has a linguistic nature.  
509 See GW 2, 188 (Sprache und Verstehen, 1970). Language in a wide sense of the word includes 
whole communication forms, only in the narrow sense is it understood as speech. (see GW 8, 350, 
Grenzen der Sprache, 1985). 
510 See in lecture from 1991, GW 8, 366-372 (Heimat und Sprache, 1992), original title: “Rückkehr 
aus dem Exil.” Heimat is not only a place of residence that we can choose and change, because 
even those who live in exile can hardly forget their home (Heimat). What does it mean to return 
to home, if not to return to the mother-tongue, asks Gadamer. According to Gadamer, Heimat             
is first of all the Sprachheimat (home-language), our  mother tongue contains in itself for each           
of us a piece of our homeland. “Ist nicht Sprache immer Sprache der Heimat und der Vollzug des 
Heimisch-Werdens in der Welt?” GW 3, 236 (Die Sprache der Metaphysik, 1968). Language is our 
home, a place where we find a refuge, “worin wir zu Hause sind, was uns so heimisch sein läßt.” 
GW 10, 369 (Die deutsche Philosophie zwischen den beiden Weltkriegen, 1987). 
511 “Alle Welterkenntnis des Menschen ist sprachlich vermittelt. Eine erste Weltorientierung 
vollendet sich im Sprechenlernen. Aber nicht nur das. Die Sprachlichkeit unseres In-der-Welt-
Seins artikuliert am Ende den ganzen Bereich der Erfahrung.” (GW 2, 112). Or, “Alle Erfahrung 
vollzieht sich in beständiger kommunikativer Fortbildung unserer Welterkenntnis.” GW 2, 112 
(Klassische und philosophische Hermeneutik, 1968). 
512 Gadamer does not identify completely with Humboldt’s thinking, but in many respects                         
it is considered inspirational. He thanks the former Minister of Culture that after withdrawal from 
public life he developed the fundamental importance of linguisticality. GW 2, 147 (Mensch und 
Sprache, 1966). 
513 GW 1, 433. 
514 Humboldt limits the linguisticality of world on menschliche Gesisteskraft (GW 1, 443) and 
Formalismus eines Könnens (GW 1, 444), and therefore Gadamer thinks that he did not get rid            
of individuality and view language as instrumental, and separates language from thinking. 
“Sprachliche Form und überlieferter Inhalt,” says Gadamer, “lassen sich in der hermeneutischen 
Erfahrung nicht trennen.” (GW 1, 445). 
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from language is obviously not possible,515 as this requires leaving the world and 

putting our reflection at its middle.516 This Drinsein im Worte (be inside the words) 

that does not see the words as objects is for Gadamer the fundamental condition 

of our linguistic behaviour (sprachliches Verhaltens).517 

 

 Rejection of the sign theory 

 

There is a long standing belief that considers language a vehicle of thoughts, through 

which thoughts are transmitted. This theory takes words as representations of things 

and the focus is on the ability to think, whereas the ability to work with linguistic 

symbols is secondary.518 Gadamer does not think that it is possible to end                         

up in a situation where one is using  language as a tool.519 Therefore he rejects 

the sign theory of the nature of language520 and points to the nature of a living 

language: “The language is not one of the means through which the consciousness 

is conveyed with the world. (...) The language is not a tool, not an instrument.”521  

                                                        
515 GW 2, 149  (Mensch und Sprache, 1966). 
516 GW 2, 147f  (Mensch und Sprache, 1966). This is not possible because we live in the world and 
in language, “In Wahrheit sind wir immer schon in der Sprache ebenso zu Hause wie in der Welt.” 
(GW 2, 149, Mensch und Sprache, 1966). Gadamer calls language mysterious (rätselhaft), because 
we need to forget it. Very often he mentions a story about his daughter, who asked him how            
to spell ‘strawberry’ (Erdbeeren). And when he told her, she replied: “Komisch, wenn ich das             
so höre, verstehe ich das Wort überhaupt nicht mehr. Erst wenn ich es wieder vergessen habe,             
bin ich wieder in dem Worte drin.” GW 2, 198 (Sprache und Verstehen, 1970). 
517 Therefore Gadamer is very critical toward artificial languages, because they are not part of any 
community (Sprach- or Lebensgemeinschaft). GW 1, 450. See also GW 8, 342 (Die Vielfalt der Sprachen 
und das Verstehen der Welt, 1990) or GW 8, 420 (Zur Phänomenologie von Ritual und Sprache, 1992). 
“Sprachen ihre Wirklichkeit überall dort haben, wo sie gesprochen werden, d.h. wo sich Menschen 
miteinander zu verständigen wissen.” GW 2, 74 (Die Natur der Sache und die Sprache der Dinge, 1960). 
518 See LAWN, Ch. Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, p. 77. 
519 Still as a young assistant professor, Heidegger dared to pronounce the sentence, which 
enchanted listeners, especially Gadamer: Es weltet. He wanted to say that being reveals, like the 
sun in the east, and probably could also say: Es wortet. Because only language and the language    
of the world are revealed to us. Virtuality of the word is “das ‘Da’ des Seins.”. Sprachlichkeit the 
environment in which we live and therefore language is not and can not be the object, but                            
it is much more “der Vollzug unseres Da, des ›Da‹, das wir sind.” GW 10, 105 (Phänomenologie, 
Hermeneutik, Metaphysik, 1983). 
520 On Gadamer’s critique of the instrumental philosophy of language see article by Andrzej Przylebski 
“Gadamer’s Critique of the instrumental philosophy of language,” in WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej (ed.). 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011, pp. 231-242. 
521 “Die Sprache ist nicht eines der Mittel, durch die sich das Bewußtsein mit der Welt vermittelt. (...) 
Die Sprache ist überhaupt kein Instrument, kein Werkzeug.” GW 2, 148 (Mensch und Sprache, 1966). 
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Gadamer finds support for his rejection with the Greeks, who did not have a separate 

word for language, as their term λόγος semantically meant thinking, meaning                     

or reason,522 but never meant ὄνοµα (name).523 Surprisingly, it is Greek thought that 

also bears the main guilt for a consequent forgetfulness of language 

(Sprachvergessenheit). Namely it is Plato’s Kratylos, where Plato in a dialogue with 

sophists developed a instrumentalistic-nominalist relation between word and subject 

matter,524 that penetrates the entirity of Western thought.525 Forgetfulness                              

of language continued even in the 20th ct. For Gadamer language is not a tool, but is 

a search for words that will express the situation. If we make a statement ‘This chair 

is brown,’ it is not important that the human subject expressed a statement about the 

object, it is more important that the object is disclosed in a certain perspective 

A word is not a sign that one selects, nor is it a sign that one gives to another; 

it is not an existent thing that one picks up and gives an ideality of meaning 

in order to make another being visible through it. This is mistaken on both 

counts. Rather, the ideality of the meaning lies in the word itself.                           

It is meaningful already.526  

Gadamer uses a word play here, where the language is not Mittel (tool), but Mitte 

(middle). Gadamer’s view is that language is the infinite universal medium and 

this implies that there is no point beyond language, because language is a medium 

in which and through which we live in the world. This implies that there                   

is nothing understandable beyond the limits of language, as we always speak from 

the centre of language in which we are never able to take a standpoint outside its 

limits. Human existence is so bound up with language that the very understanding 

is a linguistic event. 

                                                        
522 Therefore it is not clear which is better translation, language or the reason. 
523 GW 10, 273 (Europa und die Oikumene, 1993). 
524 Plato was usually an ally of Gadamer’s, for example dialogical Plato from the Seventh Letter. 
(See GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Dialektik und Sophistik im siebenten platonischen Brief. Heidelberg: 
Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1964, but also GW 2, 73 (Die Natur der Sache und die Sprache der 
Dinge, 1960); GW 8, 435 (Zur Phänomenologie von Ritual und Sprache, 1992); GW 8, 233 
(Philosophie und Poesie, 1977). 
525 It is a certain form of latent nominalism, where words are just descriptions of thinking and 
thoughts. See GRONDIN, J. Einführung zu Gadamer, p. 206. 
526 GW 1, 394 (TM, 2004, 416-417). 
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In regard to sign theory Gadamer talks here about the notion of utterance (Aussage, 

Ausdruck), which he sees as a product of the classical logic of judgment. Gadamer’s 

favourite examples to prove this are when someone quotes out of context,527              

or another example is the testimony of a witness in the court. This means that in 

the written minutes this testimony always receives a different meaning because the 

original circumstances of the spoken testimony are ignored.528 Minutes of meetings 

will always be poor, because reports of what actually happened cannot capture the 

context of what was being said and how it was being said. Gadamer points to a basic 

critique of utterance or statement, which never expresses all it should express.             

The limits of language experience stand as the essence of the hermeneutic 

conception of language: “Indeed, language often seems ill suited to express what we 

feel.”529 Here is a reference to the unspeakable, for which we lack words to express, 

even if we are looking for them. The unpronounceable is linked to language and 

therefore we need to talk about the universality of Sagenwollens (wants-to-say).530  

 

 Speculative nature of language 

 

 Gadamer’s dimension of language is opposite to the one that says language consists 

of fixed propositions, and he claims that speaking is much more than to make                   

an assertion. In this regard Gadamer writes about the speculative character                     

                                                        
527 See GW 8, 359 (Grenzen der Sprache, 1985); GW 10, 351 (Mit der Sprache denken, 1990);             
GW 8, 248 (Philosophie und Literatur, 1981). 
528 Gadamer often repeats the example of interrogation of the witness in the court, see GW 2,152 
(Mensch und Sprache, 1966); GW 2, 195 (Sprache und Verstehen, 1970); GW 2, 346 (Text und 
Interpretation, 1983);  GW 4, 14 (Die philosophischen Grundlagen des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts, 1965); 
GW 8, 41 (Von der Wahrheit des Wortes, 1971). The true border of language is “in Wahrheit die Grenze, 
die sich in unserer Zeitlichkeit, in der Diskursivität unserer Rede, des Sagens, Denkens, Mitteilens, 
Sprechens vollzieht.” (GW 8, 359). The border of  language is “wesenhaft eingeboren” (GW 8, 361). 
529 “Gewiß erscheint die Sprache oft wenig fähig, das auszudrücken, was wir fühlen.” GW 1, 405 
(TM, 2004, 402). 
530 The key is the Greek understanding of language where the utterance is seen as carrying inner 
thoughts to outer speech, hermeneia and dianoia. Augustine perceived the word as the incarnation                  
of the spiritual, which is present in the word, yet refers to something else. It is in this inner word, where 
universality lies. Gadamer points out that this should not be regarded metaphysically, as there is no 
fore-linguistic metaphysical world. GW 8, 7 (Ästhetik und Hermeneutik, 1964). Grondin calls 
Gadamer’s thinking “nachmetaphysiches Denken.” This is his lecture “Gadamer und die Metaphysik” 
at the Conférence lors du colloque Gadamer: il cammino filosofico/ Gadamer: der philosophische Weg, 
organisé par le Goethe-Institut et l’Università di Roma à Rome, 15 et 16 mars 2007.  
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of language.531 He uses the original meaning of the word ‘speculative’ (Latin word 

for mirror, speculum, -ī, n), where the basic structure of speech is expressed as an 

image that mirrors the castle in the pond. A reflection, which occurs with mirroring, 

has no existence in itself, but it is not merely a reflection as it is fundamentally 

linked with the mirrored castle. The mirroring underlines the fact that the image         

in the mirror does not have a being itself, and it is a duplication without the true 

duplicate. This doubling is always the existence of one and expresses a dual unity 

between the endless unspoken (Ungesagte) and the final spoken (Gesagte).532 

Everything expressed is dependent on the inner word, on the unsaid, and the 

metaphor of the mirror nicely catches this mirroring of the final and limited 

statement in the infinity of what seeks expression (Sagenwollens). The speculative 

nature of speech talks about finiteness: speech remains definitive, but gives us an 

immensity of meanings; not everything we say, do we say, but everything we say, 

opens the way to the unspoken.533 It is this approaching-to-speech (Zur-Sprache 

kommen) that indicates how the infinite sense is interpreted in the final form – it does 

not receive any secondary being, on the contrary, revealing belongs to its own being. 

Approaching-to-speech is not ruled by our activity, but is the “activity of subject-

matter itself”534 and Gadamer proposes a thesis about the middle of the language 

(Mitte der Sprache) saying that we always speak from the centre of the language.                

By this Gadamer means that when we are speaking we are part of a process                       

we do not control. The speculative nature of speech is the key to the mysterious unity 

of words and things (Wort und Sache), i.e. of the phonic element and meaning.                

Every speech expresses a discrepancy between what is and what it means. The 

meaning is not identical with its form, but these two things still cannot be divided. 

We never manage to tell what we want and our words always stay behind: “The 

                                                        
531 GW 1, 460-478. On this see WRIGHT, Kathleen. Gadamer: The Speculative Structure of 
Language. In: WACHTERHAUSER, Brice (ed.). Hermeneutics and Modern Philosophy. Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press, 1986, pp. 193-243. 
532 On dual unity see PLIEGER, P. Sprache im Gespräch: Studien zum hermeneutischen 
Sprachverständnis bei Hans-Georg Gadamer, p. 198.  
533 See GW 1, 478. 
534 GW 1, 467. 
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overriding principle of philosophical hermeneutics is, (...) that we can never say 

quite what we want to say. We are always left a bit behind and cannot not say 

quite what we wanted.”535 Whenever humans think, they do not direct their minds 

back to the original thought or back to the own thinking process, but they direct 

their thoughts to the intended Sache/Sachverhalt (we can call it subject matter, 

truth content, kerygma, message, meaning, intention), to the matter that is being 

thought. What we search for in the words is not what is in the sign, but what that 

sign signifies (das von Zeichnen Bezeichnete). Gadamer condensed this idea into 

his famous slogan: “Being, that can be understood is language.”536 Grammatically 

emphasis here is placed on the relative sentence, so not any being is language,  

but exactly that being that can be understood, this is language. In this case                      

the relative sentence is understood as narrowing the meaning of the subject and 

what is meant is only that being which can be understood.537  

 

 Incarnation as a hermeneutical model 

 

This dual unity, which is one of the best way how Gadamer describes the fusion 

of horizons as the relation between human and divine, is illustrated in the 

hermeneutical model of incarnation, that is, his language analysis based                           

on the theological concept of incarnation.538 As has been shown earlier, Gadamer 

opposes the separation of word and thought present in the doctrine of the λόγος 

that has reigned in Western thought since Plato. The only exception to this 

forgetfulness is the Christian doctrine of incarnation where the forgetfulness               

                                                        
535 Own translation. “Oberster Grundsatz der philosophischen Hermeneutik ist, (…) daß wir nie 
das ganz sagen können, was wir sagen möchte. Immer sind wir etwas dahinter zurückgeblieben, 
haben das nicht ganz sagen können, was wir eigentlich wollten.“ GW 10, 274 (Europa und die 
Oikumene, 1993). 
536 “Sein, daß verstanden werden kann, ist die Sprache.” GW 1, 478 (TM, 2004, 470). 
537 See the philological analysis, where the author mentions an example of two different pronouns 
that and who (which), which can be used in this situation. GRONDIN, Jean. Von Heidegger                   
zu Gadamer: Unterwegs zur Hermeneutik, pp. 102-103.  
538 GW 1, 422-431. Gadamer deals with in part III,2,B of Truth and Method in several phases:                   
The Christian doctrine of the word per se, section of Augustine’s analogy of the inner word, 
extensive commentary on Aquinas divided in the Neoplatonist emanation theory and analysis of 
the analogy itself, the summary consists of opening new areas of thought relating to the inner  
word. 
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of language has never been completed.539 Gadamer draws a parallel between the 

hermeneutical model and incarnation in order to show the proper understanding 

of relationships between word and thinking. When God manifested himself            

to people in human form, this form was not a mere manifestation or appearance, 

but it also was not the kind of becoming in which something changes into 

something else, it did not consist even in separating one thing from another.540 

What comes to the fore is not an external form, which must be traced back to that 

which stands ‘behind’ it.541 What appears in incarnation brings its essence in the 

appearance, but does not reduce God. Jesus became and remained God, this is the 

saving thought that saved language from spirituality: “The greater miracle                 

of language lies not in the fact that the Word becomes flesh and emerges in 

external being, but that that which emerges and externalises itself in utterance is 

always already a word.”542  

But the problem still remains. If truth is one and the same, like God the Father, 

how then can then truth occur in time, like God the Son? In order to answer these 

questions Gadamer returns to Saint Augustine of Hyppo (254-430),543 who used 

the distinction between the inner mental word (verbum intellectus) and the extern 

                                                        
539 GW 1, 422. See also “Christology prepares the way for a new philosophy of man [anthropology], 
which mediates in a new way between the mind of man in its finitude and the divine infinity.” 
(GW 1, 432), Or, “This is not just a historical consideration: the subject-matter of hermeneutics, 
die Sache selbst, is theological. Hermeneutics is not theology, but it must be open to theology,             
if it is to be receptive to the voice that constitutes the tradition that we are.” WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej. 
The Hermeneutic Retrieval of a Theological Insight: Verbum Interius. In: WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej 
(ed.). Between the Human and the Divine: Philosophical and Theological Hermeneutics. Toronto: The 
Hermeneutics Press, 2002, p. 22. At the same time it must be noted that Gadamer quite 
consequently ignores Christian theology included in Augustine’s account of language                               
and is interested only in the relation between words and things. 
540 Cf. GW 1, 420. 
541 “In both cases the act of becoming is not the kind of becoming in which something turns into 
something else. Neither does it consist in separating one thing from the other (kat’ apokopēn),     
nor in lessening the inner word by its emergence into exteriority, nor in becoming something 
different, so that the inner word is used up.” GW 1, 424 (TM, 2004, 419). 
542 GW 1, 424 (TM, 2004, 419). 
543 Augustine is very often connected with the conception of language that understands language 
as an instrument, but Gadamer is not interested in this, rather in his work on the Trinity. It is very 
interesting, that in the chapter in TM Gadamer never directly cites Augustine, only makes 
allusions to chapter 10-15 of book XV of De Trinitatae. More often he cites Thomas Aquinas.            
Cf. GW 2, 130 (Zur Problematik des Selbstverständnisses. Ein hermeneutischer Beitrag zur Frage 
der »Entmythologisierung«, 1961).  
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spoken word.544 Augustine utilised the stoic antithesis between extern word 

(λόγος προφορικός) and inner word (λόγος ενδιάθετος)545 in order to grasp and 

explain the process of incarnation, and to approach the Trinity. Stoics used this 

differentiation in order to make a clear ontological discrepancy between the world 

principle λόγος and its simple expression in words;  internal λόγος for them was the 

reflection that occurred before the utterance appeared, and they underlined the 

primacy of that reflection,546 external λόγος is usually incomplete and secondary. 

Since the word of God is fundamentally connected with its extern 

manifestation,547 Augustine had to return materiality to the Word without losing 

the spiritual perspective and the singularity of an incarnated God.548 Gadamer 

thinks that Christian theology with the idea of incarnation achieved much more 

than only explaining the relation between the Father and Son, it also succeeded      

in unlocking events from the spiritual ideal of thought.549  

 

 Event character of the inner word 

 

In order to prevent psychologism of this matter and order to grasp the event 

character of the word, Gadamer moves to Thomas Aquinas who has a notion                 

of process in his thinking550 – thinking according to him is built and created                     

                                                        
544 Gadamer comments on his book De Trinitate, book XV, chapters 10-15. See GW 1, 424. 
Augustine has been an important dialog partner for hermeneutics of the 20th century: young 
Heidegger showed early interest in him as in SS 1921 he held a (unpublished) lecture on Augustine 
and Neoplatonism and in 1930 he held another (also unpublished) lecture titled: “Augustinus: Quid 
est tempus? Confessiones lib. XI.” See GRONDIN, J. Sinn der Hermeneutik, pp. 25-26. 
545 See GW 1, 423. 
546 Animals, for example, have extern words, but not inner ones. 
547 See GW 1, 399. 
548 The Greek idea of λόγος in a sense of embodiment is generally different from the Christian 
doctrine of verbum: embodiment assumes that the soul and body are two different and separate 
identities, where soul never becomes body but only temporarily inhabits the body until it is finally 
released; λόγος is overflow without any loss, it exists as fixed, permanent and eternal. Unlike the 
manifestation of Greek gods in human form, where the gods remain divine while taking                                
on a human form, the incarnation of Christ was a real becoming human. Read more about 
embodiment in WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 233. 
549 See GW 1, 423. 
550 Aquinas’ section is developed especially in GW 1, 426-428. LEE, Hee-Yong. Geschichtlichkeit 
und Sprachlichkeit des Verstehens. Eine Untersuchung zur Wesenstruktur und Grundlage der 
Hermeneutischen Erfahrung bei H.-G. Gadamer. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2004, pp. 166ff,              
for a thorough analysis of Aquinas’ section. Aquinas’ combination of Christian thought with 
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as the performance of the word.551 Aquinas introduced a neo-platonic notion                  

of emanation (emanation combines two elements: a spiritual flowing out that does 

not weaken its source as it generates). The standard example for this is ‘light,’            

but the primary image that Gadamer uses is that of a fountain.552 If we talk about 

emanation of the Word/God, then there is no change or transformation, no change 

from potentiality to actuality, but it is an acted out act (Vollzug) where the Word 

is not the result of some cooperation, but is simultaneous with the emanation. 

There is one word, but many proclamations of the event. In the context                              

of theology it means that Father and Son are co-substantial and yet that there               

is a process between them which is an advancement compared with Greek thinking, 

where λόγος is a static and eternal form.553 Gadamer retrieves this concept of process 

and applies it to human language. He speaks about Lautwerden (becoming loud, 

audible) in order to express the mystery that the spoken word has always been the 

word, and yet changes in the process of becoming aloud. If we want to understand 

how is it possible that there is one Gospel of God, but nevertheless it is being 

preached every Sunday all over the world (identity and multiplicity), we must 

acknowledge that meaning cannot be separated from the event of preaching, “being 

an event is a characteristic belonging to the meaning itself.”554 

                                                        
Aristotelian philosophy “turned the distinction between the divine and human mind into 
something positive.” (GW 1, 438). Aquinas developed the processual theory of knowledge.             
His theory of knowledge has been developed in Contra Gentiles 4, 14-15. GW 1, 428-430. See also 
for his consideration of Aquinas: WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, p. 236; EBERHARD, 
P. The Middle Voice in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, pp. 183-185; NEEROLICKAL, Thomas VC. 
Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics: The Search for Truth in Hermeneutic Ontology and Dialectics 
from Gadamer to Plato. Dissertatione ad Doctoratum, Pontificiae Universitatis Gregorianae, Roma, 
1997, p. 56f; ARTHOS, John. The Inner Word in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics. Indiana: University                    
of Notre Dame, 2009, p. 311. 
551 GW 1, 401. 
552 GW 1, 427. 
553 “For, in contrast to the Greek logos, the word is pure event (verbum proprie dicitur personaliter 
tantum).” (GW 1, 423) This is the most important thing here for Gadamer, because it supports his 
notion of the processual character of language/speech. Johnson sees in the Budhist concept                 
of Chenrezi a similar concept, where enlightened Buddha takes the form of Bodhisatva. “Chenrezi 
is the source of all Buddhas and Bodhisatvas as well as the embodiment of compassion.                              
So, it is correct to say that Chenrezi is the unity of all Buddhas and that Chenrezi is each 
manifestation. This concept has the event structure that Gadamer find in the Christian concept of 
Incarnation.” JOHNSON, Patricia Altenbernd. On Gadamer. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Thompson 
Learning, 2000, p. 46. 
554 GW 1, 431. 
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 Hermeneutical aesthetic experience as a presentation of transcendence555 

 

The last moment of transcendence is connected with the focus on the relation 

between the aesthetic and religious experience,556 when the religious experience 

is exemplified with the limited human experience in aesthetics.557 Especially 

crucial is the difference between the re-presentation (Vorstellung) and the 

presentation (Darstellung) - while Vorstellung implies a re-presenting                                  

of something independent of the work, the notion of Darstellung hints at what the 

work of art presents and how the subject matter comes forth to appearance in the 

image. The appearing is therefore not secondary, but as Darstellung it is the 

essence itself: “A work of art belongs so closely to what it is related to that                        

it enriches the being of that as if through a new event of being. To be fixed                         

in a picture, addressed in a poem, (…) they are presentations of the essence 

itself.”558 

                                                        
555 Parts of this section have been already published in my article “Gadamer’s Concept of Aesthetic 
Experience as a Possibility for the Orthodox Biblical Theology.” 
556 Developed in GW 1, 107-176. See also continuation of this topic of  his works in “Die Wahrheit 
des Kunstwerkes” (GW 3, 240) or “Aktualität des Schönen” (GW 8, 94). In his late work “Wort und 
Bild” Gadamer states that this interest has been present in his work from the very beginning.                 
See GW 8, 373. Several studies worth mentioning here: DAVEY, Nicholas. Unquiet Understanding 
Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics. New York, 2006; EBERHARD, Philippe. The Middle Voice in 
Gadamer's Hermeneutics. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004; LAMMI, Walter. Gadamer and the Question 
of Divine. London: Continuum, 2008; BULLOCK, Jeffrey Francis. Preaching With a Cupped Ear: 
Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics for a Postmodern World. Bern, Peter Lang, 1999; 
HAMMERMEISTER, Kai. Der Gott der Hermeneutik. In: WISCHKE, Mirko and Michael HOFER 
(eds.). Gadamer Verstehen Understanding Gadamer. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
2003; MCGRATH, Patrick S.J. Gadamer and the Hermeneutic Problem of Biblical Revelation.  In: 
WIERCIŃSKI, A. (ed.) Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011, 
pp. 323-338; LAWRENCE, Fred. Gadamer, Hermeneutic Revolution, and Theology. In: DOSTAL, 
Robert (ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Gadamer. Cambridge University Press, 2002, pp. 167-200; 
O’KANE Martin. Wirkungsgeschichte and Visual Exegesis: The contribution of Hans-Georg 
Gadamer. Journal for the Study of New Testament. 2010, vol. 33, pp. 147-159. 
557 This is called the “mytho-poetic reversal.” See on this: DAVEY, Nicholas. Hermeneutics, Art 
and Transcendence. In: WIERCIŃSKI, Andrzej (ed.). Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of 
Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011, p. 375. See another article by the same author: DAVEY, 
Nicholas. Doubled Reflection: Gadamer’s Aesthetics and the Question of Spiritual Experience.             
In: CUNNINGHAM, Conor and Peter M. CANDLER (eds.). Transcendence and Phenomenology. 
London: SCM Press, 2007, pp. 151-173; DAVEY, Nicholas. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and 
Transcendence. In: O’KANE, Martin. Imaging the Bible: An introduction to Biblical Art. London: 
SPCK, 2008, pp. 191-209; DAVEY, Nicholas. The Hermeneutics of Seeing. In: HEYWOOD, Ian 
Heywood and Barry SANDYWELL (eds.). Interpreting Visual Culture: Explorations in the 
Hermeneutics of the Visual. London: Routledge, 1999, pp. 3-29.  
558 GW 1, 152. What Gadamer means by darstellen (to present) is “a universal ontological structural 
element of the aesthetic, an event of being - not an experiential event that occurs at the moment 
of artistic creation and is merely repeated each time in the mind of the viewer.” GW 1, 164. 
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The aesthetic experience considered as epiphanic, where something reveals and 

presents itself within the boundaries of the artistic work, helps to illuminate 

human understanding of transcendence. If we can understand something of the 

hermeneutical content of the aesthetic experience, we can understand an aspect 

of the transcendent as given with the religious experience. Davey in his recent 

articles asks how it is possible that a painting reveals a new aspect each time           

we look at it, and believes that this is not because image describes transcendence,             

but because images can address us, and that it is our understanding of revelation 

as a result of being addressed by someone.559 The artwork therefore must have          

an autonomy and cannot be substituted or reduced to a sign, as a kind of reduction 

would displace and silence the inner meaning, which is seen when Gadamer puts 

forth the case in favour of the autonomy of spiritual experience.560 

 

 Consequences for theology 

 

When one looks at this epiphanic character of aesthetics, there are three main 

consequences for theology: (i) transcendence is a part of our experience,                     

(ii) hiddenness and disclosure are not exclusive, and (iii) the experience always 

involves a transformative element. First, for Gadamer transcendence is not 

something beyond human experience, but is included in it; does not contain even 

a reference to something extra-experiential or an entity beyond our present 

experience, but on the contrary, it is a part of its very topography.561 When we 

read a book for the third or fourth time or look at the painting again, we see what 

we did not see for the first time and marvel over the things that are revealed           

                                                        
559 DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and Transcendence, p. 191. As Gadamer says                          
in conversation with Carsten Dutt:  “I maintain that a work of art, thanks to its formal aspect, has 
something to say to us either through the question it awakens, or the question it answers. A work 
of art‚ says something to someone’.” PALMER, Richard E. (ed.). Gadamer in Conversation: 
Reflections and Commentary. New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2001, pp. 69-70.   
560 See on this also DAVEY, N. Doubled reflection, p. 161. 
561 So DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and Transcendence, p. 201; DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, 
Art and Transcendence, p. 378. 
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to our eyes, but at the same time we come to see the blindness of our previous 

judgments. This, says Davey, is an experience of transcendence which Gadamer 

has in mind, which “changes our senses of self by both expanding its possibilities, 

reveals the limits of its understanding and shows that our understanding and sense 

of self is utterly dependent upon that which transcends our individual being.”562  

Second, disclosure and hiddenness are not mutually exclusive for Gadamer.        

Davey shows that philosophy had forgotten how to defend the hidden and dark 

without moving into duality;563 theology consequently forgot how to see God            

as personal and active in the world without making of God a friend, or in another 

way, how to leave God his majesty without making him unreachable.                               

This is where Gadamer helps. When Gadamer says that art speaks to us and as an 

event brings something new into experience from unconcealedness,564 this does 

not mean the annihilation of concealedness per se, but still continues to exist                  

as hidden, for Gadamer this is the tension that must remain.565 This includes that 

metaphysics is broken, that which is hidden is not another order of being,              

but although hidden and beyond our grasp, it is still present. When the truth 

reveals  itself to us, it still continues to exist as hidden. It is true, that which                  

is withheld cannot be revealed until some aspect of what has been hidden                      

is revealed, but also, for Gadamer: “the revelation of what was formerly hidden                

is also a revelation of the continued presence of that which continues to be hidden. 

Disclosure is not just a discontinued hiddenness but a revelation of continued 

                                                        
562 DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Art and Transcendence, p. 378. Similarly also in his book Unquiet 
Understanding, p. 8: “Transcendence does not betoken surpassing the range or grasp of human 
experience. It does not concern what lies beyond experience but what lies within it or, much rather, 
it has to do with experiencing those fundamental shifts within passages of experience that can quite 
transform how such passages are understood. Hermeneutic transcendence involves the transforming 
experience of coming knowingly to see, to think, and to feel differently.”  
563 DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and Transcendence, pp. 203-207., or Ibidem, DAVEY, N. 
Hermeneutics, Art and Transcendence, pp. 379-382. 
564 “No one can ignore the fact that in the work of art, in which a world arises, not only                         
is something meaningful given to experience, but also something new comes into existence with 
the work of art itself. It is not simply laying bare of truth, it is itself an event.” GADAMER, Hans-
Georg. The Truth of the Work of Art. In: GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Heidegger’s Ways. Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press, 1994, p. 105.  
565 “Disclosure is not just a discontinued hiddenness but a revelation of continued concealment.” 
DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Art and Transcendence, p. 382. 
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concealment.”566 As Davey says, “the withheld is not not”567, it is not deus 

absconditus. Actually whatever is withheld upholds the understanding,                      

all symbols are “upheld by the withheld.”568 

Third the aesthetic and spiritual experience share a strong transformative 

capacity of meaning. Art, when understood as a dialogical encounter with another 

who speaks through art, implies that the viewers are dialogically opened to its 

address and also open to the risk of transforming its self-understanding.                       

Both aesthetic and spiritual experiences share the assumption that the experience 

always leads to a new experience and reveal the tragedy of the life that aims              

at nothing outside itself.569 The call of experience is a call for transformation. 

Gadamer’s approach to aesthetic and spiritual experience involves a strong 

transformative capacity of meaning - meaning resides in experiences and does not 

depend on anything external to them.  

 

 Union of past and present 

 

This concept between hidden and disclosed is fully explored when Gadamer 

mentions a difference between the time characterisation of artwork and the 

pragmatic time experience of daily life that needs to be mentioned.570                             

                                                        
566 DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and Transcendence, p. 206. A quotation from Robert 
Sokolowski is proper: “Hiddenness is not just loss: it can be preservation and protection. Things need 
their right time to be seen... may be waiting for the right moment to be understood... Concealment is 
also preservation.” According to the DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and Transcendence, p. 205. 
567 Ibidem, p. 206. 
568 Ibidem, p. 207. In the way the withheld upholds the upheld, it serves as a hermeneutic foundation 
of what is said and presented, and as an ontological basis for the possibility of transcendence. “The 
withheld is the truth of transcendence, a truth which is attested to by the hermeneutics dimensions 
of alert, a truth which has an undeniable spiritual, if not religious dimension. The truth is that as 
linguistic and cultural beings we are indeed dependent upon those supra-individual ontological 
actualities which inform and yet transcend our being. We are, in thought, word, deed, upheld by the 
withheld.” DAVEY, N. Hermeneutics, Aesthetics and Transcendence, p. 207. 
569 As Weinsheimer says “An interpretation occurs to me.” WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutics: A Reading of Truth and Method, p. 35. 
570 Developed especially in Gadamer’s Salzburg lectures, published as “Die Aktualität des Schönen. 
Kunst als Spiel, Symbol und Fest,” now in GW 8, 94-142. English translation in BERNASCONI, R. 
(ed.). Relevance of the Beautiful, pp. 3-53. But see also elsewhere for the festival, “Über leere und 
erfüllte Zeit” (GW 4, 137-153) or “Aesthetic and Religious Experience,” (BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). 
Relevance of the Beautiful, pp. 140-153). 
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The pragmatic experience of time is a structure that needs to be filled with something 

(see this when we say - I have time for something);571 a different experience of time 

is a fulfilled and autonomous time of festivals where every moment is fulfilled.572 The 

repetition of the festival is not the repetition of the same, as a festival is never                   

a commemorative event, but is an occurrence in its own “autonomous time.”573 The 

festival does not become the past, because its celebration would be only its repetition, 

but more important is the recurring celebration, „a festival exists only in being 

celebrated.”574 The meaning of the festival lies in what is celebrated and this what        

is why the festival is repeated. The idea of a festival involves the mode of recovery or 

restoration of the original elements involved with the original festival, e.g. Christmas, 

the Lord’s Supper, and autonomous time arises only through the recurrence of the 

festival itself. This experiencing of time creates a contemporaneity, a union of past 

and present.575 Again the idea of festival involves a mode of recovery or restoration 

of the original elements involved for the original festival, for example Christmas, 

Lord’s Supper. The time in which it occurs, the festival, arises only through the 

recurrence of the festival itself.576 This experiencing of time creates also a union           

of past and present, contemporaneity.577 Gadamer uses θεωρία in order to explain this 

participation, especially its original meaning of participation in a delegation sent         

to a festival for the sake of honouring the gods. Viewing the divine is not a neutral 

state of affairs, participation-less, but it is a genuine sharing in an event, a real being 

present.578 Θεωρία is not a look at the world from a distance, but is one of affinity and 

participation, “is a true participation, not something active but something passive 

(pathos), namely being totally involved in and carried away by what one sees.”579 

                                                        
571 BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). Relevance of the Beautiful, p. 41. We are bored if time is not filled, and 
when there are too many tasks to do, time is overfilled. 
572 Ibidem, p. 42: „We all know that the festival fulfils every moment of its duration and the time. 
This fulfilment does not come about because someone has empty time to fill. On the contrary, the 
time only becomes festive with the arrival of the festival. (…) It is of the nature of the festival that 
it should proffer time, arresting it and allowing it to tarry.” 
573 Ibidem. 
574 GW 1, 129. 
575 BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). Relevance of the Beautiful, p. 46. 
576 Ibidem, p. 41. 
577 Ibidem, p. 46. 
578 See GADAMER, H.-G. Reason in the Age of Science, pp. 17-18. 
579 GW 1, 130. 
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 Summary 

 

This part of my thesis introduced a detailed analysis of horizons of human 

understanding and transcendence in Gadamer’s hermeneutical school. First, the 

focus was on the historical character of understanding with its main elements: 

tradition, history, authority and prejudice. 

The recovered idea of historicity of understanding was shown as a main 

hermeneutical principle on which is built a tradition in which every interpreter 

stands. This circular movement within the tradition, known as fusion of horizons, 

was described through several models - as a dialogue, an application and play. 

This is the so-called middle path of Gadamer. 

The emphasis on how transcendence has been approached in the Gadamerian 

hermeneutical school proceeded from this mediality. Here it was important that 

the whole process of understanding occurs as an event of language and that the 

experience of people with the world is always linguistic. The hermeneutical model 

of incarnation was brought into discussion in order to show that transcendence     

is not simply believing in God, but its foundation is a religiously experienced limit 

of human knowledge. To conclude, it must be said that hermeneutics is consistent 

with transcendence and appears as an aspect of our linguistic being, because 

language reveals exactly how the being shows and reveals itself. It is not possible 

to say what the being is, as Gadamer repudiated classical otherworldly 

metaphysics. But on the models of icon and festival it can be shown how the being 

reveals and manifests itself as a word within the historical understanding, further, 

it can say how the identity in difference is preserved. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  

A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF THE CONTRIBUTION  

OF GADAMERIAN HERMENEUTICS 

 

Since we have looked in detail at the development of Gadamer’s project and its 

wider influence, in this chapter, which concludes the part one, I am going                

to summarise the Gadamerian contribution to the understanding of the 

relationship between horizons of human understanding and transcendence. At the 

same time I will point out where its weaknesses lie, and where its 

complementarity relationship with Orthodox hermeneutics may be beneficial.  

Gadamerian hermeneutics is not a theological hermeneutics but is a hermeneutics 

of transcendence. Therefore it has opened areas on which theologians have 

continued to build: science and religion, interreligious dialogue, Christian 

worldview and its restoration and religious aesthetics. With this background 

Roger Ebertz, professor from University at Dubuque, encourages theologians               

to learn from Gadamer, because his hermeneutical method is an alternative                 

to Christian scholarship.580 The reason for this lies in the inconsistency of the 

Christian world view that does not see its position as perspectival and does not 

encourage learning from works by non-Christian authors. The hermeneutical 

method, on the contrary, is characterised by dependence on history and on our 

situatedness in it, since what is being studied is always conditioned by time and 

language. The hermeneutical method further involves reflecting on one’s own 

prejudices and underlines questioning as crucial for understanding. The otherness 

of the past cannot be understood from a fixed ground, as the current horizon                  

of the present does not consist of a fixed set of opinions.581 From this can                         

be concluded that the theologian who tries to understand the voice of another 

                                                        
580 See EBERTZ, Roger P. Beyond Worldview Analysis: Insights from Hans-Georg Gadamer           
on Christian Scholarship. Christian Scholar’s Review. 2006, vol. 36, issue 1, pp. 13-28. 
581 See Ibidem, p. 22. 
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always stands in several traditions: as a person, as an academic, as a Christian. 

The scholar therefore always reads the Bible through these lenses and 

understands the subject matter as it speaks to his life, academic world and the 

community of believers to which he belongs.582 The theologian is always 

embedded in multiple traditions that shape his prejudices and influence the way 

he understands subject matter. Following Gadamer, prejudices cannot be ruled 

out, on the contrary, they open the experience for the scholar. The hermeneutical 

model therefore suggests that there is no final and definitive formulation                         

of a Christian worldview, as any formulation is influenced by the context of the 

scholar who always understands his object of study from its unique perspective. 

A hermeneutical method also implies the ongoing development of all 

understanding, where tradition is not a fixed entity but a living reality. From 

Gadamer’s insights we can take, according to Ebertz, that Christian scholarship     

is perspectival and fluid, but that it does not apply relativism to the subject matter 

it studies.583 

Stating that there is no definite formulation of a Christian worldview without the 

prejudices of the theologian cannot avoid the mimetic character of understanding, 

which is tightly connected to it. Mimesis since the time of Plato has been 

understood as a copy, imitation or representation,584 so understanding                               

as a mimetic performance for Gadamer “does not mean something made after 

something already known, but, rather, to bring something to presentation so that 

it is present in this way in sensual fullness.”585 According to this, understanding 

is not a repetition, but a recognition, and involves the observer. Mimetic 

presentation involves three aspects: (i) self-presentation of the action,                             

(ii) transformation-into-structure (Verwandlung ins Gebilde), (iii) and play or ritual 

when transcendence is presented to the audience. We can talk even about double 

                                                        
582 See Ibidem, p. 25. 
583 Ibidem, p. 27. 
584 Until it disappeared in Western thought. States SCHWEIKER, W. Sacrifice, Interpretation, and 
the Sacred, p. 793. 
585 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Die Aktualität des Schönen: Kunst als Spiel, Symbol und Fest. Stuttgart: 
Philipp Reclam, 2000, p. 47. 
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mimesis, since not only does the subject matter come to the presentation, but also 

the audience comes to the presentation in the event of a performance. The double 

mimetic event is the basis of the participatory event in which what is understood 

and one who understands meet.586 By keeping all this in mind, William Schweiker 

takes the mimetic figuration of tradition (text, rituals) as the entrance door to the 

study of religion, because it expresses how the religious community manifests 

itself. A double mimesis includes that religion is a mimetic figuration                               

of experience through which communities seek to express the relationship of the 

world to what is ultimate and beyond itself. But double mimes also includes the 

understanding of the community itself about the relation of the human                             

and the ultimate.587   

 

 Fusion of horizons in theology   

 

The fusion of horizons, as one of the most important of Gadamer’s concepts,                 

is a concept most helpful as an alternative to the traditional relationship between 

science and religion, because it brings together the dimensions of unity and 

dynamism.588 As shown in the previous chapters, the horizon has many features: 

it is not an object, but the background; objects exist interdependently of the 

perceiver; the horizon is the basis on which objects are judged; the horizon                       

is dynamic rather than static. These attributes of the horizon break the idea                     

of a neutral observer as one who observes reality from somewhere outside.                   

For the same reason, George Karuvelil indicates the importance of the idea that 

the traditional concept of a privileged position enabling one to look at the 

                                                        
586  Focus on double mimesis is strongly underlined in SCHWEIKER, W. Sacrifice, Interpretation, 
and the Sacred, pp. 795-796. See also WEINSHEIMER, J. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics: A Reading                      
of Truth and Method, pp. 112-113. 
587 By religion he means then “the sense of what claims individuals and communities as ultimate 
in and through the figuration of experience and understanding wrought by the beliefs, rituals, 
symbols, and actions of community.” SCHWEIKER, W. Sacrifice, Interpretation, and the Sacred,          
p. 798. 
588 See on this KARUVELIL, George. Pragmatism, Existentialism, and Media Theory as Approaches 
to Religion and Science. Zygon. 2012, vol. 47, issue 2, pp. 415-437, especially pp. 422-423. 
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horizons of a group of people from a neutral perspective is misleading.589             

The relation described as the fusion of horizons helps to overcome difficulties 

between science and religion, but does not deny the conflict; it requires                       

a conscious effort, but at the same time allows for a complementary relation, 

because the “focus of science is on the items within the horizons, whereas the 

focus of theology is on explicating a taken for a granted horizon.”590 

Another area of theological application of fusion of horizons is in interreligious 

dialogue. This is enabled by the fact that Gadamer’s views deal not only with 

understanding texts, but also with religious pluralism. David Tracy for example 

even claims that Gadamer's hermeneutical model of conversation is the most 

persuasive model showing how contemporary Western theology can clarify its aim 

of interreligious dialogue.591 There are actually four main elements of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics important for interreligious dialogue: (i) the acknowledgment of finitude 

and historicity; (ii) the focus of understanding on the other as alterity;                          

(iii) the subject does not control the process; (iv) in dialogue the other is allowed “to 

become in the dialogue itself a genuine other, not a projected other.”592 At the same 

time the limits of this concept need to be mentioned. Tracy emphasises that genuine 

dialogue may still end up in aporia and that successful understanding is not 

conditioned by Gadamer’s model. Fusion of horizons is therefore not a necessity for 

dialogue, it is just an “admirable ideological ideal.”593 Tracy’s path with his focus      

on Ricoeur594 shows the limits of Gadamer’s model which does not reckon with the 

possibility of an interruption in dialogue and does not leave an opportunity to face 

a possible systematic distortion.595 

                                                        
589 KARUVELIL, G. Pragmatism, Existentialism, and Media Theory, p. 424. 
590 Ibidem, p. 434. Conflict between science and religion is explained when the notion of horizons 
is employed, and allows that “science and religion complement one another – without its 
shortcomings.” KARUVELIL, G. Pragmatism, Existentialism, and Media Theory, p. 435. 
591 See TRACY, David. Western Hermeneutics and Interreligious Dialogue. In: CORNILE, C. and 
Christopher CONWAY. Interreligious Hermeneutics. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2010, p. 1. 
592 Ibidem, p. 3. 
593 Ibidem, p. 9. 
594 Whose hermeneutics of suspicion (presented in Freud and Philosophy, 1970, p. 20-37)                                
is a “radical correction of Gadamer’s model.” TRACY, D. Western Hermeneutics and Interreligious 
Dialogue, p. 12. 
595 The critique of Ricoeur and Habermas help Tracy to correct Gadamer’s basic model                              
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Tracy presents the Gadamerian model as a guide for interreligious dialogue but 

opposes subscribing that mutual understanding is a necessary achievement of             

a fusion of horizons. This directly opposes the interpretation of the Turkish 

theologian Ismael Demırezen, who emphasises fusion of horizons as the goal            

of interreligious dialogue.596 He tries to find in Gadamer’s dialogical character            

of hermeneutics a basis for dynamic pluralism,597 which is a meeting point 

between plurality and monolithic unity. The reason is that the Gadamer’s notion 

of fusion of horizons excludes the possibility of winning the argument over the 

other or coming to an absolute agreement.598 Gadamer’s dialogical hermeneutics 

is further helpful for interreligious dialogue with its relevance of historicity                 

on reaching the truth and fusion, especially as visible in his notion of play, where 

the participants are overpowered. Gadamer’s concept shows that interpretation         

is never neutral, but is an “assimilation of one’s own fore-meaning and 

prejudices.”599 Since the truth that is reached is never an absolute truth,                      

the common exclusivist approach to interreligious dialogue is excluded.                           

At the same it is implied that the members of confessions involved in dialogue 

                                                        
of conversation that he accepts, as he said: “I can see no good philosophical reason to reject 
Gadamer’s basic model of hermeneutics as conversation driven by the to-and-from movement                 
of the logic of questioning itself to the point where the interlocutors find themselves being played as 
they experience an event of new understanding. However, as we have just argued, there are times 
for the dialogue to stop for a time to face some possible systematic distortion.” TRACY, D. Western 
Hermeneutics and Interreligious Dialogue, p. 18. 
596 See his article DEMİREZEN, Ismail. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics as a Possibility for Interreligious 
Dialogue. Ekev Academic Review. 2011, vol. 15, issue 47, pp. 113-130. 
597 Opposed to factual pluralism - Factual pluralism: accepts there are many different religions, but fails 
to recognise and admit the diversity of religious goals. It fell into the trap of religious inclusivism.            
See DEMİREZEN, I. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics as a Possibility for Interreligious Dialogue, p. 119. 
Demirezen reacts to Krieger's accusation that Gadamer’s hermeneutics is insufficient for interreligious 
dialogue. Critique of Gadamer and an objection against using Gadamer's hermeneutics                                   
for interreligious dialogue is presented in the work by David Krieger: The New Universalism. (Talks 
about it DEMİREZEN, I. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics as a Possibility for Interreligious Dialogue, p. 124ff). 
Krieger questions if Gadamer’s hermeneutics can at all acknowledge the rationality and truth of the 
Other, because “it seems inevitably destined to become what was called apologetic universalism.”                 
This is visible in the impossibility to reach and understand the Other due to the obstacle, which is 
continuity of the past horizon in the new one, and therefore Gadamer fails to achieve any interreligious 
dialogue. Demirezen opposes this, as Krieger fails to see that the past horizon will not be dominate in 
the new understanding. DEMİREZEN, I. Gadamer’s Hermeneutics as a Possibility for Interreligious 
Dialogue, p. 125. 
598 Interreligious dialogue is for him a communication with an aim “to bridge the gulfs of mutual 
ignorance and misunderstanding between the different cultures of the world, letting them speak 
and speak out their own insights and in their own languages.” DEMİREZEN, I. Gadamer’s 
Hermeneutics as a Possibility for Interreligious Dialogue, p. 119. 
599 Ibidem, p. 120. 
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must have their own identity and presuppositions, as understanding is not 

possible without them.  

 

 Recovery of theological hermeneutics   

 

This whole discussion about Gadamer’s hermeneutics led to the recovery                       

of theological hermeneutics, which is clearly visible in the works of its main 

protagonists Jens Zimmermann, Werner Jeanrond and Anthony Thiselton.    

For Jens Zimmermann, Gadamer’s ideas are the best possible starting point for the 

recovery of theological hermeneutics.600 He sees Gadamer’s work as very useful 

and sketches several things we can learn from him. First of all is the notion               

of reason, which is, according to Gadamer, a way of participating in the structure 

of the λόγος of the world.601 This participation takes place in language, since 

everything that can be understood happens in the medium of language. Gadamer 

does not divide rationality into scientific fact and subjective contemplation,             

and so redefines human rationality as participating in the transcendence.              

This participatory view of reason (Vernunft) is a retrieval of the Greek notion               

of θεωρία,602 which is important for his dialogue with Orthodox theology.             

Θεωρία in this meaning is not a divided distanced reflection, but is a participatory 

reflection, because Gadamer points to the original meaning of the word as sending 

a delegation to a festival.603 Θεωρία is a donation to something that is outside and 

is not a losing of itself.  

The understanding that happens with the participation of a subject who partakes 

in the self-presentation of subject matter has been addressed as the mediality              

of understanding. This mediality allows one also to reflect the motivations of faith 

                                                        
600 See ZIMMERMANN, Jens. Recovering Theological Hermeneutics: An Incarnational-Trinitarian 
Theory of Interpretation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004, p. 170. 
601 See on this also EBERHARD, P. Gadamer and Theology, pp. 295-300. 
602 Says Gadamer. GADAMER, H.-G. Reason in the Age of Science, p. 18. 
603 See GADAMER, H.-G. Reason in the Age of Science, p. 18. 
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without requiring one to abandon one’s own religious belief.604 Man’s situation    

is hermeneutically characterised by the middle position between Adam and 

Christ, in which man desires to be complete and to escape the trust and 

commitment that are demanded by his/her middle position. The theological 

position is opposite, because man wants to escape the middle position and 

overcome it.605 Gadamer examined this impatient human being and found the 

roots of this intellectual impatience in the Enlightenment and Cartesianism that 

attempted to overcome the middle position. Theology should rather preserve the 

middle position, which is the historicity of the understanding. As man’s situation 

in the divine plan is historically situated, his limitation requires that transcendent 

realities are communicated in symbolic and imaginative language in order                       

to be comprehended. For Gadamer it is a mistake to deny historicity and                            

so to deny the finitude of the human position between human and divine; human 

experience is limited and qualified by historical temporality and there is not any 

hidden point from which it is possible to see the whole of being. 

The next issue that theologians must retain from Gadamer is the non-

instrumentality of language which reminds us that understanding is incarnational 

and it cannot be separated from its human dimension in time and history.606              

John Caputo therefore correctly states that Gadamer’s hermeneutics is attractive 

to theologians because of his rehabilitation of tradition which allows them                     

to develop theories in which theology is neither limited with dogmatic 

formulations, nor totally free from them.607  

                                                        
604 For this see article by Hampton: HAMPTON, Alexander J. B. The Conquest of Mythos by Logos: 
Countering Religion without Faith in Irenaeus, Coleridge and Gadamer. Forum Philosophicum: 
International Journal for Philosophy. 2007, vol. 12, issue 1, pp. 57-70. 
605 See on this HAMPTON, A. J. B. The Conquest of Mythos by Logos, pp. 59-60. 
606 ZIMMERMANN, J. Recovering Theological Hermeneutics, p. 185. 
607 See CAPUTO, John D. Gadamer’s Closet Essentialism: A Derridean Critique.                                     
In: MICHELFELDER, Diane and Richard PALMER (eds.). Dialogue and Deconstruction: The 
Gadamer Derrida Encounter. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1989, p. p. 261. 
Gadamer is also treated in this sense in the work of Anthony Thiselton, who points to the critical 
nature of Gadamer’s work and to the limits of his work. In the book Two horizons (1980), he seems 
to consider Gadamer’s hermeneutics as a method of criticism and brings Gadamer in to discussion 
only because of his importance for New Hermeneutics and not because of his own thoughts.                    
This is visible also in the fact that from page 356 Gadamer disappears in the book. Pearson notices 
something similar (PEARSON, B. Corresponding Sense: Paul, Dialectic, and Gadamer, p. 306) who 
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 Hermeneutical method in the Biblical studies 

 

When discussing the Christian revelation, it is necessary to note how Gadamer 

rates the nature of the Bible, a biblical inspiration and a biblical revelation. This   

is especially visible in his comments on Rudolf Bultmann, according to whom the 

Bible is to be interpreted as any other text. If we set the problem around the 

following question: Is the pre-understanding of Christian readers a natural 

revelation or a prejudice from God’s revelation and grace?, then Bultmann claims 

the first, Gadamer the latter. Theology namely shows a unique hermeneutical 

situation, an inauthentic conversation, since the partners of the dialogue do not 

attempt to achieve agreement on the subject, but the “theological task of the 

interpreter of the Scripture is not to translate God’s speech into human language, 

but to be oneself translated into God’s language, that is, to become one through 

whom God speaks.”608 Once Gadamer said to Fred Lawrence that Bultmann forgot 

that New Testament books are not books in the ordinary sense of the term.609               

By this he meant that the relevance and meaning of the New Testament books 

does not lie in the horizon of the Christian author, but in the fact that “they 

proclaim something that surpasses their own horizon understanding.”610 

                                                        
writes “his initial traeatment of Gadamer culminates in a confusing portrait of a philosopher who 
somehow tells us how to interpret, rather than one who discusses the nature of interpretation.” 
Thiselton improves his reading of Gadamer in his second book New Horizons in Hermeneutics 
(1992), but only on the level of recognition, as he still attempts to point out the absence critical 
nature of Gadamer. (THISELTON, A. New Horizons in Hermeneutics, pp. 313-314). A similar 
approach is visible also in his article in the Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation, where 
he puts Gadamer against Ricoeur and refers to Sullivan’s book of political hermeneutics. 
THISELTON, Anthony. Biblical Studies and Theoretical Hermeneutics. In: BARTON, John (ed.). 
The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1998, pp. 95-113. 
608 MCGRATH, Patrick S.J. Gadamer and the Hermeneutic Problem of Biblical Revelation.                        
In: WIERCIŃSKI, A. (ed.) Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and the Art of Conversation. Berlin: Lit Verlag, 
2011, p. 323. 
609 LAWRENCE, F. Gadamer, Hermeneutic Revolution, and Theology, p. 190. 
610 LINGE, D. (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 210. See GW 2, 192 
(Sprache und  Verstehen, 1970), where Gadamer explains that by the Wort, he means a singulare 
tantum, the word that strikes that is in this sense used in the New Testament: “When I say ‘word’ 
(das Wort), I do not mean the word whose plural are the words (die Wörter) as they stand in the 
dictionary. Nor do I mean the word whose plural are the words (die Worte) which with other 
words go to makeup the context of a statement. Rather I mean the word that is a singular tantum. 
That means the word that strikes one, the word one allows to be said to oneself, the word that 
enters into a determinate and unique life-situation; and it is good to be reminded that behind this 
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The New Testament, as an instance of a classic and Urliteratur has, according                 

to Gadamer, three characteristics.611 (i) Authors are faithful witnesses of the 

tradition that began with the first community, so they are not authors but rather 

immediate witnesses. Gadamer states that every religious message is an authentic 

witness, which must refer to the death on the cross.612 (ii) Second, New Testament 

texts have the  status of eminent texts.613 Christian Scripture is an eminent text 

and therefore has a normativity, but also is constitutive for us and it has a pro me 

character. When we come in touch with the Gospel as an eminent text, we sense 

our “immediate and binding affinity.”614 As an eminent text, the Gospel has                       

an autonomous meaning that is self-interpreting and self-authenticating.615 

Especially in his French text “Herméneutique et théologie” Gadamer talks about 

the character of biblical texts as an eminent text.616 (iii) Third, the Gospel and the 

messianic promise do not have the status of a symbolic form common to all 

religious traditions, rather the Christian message of incarnation and Easter has the 

status of a sign. A sign is something given to one who is ready to accept it as such. 

He illustrates this with the story of two friends who were together in a Protestant 

service and one said “Didn’t the pastor prattle on?” The other one responded “That 

may well be, but I didn’t notice it.” This means that the message existed for him as 

a sign - not as something that everyone can see, but when taken as a sign it existed 

as something certain. As Gadamer continues, uniqueness of the Gospel message lies 

                                                        
singular tantum stands ultimately the linguistic usage of the New Testament.” 
611 Description overtaken from the interpretation in LAWRENCE, F. Gadamer, Hermeneutic 
Revolution, and Theology, pp. 190-192. 
612 See LAWRENCE, F. Gadamer, Hermeneutic Revolution, and Theology, p. 190. For an Italian 
quotation of this Gadamer statement see Gadamer Hans-Georg. Temoignage et Affirmation. 
CASTELI, E. (ed.). La Testimonianza. Rome: Instituto de Studi Filosofici, 1972, pp.161–165 at 164. 
613 There are three categories of eminent texts: announcements or promulgations of the kind                     
in common law, such as verdicts, then affirmations such as are found in poetry and philosophy 
and third, addresses such as religious texts, especially Scriptures Jewish and Christian, which are 
preached. See GW 2, 475 (Nachwort zu 3. Auflage, 1972). See also English translation: GADAMER, 
Hans-Georg. Text and Interpretation. In: MICHELFELDER, Diane and Richard PALMER. Dialogue 
and Deconstruction: The Gadamer-Derrida Encounter. Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 1989, pp. 41-42. 
614 GW 1, 273. 
615 GW 1, 273-274. Classical is as Hegel says, that which signifies and also interprets itself. 
616 GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Herméneutique et Théologie. Revue des sciences religieuses. 
Strasbourg: Palais Universitaire. 1977, vol. 51, issue 4, pp. 388. On this French publication                            
of Gadamer’s lecture see chapter five ‘Hermeneutics and Theology’ of EBERHARD, P. The Middle 
Voice in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics. 
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in the fact that it must be accepted because the claim of this message is that it alone 

can overcome death through proclamation of the death of Jesus.617 

The critique of his work is also in place, especially if one will counter Gadamer’s 

principles with biblical revelation.618 Patrick McGrath S.J. is one of those who 

show the incapability of Gadamer’s hermeneutics to be applied to the Bible.                

The reason lies especially in the Judaeo-Christian tradition “the God who                      

is revealed transcends human comprehension and cannot be known except 

through his tradition haltering speech.”619 He says that Scripture as a divine 

revelation cannot be understood as an effect of history, but it rather breaks all 

traditions and breaks any possible application of Gadamer’s hermeneutics in four 

areas.620 (i) It violates Gadamer’s principle that text is always a projection of the 

consequence of projecting a prejudice onto it. (ii) It is not a conversation between 

‘I’ and ‘Thou’ and it does not seek a common agreement. (iii) Scripture is never 

mastered by the interpreter and (iv) Scripture as divine speech cannot                        

be separated from the divine speaker. Reading of Scripture is namely a totally 

different type of reading, since it is a text of revelation and so an event                               

of reciprocity, defined as when two agree on something, cannot be applied here.  

McGrath says that Gadamer lacks the category for revealed Scripture, because 

when God speaks he does not share an opinion, but he reveals and speaks himself 

and this cannot be overcome by the reader.621 

It is concluded that Gadamer’s hermeneutical school can enrich theological and 

Orthodox hermeneutics by strengthening the historical dimension of tradition 

rooted in language as a complement to the eschatological. Further for giving                  

an alternative criteria for discernment of what is a good interpretation of the 

                                                        
617 BERNASCONI, R. (ed.). Hans-Georg Gadamer: The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays, 
p. 152. Ibidem,  
618 See on this MCGRATH, P. Gadamer and the Hermeneutic Problem of Biblical Revelation, pp. 
323-338. 
619 Ibidem, p. 329. 
620 Ibidem, p. 335ff. 
621 Conclusion of MCGRATH, P. Gadamer and the Hermeneutic Problem of Biblical Revelation, 
pp. 336-337. 
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classics, for helping to move beyond the polarity of tradition and innovation,                 

for the relational character of understanding where the hermeneutical process                

is described as a dialogue, and for accepting the plurality of the mediations              

of transcendent historically conditioned situations. 

 

 Summary 

 

The first part of this thesis is comprised of five chapters. In the first chapter of my thesis 

the ancient and modern sources of Gadamer’s hermeneutics were introduced which 

inspired his notion of holism and his emphasis on historicity. The question was asked 

as to how ancient and modern hermeneutics influenced Gadamer’s thinking. I started 

with the concepts of a dialogue and practical judgement. This was followed by the 

modern sources of Gadamer’s thinking, which also built a context for his thinking. Here 

the following areas were addressed: distinction between transcendent and 

transcendental, universality of language, historical perspective and the notion of being 

in the world as interpretative being. All these elements were brought to Gadamer’s 

understanding of horizons of human understanding and of transcendence. 

In the second chapter I referred to Gadamer’s intellectual biography and to the division 

of his works into three periods. These are: early period (1932-1959), main book (1960-

1965), and the late period (1965-2002). It was pointed out how this periodisation and the 

development of his hermeneutical method led to the religious turn in his late period, 

and how this contributed to his understanding of horizons of human understanding 

and transcendence. This relationship was referred to not in the sense of contradiction, 

but of continuation. The first section here dealt with the early works and brought 

several observances important for horizons of human understanding and 

transcendence. The first is an apparent lack of connection between the topics Gadamer 

wrote about, but it enables one to see their original context. It was the first draft                          

of Truth and Method (called Urfassung), which showed that the hermeneutical problem 

is deeply embedded in the discussion about the methodology of human and nature 
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science, and that this discussion is the original context where Gadamer’s hermeneutical 

method emerged. This observance has important consequences for further 

interpretation of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method. Further observance pointed to the 

shift between his early and middle period, which is visible especially in Truth and 

Method, namely the move from the hermeneutics of human sciences to universal 

hermeneutics. This shift is documented in the threefold division of Truth and Method 

and in its three steps (science, history, language), as well in the title of the book.                    

The section about the late works was the longest in this chapter, because the late works 

document the further development of philosophical hermeneutics in the form                          

of applied and practical hermeneutics. This brought the relativisation of several earlier 

notions, for example of the universality of language. What was further documented                     

is the turn to religious hermeneutics and to the notion of divine and transcendent. 

The third chapter started with the observation that since its publication Truth and 

Method has been acknowledged as one of the most important contributions to current 

philosophy, but at the same time was subject to criticism and discussion. There were 

many debates that took place in the period from 1960 to 2000, but in light of the 

development of the horizon of human understanding and transcendence only 

Habermas’ and Ricoeur’s critiques were mentioned. Special attention was given                       

to these two as they themed the topics or themes that were important for                                   

my discussion. In regard to Habermas two particular themes were mentioned that 

appeared in the discussion between him and Gadamer: the universality                                       

of linguisticality and the emphasis on tradition and authority. Earlier it was stated that 

the strength of Gadamer’s project is that it investigates transcendence as it appears 

horizontally in historically and culturally conditioned mediations, and in giving focus 

to the historical character of our being in the language. This is what Habermas 

questioned, he rejected the universality of the hermeneutic project, because Gadamer 

idealised the role of language, and rejected the non-critical acceptance of conservative 

concepts of tradition, authority and prejudice. In regard to Ricoeur the theme                            

of tradition was themed, as he provided a critical supplement to Gadamer’s 
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hermeneutics of tradition. He achieved this by overcoming the concept of participation 

in Gadamer’s hermeneutics and suggested a moment of distance as a core of historical 

efficacy and the condition for understanding. This posited important questions 

regarding the relation of the horizontal and vertical dimension in the horizon of human 

understanding and transcendence. Namely, the productive distanciation and the 

autonomy of the text, which Ricoeur proposed, dislocated Gadamer’s notion                             

of understanding as a presentation and self-revealing of the subject-matter. 

Finally, attention was given to theologians, who have continued the reception, critique 

and development of Gadamer’s hermeneutical insights. The reason theological critical 

acceptance is important lies in the weakness of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method 

mentioned earlier. The weakness pointed out lies in the fact that Gadamer does not 

investigate what is transcendent sufficiently in relation to the divine, and 

transcendence appears as the acknowledging of human finitude freed of any 

eschatological moment. It is argued that for this reason Gadamer’s hermeneutics needs 

to be further developed by theologians such as Vanhoozer, Stobbe, Stuhlmacher, 

Hilberath, Schillebeeckx and Tracy, and as the thesis points out, would benefit from                

a closer investigation of the participatory relationship between the immanent and the 

transcendent. This investigation had a fourfold inspiration through the traditional, 

transcendental, historical and conversational character of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. 

The fourth chapter of this thesis introduced a detailed analysis of the horizons                     

of human understanding and transcendence in Gadamer’s hermeneutical school. First, 

the focus was on the historical character of understanding with its main elements: 

tradition, history, authority and prejudice. The recovered idea of historicity                         

of understanding was shown as a main hermeneutical principle on which is built                       

a tradition in which every interpreter stands. This circular movement within the 

tradition, known as fusion of horizons, was described by several models - as a dialogue, 

an application and a play. This is the so called middle path of Gadamer. The emphasis 

on how transcendence has been approached in the Gadamerian hermeneutical school 

proceed from this mediality. Here it is important that the whole process                                   



174 

of understanding occurs as an event of language and that the experience of people with 

the world is always linguistic. The hermeneutical model of incarnation was brought 

into discussion in order to show that transcendence is not simply believing in God, but 

its foundation is a religiously experienced limit of human knowledge. To conclude,                  

it must be said that hermeneutics is consistent with transcendence and appears                           

as an aspect of our linguistic being, because language shows exactly how the being 

shows and reveals itself. It is not possible to say what the being is, as Gadamer 

repudiated classical otherworldly metaphysics. But on the models of icon and festival 

it can be showed how the being reveals and manifests itself as a word within historical 

understanding, further, it can be said how the identity in difference is preserved. 

The chapter preceding this summary offers a summary approach to the critical 

evaluation of the contribution of Gadamerian hermeneutics to the relationship between 

horizons of human understanding and transcendence. Further it shows which aspects 

of Gadamer’s hermeneutics are still beneficial for theological hermeneutics and where 

a further complement from other sources would be beneficial. Since a hermeneutical 

method is characterised by dependence on history and involves reflecting on one’s own 

prejudices, it can be concluded that the theologian who tries to understand the voice    

of another always stands in several traditions. The hermeneutical model therefore 

suggests that there is no final and definitive formulation of a Christian worldview.              

This is tightly connected with the mimetic character of understanding, according                     

to which religion is a mimetic figuration of experience through which the communities 

seek to express the relation of the world to what is ultimate and beyond it. The fusion 

of horizons is a concept most helpful in various areas, especially because it breaks the 

idea of a neutral observer as one who observes reality from somewhere outside.                  

This can be applied in the relationship between science and religion and                                

in interreligious dialogue. At the same time the limits become visible, because 

Gadamer’s model does not reckon the possibility of an interruption in dialogue and 

does not leave an opportunity to face a possible systematic distortion. It is doubted                

if mutual understanding is a necessary achievement of a fusion of horizons. 
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PART TWO: 

MODERN AND POSTMODERN ORTHODOX 

HERMENEUTICS 

  

The second part of my thesis involves the discussion of the second dialogue 

partner, which is modern Orthodox theological hermeneutics, in particular the 

works of its representative voices. Here, first of all, I need to comment on the 

obvious asymmetry, namely that I am bringing together a person and a tradition. 

As was shown in the previous part, Gadamer was understood not only as an 

individual thinker but included as well the effective history and the continuation 

of his work in the West in the 20th and 21st centuries. In a similar manner, modern 

and postmodern Orthodox hermeneutics are less focused around one person and 

yet display common distinct features, and are epitomised by concrete current 

voices, such as John Breck, Theodore Stylianopoulos, Andrew Louth, Vasile 

Mihoc, John Behr and Assaad Kattan. Mentioned as well will be the voices of non-

Orthodox authors who deal with the Orthodox tradition (e.g. Ivana Noble).                    

A conversation between these two dialogue partners (i.e. Gadamerian and modern 

Orthodox hermeneutics) cannot be based only on the parallels and similarities 

between two conceptions and their comparison, therefore the method consists                

in a critical presentation of strengths and weaknesses of each conception,                        

in presenting the limits of each contribution, and in naming the areas where 

complementation is needed. 

In order to start the discussion about modern Orthodox hermeneutics,                             

its development, representatives, elements and problems, we need to address                    

a difficulty that comes with the term ‘Orthodox’ hermeneutics. Although the main 

doctrines and canons of Eastern Orthodox churches were formulated centuries 

ago, a precise description of Orthodoxy seems to be missing.622 On what ground 

                                                        
622 Absence of a central institutional arbiter or a body of defined doctrinal writings adds further 
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shall it be decided if a hermeneutical perspective is Orthodox? Moreover, what 

does ‘Orthodox interpretation’ mean? Is it enough if the author of such 

interpretation is Orthodox, or certain elements should be present to make the 

interpretation Orthodox?623 Namely, the word ‘Orthodox’ can be applied                           

in various contexts where the rightness implies a belonging to the tradition of the 

past. In the West the word is used together with other nouns and adjectives,624              

so the Orthodox churches with their national prefixes (Russian Orthodox Church, 

Greek Orthodox Church, Romanian Orthodox Church) are only a few among other 

orthodoxies.625 As a result, Orthodoxy is often devalued and considered                              

                                                        
uncertainty. States also CLARK, Timothy. Recent Eastern Orthodox Interpretation of the New 
Testament. Currents in Biblical Research. 2007, vol. 5, pp. 322-340, pp. 322-323. For a general 
account on the doctrine, life and worship of Orthodox Christians, see for example LOUTH 
Andrew. Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology. London: SPCK Publishing, 2013; WARE, Kallistos. 
The Orthodox Way. Revised edition. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1999; 
BULGAKOV, Sergius. The Orthodox Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1988; 
LOSSKY, Vladimir. Orthodox Theology: An Introduction. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 1978; or CUNNINGHAM, Mary B. and Elizabeth THEOKRITOFF. Who are the Orthodox 
Christians? A Historical Introduction. In: CUNNINGHAM, M. and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.).                 
The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009, pp. 1-18. 
623 For example, on the back cover of his commentary to Galatians, the Orthodox scholar Paul 
Tarazi says that his book may be considered Eastern Orthodox only in the sense it was written by 
an Orthodox scholar, not that it is written in order to support a predetermined Orthodox 
viewpoint. TARAZI, Paul Nadim. Galatians: A Commentary. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1994. 
624 Such as Lutheran Orthodoxy, Orthodox Judaism, etc. See on this LOUTH A. Introducing Eastern 
Orthodox Theology, p. xiii. 
625 Therefore Louth suggests talking about the Eastern Orthodox Church (as visible in the title               
of his latest book), although even this can be misleading, because Orthodox Churches in the West 
play as important role as in the East. Proof of this claim is visible in the overview of Western 
Orthodoxy as described in an essay by Ivana and Tim Noble: “Orthodox Theology in Western 
Europe in the 20th Century.” Meyendorff pointed on the backside of using the phrase ‘Eastern 
Orthodox’ in his lecture Light from the East, where he mentions his experience from one of the 
classes, when he was asked by the student if his denomination has communities also in California. 
The student showed a very logical conclusion thinking that the Eastern Orthodox mean 
geographically something similar to Southern Baptists. (MEYENDORFF, John. Light from the East? 
‘Doing Theology’ in an Eastern Orthodox Perspective. In: WOODBRIDGE John D. and T. E. 
MCCOMISKEY (eds.). Doing Theology in Today’s World. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1991,                     
p. 339). This is one of the reasons Meyendorff calls for a move from ‘Eastern’ to ‘Orthodox’ 
theology, in order to challenge the secularised world and break down the barriers between East 
and West. (MEYENDORFF, John. Orthodox Theology Today. St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 
1969, vol. 13, issue 1-2, pp. 77-78. See also MEYENDORFF, John. Living Tradition: Orthodox Witness 
in the Contemporary World. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1978, p. 168).                           
The situation is becoming even more complex with the second and third generation of émigrés 
who no longer feel like Eastern Orthodox Christians, but rather Orthodox Christians as such.                  
In order to avoid labelling that does not clarify the situation and identity issue, A. Louth suggests 
three ways of approaching what Eastern Orthodox means: 1) we could list all Orthodox Churches 
that exist, from Oriental to American; 2) Orthodox Churches as a result of their history; 3) third 
way would be to name what is distinctive for Eastern Orthodoxy. LOUTH A. Introducing Eastern 
Orthodox Theology, p. xiii-xx. 
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as something exotic that can complement and enrich the mainstream.                            

This devaluation of Orthodoxy should end, urges John Zizioulas,626 as Orthodoxy 

has played this role way too often up to now.627 Therefore there is a tendency             

to use the word ‘Orthodox’ in a universal and not in the historical sense of the 

word,628 supported by the fact that Orthodox believers follow the one universal 

Christian faith, not a Western or Eastern one.629   

Attention will first be paid to the development and inspirational sources having   

a formative impact on Orthodox hermeneutics. In order to understand the specific 

contributors to modern Orthodox hermeneutics, it is necessary to place the notion 

of specific Orthodox hermeneutics as it has evolved historically. Hence, in chapter 

six “Emergence of Modern Orthodox Hermeneutics” we draw an overview               

of various ways hermeneutic theory entered and developed in the Orthodox 

context. First, I will mention the meeting in Athens (1936), where the first 

paradigm shift arose; second, an overview of monastic renewal in Greece in the 

sixties of the 20th ct. will continue, that offered a pattern for overcoming the 

Western captivity; third, the events in the 1970s will be brought up, when                        

a discussion about hermeneutics, the role of the Fathers and use of the Bible 

continued; fourth, we will come to this current era when a redefinition of the 

relationship between exegesis and hermeneutics, and a critical reception of neo-

                                                        
626 ZIZIOULAS, John D. Being as Communion Studies in Personhood and the Church. Crestwood, 
NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985, p. 26. 
627 Honestly, this kind of image in the West has only been reinforced by the immigrants from 
Russia, who immigrated to the West and in order to preserve their Orthodox identity in an alien 
world, have emphasised the mystical aspect of Orthodox theology. See Vladimir Lossky’s book 
Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (1957).  
628 Vassiliadis speaks of this in VASSILIADIS, Petros. Eucharist and Witness: Orthodox Perspectives 
on the Unity and Mission of the Church. Geneva: WCC Publications, 1998, pp. 8-10.                               
See Stylianopoulos, who says that the title of his book can be easily misinterpreted 
(STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, vol. 1 Scripture, 
Tradition, Hermeneutics. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1997, p. xviii), but he meant 
an Orthodox with low “o” for all Christians who hold to the historic faith of the Church. Similarly 
also in STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. The Way of Christ. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox 
Press, 2002, p. 31. 
629 “Orthodoxy is no longer only ‘eastern’. Today it is oecumenical, universal – not only in the 
geographical sense of the word, but also essentially and content-wise.” BIGOVIĆ, Radovan. The 
Orthodox Church in 21st Century. Belgrade: Ekopres, 2009, p. 17. See also BINNS, John.                             
An Introduction to the Christian Orthodox Churches. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2002, p. viii. 
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patristic movements occurred, and as a result hermeneutical theology appeared. 

Consequently with these periods, hermeneutics within the Orthodox context 

developed in three directions: as patristic hermeneutics, as biblical hermeneutics, 

and as a hermeneutical theology. 

While focussing on the movement of the return to the Fathers, a problem                            

of negative identity formation as a key to what Orthodox hermeneutics should              

be will be explored in the chapter seven “Sources of Orthodox Hermeneutics 

Revisited.” In this chapter I will aim to achieve two things. First, I will deal more 

in detail with Georges Florovsky and Christos Yannaras, with their concepts                   

as demonstrative of two ways of dealing with Orthodox sources, both Russian 

emigrant and Greek. Their concepts are different, come from different times and 

places, but they still display common characteristics, namely, they show why and 

how the patristic period became normative for Orthodoxy. This section about 

modern hermeneutics among Russian émigrés and Greeks will be followed with the 

section where we will point to the problems which come out of this discussion and 

which are important for discussion about the horizons of human understanding and 

transcendence. These are two: patristic captivity and captivity in an anti-Western 

attitude.630 Detailed analysis of the Greek and Russian waves serves to find the 

reasons as well as where and why the captivities I talk about appeared. The phrase 

‘patristic captivity’ is taken from Timothy Noble, who has used it to express the 

outcome of one part of Orthodox theology, and inspired me because of its 

hermeneutical implications. In his interpretation patristic captivity contributes                 

to the expressions of Orthodox identity. According to my opinion it is the most 

dominant hermeneutical criteria that, both positively and negatively, rules 

contemporary Orthodox theology. Most importantly, both captivities show the very 

apparent presence of hermeneutic criterion and of an implicit hermeneutics based 

                                                        
630 The phrase ‘patristic captivity’ was introduced by Dr. Timothy Noble in the concluding panel 
discussion of the International Scientific Conference ‘Symbolic Mediation of Wholeness                              
in Western Orthodoxy’, organised by The Protestant Theological faculty of Charles University                    
in Cooperation with Jabok College, 25 May 2014.  
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on a very clear theological methodology. 

Chapter eight “The Move Beyond the Neo-Patristic Synthesis” will contain the 

critique of critical reception of the negative work with the sources, as well                         

as alternative and positive work with the sources. Both critical and alternative 

work overcome the negative identity formation. The younger generation                          

of Orthodox theologians and those who deal with the Orthodox tradition have not 

hesitated to question the conclusions of the above presented movements. Several 

Orthodox and non-Orthodox voices will be mentioned: Pantelis Kalaitzidis who 

wants to avoid negative building of identity, Aristotle Papanikolaou who criticises 

negative self-identification, Brandon Gallaher who notes the lack of the 

hermeneutical horizon time, Czech Hussite theologian Ivana Noble who points 

out the lack of the moment of innovation and Assaad Kattan who answers                        

as to how hermeneutics as a Protestant discipline can be used in the Orthodox 

context. Post-patristic theology is further complemented with the alternative 

work of theologians who move beyond the critique, rely on the works of non-

Orthodox authors and work more constructively with the sources. This will                    

be presented in the systematic rehabilitation of patristic methodology and 

hermeneutics as visible in the work of John Breck and Theodore Stylianopoulos.  

Further, chapter nine “Horizons of Human Understanding and Transcendence in 

Current Orthodox Hermeneutics” will discuss Orthodox hermeneutics in terms             

of a strong sense of belonging to a community as the result of cooperation 

between people and history, at the same time seeing the divine as something that 

mainly comes to this relationship from outside. This perspective is achieved                   

by critical reception and alternative work with the sources in post-patristic 

theology. Focus will be more closely given to the reception of Gadamer’s thoughts 

in the Orthodox world. Reception of Gadamer’s thinking and hermeneutical 

concepts is a very important part of my argument as this is the point where two 

worlds started to ‘fuse,’ i.e. to interact and exchange. The reception of Gadamer 

by Andrew Louth, and then by two theologians of a younger generation: Assaad 
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Kattan and Nicolae Turcan will be presented. The ideas from this section will build 

a basis for the continuation of the chapter. Namely, from Gadamer there is a focus 

on the reconstruction of the original historical context that includes the 

personality of the one who understands, which in this case is the Church.                       

His notion of understanding as an agreement, where the reader does not engage 

with the writer himself but with the subject matter of the text, is in favour                       

of understanding as an engagement with tradition, not as an attempt to escape 

from it. Gadamer’s work therefore brings the recovery of tradition, understood                

as the continuity of human communication of an experience, not something that 

limits, but the context in which one is allowed to be free. At the same time,                     

the fusion of horizons that underlines the interpreter’s involvement in the 

interpretative act might contribute to a healthy and fruitful discussion among the 

Orthodox over the limits of tradition as an argument of the truth.   

These of Gadamer’s thoughts complement postmodern Orthodox hermeneutics 

and will serve as the basis for the next sections on Scripture, Tradition, 

contemplation, interpretative community and liturgy. The hermeneutical circle 

between Scripture and Tradition will be in the centre, which means that the two 

are not in contrast or in too close cooperation, but in the form of a circle where 

they influence one another and cannot be divided. Tradition and Scripture build 

the core of Orthodox hermeneutics with another concept, which is a community 

of believers, often called “ecclesial reading” or a “liturgical reading.” 
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CHAPTER SIX:   

EMERGENCE OF MODERN ORTHODOX 

HERMENEUTICS: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

 

In order to understand specific contributors to Orthodox hermeneutics,                             

it is necessary to place the notion of specific Orthodox hermeneutics as it has 

historically evolved. Hence, in this chapter we draw an analysis and an overview 

of various ways hermeneutic theory entered and developed in the Orthodox 

context. First, I will offer a reference to the 1936 meeting in Athens, where the 

first paradigm shift occurred; second, an overview of the neo-patristic renewal               

in Greece in the sixties will follow, which offered a different pattern                                     

of overcoming the Western captivity; third, the events and conferences in the 

1970s will be mentioned, when a discussion about hermeneutics continued more 

explicitly in the context of biblical studies, and fourth, we will arrive at the current 

era when a redefinition of the relation between exegesis and hermeneutics,                  

and a critical reception of neo-patristic movements occurred, in the form                          

of hermeneutical theology. Consequently with these periods, modern 

hermeneutics within the Orthodox context developed in three directions:                  

as patristic hermeneutics, as biblical hermeneutics, and as hermeneutical 

theology. 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the historical background of the 

development of hermeneutics in the 20th ct., its main themes, figures and relations, 

without involving details to any significant extent. A detailed description                  

of the themes, as well as their critical reception, will be the content of the next 

chapters. 
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6.1 First Conference of Orthodox Theological Schools in Athens 

 

In the East the hermeneutical problem never had such urgency as in the West 

because for Orthodox theologians the hermeneutical problem does not lie                          

in a theoretical basis but on the level of practice, life and ortopraxis.631 Moreover, 

Orthodox theologians share a common suspicion that after the Reformation                  

the principle of the right of an individual to interpret the sacred texts led to a new 

ground for discussion.632 All this resulted, as Anthony McGuckin in his analysis 

states, that “all of this intellectual ferment more or less passed under the radar                

of the Orthodox churches of the first decades of the twentieth century.”633 

Hermeneutics as a biblical interpretative method was limited to solving                          

the problem of distance between the biblical world and our world and to the 

explanation of biblical texts.   

It was only the revolution in patristic studies at the beginning of the 20th ct. that 

enforced the hermeneutical question in Eastern Orthodoxy. In the Orthodox 

Eastern world the “chief impetus”634 was the concept of the return to the Fathers 

known as neo-patristic synthesis, which “has become the dominant paradigm for 

Orthodox theology and ecumenical activity.”635 This return to the Fathers                            

is connected with the name of Georges Vasilievich Florovsky (1893–1979)                           

a historian of Russian thought, scholar in patristics and ecumenist, one of the most 

brilliant Orthodox theologians of the 20th century,636 who expressed a need                    

                                                        
631 See STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 163. 
632 McGuckin writes: “The Professor’s lecture room had become a higher seat of authority than 
the pulpit.” MCGUCKIN, John Anthony. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The 
Tradition of Orthodoxy. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2002, vol. 47, p. 303.  
633 MCGUCKIN, J. A. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective, p. 302. 
634 So ALFEYEV, Hilarion. The Patristic Heritage and Modernity. In: ALFEYEV, Hilarion. Orthodox 
Witness Today. Geneva: WCC Publications, 2006, p. 152. 
635 GALLAHER, Brandon. Waiting for the Barbarians: Identity and Polemicism in the Neo-patristic 
Synthesis of Georges Florovsky. Modern Theology. 2011, vol. 27, issue 4, p. 559. 
636 So about him KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. Challenges of Renewal and Reformation Facing the 
Orthodox Church. Ecumenical Review. 2009, vol. 61, issue 2, p. 153. Similarly also Blane calls him 
“The most profound Orthodox theologian of the twentieth century.” (BLANE, Andrew (ed.). 
Georges Florovsky Russian Intellectual and Orthodox Churchman. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1993, p. 9) or Gallaher “undoubtly the greatest Eastern Orthodox theologian                     
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for liberation from the captivity of Western theology, both terminology and the 

way of thinking. Still, Florovsky was not the first to call for this as there were 

earlier patristic revivals,637 and the patristic revival in the 20th ct. was not even                 

a mere Orthodox phenomenon.638 Florovsky’s achievement is that he coined the 

phrase ‘neo-patristic synthesis’639 and set a framework in which the discussion 

would continue with neo-patristic synthesis as a main hermeneutical principle              

in Orthodoxy,640 asserting that “the teaching of Fathers is a permanent category 

of Christian existence, a constant and ultimate measure and criterion of right 

faith.”641  

                                                        
of the 20t century.” (GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 559). Florovsky was a major 
figure in generation of Russians who after emigration in the exile preserved the heritage of their 
native land.  He was son of clerical family. Russian revolution 1917 compelled him to abandon the 
country. His studies in Odessa were in philosophy and science, after his family fled from Russia 
(1922-1926) he received a Phil. Mag. Degree in Prague, at the Russian Faculty of Law. His true 
academic vocation and a major force in shaping of his theological thought was patristics, but as               
a founding member of WCC he was also a pivotal figure in the involvement of Orthodoxy in the 
ecumenical movement. See more on Florovsky here: BLANE, A. Georges Florovsky Russian 
Intellectual and Orthodox Churchman; GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians; GKORTSILAS, 
Paschalis. Florovsky, Georges V. (1893-1979). In: MCGUCKIN, Antony John (ed.). The Concise 
Encyclopedia of Eastern Orthodox Christianity. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2014, pp. 209-210; 
PETERSEN, Rodney L. Local Ecumenism and the Neo-Patristic Synthesis of Father Georges 
Florovsky. The Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 1996, vol. 41, issue 2-3, pp. 217-242; SAUVÉ, 
Ross Joseph. Florovsky’s Tradition. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2010, vol. 55, issue 1-4,        
pp. 213–242; BAKER, Matthew. «Theology Reasons» – in History: Neo-Patristic Synthesis and the 
Renewal of Theological Rationality. Theologia. 2010, no. 4, pp. 81-118. Important are also extensive 
bibliographies made by Mathew Baker and Nikolaos Asproulis: BAKER, Matthew and Nikolaos 
ASPROULIS. Second Bibliography of Scholarly Literature and Conferences on Florovsky. 
Theologia. 2010, no. 4, pp. 357-396; BAKER, Matthew. Bibliography of Literature on the Life and 
Work of Father Georges V. Florovsky. Teologikon: The Annual of the Center for Systematic Theology 
University of Veliko Turnovo. 2013, vol. 2, pp. 253-331. 
637 Most important from earlier revival is Philokalia, anthology of ascetic texts from 4-14th ct. 
(extensive selections from Maximus the Confessor and St Gregory Palamas), published in 1782                 
by St Macario of Corinth and St Nikodimos of Holy Mountain. See LOUTH, Andrew. The Patristic 
Revival and its Protagonists. In: CUNNINGHAM, Mary and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.).                                 
The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009, pp. 189-191. 
638 Roman Catholic scholarship made a tremendous work on this. This seems to be a result                        
of limitation placed on biblical scholarship and dogmatic theology by the anti-modernist approach 
of Catholic Church (oath from 1910). See LOUTH, A. The Patristic Revival and its Protagonists,                  
p. 192. 
639 This phrase has been published for the first time in 1949 in his article Legacy and Task                             
of Orthodox Theology. FLOROVSKY, Georges. The Legacy and the Task of Orthodox Theology. 
Anglican Theological Review. 1949, vol. 31, issue 2, pp. 69-70. 
640 Florovsky collected essays on Church, Bible, and Tradition in the first volume of his Collected 
Works. So he creates the basis, but does not further develop hermeneutical questions; he left                      
to others to search the positive relationship between Scripture and Tradition. Unfortunately, 
Florovsky did not formulate strongly enough that interpretation continues even now. 
641 FLOROVSKY, Georges. Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View. Collected Works, 
Volume One. Belmont, MA: Norland Publishing Company, 1972, p. 107. For more on neopatristic 
synthesis see WILLIAMS, George H. The Neo-Patristic Synthesis of Georges Florovsky. In: BLANE, 
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It was Florovsky who gave two papers at the First International Conference                      

of Orthodox Theological Schools in Athens 1936.642 One is entitled “Western 

Influences in Russian Theology,”643 where he talks about the pseudomorphosis                

of Orthodox thought when Orthodoxy was forced to use Western categories and 

foreign concepts in order to express itself.644 The other lecture is entitled 

“Patristics and Modern Theology,”645 where he appeals to modern theologians                

to return to the tradition of the Fathers and to their practice and liturgy.                         

This return to the Fathers was not meant as a return to letters and text per se,             

but to “kindle again the creative fire of the Fathers, to restore in ourselves the 

patristic spirit.”646 It is important to stress that a patristic revival for Florovsky did 

not mean a return to the past and its repetition or ignoring the present. Quite the 

opposite, for him the writings of the Fathers  

should be more than just a collection of patristic sayings and statements:               

it must be a truly synthesis, a creative reassessment of those insights which 

were granted to the holy man of old. It must be patristic, faithful to the spirit 

and vision, ad mentem Patrum. Yet it also must be neo-patristic, since it is to 

be addressed to the new age, with its own problems and queries.647 

For Florovsky it is therefore more typical to look with the Fathers than to look            

to the Fathers.648 He underscores the authority of Tradition as the hermeneutical 

                                                        
Andrew (ed.). Georges Florovsky: Russian Intellectual, Orthodox Churchman. Crestwood, NY:                      
St Vladimir’s Press, 1993, pp. 289-340. 
642 Nov 29-Dec 6 1936. Wrongly called Pan-Orthodox congress of theology (due to the title                         
of Conference proceedings from first two conferences). Descriptively this is correct, but the name 
of the conference was ‘of Orthodox Theological Schools’. There were six conferences of this type 
organised over the years: 1936 Athens, 1976 in Athens, Pendeli, 1987 in Brookline, 1996                               
in Bucharest, Romania, 2001 in Belgrade, Serbia, 2004 in Sophia, Bulgaria. 
643 This lecture was presented in German and published in proceedings of the conference                            
as “Westliche Einflüsse in der russischen Theologie,” In: ALIZIVATOS, Amilkas (ed.) Procès-
Verbaux du Premier Congrès de Théologie Orthodoxe à Athènes, 29 novembre-6 décembre 1936. 
Athens: Pyrsos, 1939, pp. 212-231; English translation “Western Influences in Russian Theology” 
in Collected Works of Georges Florovsky, vol. 4: Aspects of Church History, Vaduz: 
Büchervertriebsanstalt, 1987, pp. 157-182. Summary of this article see in GALLAHER, B. Waiting 
for the Barbarians, pp. 664-665. 
644 FLOROVSKY, G. Western Influences in Russian Theology, p. 172. 
645 FLOROVSKY, Georges. Patristics and Modern Theology. Pyrsos: Athen, 1938, pp. 3-7. 
646 Ibidem, p. 5. 
647 BLANE, A. Georges Florovsky Russian Intellectual and Orthodox Churchman, p. 154. 
648 So Kalaitzidis in KALAITZIDIS, P. Challenges of Renewal and Reformation Facing the Orthodox 
Church, p. 154. Still, patristic revival is not a unique Orthodox mark, warns Kalaitzidis, as it is the 
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principle that adds nothing new to Scripture, but actualises it in the worshiping 

truth. The problems that come out of Florovsky’s concept will be analysed in more 

detail in the next chapter. 

This first paradigm shift announced by Florovsky in 1936 was further brought 

with the help of the Russian diaspora into a Greek theology of the Fathers, 

especially in the ‘theology of the Sixties.’ 

 

6.2 Theology of the Sixties in Greece 

 

The development of systematic theological studies in Greece started after 

independence from Ottoman rule (1830), when the University of Athens was 

founded by a royal decree (1837) as a theological faculty based on the German 

model within the state university and outside of Orthodox supervision.649                     

One of the negative consequences was the appearance of academic theology 

pursued by lay professors, undermining the experience of the Gospels and 

reducing salvation to an objective formula.650 The result was the westernisation 

                                                        
starting point of each church renewal, the same as it was in the Protestant world with dialectical 
theology, or in the Catholic with the liturgical movement. With the difference that in the 
Orthodoxy this return to the roots did not appear as a part of the interaction with modernity and 
its challenges, but as a “bulwark against modernity.” KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. From the ‘Return                
to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern Orthodox Theology. St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 
2010, vol. 54, issue 1, p. 12. 
649 Some learning resources that deal with this are: YANNARAS, Christos. Orthodoxy and the West. 
Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2006; YANNARAS, Christos. Theology in Present-day 
Greece. St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 1972, vol. 16, issue 4, pp. 195-214; PAPATHANASIOU, 
Athanasios N. Some Key Themes and Figures in Greek Theological Thought. In: CUNNINGHAM, 
M.B. E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology, New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, pp. 218-231; KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis.                                    
Neue Strömungen der Griechisch-orthodoxen Theologie. In: Pro Oriente Jahrbuch 2012. Wien: 
2013, pp. 168-191. 
650 See PAPATHANASIOU, A. N. Some Key Themes and Figures in Greek Theological Thought,  
p. 219. However, its importance should not be at all overemphasised, because in the 19th ct. the 
university hardly existed. Until as late as 1904 there was only one year in which there were more 
than three graduates in the theological school. (YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 197). 
The second theological university was founded in Thessaloniki in 1925 (Stylianopoulos puts year 
1926, see STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Orthodox Biblical Interpretation. In: HAYES, John H. 
(ed.) Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1999, p. 229), but it did 
not became operational until 1941-2. 
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of university theology in Greece that missed the reflection of their own Orthodox 

identity.651 Therefore, two main hermeneutical conditions marked modern Greek 

theology since the foundation of the Greek state: creative theology of the Fathers 

of Florovsky’s account and the influence of Western theology, these two factors 

worked in parallel.652  

The religious awakening and renewed interest in the Fathers and Orthodox 

tradition, more precisely a “liberation from captivity to the scholastic models 

inherited from German universities after Greek independence from the Ottomans 

in 1821,”653 appeared in the sixties of the 20th ct., and can be paralleled with the 

renewed interest in the Fathers by Florovsky. Therefore, this movement was 

called the ‘theology of the Sixties,’ or ‘neo-Orthodoxy,’ and was characterised                 

by interest in apophatic theology, byzantine iconography, monasticism and 

Eucharistic community, hesychasm and especially Gregory Palamas. 

Official circles remained deaf toward this movement. For example, Savvas 

Agourides, professor at the University of Athens, proclaimed that the new 

perspectives only imitated the mystical trends of Russian diaspora theologians 

                                                        
651 “History of modern Hellenism is one of a progressive alienation from its roots, a reckless, 
ultimately fruitless, Westernization.” YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 251. 
652 See PAPATHANASIOU, A. N. Some Key Themes and Figures in Greek Theological Thought,  
p. 218. Of great importance for developing an awareness of Scripture were also extra-ecclesial 
organizations, especially the establishment of the biblically oriented community “Brotherhood                
of Life,” Zoe (founded 1907). This movement had a huge influence on society, because they 
established study groups and published many materials on biblical books. With an aim to reform 
Church life, they put the Bible back in the hands of lay people and encouraged them to participate 
in Church life. See more in PAPATHANASIOU, A. N. Some Key Themes and Figures in Greek 
Theological Thought, pp. 219-220). As Yannaras (a critic of Zoe) saw, there was a “dry Protestant 
pietism and an extremely Calvinist understanding of the Church’s Gospel. The Gospel                                  
is transformed into a totalitarian ideology merely regulating individual conduct.” YANNARAS, 
Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 227. Also: “Zoe represented the apologetic consolidation                                
of Christian belief and the pietistic organization of the moral life of the faithful (….) however its 
influence on theology was insignificant” (YANNARAS, Ch. Theology in Present-day Greece,                    
p. 198). Zoe used Scripture as a source of teachings and moral values that helped to enforce 
individual virtues. By 1936, this community had opened 300 catechetical schools with 35.000 
students. Zoe was considered to be an Orthodox reformation, which did not lead to schism 
(YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 244). Zoe represented a pietistic contrast to scientific 
theology before the sixties, but it stopped existing in 1960, so it did not become part of the revival. 
Therefore, the Pietistic spirit and confusion of religious and national identity characterised the 
first half of 20th ct., but its indubitable contribution is that a whole generation of scholars trained 
in critical thinking appeared, such as Gregorios Papamichael, Nikolaos Louvaris, Hamilcar 
Alivizatos, Leonidas Philippides, Vasileos Vellas, Panayotis Bratsiotis, etc. 
653 PAPATHANASIOU, A. N. Some Key Themes and Figures in Greek Theological Thought, p. 233. 
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and conferred the new movement only marginal importance.654 Still,                                     

it is necessary to connect this revival and renaissance with the much wider social 

context of the events in the sixties, especially with the split of the Zoe movement 

which conveyed interest in the authentic Orthodox identity and struggled                  

to achieve distance from the individualism and legalism in the previous period.655 

The most important theologians in this movement were Nikos Nissiotis                     

(1925-1986), Christos Yannaras (b.1935) and John Zizioulas (b.1931).656 Nissiotis’ 

dissertation was the first where a Greek faced the problems raised by Kierkegaard, 

Sartre, Heidegger and Jaspers.657 

The generation of theologians of the Sixties was often criticised and until the 

eightees of the 20th ct. they were in a sort of exile or emigration.658 First, because 

they were considered too progressive and conservatives were against them;                

and then, by others they were considered to be too conservative, anti-Western 

and introvert. The most famous critic of the second type was the above mentioned 

Agourides. Although he took part in this renewal it its beginnings, he refused the 

idea of Hellenocentrism and antithesis between the East and West, which refused 

the positive achievements of Western culture, such as human rights and scientific 

progress.659 The result of neo-Orthodoxy was much unexpected, as he writes,                  

“it is a sad fact that Neo-Orthodoxy coincided (chronologically only) with the 

worst type of depravity we have experienced in the Church for the past 150 years! 

                                                        
654 So YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 274. Indeed, the theology of the Sixties was 
influenced by the Russian diaspora and their return to the Church Fathers. KALAITZIDIS, P. Neue 
Strömungen der Griechisch-orthodoxen Theologie, p. 168.  
655 Warning in PAPATHANASIOU, A. N. Some Key Themes and Figures in Greek Theological 
Thought, pp. 220-221. 
656 But also John Romanides, Vasileos Gondikakis, Panayiotis Nellas, Georgios Mantzaridis, Nikos 
Matsoukas. 
657 The next one in the first line was of John Romanides, whose dissertation about sin and fall (The 
Ancestral Sin, 1957) broke the Western juristic model. Professors from two faculties, Trembelas 
and Bratsiotis, reacted against it. So YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 276. 
658 Kalaitzidis very thoroughly explains the destiny of each of representatives in his KALAITZIDIS, 
P. Neue Strömungen der Griechisch-orthodoxen Theologie, p. 189. 
659 See KALAITZIDIS, P. Neue Strömungen der Griechisch-orthodoxen Theologie, p. 171. 
Agourides sees the context of neo-Orthodoxy much wider, connected with the end of civil war in 
1969 after which it was very common in Greece to show hostility between East and the West. So 
AGOURIDES, Savvas. The Orthodox Church and Contemporary Biblical Research. In: DUNN, 
James D.G. et al. (eds.). Auslegung der Bibel. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000, pp. 150-151. 
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(...) the Greek Church sank lower than it ever had before in its recent history.”660 

The neo-Orthodox movement was later overridden by the generation of the 80s, 

especially by the school of Thessaloniki (Petros Vassiliadis, Ioannis Petrou and 

Miltiadis Konstantinou).661 

 

6.3 Restoration in the Seventies  

 

Iin the Seventies these local discussions were overcome by more global 

discussions. One of the problems for global Orthodoxy before the Seventies,                    

as Alexander Schmemann reports, was that there were no regular meetings 

between Orthodox theologians and they could meet only at various ecumenical 

gatherings.662 This was about to be changed at the beginning of the 70s with 

several meetings, symposiums and conferences, which meant a positive step 

toward cooperation between Orthodox theologians as one of the ways to avoid 

the “provincialism and self-centeredness that has characterised Orthodoxy for far 

too long, in spite of the promising foundation laid in Athens in 1936.”663 Actually, 

the period lasted exactly forty years until the next, Second International Conference 

of Orthodox Theological Schools was organised in 1976, with the theme “Orthodox 

Theology and its Application (Today).”664 Although the conferences of Orthodox 

                                                        
660 AGOURIDES, S. The Orthodox Church and Contemporary Biblical Research, p. 151. 
661 See KALAITZIDIS, P. Neue Strömungen der Griechisch-orthodoxen Theologie, pp. 172-174. 
They founded the journal Kath Odon with the aim to contrast the tendencies of the neo-orthodox 
movement. Universities are no longer places of new theological trends (Athens and Thessaloniki), 
but journals such as Synaxis, Theologia (from 2009), and the Institute Artoes Zoes. This institute 
tries under the leadership of Agourides to renew biblical studies.They publish the Orthodox 
biblical journal Deltion Biblikon Meliton. Here are also published translations of important Western 
theologians. New leadership from 2007 by Stavros Zoumboulakis is especially active in opening 
the discussion about biblical studies and in organizing conferences. See KALAITZIDIS, P.                    
Neue Strömungen der Griechisch-orthodoxen Theologie, p. 183. 
662 SCHMEMANN, Alexander. Inter-Orthodox Symposium of Thessalonica. St Vladimir’s 
Theological Quarterly. 1972, vol. 16, issue 3, pp. 151-152. 
663 SCHMEMANN, A. Inter-Orthodox Symposium of Thessalonica, p. 152. 
664 Organised at the Penteli monastery, Athens with participants from the whole world and 
observers from WCC and other churches. Savvas Agourides was head of the organizing 
committee. See the report STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Some Reflections on the Second 
Conference of Orthodox Theological Schools. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 1976, vol. 21, 
issue 3, pp. 298-304, where the author asks to which extent the application and goal of the 
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theological schools had had a tradition since 1936, the greatest importance                     

for Orthodox witness in the modern world and reflection on hermeneutical issues 

have had two other series of conferences: the First International Conference                       

of Orthodox Theologians in Brookline in 1970, which initiated the discussion about 

biblical interpretation in the Orthodox world, and the Conference on Orthodox 

Hermeneutical Theology in Athens in 1972, which set the fundaments for patristic 

exegetical study. 

 

 First International Conference of Orthodox Theologians in America  

 

This conference665 (1970) was considered “one of the most significant events that 

took place in Orthodox theology recently, the last such meeting was held                          

in Athens (1936).”666 It did not have a tendency to be pan-Orthodox, rather it was 

“a limited theological endeavour,”667 still the speakers were from almost all 

important Orthodox centres: Thessalonica, Athens, Paris, Leningrad, Bucharest, 

Halki, seminaries in Massachusetts and at St. Vladimir’s.668 Two main questions 

discussed here were the question of autonomy of biblical studies and if the Bible 

can be studied directly or must be mediated through a study of the Fathers.                 

                                                        
conference was achieved, as the past rather than the present and future showed a dominant 
influence on the discussion. Still some questions of modern concern were also raised.                                  
See also GABRIEL, Antony. The Second International Theological Conference. St Vladimir’s 
Theological Quarterly. 1972, vol. 16, issue 4, pp. 217-223. Third International Conference                           
of Orthodox theological schools was organised in 1987 in Brookline at Holy Cross, the theme was 
‘Icon and Kingdom: Orthodoxy faces the 21st century.’ See the report in PAPADEMETRIOU, 
George C. The Third International Conference of Orthodox Theologians Society. Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review. 1978, vol. 23, issue 3-4, pp. 309-317. They planned a next meeting within five 
years in Romania. 
665 Arranged thanks to the activity of the Orthodox theological Society in America (whose 
president was Demetrios Constantelos) at the Holy Cross Seminary, Hellenic College, Brookline, 
Massachusetts. Its theme “Task of Orthodox Theology Today” was highly contemporary and 
important. 
666 PAPADEMETRIOU, George C. International Conference of Orthodox Theologians. Journal                
of Ecumenical Studies. 1971, vol. 8, issue 1, pp. 210-212, p. 210. 
667 AUDI, Elias. First Conference of Orthodox Theologians in America. St Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly. 1970, vol. 14, issue 4, p. 219. 
668 Papers were published in the Greek Orthodox Theological Review, 1972, vol. 17, issue 1.  One                 
of the key addresses was supposed to be by Georges Florovsky, but he did not come.                               
“The disappointment was the absence of Fr. Georges Florovsky”. AUDI, E. First Conference of 
Orthodox Theologians in America, p. 219. 
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Savvas Agourides from Athens gave a main paper, where he plead for acceptance 

of modern analytic methodology and fusion with the patristic exegesis,669                       

but it was his respondents who raised the burning question regarding the role                  

of biblical criticism.670 Both respondents pointed out the lack of Biblical criticism 

in Orthodoxy and expressed the wish that future development in biblical studies 

would bring Orthodoxy closer to Scriptures.671 

The conference in 1970 was led in the form of a constructive dialogue and was 

considered successful,672 with a full awareness that it was only a beginning,                           

a “joy of childhood” rather than the “stability of maturity.”673 Its importance is not 

only that it was the first international Orthodox meeting after 1936, but because 

the questions of criticism and hermeneutics in Orthodoxy were raised.                         

The participants were mostly of a younger generation and it is this generation                

of theologians who has given the tone to Orthodox theology in the second part      

of the 20th century.674 

                                                        
669 AGOURIDES, Savvas. Biblical Studies in Orthodox Theology. Greek Orthodox Theological 
Review. 1972, vol. 17, pp. 51-62. His paper was read in his absence. “A very balanced paper, dealing 
with the respective role played in contemporary Orthodox scholarship by traditionalism and 
concern for historical analysis.” (AUDI, E. First Conference of Orthodox Theologians in America, 
p. 220). Agourides names this relation of Bible and Church a synthesis, and calls the Fathers guides 
par excellance - we must return to them and do with synthesis same what they did: combine                        
it with the contemporary science, “do in our own era what they did in theirs.” AGOURIDES, S. 
Biblical Studies in Orthodox Theology, p. 57. 
670 Veselin Kesich, professor of New Testament at St Vladimir’s Theological Seminary,                             
and Theodore Stylianopoulos, associate professor at New Testament at Holy Cross Theological 
School. 
671 Stylianopoulos is strongly for historical exegesis of the texts, even of those that are connected 
to the dogmatic tradition of the Church. For example, Evdokimov says that an Orthodox biblical 
student has a freedom in his exegesis, apart from where the exegesis may contradict dogmatic 
truth. He uses the example of John 14:28 (“If you loved me, you would be glad that I am going                   
to the Father, for the Father is greater than I”), which cannot be interpreted in a subordinationistic 
manner, as this interpretation was not approved by the Church. But asks Stylianopoulos, if there 
exists interpretation that is dogmatic, is then historical exegesis forbidden STYLIANOPOULOS, 
Theodore G. Biblical Studies in Orthodox Theology: A Response. Greek Orthodox Theological 
Review. 1972, vol. 17, p. 80. See in EVDOKIMOV, Paul. L’Orthodoxie. Paris: Delachaux et Niestlé, 
1959, pp. 190-191. 
672 “Was a great success.” PAPADEMETRIOU, G. International Conference of Orthodox 
Theologians, p. 212. 
673 AUDI, E. First Conference of Orthodox Theologians in America, p. 221. 
674 “Guests and participants representing mainly the younger generation of professional 
theologians.” AUDI, E. First Conference of Orthodox Theologians in America, p. 219. For example, 
Kesich and Stylianopoulos continued to play important roles in the development of modern 
biblical studies in the USA. Kesich was an important figure also at the next, Second international 
conference of Orthodox Theologians (1972), where he chaired the section on biblical studies that led 
a debate with fundamentalists and concluded that serious modern research is needed in order                   
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 Orthodox Conference of Hermeneutical Theology 

 

Several international Orthodox conferences were organised in 1972,675 but the 

most important was the first Orthodox Conference of Hermeneutical Theology held 

in Athens (1972),676 which responded to social and cultural changes by developing 

a hermeneutical theology. Hermeneutics in this case is understood as the patristic 

hermeneutical exegetical tradition, so the response to modern hermeneutical 

critique meant a return to the exegetical methods of the Fathers and to critical 

thinking.677 In the official Statement the participants agree that Orthodox 

Hermeneutical Theology is called to express the Orthodox witness to the world,678 

but the Statement further shows that they did not mean contemporary biblical 

research, but a patristic hermeneutical tradition considered as an “exquisite 

spiritual heritage and deposit” and “indispensable counsel and priceless guide                  

to the correct interpretation of Holy Scripture.” The main task of this Orthodox 

                                                        
to hear the authentic voice of God in Scripture. Second International Theological Conference, Sept 
25-30 1972, at St Vladimir’s Theological Seminary. Papers are published in St Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly, no.1-2, 1973, pages 5-186. The topic was Catholicity of the Church (sub-topics 
Ecumenism and Mission to the world). This, second conference showed that there exist several 
methodological approaches within Orthodoxy, for example the churches in communist countries 
have returned to the Protestant struggles of the sixties with emphasis on social justice and Third 
world concerns. Similar Protestant tendencies in focusing on mission and ecumenical witness  at 
the essence of the Church were visible also among a number of American theologians and their 
“initiative ecumenism”. Some other representatives spoke about the Byzantine without bothering 
to bridge the gap and were insisting on faithfulness to what has been handed down to us. Gabriel 
calls this a ‘frozen theology’, and ‘old believers.’ See the report in GABRIEL, A. The Second 
International Theological Conference, pp. 217-223. 
675 Other Orthodox conferences in the same year were Second International Theological 
Conference of Orthodox Theologians in America held at St Vladimir’s Theological Seminary, and 
the Inter-Orthodox Theological Symposium held in Thessalonica, Greece. The latter especially 
revealed a pluralism and variety in current theology and absence of basic agreement not only                   
in solving problems, but even in the formulation of the problems, especially between the 
theological climate in Greece, the one in communist countries and that in the diaspora.                             
See Schmemann’s report for more. SCHMEMANN, A. Inter-Orthodox Symposium of Thessalonica, 
pp. 150-153. 
676 Held on May 17-21 1972. It was organised by the Inter-Orthodox Center of Athens at the 
historical Monastery of the Dormition of the Theotokos in Pentelikos. See the Barrois’ report for 
more. BARROIS, Georges Augustin. Orthodox Conference on Hermeneutics, May 1972.                               
St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 1972, vol. 16, issue 3, pp. 153-157.  
677 Presentations at the conference dealt with biblical topics (For example Father Kniazeff studied 
prophetic mission in light of Pentateuch and professor Barois searched the proofs in Isaiah for the 
revelation of the New Testament) or with exegesis of The Fathers (Stylianopoulos studied the 
exegesis of Justin and Andriopoulos  those of Origen). 
678 This statement was published in St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly, 1972, vol. 16, issue 3,                     
pp. 156-157. 
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Hermeneutical Theology therefore is “the thorough study and evaluation                           

of the Patristic exegetical tradition.”679 The importance of this conference in this 

historical overview is that it brought into use the term “hermeneutical theology,” 

and showed an awareness that critical thinking and hermeneutics were already 

present in the Fathers, awareness of ideas and statements that were not present 

in the earlier period, for example in the Florovsky’s account.680 

 

6.4 The Consolidation of Hermeneutical Theology    

           

The period between the seventies of the 20th ct. and the late nineties is a period  

of silence in the hermeneutical discussion, although there were some exceptions 

to this rule.681 With the start of the third millennium the number of conferences 

addressing the issue of the Orthodox Church facing post-secularity and modernity 

of  the 21st ct. increased as well as conferences addressing other topics.682                           

                                                        
679  BARROIS, G. Orthodox Conference on Hermeneutics, May 1972, p. 156. 
680 Unfortunately, the questions of modern hermeneutical methods were not taken into account, 
rather the participants tried to find a balance between hermeneutical methods of the Fathers and 
the life of Church. This can be considered a wasted chance, because from critical thinking of the 
Fathers it is just a step to take into account the methods of our own current world, in the same 
way as the Fathers did in their time. 
681 Especially UGOLNIK, Anton. An Orthodox Hermeneutic in the West. St Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly. 1983, vol. 27, pp. 93-118. Ugolnik in his work shows a great knowledge of Western 
hermeneutics, from Luther to Tracy and Kierkegaard, but draws more attention to the continuity 
than to discontinuity and distance. He says that the whole idea of hermeneutics of restoration                 
of the past and overcoming the gap sounds unfamiliar to Orthodox – because continuity and 
a living tradition lies between the modern and patristic exegesis. (p. 129). Other hermeneutical 
works with the Eighties are from Evdokimov, who deals with Bultmann’s hermeneutics 
(EVDOKIMOV, Paul. Principes de l’hemeneutique Orthodoxe. Contacts: revue française                                 
de l’orthodoxie. 1987, vol.135, pp. 127-135) and the work from Indian Orthodox theologian, who 
says that the question of how to understand Bible is connected to the question of how                                
to understand God and the Church. He already uses Gadamer when he talks about tradition                    
as a hermeneutical category. See GEORGE, K.M. An Oriental Orthodox Approach                                      
to Hermeneutics. Indian Journal of Theology. 1982, vol. 31, pp. 203-211. Explicit history of modern 
Orthodox hermeneutics starts with Nikos Nissiotis’ article “Prolegomena to Hermeneutics,” where 
hermeneutics is explicitly mentioned for the first time. Its author goes through the discussion 
about Scripture and Tradition and concludes that “hermeneutics should not be left exclusively              
to New Testament scholars and exegetes. Hermeneutics is the business of all theologians and of 
the Church as whole, since all use the Bible, either as a basis for their theological work or for their 
devotional and liturgical life.” NISSIOTIS, Nikos A. The Unity of Scripture and Tradition:                      
An Eastern Contribution to the Prolegomena of Hermeneutics. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 
1965, vol. 11, p. 204. 
682 Let me mention also the International symposium of Dogmatic theology 2007 in Arad that also 
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A breakthrough was the conference Sacred Text and Interpretation: Perspectives                  

in Orthodox Biblical Studies (2003) with many important articles by contemporary 

hermeneutical theologians.683 Other hermeneutical works followed by Michael 

Prokurat684 and Vasile Mihoc.685 This period brings a redefinition of the relation 

between exegesis and hermeneutics, where hermeneutics is defined as a discipline 

that “seeks to examine the premises and framework that condition understanding 

beyond the question concerning the appropriate method to employ.”686 

Hermeneutics is therefore not simply a return to the Fathers or dealing with the 

words of Scripture, but it is the process of a deeper understanding of God’s plan 

of salvation;687 therefore hermeneutics and exegesis are not synonyms and 

hermeneutics is not inevitably the reconstruction of the original meaning.                   

This concept actually discerns between exegesis and eisegesis, takes into account 

the role of readers, the plurality of interpretations, and most of all, a focus on the 

subject matter and on the reader, rather than on original meaning.                                 

                                                        
had a contemporary topic: “Stresses and Perspective of Orthodox Dogmatic Theology for the 
Church Mission in Contemporary World.” Then there is a conference named Neo-Patristic 
Synthesis or Post-Patristic Theology: Can Orthodox Theology be contextual? June 3-6, 2010, organised 
by Volos on the post-secular age. Fifth Conference of Orthodox Theological Schools organised in 
Belgrade in 2001 with its topic ‘Unity, Mission and Orthodoxy in third Millennium’ also directly 
confronted the challenges that Orthodoxy is currently facing. See БИГОВИЋ, Радован, Богдан 
ЛУБАРДИЋ and Богољуб ШИЈАКОВИЋ (eds.). Јединство, мисија и богословље у трећем 
миленијуму, ѕборник радова Петог међународног конгреса високих правосланих школа 
(Београд, 26.9-1.10.2001). Београд: Православни богословски факултет, 2012. 
683 It took place at the Hellenic College/Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology on October 
28-November 1, 2003. Papers were published in the volume 47 (2002) of The Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review. McGuckin had an important article about recent biblical hermeneutics in the 
patristic perspective, where he made an overview of modern hermeneutical movements. He wants 
to find valuable tools that can be used in the Orthodox Church, not so much to complement, but 
rather to underline and support the Orthodox principles of interpretation. His original approach 
is not the suggestion creating a critical principle, a new Orthodox one, but to invite considerationof 
how to respond to modern ones and incorporate them into Orthodox use. MCGUCKIN, J. A. Recent 
Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition of Orthodoxy. 
684 PROKURAT, Michael. Orthodox Interpretation of Scripture. In: HAGEN, Kenneth (ed.). The 
Bible in the Churches: How Various Christians Interpret the Scriptures. Milwaukee, WI: Marquette 
University Press, 1998, pp. 61-100. He puts an emphasis here on Orthodox elements and especially 
on liturgy. 
685 MIHOC, Vasile. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics. In: LEMAIRE, André (ed.). Congress 
Volume Ljubljana 2007. Leiden: Brill, 2010, pp. 293-320. He searches for the right criteria for 
assimilating what is right in Western exegetical methods. See Clark’s article, which is an overview 
of most important scholars working in this field of research. CLARK, T. Recent Eastern Orthodox 
Interpretation of the New Testament. 
686 KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. Hermeneutics: A Protestant Discipline for an Orthodox Context? 
Theological Review. 2002, vol. 23, issue 1, p. 48. 
687 NIKOLAKOPOULOS, Konstantin. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments: Die 
orthodoxe Hermeneutik und die historisch-kritische Methode. Aachen: Shaker Verlag, 2000, p. 15. 
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This illustrates the story of “The Sleeping Beauty” told by Merja Merras: if we 

attempt to see where the princess lived, why, what happened to her, where the 

prince came from, why, and what were his intentions, we miss the main point, 

that sometimes the odds can be overcome by a great effort.688 

The main condition for the emergence of current hermeneutics (i.e. hermeneutical 

theology) within the Orthodox context is a new shift of paradigms, different than 

the one experienced in 1936, now based on the re-evaluation of traditional aspects 

and on a turn toward openness and dialogue with the West. There is a clear move 

to interaction and dialogue among the generation of current Orthodox 

theologians, in the West as well as in the East, which is a result of a deeper 

awareness about the world in which Orthodox believers live. So, for example, 

Andrew Louth writes that it is exactly this world, developed in a certain cultural 

history (Renaissance, Reformation, Enlightenment), with which Orthodoxy is now 

meeting and must communicate, as there is no other world in disposition.689 

Archbishop Demetrios in his opening speech at the conference in 2002 accepted 

that no society can be a cultural island anymore and cannot be immune                              

to influences from outside, not even churches in Eastern Europe can afford the 

luxury of isolation.690 Therefore he suggested that the pluralistic world should not 

                                                        
688 MERRAS, Merja. Do We Meet Modernity with Out-Of-Date Questions? Some Hermeneutical 
Reflections. In: KATTAN, Assaad E. and Fadi GEORGI (eds.). Thinking Modernity: Towards                          
a Reconfiguration of the Relationship between Orthodox Theology and Modern Culture. Tripoli: St. 
John of Damascus Institute of Theology, 2010, p. 15. 
689 In the introduction to John Behr’s book. BEHR, John. The Way to Nicaea: The Formation                            
of Christian Theology: Volume 1. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001, p. ix. In 1969 
Meyendorff comes with the similar conclusion, when he called for breaking the barrier between 
East and West, and for changing from Eastern theology to Orthodox theology. (MEYENDORFF, J. 
Living Tradition: Orthodox Witness in the Contemporary World, p. 168). In many ways Orthodoxy 
is critical toward the way theology in the West developed (as an academic discipline, separated 
from the spiritual aspect), but at the same time the fruits of Western scholarship can hardly                   
be ignored. 
690 International conference entitled ‘Orthodox Churches in a Pluralistic World: An Ecumenical 
Conversation’, held at the Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology, 3-5 October 2002. 
Scholars from the US and abroad gathered to reflect very contemporary areas on globalisation and 
pluralism, which Orthodoxy faces in its witness. Papers were published in the book CLAPSIS, 
Emmanuel (ed.). The Orthodox Churches in a Pluralistic World: An Ecumenical Conversation. 
Geneva: WCC Publications; Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2004, which orients more 
on the Churches in America that entered in a pluralistic context and are more exposed to the 
challenges of globalisation and pluralism. A book with the similar intention, but which 
concentrates on Eastern orthodox countries is ROUDOMETOF, Victor (ed.). Eastern Orthodoxy in 
a Global Age: Tradition Faces the Twenty-First Century. Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 2005. 
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be see as an obstacle, but rather as an opportunity, when the Orthodox Church is 

“challenged to match her incarnational Christology with an equally incarnational 

ecclesiology.”691 

 

 Current representative voices of hermeneutical theology: Zizioulas, Behr 

 

In order to explain what I mean by hermeneutical theology, two current 

theologians who work with this kind of hermeneutics will now be introduced.  

The first representative is the metropolitan John Zizioulas (b.1931), for whom the 

role of hermeneutics is described as “the task of re-stating Scripture and Christian 

doctrine is termed ‘hermeneutics’. All theology is a matter of hermeneutics.”692 

Scripture says nothing and is silent until it is interpreted, therefore, according                 

to Zizioulas, Christian theology is an interpretation and explanation of Scripture. 

He does not conclude only that it is important to explore the context in which the 

kerygma was initially formulated, but also that it includes the interpretation and 

exploration of our own situation. This second aspect includes also current 

                                                        
This book reflects the issue of Orthodox Church facing post-secularity and modernity in the 21st 
century. Its aim is to address old questions such as: how has spirituality changed in past decades 
and should we expect to change in the future? What does unbroken tradition mean in a world, 
which changes at an unprecedented rate? (See p. vii). 
691 DEMETRIOS, Archbishop of America. The Orthodox Churches in a Pluralistic World: 
Ecumenical Conversation. In: CLAPSIS, Emmanuel (ed.). The Orthodox Churches in a Pluralistic 
World. Geneva: WCC Publications, 2004, p. 3. How much in contrast are these words with 
Meyendorff’s expectation that in the last quarter of the 20th ct. the Church will survive only                       
as   “an outdated museum piece.” MEYENDORFF, J. Living Tradition: Orthodox Witness in the 
Contemporary World, p. 8. Daniel Munteanu adds that no one approaches the Bible as tabula rasa, 
because we are “products of cultural and ideological traditions.” Each objectivity is constituted 
within a certain tradition, as we are rooted in prejudice and conditions by the past or by effective 
history. Muntenau refers to Georgia Warnke’s (Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Tradition, and Reason. 
Stanford University Press, 1987, p. 3), but he does not seem to be aware of Gadamer’s influence 
there. Illustrative is a sentence from Alfred Whitehead, “if we desire a record of uninterpreted 
experience, we should ask a stone to record its autobiography.” MUNTEANU, Daniel. Culture                  
of Love and Hermeneutics of Truth: The Relevance of an Ecumenical Anthropology for                                 
a Pluralistic Society. In: KATTAN, Assaad E. and Fadi GEORGI (eds.). Thinking Modernity: Towards 
a Reconfiguration of the Relationship between Orthodox Theology and Modern Culture. Tripoli: St. 
John of Damascus Institute of Theology, 2010, p. 201. In order to avoid the fact that all these truths 
end in relativism and consequently lose the truth, the concept of truth must be inseparable from 
the principle of authority, similar to the Early Church this lead to the interplay between scripture, 
creeds and councils and the authority of tradition. There is another allusion to Gadamer (p. 202), 
but no direct reference.  
692 ZIZIOULAS, John D. Doctrine as the Teaching of the Church. In: KNIGHT, Douglas (ed.). 
Lectures in Christian Dogmatics John D. Zizioulas. London: T&T Clark, 2008, p. 3. 
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intellectual movements and a correct relationship between them and theological 

interpretation. It means that the theologian must be familiar with the intellectual 

climate of his own time, but even more, a theologian must be a “truly enquiring 

mind, a philosopher in the wider sense of being, sensitive to the deepest needs            

of human beings.”693 He repeated similar thoughts at the symposium in Belgrade 

(2012), where he said that the task of a systematic theologian who tries                                

to be faithful to patristic thought is to make explicit what is implicit in the 

expression of the Fathers. This requires not only faithfulness to the words,                     

but also an openness to the questions which the Fathers did not raise. There                        

is an apparent difference with the work of the historian who limits himself only 

to what has been said. The work of a systematic theologian is not conceivable 

without hermeneutics, as the understanding of the past is not only reproductive 

but a productive activity as well.694  

This interpretative engagement with Scripture is clearly visible and applied in the 

work of the Orthodox theologian John Behr (b.1966) and is based on awareness   

of the operating matrix of Orthodox theology, which was one of the main topics 

of the 2007 international conference in Lebanon.695 John Behr showed there that 

as a fish cannot live without water, neither can theologians step out from the 

context in which they have grown up. It is a context shaped by the Enlightenment, 

confident in a neutral discourse of rationality and in the belief that the scientific 

                                                        
693 ZIZIOULAS, J. Doctrine as the Teaching of the Church, p. 4. 
694 With saying that theology is a productive activity, he refers to Gadamer’s Truth and Method. 
See ZIZIOULAS, John D. Person and Nature in the Theology of St Maximus the Confessor.                       
In: VASILJEVIĆ, Maxim (ed.). St Maximus the Confessor. Belgrade: Sebastian Press & The Faculty 
of Orthodox Theology – University of Belgrade, 2013, p. 108, footnote 61. Also similar to Zizioulas 
is the work of John Panteleimon Manoussakis, who talks about the “hermeneutic character of all 
theology (all theology as the logos of the Logos cannot but be hermeneutical).” This hermeneutic 
character of theology is based on two presumptions: first, that there is the primacy of the act                     
of speaking – God speaks and reveals as the Word before it says what it is, second, the revelation 
in the Word is self-revelation. In Mansoukasis’ approach is visible a focus on communication and 
discourse, that points to the need of a hermeneutical aspect in theology. Out of this need                         
he stresses Christological hermeneutics based on the incarnation as the overcoming of the distance 
between divine and human, and on, what he calls “Eucharist’s Endless hermeneutics”. 
MANOUSSAKIS, John Panteleimon. Hermeneutics and Theology. Unpublished [cited 2014-06-28]. 
Retrieved from https://www.academia.edu/5948435/Hermeneutics_and_Theology_unedited_, p. 3. 
695 Presentations are published in the KATTAN, Assaad Elias and Fadi GEORGI (eds.). Thinking 
Modernity, Towards a Reconfiguration of the Relationship between Orthodox Theology and Modern 
Culture. Tripoli: St. John of Damascus Institute of Theology, 2010. 



197 

method is the most secure way for arts and humanities.696 Behr is therefore not 

absorbed by historical uncertainties, in his book he rather returns to Jesus’ 

question to his disciples ‘Who do you say I am?’ as the starting point of Christian 

theology. The particularity of Jesus’ life led to many volumes describing social, 

political circumstances of the early times, but this is wrong, writes Behr, as Jesus’ 

question “calls for interpretation, to explain the meaning and significance of this 

person, his life and works.”697 The real Jesus in the New Testament is already 

interpreting Jesus, says Behr. The preaching of the Christ becomes                                          

a ‘hermeneutical lens’, through which the content of Scripture is brought                         

to us. Therefore, what comes to us in the medium of language is not Scripture, but 

Christ as the content of Scripture. The aim of reading cannot be to find the original 

meaning in the text, but to find the message about Christ who “becomes the sole 

subject of the Scripture.”698 It can be concluded that Behr’s theology                                                      

is a hermeneutical theology. 

 

 Summary  

 

In order to grasp the question of human understanding and the transcendence 

hermeneutically, in this chapter I drew an analysis of various ways hermeneutic 

theory has developed in the Orthodox context. For this reason, I showed in the 

historical overview that current hermeneutics has been developing within the Or-

thodox context in three directions: as a patristic hermeneutics, as a biblical her-

meneutics, and as hermeneutical theology. Although this thesis is interested 

mostly in hermeneutical theology and its attributes, it was necessary to provide  

a historical overview as a background. We started with the first paradigm shift             

                                                        
696 BEHR, John. Returning to First Principles Articulating Orthodox Theology in a Postmodern 
Context. In: KATTAN, Assaad E. and Fadi GEORGI (eds.). Thinking Modernity: Towards                                
a Reconfiguration of the Relationship between Orthodox Theology and Modern Culture. Tripoli: St. 
John of Damascus Institute of Theology, 2010, p. 21. 
697 BEHR, J. The Way to Nicaea: The Formation of Christian Theology, p. 12. 
698 Ibidem, p. 28. 
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in the neo-patristic synthesis and the return to the Fathers, where the authority 

of the Fathers was underscored as the hermeneutical principle. Further, the teach-

ing of the Fathers was asserted by Florovsky as a permanent category of Christian 

existence and an ultimate criterion of right faith.  However, patristic exegesis and 

the return to the critical thinking of the Fathers was missing. Then we continued 

with neo-Orthodoxy, a movement that appeared in the Sixties in Greece and was 

characterised by interest in apophatic theology, byzantine iconography, monasti-

cism and the Eucharistic community, hesychasm and especially Gregory Palamas. 

However, it brought also the antithesis between the East and West, which refused 

the positive achievements of Western culture. In the next step we continued with 

the restoration of the relationship between patristics and biblical studies in the 

Seventies, when the moment or ideas of critical thinking were underlined, funda-

ments for patristic exegetical study were set and the discussion about biblical in-

terpretation in the Orthodox world was initiated. Finally, we finished in the cur-

rent era with a redefinition of the relation between exegesis and hermeneutics, 

where hermeneutics is distinct as a discipline that examines the premises                         

and framework that condition understanding, rather than a simple return to the 

Fathers or dealing with the words of Scripture. Two short examples of current 

hermeneutical theologians were offered in order to show the turn to the role                 

of the reader, the plurality of interpretations and the importance of interpretation. 

This historical overview offered three different understandings of the concept                

of hermeneutics. The first is patristic hermeneutics, which relies mostly on the 

results of the efforts of the Church Fathers and this look to the Fathers is the main 

hermeneutical principle. The second is biblical hermeneutics, which relies                       

on methodology developed mostly in the West, which enables the correct under-

standing of the words of Scripture. The third is hermeneutical theology, 

which overcomes the methodological approach that aims solely to bridge the gap 

between the biblical and our world; this is achieved because it embraces the                   

exploration of our human situation and its interpretation, as well the relation with 
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the subject matter of the text. Since in this thesis I am focusing on the relationship 

between human understanding and the transcendence, hermeneutical theology 

answers how what is transcendent (as active and enabling the cooperation) can 

be testified within horizons of human understanding without becoming created 

by the people as what reaches beyond them. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  

SOURCES OF ORTHODOX HERMENEUTICS 

REVISITED 

 

The previous chapter brought the background and overview on which current 

Orthodox hermeneutics developed. This chapter will pay attention to the 

struggles and inspirational sources that have a formative impact on Orthodox 

hermeneutics. While focussing on the movement of the return to the Fathers,                 

the problem of negative identity formation as a key to what Orthodox 

hermeneutics should be, will be explored. In this chapter I will continue in this 

presentation and will aim to achieve two things. First, I will deal more in detail 

with Georges Florovsky and Christos Yannaras, who were briefly mentioned                  

in the previous chapter. Here I will deal with their concepts as demonstrative                  

of two ways of dealing with Orthodox sources, Russian emigrant and Greek.   

Their concepts are different, come from a different time and place, but they still 

display common characteristics, among others they show why and how the 

patristic period became normative for Orthodoxy. I will not discuss the whole 

situation of Russian emigrants, neither will I deal with the whole theology                     

of the Sixties. This section about modern hermeneutics among Russian émigrés 

and Greeks will be followed with the section in which I will point out the 

problems which come out of this discussion and which are important for 

discussion about the horizons of human understanding and transcendence. 

These are two: patristic captivity and captivity in an anti-Western attitude, 

which will be thematically addressed. Detailed analysis of the Greek and Russian 

waves serves to find where and why the captivities I talk about appeared. 

Chapter eight will later provide a more systematic and critical reception                      

of sources of Orthodox hermeneutics, critique of the conclusions, and alternative 

work with the sources. 
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The situation in Greece, where the captivity in Western scientific approaches was 

overcome by the neo-Orthodoxy movement that liberated Orthodox spirituality 

and monasticism but ended up in a too radical contrast, is addressed by the current 

generation of Greek theologians who strive for openness and dialogue. A similar 

engagement could be seen if one would follow the engagement with hermeneutics 

in the Eastern countries. Another similar situation is in Bulgaria, where the 

developments went only in the direction of biblical hermeneutics.699 Romanian 

theology, in contrast, shows a huge potential to develop a theology of dialogue 

based on hermeneutical thinking.700 These, though interesting, will not                    

be individually analysed.  

 

7. 1 Modern Hermeneutics among the Russian Émigrés 

  

This section will deal with the first wave, which is the relationship to the source 

of Orthodox hermeneutics in the Russian area and among Russian emigrants. The 

first modern principles for Bible interpretation in the Russian area were 

formulated in 1776.701 From the beginning of the 19th ct. a new generation emerged 

                                                        
699 On the topic see RIBOLOV, Svetoslav. A Review of Dogmatic Theology in Bulgaria during the 
20th century. Teologia. 2000, no. 3-4, pp. 39-55; ШИВАРОВ, Николай. Херменевтика на стария 
завет. София, Нов бьлгарси университет, 2005; ПОПМАРИНОВ, Димитьр. Сьвременни 
богословски проблеми. София, Омофор, 2004; ТРАЙЧЕВ, Емил Стоянов. Тенденции                                
и перспективи в сьвременното православно богословие и богословието в Бьлгариь.                        
In: ЗИДАРОВА, Людмила (ed.). Бьлгарската православна цьрква – традиции и настояще. 
София, Гутенберг, 2009. 
700 On the topic see TULCAN, Ioan. Theologia dogmatică orthodoxă română în cea de a doua 
jumătate a secolului al XX-lea: reprezentanti de marcă, curente si perspective. Teologia. 2002,                   
vol. 6, issue 3-4, pp. 171-183 or Theological Studies. 2009, vol. 65, issue 1, pp. 406-409. 
701 By the Metropolitan of Moscow Platon (Levshin, 1737-1812) and have been obligatory for the 
Faculty of Moscow Theological Academy. I will be referring often to Alexander Negrov’s 
publications, where he spends a lot of time describing Russian Orthodox development of biblical 
studies. See: NEGROV, Alexander. Biblical Interpretation in the Russian Orthodox Church:                     
An Historical and Hermeneutical Perspective. Verbum et Ecclesia. 2001, vol. 22, issue 2, pp. 352-
365; NEGROV, Alexander. Fr. Sergius Bulgakov (1871-1944): A Study in the Eastern Orthodox 
Hermeneutical Perspective. HTS. 2002, vol.58, issue 1, pp. 250-263; NEGROV, Alexander.                      
Three Hermeneutical Horizons of Slavic Evangelicals. International Congregational Journal. 2006, 
vol. 6, issue 1, pp. 83-104; NEGROV, Alexander. Biblical Interpretation in the Russian Orthodox 
Church. Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008. The Metropolitan believed that Scripture should                               
be understood in connection to time and place of the authors and therefore encouraged students 
to search for the literal and historical sense; at the same time he urged for orientation to the 
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with an emphasis on a more careful reading and study of the Bible in Russian 

Orthodoxy, represented by Metropolitan of Moscow Philaret Drozdov                        

(1782-1867), archbishop Alexander M. Bukharev (1822-1871) and archbishop 

Gerasim Pavskii (1787-1863), called ‘true founders of Russian Orthodox study                  

of the Bible.’702 These scholars apprehended hermeneutics as the formulation                    

of methods for a correct understanding of the ancient text, but did not include 

philosophical and psychological theories of understanding as was common in the 

West in that time.703  

Development after 1917 is much more important for the theme of my thesis, when 

the Russian Orthodox Church became an enemy of the ruling ideology, many 

theological schools were closed and scholarly study of the Bible was restricted. 

Before the 1917 Revolution the Church had a privileged position, with moral, 

theological and spiritual potential, but it showed up as being powerless face             

to face with violence and militant atheism. The local council of 1917-18                              

re-established the patriarchate and brought many decisions important for the life 

of the Church. Its importance “could have been”704 much as Vatican II, but                         

it happened too late for the changes to be implemented.705 Theological scholarship 

ceased to exist, in the meantime Western theological scholarship continued                     

to move forward, much was accomplished in the field of patristic studies and these 

results were not accessible to Russians.706 Russian theological scholarship 

                                                        
patristic heritage as a “warrant of right interpretation.” NEGROV, A. Biblical Interpretation in the 
Russian Orthodox Church, p. 355. His urging for people not to search for mysterious meanings                   
of the Scriptures is also very interesting. 
702 MEN, Alexander. K istorii Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Biblieistiki. Bogoslovskie Trudy. 1987, vol. 28, 
p. 272. Cited in NEGROV, A. Three Hermeneutical Horizons of Slavic Evangelicals, p. 86.                               
It is interesting to note that while Philaret and Pavskii stressed the importance of the linguistic 
perspective in exegesis and the role of literary genres in interpretation, Bukharev was more 
interested in imaginative and mystical interpretation. 
703 Negrov points out the contrast between them in NEGROV, A. Biblical Interpretation in the 
Russian Orthodox Church, p. 357. 
704 ALFEYEV, Hilarion. Orthodox Theology in the Twenty-First Century. In: ALFEYEV, Hilarion. 
Orthodox Witness Today. Geneva: WCC Publications, 2006, p. 127. 
705 Before the revolution were there 4 theological academies, 57 seminars and 185 “geistliche 
Schulen,” but all were closed in 1918. If we do not count several illegal schools “gab es bis zum 
Zweiten Weltkrieg überhaupt kein geistlichen Lehranstalten in UdSSR.” KONSTANTINOW, 
Dimitry. Die Kirche in der Sowjetunion nach dem Kriege. New York: All-Slavic Publishing House, 
1967, p. 182. 
706 Claims also Agourides in AGOURIDES, S. Biblical Studies in Orthodox Theology. 
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continued to flourish in exile from the West, especially in the Paris-school, whose 

encounter with the West was fruitful for re-interpretation of its own tradition and 

its presentation in an understandable way to the West.707 Unfortunately the 

results of the Paris-school are not studied systematically in Russia and have never 

become the common heritage of Russian theological scholarship.708                                       

For this reason we follow here modern hermeneutics among Russian émigrés and 

their main representatives Georges Florovsky, Vladimir Lossky, Alexander 

Schmemann and John Meyendorff. It is necessary to move with them to the neo-

                                                        
707 On the Russian diaspora in the 20thct. see ALFEYEV, Hilarion. Orthodoxy in the Twentieth 
Century: The Persecution of Faith in Russia. In: ALFEYEV, Hilarion. Orthodox Christianity, The 
History and Canonical Structure of the Orthodox Church, volume I. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 2011, pp. 279-288. On Western Orthodoxy see NOBLE, Ivana and Timothy NOBLE. 
Orthodox Theology in Western Europe in the 20th Century. In: EGO-European History Online. 
Leibniz Institute of European History (IEG), Mainz, 2013 [cited 2014-06-23]. Retrieved from 
http://www.ieg-ego.eu/noblei-noblet-2013-en 
708 Claims ALFEYEV, Hilarion. Orthodox Theology on the Threshold of the 21st Century. 
Ecumenical Review. 2000, vol. 3, issue 52, p. 314. Interestingly, if you read the article                                        
on “Contemporary Orthodox Theology” by Aristotle Papanikolaou in McGuckin’s latest The 
Concise Encyclopedia of Orthodox Christianity, more than half of the article deals with 
representatives of the Paris school. The situation in Russia started to change after WWII, but the 
fresh wind lasted a very short time, Konstantinov concludes that since the beginning of the sixties 
there were fewer and fewer pure theological words and more and more of those that were 
influenced bychurch politics and written under directives of the regime. (KONSTANTINOW, D. 
Die Kirche in der Sowjetunion nach dem Kriege, p. 231). The sixties brought two other consequences. 
The persecution of the Church and religion did not stop and the brutality started to increase; what 
changes is the reaction of the Western world, who finally became aware of what is going on.               
This was the result of the efforts of Russians in the diaspora and emigrants. Some of the prisoners 
were released in the fifties and sixties of the 20th ct., but persecution was renewed. 
(KONSTANTINOW, D. Die Kirche in der Sowjetunion nach dem Kriege, p. 316, 340-341). For the list 
of re-opened seminars and church institutions post-WWII see KONSTANTINOW, D. Die Kirche     
in der Sowjetunion nach dem Kriege, p. 185-187. Sources for theological works were journals Journal 
of the Moscow Patriarchate and Bogoslovskye Trudy. Unfortunately, the number of copies was not 
enough to provide a copy even for each parish. (KISHKOVSKY, Leonid. Russian Theology after 
Totalitarianism. In: CUNNINGHAM, M.B. and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion 
to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 264). 
Although the last 70 years have witnessed many efforts to destroy religion, many people started 
to turn to faith in the late 80s during the religious renaissance, when the number of schools and 
monasteries grew. For more on the Russian religious revival and the Rebirth of the Russian Church 
see: PLEKON, Michael. The Russian Religious Revival and its Theological Legacy.                                           
In: CUNNINGHAM, Mary B and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox 
Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, pp. 203-217; ALFEYEV, H. 
Orthodoxy in the Twentieth Century: The Persecution of Faith in Russia. Although Alfeyev talks 
about renewal and renaissance, the situation after changes was far from ideal. (Warns also KYRILL 
of Smolensk and Kaliningrad. The Russian Orthodox Church and the Third Millennium. 
Ecumenical Review. 2000, vol. 52, issue, pp. 300-308). Let me mention only two unpleasant events; 
one is the conference in Moscow 1994, which was similar to political gatherings from the previous 
period, and the second event happened in Ekaterinburg in 1998, when books written                                     
by Schmemann and Meyendorff were burned. See KISHKOVSKY, L. Russian Theology after 
Totalitarianism, p. 268. The same author further points out that there is hope for the future, which 
is visible especially in publishing of Schmemann’s Journals in 2006, which are very popular                   
in Russia. 
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patristic school and the concept of the return to the Fathers, because                                      

in a systematic way they solve the problem of critical biblical scholarship, the role 

of the Bible for the Fathers and the recovery of patristic thinking. Florovsky was 

mentioned in the previous chapter in the historical overview in regard to his 

speech in Athens. He and Vladimir Nicholaevich Lossky (1903-1958) were 

considered founders of the neo-patristic movement.709 Lossky had a sharper sense 

of what neo-patristic synthesis is than Florovsky had and his work Mystical 

Theology of the Eastern Church710 became for many a handbook of neo-patristic 

synthesis. One of his main differences from Florovsky is his emphasis                                  

on apophatic theology, which since then seems to have become universal                          

for all Orthodox theology. Their ideas inspired many711 and this challenge was 

very quickly accepted also by other theologians of the Russian diaspora.712                  

There was also a positive reaction in other traditionally Orthodox countries, such 

as Romania (Dumitru Stăniloae), Serbia (Justin Popović) and Greece (generation 

of the Sixties).   

At the beginning of Florovsky’s thought is an awareness that Orthodoxy was 

overrun by Western schemes and categories, which was a deviation from the 

traditional pattern formed in patristics. He called this a “pseudomorphosis                         

of Eastern theology”713 or the Babylonian captivity of Orthodoxy.714 This was one 

of the reasons he performed a critique of Russian religious philosophy and marked 

a return to patristics as a main task for contemporary Orthodox theology.715                     

                                                        
709 LOUTH, A. The Patristic Revival and its Protagonists, p. 194. 
710 Published when he was barely thirty years old. LOSSKY, Vladimir. The Mystical Theology of the 
Eastern Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1944. 
711 Also among the Western scholars, when we can even talk about the patristic renaissance of the 
20th ct. Let me mention at least Hans Urs von Balthasar, Henry de Lubac, Jean Daniélou, Werner 
Jaeger, Johannes Quasten or Sebastian Brock. See more on ALFEYEV, H., The Patristic Heritage 
and Modernity, p. 153. 
712 Florovsky’s influence is visible through his students (Meyendorff, Romanides, Zizioulas)                     
or followers (Schmemann, Ware), but also archimandrite Cyprian Cern, archbishop Basil 
Krivocheine, Myra Lot-Borodine, and others.    
713 FLOROVSKY, G. Collected Works, vol. 5, p. 37, 72, 84, 121 (Ways of Russian Theology). Andrew 
Louth claims that Florovsky borrowed this term from Oswald Spengler. Sauvé mentions this 
SAUVÉ, Ross Joseph. Florovsky’s Tradition. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2010, vol. 55, issue 
1-4, p, 239, footnote 20. 
714 FLOROVSKY, G. Collected Works, vol. 5, p. 121. 
715 SAUVÉ, R. J. Florovsky’s Tradition, p. 222. 
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In one of his patristic seminaries, one participant asked Florovsky if the authority 

of the Fathers meant that we must accept from them even the things in which 

they are conditioned by the situation and probably wrong. Florovsky answered 

with a resolute answer ‘No!’, “only the consensus partum is binding – and,                          

as to myself, I do not like this phrase. The “authority” of the Fathers is not dictatus 

papae. They are guides and witnesses, no more. Their vision is “of authority,”                     

not necessarily their words.”716 

The content and methods of what should be recovered comes under the term of 

Christian Hellenism,717 as the last line in Florovsky’s lecture “Patristics and 

Modern Theology” declares: “Let us be more Greek to be truly catholic, to be truly 

Orthodox.”718 In his lecture Florovsky uses this concept to point to the need for                  

a process of spiritual Hellenisation that is a “standing category of Christian 

existence.”719 Some could cast Florovsky’s defence of Christian Hellenism                         

as a “conservative rearguard”720 against Bulgakov’s speculations and that 

Christian Hellenism was first developed in order to undermine the source                         

of Russian religious philosophy. This critique is not really justified, as Hellenism 

is connected with Florovsky’s belief that this revelation is historical. Therefore 

one of the consequences is its presumption that the Greek language is sacred since 

the revelation was expressed in Greek categories and in Greek thought-concepts, 

so the translation cannot be inspired, only interpreted. In this sense                                          

it is understandable why Florovsky writes that we should believe that                           

“Greek is the language of the New Testament and everything in early Christianity. 

We are all Greeks in our thinking as Christians.”721 Therefore, for Florovsky not 

                                                        
716 From an unpublished letter to Debbie Bateman dated December 12, 1963, published 
GALLAHER, Brandon. Georges Florovsky on Reading the Life of St Seraphim. Sobornost. 2005,              
vol. 27, issue, 1, p. 62. This letter is mentioned also in SAUVÉ, R.J. Florovsky’s Tradition,                              
pp. 222-223 who proposes the possibility that in mature years Florovsky was not as adamant about 
patristic sources as he was in his younger years. 
717 Later he used ‘Hellenism under the sign of the cross’. GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the 
Barbarians, p. 665. 
718 FLOROVSKY, G. Patristics and Modern Theology, p. 7. 
719 Ibidem, pp. 6-7.   
720 BAKER, M. «Theology Reasons» – in History: Neo-Patristic Synthesis and the Renewal                              
of Theological Rationality, p. 87. 
721 Quoted in SAUVÉ, R.J. Florovsky’s Tradition, p. 232. “Florovsky asserted that it was wholly 
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only was undivided theology Greek in its essence, but Western theology up to 

Augustine was “basically Greek thought in Latin Dress.”722  

The problem continued as the universal tradition was reduced during the Middle 

Ages a “general eclipse and decay of civilization” during which time “the Greek 

language was almost completely forgotten, even by the scholars.”723 This is what 

Florovsky had in mind when he talked about the pseudomorphosis of Orthodox 

thought. On one side, his concept of Hellenism was developed to help engagement 

with the contemporary modern world,724 but on the other side Florovsky 

developed this engagement with the terminology and the idioms of the Fathers, 

not those of the modern world. But this still should not be understood                                    

as identification of Orthodoxy and Greek thought, as Ivana and Tim Noble warn, 

as that would be a misunderstanding of Florovsky’s intentions.725  

The roots of Florovsky’s patristic revival are various. First, they lie in 19th ct. 

Russia, where many translations of the Fathers have been prepared, second,                       

it is in the contemporary Roman Catholic theology (especially in France), which 

shared a renewed interest in the patristic period (the most important figures are 

Henry de Lubac and Jean Daniélou from nouvelle theologie). But none of them 

created out of the patristic revival an absolute method, as Florovsky did.726                   

                                                        
illegitimate to express Christian teaching in any other philosophy but that forged by the Fathers.” 
GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 666. 
722 FLOROVSKY, G. The Legacy and the Task of Orthodox Theology, pp. 66-67. 
723 Ibidem, p. 67. 
724 Claims George H. Williams, quoted in the beginning of Collected Works vol. 4, also in SAUVÉ, 
R.J. Florovsky’s Tradition, p. 231. 
725 NOBLE, Ivana and Tim NOBLE. A Latin Appropriation of Christian Hellenism: Florovsky’s 
Marginal Note to Patristic and Modern Theology and its Possible Addressee. St Vladimir’s 
Theological Quarterly. 2012, vol. 55, issue 3, p. 271, footnote 6. They point out that even though 
many authors twho quoted Florovsky to support this approach (such as Yannaras), there are others 
who criticise this (Kalaitzidis, Papathanassiou). See: “Hellenism in the Church has been,                                 
so to speak, immortalised, having been incorporated into the very fabric of reality as an eternal 
category of Christian existence. This does not mean, of course, ethnic Hellenism or the 
contemporary Hellas or Levant, nor the recent and wholly unjustified Greek ‘phyletism’. What is 
meant is ‘Christian antiquity’, the Hellenism of dogmatics, of the liturgy and the icon.” 
FLOROVSKY, G. Collected Works, vol. 6:2, p. 297, also quoted in SAUVÉ, R. J. Florovsky’s Tradition, 
p. 232-233. 
726 Sauvé claims that the roots of creation of an absolute method of returning to history for the 
solution of the Western influence on Orthodoxy, lies in Hegel and claims Florovsky’s philosophy 
of history to be Hegelian. (It must be underlined, that no one else supports this thesis.) Similarly 
as Hegel attacked abstract idealism by using empirical historicism, there is a similarity to how 
Florovsky applies this in theology, such as: “that theology need to be self-critical; that theology 
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One of the main marks of the theology of the Fathers is its existential character727 

and its final reference in the life of the church and practice of virtue, as Florovsky 

writes: “Apart from the life of Christ theology carries no conviction, and,                              

if separated from the life of faith, theology may easily degenerate into empty 

dialectics, a vain polylogia, without any spiritual consequence.”728 

Christian Hellenism in Florovsky’s account did not lead to Anti-western 

polemics729 and was more characterised by a sense of catholicity.730 Florovsky’s 

ecumenical interest is visible in his lecture “Patristics and Modern Theology,” 

which starts by citing John Pearson, Anglican bishop of Chester, who plead for                 

a “return to reverend Fathers.”731 Later in the text, where Florovsky explains that 

this return is not a “blind or servile imitation and repetition but rather a further 

homogenous and congenial development of this patristic teaching,”732 he supports 

his argument with the thoughts of Cardinal John Newman.733 Florovsky’s 

characteristic understanding of ecumenism included that of being ecumenical but 

still did not mean to betray Orthodoxy. He was very critical towards attempts                  

                                                        
needs to be rooted in and explained by history; that reason alone is insufficient for theology; that 
each society is an organic whole and as such has a ‘spirit’ (…); that the theologian’s task is to make 
each society aware of its values and belief, that tradition is used to make the past alive in the 
present, and to take what has been handed down from previous generations and transform it into 
one’s own.” At length, citation from SAUVÉ, R.J. Florovsky’s Tradition, pp. 225-226. 
727 Underlines also SAUVÉ, R.J. Florovsky’s Tradition, p. 221. 
728 FLOROVSKY, G. Collected Works, vol. 4, p. 17, quoted in SAUVÉ R.J. Florovsky’s Tradition,                  
p. 221). Voskressenskaia also sees that for Florovsky philosophical thought is complementary                  
to the genuine experience of the Christian faith. See VOSKRESSENSKAIA, J. The Other Person:                 
The Receiving of the Russian Neopatristics in J. Zizioulas. In: OBOLEVITCH, Tereze et al. (eds.). 
Russian Thought in Europe: Reception, Polemics, Development. Kraków, WAM, 2013, p. 2. 
729 An illustration is that in 1923 Florovsky contributed to the collection entitled Russia and 
Latinity, which reenforced the claim that Orthodox believer was better off to be killed                                  
by thanBolsheviks in Russia that to convert to Roman Catholicism in France. One led to the 
temporal destruction of the body, but the other to eternal casting out of the soul. See GALLAHER, 
B. Waiting for the Barbarians, pp. 663-664. 
730 See especially Noble’s article, which focuses predominantly on Florovsky’s ecumenical interest. 
NOBLE, I. and T. NOBLE. A Latin Appropriation of Christian Hellenism. I will use some thoughts 
from this article. 
731 FLOROVSKY, G. Patristics and Modern Theology, p. 3. 
732 Ibidem, p. 5. 
733 The Nobles see as important also a note about Odo Kasel, Benedictine scholar of Abbaye Maria 
Laach on page 6 (NOBLE, I. and T. NOBLE. A Latin Appropriation of Christian Hellenism, p. 276). 
Mathew Baker, currently one of the most exposed defenders of Florovsky sees as irony,                           
that everybody criticises him for supposed anti-Westernism and Eastern cultural chauvinism, 
whereas Florovsky is very ecumenical. (BAKER, M., «Theology Reasons» – in History, p. 117). 
Florovsky’s ecumenism started in 1926 in Berdayev’s Paris Circle, where he met weekly with 
various thinkers from the Roman Catholic and Protestant contexts. 
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to find what is common among traditions and forget the rest, not realizing that 

‘the rest’ is what “makes up the individuality of the traditions and 

denominations.”734   

Florovsky’s account did not even lead into refusal of rationality. Matthew Baker 

in this regard warns against making a mistake and replacing Florovsky’s 

hermeneutics with Lossky’s apophatism, which Florovsky himself criticised in the 

review of Mystical theology. This mistake could lead to a wrong conclusion - that 

Florovsky’s position opposes reason.735 Baker admits that Florovsky’s earliest 

philosophical essays register a strong critique of rationalism in European 

philosophy, in which he wants a clear distinction between philosophy and 

theology that is based on the radical difference between God and creation. 

Florovsky, according to Baker, stressed the discontinuity between human reason 

and divine, emphasised life over thought, and stressed a strictly revealed basis                 

of divine knowledge and rejected any notion of natural theology.736 Until 1950 

Florovsky repeated that the content of faith is a mystery and theology                                  

is an apophatic theology.737 But this was not Florovsky's last word, warns Baker,                       

as Florovsky also talked about theological reason and this distinguishes him from 

Lossky’s way of neo-patristic synthesis.738 This is visible in the review to Lossky’s 

Mystical Theology, where Florovsky asked why non-symbolic knowledge is not 

possible and claims that knowledge is an integral part of this beatific life.739                 

There is evidence in the late 1920s that Florovsky came to understand Christian 

theology as a true philosophy founded on the historical self-revelation of God, 

“there is no separation whatsoever between faith and reason.”740 This rationality 

                                                        
734 Recorded interview transcribed by Florovsky’s secretary, Masha Vorobiova, August 8, 1971, 
Andrew Blane archive. See BAKER, M. and S. DANCKAERT. Georges Florovsky, pp. 211-215. 
Noble and Gallaher share a similar understanding concerning Florovsky, as both focus on the 
ecumenical and Catholic (universal, sobornost) origins of his work, and both stress Western 
sources of Florovsky’s thinking. 
735 BAKER, M. «Theology Reasons» – in History, p. 102. 
736 Ibidem, pp. 83-85. 
737 Ibidem, pp. 83-84, see exact quotations. 
738 See BAKER, M, «Theology Reasons» – in History, pp. 87-88.  
739 FLOROVSKY, Georges. The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church. Journal of Religion. 1958, 
vol. 38, issue 1, pp. 207-208. 
740 Florovsky’s words quoted in BAKER, M. «Theology Reasons» – in History, p. 88. 
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is further visible in Florovsky’s Ways of Russian Theology depicting St. Philaret 

Drozdov as the master of faith and using his aphorism ‘Theology reasons.’741 

Inspired by Philaret, the ‘historical body of ecclesial responses’ for Florovsky                     

is an integral part of the sacred Tradition, and theology reasons from within the 

patristic tradition as a not-interrupted connection with the past. “To theologise                    

in the Church means to theologise in the historical element.”742 

 

7.2 Modern Hermeneutics among the Greeks 

  

The second wave, distant in time and place but showing similar attributes in the 

renewal of patristics, is modern hermeneutics among Greeks, especially around 

the neo-Orthodoxy movement in the sixties, a movement I presented in the 

previous chapter. The relationship between the West and Orthodoxy in Greece 

has been always ambivalent: on one side a rejection and a critique in the name                 

of faithfulness to Orthodoxy, on the other side Greek theology was easily 

influenced by the West.743 The reaction of neo-Orthodoxy in the sixties brought      

a rediscovery of Orthodox tradition and byzantine monasticism, and a liberation 

from Westernisation, but also a strong feeling of anti-Westernism, which led                  

to a negative identity formation.744 The anti-Western attitude was dominantly 

                                                        
741 FLOROVSKY, G. Ways of Russian Theology. Vol. 1. Nordland press, 1979, p. 208. See also BAKER, 
M. «Theology Reasons» – in History, p. 94-98. 
742 FLOROVSKY, G. Ways of Russian Theology. Vol. 2. Büchervertriebsanstalt, 1987, p. 296. See also 
BAKER, M. «Theology Reasons» – in History, p. 100. 
743 This influence was visible especially in academic theology after foundation of the Greek state 
(1864), which was characterised by dry scholasticism. Kalaitzidis summarises the long trajectory 
following: “From the wars between the pro-unionists and the anti-unionists, or between the 
Thomists and the anti-Thomists in the last centuries of Byzantium, it would enter a phase of almost 
total Westernisation during the Turkish occupation, followed by a period of dry academic 
Scholasticism throughout the first hundred years of its liberation (after the 1830s), including                        
a strong pietistic and moralistic trend imported from Europe and exemplified in Christian 
fellowships such as Zoe.” KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. The Image of the West in Contemporary Greek 
Theology. In: DEMACOPOULOS, George E. and Aristotle PAPANIKOLAOU (eds.). Orthodox 
Constructions of the West. New York: Fordham University Press, 2013, p. 142. 
744 Mostly because they were influenced not only by Russian diaspora theology, but also                          
by western Catholic and Protestant theologians: Oscar Cullman, Wolfhart Pannenberg, Paul 
Tillich, Yves Congar, Henri De Lubac, Jean Daniélou, Karl Rahner, etc. 
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present especially in the character of John Romanides (1921-2001)745 who had such 

an influence in fact one can speak of pre- and post-Romanidian theology.746 

Namely, in his book Romiosyne (1975) he came up with a new hermeneutical key, 

a distinction between Orthodox Greek and Latin Christianity, Romiosyne and                    

a heretical Francosyne. Still, his work “never gained an audience beyond its own 

microcosm,”747 which is the why the main attention is given here to Christos 

Yannaras, whose work has been accepted throughout the Orthodox world. 

Yannaras was briefly mentioned in the previous chapter where the roots of his 

thinking in the theology of the Sixties were presented. 

Christos Yannaras (b.1935)748 is one of the most important contemporary Greek 

theologians749 and his main accomplishment is best described as a theory                              

of unbroken continuity of Christian Hellenism from the classic period until today. 

Since he was a representative of the generation of the Sixties, as such he aimed  

to overcome the dry intellectualism of earlier theology and the pietistic tendencies 

in Greek theology, to achieve liberation from Western captivity, and to connect 

Orthodox thinking with its patristic roots. Yannaras points to the period after the 

foundation of the Greek state as the domination of the West with its pietism and 

rationalism and this encounter was not a dialogue, as Greece accepted the 

influence passively.750 Eastern Christianity since the late Byzantium had been 

contaminated by Western rationality and so lost its own roots and                                    

                                                        
745 Born in Greece, raised in the USA. He became known with his dissertation The Ancestral Sin 
(1957, Faculty of Theology of the University of Athens). See KALAITZIDIS, P. The Image of the 
West in Contemporary Greek Theology, pp. 144-150.  
746 George Metallinos calls it so. Quoted in KALAITZIDIS, P. The Image of the West in 
Contemporary Greek Theology, p. 145.   
747 Ibidem, p. 150. 
748 Currently professor emeritus at Panteion University of Social and Political Sciences. Studied 
theology in Athens and philosophy in Bonn and Paris; holds doctorates from Sorbonne. 
749 So about Yannaras Andrew Louth in LOUTH, Andrew. Introduction. In: YANNARAS, Christos. 
On the Absence and Unknowability of God. London: T&T Clark, 2005, p. 1, but also KALAITZIDIS, 
Pantelis. Orthodoxy and Hellenism in Contemporary Greece. St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 
2010, vol. 54, issue 3-4, p. 393. Yannaras since 1994 writes regular columns in the newspaper 
Kathimerini (formerly named Vima). 
750 Works of Ch. Androutsos and P. Trembelas (theologians of that period) showed no hint of 
apophatism and are silent regarding the ascetic and mystical tradition of the Fathers. Movements 
like Zoe were popular among the bourgeoisie, who loved everything European and created a 
Protestant type of service of the Word. See YANNARAS, Christos. Orthodoxy and the West. Greek 
Orthodox Theological Review. 1972, vol. 17, issue 1, pp. 123-124. 
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was experiencing a long identity crisis.751 In order to achieve this emancipation 

and to explain the mode of being of the Orthodox Greek identity, he brought                     

a new hermeneutical key, which is the Greek culture. The main condition for this 

structure of Greek identity sine qua non prerequisite752 is a structural anti-

Westernism and a radical contrast between Orthodoxy and the West. Yannaras’ 

hermeneutics was formulated in 1970 in his presentation at the theological 

conference named “Orthodoxy and the West”,753 which was followed by the 

publication of the book with the same title, Orthodoxy and the West.754   

Yannaras found inspiration in the work of Heidegger from whom he took his 

thorough critique of the development of Western philosophy from the time                      

of Plato.755 In his book On the Absence and Unknowability of God: Heidegger and 

Areopagite, Yannaras made use of Heidegger’s interpretation of Nietzsches’s 

proclamation of the death of God and argued that God in the West had been 

reduced to the best solution, first cause, highest value in order to justify Western 

social structures (papacy, hierarchy, monarchy). Characteristics of Western 

thinking according to Yannaras are: (i) transformation of religious faith into                   

an ideology of a determined worldview and obligatory methodology, he calls                      

it a technology of faith;756 (ii) a method controlling everything, totalitarianism               

of method; (iii) polarisation of life and culture between intellectual individualism 

and authoritarian objectivism;757 (iv) the Roman church lost the sense for the 

                                                        
751 A contemporary sociologist of religion N. Kokosalakis (1994) says that Orthodoxy is not pre-
modern only in a historical sense, but also in the sense that it did not become involved in any                   
of the cultural processes, and so remained pre-modern. Quoted in MAKRIDES, Vasilios N. 
Orthodox Christianity, Rationalization, Modernization: A Reassessment. In: ROUDOMETOF, 
Victor, Alexander AGADJANIAN and Jerry PANKHURST (eds.). Eastern Orthodoxy in a Global 
Age: Tradition Faces the Twenty-first century. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2005, p. 186. 
Makrides on the other side claims, that the impact of modernity still is visible; though it originated 
in the West, but through various channels was brought into the East (pp. 192-193). 
752 So KALAITZIDIS, P. The Image of the West in Contemporary Greek Theology, p. 155. 
753 Lecture was translated by T. Stylianopoulos and published in journals in 1971 and 1972. 
754 This book is based on his previous articles, published in 1992 in Greek and translated in 2006 
in English. YANNARAS, Christos. Orthodoxy and the West. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox 
Press, 2006. His book was also summarised in 2003 in the journal Synaxis, issue 88.  
755 Although Andrew Louth warns that Yannaras’ relation to Plato and Aristotle is much more 
positive than Heidegger’s. LOUTH, A., Introduction, pp. 5-6. 
756 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 12. 
757 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 12.  



212 

ecclesial life and the sense of the church as the body in which people share life.758 

With the help of Heidegger both he undermined the roots of Western civilization 

in the Medieval Ages and took him as an ally in the critique of Western 

metaphysics. 

Yannaras’ opposition to the West took several directions. First, there is opposition 

against the immorality and impersonality of Western consumerist society, which 

he considers to be an in-authentic style of life. Further, there is opposition to the 

development of Orthodox theology from Reformation until today and against                 

the manner in which the authentic culture of the Greek East has been silenced.759 

Yannaras warns that modernity means an upraising of one-sided, absolute and all 

pervasive rationality, which origined in Augustine and culminated                                          

in scholasticism. This rationality is different than the one of the byzantine East, 

which is considered to be more holistic. His main argument states that in the 

beginning there was a form of Christianity, embodied in the Greek culture and 

this was the true ‘orthodoxy’.760 

The new form of Christianity arrived from the Western part of the Roman Empire 

and although culturally less developed, overwhelmed the Greek form                                    

of Christianity.761 Therefore Yannaras talks about the “western deviations”762                      

and “spiritual problems that have been created by Western religionizing                                

of the Church.”763 For Yannaras the new form of Christianity is an individual 

religion ruled by the “private convictions, the acquisition of individual merit,                

                                                        
758 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 23. 
759 Still, Yannaras acknowledges that this silencing was not absolute, and one of the resistances 
was publishing Philokalia (see chapter 12 of YANNARAS, Ch., Orthodoxy and the West). It is exactly 
the spirituality of Philokalia that is crucial for Yannaras’ theology. So Louth in LOUTH, A., 
Introduction, p. 5. 
760 From Heraclitus until the neo-platonists the truth has been verified as the event of common 
experience, therefore Yannaras cites a famous fragment of Heraclitus: “Everything that we share, 
we know to be true, what we have that is peculiar to us, we know to be false.” Yannaras puts this 
communal verification of the truth in contrast with the individual perception of the truth, which 
appeared in the 5th and 6th ct. in the new form of Christianity. YANNARAS, Christos. Elements of 
Faith: An Introduction to Orthodox Theology. London: T&T Clark, 1991, p. 153. 
761 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. vii.  
762 Ibidem, p. viii. See also YANNARAS, Ch. Elements of Faith: An Introduction to Orthodox 
Theology, p. 154. 
763 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. viii. 
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and the institutional control of faith and morals,”764 and considers it to be a heresy 

much more dangerous than the ones from the early Church period, because                        

it offers a new way of life and thinking. The first of those who rejected the Greek 

heritage and enforced the creation of a new form of Christianity was St Augustine. 

But Augustine would remain a lonely thinker if the Franks would not have settled 

a new Roman empire. Yannaras claims that the Franks linked Augustine’s 

understanding of Christianity as religio, as something that supports the morality 

of the individual and offers him security and certainty.765 Yannaras considered 

this shift from Christianity to religio to be the greatest debasement                                         

of Christianity.766 

He indicates the importance of the role of the Medieval Ages and of the 

scholasticism (he even calls current Western theology Scholasticism),                              

that changed the understanding of God. Scholastic thinking is based on an ontic 

understanding of Being (God as prima causa, supreme divine Being), where Being 

is that which causes the existence of other things. This resulted in the “banishment 

of God,” “this Being, which is God, is separated from the sphere of the human 

experience.”767 This led to the emergence of boundaries between the 

transcendence of God and human capacities, and further led to the rejection                        

of unity and possibility of participation in the divine truth, “the analytical 

scholastic methodology represents, then, a deeper posture which is essentially 

anthropocentric.”768 

                                                        
764 Ibidem, p. 24. 
765 YANNARAS, Ch. Elements of Faith: An Introduction to Orthodox Theology, p. 156. 
766 Ibidem, p. 156. In a similar manner scholasticism and Reformation continued, which though 
rejectingscholasticism, still made a mistake and remained faithful to Augustine. 
767 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 117. 
768 Ibidem, p. 116. Also: “Man in western scholastic tradition does not participate personally in the 
truth of cosmos (…) he seeks with his individualistic intellect to dominate the reality of the physical 
world” (YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 116). Yannaras’ interpretation has weak 
sides as a modern Orthodox scholasticism is not characteristic only for Greek theology, but also 
for other theological schools as it is clear and easy to teach. In addition to this, since there were 
always more lines and trends of thinking in Orthodoxy, not only the mystical and apophatic,                       
it would be wrong to absolutise one trend only. “Different theological trends co-exist, sometimes 
in harmony, at other times in a state of tension, without shaking its foundations” (NISSIOTIS, 
Nikos A. Orthodoxy and the West: A Response. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 1972, vol. 17, 
issue 1, p. 134). Konstantinides adds to Yannaras’ evaluation of the Hellenistic encounter with the 
West as negative (and the Russian/Slavic as positive). He states that if we include in this evaluation 
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Yannaras therefore talks about spiritual schizophrenia in the Western posture,                

a deep wedge between religion and life, when the religious life is divided from 

daily life and experience. This separation led to spiritualisation of symbols,                        

as for example in the Eucharist, where the bread and wine ceased to be bread and 

wine, but are spiritualised into something different: “The religious life of the West 

constitutes a ‘sprinkling’ of external, additive elements, rather than immersion 

into elements of the world, a kind of death which anticipates the resurrection.”769 

 

7.3. Balance between the Fathers and the Bible   

 

The political map in the 20th ct. influenced the religious map and increased the 

presence of Eastern Orthodoxy in the West.770 Orthodox theology responded                   

to this situation by developing the concepts of a Western and Babylonian captivity 

of Orthodoxy. These theories aimed to find unique Orthodox elements,                           

but resulted in another extreme, which will be addressed in the following sections: 

in an Orthodox captivity in patristics and in an Orthodox captivity in anti-

Westernism. So far we paid attention to the struggles and inspirational sources 

having a formative impact on Orthodox hermeneutics, but while focusing on the 

movement of the return to the Fathers, a problem of negative identity formation 

                                                        
also 16th and 17th centuries, the scene for Hellenistic part changes. See KONSTANTINIDES, 
Chrysostom. Orthodoxy and the West: A Response. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 1972,                  
vol. 17, issue 1, p. 154. 
769 YANNARAS, Ch. Orthodoxy and the West, p. 118. Yannaras shows here a very broad 
understanding of the symbol and is not aware ofabout the work of the Western thinkers on this. 
He also seems totally to ignore the Protestant understanding of Eucharist and of the relation 
between sacral and profane, which is not the same as the Roman Catholic understanding. Besides, 
this sharp separation between a rationalistic West and more spiritual East is not really correct,                                                                          
as the West had and has its mystical traditions as well, and the East itself was not always in history 
freed from the systematic approach to dogmatic formulations. Comments Nissiotis in his response 
to Yannaras in NISSIOTIS, N. Orthodoxy and the West: A Response, p. 133. 
770 I have in mind especially the events of 1919, see more on this in BINNS, J. An Introduction to the 
Christian Orthodox Churches, pp. 23-27. Certainly, Orthodoxy was present in the West much earlier. 
Let me just mention the Russian missionaries arriving in Alaska in 1794 or even earlier, the Orthodox 
parish founded in London in 1677. See on this the recent article NOBLE, Tim. Rights of the Indigenous 
People and the Orthodox Mission to Alaska. Communio Viatorum. 2012, vol. 54, issue 2, pp. 164-173. 
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as a key to what Orthodox hermeneutics should be occured. 

The return to the Fathers as the warrants of right interpretation makes perfect 

sense. The criterion is not only their doctrinal importance, but that they are 

pneumatophoroi (Spirit-bearers) and guides to the will of God and to the authentic 

Orthodox tradition.771 Tsirpanlis similarly warns that the intellectual exercise                   

of their writings is not of the highest importance, but it is experience that 

highlights the passion for divine things and unity of heart and mind in their work. 

This patristic experience is why their work is considered “a work of holiness”772 

and why their exegesis is inevitable for Orthodox scholars. 

The return to the Fathers turned into a patristic captivity in the moment when 

“closer to Fathers” was identified with “further from the Bible.” While in Western 

Christianity the authority of the Fathers has been subjected to a return to the 

Bible, in Orthodoxy affirmation of the authority in effect downplayed the 

authority of the Bible. We saw this hermeneutical approach among the Russian 

émigrés. An illustrative example is used by Savvas Agourides, who quotes                            

an anecdote from Mount Athos when one of the abbots said: “Why should                        

we resort to tough food when the holy Fathers gave us this food chewed and ready 

for our delicate stomach?”773 Here the problem is spelled clearly:                                       

                                                        
771 The Fathers are those who had particular authority in the matter of doctrine, therefore there 
exist also Church Fathers who were not bishops. See on this MIHOC, Vasile. The Actuality                
of Church Fathers’ Biblical Exegesis. In: DUNN, James D.G. et al. (eds.). Auslegung der Bibel. 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000, p. 4. In Western Christian terminology, the age of the Fathers 
marks the time from the age of apostles and apologists up to AD 451 (the date of the Council                     
of Chalcedon), or to the 8th century Second Council of Nicaea (787). For Orthodoxy, as McGuckin 
sees, there is no strict historical line, as it counts among the Fathers also Simenon the New 
theologian (949-1022) or Gregory Palamas (1296–1359) in a same way as John Chrysostom                    
(347-407) or Maximus the Confessor (580-662). The time criterion is for Orthodoxy very loose,                   
as the Fathers in Orthodoxy are “those definitive and highly authoritative theologians of the 
church in its classical ages who represent purity of doctrine allied with the great holiness of life.” 
MCGUCKIN, John Anthony (ed.). The Concise Encyclopedia of Orthodox Christianity. John Wiley 
& Sons, 2014, p. 358. Tsirpanlis lists concrete criteria for who the Fathers of the Church are:                        
(i) Orthodoxy of doctrine, (ii) holiness of life, (iii) ecclesiastical approval, (iv) antiquity. 
TSIRPANLIS, Constantine. Introduction to Eastern Patristic Thought and Orthodox Theology. 
Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1991, pp. 21-22. 
772 TSIRPANLIS, C. Introduction to Eastern Patristic Thought and Orthodox Theology, p. 19. 
773 Story quoted by AGOURIDES, S. Biblical Studies in Orthodox Theology, p. 51. Another anecdote 
proving that in the views of many Orthodoxy simply is patristic Christianity, are the words of the 
guide saying to visitors at Mount Athos: “Here it is still the fourth century.” Mentioned by 
CASIDAY, Augustine. Church Fathers and the Shaping of Orthodox Theology.                                                  
In: CUNNINGHAM, M.B. and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox 
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Why should we struggle with reading the Bible when all the explanations are 

already given in the works of the Church Fathers? 

Unfortunately, the connection between the Fathers and the Bible has been broken 

for a long period and this is the reason it is hard to balance them. The problem 

does not lie in the Church Fathers themselves, but in the long traditionalist period 

(6th-19th ct.) when actual exegetical work shifted from direct engagement with the 

Scriptures to dependence on the Church Fathers.774 When one looks closely at the 

Fathers, there are several things that cannot be questioned: that the Fathers were 

devoted students of the Bible and most of their works were expositions and 

sermons on biblical texts. There is much that one can learn from those in the 

patristic era: primacy of Scripture, Christ as the centre of interpretation, 

interdependence between Tradition, Church and Scripture, coherence of theology, 

spirituality and daily life, importance of theological tradition in interpretation, 

emphasis on the Spirit rather than on the letter, contextual intent                               

(σκοπός, ακολουθία), use of Scripture for pastoral ministry and focus                                       

on an ongoing living tradition.775 Without this patristic legacy it is not possible    

                                                        
Christian Theology, New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 167. 
774As Stylianopoulos concluded, the traditionalist period “obscured the prophetic witness and 
renewing power of God’s written word in the church.” STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Orthodox Biblical 
Interpretation, 1999, p. 229. Rare exceptions are Maxim the Confessor, who says that Scripture                 
is the lamp on the lamp-stand of the Church, Simeon the New theologian, who based his works 
on direct engagement with the Bible, and Photius the Great (9th ct), who showed linguistic and 
philological skills when dealing with the questions of the Bible. The patriarch Cyril Lucaris                  
(1572-1638), for example, has been condemned because of his ‘Calvinistic’ tendency to advocate 
the authority of the Bible over the Fathers. In 1723 the patriarch Jeremiah III of Constantinople 
prohibited the reading of the Bible to the believers. 
775 For this exhaustive list see: STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Scripture and Tradition in the 
Church. In: CUNNINGHAM, Mary B. and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion                  
to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, pp. 30-31.                    
He repeats them also in STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Orthodox Biblical Interpretation, 1999, p. 228.                 
This unique relation of the Orthodox Church with patristics is illustrated in the article for the 
Hayes’ dictionary where he states that Orthodox biblical tradition embraces strong figures from 
the Early Church, and mentions Justin, Irenaeus, Origen, Athanasius, Basil, two Gregorys                             
of Cappadocia, Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria. (STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Orthodox Biblical 
Interpretation, 1999, p. 227). Murg adds the following as to what Orthodox interpretation can learn 
from a patristic orientation: (i) Scripture as God’s living word for his people; (ii)  Mysterious depth 
of Scripture, Fathers presuppose not only one meaning, but more; (iii) Importance of the historical 
meaning is relativised, Fathers teach us that too much focus on the historical meaning is wrong; 
(iv) Scripture as God's word here and now, task of exegetes is the actualisation of the text;                          
(v) Spiritual quality of the readers affects the level of their understanding. (MURG, Adrian.                                                                                                                                          
The Patristic Dimension of the Eastern Orthodox Approach to the Bible. Teologia. 2012, vol. 4,               
pp. 135-136). Further, when Alexander Negrov analyses the interpretation of the Bible in the 
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to even think or talk about the revival of the Orthodox Church.776 This opposes 

the theory that the Fathers are theologians of the past and that the patristic era 

ended in a certain historical period.777 From this perspective it becomes visible 

that any clash between returning to the Bible and returning to the Fathers                         

is artificial. The most common patristic principle is the obligation to study the 

Bible, which proves that permanent contact with Scripture was very important 

for early Christians and only this contact allowed them to develop their piety and 

growth, “constantly feeding itself with the bread of the inspired word.”778 

When studying the return to the Fathers in modern Orthodox theology and 

hermeneutics, we need to take on board several other problems, namely to what 

degree this return involves exegetical critical principles that the Fathers used                  

in the interpretation of the Bible. Here a problem appears if the patristic 

commentaries are to be considered as the standards for current biblical exegesis 

and if modern Orthodox hermeneutics presupposes that there is a universal and 

unproblematic agreement between the actual reading of the Fathers and the 

Bible.779 The Fathers in their works not only underlined the Scripture’s 

importance for reasons of piety, but also urged one to examine and observe the 

                                                        
Russian Orthodox Church, he also mentions that for current Bible interpretation in the Russian 
Orthodox Church the most important principle is the patristic heritage for various reason:                 
(i) First of all, patristic writings support the authority of Scripture; (ii) Biblical expositions are the 
source of Orthodox dogma and teaching; (iii) Finally, the Christocentric orientation as the linking 
element between Old and New Testament. NEGROV, A. Biblical Interpretation in the Russian 
Orthodox Church, p. 359. Alfeyev goes even further and says that it is necessary to study the 
patristic legacy with much more intensive than is done currently. ALFEYEV, H. The Patristic 
Heritage and Modernity, p. 133. 
776 Works of the Fathers are not a museum of showpieces, in  Florovsky’s words, it is not possible 
to limit the patristic age to one or another historic era, as the church is still fully authoritative and 
has the Spirit. “The Church is still fully authoritative as she has been in the ages past, since the 
Spirit of Truth quickens her now no less effectively as in the ancient times.” FLOROVSKY, G. Bible, 
Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View, p. 111-112. 
777 Kallistos Ware says that theologians should not only quote the Fathers, but rather acquire                     
a patristic mind, see the Fathers not as relics, but as contemporaries. WARE, K. The Orthodox 
Church. London, 1992, p. 212. Quoted in ALFEYEV, H. The Patristic Heritage and Modernity,                     
p. 148. 
778 Mihoc calls is it the ‘fundamental patristic principle.’ MIHOC, V. The Actuality of Church 
Fathers’ Biblical Exegesis, p. 6. See this article (pp. 6-8) for further examples from John Chrysostom 
and John Damascus.  
779 For a short overview see CUNNINGHAM, M. Who are the Orthodox Christians? A Historical 
Introduction, pp. 31-33. 
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text.780 This is clearly visible in the fact that the majority of their corpus remained 

in the form of commentaries on the biblical texts. Even their sermons were 

actually interpretations of biblical texts and pericopes, i.e. they were more homilies 

than sermons. Therefore I suggest talking about ‘patristic homiletic hermeneutics.’781 

Homiletics as the study of the composition and delivery of a sermon already is tightly 

connected with hermeneutics and exegesis. After all, what else is the sermon, if not 

the interpretation of biblical texts, Christian doctrines and their following 

application on the community of the believers. Therefore homiletic hermeneutics 

is actually a tautological expression. If we still understand patristic hermeneutics 

as an interpretation of Scripture and its (i.e. patristic hermeneutics) study                           

as a search for the exegetical principles of how to understand the message of the 

Scripture, then ‘homiletic hermeneutics’ focuses on the tight connection between 

theological truths found in Scripture and theological truths preached and lived              

by the Church. It would be wrong to consider that there are two different 

exegeses, where one would be for educated people and the other for simple 

believers; that is the same as it is wrong to claim that there is a sharp distinction 

between biblical exegesis and systematic theology. 

This non-distinction is the reason a common misunderstanding appeared 

regarding the relationship between Scripture and the Fathers according to which 

the Father’s interpretation of Scripture was dismissed because it had been believed 

that their interpretation did not aim at exegesis of the text but was only for the 

purpose of preaching.782 Not only that but critical scholarship refuses patristic 

exegesis as not sufficiently critical, and Orthodoxy itself follows this approach                  

                                                        
780 Mihoc points that the Fathers very often used verbs such as: look for, examine, think, observe, 
consider. MIHOC, V. The Actuality of Church Fathers’ Biblical Exegesis, p. 8. 
781 See my lecture at the Postgraduate Seminar entitled “Patristic Homiletic Hermeneutics: Origen 
of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, Ephraem the Syrian” where I proposed this concept, held                                  
at International Baptist Theological Seminary (Prague, Czech Republic), April, 11, 2012. 
782 In modernity the task has been to grasp objectively what the text means, especially in post-
modernism it has become clear that the idea of a solely objective reconstruction of meaning                         
is an illusion. See on this also MURG, A. The Patristic Dimension of the Eastern Orthodox 
Approach to the Bible, p. 118. This article is actually one of the most extensive plagiarisms since 
the whole article was stolen from Vasile Mihoc (MIHOC, V. The Actuality of Church Fathers’ 
Biblical Exegesis, pp. 3-28), and he also claimed for his the summary of an article written by Monica 
Herghelegiu. 
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by saying that it is enough only to venerate God’s word without any critical 

thinking.783 While the blood of martyrs may be the seed of the Church, the sweat 

of the exegete can only be the seed of heresy, they say.784 This attitude, although 

well accepted as an identity mark by a number of Orthodox academics themselves 

and by Western academics criticising the Orthodox, stands in opposition to the 

relation between the Fathers and critical exegesis of the Bible. Namely, the Fathers 

felt free to use the critical tools of their time and use them for exegesis.785                    

They used critical thinking, even questioned the authenticity of some biblical 

books, for example Origen who undertook a critical study of Hebrews and 

concluded that it did not belong to Apostle Paul. My view is that patristic criteria 

are not so anti-scientific as it seems and that scientific methods and ideas are not 

so different from patristic ones.786 That is, the acceptance of methodology can                

be very easily argued also from the perspective of the Fathers since they managed 

to combine the theological and biblical dimensions of biblical texts.787                  

Certainly, they did not know the strong academic character of science, but there 

are still not so many differences between the Father’s methods and current 

methodology. For example, Bultmann’s call for demythologisation was known 

already in the Fathers, as they were also analysing and reconstructing the 

meanings of mythical expressions, such as the anthropomorphic expressions                 

of God. Nikolakopoulos extensively compares Clement of Alexandria’s and 

Bultmann’s commentary of “Jesus sits at the right of God,” and concludes that 

their deductions and conclusions are totally the same.788 At the same time                          

                                                        
783 See: “Critical exegesis of the Bible remains an enterprise little understood and still less 
appreciated by most Orthodox Christians.” BRECK, John. Power of the Word in the Worshiping 
Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1986, p. 25. 
784 As renowned Orthodox scholar John Breck says, they “consider historical-critical research (…) 
somehow suspect, even blasphemous.” BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 25.  
785 “So many Orthodox books concentrate upon the teaching of the Fathers of the Church, but 
neglect the very thing that the Fathers were most interested in, that is, Holy Scripture.” THOMAS, 
Stephen. Deification in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition: A Biblical Perspective. Piscataway, NJ: 
Gorgias Press, 2007, p. 69. 
786 Mihoc says that patristic critical exegesis demonstrates historical-critical research avant la 
lettre. MIHOC, V. The Actuality of Church Fathers’ Biblical Exegesis, p. 10. 
787 It is unmaintainable to say that the Fathers had nothing at all to do with critical methods. 
NIKOLAKOPOULOS, K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments, p. 43. 
788 See NIKOLAKOPOULOS, K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments, p. 44. Fathers 
dealt with the critical questions, even before they emerged on the West. 
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a certain level of caution is in place. Nikolakopoulos further thinks that the 

Fathers should enjoy prominence as signposts, but they should not be repeated              

or “slavishly copied in Orthodox interpretation, but rather operate as guiding 

patterns.”789 

 

7.4 Anti-Western Faith Identification 

 

The previous section focused on the patristic sources that have had a formative 

impact on Orthodox hermeneutics, more precisely on how the patristic period 

became normative for Orthodoxy and the limits of the period. The identification 

of “closer to the Fathers” with “further from the Bible” was labelled as a patristic 

captivity. Now concentration will be given to the struggle around the role of the 

West and critical thinking, which is labelled as a captivity in anti-Westernism, 

which further contributed to the expressions of Orthodox identity. This captivity 

occurred when “closer to Orthodox identity” was identified with “further from the 

West.” We saw this hermeneutical approach among the Greek generation of the 

Sixties. 

First it is necessary to note a divergence between the theological part                                       

of Orthodoxy which is accustomed to discussions with Western thinkers and 

churches, and the majority of the Orthodox world, which sees such discussions              

as hostile. In most of the cases it is easier to choose anti-Westernism, as John 

Zizioulas claims 

                                                        
789 NIKOLAKOPOULOS, Konstantin. An Orthodox Critique of Some Radical Approaches in New 
Testament Studies. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2002, vol. 47, p. 342. His American 
colleague Stylianopoulos is of a similar opinion that the Fathers cannot be regarded as absolute 
keys, but only as helpful aids for biblical scholarship. He accepts the fact that modern scholars (he 
mentions Tillich and Barth) today have more advantages than Origen or Chrysostom had in their 
time. STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Historical Studies and Orthodox Theology or The Problem 
of History for Orthodoxy. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 1967, vol. 12, p. 411. He talks about 
the cumulative knowledge of historical studies that puts them in a better situation to understand 
the original historical meaning. 
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Today there is a tendency among the Orthodox to stress the responsibility 

of the Western Christians for the evil of division and for the wrongs done 

to the Orthodox Church by our Western brothers. (…) Deep however in the 

tragic reality of Christian division lies also an inability of the Orthodox                     

to overcome and rise above the psychology of polemic in a true spirit                        

of forgiveness and love. Confessional zeal has often proved stronger than 

forgiveness and love.790  

One of the reasons for this hostility are the different trajectories of East and 

West.791 The most common type of anti-Westernism is a one-sided Orthodox 

critique of Western modernity, which focuses on its negative consequences such 

as secularisation, de-Christianisation or loss of Christian roots, and tries to solve 

these impasses with the Orthodox heritage and at the same time praises the 

Eastern Church for its purity and correctness.792 The reasons for this refusal and 

hostility lie in the differences between the Western and the Eastern way                             

of thinking: Orthodoxy is a way of life beyond formulations and statements,793 

places more emphasis on passive values rather than on active human virtues,                   

is considered less individualistic and having a strong communitarian spirit, does 

not support the logic of an autonomous individual who can make decisions freely 

and who can question established authorities. Orthodoxy further criticises                    

                                                        
790 Zizioulas’ lecture in Balamand, quoted in JILLIONS, John A. Orthodox Christianity in the West: 
The Ecumenical Challenge. In: CUNNINGHAM, Mary and Elisabeth THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The 
Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
2009, p. 277. 
791 Around the end of the 18th ct. the West experienced the French revolution and the rise of Kant’s 
rationalism, while the East at the same time experiendenced an ascetic-mystical revival centred 
on Orthodox spirituality and related literature (like Philokalia), which strongly influenced Slavic 
Orthodoxy and was at odds with Western rationalism of the time. So the article of Julia Kristeva 
in Le Monde (April 19, 1999, Le poids mysterieux de l’Orthodoxie), mentions Makrides (MAKRIDES, 
V. Orthodox Christianity, Rationalization, Modernization: A Reassessment, p. 183.). Kalaitzidis 
gives the historical roots of anti-Westernism, see in KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. Theological, 
Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy. In: 
KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis et al. (eds.). Orthodox Handbook on Ecumenism: Resources for Theological 
Education. Oxford: Regnum Books, 2014, pp. 142-143. 
792 See KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical 
Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 141.  
793 Florovsky said that the Church is first of all the worshiping community, doctrine comes 
afterwards. FLOROVSKY, G. Elements of Liturgy. In: PATELOS, C. The Orthodox Church in the 
Ecumenical Movement. Geneva, 1978, p. 172. Quoted in VASSILIADIS, P. Eucharist and Witness: 
Orthodox Perspectives on the Unity and Mission of the Church, p. 24. 



222 

the dichotomisation and fragmentation of human existence in Western 

modernity, and it is more anti-dual and holistic.794 This is similar to another 

objection that since the Church did not canonise the inspired author, but only the 

inspired writings, the historical work with the author of the writing is not even 

necessary.795 The next difference between Orthodox biblical interpretation and 

independent academic criticism lies in the question of the role of the interpreter. 

In critical hermeneutics the interpreter is given the highest authority and his/her 

judgment becomes the “last and highest court.”796 Orthodoxy focuses more                    

on apostolic authority that liberates rather than enslaves.797 Certainly, such                       

a short list of differences between East and West is not exhaustive and                                    

is superficial, but it does illustrate different paradigms and positions. My aim                      

is to relativise these differences and expose such a black and white clash                      

as artificial. 

One of the forms of anti-Westernism was oriented against the academic study              

of the Bible. The critical objection was that this form of academic study wrongly 

presumed that it had a system of standards or principles for such study.798                    

This sort of critical thinking was opposed because it was the product of the 

modern world closely related to the rise of the modern world in Western 

Civilization. Orthodoxy did not follow this development due to the lack of a long 

academic tradition and the absence of many universities in Orthodox countries.799 

Also, the political situation in Southern and Eastern Europe in the 20th ct. with               

                                                        
794 For the list of differences see MAKRIDES, V. Orthodox Christianity, Rationalization, 
Modernization: A Reassessment, pp. 183-186. 
795 Says OIKONOMOS, Elias. Bibel und Bibelwissenshaft in der Orthodoxen Kirche. Stuttgart: KBW 
Verlag, 1976, p. 54. 
796 MCGUCKIN, J.A. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition                          
of Orthodoxy, p. 317. 
797 There is a nice music parable, which I leave here unshortened: “Dominical and apostolic 
utterance become, as it were, the set key signatures, within which the present music of the re-
expression of the evangelical kerygma can be extrapolated: that music which is the essential 
expression of the Church from age to age.

 
It is an 'oppression' only in the sense that the fugal form 

necessarily guides the composer in the creation of a fugue, or in the way a sonnet is required                    
to rhyme.” MCGUCKIN, J.A. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition 
of Orthodoxy, p. 317. 
798 Defined as a “formal and systematic study of Scripture at the level of universities, colleges (...) 
all over the world.” STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 67 
799 States STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 71. 
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its existential problems prevented the development of akademia.800 At the same 

time it must be also mentioned that Orthodox judgments about Western methods 

were very often one-sided and simplified and resulted from not really having 

sufficient knowledge about what they called ‘Western methods.’801 Two 

exceptions to this are the scholars Theodore Stylianopoulos and John McGuckin. 

According to Theodore Stylianopoulos Protestantism ends up in a dead end 

because it loses the balance between the principle of Scripture and Church.802                

He accepts the possible role and importance of the new voices, such as of Ricoeur, 

Gadamer and Tracy, but he sees that they emphasise the cultural distance between 

the Bible and modern thinking and neglect the revelatory authority of Scripture 

in its relationship to the Church. They grant an excessive weight to the distance 

and presuppose it as a primary hermeneutical problem.803 The American 

Orthodox theologian and priest John Anthony McGuckin in his critique of the 

Western approach shares doubts about the possibility of objective historical 

research, which he calls “philosophical acumen, both arrogant and 

uninformed.”804 He has in mind especially the accumulation, one of the attributes 

of objective research, which puts itself in the role of “finally objectively explained 

now.” McGuckin rejects the possibility that research occurs in an isolated and 

impersonal space, where objectivity is “scrutinised by an infallible academic 

voice.”805 Quite the contrary, the text, context and interpretation do not appear             

in an abstract space, but in a concrete and particular time and space, here and 

                                                        
800 Western Orthodoxy is certainly an exception, especially the Paris School around the St Sergius 
Orthodox Theological Institute. For different directions of Western Orthodoxy see the latest book 
on the topic: NOBLE, Ivana, Tim NOBLE, Kateřina BAUEROVÁ and Parush PARUSHEV. Cesty 
pravoslavné teologie ve 20. století na Západ. Brno: Centrum pro studium demokracie a kultury, 2012, 
and its forthcoming English translation. See also NOBLE, I. and T. NOBLE. Orthodox Theology in 
Western Europe in the 20th Century. 
801 Notices also NIKOLAKOPOULOS, K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments, p. 43. 
802 See STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 157. 
803 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 161. It is true that the 
concept of distance is important in their work, but he is wrong in details - Ricoeur uses this concept 
positively and makes it a condition of understanding, whereas Gadamer overcomes it with his 
holistic interpretation. See RICOEUR, Paul. Úkol hermeneutiky. Praha: Filosofia, nakladatelství 
Filosofického ústavu AV ČR, 2004. 
804 MCGUCKIN, J.A. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition                           
of Orthodoxy, p. 308. 
805 Ibidem. 
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now. So McGuckin calls attention to the fact that a hermeneutical process always 

includes an interpretative community.806 

 

 Summary 

 

This chapter presented the struggles and inspirational sources having a formative 

impact on Orthodox hermeneutics. The problem of negative identity formation   

as a key to what Orthodox hermeneutics should be was explored. I presented the 

representatives of two dominant movements and waves in the 20th ct. in order                 

to present how modern Orthodox hermeneutics developed in these two contexts. 

First was modern hermeneutics among Russian émigrés, exemplified by Georges 

Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky, who were the founders of the neo-patristic 

movement. The neo-patristic school and its concept of the return to the Fathers 

in a systematic way solved the problem of the role of the Bible for the Fathers and 

the recovery of patristic thinking. Florovsky’s concept of Christian Hellenism was 

shown to be a hermeneutical principle. In order to achieve and explain the mode 

of being of Orthodox Greek identity, Christos Yannaras, a representative                             

of modern Orthodox hermeneutics was presented. Yannaras brought a new 

hermeneutical key, which is Greek culture. The main condition for this structure 

of Greek hermeneutics is a structural anti-Westernism and a radical contrast 

between Orthodoxy and the West. These presentations of representatives were 

followed by naming the problems that arose out of them, which are called 

captivities. We concentrated on two captivities: patristic captivity and captivity 

in an anti-Western attitude. According to our opinion these captivities are the 

most dominant hermeneutical criteria that rule contemporary Orthodox theology. 

The return to the Fathers revolved into a patristic captivity in the moment when 

                                                        
806 This what McGuckin says follows the same trajectory as in Gadamer’s and Heidegger’s 
objection against historicism, that also claimed to objectively understand, but somehow forget its 
own contextuality and historicity. The interpreter’s context in the Orthodox Church is the 
community of fellow believers, where its Western counterpart presumes distance and 
estrangement and searches for restoration, the Orthodoxy presume continuity. 
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“closer to Fathers” was acknowledged as the “further from the Bible.” While                      

in Western Church the authority of the Fathers has been connected with the 

return to the Bible, in Orthodoxy the affirmation of the Fathers restrained in effect 

the authority of the Bible. The captivity in anti-Westernism occurred when “closer 

to Orthodox identity” was identified with “further from the West.” My aim                         

is to relativise these differences and expose such a black and white clash                             

as artificial, as well as to show that patristic criteria are not so anti-scientific                      

at it seems. Therefore it was argued that critical thinking was not strange, 

unknown and rejected in the Early Church, quite the contrary, together with 

spirituality it built a strong holistic understanding of Christianity. This broken 

connection can be restored with the focus on the homiletic character                                    

of hermeneutics and on the interconnection of theology and spirituality. 

This discussion is very important for the theme of my thesis, because these 

positions showed the weakness of the Orthodox approach, identified that                               

a vertically understood transcendence divinises too much and does not leave space 

for the human element, for suspicion and otherness. This is the position that will 

be overcome by the post-patristic position (chapter eight) and complemented by the 

liturgical hermeneutics lying in Gadamer’s concepts (chapter nine).  
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CHAPTER EIGHT:  

THE MOVE BEYOND THE NEO-PATRISTIC SYNTHESIS 

 

In the previous chapter we addressed the problems of modern Orthodox 

hermeneutics, resulting in other extremes. This chapter will contain a critique                 

of the critical reception of the negative work with the sources, as well                                 

as alternative and positive work with the sources. Both critical and alternative 

work can help to overcome negative identity formation. Nevertheless, the 

younger generation of Orthodox theologians did not hesitate to question the 

conclusions of this movement and several voices will be mentioned: Pantelis 

Kalaitzidis who wants to avoid negative building of identity and sees the category 

of development turning into mythology, Aristotle Papanikolaou who criticises 

negative self-identification, Brandon Gallaher who compares the current situation 

in Orthodoxy with the situation of people of a Greek town waiting for the 

barbarians to conquer them, Ivana Noble who notes the lack of the moment                       

of innovation and Assaad Kattan who answers how hermeneutics as a Protestant 

discipline can be used in the Orthodox context. Post-patristic theology is further 

complemented with alternative work with the sources that represent a move 

beyond. This alternative work with the sources, that shows also the influence                  

of non-Orthodox authors, will be presented in the systematic rehabilitation                    

of patristic methodology and hermeneutics as visible in the work of John Breck 

and Theodore Stylianopoulos.  

 

8.1 Critical Reception 

 

In a way similar to the way the patristic revival has been considered a shift                          

of paradigm, contemporary Orthodox theology is confronting a new shift                          
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of paradigms and new challenges in the 21st century.807 The Church is moving 

toward post-modernism where there is no more terra ferma for truth, as John Behr 

says.808 Whereas in Eastern Europe and Russia the Church experienced 

secularisation from the Communist ideology and governments,809 the situation                 

in the 70s in Western Europe was characterised by the post-modern movement810 

and with a return to religion.811 If one takes into account that each text has its 

context, which for patristics was Greek philosophy and culture, it is very obvious 

that current theology faces a totally different context. Pantelis Kalaitzidis in his 

lecture in Prague in 2012812 emphasised that “Modernity and post-modernity                 

(or late modernity) and the framework they define constitute the broader 

historical, social and cultural environment within which the Orthodox Church                 

is called to live and carry out its mission.” He denied the existence of any 

ahistorical, monolithic and super-temporal tradition and come up with the 

                                                        
807 Some of new challenges are: (i) mission as a service and not as a dominion; (ii) accepting the 
principles of democracy and human rights; (iii) engagement in the ecumenical movement and 
encouraging plurality and variety in the Church. For a more detailed description see in: 
KALAITZIDIS, P. Challenges of Renewal and Reformation Facing the Orthodox Church, pp. 158-
160. 
808 As Behr sees it. BEHR, J. Returning to First Principles Articulating Orthodox Theology                           
in a Postmodern Context, p. 22. Modernity can be characterised by several characteristics, one 
would be development of modern science, a certain economic ethic (Weber), but also                                     
by individualism, which is a characteristic feature of modern development. BUSS, Andreas E.               
The Place of the Individual in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition. In: BUSS, Andreas. The Russian-
Orthodox Tradition and Modernity. London; Boston, MA: Brill, 2003, p. 99. 
809 Kalaitzidis calls this ‘Secularization from above’. See KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. Orthodox Church 
and (Post)Modernity: The Conditions, the Context, and the Problems of an Encounter. Paper presented 
at the International Scientific Doctoral and Post-Doctoral Conference: Presence and Absence                   
of the Orthodox Theological Reflection of Modern Ideologies and its Ecumenical Impact. Delivered 
on February 3-5, 2012, p. 5. 
810 See genealogy of modernism and secularisation in TAYLOR, Charles. A Secular Age.                            
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007. 
811 Which was mistakenly understood by some Orthodox theologians as the end of modernity So 
Kalaitzidis in KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. Orthodox Theology and the Challenges of a Post-secular 
Age: Questioning the Public Relevance of the Current Orthodox theological ‘Paradigm’.                             
In: Proceedings of the International Academic Theology in a Post-Secular Age, Lviv, 2013, pp. 5-13. 
Kalaitzidis calls this a pseudo-argument and for him post-modernity is the late modern era,                      
not the end of modernity. See Kattan’s article, he found Kalaitzidis claiming this in his book 
Orthodoxia kai Neóterikotéta, published in Greek, 2007. KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. Revisiting                       
the Question about an Absolute Theological Criterion: Orthodox Theology Challenged by Modern 
Hermeneutics. In: TULCAN, Ioan and Cristinel IOJA (eds.). Accents and Perspectives of Orthodox 
Dogmatic Theology as Part of Church Mission in Today’s World. Arad: Aurel Vlaicu University                                                                                    
of Arad, 2008, pp. 128-129. 
812 Lecture “Orthodox Church and (Post)Modernity: The Conditions, the Context, and the Problems               
of an Encounter” was part of the International theological conference ‘Presence and Absence of the 
Orthodox Theological Reflection of Modern Ideologies and its Ecumenical Impact”. Organised                
by the PTF UK, IBTS and Jabok, in February 2012. Unpublished manuscript, p. 2. 
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statement that theology appears always within a particular cultural and historical 

context. These words add a lot of material to my theme of human understanding 

and transcendence. Therefore in the following section I will follow several critical 

voices that aim to overcome the captivities mentioned in the previous chapter. 

Currently there are many critics of Florovsky’s synthesis, but Pantelis Kalaitzidis 

is currently one of the most outspoken critics of a theological return to the 

Fathers, therefore I will start with him and then continue with others. 

 

 Kalaitzidis’ post-patristic theology813 

 

Pantelis Kalaitzidis814 accepts that the return to Fathers was connected with the 

attempt to protect Orthodoxy, but at the same time warns that there were two 

directions of its development: on one side toward openness (the 20th ct. after all            

is the time of the renewal of Orthodox theology), but on the other side it was                      

a time of introversion, conservatism and a fundamentalist understanding                           

of Tradition, which was replaced with traditionalism.815 Kalaitzidis compares this 

direction toward introversion with the fundamentalism that is more common              

for Protestant churches and talks about the fundamentalism of tradition and the 

fundamentalism of the Fathers, which prevented Orthodoxy from remaining                 

an integrated part of the modern world and entering into a critical dialogue with 

the Christian West.816 A theological interpretation that has its shelter in the past 

and considers the teaching of the Fathers to be an archive of faith is the 

                                                        
813 This section has been already published in my article “Skúsenosť s hermeneutikou v modernej 
pravoslávnej teológii.” 
814 The director of Volos Academy for Theological Studies. See some of his articles on the topic: 
KALAITZIDIS, P. From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern Orthodox Theology; 
KALAITZIDIS, P. The Image of the West in Contemporary Greek Theology; KALAITZIDIS, P. 
Orthodox Theology and the Challenges of a Post-secular Age: Questioning the Public Relevance 
of the Current Orthodox Theological ‘Paradigm’; KALAITZIDIS, Pantelis. New Trends in Greek 
Orthodox Theology: Challenges in the Movement towards a Genuine Renewal and Christian 
Unity. Scottish Journal of Theology. 2014, vol. 67, issue 2, pp.127-164. 
815 KALAITZIDIS, P. From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern Orthodox 
Theology, p. 8. See also KALAITZIDIS, P. Challenges of Renewal and Reformation Facing the 
Orthodox Church, p. 153. 
816 So in KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical 
Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 148. 
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consequence of such a development.817 Kalaitzidis enhances his argumentation 

and claims that the Church neglects other more important aspects of Orthodox 

teaching, such as theological holism or spiritual heritage.818 

Kalaitzidis rates the dogmatic battle of Sergei Bulgakov819 with Vladimir Lossky 

and George Florovsky as very unhappy, because it disallowed a serious discussion 

about the nature of post-patristic theology in Orthodoxy for many years.820                 

The consequences of the patristic revival are, according to Kalaitzidis, numerous. 

First are the neglect and devaluation of biblical studies, which were considered           

to be a characteristic Protestant matter, contrary to patristic studies that are con-

sidered to be a uniquely Orthodox field of research. However, this procedure              

is not unique at all, as sola scriptura was simply replaced with consensus patrum, 

and soon it was forgotten that the Church Fathers were known as interpreters               

of the Bible. Further there appeared a shift in patristic theology, which suddenly 

started valuing patristic texts more highly than biblical texts, and so patristic the-

ology showed the marks of a-historicity. All mentioned approaches and negative 

consequences of the neo-patristic movement led to the introversion of Orthodox 

theology and its absence from theological discussions in the 20th ct. (from dialec-

tical theology to the ecumenical movement).  

                                                        
817 A further consequence is discretisation, moreover the end of freedom of thinking and reasoning 
in the Orthodox context. KALAITZIDIS, P. From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for                           
a Modern Orthodox Theology, p. 10. Also see on consequences of introversion: KALAITZIDIS, P. 
Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical Movements in Eastern 
Orthodoxy, p. 148. 
818 The effort to de-westernise Orthodox theology led to the fact that all other topics were 
overshadowed. (KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-
Ecumenical Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 148.) Interesting is the clash between Kalaitzidis 
and Hilarion Alfeyev, who both share the critique of neo-patristic synthesis, about its success and 
failure. Alfeyev (b.1966) objects that the time of neo-patristic theory did not come in the period 
when it appeared. Therefore he proposes what he calls a ‘contextual method’, a method based                                                                                                               
on Florovsky's synthesis, but much more fitting to the challenges of the 21st century. For this see 
KALAITZIDIS, P. From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern Orthodox Theology, 
pp. 33-35. See ALFEYEV, H. The Patristic Heritage and Modernity, p. 153. 
819 Sergei Bulgakov represented Russian theological school, former Marxist economist, later                   
on a very influential theologian in the diaspora and the dean of the St Sergius Orthodox 
Theological Institute. 
820 KALAITZIDIS, P. From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern Orthodox 
Theology, p. 14. 
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Kalaitzidis sees the more important negative impact of the patristic revival                     

to be in the polarisation between the West and East, “Orthodoxy’s total rejection 

of the West, and to the cultivation and consolidation of an anti-western and anti-

ecumenical spirit.”821 Interestingly, Kalaitzidis does not blame Florovsky for this, 

but “the way in which this ‘return to the Fathers’ was perceived (especially                     

by some of the so-called ‘heirs’ of Florovsky’s legacy).”822  He calls this a “major 

paradox,”823 because Florovsky himself did not rely merely on the patristic litera-

ture, but was also influenced by works coming from the West.824 Moreover,                 

Florovsky, according to Kalaitzidis, never adopted the idea of polarisation                        

between East and West, but emphasised that Catholicity needed both parts                        

of Christendom, both East and West.825 What prevailed in Orthodoxy was not 

Florovsky’s spirit, but the spirit of anti-Westernism and anti-ecumenism of                  

Vladimir Lossky, Justin Popović and Dumitru Stăniloae. The Fathers were taken                   

as the exclusive property of the Eastern Church and the whole study in the West 

of patristics and of the Latin fathers was ignored. This polarisation assumed that 

the East had in property all the wealth of the Fathers with mystical and liturgical 

experience, whereas the West had only dry scholasticism and rationalism.826 

Kalaitzidis is also very critical of Yannaras’ account of the West and feels that this 

view of Western civilization is just a mocking caricature of the West, and that                  

                                                        
821 Ibidem, p. 19. 
822 KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical Movements 
in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 148. 
823 Ibidem. 
824 Kalaitzidis mentions especially A. von Harnack, K. Barth, E. Brunner, Yv. Congar, H. de Lubac, 
L. Bouyer, E. L. Mascal, R. Bultmann, A. Nygren, J. A. Moehler, E. Mersch, P. Batiffol, G. L. Prestige, 
G. Kittel, Et. Gilson, J. Lebreton, P. Tillich, and R. Collinwood, H. Marrou. Ibidem, p. 149. 
825 “As Siamese twins.” KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-
Ecumenical Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 149. 
826 “This is how the modern West is understood today in many Orthodox countries.” 
KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical Movements 
in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 149. Tim and Ivana Noble in their essay add to this a claim, that the 
conviction about the superiority over Western theology was already present in the neo-patristic 
movement, not only in its effective history. See their article on Western Orthodoxy: NOBLE, Ivana 
and Timothy NOBLE. Orthodox Theology in Western Europe in the 20th Century. Even                                  
if Orthodox theology earlier was inspired by the return to the Fathers, today, in post-modern 
society, there is “a clear and imperative need for a breath of fresh air, for the overcoming                       
of a certain provincialism and complacent introversion within Orthodox theology, for an openness 
to the ecumenicity of Christianity, to the challenge of religious otherness, and the catholicity                      
of human thought.” 
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it is wrong to generalise and speak of the West as if it would be one philosophical, 

cultural and theological unit, a “monolithic cultural space, down to its tiniest and 

most contingent details.”827 In Yannaras’ view the whole of Western theology                 

is reduced to Thomas Aquinas and scholasticism, but, asks Kalaitzidis, why does 

he constantly mention neo-scholasticism and neo-Thomism, which actually never 

had any influence in history, and not rather Barth or Bonhoeffer?828 Yannaras 

seems to know Heidegger, Marx, Sartre, Kant, but he puts them all together in one 

sack. Further on, asks Kalaitzidis, why does Yannaras ignore the Reformation and 

Luther, who could be his allies in the anti-rationalistic battle, and does not show 

the complexity of the Western world? All this shows that Yannaras’ critique                

of the Western Christianity is one-sided and sees in the West only wrong things 

and errors.829  

 

 Gallaher on negative self-identification 

 

Brandon Gallaher from the University of Oxford is the next critical voice and                    

a representative voice of post-patristic theology. He asks a very controversial 

question: How patristic is Florovsky’s account of a neo-patristic synthesis?830                  

If one aims to understand the vision of the Fathers and their experience with God 

as a proof for the truthfulness of their theologies, one will be disappointed.                  

This was actually the track of John Behr’s argumentation in his paper at the 2010 

Volos and Fordham conference. This disappointment is rooted in two reasons:   

The Fathers use the term vision in a variety of meanings, second, knowledge                   

of God is connected with repentance and purification and cannot be taken 

                                                        
827 As Kalaitzidis says in KALAITZIDIS, P. The Image of the West in Contemporary Greek 
Theology, p. 155. 
828 Ibidem, p. 156. 
829 Kalaitzidis also sees a change in Yannaras’ late works, when he mitigated his views in 2006                
in his Contra religionen. KALAITZIDIS, P. The Image of the West in Contemporary Greek 
Theology, p. 157. Although, Louth defends Yannaras and the apparent sharp antipathy against the 
West. He considers the critique as exaggerated and unjust. He claims that the more important 
element for him was an effort to preserve the particularities of the Greek East. 
830 GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 672. 
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lightly.831 Moreover, vision “is appealed to as something that is to be attained, but 

of which one falls short, therefore impressing on the listener the need for God’s 

mercy and the gift of repentance.”832 Gallaher takes Behr’s critique and searches 

for different origins of the vision in Florovsky’s thought and finds them                             

in Romantic idealism, in Johann Adam Möhler and Friedrich Schelling.  

Further on, Gallaher sees Florovsky’s paradigm as unsatisfactory, as he marks out 

what Orthodoxy is not and so with this negation he continues affirming what 

Orthodoxy is. This negative affirming leads to the conclusion that the identity                

of Orthodoxy is not isolated or autonomous from the Other, but namely                                

it is dependent on it.833 Moreover, Florovsky misses the fact that early Christians 

in their liturgy followed Jewish liturgical practices. If early Christianity 

transfigured the idioms of their philosophy in their particular time, asks Gallaher, 

and if Christianity is still developing, why cannot Christianity today transfigure 

the idioms of current philosophy in this current time and culture?834  

Gallaher compares the situation in Orthodoxy with the situation described in the 

poem by Constantine Cavafy (1863-1933) “Waiting for the Barbarians,”835 where 

people of a Greek town are assembled in the agora and wait for the barbarians, 

who will come any moment and conquer them. When the message comes that 

there are no barbarians anymore, a confusion arises. Similarly also Orthodox 

theology is in the situation of waiting for someone against whom it will define its 

identity and who will embody all the negative. The West has played this role                  

so far, but paradoxically, by identifying against West Orthodoxy has become even 

                                                        
831 Talk entitled: Going Beyond Neo-Patristic Synthesis, given at The International Conference                 
of the Volos Academy for Theological Studies: Neo-Patristic Synthesis or Post-Patristic Theology: 
Can Orthodox Theology be contextual?, June 3-6, 2010. This paper is unpublished, so I will rely on 
the summary in GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, pp. 672-673. 
832 GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 672. This understanding is different than 
Florovsky’s, where the vision is a “supra-discursive sight of the whole truth of God attained by a 
saint or doctor, which vision makes them an authoritative witness to divine truth.” 
833 GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 660. 
834 An ally of Gallaher, Paul Valliere criticises the neo-patristic movement for several reasons: 
establishing an equation of Orthodoxy with the apophatic approach, closed philosophical 
engagement with modern culture attempted by the Russian religious school, and rejection of any 
alliance with modern philosophy.  See in BAKER, M. «Theology Reasons» – in History, p. 81. 
835 CAVAFY, Constantine P. Waiting for the Barbarians. In: CAVAFY, Constantine P. The Collected 
Poems. Translation Evangelos Sach-peroglou. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, pp. 15–17. 
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more dependent upon the West. Florovsky, as Gallaher interprets him, is a good 

example of this. Florovsky rejects post-schism theology, because it lost the 

universal consciousness of Christian Hellenism, but the sources of his polemic are 

exactly those that he criticises (German Idealism and Russian philosophy),                    

and only additionally gives them the attributes patristic or Eastern Orthodox. 

Gallaher therefore adds a hermeneutical perspective as crucial for contemporary 

Orthodox theology, that is, “the acknowledgement that when reading the Fathers 

it always reads them within the hermeneutical horizon of time.”836 Gallaher 

accepts that the present world picture is dominated by Western culture, but                        

it is not a shame to admit it, as the Western worldview serves as a “spectacle 

through which the theologian interprets the Fathers and creatively rearticulates 

the mystery of their pre-modern faith for our postmodern era.”837 If there is a need 

to revise the neo-patristic synthesis, which Gallaher sees as a necessity due to the 

hermeneutical horizon of time, it is necessary to return with humility to the 

Western sources, which influenced and built the background of the Eastern 

Orthodox heritage. 

Gallaher in this regard asks if the West and East are truly opposites and uses for 

this the Christological doctrine of the synthesis of opposites, where humanity and 

divinity are united but not unchanged.838 He uses this synthesis of opposites                     

as a hermeneutic principle to mediate between the Christian East and Christian 

West. He means by it two things: (i) first, that Orthodox theology should focus 

not only on purely Eastern thinking; (ii) second, Gallaher thinks that his 

hermeneutical principle allows for Orthodox theology to discover their identity 

through a positive encounter with all that is Western, including also modern 

philosophy. Gallaher turns upside down Florovsky’s well known paradigm, that 

‘one should be Greek in order to be Orthodox’, into ‘one can be Orthodox only                

in the encounter with what is other and different than itself.’ What Orthodox 

                                                        
836 GALLAHER, B. Waiting for the Barbarians, p. 680. 
837 Ibidem. 
838 Ibidem, pp. 681-693. 
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theology needs is therefore not the demonisation of the West, but what he calls 

political perichoresis, “conscious proactive theological engagement with the Other 

from the basis of one’s tradition.”839 The Other does not have always have                        

to be the alien Other, but can be also a friendly Other. One of the achievements     

of this critique of anti-Westernism is that the anti-Western attitude is not 

something Eastern, but it is present also among thinkers on the West. The recent 

decades have showed also other modes of rationality besides the ‘Western’ one 

(Claude Lévi-Strauss, Robin Horton and others) which are not necessarily 

irrational and arbitrary. ‘Westernisation,’ even in a way it is understood in the 

East, is therefore not a one sided, linear and fixed phenomenon, but rather                                                                                                        

is a dialectical process. Especially Gallaher’s proposed hermeneutical approach 

allows not deleting, but bracketing of the distinction between the East and West, 

and allows a more sober view on the benefits of each side. Certain benefits from 

the West cannot be ignored, for example the sources and texts that Western 

academic scholarship has provided. But it is not only about handbooks, Orthodoxy 

can learn how to be attentive to clear and rational argument, to learn about 

fairness and freedom of thoughts and expressions, to learn about creative debate, 

discussions and compromises, not only to mere assert Orthodox positions.840 

 

 Papanikolaou’s meta-narratives critique 

 

Aristotle Papanikolaou from Fordham University, as a further voice in critical 

reception, talks about the common meta-narrative, according to which 

contemporary Orthodox theology is divided between the Russian religious 

                                                        
839 Ibidem, p. 683. 
840 Notes on what the East can learn from the West JILLIONS, J. Orthodox Christianity in the West: 
The Ecumenical Challenge, p. 278. On the other side, the West can learn and learns from 
Orthodoxy that academic life cannot be separated from the church heritage of worship and prayer; 
that theology, liturgy and spirituality belong together, that liturgy is the prime source                                 
of experience, theologia prima, and cannot be divided from theology. Then there is a centrality                 
of incarnation and the human-divine element, materiality infused with divinity, a concept that 
helps to define centrality in theology, and the concepts like sobornost and theosis. See JILLIONS, J. 
Orthodox Christianity in the West: The Ecumenical Challenge, p. 281. 
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thought of Solovjev, Florensky and Bulgakov, and the neo-patristic synthesis                  

of Florovsky, Lossky and others.841 This meta-narrative involves a strict division 

between Orthodox theology of a neo-patristic perspective and Western theology, 

and has been taught throughout the Orthodox world until the present time. 

Papanikolaou claims it is false.842 Although sophiology was the most influential 

philosophy before Florovsky, it did not survive in any influential form past 

Bulgakov.843 Actually, contrary to usual interpretations of polemics between 

Florovsky and Bulgakov,844 Florovsky’s critique of Bulgakov was not led against 

his use of philosophy per se, but against the influence of German idealism that led 

to coherency between the created and the uncreated.845 

According to Papanikolaou, new sign of a theological basis for mutually exclusive 

opposition between East and West appeared in the radical apophatism of Vladimir 

Lossky, who was paradoxically ecumenical and did his dissertation on Meister 

Eckhart.846 One of the reasons for this anti-Westernism is his direct attack against 

the influence of rationalism in theology, as visible in Bulgakov’s work. Lossky’s 

attack has remained the basis for further constructions of anti-Westernism until 

today, demonstrated in self-identification of the East as against the West, against 

Western liberal democracy, human rights, and individualism.847 

                                                        
841 See FLOROVSKY, Georges. Ways of Russian Theology. Belmont, MA: Nordland Pub., 1979. 
842 He attempts to break it by pointing to the neo-patristic character of Bulgakov and by pointing 
out  Bulgakov’ ideas as a part of Lossky’s thinking; also by breaking the East-West division, where 
he calls this division a “post-colonial attempt by Orthodox to re-establish an intellectual tradition 
that is uniquely Orthodox.” PAPANIKOLAOU, Aristotle. Eastern Orthodox Theology.                                
In: MEISTER, Chad and James BEILBY (eds.). Routledge Companion to Modern Christian Thought, 
London; New York, Routledge, 2013, p. 538. 
843 Especially because Orthodox thinkers in the diaspora understood their own theology as neo-
patristic. 
844 See PAPANIKOLAOU, A. Eastern Orthodox Theology, pp. 543-544. 
845 For Florovsky’s critique of Solovjev’s theories, see VOSKRESSENSKAIA, J. The Other Person: 
The Receiving of the Russian Neopatristics, pp. 6-7. 
846 This is according to PAPANIKOLAOU, Aristotle. Tradition or Identity Politics: The Role of the 
‘West’ in Contemporary Orthodox Theology. Teologia. 2010, no. 3-4, p. 19. Lossky had followers, 
like John Romanides and John Zizioulas, who further extended this opposition to Trinitarian 
theology. Kalaitzidis sees as a paradox that the liberation from captivity was managed through 
discussion with Western Christianity and through activity in the ecumenical movement.                        
See KALAITZIDIS, P. Theological, Historical and Cultural Reasons for Anti-Ecumenical 
Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy, p. 143.  
847 Papanikolaou sees only two exceptions to this negative role of the West in contemporary 
Orthodox theology, which are Sergey Bulgakov and Dumitru Stăniloae, otherwise current 
Orthodox theology is a “post-colonial attempt to find its intellectual way after years                                      
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 Noble on the lack of innovation 

 

A further problem with neo-patristics is that the notion of history is divided from 

the notion of development and progress, and Tradition has become a mythology. 

Theologians of neo-patristic synthesis so encountered the question                                       

of normativity, where the living tradition could no longer be equated with history, 

so it had to be constructed eschatologically.848 The problem, underlined by                  

Ivana Noble, Czech Hussite theologian from Charles University, in her 

presentation in Leuven in 2011,849 is that the living tradition was made normative 

as a permanent reference point. Noble by so arguing joins the critique                                   

of Kalaitzidis and Papanikolaou and claims that this normativity of the living 

tradition disabled the delivery of this tradition as living to other generations.850 

Noble argues that Florovsky’s way to keep tradition alive inevitably needs                        

to include the moment of innovation. But innovation could have two 

consequences: (i) either the tradition would be ignored and replaced, (ii) or this 

very requirement of innovation would be ignored. Still, she sees the concept                                                                                                

of catholic transfiguration as more problematic than that of re-Hellenisation                 

for one simple reason: re-Hellenisation did not lead to negative identity.851 

Catholic transfiguration about which Florovsky talks “would remain problematic, 

                                                        
of oppression.” PAPANIKOLAOU, A. Tradition or Identity Politics: The Role of the ‘West’                        
in Contemporary Orthodox Theology, p. 20. Rather than thinking ‘as a tradition’ with David Tracy, 
Orthodox theology should be more self-critical and start practicing a hermeneutics of suspicion. 
See his lecture in Prague 2013: PAPANIKOLAOU, Aristotle. Tradition and Identity Formation. Paper 
presented at the International Conference “Tradition and Innovation: Reflections on Different 
Streams of Orthodox Theological Thinking in Exile and its Impact on Ecumenical Dialogue”, May 
17-19 2013. 
848 “Whose achievements were postulated as coming not from the history, but from the end times.” 
NOBLE, Ivana. History Tied Down by the Normativity of Tradition? Inversion of Perspective                    
in Orthodox Theology: Challenges and Problems. In: DICKINSON, Golby (ed.). The Shaping                       
of Tradition: Context and Normativity. Leuven: Peeters, 2013, p. 284. 
849 Published 2013, In: DICKINSON, Golby (ed.). The Shaping of Tradition: Context and Normativity. 
Leuven: Peeters, 2013, pp. 283-296. 
850 She follows trajectories of Florovsky, Schmemann and Meyendorff, who all defended the 
concept of a living tradition. Still, at the same time, Florovsky’s notion of authentic development 
not as continuation but as a pseudomorphosis of Tradition remain at odds with mainstream 
orthodoxy. Noble in her article asks how we speak can about the living tradition as a normative 
for history, and compares various approaches. 
851 For a critique of Florovsky see especially: NOBLE, I. History Tied Down by the Normativity                
of Tradition?, pp. 287-288 and 294-295. 
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as it would involve a kind of departicularisation of the particular, and hence the 

danger of turning the tradition into mythology, criticised by Kalaitzidis, would 

remain.”852 This lack of innovation leads Ivana Noble to ask if this does not cause 

neo-patristics to fail to pass the “living tradition as truly living and liberating,               

in the way they experienced it themselves?”853   

 

 Kattan on the hermeneutical method of modernity  

 

The German Orthodox theologian Assaad Elias Kattan gives important insights 

into the hermeneutical character of theology in contemporary Orthodox 

theology.854 He asks if hermeneutics as a Protestant discipline can be used in the 

Orthodox context.855 This seemingly provocative question has as its goal repairing 

common misunderstandings. Kattan considers as crucial the necessity                                 

of discerning between exegesis and hermeneutics: exegesis is a discipline that 

attempts to understand the text adequately, whereas hermeneutics focuses                      

on how that understanding happens and emerges. This follows the current 

understanding of hermeneutics pointed out in the previous chapter. Hermeneutics 

is not an interpretative method or a survey of various methods of how                             

to apprehend the text, rather hermeneutics seeks to “examine the premises and 

frameworks that condition understanding beyond the question concerning                    

                                                        
852 NOBLE, I. History Tied Down by the Normativity of Tradition?, pp. 287-288. See also 
KALAITZIDIS, P. From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern Orthodox Theology, 
pp. 7-8. 
853 NOBLE, I. History Tied Down by the Normativity of Tradition? Inversion of Perspective                        
in Orthodox Theology: Challenges and Problems, p. 284. She also criticises the synthetic approach 
to the patristic structures. See NOBLE, I. and T. NOBLE. A Latin Appropriation of Christian 
Hellenism, p. 277, footnote 24, where authors criticise Baker’s defence of Florovsky’s synthetic 
approach and propose the possibility of non-synthetic dialectics. Nobles evaluate Florovsky’s 
position with the following: “To sum up. We can say that the ‘return to Fathers’ that Florovsky 
pleads for does not happen without being inspired by the creative spirit of the fathers, without the 
‘recovery of the patristic sight’ as a way forward, ‘as the power giving rebirth and affirmation                  
to life, not only as a way stationed for tired and disillusioned souls, not only as the end, but as the 
beginning, the beginning of the quest and creativity, a new nature’.” NOBLE, I. and T. NOBLE.               
A Latin Appropriation of Christian Hellenism, p. 280. 
854 Professor of Orthodox theology in the Centre of Theological Studies at the university in 
Münster. 
855 This paraphrases the title of his article KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. Hermeneutics: A Protestant 
Discipline for an Orthodox Context? Theological Review. 2002, vol. 23, issue 1, pp. 47-57. 
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the appropriate method to employ.”856 This is exactly the key point that opens the 

door for hermeneutics into Orthodox theology and proves that refusal of Western 

thinking and Western methods has nothing to do with hermeneutics,                                    

as hermeneutics is not a method. According to Kattan’s understanding, Orthodoxy 

inevitable needs hermeneutics and needs its discipline about understanding,                   

its premises and the framework it will provide. 

Kattan finds inspiration in theologians who are less known in the West, first                     

of all the Byzantine-Orthodox Metropolitan of Mount-Lebanon Georges Khodr 

(b.1923), whose main thesis is that even inspired human words are mere 

endeavours.857 Although Khodr has not developed these thoughts further, Kattan 

concludes that human words for him are only interpretations of the experience 

behind the words. This effort to express God’s inexpressible truths puts a huge 

role on the relativity of human reception, which is incompatible with the 

Orthodox approach that defends verbal inspiration. Khodr in his Autobiography 

(1979) talks about one Gospel becoming many Gospels, but still without losing 

their wholeness. He follows here the thoughts of the Church Fathers, but the 

important shift is that Khodr concentrates more on the reader’s position.                          

In this sense he talks about the encounter between the divine word and different 

readers. This means that there might be many meanings of a biblical text and                    

it is occasioned by the fact that the biblical text can be apprehended by many 

different readers in many different contexts and situations. This is exactly the new 

step in Orthodox hermeneutics that Khodr represents – the focus on the plurality 

of the reader’s dimension. Kattan finds here a comparison with Gadamer,                     

who said that understanding is an act of encounter between the horizon of text 

and the one of the reader.858 

                                                        
856 KATTAN, A. Hermeneutics: A Protestant Discipline for an Orthodox Context?, p. 48. 
857 He has been interested in the issues of language and the vocabulary that is used in order                         
to express the religious message. See the description in KATTAN, A. Hermeneutics: A Protestant 
Discipline for an Orthodox Context?, pp. 49-53. See also KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. Les lignes 
directrices de la pensée théologique antiochienne contemporaine. Istina. 2011, vol. LVI, pp. 379-
391.  
858 GW 1, 311. For an illustration, something different can be seen in the work of Paul Tarazi, who 
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Assaad Kattan takes the rejection of the idea that Western culture has already 

achieved a change from modernity into post-modernity (with the consequence that 

there is then no need to solve the problem of modernity), and combines this idea 

with Kalaitzidis’ call for a constructive debate between Orthodoxy and modernity 

with the issue of hermeneutics and absolute theological criterion.859 Truly, 

hermeneutics has had as a goal to create a comprehensive theory of understanding 

and as such was part of modernity’s effort for universally valid projects. But this 

optimism and certainty were questioned in the 20th ct. and the interest in the 

primacy of questions and focus on encounter with the text came to the fore. 

Hermeneutics abandoned its modernistic elements and is not a phenomenon                      

of modernity.860 

 

8.2. Alternative Work with the Sources   

 

The above mentioned critical reception that addressed negative identity for-

mation, the rise of traditionalism, lack of innovation and plurality of mediations 

of transcendent, is further complemented with the alternative work of theologians 

                                                        
concentrates dominantly on historical and literal understanding of biblical texts. He introduced 
his hermeneutical project in the introduction to his commentary on first Thessalonians, as based 
on two pillars: (i) that the meaning intended by the author can be reconstructed; (ii) and that there 
are not two valid meanings. He believes that understanding is a passive reception of meaning,                 
but it is after all an active encounter of the interpreter and the text. Understanding can after all 
never be exhaustive and completely grasped, as Kattan and Khodr believe. The reason for Tarazi’s 
misconceptions is that he did not reflect enough on his hermeneutical theory. In order to be fair, 
in 1991 Tarazi wrote an introduction to the Old Testament, and it seems he slightly modified                  
his hermeneutical position, and became more aware of the need for dialogue and encounter in the 
act of understanding. TARAZI, Paul Nadim. The Old Testament Introduction. Crestwood, NY:                   
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1991, p. 1. See also KATTAN, A. Hermeneutics: A Protestant 
Discipline for an Orthodox Context?, pp. 54-56. 
859 He published the same article in English (2008) and French (2011). See KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. 
Revisiting the Question about an Absolute Theological Criterion: Orthodox Theology Challenged 
by Modern Hermeneutics. In: TULCAN, Ioan and Cristinel IOJA (eds.). Accents and Perspectives              
of Orthodox Dogmatic Theology as Part of Church Mission in Today’s World. Arad: Aurel Vlaicu 
University of Arad, 2008, pp. 128-143; and KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. La théologie orthodoxe 
interpelée par l'herméneutique moderne: La question d'un critère thélogique absolu revisitée. 
Contacts: Revue française de l'orthodoxie. 2011, no. 234, pp. 180-196. 
860 Kattan’s thesis in KATTAN, A. La théologie orthodoxe interpelée par l'herméneutique moderne, 
pp. 189-190. 
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who moved beyond the critique, relied on the works of non-Orthodox authors and 

worked more constructively with the sources. Important to note is that in this 

case there was a type of negative identity formation “against” others, as was crit-

icised earlier. The work of John Breck and Theodore Stylianopoulos is most                    

important in this regard. 

  

 Breck’s return to patristic exegesis and methodology861 

 

A systematic rehabilitation of patristic methodology and hermeneutics is visible 

in the work of Fr. John Breck (b.1939),862 an American Orthodox theologian whose 

field of research is the interpretation of Scripture.863 Breck’s main contribution 

lies (i) in the re-establishing of θεωρία in hermeneutics, and (ii) in the emphasis 

on liturgical life and the Holy Spirit in the Orthodox Church. These moments 

complement negative identity formation and offer a positive way to preserve 

respect both for patristics and critical thinking at the same time. 

The starting point of Breck’s work is a presentation of Protestant, Catholic and 

Orthodox views on the hermeneutical problem, namely how to translate                         

                                                        
861 This section has been already published in my article “Skúsenosť s hermeneutikou v modernej 
pravoslávnej teológii.” 
862 He converted to Orthodoxy, was a professor at St Sergius Orthodox Theological Institute                 
(New Testament, 1978-1984) and at the St Vladimir’s Theological Seminary (New Testament and 
Ethics, 1984-1996). 
863 His work flows out of two sources: out of his engagement in the ecumenical dialogue in the 
80s, and out of his discontent with the current Orthodox praxis. His interest in biblical 
hermeneutics has been visible since 1976, when he published his first article named Theoria and 
Orthodox Hermeneutics (BRECK, J. Theoria and Orthodox Hermeneutics. St Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly. 1976, vol. 20, pp. 195-219). Breck has created significant focus on hermeneutical issues 
and the relationship between ecclesial categories and historical-critical methods in the biblical 
field. His other areas of research have also been Johaninne studies and the role of chiasm.                          
His two books Spirit of the Truth (1990) and Shape of Biblical Language (1994) grew out of this 
interest, with the main thesis that the fourth gospel was literally created as an overall construction 
and based on chiasm. The main idea is that there were independent sources, but they were edited 
by a final redactor, who gave the Fourth Gospel a strong chiastic structure. See BRECK, John. 
Shape of Biblical Language: Chiasmus in the Scriptures and Beyond. Crestwood, New York:                             
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1994, pp. 191-241. Further on Breck claims that the chiasm is the 
prevailing method in composition of biblical texts in the whole Bible. And goes even further, he 
searches chiasm as a literary device in patristic literature and modern American journalism                              
(in last portions of his Shape of Biblical Language). Visible is influence of ELLIS, Peter F. The Genius 
of John: A Composition-Critical Commentary on the Fourth Gospel. Liturgical Press, 1984. 
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the liturgical and cultural context of Scripture to a modern reader and his life 

situation.864 Breck achieves this by making a difference between hermeneutics 

and biblical exegesis: while exegesis attempts to grasp the text in the original 

context, hermeneutics attempts to find the meaning of a text for the 

recipient/reader.865 He talks about a hermeneutical bridge and defines                                  

a hermeneutical problem as actualisation. The main hermeneutical question for 

him is how to translate the linguistic and cultural context to the current reader, 

how to combine the life situation of Christians and the Bible in one’s own context. 

Breck calls this the anamnesis (remembering), which is not the remembering                   

of past events, but their renewal and actualisation. The Protestant approach 

overcomes this problem with the preached word, but Breck considers it too 

individualistic in the sense that it relies on spiritual illumination of an individual 

in his/her personal reading of Scripture.866 This individual illumination of only 

one person eliminates the sacramental and ecclesial context, at the same time                   

it isolates pneumatology from ecclesiology and separates them. The Catholic 

approach has continued differently and has seemingy overcome the clash with 

the emphasis of magisterium, but this also does not fully solve the main 

hermeneutical question.  

For this reason Breck offers his Orthodox answer which is based on the return                

to patristics,867 but at the same time is also based on an indispensable scientific 

exegesis of Scripture.868 What Breck did is that he distanced his thinking from 

historical-critical and literal analysis and overtook a method focused                                    

                                                        
864 Ugolnik also understands hermeneutics as a discipline that attempts to communicate over the 
gap created by historical distance. Although he warns that Eastern Christians understand time 
differentlywhat he tries to bring is the perspective that Eastern Christians do not think about these 
issues in same categories as their Western counterparts. The question is if Eastern Christians 
engage at all in restoration of the meaning of the Bible, as their Western counterparts tend to do. 
UGOLNIK, A. An Orthodox Hermeneutic in the West, pp. 93-94. 
865 BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, pp. 26-30. 
866 Ibidem, p. 35. 
867 Opposite to his book Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church (1986), patristic hermeneutics 
in his later works are not given so much importance. 
868 Critical methods are though working tools, but still important. This is the approach presented 
in the BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 26. 
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on typology.869 He did this under the inspiration of non-Orthodox authors, 

namely Frances Young and Bertrand de Margerie. 

His book Scripture in Tradition,870 in which he returns to the problem of hermeneutics 

and explains the role of Scripture in the Orthodox Church, is characterised by the 

reaction to modern approaches that focused on a literal meaning of Scripture and 

so ignored the life of readers. Scientific methods do not suffice, says Breck, since 

“they are fragmentary, do not speak to the spiritual needs of people,”871 removed 

Scripture from its original ecclesial and liturgical context, and interrogate the text 

rather than allow themselves to be addressed and challenged by it.872                                  

This is in contrast to his book Power of the Word,873 where he defends historical 

critics. There he formulates the hermeneutical problem and finds an Orthodox 

answer to this problem that will be faithful not only to tradition and inspiration, 

but also to the necessary scientific exegesis of the Bible.874 Breck offered a middle 

position between these two books (1986 and 2001) regarding the relation                             

to scientific methods in his speech from 1989, where he talked about the relation 

                                                        
869 Noble claims that Breck prefers typology, but still does not refuse allegory. NOBLE, I. 'Your 
Word is a Lamp to my Feet and a Light to my Path': Critical Work with Pre-critical Methods in the 
Hermeneutics of John Breck, p. 56. But this is not very correct, as Breck clearly claims that allegory 
does not suffice as it creates a difference between history and the text. See BRECK, John. Scripture 
in Tradition: The Bible and its Interpretation in the Orthodox Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 2001, p. 23. Serbian biblical scholar Emilijan Čarnić in his book on Biblical 
Hermeneutics (1971) promoted a similar typological emphasis of the Antiochene School,                            
see ČARNIĆ, Emilijan M. Biblijska erminevtika. Beograd, 1971. 
870 BRECK, John. Scripture in Tradition: The Bible and its Interpretation in the Orthodox Church. 
Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001. This book consists of previously published 
articles, especially “Orthodox Principles of Biblical Interpretation” (St Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly, 1996) and “Orthodoxy and the Bible Today” (The Legacy of St Vladimir, 1990), which 
builds the core of the first chapters; plus there are several unpublished lectures. This book is highly 
regarded, Weiss calls it the “cornerstone of Orthodox Scholarship.” So WEISS, James R.                         
Book Review: John Breck Scripture in Tradition. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2004, vol. 49, 
p. 143. Another reviewer writes that the first part is an “outstandingly clear and erudite account 
of basics of Orthodox hermeneutics.” FREELAND, Guy. Essay review: John Breck Power of the 
Word in the Worshiping Church, Phronema. 1987, vol. 2, p. 79. 
871 BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, p. 17. 
872 Ibidem. As Ivana Noble says, we are not asked to make a mental move toward the early 
centuries, but to be rooted where we are. NOBLE, I. 'Your Word is a Lamp to my Feet and a Light 
to my Path': Critical Work with Pre-critical Methods in the Hermeneutics of John Breck, p. 52. 
873 BRECK, John. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1986. This book are actually two books. Part one is the answer to the question                
of confrontation of Orthodox tradition and modern historical exegesis. Part two, which contains 
various articles on topics, is a “survey of patristic forms of exegesis as a source for modern 
Orthodox methodology.” So PETRAS, David M. Book review: John Breck Power of the Word                         
in the Worshiping Church. Worship. 1987, vol. 61, issue 6, p. 560. 
874 See BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, pp. 25-26. 
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of Orthodox biblistics with Western biblical approaches.875 They are mostly 

negative, but critically and positively they can complement Orthodox biblical 

studies. Breck still does not totally refute critical thinking, but tries to find the 

right role for it and wants to complement critical thinking with θεωρία and 

typology.876  

Breck strives to rehabilitate the texts as they were identified by the early 

Christians, therefore he deals with the issue of the Alexandrian and Antiochene 

Schools.877 Both schools claim that Scripture is inspired by the Spirit and both are 

first based in the literary-historical sense and only in the second phase did they 

approach the text allegorically or typologically – both schools wanted to decipher 

the deeper sense. Whereas in the thinking of the Alexandrian school there are two 

levels of sense, Antiochenes knew only one, which connected both levels.878 

Although the difference between the schools remains, as Alexandrians wanted               

to uncover allegorical symbolism and Antiochenes wanted to preserve historical 

reality, according to Breck typology was still normative for both schools from the 

very beginning.879 Breck distanced himself from historical-critical and literary 

analysis and adopted the typological aspect of a patristic interpretation.880 

This rehabilitation of typology involves the Holy Spirit in the hermeneutical 

process and shows that interpretation is not merely a science, but is a synergy 

                                                        
875 Speech on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of St Vladimir’s Theological Seminary, published 
as BRECK, John. Orthodoxy and the Bible Today. In: BRECK, John, J. MEYENDORFF and E. SILK 
(eds.). The Legacy of St Vladimir. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1990, pp. 141-157. 
Report about the speech offers ČERMÁKOVÁ-POPESCOVÁ, Milada. Pravoslavná interpretace 
Písma svatého podle Jeana Brecka, pp. 82-86. 
876 Breck actually needs certain critical methods, because if he would keep the role of the Holy 
Spirit as the only hermeneutical criterion, then this could be one sided. Also, there are many 
interpretations of the Holy Spirit. Therefore Breck keeps θεωρία and typology together.                              
On typology see BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, pp. 38-41. 
877 See BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, p. 21-31. And also see BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the 
Worshiping Church, pp. 49-92, chapter titled: The Patristic Setting for ‘Theoretic’ Hermeneutics. 
878 Type is already included in antitype, “a perfect match between type and antitype is expected, 
otherwise it is only an allegory.” PENTIUC, Eugen J. The Christological Interpretation of the Old 
Testament: A Critical Review. Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2002, vol. 47, p. 43. Breck 
underlines this relation between type and antitype as the relation of mimesis. 
879 BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 56. 
880 He did this, as Clark rightly notices, in order to popularise the work of France Young.                            
See CLARK, T. Recent Eastern Orthodox Interpretation of the New Testament, p. 331. Mentioned 
book is: YOUNG, Frances M. Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture. New York, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 
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visible in the Eucharistic liturgy, which becomes a new dimension of the 

hermeneutical process.881 It is the Holy Spirit who constructs the historical events, 

makes them present and actualises in the liturgical life of the Church.882                     

Breck was inspired by the account of the Jesuit writer Bertrand de Margerie              

(1923-2003) on the aspect of prophetic fulfilment in the typological relationship.883 

Therefore, he created a hermeneutical model that makes use of the historical 

element of the typological relationship, which is converted into the liturgical life 

of the interpretative community; at the same time it is also fulfilled in this 

community.884 Breck in his work puts together Holy Spirit, Tradition and Church 

and says that the biblical event can be re-actualised only in a community                             

of believers through the Eucharistic celebration,885 because Scripture cannot 

interpret itself.  Breck felt urged to emphasise the idea that θεωρία is a vision that 

can only be fulfilled in the Church and liturgy because this is where the words                 

of Scripture are fulfilled and where they end.  Thus for him the liturgy is not just 

one of the possibilities and alternatives, it is vital. 

Breck developed a system of eight principles, which he calls “presuppositions and 

principles of patristic exegesis.”886 It is necessary to name them all to be aware              

of the whole system that Breck projected.887 (i) The Word of God relates to three 

different realities: eternal Logos, scriptural testimony about him and the 

proclamation of him. (ii) The Word of God must be perceived from the Trinitarian 

                                                        
881 “im liturgischen eucharistischen Vollzug sich realisierender synergischer Prozess.” KATTAN, 
Assaad-Elias. Orthodoxe Theologie und moderne Hermeneutik. Catholica. 2005, vol. 95, p. 71. 
882 See BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, pp. 35-41 and p. 104.  
883 See MARGERIE, Bertrand de, S.J. An Introduction to the History of Exegesis: Greek Fathers. 
Petersham: Saint Bede’s Publications, 1993, p. 180. On the relationship between Margerie and 
Breck see also my work “The Role of Theoria in Gregory of Nyssa’s Vita Moysis and In Canticum 
Canticorum,” pp. 145-146. 
884 He needs the θεωρία for this. A definition of θεωρία is in BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the 
Worshiping Church, p. 9. John Breck developed, as Nassif calls them, “fresh insights on theoria.” 
NASSIF, Bradley. The 'Spiritual Exegesis' of Scripture: The School of Antioch Revisited. Anglican 
Theological Review. 1993, vol. 75, p. 453. 
885 BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, p. 12. 
886 BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, pp. 38-44. First were five principles (1990, in: BRECK, J. 
Orthodoxy and the Bible Today), then there were seven (1996, in: BRECK, J. Orthodox Principles 
of Biblical Interpretation), expansion to the current eight is from 2001 (BRECK, J. Scripture                              
in Tradition). 
887 On the other hand, they are not really very helpful, because apart from having a short summary, 
they are not sorted according to relevance and we cannot see the relations between them. 
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perspective: The Spirit leads to the knowledge of the Son and the Son renews the 

relationship with the Father. (iii) The Word of God must be understood from                   

the perspective of teandricity (human-divine nature, as Scripture is God’s word         

to people, and not a human word about God), which accepts the cooperation 

between divine and human elements in the process of creation of the canon,                   

and also for its interpretation. (iv) The proper place, locus, for interpretation                     

is the Church. (v) The emphasis is on the relation between Scripture and 

Tradition; Orthodoxy fully accepts the priority of Scripture in the questions of life 

and faith, but still understands it as a product of Tradition. (vi) The Old and New 

Testament together build salvation history, with a relationship of promise and 

fulfilment, type and antitype. (vii) This principle Breck calls an exegetical 

reciprocity, which means that everything points to Christ and every text can reveal 

the messianic message. (viii) To interpret Scripture means to interpret it ‘from within’, 

and presupposes living according to it, no one can interpret the Scripture if one does 

not live according to it. 

 

 Stylianopoulos on the distance between Scripture and modern thought 

 

Theodore G. Stylianopoulos, (b.1937) is the one who continues in a similar direction 

as Breck, by preserving the positive evaluation of patristics and overcoming anti-

Westernism with a positive evaluation of scientific methodology.888 Stylianopoulos 

                                                        
888 He is the author of many articles and books on issues of Orthodox hermeneutics, interpretation of 
the Bible and biblical studies. An American Orthodox biblical scholar and one of the most visible 
protagonists of Orthodox biblical studies within the last 30-40 years, teaches at the Holy Cross Greek 
Orthodox School of Theology.  
His most important articles: STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Comments on Chrysostom, 
Patristic Interpretation, and Contemporary Biblical Scholarship. Greek Orthodox Theological 
Review. 2009, vol. 54, pp. 189-204; STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Scripture and Tradition in the 
Church. In: CUNNINGHAM, Mary B. and E. THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion                    
to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, pp. 21-34; 
STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Orthodox Biblical Interpretation. In: VANHOOZER, Kevin J. 
Dictionary of Theological Interpretation of the Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005,                                                                          
pp. 554-558; STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Perspectives in Orthodox Biblical Interpretation. 
Greek Orthodox Theological Review. 2002, vol. 47, pp. 327-338; STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. 
Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon the New Theologian. Greek 
Orthodox Theological Review. 2001, vol. 46, pp. 3-34. 
His most important books: STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. Encouraged by the Scriptures. 
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even more strongly enforces the importance of the methodology of interpretation for 

the integrity of biblical truth and the unity of the church. He sees the problem of 

contemporary Orthodox hermeneutics in a balance between biblical scholarship, 

which receives appraisal even in Orthodox circles, and the “theological emptiness” 

and “spiritual dryness” that is an inevitable part of biblical exegesis.889 The task of 

hermeneutics, as he sees is it, is therefore to balance theories of knowledge and the 

interpretation with a spiritual reading of the Bible.890 A differentiation is made 

between exegesis, interpretation and hermeneutics: exegesis deals with the original 

meaning of the text, interpretation is an evaluative task about values that the readers 

see in the text; hermeneutics is a reflection on the methods and presuppositions and 

embraces the whole process, reflection about the presupposition, principles and 

methods.891 He names his approach a “dynamic conservatism”892 and anchors                  

it in the high regard of Scripture, importance of prayer in the study of the Bible, 

primary meaning as historical, and the purpose of exegesis which is to illuminate 

theological truths and ethical values in Scripture. These elements are his main 

contribution that complements the broader argument about the patristic captivity              

of Orthodox theology, which is in his case addressed by an alternative and positive 

                                                        
Brookline: MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2011; STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. The New 
Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, vol. 1 Scripture, Tradition, Hermeneutics. Brookline, MA: Holy 
Cross Orthodox Press, 1997; STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. The Way of Christ. Brookline, MA: 
Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2002. 
889 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon the 
New Theologian, p. 25.   
890 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Scripture and Tradition in the Church, p. 30. Particular methodology  
as such is not the chief concern in the Orthodox Church, rather it is how to be faithful to the 
harmony of the Church with the witness of Scripture. It is important to note that this anti-
methodological accent is a sign of the late Stylianopoulos, where he very clearly fights for                                     
a contemplative anti-methodological interpretation, and focused on faith and liturgy. 
891 STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, pp. 81-87. 
Aggourides also similarly shows awareness of current hermeneutics and defines it as “deeper 
analysis of the presuppositions for understanding a writer as a well as the way his product                             
is understood in former times or can be accepted by people today” (p. 1401). He understands 
hermeneutics not only as history or criticism, but as the philosophy behind the writing of the texts 
which are given to us. He does not use references and it is not clear what he means by contemporary 
hermeneutics in 1998, but he probably means philosophical hermeneutics, because he says that the 
role of hermeneutics is not to uncover (Gadamer - reconstruct) the meaning of the text, but to relate 
the text with our own time (Gadamer - fusion of horizons). AGOURIDES, Savvas. Orthodox 
Hermeneutics and Translation of the Holy Scriptures. In: Interpretation of the Bible. Ljubljana: 
Slovenska akademija znanosti i umetnosti; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998, pp. 1401-1412. 
892 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 81. 
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concept, where both sides are preserved, similar to Breck’s project. 

On one side Stylianopoulos’ theology is profoundly biblical and he states that the 

way to renew the Church and fulfil its mission in the 21st ct. is to “tap the deep 

waters of the biblical and patristic tradition.”893 He admits that the growth                        

of biblical studies in Orthodoxy was inspired by modern biblical criticism in the 

West, although this is intertwined with some, as he calls them, “problematic 

presuppositions”894 of the Enlightenment.895 On the other side his main 

inspirations are the works of St Symeon and John Chrysostom. St Symeon                        

is considered an example of a monastic who devoted his life to the study                           

of Scripture, and for whom Scripture was the decisive criterion of truth,                        

the “bedrock theological grounding of his theology and spirituality.”896 

Chrysostom presents a similar situation.  It is he from whom one should acquire 

these ideas: (i) love for the Scriptures and personal devotions, scholarly work with 

Scripture without love for Scriptures is fruitless; (ii) the Bible as a combination              

of God’s divine word and the human character, because the revelation does not 

happen in a vacuum but among and through the people;897 (iii) the Bible belongs 

to the Church, the living community of believers, in which Scripture is “written, 

preserved, transmitted, collected into a sacred library, used and interpreted.”898 

                                                        
893 STYLIANOPOULOS, Theodore G. The Good News of Christ. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross 
Orthodox Press, 1991, p. xi.  If we browse his other books, for example The Way of Christ (2002) 
Bible passages are mentioned on every page. In these books, as McGuckin writes in his review,                
it is visible that the Bible is a part of the Church for Orthodoxy, and that the Orthodox Church                 
is truly biblical.  MCGUCKIN, John Anthony. Book Review: Theodore Stylianopoulos: The Way      
of Christ. Ecumenical Review. 2004, vol.56, p. 268. 
894 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon the 
New Theologian, p. 11. 
895 Therefore exegesis classes should present students the Bible as a living witness of God, rather 
than to provide exercises in literal and historical analysis. Breck says similar in his Scripture                        
in Tradition, pp. x-xi. 
896 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon the 
New Theologian, p. 6. Interesting also is the emphasis on the Holy Spirit, who can unlock                          
the treasure of the Bible, and emphasis on the unity of the Bible in a sense that he can quote and 
combine verses and passages from any part of the Bible. But the real reason why Symeon the New 
theologian is instructive for current exegetical and theological study is that he reminds us that 
interpreting the Bible cannot be separated from the life in faith and obedience. STYLIANOPOULOS, 
T. Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon the New Theologian, p. 8. 
897 He has this in his article: STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Perspectives in Orthodox Biblical 
Interpretation (2002) and STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Orthodox Biblical Interpretation, (2005). 
898 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Comments on Chrysostom, Patristic Interpretation, and Contemporary 
Biblical Scholarship, p. 197. 
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While Breck sees a hermeneutical problem in the actualisation of the text, 

Stylianopoulos sees a hermeneutical challenge in the relation between faith and 

reason. He says that hermeneutical models do not have spiritual power                               

to understand Scripture and that without faith their task is useless and vain.899 

Reason has its role, for sure, but it is limited and cannot rationally analyse or prove 

the existence and acts of God.900 What is needed according to Stylianopoulos                               

is a balance between the hermeneutics of faith and hermeneutics of reason,901 

otherwise it will become either rationalism or fanaticism. Similar to how 

Florovsky called for neo-patristic synthesis, Stylianopoulos calls for a “neo-

biblical synthesis.”902 By this he means the close study of biblical authors, their 

message and their work, but at the same time this also means to draw from their 

experience of faith, both elements need to be balanced.903 

In order to keep all the mentioned elements in balance, Stylianopoulos’ 

hermeneutical position has three aspects.904 (i) First is a historical aspect 

(exegetical, descriptive). This task is accomplished by a contextual and 

grammatical interpretation that pays attention to an author’s intent, language, 

                                                        
899 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 89. 
900 According to his own admission he is less persuaded in 1997 than he was at the start of his 
career about the possibilities of historical-critical research to resolve the distance between the 
Bible and modern era. STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective,             
pp. 169-170,192. In opposite to the earlier, rather positive opinion about methods from West, 
Stylianopoulos becomes critical of them. Cf. CLARK, T. Recent Eastern Orthodox Interpretation 
of the New Testament, p. 329. 
901 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, pp. 96-98. 
902 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Comments on Chrysostom, Patristic Interpretation, and Contemporary 
Biblical Scholarship, p. 192. Mark Sheridan’s review correctly notes that historical-critical and 
other current methodologies are insufficiently described in his book. SHERIDAN, Mark. Book 
Review: Theodore Stylianopoulos The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective. The Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly. 1999, vol. 61, p. 606. This is true, since he talks about something he has not 
really mastered. 
903 I must raise objections against Stylianopoulos that his overview of the hermeneutical crisis                 
in the West is very general (much more general than his overview of Orthodox hermeneutical 
attempts). Supplementarily, when he mentions Western hermeneutical fathers (such as 
Schleiermacher, Dilthey and Gadamer), he does not contact primary sources, but fully relys                     
on secondary sources, primary works do not even appear in the bibliography. His poor knowledge 
of Western theology is also visible when he talks about sola scriptura, where he obviously does 
not know that there are three sola in Reformation theology, which must be understood together. 
See very correct Kattan’s observations in KATTAN, A. Orthodoxe Theologie und moderne 
Hermeneutik, pp. 78-79. 
904 See STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon 
the New Theologian, pp. 26-29, already largely expressed in the 7th chapter of his book from 1997. 
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and genre. This approach is not only historical, because, as Stylianopoulos says, 

it is also a matter of “religious conviction, theological truths and spiritual insights 

of the authors.”905 (ii) Next is an evaluative aspect (interpretative, doctrinal) where 

the emphasis is moved from a biblical author to the reader. Stylianopoulos                

is aware that much of the content of Scripture depends on the reader’s own faith, 

willingness, worldview and presuppositions. (iii) The third is the applicatory 

aspect (transformative, contemplative) that includes the application of biblical 

texts to personal lives, and also to the Church and the world. This hermeneutical 

position presupposes and requires the balance of the exegetical, doctrinal and 

contemplative aspects. As he writes, an ideal interpreter is the one who                               

is a scholar, theologian and saint at the same time.906 

This balance of exegetical, doctrinal and contemplative elements is fully described 

in his theory about the four fidelities, which Stylianopoulos enforces when                   

he describes how to interpret the Bible according to its own nature. Only the 

integration and practice of all four principles builds a perspective from which the 

Orthodox believer can approach the Bible.907 (i) First is fidelity to the witness                   

of the Bible as the Word of God and as the primary source of revelation,                            

(ii) then fidelity to the common tradition of the ancient church as the tradition               

of the apostolic truth, (iii) fidelity to a sincere critical work as the third principle,     

(iv) and fidelity to the Holy Spirit who accomplishes the goal of understanding 

the Bible as the last piece in the puzzle. A critical study cannot be the sole source, 

because salvation comes from an encounter with God and not by scholarly 

erudition. Yes, reason has its place, but salvation by grace engages first of all faith, 

repentance and love.  

                                                        
905 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Holy Scripture, Interpretation and Spiritual Cognition in St Symeon the 
New Theologian, p. 27. 
906 Ibidem, p. 29. 
907 See his presentation at the conference dedicated to S. Agourides, published in Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review, 2012. STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Perspectives in Orthodox Biblical Interpretation, 
pp. 330-337. In the Dictionary of Theological Interpretation of the Bible (2005) he publishes an article 
under a different title, but basically it is a copy of his presentation at the conference. It is not even 
a revised edition, apart from several small proof-reading corrections, for example word the 
‘useless’ is changed for ‘fruitless.’ STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Orthodox Biblical Interpretation, 2005, 
p. 555. 
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Stylianopoulos talks about levels of  interpretation that must be distinguished but 

still correlate with  each other, each having its own elements: historical-which 

requires training, seeks original meaning, tries to reconstruct biblical world; 

theological- which requires technical training, but “concentrates on the 

theological claims as themes of the Bible,”908 and mystical- which is related to the 

above, but does not require any technical training, its training is in the community 

of faith, where we read and hear the stories. The point here is not to be precise              

in historical understanding or precise in theological concepts, but in the “spiritual 

receptivity of the believer embracing biblical images, symbols, narratives.”909 

 

 Summary 

  

This chapter included the critical reception of post-patristic theology concerning 

the way the neo-patristic school in its Russian and Greek forms worked with the 

sources, more precisely the patristic and anti-Westernism captivities  which arose 

as the result of the ideas presented in the previous chapter. The connection with 

the theme of my thesis is important to mention at this point. As expressed in the 

introduction to this thesis, the main question is: How can what is transcendent 

(as active and enabling cooperation) be testified within horizons of human 

understanding without becoming created by the people? How can the the balance 

between historical mediation and the silence that dismisses the mediation                        

be preserved? How can the participatory relationship between the immanent and 

the transcendent as we find it in the Orthodox theology be preserved without 

divinizing the world? Orthodox hermeneutics with the attributes of negative self-

identification, antithesis between East and West and traditionalizing of the 

Church does not achieve this balance as it refuses plurality. 

It is post-patristic theology (both its critical reception and alternative work with 

                                                        
908 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Perspectives in Orthodox Biblical Interpretation, p. 336. 
909 Ibidem, p. 337. 
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the sources) that achieves the result of seeing the strengths and weaknesses of its 

positions. We need post-patristic theology in order to see the strength                               

of Orthodox hermeneutics identified in terms of a strong sense of belonging                      

to community and to see transcendence as something that mainly comes to this 

relationship from outside, as the Holy Spirit and not as the result of cooperation 

between people and history. We need post-patristic theology in order to see the 

weakness of the Orthodox approach, namely the problem that the vertically 

understood transcendence divinises too much and does not leave space for the 

human element, for suspicion and otherness. Therefore critical reception was 

introduced as the first step. Pantelis Kalaitzidis, who warns that the return to the 

Fathers is an introversion and conservatism, leading to polarisation. Brandon 

Gallaher, who complements the problem of Orthodoxy affirming what is not 

rather than what is with a hermeneutical perspective of time that revises a neo-

patristic synthesis. Aristotle Papanikolaou, who refuses a strict division between 

the Orthodox theology of a neo-patristic perspective and Western theology, 

demonstrated his ideas in self-identification of East against the West, against 

Western liberal democracy, human rights, and individualism. Ivana Noble, who 

expands the concept of a living tradition with the moment of innovation that will 

enable its delivery as living to other generations. Assaad Kattan, who assumes 

that Orthodoxy inevitable needs hermeneutics as it needs discipline about the 

understanding, its premises and a framework in order to focus on the plurality                

of the reader’s dimension, inspired by Gadamer. 

Alternative work with the sources was the second step. John Breck offered                       

an Orthodox answer, which is based on the return to patristics, but at the same 

time is based also on indispensable scientific exegesis of Scripture. He created                  

a hermeneutical model that makes use of the historical element of the typological 

relationship, which is converted into the liturgical life of the interpretative 

community, and which enables preservation of the balance between the past, 

present and future. Theodore Stylianopoulos names his approach a “dynamic 
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conservatism” and anchors it in the high regard of Scripture, importance of prayer 

in the study of the Bible, primary meaning as historical, and the purpose                             

of exegesis to illuminate the theological truths and the ethical values in Scripture. 

Similar to the way Florovsky called for a neo-patristic synthesis, Stylianopoulos 

calls for a “neo-biblical synthesis.”  

The purpose of this chapter was to achieve a re-reading of Orthodox hermeneutics 

and to prepare the ground for the next chapter, where the presentation of the 

forms of modern and postmodern Orthodox liturgical hermeneutics based on the 

Gadamerian basics will follow.   
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CHAPTER NINE:   

HUMAN UNDERSTANDING AND TRANSCENDENCE 

IN CURRENT ORTHODOX HERMENEUTICS 

 

This chapter discusses Orthodox hermeneutics in terms of a strong sense                         

of belonging to a community as the result of the cooperation between people and 

history, at the same time discusses seeing the divine as something that mainly 

comes to this relationship from outside. This perspective was achieved by the 

critical reception and alternative work with the sources presented in the previous 

chapter. 

The focus will first be on the reception of Gadamer’s thoughts in the Orthodox 

world. Reception of Gadamer’s thinking and his hermeneutical concepts                         

is a very important part of my argument as this is the point where two worlds 

started to ‘fuse,’ i.e. to interact and exchange. Although the work of Gadamer 

became well known in the West by the end of the 20th ct., it took a while longer 

until it found its way into Orthodox theology. The reception of Gadamer                       

by Andrew Louth, who provides one of the best interpretations of Gadamer’s 

work, will be presented and then that of two theologians of a younger 

generation: Assaad Kattan, who frequently referred to Gadamer during recent 

years, and Nicolae Turcan, who sees a critique of traditionalism in Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics. 

The ideas from this section will be the basis for the next two sections. Namely, 

from Gadamer there is a focus that the reconstruction of the original historical 

context includes the personality of the one who understands, which in this case 

is the Church. His notion of an understanding as an agreement about something, 

where the reader does not engage with the writer himself, but with the subject 

matter of the text, is in favour of understanding as an engagement with tradition, 

not as an attempt to escape from it. Gadamer’s work therefore brings about 
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recovery of tradition, understood as the continuity of a human communication             

of an experience, not something that limits, but the context in which one                            

is allowed to be free. Tradition then is a dynamic and open testimony of the Holy 

Spirit in the Church. The concept of genuine conversation, shows that we must 

accept the validity of tradition not simply in a sense of acknowledging it, but                 

to listen to what it says to us. Gadamer also says that interpreting is not an attempt 

to reconstruct the original historical context, but rather is a matter of listening 

across a historical gulf that is not empty, but is filled with tradition that brings the 

interpreted object to the interpretative community. Especially inspiring                            

is Gadamer’s concept of temporal distance, which presupposes that the act                       

of understanding is not possible without fore-structure, and that the interpreter 

belongs to the act of interpretation. At the same time, the fusion of horizons that 

undergirds the interpreter’s involvement in the interpretative act might 

contribute to a healthy and fruitful discussion among the Orthodox over the limits 

of tradition as an argument of the truth. 

These thoughts of Gadamer’s complement modern Orthodox hermeneutics, and 

will be the basis for the rest of the chapter: on Scripture and Tradition, on the 

relation between contemplation and science, on the interpretative community, 

and on its liturgical and iconic dimension. The hermeneutical circle between the 

Scripture and Tradition will be in the centre, which means that the two are not             

in contrast or in a too close cooperation, but in the form of a hermeneutical circle 

where they influence one another and cannot be divided. Tradition and Scripture 

build the core of Orthodox hermeneutics with another concept, which                                   

is a community of believers, often called ‘ecclesial reading.’ These reassess the 

radical clash between the divine and human in our perception of the revelation    

of transcendence and include the elements of the participation and historicity             

of the interpretative community.  
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9.1 Reception of Gadamer in Orthodox Hermeneutics 

 

The structure of this thesis, where the first part deals with Gadamerian 

hermeneutics and the second with modern and postmodern Orthodox theological 

hermeneutics, compels that there be a section where we more closely approach 

the reception of Gadamer’s work in Orthodoxy to identify the most important 

areas thematised and to address them from the perspective of modern and 

postmodern Orthodox theological hermeneutics. These themes will then serve               

as a basis for the further sections. 

Even though Gadamer’s work had influence during the last third of the 20th ct.,               

it did not immediately find its way into Orthodox theology. One of the reasons              

is that his conception of hermeneutics had a philosophical background and was 

not automatically recognised even by Protestant and Catholic theologians              

as helpful to complement theological concepts.910 For theologians working in the 

East it was even harder to reach Gadamer.  Thus it is no wonder that Orthodox 

theologians working on the West were the first who started implementing his 

thoughts. I will present the reception of Gadamer by three representatives                         

of current Orthodox theological hermeneutics. 

Andrew Louth (b.1944), the professor of Patristic and Byzantine studies at the 

University of Durham, in his Discerning the Mystery (1983) grasps Gadamer’s 

thinking as “one of the most interesting attempts to reflect on the distinctive 

approach of the humanities” and contains “a profound and far-reaching attempt 

to reorient the humanities.”911 Louth rates positively several of Gadamer’s issues. 

First of all, it is his critique of the scientific method as a way of reaching the truth 

that ignores the one who approaches to this truth, and that attempts to discover 

                                                        
910 David Tracy, Kevin Vanhoozer, Anthony Thiselton, Werner Jeanrond, Heinz-Günther Stobbe, 
Bernd Jochen Hilberath, Peter Stuhlmacher, Francis Schüssler Fiorenza, Wolfhart Pannenberg, 
Bernard Lonergan, are only some of the names important for application of Gadamer’s 
hermeneutics into theology. 
911 LOUTH, Andrew. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1983, p. 29. 
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a meaning as existing independently of the process and subject                                                 

of understanding.912 He explains his idea that the Enlightenment’s paradigm                     

of a method raised a resistance to this claim and it was only Gadamer,                            

who provided the most radical way of resisting its totalitarian claim.913 Obvious                        

to Louth was the idea that the attempts of Vico, Dilthey and Romanticism did not 

succeed, because for them the meaning is not the sense of the literary text itself, 

but the sense behind the text in the mind of an author and his/her world.                   

Louth emphasises that the reconstruction of the original historical context 

includes that the personality of the one who understands is ignored.                       

Gadamer calls this a false objectivity - the reconstruction of the original meaning 

is not possible, as the interpreter has a historical context of its own.914 Louth sees 

as very helpful that Gadamer sets a notion of an understanding as an agreement 

between the two people about something, where the reader does not engage with 

the writer himself, but with the subject matter of the text.915 The implications are 

clear to Louth – the individualistic approach, which attempts to abstract the 

individual from the historical context and supposes a presupposition-less 

understanding, is broken in favour of understanding as an engagement with the 

tradition, not as an attempt to escape from it.916 

Therefore, the second area positively evaluated by Andrew Louth involves                      

the recovery of tradition which he sees similar to the pattern of the Fathers of the 

Church, since for the Fathers the knowledge of God can be found only within the 

                                                        
912 LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, p. 30. 
913 Ibidem, p. xii. 
914 “Both the writer and I who seek to understand him belong in history: I cannot reconstruct his 
historical situation and think myself into it, as if I had no historical context myself.” LOUTH, A. 
Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, p. 30. See Gadamer: “In fact history 
does not belong to us; we belong to it. Long before we understand ourselves through the process 
of self-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society, and state 
in which we live. The focus of subjectivity is a distorting mirror.” GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Truth 
and Method. Translation revised by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall. London/ New York, 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013, pp. 288-289. 
915 “It is enough to say that we understand in a different way, if we understand at all.” GADAMER, 
Hans-Georg. Truth and Method, 2013, p. 307. 
916 LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, p. 37. This is quite 
opposite to the concept of Romanticism that had a concept of a hermeneutical circle as just                          
a provisional state, which ends with perfect understanding. For Gadamer the circle is the 
description of interplay between text and our subjectivity. 
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tradition of the Church.917 He writes that in the movement from the 

Enlightenment and the Romanticism, there is a tendency to break the thread                     

of the tradition as something that confuses and falsifies. For Louth the tradition          

is the continuity of a human communication of an experience, it is not something 

that limits our freedom, but it is the context in which one can and is allowed                    

to be free.918 He explains that there is no antithesis between tradition and reason, 

quite the opposite, tradition is an act of reason; there is therefore no need to forget 

our prejudices. This is similar to Gadamer’s effective history (Wirkungsgeschichte), 

which does not include only awareness of the historical context, but moreover 

includes awareness of history in an effect it bears on the present historical 

situation of the interpreter.919 Thus Louth felt a kinship with Gadamer on this 

point. Tradition as Wirkungsgeschichte is a process of self-discovery that can never 

be complete, a process of revising our preconceptions and not seeking to escape 

them.920 The effect of all this is that the act of understanding is seen in a wider 

context than the historical method allows us, and we are in better position                         

to appreciate the traditional way of understanding the “Scriptures as it is found 

par excellence in the Fathers, a way of understanding that sees not one but many 

senses of Scripture.”921 Louth makes use of Gadamer’s note about a process                      

of undeception - we have been deceived, but we are now freed from deception,          

we are oriented toward new experiences.922 This growing in experience                             

is primarily not an increase in knowledge, but it is rather an escape from what 

deceived us,923 it is learning by suffering, πάθει µάθος, a concept that Gadamer 

                                                        
917 Louth quotes Cyprian’s words from De Ecclesiae Catholicae Unitate: „Habere iam not potest 
Deum patrem qui ecclesiam non habet matrem: he who no longer has the Church for his mother 
cannot have God as his Father.” See LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature              
of Theology, p. 64. 
918 LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, p. 35. 
919 “In fact the important thing is to recognise temporal distance as a positive and productive 
condition enabling understanding. It is not a yawning abyss but is filled with the continuity                      
of custom and tradition, in the light of which everything handed down presents itself to us.” 
GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Truth and Method, 2013, p. 308. 
920 LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, p. 37. 
921 Ibidem, p. 106.  
922 Ibidem, p. 37. 
923 “The dialectic of experience has its proper fulfilment not in definitive knowledge but in the 
openness to experience that is made possible by experience itself.” GADAMER, Hans-Georg. Truth 
and Method, 2013, p. 364. 
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uses for the process of undeception and exploration of human finitude.924 

Louth sees that behind Gadamer’s reflection about the nature of understanding 

lies an analogy between understanding and genuine conversation, where                        

the reader (interpreter) not only recognises the otherness of the other                                       

(as in therapeutic conversation), but also recognises the claim over partners in the 

conversation and listens to what it has to say to them. In other words, when                

I listen, I do not try to understand the other and so to gain dominance over him, 

but I try to listen to what he has to say and to learn from him. This is analogous 

to reading the past that Louth recommends - we must accept the validity                           

of tradition not simply in a sense of acknowledging it, but to listen to what it says 

to us.925 This see Louth in parallel with Gadamer who says that the interpreting 

of the work is not an attempt to reconstruct the original historical context,                     

but rather a matter of listening across a historical gulf, which is not empty,                    

but filled with tradition that brings this work to us. 

Assaad Elias Kattan (b.1967), German Orthodox theologian of Lebanese 

background, is a theologian who has very often referred to Gadamer’s thinking     

in recent years. In his lecture from 2010, named “Essentialism Reconsidered”926 

Kattan sees three existing patterns of relationships between hermeneutics and 

Orthodox theology: (i) one that stresses the insufficiency of hermeneutics,                        

(ii) one that depicts the Holy Spirit as the link between the past and present,                 

(iii) and one that is challenged by Gadamer. He chooses the third possibility and 

underlines very directly that some aspects of the Orthodox way could                                 

be challenged and revolutionised by Gadamer’s insights, since, as he is aware,                          

this has not yet been done in Orthodoxy. 

                                                        
924 “Thus experience is experience of human finitude. The truly experienced person is one who 
has taken this to heart, who knows that he is master neither of time nor the future.                                     
The experienced man knows that all foresight is limited and all plans uncertain.” GADAMER, 
Hans-Georg. Truth and Method, 2013, p. 365. 
925 LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, p. 41. 
926 Presentation was at the International Conference of the Volos Academy for Theological Studies: 
‘Neo-Patristic Synthesis of Post-Patristic Theology: Can Orthodox Theology be contextual?’ June 
3-6, 2010. Unpublished. 
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He has especially in mind the challenge of Gadamer’s analysis of the impact                    

of temporal distance and the involvement of an interpreter’s individuality in the 

act of understanding – both elements have not been satisfactorily analysed in the 

Orthodox hermeneutics of tradition. Especially inspiring and of importance 

according to Kattan is Gadamer’s concept of temporal distance, which 

presupposes that the act of understanding is not possible without fore-structure 

and that the interpreter belongs to the act of interpretation. Gadamer frees the 

prejudices from the captivity caused by the Enlightenment and makes prejudices 

a starting point of rehabilitation of tradition. The popular notion of tradition 

among the Orthodox sees tradition as a closed and unchangeable entity, and this 

needs to be challenged, according to Kattan, and to be seen as a dynamic and open 

testimony of the Holy Spirit in the Church. Tradition in Gadamer’s view seems, 

on one side, to be conservative, as he returns to the Greek-Roman paradigms, but 

on the other, he rehabilitates it in a way that shows reading of the text in the wide 

horizon of tradition. There is a critical potential in the form of temporal distance 

as a sine qua non of every understanding. If this is true, then the need                                   

to reconfigure how the writings of the Fathers are used emerges; they can                        

no longer be ready recipes for current problems. It is also not possible to ignore 

the achievements of psychoanalysis and uncritically endorse anthropologic 

paradigms. Gadamer’s insights and Kattan’s interpretation invite us to see 

tradition with new eyes. Gadamer uses a metaphor, fusion of horizons, in order 

to call attention to an interpreter’s involvement in the interpretative act.                      

This fusion happens as an application, which is an integral part of the 

understanding, and the interpreter’s presuppositions are not static entities,                    

but must be verified and adjusted. If we take as the main consequence that 

subjectivity is elevated to the rank of a hermeneutical principle for true,                       

how legitimate is it then to regard tradition as highly objective, infallible and 

absolute? Kattan thinks that this sensitivity to the role of the interpreter might 

contribute to a healthy and fruitful discussion among the Orthodox over the limits 

of tradition as an argument of the truth. 
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In 2010, Nicolae Turcan (b.1971), an Orthodox theologian from Cluj-Napoca, 

published a study “Tradiţia bisericii sau despre hermeneuticǎ şi sfinţenie”927               

that contributes to the issue of challenges of Gadamer’s philosophical 

hermeneutics. This study is about the Orthodox concept of Tradition and 

Gadamer is used to help him to better understand: “How can I, as an Orthodox 

thinker, understand Church Tradition related to Gadamer’s thought? Can we use 

Gadamer to better understand our Church Tradition?”928  

For Gadamer there is a dialog with the texts of tradition and there is a dialog with 

the ‘Thou’ of the text. For theology, this dialogue goes further, because the ‘Thou’ 

of the sacred text is the ‘Thou’ of prayers, God. The author agrees with Gadamer 

regarding this, but also emphasises the difference and sees that religious 

experience is more than a hermeneutical experience. Turcan marks the difference 

between traditionalism and Church Tradition, and offers an analysis                                    

of these two from the perspective of contemporary Orthodox theology.                                      

Gadamer’s understanding of tradition as a living929 dialog with the texts stays 

between traditionalism (“the dead belief of the living people”), and the Tradition 

of the Holy Spirit who remains in the Church by now (“the living belief of the 

dead people”). Traditionalism is seen as a disease, as a form of dead hermeneutics, 

Church tradition, quite differently, is revealed as a tradition of the Holy Spirit, 

which hermeneutical discourse moves in an inevitable way to prayer and 

ecclesiastical life. The consequence of such an understanding is that it diminishes 

the differences between those who keep the tradition and those who create it, 

underlining the idea that both are created by Tradition.  

In his conclusion, Turcan sees Gadamer as an important moment in our 

theological thinking concerning Church Tradition and that his hermeneutics                 

can be a good critique of traditionalism, but it must be overcome by the theological 

                                                        
927 TURCAN, Nicolae. Tradiţia bisericii sau despre hermeneuticǎ şi sfinţenie (Church Tradition. 
Reflection on Hermeneutics and Holiness). Studia Universitatis Babes-Bolyai – Theologia Orthodoxa 
(Studia Universitatis Babes-Bolyai – Orthodox Theology). 2010, no. 1, pp. 227-237. 
928 Writes the author in a personal email to the author of this thesis on 7 November 2013. 
929 Italics by author. 
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moment; the dialog with the texts must become a dialog with the divine,                         

the inspirer of these texts. 

This concludes the discussion of the way Gadamer has been received in the 

Orthodox context. The following sections will be based on the themes addressed 

by the reception of Gadamer in Orthodox hermeneutics, which are identified                   

as important for Orthodoxy. On the basis of these themes the horizon of human 

understanding and transcendence will be approached. These areas are, first,                  

the role of Tradition and Scripture as classics and as bearers of meaning, second, 

the discussion concerning contemplation and science, third, the role of the 

interpretative community, Orthodox hermeneutics identified as the role                            

of Church, fourth, the liturgical and iconic discussion of current Orthodox 

hermeneutics. These themes will be approached thematically, but the 

representative voices of current hermeneutical theologians will be mentioned:               

the voices of John Breck, Anthony McGuckin, Kallistos Ware, Aristotle 

Papanikolaou, Vasile Mihoc, Michael Prokurat, and others.. 

  

9.2 Scripture and Tradition as Classics 

 

The theme is now to show how Tradition930 is connected with Scripture. Tradition 

has assuredly an important relationship with Scripture in that it provides                    

a hermeneutical key for the interpretation of Scripture.931 The best official 

                                                        
930 Discussing the term tradition (παράδοσις) leads into several problems. First, one deals with how 
to write this word, second with how to define it, especially in contrast to the Western discussion 
on the topic. The dispute about tradition has existed since the Reformation, but the simple 
opposition developed in the controversy between Protestants and Roman Catholics shows that 
both sides misunderstood its nature (see on this topic the chapter four “Tradition and the Tacit” 
of Louth’s Discerning the Mystery, pp. 74-96). The first mistake concerning the controversy about 
tradition, warns Louth, is that Scripture and tradition are objectified as something what we seek 
to understand. (LOUTH, A. Discerning the Mystery, p. 73).  
931 The Post-Reformation era simplified the term as something dealing with the past and not 
referring to the whole of the Christian faith, and created a difference between the ‘tradition’, which 
is used for apostolic teaching, and the ‘traditions’, which are used for the process of delivery                      
of this primary event. The term ‘traditions’ therefore designates different forms in which the 
primary Gospel is expressed and received. As an illustration, see the title of the study programme 
at the Institute of Ecumenical Studies in Prague, ‘Theology of Christian Traditions’. Protestants 



262 

document on this topic according to Kallistos Ware is the “Moscow Agreed 

Statement,” issued by the delegates of the Anglican-Orthodox Joint Doctrinal 

commission meeting in Moscow during July 26-August 2, 1976. Although it is not 

confirmed as the representative expression, Ware considers it the best expression 

of Orthodox doctrine on the relationship between Tradition and Scripture, 

especially because there were not any objections to its conclusions.                                 

This document is underrated, but still expresses the Orthodox view: the Bible 

should be affirmed as a coherent whole, as a unity; furthermore Scripture is the 

main criterion whereby the Church tests Tradition, and Holy Tradition completes 

Holy Scripture in the sense that it safeguards it.932 

‘Scripture in Tradition’ is the project of John Breck, who alleged “rather than see 

Scripture as the original and primary medium of revelation and tradition as mere 

human reflection upon its witness, we need to give full weight to the fact that 

Scripture as written text is born of tradition.”933 Although the Holy Scripture was 

canonised on the basis of the Holy tradition, the part of the Tradition that is not 

written and included in Holy Scripture is also Holy Tradition. Scripture and 

Tradition should not exclude or complement each other, but should be seen from 

the perspective of their historical development – Scripture was “born and shaped 

within the community of faith.”934 Vasile Mihoc in this regard notes that for the 

Early Church Scripture is not the only authority, Jesus himself remains                             

                                                        
still maintain this distinction, whereas for Orthodox “the confession belongs to and has                               
to be consistent with tradition and therefore cannot differ.” In other words, the Reformation 
controversy separated what had been an organic whole and contrasted the normative value                       
of Scripture and tradition by placing the Bible higher. For the Orthodox position, the act of 
tradition and the process of delivering this tradition through history is one and the same Tradition 
and Orthodoxy uses the capital ‘T’ for that. They do not differentiate between Tradition, tradition 
and traditions. The advantage of this formulation of tradition is that it sees the Bible as a normative 
writing, but at the same time leaves space to speculate about the intentions of the writers. 
932 According to Kallistos Ware, who has a whole article on this: WARE, Kallistos. The Unity                      
of Scripture and Tradition: An Orthodox Approach. In: MCCOSKER, Philip (ed.). What is it that 
the Scripture Says? Essays on Biblical Interpretation, Translation and Reception in Honour of Henry 
Wansbrough OSB. London: T&T Clark, 2006, pp. 231-246. 
933 BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, p. 10. 
934 Ibidem, p. 3. “Scripture exists within tradition.” VASSILIADIS, Petros. Canon and Authority                
of Scripture: An Orthodox Hermeneutical Perspective. In: KIMBROUGH, S.T. Jr. (ed.). Orthodox 
and Wesleyan Scriptural Understanding and Practice. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2005, p. 26. 
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the supreme authority and Scripture has value only as far it witnesses Jesus.935 

Out of this it must be concluded that sola scriptura cannot be sustained, because 

not everything that Jesus said is written in Scripture, and not all divine revelation 

is contained in the Bible. 

The best way to explain the problem of the relationship between Scripture and 

Tradition is to use the concept of a hermeneutical circle, which points                                

to circularity in the relation between Scripture and Tradition - Scripture is the 

criterion according to which Tradition is judged, but also the Bible was created 

within the Church and Tradition.936 This circularity remains the main principle                       

of Orthodox hermeneutics and cannot be broken: Church, Tradition and Bible are 

interconnected, which means that each is contained in the others. Therefore,                

the Church is the place where the Bible lives in the continuity of Tradition,                   

the Church confirms the authority of biblical books based on Tradition, and 

through this Tradition the Church interprets the Bible.937 At the same time, 

Orthodoxy proves its own authority from the Bible itself.938 McGuckin in this 

regard very interestingly talks about the self-renewal of tradition. By this                       

he means that it is normal that some texts from an earlier era, for example sermons 

of the Fathers that were important at their time are now forgotten or ignored,                

he sees in it a process of self-renewing tradition. It would be false authenticity, 

“archaisation” he calls it, if one would attempt to revive texts which do not                 

have anything in common with the current community and Church, moreover 

texts that will be even obstacles to receiving and hearing the message                            

of salvation.939  

                                                        
935 MIHOC, M. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics, pp. 295-296. There is a similar problem with 
Luther, biblical books are useful as long they show the Gospel. 
936 On the hermeneutical circle within Orthodoxy see MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox 
Hermeneutics, p. 308 and BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, p. 9. 
937 Tradition “provides the hermeneutic perspective by which any biblical writing is to be rightly 
interpreted.” MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics, p. 308.  
938 Paradoxically, it is actually the result of literal critical work, which showed that before the 
written canon there was a certain form of tradition. Historical study was recognised the reality             
of the community as standing behind Scripture in its formation. 
939 MCGUCKIN, J. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition of Orthodoxy, 
p. 311. 
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John Breck has another helpful concept when he denotes the two degrees                        

of inspiration: revelatory inspiration in the case of the Bible and anamnetic 

inspiration for Holy Tradition.940 This helps to preserve the inspiration of the 

Bible and still to understand the Bible as theandric, theanthropic and synergetic 

cooperation between God and human authors. God and humans are authors                  

on the same level; Scripture is therefore fully divine and fully human. The divine-

human character of the Bible brings the need for critical thinking.941 The human 

side of the divine-human character of the Bible gives one the right to find                             

a legitimate place for it, since the “reasoning brain is a gift from God.”942 

Nevertheless, we cannot accept it in its entirety, because the Bible is not only                    

a collection of historical documents, but is a book of the Church that contains 

God’s word. For exploration of the human side of the Bible we need critical 

inquiry, for the divine part of the Bible we need faith and meditation.943                       

This means that reading Scripture is not so much a matter of reading something 

back into Scripture (eisegesis), but recognizing the fundamental message that                  

is there.944 

Still, if exegesis is a divine-human enterprise based upon synergy or cooperation 

between the divine spirit and a human interpreter, and is expressed in the form     

of a hermeneutical circle, what is the role of the exegete? This role is namely 

decisive. Even the Church Fathers repeated many times that the life of the 

interpreter is the main condition for reliable interpretation and that methods                  

                                                        
940 BRECK, J. The Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 106. 
941 Karavidopiloulos stresses the advantages of historical critical methods, but rejects them if they 
lead to conclusions that are different than the dogmas of the Church. KARAVIDOPOULOS, Ioaniss. 
Offenbarung und Inspiration der Schrift – Interpretation des Neuen Testaments in der Orthodoxen 
Kirche. In: DUNN, James D.G. et al. (eds.). Auslegung der Bibel. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000,             
pp. 157ff. 
942 WARE, Kallistos. The Orthodox Way. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1979, p. 110. 
943 The “Author of Tradition is the Holy Spirit who acts in synergy, that is, in cooperation with 
human freedom.” BOBRINSKOY, Boris. The Compassion of the Father. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 2003, p. 170.   
944 After all inspiration from the Orthodox perspective cannot be limited to the Bible, but                         
is expanded to the whole life of the Church, not only is the writing inspired, but also the reading, 
talking and practice. Biblical inspiration would not be enough, says Galitis in GALITIS, Georg, 
Georg MANTZARIDIS and Paul WIERTZ (eds.). Glauben aus dem Herzen. München:                                 
TR-Verlagsunion, 1987, p. 79.  
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of interpretation come into very tight connection with the spiritual life of the 

interpreter.945 However, the individuality or self-sufficiency of the exegete is not 

possible as an option, for the theory of synergy involves an interrelation of the 

corporate dimensions, such as Church and tradition, and a mystical self-evolving 

experience.946 In other words, the Bible must be read within the same Spirit who 

inspired it, but at the same time humans must work, read and repeat the reading 

in order to discover the meaning. The scholar or believer therefore must always 

start from within the community, which includes liturgy, preaching, prayer, 

sacraments, for this will prevent readers from a too individualistic mysticism              

and from heretical misunderstanding. Hilarion Alfeyev in this context talks about 

the Eucharistic body of Christ and the Eucharist that unites the community with 

Him and each other, when the personal experience of each individual believer 

should be incorporated in the collective memory of the Church.947 Kallistos                    

of Diokleia,948 and John Breck949 talk about the fact that this is why many believers 

feel an invisible presence of the divine at the Orthodox liturgy. Even the author 

of these lines had a similar experience at the Orthodox liturgy in Sibiu. 

Furthermore, in order to preserve the hermeneutical circle between Scripture and 

Tradition, we need to use the collocation first used by David Tracy who told 

Aristotle Papanikolaou that the Orthodox have an advantage over Roman 

                                                        
945 See NIKOLAKOPOULOS, K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments, p. 15.                                
He mentions also examples from the Fathers. Also as Thomas says “Understanding can only come 
from a combination of the grace of the Holy Spirit and human effort.” THOMAS, S. Deification                
in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition, p. 71. Especially monastic hermeneutics, as represented by John 
Cassian, shows that interpretation is possible as a synthesis of the Holy Spirit who inhabits the 
Scholar, and human creative efforts, where a scholar must submit himself to the Spirit’s guidance. 
See my article that deals with the role of the interpreter in Cassian: “Osoba interpreta v procese 
duchovného výkladu u Jána Cassiana,” 2007. 
946 See on ‘self-evolving experience’ NEGROV, A. Biblical Interpretation in the Russian Orthodox 
Church, p. 362. 
947 Hilarion quotes St Germanus that the Church is an earthly heaven, where the heavenly God 
lives and moves, which is a very important aspect of Orthodox ecclesiology, and is based on the 
biblical teaching that Christ did not abandon the disciples after his Ascension, but remained among 
them, “I am with you always to the close of age” (Mat 28:20). ALFEYEV, Hilarion. The Mystery                 
of Faith: An Introduction to the Teaching and Spirituality of the Orthodox Church. London: Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 2002, pp. 97-98. 
948 See a quote in ALFEYEV, H. The Mystery of Faith, p. 99. 
949 J. Breck talks about the spiritual experience he had 1966 in the Orthodox Church of the                          
St Sergius Institute in the rue de Crimeé in Paris. See in BRECK, John. God with Us: Critical issues 
in Christian Life and Faith. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003, pp. 9-10.  
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Catholics and Protestants because they “know how to think like a tradition.”950 

Papanikolaou rejects this exclusive relationship between Orthodoxy and tradition 

and claims that although Orthodoxy has never lived the Western story,                      

the Orthodox are still caught by it. Furthermore, the most explicit treatment                   

of tradition appears only as a reaction to the “Protestant rejection of tradition and 

Roman Catholic juxtaposition of tradition and Scripture.”951 Paradoxically, 

Papanikolaou urges the Orthodox to be more traditionalist, not less. However,               

he accepts Tracy’s statement and redefines it. In order to achieve this he uses                    

a simple, but an expressive example - he parallels tradition to dance classes. 

Because, one cannot start with advanced class, but must start with the beginners, 

and follow the principles and the techniques tested by time in order to advance. 

The point is that advancing in dancing includes also understanding of the things 

around (let us say, the theory of dance), and includes an awareness that these 

practices were developed. Exactly this development of the dancers points to the 

fact that they become a part of a certain institutionalisation that overwhelms the 

mere learning of dancing steps. Papanikolaou uses this example in order to show 

that “there is no tradition without institutionalisation,”952 but tells much more.    

He states that tradition develops not only within time, but also within the 

community, and that advancing in dance is not a static process, but                                        

is an interaction between history and the individual. This interaction between the 

rules and the practice is not a matter of the past, but is a matter of presence,             

the matter of a concrete and particular act (the dancing figure), of a Christian 

becoming a part of this tradition. With advances in his spiritual life, learning more 

and more steps, procedures, history, the Christian/dancer comes to the moment 

when he forgets the steps and starts to feel the music/Tradition, starts to live                  

in it. Papanikolaou writes: “being a Christian is a traditioned existence that is more 

than what we proclaim in creeds or even Scripture; being a Christian                                    

                                                        
950 PAPANIKOLAOU, A. Tradition and Identity Formation, p. 1. 
951 Ibidem, p. 4. 
952 Ibidem, p. 13. 
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is an embodied realisation of the greatest commandment, which for the Orthodox 

is a living communion in the life of God.”953 

So far it has been shown that Scripture is not only the work of God, at the same 

time it is also the work of men and women, of sacred authors from different times 

and places. The question that arises out of this situation is how human words can 

carry such holy meanings.954 In order to answer this question, Orthodox 

theologians often explain that this lies in the person of Christ, who is the best 

example of how the human and divine can be united and permeated together. 

Incarnation, as the paradigm for this divine and human character is the 

incarnation, paralleled with the Bible as incarnation of God’s saving will, 

embodied in human categories and language which shows that human and divine 

can exist together and neither of them will be changed.955 This Orthodox 

formulation of the character of Bible as a human-divine reality is a mystery in the 

same way as Christ is.956  

Mihoc answers differently and writes that the words of the Bible are not divine 

and cannot capture the divinity, but have a certain ability to give us some 

knowledge about God. He uses Nyssa’s term ἀνακράσις that expresses the way 

Logos is ‘mixing’ with the Biblical words, but the mixture is imperfect, because 

human words are limited.957 It means that the divine God adapts to the abilities  

                                                        
953 PAPANIKOLAOU, A. Tradition and Identity Formation, p. 13. This is easier to grasp                                  
if we remember the oral origin of Tradition, which is easy to forget because post-Guttenberg 
modern culture is mainly written-based. (Schmemann used to say that more words are published 
every week in the New York Times than in the whole Bible. Cited in PROKURAT, M. Orthodox 
Interpretation of Scripture, p. 65). Scripture itself is from the word scriptum, Latin for write, Bible 
from biblos, Greek for book. Still, the preoccupation with the written text is a cultural issue and 
one must keep in mind that the “Bible in its own time was a product and existed within the oral 
culture.” PROKURAT, M. Orthodox Interpretation of Scripture, p. 64. See also STYLIANOPOULOS, 
T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 49. Biblical references that prove this are 
numerous: prophets often ‘Thus said the Lord’, or the Shema Yisrael (Deuteronomy 6:4),                        
‘Hear, O Israel’. The first historical indications of the written text in the Bible are only episodes 
during Josiah’s reign when they found the book in the temple. 
954 Asks also THOMAS, S. Deification in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition, p. 65. 
955 See on this HOPKO, Thomas. The Bible in the Orthodox Church. St Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly. 1970, vol. 14, pp. 68-73; or STYLIANOPOULOS, T. Scripture and Tradition in the Church, 
p. 23. 
956 Questions that arise are plenty: Were sacred authors aware of the meanings of their words? 
Can we know what was in their minds and hearts? Or know how God revealed himself to them? 
957 MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics, pp. 298-299. 
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of our language and this is the role of anthropomorphisms in the Bible                              

(God speaks, sees, etc.), to accommodate to our capacity of apprehension. 

Therefore it can be said that the exact words are not inspired, only the meaning 

is inspired. This is actually why the Church is needed for interpretation of the 

Bible, since itself it is not autonomous. Thus, if the exegete wants to grasp                      

the meaning of Christ (1Corinthians 2:16), he must be a member and part of the 

community.958 The Bible cannot be separated from the Church since there                            

is a hermeneutic circle between the Church and the Bible, the Church refers                 

to the Bible as its basis, but at the same time the Bible is produced by the 

Church.959 

 

9.3 Relationship between Contemplation and Science  

 

When discussing the relationship between contemplation and science, particu-

larly the question of if they are mutually exclusive, we need to address the issues 

of knowledge, the divine-human nature of Scripture, critical thinking, and the 

concept of typology and θεωρία. 

At this point we need to talk about the distinctions between two types                                 

of knowledge: the first type of knowledge comes out of human communion with 

God and is experienced through the spiritual intellect residing in one’s heart;                  

the second comes from the senses and intellectual powers. Each of these types        

has its own method and own field of inquiry, but what is even more important, 

they are not necessarily in opposition. Alkiviadis Calivas, professor emeritus                  

at Holy Cross School of Theology, calls it a “unitary approach to knowledge,”                

                                                        
958 Something similar is already in the Bible stating that the Bible must not be arbitrarily 
interpreted. Cf. 2 Peter 1:20. 
959 Galitis in his article tries to give to the Bible more authority that it normally receives                                
in Orthodox circles and calls attention to the fact that the Bible is not only a part of the life of the 
church, but is a true revelation of God “nur hier offenbart sich Gott und hier erlebt der Mensch 
Gott.” GALITIS, G. Glauben aus dem Herzen, p. 74. 
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of heart and mind.960 This unitary knowledge is hidden from human eyes, because 

people are weak and are limited to only the material aspect of things. Moreover, 

it is hidden from them due to the separation of faith and science, which, when 

separated, are false barriers. Namely, science and faith are two ways of dealing 

with reality and opening the mysteries of the created world, but cannot                             

be separated from each other.961 Therefore it is very important that modern 

Orthodox hermeneutics studies the methodologies and trends in human and 

natural sciences, and assesses exclusivist positions, reason-dominated worldviews 

and faith-dominated worldviews, as barriers to the more holistic understanding 

of knowledge as an Orthodox contribution. Critical resources of Western 

hermeneutics for the study of the Bible are vast, but still it would be a mistake                 

to think that these resources can manage to grasp the fullness of the Bible, 

especially its spiritual dimension. The mystical and monastic approach,                      

when isolated, will similarly fail to grasp the fullness. 

The main concept that helps lies in the nature of Scripture, where discernment 

between the divine-human enterprise is preserved. We spoke about it briefly                   

in the previous section, divine-human communion is the “first principle upon 

which all theological thinking is grounded,” it goes back to the patristic period, 

does not rely on opposition to the West,962 and is in the heart of theologians such 

as Lossky, Florovsky, Stăniloae, Yannaras and Zizioulas.963 The cause for biblical 

                                                        
960 CALIVAS, Alkiviadis C. Science, Technology and Faith: Overcoming False Barriers.                               
In: CALIVAS, Alkiviadis. Essays in Theology and Liturgy, Volume Two, Challenges and 
Opportunities: The Church in Her Mission to the World. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 
2001, p. 35. 
961 “Full meaning of science and technology cannot be comprehended without first recognizing 
that human beings have been called to a higher destiny.” CALIVAS, A. Science, Technology and 
Faith: Overcoming False Barriers, p. 31. In dialogue with scientists exactly this aspect must                         
be emphasised, that all the desires and effort of humans must be endued with moral content and 
ultimate meanings.  
962 Says PAPANIKOLAOU, A. Tradition or Identity Politics: The Role of the ‘West’                                            
in Contemporary Orthodox Theology, p. 21. 
963 Even in spite of the differences between Lossky and Zizioulas, their theology of personhood                 
is remarkably similar, and for both it is the most adequate form of expressing divine-human 
communion (PAPANIKOLAOU, A. Tradition or Identity Politics: The Role of the ‘West’                               
in Contemporary Orthodox Theology, p. 21). There are accusations that the theology                             
of personhood is a Western influence on Orthodox theological discourse and therefore is not 
Orthodox. Papanikolaou radically rejects this and states that the orthodox theology of personhood 
is the clear manifestation of thinking as tradition and a logical development of divine-human 
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criticism lies in the fact that the Bible is a result of the human spirit, but its content 

is the word of God inspired by the Holy Spirit. This means that the exegesis should 

also deal with both natures of Scripture, human and divine.964 

There are two theologians who deal with hermeneutics related with the divine-

human character in Orthodox theology of Scripture and Tradition, the first one                

is Vasile Mihoc,965 who orients his work around the problem: “What out of the 

Western exegetical methods has value for Orthodoxy?” On one side he admits that 

the apostolic and post-apostolic tradition remain essential for Eastern Christians, 

but on the other side this does not exclude relying on modern research and 

methods. Hermeneutics in the Orthodox understanding is not simply dealing with 

the words of Scripture, but it is the process of a correct and deeper understanding 

of God’s plan of salvation.966 Therefore historical methods are not to be refused, 

but are only needed tools.  

Another example of an Orthodox theologian who uses critical thinking as a part 

of the divine-human relation, is Konstantin Nikolakopoulos.967 In his 

habilitation968 he offers the theoretical part of hermeneutical methods in Western 

and Eastern churches and notes a different understanding of science: with                       

an emphasis on the founding and historicity of Christianity in the West, and with 

the aspect of holy mystery in the East. Nikolakopoulos calls these two approaches 

analytic and synthetic and calls for convergence between them as absolutely 

required.969  Each of these two different approaches has its advantages and                       

its weak points, and neither of them possesses the absolute meaning,                          

                                                        
communion.  
964 Due to the many influences on western thinking (humanism, renaissance, reformation, 
Enlightenment) and the arrival of historical science, science has been developed that did not leave 
much space for the arrival of the supernatural in the natural. In Eastern thinking on the other 
hand, the supernatural, miracle, was never separated from everyday life. See NIKOLAKOPOULOS, 
K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments, p. 41. 
965 See his article MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics. 
966 NIKOLAKOPOULOS, K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments, p. 15. 
967 Professor in the New Testament Department of the Orthodox Theology Institute in Munich 
since 1998. 
968 NIKOLAKOPOULOS, Konstantin. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ des Neuen Testaments: Die 
orthodoxe Hermeneutik und die historisch-kritische Methode. Aachen: Shaker Verlag, 2000. 
969 NIKOLAKOPOULUS, Konstantin. Das Neue Testament in der Orthodoxen Kirche. 
Berlin/Münster/Wien/Zürich/London: LIT Verlag, 2012, p. 304. 



271 

which is both supernatural and historical. In his latest book970 Nikolakopoulos                 

is especially attentive to the theandric character of the Bible, which in his case 

means that he recognises the need for the methods of interpretations of Scripture 

and does not exclude them.971 Analytic means a direct analysis of the text of the 

Bible without giving mystery the possibility of presenting itself; synthetic means 

having the whole picture, i.e. expressed mystery of God, but the return to the text 

is missing and there is nothing that guarantees protection against errors. 

Although Nikolakopoulos does not say it, what we have here is the basic 

definition of the hermeneutical circle: from the individual to know the whole and 

from the whole to grasp the individual, where both need each other.972 Reading 

the Bible in a closed hermeneutical circle means that there is an interaction 

between the reader, who comes to the text with his own context and way                          

of thinking, and the biblical context itself.973 

The concept that holds together contemplation and science, as well as the 

historical and eschatological, is the patristic principle of θεωρία. 974 What does that 

                                                        
970 Das Neue Testament in der Orthodoxen Kirche (2012). It is the first complete Orthodox 
introduction to the New Testament in any international language. 
971 NIKOLAKOPOULUS, K. Das Neue Testament in der Orthodoxen Kirche, pp. 20-21. The excurse 
on the relationship between orthodox interpretation and historical-critical method is very 
important here. (pp. 303-317). 
972 Therefore Eastern theologians should have a high opinion about historical methods,                                 
as a methodical tool for spiritual exegesis. Says NIKOLAKOPOULUS, K. Die ‘unbekannten Hymnen’ 
des Neuen Testaments, p. 42. 
973  “We seek understanding and faith through the reading of God’s word, yet we can only truly 
understand that word through eyes of faith. Faith depends on the word, yet proper interpretation 
of the word requires faith.” D-VASILESCU, Elena Ene. Orthodox Christian Approach to the Bible. 
Transformation. 2009, vol. 26, issue 1, p. 40. The author in this article attempts to show                                        
as a misunderstanding the opinion that the attitude of the members of Orthodox Christianity                      
is that they do not read it critically. She does this by showing the role of tradition in interpreting 
the Bible and discussing the role of the method used.  
974  The Greek noun θεωρία, corresponding to the Latin spectaculum, has a primary meaning the 
seeing, beholding, and its origins lie in the verb θεωρεῖν (to look at, to observe, to consider). It was 
used in the New Testament in Luke 22:38 (all people come to sight). The best works on the problem 
of θεωρία are e.g. NASSIF, Bradley. ‘Spiritual Exegesis’ in the School of Antioch. In: NASSIF, 
Bradley Nassif (ed.). New Perspectives on Historical Theology: Essays in Memory of John Meyendorff. 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996, pp. 343-377; ‘Allegoria and Theōria’ in: YOUNG, Frances M. 
Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture, pp. 161-185; ‘History, ‘Theoria’ and 
Tradition in the Antiochian School’ in MARGERIE, Bertrand de, S.J. An Introduction to the History 
of Exegesis, pp. 161-187. In the history of research the most important names are the German 
patrologist Heinrich Kihn with his terminological clarification between two schools, next Alberto 
Vaccari who saw θεωρία as a kind of typology (typological prophecy) and had a theory of single 
prophecy with two fulfilments; and then Paul Ternant who more emphasised the work                                  
of a redactor. For more on the history of research from 1880 up to 1993 see NASSIF, B.                           
The 'Spiritual Exegesis' of Scripture: The School of Antioch Revisited, pp. 439-458. 
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word mean? In the Early Church the main meaning of the term θεωρία was                         

a vision and contemplation; in the biblical context it means especially the vision 

by which the prophet sees the future and its messianic and eschatological 

reality.975 The contribution and relevancy of θεωρία lies in several areas: (i) helps to 

avoid fundamentalist tendencies; (ii) accepts the historical grounding of the 

kerygma; (iii) its holistic character legitimises and embraces a biblical method;                   

(iv) does not limit the revelation only to the Scripture, but expands it also to the 

Tradition; (v) θεωρία restores the doxological quality of the biblical texts.976 

This concept that keeps in balance the spiritual revelation as well historical 

mediation, arrived in modern Orthodox hermeneutics through the rehabilitation 

of non-Orthodox authors who focused on fulfilment in a human community.                       

I have in mind especially the work of Bertrand de Margerie (1923-2003), who has 

already been mentioned in the section about alternative work with sources.                     

In his An Introduction to the History of Exegesis he speaks about the shift from                     

a prophetic intention to a prophetic fulfilment. He stated that θεωρία                              

“was intended rather to allude to a two-fold objective realisation of a prophecy 

than to a subjective awareness of a two-stage prophecy,”977 and that fulfilment 

does not happen in chronological history, but within the liturgical life of the 

Church. In this sense the θεωρία becomes also a vision of a post-biblical exegete, 

not only a vision of a prophet or New Testament author.  

                                                        
975 When the Church Fathers employed the concept, they related its meaning back to encounters 
with God as testified in the Bible, in particular in the Prophets in whom they found the figurative 
examples of what a vision of the messianically transformed future might mean.  
The term θεωρία was known in both theological schools from this period: in the Alexandrian 
school they used it as an equivalent to allegorical interpretation, a meaning which was discovered 
through allegorical exegesis and connected with contemplation. This was opposite to Antiochene 
exegesis where it referred to a higher meaning, but still based on the letter and history. Θεωρία, 
although used also in Alexandria, was rooted in Antiochene understanding, which affirmed that 
the “spiritual meaning cannot be separated from the literal one,” (MIHOC, V. Principles of 
Orthodox Hermeneutics, p. 312) and connected θεωρία with the typology, rather than with 
allegory. The School of Antioch stood against allegory from Alexandria and stressed the literal 
and spiritual sense of the text - literal as intended by the sacred author, spiritual as the significance 
of the event for later interpreters. While allegory saw two different significances, the text, literal 
and spiritual but only the latter was important, for θεωρία based on typology there is no separation 
between spiritual and literal sense, as the antitype is already present in the type. 
976 BRECK, J. Orthodoxy and the Bible Today, pp. 155-157. 
977  MARGERIE, B. An Introduction to the History of Exegesis: Greek Fathers, p. 180. 
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John Breck was inspired by this account of the aspect of prophetic fulfilment                  

in the typological relationship and for that reason he created a hermeneutical 

model that makes use of the historical element of the typological relationship,978 

which is converted into the liturgical life of the interpretative community.979 

Θεωρία for Breck is discerning between a spiritual meaning and the biblical event, 

where the application and fulfilment of the event can be inner-biblical                                  

or eschatological.980 Breck distinguishes between three levels of θεωρία:                              

(i) vision of the prophet; (ii) reception of the text in the New Testament;                           

(iii) interpretation of the post-biblical reader.981 Out of these three, the most 

important for Breck is the third level, which is the Church represented in and                 

by the liturgical life of the Church.982 He would argue that this appropriation                    

of meaning in the worshiping community is the primary one, while the intended 

meaning is secondary.983 Θεωρία so does not deal explicitly with the relation 

between past and present, as it contains a self-actualizing quality and fulfilment, 

which is the role of the Holy Spirit. A hermeneutical bridge is created between 

the literal meaning of the original context that cannot communicate and address 

modern society, and people in a current context.984 He underlines that this 

hermeneutical gap is overcome only by the person of the Holy Spirit, who re-

actualises the biblical events in the Church across the centuries.985 It was the Holy 

Spirit who inspired Jewish authors and apostles during the writing and                         

                                                        
978 Breck sees that there are two fundamental presuppositions for θεωρία as a hermeneutical 
method: that Scripture is inspired by God and that typology is the key to the right interpretation. 
Typology is a double movement, from past into the future, and from the future into the past. 
Historical events need to be considered in their much wider context, as signs, τύποι, prophecies 
that reveal antitypes. BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 95. 
979 See MARGERIE, B. Introduction to the History of Exegesis, p. 180. On the relationship between 
Margerie and Breck see also my work “The Role of Theoria in Gregory of Nyssa’s Vita Moysis and 
In Canticum Canticorum”, pp. 145-146. 
980 A definition of θεωρία is in BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 9. 
981 Ibidem, p. 105. 
982 Ibidem, pp. 93-113. 
983 See BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, pp. 102-105. “Theoria represents two 
constitutive elements in the history of salvation, a history in which we find ourselves directly and 
personally involved. (…) To Orthodox Christians, however, this experience becomes actual within 
the liturgical life of the Church.” BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 104. 
984 See quotation from Breck’s French article “Exégèse et interpretation” published in Contacts 1982 
(p. 134) in MIHOC, V. The Actuality of Church Fathers’ Biblical Exegesis, p. 13. 
985 BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 31-32. 
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who inspired the Church Fathers during their interpretation. It is the Holy Spirit 

who in all generations inspires people during their interpretation and who reveals 

to them the true meaning θεωρία. Inspired by these thoughts, Mihoc calls the Holy 

Spirit the hermeneutic bridge,986 and another author calls it the “hermeneutical 

force.”987 A pneumatological dimension means two things: first, that there is the 

Spirit’s activity in the formation of the Scripture, second, there the Spirit also                                                                  

has another role, in the interpretation. Just as the Holy Spirit illumined the authors 

of Scripture, Holy Spirit illumines the believers to believe, love and guard the 

Word. The Holy Spirit is the illuminating agent who works in the Church and 

enables human readers to apprehend the Bible correctly. This also points to the 

unfinished process of formation of the Scripture, that without the readers and 

interpreters is not finished, “No canon of Scripture is able to be formed without 

interpretation.”988 

In this connection with θεωρία as a contemplative reading which grows from the 

literal meaning of the text but overreaches it in its taking the one who 

contemplates to participate in the eschatological messianic reality, it is important 

to mention the mysteriological and poetic-mystical expressions of the salvific 

events by God in the liturgical celebration.989 In order to avoid the possibility                  

of recreating and rewriting anew the original salvific events, this trans-historical 

celebration is useful for it does not neglect and ignore the importance of the 

historical events that still remain valid, and places the emphasis on the present 

worship of “God in the event as on the event itself.”990 

                                                        
986 MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics, pp. 311-314. 
987 So OSBORNE, Grant R. The Many and the One: The Interface between Orthodox and 
Evangelical Protestant Hermeneutics. St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 1995, vol. 39, issue 3,             
p. 286. Meyendorff says that the Holy Spirit is the “fundamental reality of the Christian 
experience.” MEYENDORFF, J. Light from the East? ‘Doing Theology’ in an Eastern Orthodox 
Perspective, p. 353. 
988 PROKURAT, Michael. The Pneumatological Dimension in the Hermeneutical Task.                               
In: BOUTENEFF, Peter and Dagmar HELLER. Interpreting Together. Geneva, WCC Publications, 
2001, p. 105. 
989 Speaks about it PROKURAT, M. Orthodox Interpretation of Scripture, p. 63. 
990 OSBORNE, G. The Many and the One: The Interface between Orthodox and Evangelical 
Protestant Hermeneutics, p. 298. Florovsky also proves the importance of history. He writes, 
“historic events are the source and basis of all Christian faith and hope.” FLOROVSKY, G. Bible, 
Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View, pp. 24-25. 
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A very often neglected fact of the typology is that τύπος is not just a sign pointing 

to the future or to the transcendent reality, but is also a historical place, where the 

future already is present. For example Apostle Paul presents in the first epistle           

to Corinthians (chapter 10) the interpretation of the body of Christ as the 

Eucharistic community ἐκκλησία, and introduces these thoughts with reference 

to Israel on their travel through the desert: the Israelites were baptised in the cloud 

and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual 

drink from the spiritual rock, and that rock was Christ. This is an image of the 

rock from Exodus 17 and Numbers 20, which mentions only the rock, not the 

Christ. Nevertheless, according to Apostle Paul, Jesus already was present in their 

midst in a pre-incarnated form. We have here a virtual identification of rock and 

Jesus, between the prototype and antitype, where the eschatological antitype                  

is already perceived as present, i.e. existing in the historical prototype. Thus the 

historical prototype already participates in the eschatological antitype. The rock 

in the text is a type in a double sense: first, it points to the life and work of Jesus, 

second, it points to the place where Jesus’ deeds are already present in the history 

of Israelites.991 The analysis of double interpretation is very important in order              

to prove that God acts within history and that eschatological reality is present     

and is manifested in history, and in order to prove that we can mediate not only 

the content of understanding of who we are in relation to each other, to the world 

in which we live and to God, but also understanding across various historical 

periods and different cultures.992 

                                                        
991 Similar typological interpretations can also be used with manna in the dessert or the sacrificial 
lamb. Both of these are a prototype of the incoming Christ and both already contained the future 
reality, therefore the Church can see in manna and the lamb the activity of λόγος. 
992 The principle of θεωρία as a hermeneutical key for uniting of historical and trans-historical 
aspects of Scripture is proved also by Bradley Nassif. His articles are: NASSIF, Bradley. The 
'Spiritual Exegesis' of Scripture: The School of Antioch Revisited. Anglican Theological Review. 
1993, vol.75, pp. 437-470; NASSIF, Bradley. ‘Spiritual Exegesis’ in the School of Antioch. In: 
NASSIF, Bradley Nassif (ed.). New Perspectives on Historical Theology: Essays in Memory of John 
Meyendorff. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996, pp. 343-377. In the same way as Breck he proposed 
θεωρία as a hermeneutic link, and both agree that the θεωρία within itself brings together literal 
and contemplative elements. (On comparison, see also OSBORNE, G. The Many and the One: The 
Interface between Orthodox and Evangelical Protestant Hermeneutics, p. 300). Further, they agree 
that the activity of Holy Spirit is behind the process and that the final aim is the concrete life                    
of the believers. While for Breck the θεωρία is defined as an intuitive perception of a sacred author 
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9.4 Ecclesial Reading and the Role of the Interpretative Community   

 

The discussion about fulfilment in the community is closely related with the role 

of the interpretative community, in this case with the Church. The role of the 

interpretative community was strongly accentuated by Gadamer, who in his con-

cept of conversation between the ‘I’ and ‘Thou’ shows the role of community, 

conversation and being with the other as a necessity for true revelation of the 

meaning. Interpretation must be understood as one not only with Tradition,                

as previously, but also with the community. It is accepted, that the Bible is  

the scripture of the Church, that it has proper meaning only within the life 

and experience of the People of God (…), cannot be isolated from its organic 

context within the churchly community in which and from which                            

it exists.993  

This definition enables one to include in the concept of the Church the 

interpretation of the Bible, because the place of the Bible, its Sitz im leben, is the 

Church. This relationship is double: (i) Christians receive Scripture through the 

Church that canonised it, (ii) Christians also interpret the Bible in and through the 

Church.994 The hermeneutical circle is here in place: in order that the Church is 

Church, it must be “wholly expressive of the Bible,”995 it is used in the liturgy, all 

symbols are taken from the canonical writings, it is used in the lectionary, many 

hymns use the words of the Bible, it is used in sermons and in religious education 

in schools; but at the same time without the Church there would be no Bible. 

                                                        
by a later interpreter, which links literal and spiritual sense, Nassif sees three models of how 
Antiochenes utilised θεωρία (Breck sees only one interpretation model), according to this, θεωρία 
was once a literal method of messianic exegesis, sometimes a mystical method of textual meaning, 
sometimes it was the historical sense, but “sometimes it was not.” NASSIF, B. The 'Spiritual 
Exegesis' of Scripture: The School of Antioch Revisited, p. 468. 
993 HOPKO, T. The Bible in the Orthodox Church, p. 66. The Church is not to be understood here 
as a human organization, but as a “theandric life of progressive union with God through Christ, 
in the Holy spirit.” HOPKO, T. The Bible in the Orthodox Church, p. 80. 
994 VASSILIADIS, Petros. Canon and Authority of Scripture: An Orthodox Hermeneutical 
Perspective. In: KIMBROUGH, S.T. Jr. (ed.). Orthodox and Wesleyan Scriptural Understanding and 
Practice. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2005, p. 29. 
995 HOPKO, T. The Bible in the Orthodox Church, p. 67. 
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Ecclesial reading of Scripture is a unique distinction of Orthodox churches and                    

a unique suggestion to the hermeneutical debate in biblical scholarship.996 The 

words of current Orthodox hermeneutical theologians are very clear: “the Church 

is the proper locus for the interpretation,”997 and the “faith community is the                  

final interpretative authority.”998 The implication of this statement is very 

straightforward: the Bible is not given for people to grasp theological truths                          

or to receive ethical commands and norms, but to experience the life of communion 

that exists in God. It also means that Scripture and Church cannot be separated and 

presuppose each other, i.e. Bible passages should be placed and understood within 

the context of the Church.999 The life of communion is addressed to each person 

individually, therefore reading of Scripture is personal, but cannot be separated 

from the community: the book and the community are inseparable. Without the 

Church and Tradition the believers are as the eunuch from Acts 8. Believers need 

someone to guide them and according to the Orthodox understanding, this 

guidance is provided by the Church, which has authority to interpret God’s word, 

declares Vasile Mihoc.1000 McGuckin uses the principle of consonance to explain 

how the Church interprets Scripture: consonance with the ecclesial tradition, with 

the saints as the primary requirement for the Orthodox interpreter, also consonance 

with the Holy Spirit, who inspired the text. Consonance does not mean the 

“monotonous repetition of past utterance” warns McGuckin, but meant is rather 

the new application of text or narrative within the community.1001 

                                                        
996 Says CRISP, Simon. Orthodox Biblical Scholarship between Patristics and Postmodernity:                 
A View from the West. In: DUNN, James D.G. et al. (eds.). Auslegung der Bibel. Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2000, pp. 130-133. 
997 BRECK, John. Orthodox Principles of Biblical Interpretation. St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly. 
1996, vol. 40, p. 88. 
998 STYLIANOPOULOS, T. The New Testament: An Orthodox Perspective, p. 36, n. 24. 
999 Does it mean that the Church cannot be wrong? Alexander Negrov quotes Russian authors who 
say this, “The Church cannot be wrong,” but are they correct? NEGROV, A. Three Hermeneutical 
Horizons of Slavic Evangelicals, p. 88. Negrov lists the quotes from Russian scholars of the 19th ct. 
who stress the Church as always right and the Church as being the final authority of interpretation. 
1000 See also MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics, p. 318, or MCGUCKIN, J. Recent 
Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition of Orthodoxy, pp. 309-316. He wrote 
about the need of Orthodox biblical studies to remain in relation with the Church regula fidei, 
since this is one of the things that discerns Orthodoxy from modern critical interpretation.                      
He also linked Orthodox exegesis with proclamation of the Gospel. 
1001 MCGUCKIN, J. Recent Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition of 
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Pessimism is also in place in this regard. The Bible is used in the daily worship               

of Christians, in personal piety, but “only a small minority seeks daily 

nourishment,” we kiss it but do not read it, expository preaching is missing,                   

is how Breck summarises the current situation.1002 Russia also has a similar 

situation as described by Alfeyev who says that for Russian Orthodox Christians 

the Bible is not part of their life and they are not interested in it.1003 

Wide diversity comes out when Orthodox theologians try to answer how it is with 

the individual reading of the Bible as contrasted with the interpretative 

community. Mihoc for example states that we are encouraged to read the 

Scripture individually, “but not as isolated individuals. We read it as the embedded 

of the Orthodox church.”1004 Ugolnik is very critical toward the movement that 

finds a biblical piety in harmony with Orthodox faith. He accepts private devotion 

and private reading of the Bible as important, but at the same time, it is only                      

a supplement to the proper liturgical and sacramental community, which has the 

primary position in the encounter with the Word.1005 Generally, it can be alleged 

that in Orthodox biblical interpretation there is little room for individuality and 

self-sufficiency of the exegete. There is logic in this, because if authority is derived 

from an individual, or even from a group of individuals, then there is a certain 

possibility that a mistake and error would occur.1006 

                                                        
Orthodoxy, pp. 311-316. 
1002 BRECK, J. Scripture in Tradition, pp. 17-18. Kallistos Ware also shares the pessimism, although 
the Church learns from the Fathers to be faithful to Scripture, many people in practice know very 
little about what the Bible contains. WARE, K. The Unity of Scripture and Tradition: An Orthodox 
Approach, p. 231. 
1003 ALFEYEV, Hilarion. Orthodox Theology in the Twenty-First Century, pp. 131-132. He sees this 
as wrong, and calls for a new translation, based on contemporary critical biblical text. He strongly 
forces that the achievements of biblical scholarship from the West should be made available to the 
Russian Church circles. Besides the new translation, there should be also a Bible commentary that 
reflects several layers of comments: textual, historical-archaeological, exegetical, and ecclesial-
theological. Oikonomous on this writes: “wurde es bis in die jüngste Zeit nicht oder kaum 
betrieben.” OIKONOMOS, Elias. Bibel und Bibelwissenshaft in der Orthodoxen Kirche, p. 72. 
1004 MIHOC, V. Principles of Orthodox Hermeneutics, p. 319. 
1005 The axioms that Ugolnik sets regarding interpretation and private reading are: (i) the act of 
interpretation is not private but social in its nature, (ii) response to Gospel is a collective act,                   
(iii) the environment for proclamation the Gospel is oral and public rather than private and 
written. UGOLNIK, Anton. An Orthodox Hermeneutic in the West, p. 109. 
1006 But there exists also a concept of personalistic ecclesiology (Meyendorff speaks about it) 
according to which the freedom from the Holy Spirit is personal, the same as responsibility                         
is personal. All phases of church life, from catechetical instruction up to communion practices,   
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Prioritizing of the communal aspect over the individual therefore has its 

opponents; the most important is the recent work of John Galanis. He accepts that 

Holy Scripture is realised in the sacramental life of the Church, but the private 

use of the Bible is still not prohibited and was present in the Early Church.1007  

 

9.5 Liturgical and Iconic Dimensions of Hermeneutics   

 

A specific category of ecclesial reading inspired by Gadamer’s concepts is that 

Scripture should be celebrated in corporate worship, more precisely in a liturgy 

as the framework within which Orthodox Christians encounter the Gospel.1008 

Exegesis in Orthodoxy is namely grounded in the liturgy, where the Bible is more 

celebrated than interpreted. The basic presuppositions that must be taken into 

                                                        
are a personal commitment of the Christian. Meyendorff sees that the word µέλος (1Corinthians 
6:15) that designates a ‘member’ (Ephesians 4:25) is always applied to individuals and never                      
to corporate entities. But, he continues, this is a dangerous thought, because it can lead to pietism 
or emotional mysticism, as can be seen in many revival churches. Therefore the task of Orthodoxy 
is to recognise the communal, corporate entities, where the Church is a sacrament and                                    
a community. Personal experience receives its authenticity from sacrament and is given                                
to community. MEYENDORFF, J. Living Tradition, pp. 179-181. 
1007 There are many testimonies about private use in the Bible itself that lead to the significance  
of private use of scripture: when Christ showed opposition to accusations that he and his disciples 
ate corn on the Sabbath, he said “Have you never read?” (Mk 12:25; Mt 21:42). Also the previously 
mentioned Acts 8 and the eunuch who had been reading the Bible. There are examples for the 
private use of the Scripture also in the post-apostolic era and their writings: Barnabas epistle, 
Ignatius of Antioch, first epistle of Clement to Corinth, Polycarp, and others. More on examples 
GALANIS, John. The Use (Private or Ecclesiastic) of the Holy Scripture in the Orthodox Church 
According to the Fathers of the Church. In: NIKOLAKOPOULOS, Konstantin (ed.). Orthodoxe 
Theologie zwischen Ost und West. Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Otto Lembeck, 2002, pp. 115-116.             
He points that the need for private Bible study reached its final form in the fourth century, but 
then it coincided with the public, ecclesiastic use in the Holy liturgy. Galanis warns that the reason 
for this was that at that time many apocryphal texts appeared and were gaining big popularity 
among the people. Therefore Cyril of Jerusalem writes “Don’t read privately any book which is 
not read in the Church” and Basil the Great “Read only the books which are read in the Church.” 
Quoted in GALANIS, J. The Use (Private or Ecclesiastic) of the Holy Scripture in the Orthodox 
Church According to the Fathers of the Church, p. 119. Many frequent references to the 
importance of individual reading of the Bible can be found also in the writing of the ascetics of 5th 
ct.: Philokalia has “happy who eats and drinks psalms”, or Gregory Palamas for whom prayer and 
reading the Bible are God’s orders. Quotations and more extended analysis in GALANIS, J. The 
Use (Private or Ecclesiastic) of the Holy Scripture in the Orthodox Church According to the Fathers 
of the Church, p. 119. 
1008 This is the main thesis also of Prokurat, that the place of Scripture and its interpretation is the 
liturgical celebration. See the study: PROKURAT, M. Orthodox Interpretation of Scripture, pp. 60-
61. 
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account when talking about Orthodox liturgical hermeneutics are: (i) Scripture 

was and is liturgical, what was once a liturgy, became Scripture; (ii) Eastern 

Christians experience the Bible and its interpretation primarily as a liturgical 

celebration.1009 

John Breck sees here a difference from Roman Catholics and Protestants; while 

they centre on magisterium or word, the Orthodox unite word and liturgy in the 

Church. His saying that Protestant pneumatology is charismatic is famous 

because it insists on a “spiritual illumination of an individual in his personal 

reading of the Bible.”1010 Breck sees in it the loss of an ecclesial dimension - 

Protestants have dogma situated in the Scripture, but there is no interpretative 

body in which the interpretation occurs. Breck further mentions two dimensions 

of the Orthodox understanding of the liturgy: (i) horizontal, historical, paschal,               

or anamnetic - participates in a liturgical worship as the past (salvific events                      

of Bible), present (re-living those events in the worship) and future (anticipation 

of events to come); (ii) and pentecostal, epicletic, vertical, or transcendent - occurs 

as the Holy Spirit, draws the believers into experiencing these redemptive acts               

in the liturgical and Eucharistic celebration.1011 

When talking about the liturgy, one of the ways to approach it and understand               

it is as a mere Christian duty is to consider it as a real theology. This liturgical 

participation in the Tradition as well as in the eschaton prevents disconnecting 

the study of liturgy from the study of theology.1012 Philip Zymaris underlines that 

                                                        
1009 According to PROKURAT M. Orthodox Interpretation of Scripture, p. 62, Florovsky describes 
this with ut legem credendi statuat lex orandi (so that the rule of worship should establish the rule 
of faith). FLOROVSKY, G. Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View, p. 84. Similarly 
Florovsky: “Christianity is a liturgical religion. The Church is first of all a worshiping community. 
Worship comes first, doctrine and discipline second,” quoted in KALLISTOS, Bishop of Diokleia. 
The Witness of the Orthodox Church in the Twentieth Century. Sorouzh. 2000, vol. 80, p. 9. Breck 
adds that “In authentic Orthodox experience, the Word comes to its fullest expression within                    
a sacramental context. (….) the Word of God is primarily communicated – expressed and received 
– by the ecclesial act of celebration, and in particular, celebration of the Eucharistic mystery.” 
BRECK, J. The Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, pp. 17-18. 
1010 BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 31. Breck says that Protestants lose 
the hermeneutical bridge between the past and present. Orthodox, on the other hand, still have 
this bridge, which is the Holy Spirit working though the church. BRECK, J. Power of the Word                      
in the Worshiping Church, pp. 31-35. 
1011 BRECK, J. Power of the Word in the Worshiping Church, p. 131. 
1012 See the very important study by ZYMARIS, Philip. The Forgotten Connection between Liturgy 
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the divorce of theology from liturgy is a development in Western Christianity and 

is not rooted in Orthodox teaching. This distinguishing between theology and 

liturgy was not perceived even at the very beginnings, where theory was not                  

an intellectual exercise, but was considered as “liturgical participation.”1013                     

As he says, not only the mind, but all the senses somehow participate in worship 

and experience it, because icons can be touched, incense smelled, communion 

tasted and sermon heard.1014 These examples serve to confirm that lex orandi est 

lex credendi,1015 i.e. what we pray is what we believe and what we do in church                 

is exactly what we teach in theology. The relation between the two elements                   

is explained by two approaches: the one who prays is a theologian and the one 

who is a theologian prays.1016 This shows the balance between theological thought 

and the inner movement of the prayer, and also shows that prayer is the priority, 

where the one who prays is the deepest theologian. Prayer in the Spirit is genuine 

theology beyond words and concepts and theories.1017  

Breck’s discerning between these two dimensions of Orthodox understanding                 

of the liturgy is a nice starting place from which to point out the vertical 

dimension of the liturgy, which has the form of icon and Holy Spirit, namely                  

it is the symbolic participation in icons. While in English the word icon                    

(εἰκών, image)1018 refers mainly to a painting on a prepared wooden panel,                          

                                                        
and Theology. Praxis. 2012, vol. 12, issue 1 [cited 2014-08-11]. Retrieved from 
https://www.academia.edu/5141448/The_Forgotten_Connection_Between_Liturgy_and_Theology  
1013 ZYMARIS, P. The Forgotten Connection between Liturgy and Theology, p. 1. Moreover, the 
connection between liturgy and theology is visible also in the architecture, in the way church 
buildings are set up and decorated, and in the very structure of Orthodox services. 
1014 ZYMARIS, P. The Forgotten Connection between Liturgy and Theology, p. 3. 
1015 The rule of prayer is the rule of faith. 
1016 See also BOBRINSKOY, B. The Compassion of the Father, p. 124.  
1017 “To speak about God is to speak about abyss, mystery, sacred.” BOBRINSKOY, B. The 
Compassion of the Father, p. 126. Boris Bobrinskoy in his Compassion of the Father gives four basic 
requirements for what he calls a living theology, a spiritual understanding renewed in spirit. 
Beside the metanoia, renewal of self, feeding on the Scriptures and knowledge and love, there is 
then also being in the communion of the Church. We can recall from Tertulian: unus christianus, 
nullus christianus, and Paul’s concept Paul in 1Corinthians also develops the concept that the Holy 
Spirit incorporates us not only into Christ as a person, but also in the totality of body of Christ, 
which is inseparable from the head. BOBRINSKOY, B. The Compassion of the Father, pp. 127-130. 
1018 Icons were present in the Christianity from the very beginning; a very early story is known 
when Christ wiped his image on the white cloth, which healed king Abgar of Edessa from leprosy. 
Binns speaks about this BINNS, J. An Introduction to the Christian Orthodox Churches, p. 98 or see 
also ALFEYEV, H. The Mystery of Faith: An Introduction to the Teaching and Spirituality of the 
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the Orthodox meaning of the concept of icon is much wider than a pictorial 

representation on a religious object and includes decorations on walls, mosaics 

and frescoes.1019 Icons offer a unique artistic experience and can easily attract even 

the non-Orthodox, as they invite one for meditation and silence while looking               

at them. However, they are much more than that, as they re-present something 

greater than is possible to be perceived by ones physical capabilities.1020                         

The reason for this is that the icon is not just an object used in worship                                 

or an adornment that people kiss and treat as a sacred object, but they are 

windows to another world, they help one to step over the doorstep of the other 

world, as Robert Taft has written of them.1021 According to Mariamna Fortounatto, 

                                                        
Orthodox Church, p. 112. Christians from the very beginning accepted the Old Testament critique 
of making images of God taken from the Decalogue (cf. Exodus 20:4-5; Exodus 33:20), but at the 
same time they believed, that Christ is the eikon of an  invisible God (cf. Col 1:15). See also NOBLE, 
Ivana. Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech. In: RECHLÍK, Karl, Jiří 
HANUŠ and Jan VYBÍRAL (eds.). Sensorium Dei. Brno: CDK, 2013, pp. 97-98. In other words, 
paralleled with an icon, “an icon is always a copy (mimesis) of a model of prototype.”                            
(NES, Solrunn. The Mystical Language of Icons. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004, p. 16). Only 
when God by his own will binds with the time and space, we are led into a new perspective, since 
the person of Christ is the revealed form, the face of God. This tension between the forbid idolatry 
and the practice of the Church to use images in spreading the Gospel never disappeared and was 
a matter of huge discord. This controversy culminated in the period of iconoclasm (resistance, 
literally: smashing the images) from 726 to 843, where any practice that presents God in a visible 
form is called idolatry and blasphemy. The opposition to the veneration of icons came from two 
successive emperors Leo III (717-741) and Constantine V (741-775), this crises lasted for more than 
a century. In the first phase Emperor Leo III Isaurus issued a decree in 726 forbidding the 
veneration of icons. This iconoclast movement combined several outlooks: longing or a pure 
spirituality, teaching of monophysites on one nature, and Judaic and Islamic prohibitions                          
of images. They had several arguments in hand, most widespread was that the God does not like 
icons, as is visible especially due to the military success of the non-iconic Arabs over the iconic 
Christians; this was understood as a sign of God’s anger over the Christians for honouring icons. 
As a result of their opposition against icons, Emperors Leo III and Constantine V had some military 
success, which only confirmed the rightness of their iconoclasm. See BINNS, J. An Introduction to 
the Christian Orthodox Churches, p. 100. The dogmatic basis for the existence of icons was laid                 
in the Council of Trullo (691-692, called also Quinisext), where its 82nd rule reacted on the common 
practice to replace the human image of God with a symbol. It also brought the connection of the 
icon with the Incarnation - depictions of God in material and animal symbols (even as the lamb) 
were not allowed, only in the form of man. One consequence of the 82nd rule is that the meaning 
of the symbol lies not in what is being represented, but in the method with which it is represented. 
This led in the next centuries to the creation of art not only in content, but also in form. 
1019 Nes warms of this misleading path given by the English language NES, S. The Mystical 
Language of Icons, p. 7. It can also include sacred vestments, vessels or covers of liturgical books. 
Warn FORTOUNATTO, Mariamna and Mary B. CUNNINGHAM. Theology of the Icon.                             
In: CUNNINGHAM, Mary and Elisabeth THEOKRITOFF (eds.). The Cambridge Companion                        
to Orthodox Christian Theology. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 136. 
1020 See NES, S. The Mystical Language of Icons, p. 7. 
1021 This is how Robert Taft sees it. TAFT, Robert. Život z liturgie. Olomouc: Refugium, 2008,                    
p. 164. 
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an icon is a microcosm that links together the created world with the divine.1022 

Further, an icon used in worship cannot be reduced to an aesthetic object and lose 

its mediating function, which is connected with the symbolic function, where 

there are two elements of the hermeneutical circle: portrait (type) and the model 

(prototype).1023 In this connection the one who paints the icon in his act offers the 

matter back to its creator by creating God’s image in the icon, also the depicted 

subject matter gives sacred meaning to the icon. Theologically the theology                      

of icons connects the notion of revelation with an expression as an image,                             

as it accepts that revelation and Tradition can be passed on via different ways, not 

only through the Bible as the privileged character of God’s message.1024 

Theologically an icon is connected as well with the interpretative community 

mentioned in the previous section. That is to say, as Solrunn Nes writes in his 

Mystical Language of Icons, an icon is always a part of a particular religious 

practice, is never complete and can never stand as an autonomous work1025 

especially because the icon uses a language that can hardly be understood if the 

interpreter is not at home with Orthodox spirituality and theology.                                   

The icon is always a result of the community, “community’s faith, a faith which 

is shaped within ‘the fellowship of the saints’.”1026  

There are several Orthodox and non-Orthodox authors who show the limits of this 

approach and move the discussion further, these are Ivana Noble, Assaad Kattan, Tudor 

Rebengiuc and Richard Schneider, some of them were already mentioned.  

                                                        
1022 FORTOUNATTO, M. and M. B. CUNNINGHAM. Theology of the Icon, pp. 136-137. 
1023 This symbolic function can be understood in various ways. Nes for example says that an icon 
can represent the reality outside the actual image based on the likeness homoioma. He argues with 
St Theodore the Studite for the relation between type and prototype with the one between a seal 
and the print - they show the same thing, only in different forms. (NES, S. The Mystical Language 
of Icons, p. 16). But this still does not answer if a portrait has the power to carry the divine within 
itself, or only reveals (points to) the divine. 
1024 Tradition “is certainly conveyed through Scripture, but is not restricted to Scripture.” BINNS, 
J. An Introduction to the Christian Orthodox Churches, p. 98. 
1025 NES, S. The Mystical Language of Icons, p. 12. 
1026 Ibidem. The iconwriter cannot incorporate its dogmatic interpretations, quite the contrary,                
as there is an obligation to work with the authorised models. This is a dogmatic function of the 
icon, there are also liturgical and didactic functions: the liturgical is because in the liturgy                           
a celestial reality is revealed and the icon depicts the salvific events and helps to re-create the past 
in the present; the didactic is because the icon illustrates the events and the people of the Bible, 
and makes it easier to grasp them. So NES, S. The Mystical Language of Icons, pp. 13-14. 
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One of the main characteristics of icons according to professor from Charles 

University Ivana Noble is a symbolic participation, according to which the icons 

allow humans to change, thanks to the light of God in which the icons are 

immersed.1027 She points out that this approach is visible also by Alexander 

Schmemann where symbols do not create a new reality, but they unlock the 

eschatological dimension of what is already here and lead the human into a deeper 

level where the Light is reflected and in which reflection all things receive new 

meanings. This symbolic participatory notion brings two problems to which 

Noble points.1028 The first is the anti-West self-identification and the negative 

approach against Western religious art.1029 In her argument against this she states 

that not all Western sacral art is like that.1030 Evdokimov, for example,                                 

in his Orthodoxy says that the crisis of sacral art appeared when the ‘sacral’ was 

exchanged with the ‘aesthetic’ and beautiful, and there remained only forms and 

colours without any meaning.1031 Another venue of argument could follow 

Gadamer’s critique of Kant’s subjective aestheticism and focus on ‘how                               

it happens’ rather than on ‘what it is’. The second problem with this theory of the 

icon is that if we take from the icon writer his invention and his right to have 

freedom and understanding, this transforms him into a mere craftsman.1032                  

This leads to the result that the very idea of synergy, based on the positive 

                                                        
1027 See the article by Ivana Noble, NOBLE, I. Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na 
ikonách a obrazech, p. 95. It is one of the best articles in Czech on the topic. Noble uses the 
approach of Leonid Ouspensky that the icons are here to give answers to problems of life, not                 
to reflect them. 
1028 See NOBLE, I. Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech, p. 106. 
1029 Florensky says: “Západní náboženské malířství se počínajé renesancí stalo naprostou 
uměleckou nepravdou, svými slovi síce hlásalo blízkost a věrnost zobrazované skutečnosti,                     
ale jeho umělci neměli žádný vztah k té skutečnosti, kterou chtěli a měli tú drzost zobrazovat.” 
FLORENSKY, P. Ikonostas. Brno: L. Marek, 2000, p. 41. Fully cited in NOBLE, I. Vztah člověka                      
k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech, p. 106. 
1030 Noble argues with three non-Orthodox paintings (from Vincent van Gogh, Marc Chagall and 
Pranas Domšaitis), which still brings the relation between the “zobrazeným a nezpbrazitelným, 
vlastní a ‘jinou’ perspektivou, pojetí člověka, které zahrnuje i překračuje to, co o něm ‘moderní 
západ’ může vědecky poznat.” NOBLE, I. Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách 
a obrazech, p. 108. 
1031 EVDOKIMOV, P. Orthodoxy. New City, London, 2011. Quoted in NOBLE, I. Vztah člověka                    
k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech, p. 108. 
1032 This is for example Florensky’s interpretation of the 7th ecumenical council. See NOBLE, I. 
Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech, p. 111. 
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encounter of divine and human, is broken.1033  

Assaad Kattan gives a second contribution to this discussion when he focuses on 

the application of Gadamer’s hermeneutics in the iconology and liturgy of the 

Orthodox Church.1034 In order to achieve this, he takes an example of icons, where 

the main struggle is whether the believers kiss the piece of wood or they kiss 

Christ. Traditionally it has been argued that the honour from the image passes                

to the archetype,1035 but Kattan argues, that this might not be enough and claims 

that the icon is “endowed with the divine character.”1036 This approach does not 

have many proponents, therefore Kattan argues with the help of Maximus the 

Confessor, according to whom Christ became a symbol himself and the visible 

part was united with the divine part as an “unbreakable unity.”1037 There                             

is a reciprocal relationship where the symbolised dwells in the symbolising and 

the symbolising accomplishes the presence of the symbolised, but without 

confusion or change. This Christological argumentation of a symbol is very close 

to Gadamer’s concept of the symbol from Relevance of Beautiful, according                      

to which the work of art is not simply a symbol that points to something existing 

outside, but rather makes the object present. The hermeneutical task is therefore 

not to refer to a reality or to search for the reality that is beyond, but to create               

a new reality. It is interesting that Gadamer supports his argumentation with 

Luther’s teaching on the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist developed in the 

struggle with Zwingli. Kattan thus does not apply to Orthodox theology only 

Gadamer’s concept of artwork, but also Luther’s Eucharistic teaching.                           

                                                        
1033 For Kattan, the icon is born exactly in this encounter, where the person of the writer is not 
ignored, but confirmed. KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. The Byzantine Icon: A Bridge between Theology 
and Modern Culture? In: KATTAN, Assaad E. and Fadi GEORGI (eds.). Thinking Modernity: 
Towards a Reconfiguration of the Relationship between Orthodox Theology and Modern Culture. 
Tripoli: St. John of Damascus Institute of Theology, 2010, pp. 169-170. See also NOBLE, I. Vztah 
člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech, p. 111. 
1034 See his KATTAN, Assaad-Elias. Die Byzantinische Ikone: Ort des Dialogs zwischen Theologie 
und moderner Kultur? Catholica. 2006, vol. 60, issue 4, pp. 287-297 and KATTAN, A. The Byzantine 
Icon: A Bridge between Theology and Modern Culture? 
1035 One of the mentioned followers is LOUTH, Andrew. St. John Damascene: Tradition and 
Originality in Byzantine Theology. New York 2002, p. 209. 
1036 KATTAN, A. The Byzantine Icon: A Bridge between Theology and Modern Culture?, p. 171. 
1037 Ibidem, p. 172. 
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Icons and art works are in this regard real symbols in the sense that they carry 

out the presence of the symbolised object. In order to support his argument more 

strongly, Kattan could also have used the concept of religious symbol of another 

Protestant thinker Paul Tillich, according to whom the symbol opens hidden 

reality and takes part in its meaning.1038   

Something similar is visible when we ask how the events of salvation history can 

become a part of the liturgy. For Orthodoxy the celebration of liturgy is always               

a participation in the event itself - every Eucharist is a direct participation in the 

Last Supper, each celebration of Easter is a participation in the resurrection, 

etc.1039 These thoughts directly correlate with Gadamer’s concept of the festival 

that interrupts the pragmatic experience of time and embeds an experience                     

of mystery into the festival. Gadamer illustrates this with the example                                 

of Christmas that occurred a long time ago, but is repeated every year, because the 

festival, the celebration of Christmas, creates its own time that interrupts our daily 

perception of time. The category of “trans-historical” that involves salvation events 

and re-presents them in the liturgy reflects the same hermeneutical experience that 

Kattan describes with Gadamer’s assistance. An icon is therefore a symbol in the 

very meaning of its word, it connects and links the visible with the invisible.  

Next is Tudor Rebengiuc, a young Romanian Orthodox scholar who in his study 

draws a very strong line between Gadamer’s hermeneutics and Orthodox 

theology and architecture,1040 in a way similar to how Kattan puts Gadamer’s 

concept of icon in the centre. He claims that a better understanding of iconic 

language of the Orthodox church is achieved when we draw on Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics that “provides the opportunity to grasp the icon on its own terms, 

while using a method true to its nature, bypassing the instrumental framework    

of Western metaphysics, and restoring the basis on which liturgical arts can attain 

                                                        
1038 See his book Dynamics of Faith. New York: Harper, 1957. 
1039 So PROKURAT, M. Orthodox Interpretation of Scripture, p. 63. 
1040 REBENGIUC, Tudor. The Nature of Language in Orthodox Church Architecture: A Hermeneutical 
Approach. University of Cincinnati, 2010. 
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their full potential once again.”1041 A hermeneutical insight into the theology                  

of icons can improve the horizon of Orthodox liturgical arts, so the icon not only 

presents the divinity, but also makes the divinity present. This view of an icon                 

is similar to Gadamer’s description of an image that is never separated from the 

represented object. An image is the emanation of the original and exists as a part 

of it. For Gadamer the relationship between the original and its copy is one-sided, 

from original to copy, and has the form of the emanation and never                                         

is an opposition. This ontology helps to explain the question of sacredness and 

irreplaceability of an icon. Therefore Rebengiuc introduces Gadamer’s concepts 

of picture, sign, symbol and icon.1042 

The final author who shows the problems of the possibility of being identical and 

different at the same time and moves the discussion further is a Canadian 

Orthodox theologian Richard Schneider, whose synergistic understanding of icon 

has been recently introduced to the Czech community.1043 The problem he reacts 

to is that the perspective of the viewer is not taken into account.1044 This very 

clearly indicates that the meaning of symbols does not lies in the relationship 

between the image and portrait, but between the viewer and the subject matter  

of the symbol. For Schneider iconology is not a theology of icons, but a theology 

of the relationship between God and us.1045 In other words, the crucial relationship 

is not between the portrait and the model, but between the subject of icon (model 

portrayed) and the viewer, a relation mediated and created by the physical object, 

a physical icon. Schneider in his lecture in Prague calls his iconography                          

                                                        
1041 REBENGIUC, T. The Nature of Language in Orthodox Church Architecture: A Hermeneutical 
Approach, p. iv. 
1042 Ibidem, pp. 32-46. 
1043 Thanks to the work of Ivana Noble. See article published in Sensorium Dei, 2013, NOBLE, I. 
Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech. 
1044 Novotný also mentions that the instance of those who watch is important, he notices that in 
the early church symbols (shepherd, dove, etc.), were not understandable to everyone, but only to 
those “kteří byli již zasvěceni do tajemného zjevení.” NOVOTNÝ, Jiří. Světlo ikon. Olomouc: 
Refugium, 1997, p. 44. 
1045 See his published presentation: SCHNEIDER, Richard. Orthodox Iconography as Liturgical Art: 
Call and Response between the Painted Icon and the Living Icon. Proceedings of the North American 
Academy of Liturgy. 2007, pp. 33-36. 
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a “hermeneutic interpretation of icons.”1046 Therefore, besides the standard 

terminology of iconology he suggests also using hermeneutical vocabulary such 

as signum - res, sign - the signified, significant - signifié.1047 Schneider points out 

that an icon cannot just copy the Byzantine pattern, but must be alive, must                    

be contextual and must consider the viewer. He says that seeing is interpretation, 

but this interpretation is of a particular viewer, actually the icon requires 

understanding and shows a need for interpretation.1048 In his lectures at                            

St Vladimir’s Theological Seminary Schneider opposed the Orthodox 

triumphalism that refuses to take into account a plurality of interpretations, but 

which at the same time also closes the possibility of a true dialogue. Schneider 

rather talks about the ‘transcendent path’, one of the reasons for his opposition    

is influenced by the theological method of Bernard Lonergan, a Jesuite, who 

allows the possibility of critical evaluation of interpretations.1049 He actually 

shares several basic convictions with Gadamer; both Gadamer and Lonergan 

reject the primacy of science and the starting point of epistemology, as well as the 

concept of objectivity.1050 The reason Schneider brings transcendent path into 

iconology1051 is its human perspective, more precisely, its dubiousness over the 

human perspective that doubts over the absolute validity of human 

interpretations.1052  

                                                        
1046 See his lecture in Prague entitled ‘Symbols of the Divine and Created Wholeness in the Icons 
of the Orthodox Iconographers in the West’, International Scientific Conference organised by The 
Protestant Theological faculty of Charles University in Cooperation with Jabok College, ‘Symbolic 
Mediation of Wholeness in Western Orthodoxy’, May 21-25 2014. Unpublished. 
1047 SCHNEIDER, R. Orthodox Iconography as Liturgical Art: Call and Response between the 
Painted Icon and the Living Icon, p. 34. 
1048 SCHNEIDER, R. Symbols of the Divine and Created Wholeness in the Icons of the Orthodox 
Iconographers in the West. From notes. 
1049 See LONERGAN, Bernard. Method in Theology. New York: Herder and Herder, 1972. 
1050 See summary in LAWRENCE, Frederick. Gadamer and Lonergan: A Dialectical Comparison. 
International Philosophical Quarterly. 1983, vol. 20, issue 1, p. 34. 
1051 According to NOBLE, I. Vztah člověka k prostoru a k transcendence na ikonách a obrazech, p. 111. 
1052 The theology of icons based on an encounter between a viewer and the subject matter is based 
on the theandric constitution of the Church. I can explain this with an example of the current 
Romanian theologian Stăniloae, who extends the theandric in the nature of the Church and builds 
his argument upon the similarity with Christ’s union. See BARTOS, Emil. Deification in Eastern 
Orthodox Theology: An Evaluation and Critique of the Theology of Dumitru Stăniloae. Carlisle, 
Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 1999, especially the part called ‘Theandric constitution of the Church’, 
pp. 264-270. Stăniloae understands the Church as a result of divine activity, but also points to the 
need of a human answer and response. In order to point this out, he build on the patristic idea               
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Chapter nine ends with Schneider’s hermeneutics of icons and the summary of 

the second part follows. 

 

 Summary  

 

This section offers a summary of part two of this thesis. In chapter six we drew                  

an analysis of the several ways hermeneutic theory developed in the Orthodox 

world. Modern and postmodern Orthodox theological hermeneutics have been de-

veloping in various directions: as a patristic hermeneutics, as a biblical hermeneu-

tics, and as a hermeneutical theology. We started with the paradigm shift in neo-

patristic synthesis, where the authority of the Fathers was stressed as a hermeneu-

tical principle. However the return to the critical thinking of the Fathers was miss-

ing in this concept. Then we continued with neo-Orthodoxy, a movement that ap-

peared in the sixties in Greece and was regarded by its interest in apophatic theol-

ogy and hesychasm. Nonetheless, it also brought antithesis between the East and 

West. In the next step we continued with the restoration of the relation between 

patristics and biblical studies in the seventies, when the fundaments for patristic 

exegetical study were set. Finally, we finished with a redefinition of the relation 

between exegesis and hermeneutics, where hermeneutics is distinct as a discipline 

that examines the premises that stipulate understanding, rather than a mere return 

to the Fathers. Two examples were offered in order to show the turn to the role              

of the reader, the plurality of interpretations and the importance of interpretation. 

Further, chapter seven presented the representatives of two movements and waves 

in the 20th ct. First was presented modern hermeneutics among Russian émigrés, 

                                                        
of dynamic co-operation with salvation in view. Stăniloae links the incarnation with the 
foundation of the Church, the same as humanity and divinity are inseparable for Christ, the same 
is valid also for the Church. Therefore also the Church has two natures, two wills, which are 
inseparable and distinct, the Church’s theandrism is then an extension of Christ’s theandrism, 
unity of divine and human. The principle of hypostatic union in Christ became the basis for                    
the theandric constitution of the Church in communion with the Trinity. “In conclusion,                           
the incarnation of Christ is the beginning of the union between God and humanity, following the 
union of the natures in Christ’s hypostasis.” BARTOS, E. Deification in Eastern Orthodox Theology, 
pp. 265-266. 
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illustrated by Georges Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky, who were the founders of 

the neo-patristic movement. The neo-patristic school and its concept of the return 

to the Fathers solves the problem of the role of the Bible for the Fathers. Florovsky’s 

concept of a Christian Hellenism was presented to be a hermeneutical principle.              

In order to explain the mode of being of Orthodox Greek identity, Christos Yanna-

ras, a representative of modern Orthodox Greek hermeneutics was presented who 

brings a new hermeneutical key, which is the Greek culture. These two presenta-

tions of representatives were followed by identifying the problems that arise out             

of them, which I call captivities following Tim Noble. We concentrated on two cap-

tivities: a patristic captivity and captivity in an anti-Western attitude. The return       

to the Fathers turned into a patristic captivity in the moment when “closer to the 

Fathers” was identified with “further from the Bible.” The captivity in anti-West-

ernism, which further contributed to expressions of Orthodox identity occurred 

when “closer to Orthodox identity” was identified with “further from the West.”  

Chapter eight further included the critical reception of the way the neo-patristic 

school in its Russian and Greek forms worked with the sources, more precisely the 

critique of the patristic captivity and the captivity in anti-Westernism. Orthodox 

hermeneutics with the attributes of negative self-identification and antithesis be-

tween East and West does not achieve a balance, because it refuses the plurality.             

It is the move beyond neo-patristic synthesis, both its critical reception and alter-

native work with the sources, which achieves a position from which to see the 

strengths and weaknesses of its positions. The move beyond neo-patristic synthesis 

is needed in order to see the strength of Orthodox hermeneutics identified in terms 

of a strong sense of belonging to a community and in terms of seeing transcendence 

as something that mainly comes to this relationship from outside, as the Holy Spirit 

and not as a result of the cooperation between people and history. Therefore critical 

reception was introduced as the first step by Pantelis Kalaitzidis, by Brandon Gal-

laher, by Aristotle Papanikolaou, by Assaad Kattan and finally by Ivana Noble,                   

a voice coming outside of the Orthodox tradition. Alternative work with the sources 
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was the second step. John Breck created a hermeneutical model that makes use                    

of the historical element of the typological relationship, which is converted into the 

liturgical life of the interpretative community. Theodore Stylianopoulos names his 

approach a “dynamic conservatism” and anchors it in the high regard of Scripture, 

importance of prayer in the study of the Bible, and the purpose of exegesis                         

to illuminate theological truths and ethical values in Scripture. 

In conclusion, chapter nine discussed Orthodox hermeneutics in terms of a strong 

sense of belonging to a community as the result of the cooperation between people 

and history, at the same time seeing the divine as something that mainly comes                

to this relationship from outside. This viewpoint was accomplished by critical re-

ception and alternative work with the sources that achieved the move beyond neo-

patristic synthesis. First there was a section where we more closely approached the 

reception of Gadamer’s work in Orthodoxy to identify the most important areas 

they thematise and to address them from the perspective of modern Orthodox her-

meneutics. Presented were the receptions of Gadamer by Andrew Louth, Assaad 

Kattan and Nicolae Turcan.  The rest of the chapter was based on topics addressed 

by the reception of Gadamer in Orthodox hermeneutics. On the basis of the follow-

ing topics the horizon of human understanding and transcendence was approached. 

These areas are, first, the role of Tradition and Scripture as classics and as the bear-

ers of meaning, second, the discussion concerning contemplation and science, third, 

the role of the interpretative community, fourth, the liturgical and iconic dimension 

of Orthodox hermeneutics. I approached these themes thematically, but the repre-

sentative voices of current hermeneutical theologians were mentioned, the voices 

of John Breck, Anthony McGuckin, Kallistos Ware, Aristotle Papanikolaou, Vasile 

Mihoc, Michael Prokurat, John Galanis and others. The themes taken from Gadamer 

further led to the liturgical, iconic and contemplative dimension of Orthodox her-

meneutics. These reassess the radical clash between the divine and human in our 

perception of revelation of transcendence and both include the element of partici-

pation and the historicity of the interpretative community.  



292 

CONCLUSION 

 

Coming to the conclusion, let me spell out the areas in which both schools, the 

Gadamerian hermeneutical school and modern Orthodox hermeneutics, can 

enrich one another. Previous chapters considered the contribution of Gadamer’s 

hermeneutical school to the relationship between horizons of human 

understanding, and the contribution of modern Orthodox hermeneutics to the 

Western audience and its limits. Throughout the thesis it was pointed out that                

a conversation between these two partners cannot be based only on the parallels 

and similarities between two conceptions (although there are plenty) and their 

comparison. The method used in the thesis consisted in critical presentation                   

of strengths and weaknesses of each conception, in presenting the limits of each 

contribution, and in naming the areas where complementation is needed.                          

In a hermeneutical spirit it is possible to name this conversation a dialectical one, 

resulting in a genuine openness toward the surprising and unexpected encounters 

with the Other, rather than resulting in synthesis. 

The main question explored in this work was how to explain the relationship 

between the horizontal and vertical dimensions of understanding, where the 

content of what is understood in relation to the word and to God, was mediated 

in historically conditioned situations. Emphasized was the question concerning 

which sense transcendence thus was approached not only as what is beyond our 

reach and totally other, but also as self-revealing, active and enabling cooperation. 

This extension of the meaning of transcendence lead us to investigate how what 

is transcendent can be testified within and across horizons of human 

understanding, without it becoming created by the people. Attention was paid not 

only to how what is transcendent can be mediated as the transcendent, but also 

as to what the authority of the mediation and of those who mediate the 

transcendent was. 
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The hermeneutical school represented by the German thinker Hans-Georg 

Gadamer was shown to have had a formative impact on Western hermeneutics, 

especially through the discussions with Jürgen Habermas and Paul Ricoeur.                

The discussion he initiated included some of the main discussions in the Western 

philosophy of the last third of the 20th century and continues to include new 

impulses up till now, hence we spoke about a shift from Gadamer’s to Gadamerian 

hermeneutics.1053 The formative impact of Gadamer’s work has been visible               

as well in the development of theology in the West, where his concepts have been 

further developed by theologians such as Wolfhart Pannenberg, Edward 

Schillebeeckx, David Tracy, Kevin Vanhoozer, Werner Jeanrond, Jens 

Zimmermann and others, who have developed a hermeneutical aspect                               

in theology. In a similar manner, Orthodox hermeneutics was not personalized, 

but exemplified by concrete current voices. It was shown that modern Orthodox 

hermeneutics was less focused around any one person, but yet displayed common 

distinctive features. We followed its modern phase that lay in the struggles around 

the return to the sources, where the works of Georges Florovsky, Alexander 

Schmemann, John Meyendorff and Christos Yannaras were considered.                 

The postmodern phase of Orthodox hermeneutics shows a revalidation of the 

relationship to the sources, as is currently explored and revised by numerous 

authors, among which Pantelis Kalaitzidis, Aristotle Papanikolaou, Assaad Kattan, 

John Breck and others were mentioned.  

 

 Summary of the previous results: Gadamer’s hermeneutical school 

 

Now, let me conclude with what each of the chapters contributed to my argument. 

While analysing Gadamerian hermeneutics, the first part of the thesis showed               

its strength in investigating transcendence as it appears horizontally                                     

                                                        
1053 Something similar also is visible in the Protestant theology with a move from Luther’s to 
Lutheran theology. 
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in historically and culturally conditioned mediations, and in giving focus to the 

historical character of our being in the language, which includes new evolving 

situations. Gadamer contributed to this debate with his relational character                      

of understanding where the hermeneutical process was described as a dialogue 

(or play), in which ‘what is beyond’ appeared within the human horizon as result 

of human involvement. The weakness was noted in that he did not investigate                   

it sufficiently in relation to the divine. Transcendence for him appeared as the 

acknowledging of human finitude freed of any eschatological moment. Therefore 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics is not transcendent as something existing outside and 

contrasted with the immanent notion of world, and it is not the knowledge that 

goes beyond the categories of human reason, but his hermeneutics                                           

is transcendental as it provides an explanation of the required conditions                          

of possible experience. This is one of the reasons why Gadamer’s intentions need 

to be further developed by theologians, and as the thesis points out, would benefit 

from a closer investigation of the participatory relationship between                                                                      

the immanent and the transcendent as we find it in Orthodox theology. 

The first chapter called “Sources of Gadamer’s Hermeneutics” had as an aim           

to answer the following two questions: what lies in the background of Gadamer’s 

concepts and what is the context of Gadamer’s thinking? Therefore ancient and 

modern sources of Gadamer’s hermeneutics were introduced, which inspired his 

notion of holism, dialectics, historicity, linguisticality and universality. These also 

showed which, how and why some of the aspects underlined by his predecessors 

were overtaken into his own hermeneutics. His interest in Greek philosophy 

originated in his early years and was crucial for his hermeneutics, especially the 

concepts of dialogue (from Plato) and of practical judgment (from Aristotle).             

Plato was mentioned because through his dialogues Gadamerian hermeneutics 

developed as dialectical with an emphasis on dialogue and conversation. 

Aristotle’s articulation of practical knowledge φρόνησις, however in contrast; 

showed the real nature of the process of understanding, not from the perspective 
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of a subject that grasps the object, but as an experience through which prejudices 

or habits, passed on in tradition, encounter the strange and new. 

Further it was pointed out why and how Gadamer was aware of various modern 

thoughts he discussed. Thoroughly were mentioned only those who contributed 

to the discussion of horizons of human understanding and transcendence were 

thoroughly mentioned, starting with the Immanuel Kant’s distinction between the 

transcendent and the transcendental. The character of our being in the language 

developed through the discussion with Friedrich Schleiermacher, according                 

to whom everything presupposed in hermeneutics is but language. Wilhelm 

Dilthey claimed that man is a historical being and quite opposite                                             

to Schleiermacher, he moves to historicality and develops the project of historical 

reason that influenced Gadamer. Lived experience is according to Dilthey 

connected with a hermeneutical circle, which he understood in a sense that 

human persons are irrevocable historical, therefore our understanding at the stage 

of lived experience was always connected with interpretations in the past and this 

builds the platform on which understanding happens. Martin Heidegger was 

mentioned because he re-oriented understanding into a way in which humans 

exist and relate with the world. Gadamer accepted Heidegger’s analysis of the 

human understanding that every interpretation is grounded on a fore-

understanding and expanded on Heidegger’s structure of understanding                            

by making prejudices a part of the horizon of the reader. When doing this, 

Gadamer gave his theme a historical perspective, since prejudices are not 

something that the interpreter owns, but they build our horizon and constitute 

our relation with the world and past traditions. 

After showing where and how the concepts of dialogue, history, universality, 

language and prejudices entered into Gadamerian hermeneutical school, the 

second chapter “Development of Gadamer’s Hermeneutical Project” drew on the 

periodization of Gadamer’s work in three periods (1921-1959, 1960-1965, 1966-

2001). Here it was shown how his concept of horizons of human understanding 
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and transcendence developed as a “religious turn”. Gadamer’s work attempted              

to free again the area of human responsibility for people, recover the human 

finitude and underline the dialogue that allows seeing and hearing the other. 

Indeed, Gadamer’s methodical principle was “the other might be right.”  

Gadamer’s hermeneutics has been acknowledged, but at the same time was also 

subject to extensive criticism and discussion. This was described in the third 

chapter “Critique and Reception of Gadamer’s Hermeneutics”, where it was 

displayed how Gadamer’s thoughts have been accepted and how they have 

changed through this reception, in both philosophical and theological areas.                    

In detail were described discussions with Jürgen Habermas and Paul Ricoeur. 

Habermas was first, because he noted Gadamer’s reluctance to engage                            

in methodological conversation, opposition between truth and method and 

absolutization of hermeneutic understanding at the expense of the critique. 

Habermas argued that Gadamer failed to do justice to the power of reflection and 

therefore could not grasp the opposition between reason on one hand and 

prejudice on the other. Through this dialogue Gadamer revisited his notion                     

of authority and language. Further, Gadamer with Ricoeur offered two paradigms 

for contemporary hermeneutics, while Gadamer developed a dialogical model                         

of interpretation, in which the text is a ‘Thou’ with whom one engages                      

in a conversation, Ricoeur insisted upon the reflective distance of the text                           

as a linguistic object and stated that the moment of distance is the very core                       

of historical efficacy. This helped Gadamer to return to the text as a centre                       

of reference, which characterized his writings in the last third of the 20th ct. 

Further in the third chapter the main voice was given to theological thinkers, who 

critically received Gadamer's hermeneutics in various fields of their interests. 

There were divided according to the character of their analysis and elements they 

discussed: discussion of its traditional character, about the concept of history and 

concerning Gadamer’s notion of conversation. Several theologians who were 

mentioned include the following: Kevin Vanhoozer, who talked about the miracle 
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of understanding. Peter Stuhlmacher, a Protestant theologian who emphasised 

interpretative theology, defined understanding of faith as the process of fusion               

of horizons occurring in the history of effects. Francis Schüssler Fiorenza added 

to this that understanding is not placing oneself into the shoes of others,                         

but entails the fusion of horizons. Universal-historical understanding was 

developed by Wolfhart Pannenberg, according to whom wider life settings and 

epochs had their meaning only as parts of an even more comprehensive continuity 

of events within the horizon of human understanding. David Tracy pushed the 

importance of interpretation in theology and the need to reflect and interpret               

the very process of interpretation. 

Further, in the fourth chapter of this thesis “Horizons of Human Understanding 

and Transcendence in Gadamer’s Hermeneutical School,” there was a move                     

to a thorough analysis of horizons of human understanding and transcendence                 

in Gadamer’s hermeneutical school. Special attention was paid to the historical 

character of our understanding and its elements, such as history, prejudices, au-

thority and tradition. Further it pointed to the forms of understanding which are 

born out of merging of horizons, as was illustrated in concepts of dialogue, appli-

cation and play. Afterwards was presented transcendence as an aspect of our be-

ing in language, as was illustrated in the concepts of language, incarnation and 

aesthetic experience. In this regard we talk about the transcendental and not 

transcendent hermeneutics, because it does not deal with the knowledge of ob-

jects; but with how it is possible for us to experience those objects as objects.              

The transcendental element of Gadamer’s hermeneutics was visible already in the 

motto of his main book taken from Rilke’s sonnet, where he described that one 

experiences the limits of one’s own experience by experiencing something that 

calls one to go beyond the limits of his or her own experience. Understanding 

begins when something addresses us and one is drawn out of its constructions, 

and is caught by something, drawn into its way and into its game. This kind                     

of experience was an event which one undergoes as one participates in a process 
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that is more continuous than one is, and in the context of which one always has 

a sense that there is much more to be said than one communicates in a sentence. 

Hermeneutical experience takes place in language, but this experience could not 

be abstracted from language or even formally distinguished from it, and the tran-

scendence was always mediated historically. Tradition of the past always influ-

enced the subject during the process of understanding, and its prejudices always 

came to the fore before the act of understanding. There was therefore a circular 

movement within tradition between the prejudices and the current act of under-

standing, which is described as the fusion of horizons. 

This fusion was described as a dialogue, application and play. Gadamer elaborated 

this discussion on the example of theological hermeneutics, which served for him 

as the model of interpretation. Gadamer pointed out that the text cannot speak 

without attaching onto the one who speaks. This was illustrated as the 

‘hermeneutics of dialogue,’ where the dialogue was characterized by an openness, 

first it is an openness toward our position as the preconceptions we bring in the 

dialogue are part of history and tradition; second it means to be open to the 

position of the other, to what one has to say to us. The success of the dialogue                

is not measured by the level of new things we learned, but by the level of how one 

encounters the other and was transformed by this encounter. By insisting that              

in understanding a subject participates in events of which one could never claim 

to be the source and cannot take up transcendental status, Gadamer gave                        

an alternative medial path to this discussion, where the subject must forget itself 

without losing itself, as its active role adds to the meaning of what is revealed and 

so enriches the experience. This concept was explained in Gadamer's discussion 

of the truth in the notion of play. 

The third stage of this analysis put emphasis on how transcendence has been 

approached in the Gadamerian hermeneutical school.  It was important here that 

according to Gadamer the whole process of understanding occurs as an event                 

of language and that the experience of people with the world has always been 
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linguistic. A parallel was given between the hermeneutical model and incarnation 

in order to show the proper relation between word and thinking. The main 

argument here was the opening words from the prologue to John’s Gospel, which 

holds that Jesus is the Word present at the creation and will be in eternity with 

God. When God manifested himself to people in a human form, this form was not 

a mere manifestation or appearance, a change into something else or separation 

of one thing from another. In this sense the transcendence was not simply 

believing in God, but its foundation is a religiously experienced limit of human 

knowledge, ignoramus, of admitting our not-knowing. In this context the 

universality of hermeneutics based on language was transformed into the 

universality of the hidden god and into the universality of not-knowing.                             

A very important mark of new interpretations of Gadamer was the focus on the 

relationship between the aesthetic and religious experience, when the religious 

experience is exemplified with the limited human experience in aesthetics.  

Chapter five “Critical Evaluation of the Contribution of Gadamerian 

Hermeneutics” was the conclusion of the first part and offered a summary 

approach to the horizons of human understanding and transcendence.                                 

It was showed which aspects of Gadamer’s hermeneutics are still beneficial                  

for theological hermeneutics and where further complementation from other 

sources would be beneficial. Gadamer’s hermeneutical school can enrich 

Orthodox hermeneutics by strengthening the historical dimension of tradition 

rooted in language as a complement to the eschatological one, for giving 

alternative criteria for discernment of what is a good interpretation of the 

classics, for helping to move beyond the polarity of tradition and innovation,    

for the relational character of understanding where the hermeneutical process 

is described  as a dialogue, and for accepting the plurality of the mediations               

of the transcendent historically conditioned situations.  
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 Summary of the previous results: Orthodox hermeneutics 

 

In the second part of my thesis was offered an analysis of modern and postmodern 

Orthodox hermeneutics and its representatives. When examining some of the 

representative voices of Orthodox hermeneutics, its hermeneutics was identified 

in terms of a strong sense of belonging to community and seeing transcendence 

as something that mainly comes to this relationship from outside, as the Holy 

Spirit and not as the result of the cooperation between people and history. ‘What 

is beyond’ was here rather revealed than created, and always transcends this 

world and human nature. The problem is that vertically understood transcendence 

divinizes too much and does not leave space for the human element, for suspicion 

and otherness. There is a lack of criterion of validity to evaluate these elements 

and to discern between tradition and customs, between the voices of people and 

the call of the Holy Spirit. The reason Gadamer’s hermeneutical school was 

brought into a dialogue is the need for strengthening the historical dimension               

of tradition and to complement the eschatological dimension.  

In order to grasp the question of human understanding and transcendence her-

meneutically, in chapter six “Emergence of Modern Orthodox Hermeneutics:                   

A Historical Overview” we drew an analysis of the various ways hermeneutic 

theory has entered and developed in the Orthodox context. For this reason,                      

we showed in the historical overview that modern and postmodern Orthodox the-

ological hermeneutics has been developing in various directions: as a patristic 

hermeneutics, as a biblical hermeneutics, and as a hermeneutical theology.                  

Although the major interest in this thesis is in hermeneutical theology and its 

attributes, it was necessary to provide a historical overview as a background                 

on which hermeneutics developed. We started with the paradigm shift in neo-

patristic synthesis and the return to the Fathers, where the authority of the                 

Fathers was underscored as a hermeneutical principle. Further, the teaching of the 

Fathers was asserted by Florovsky as a permanent category of Christian existence 
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and an ultimate criterion of right faith. However the return to the critical thinking 

of the Fathers was missing. Then we continued with neo-Orthodoxy, a movement 

that appeared in the sixties in Greece and was characterised by interest                              

in apophatic theology, byzantine iconography, monasticism and the Eucharistic 

community, hesychasm and especially Gregory Palamas. However, it also brought 

antithesis between the East and West, because the East refused the positive 

achievements of Western culture. In the next step we continued with the restora-

tion of the relationship between patristics and biblical studies in the Seventies, 

when the moment of critical thinking was underlined, fundaments for patristic 

exegetical study were set and the discussion about biblical interpretation in the 

Orthodox world was initiated. Finally, we finished in the current era with                             

a redefinition of the relation between exegesis and hermeneutics, where herme-

neutics is distinct as a discipline that examines the premises and framework that 

condition understanding, rather than a simple return to the Fathers or dealing 

with the words of Scripture. Two short examples of current hermeneutical theo-

logians were offered in order to show the turn to the role of the reader, the plu-

rality of interpretations and the importance of interpretation. 

This historical overview offered three different understandings of the concept                

of hermeneutics. The first is patristic hermeneutics that relies mostly in the results 

of the efforts of the Church Fathers and the look at the Fathers as the main her-

meneutical principle. The second is biblical hermeneutics, which relies on the 

methodology developed mostly in the West that enables correct understanding              

of the words of Scripture. The third is hermeneutical theology that overcomes 

methodology and includes interpretation and exploration of our own situation,               

as well as the relationship with the subject matter of the text. Since in this thesis 

I am focusing on the relationship between human understanding and transcend-

ence, modern and postmodern Orthodox hermeneutical theology answers                   

how what is transcendent can be testified within the horizons of human under-

standing without being created by the people as what reaches beyond them. 
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Further, chapter seven “Sources of Orthodox Hermeneutics Revisited” presented 

the representatives of two dominant movements and waves in the 20th ct. in order 

to present how modern Orthodox hermeneutics developed in these contexts. First 

was presented modern hermeneutics among Russian émigrés, exemplified               

by Georges Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky, who were the founders of the neo-

patristic movement. This school and its concept of the return to the Fathers             

in a systematic way solves the problem of the role of the Bible for the Fathers and 

the recovery of patristic thinking. Florovsky’s concept of a Christian Hellenism 

was shown to be a hermeneutical principle. In order to explain the mode of being                 

of Orthodox Greek identity, Christos Yannaras, a representative of modern           

Orthodox Greek hermeneutics was presented. Yannaras brought a new herme-

neutical key, which is the Greek culture. The main condition for this structure               

of Greek hermeneutics is a structural anti-Westernism and a radical contrast            

between Orthodoxy and the West. These two expositions of representatives were 

followed by naming the problems that arise out of them, which I call captivities 

following Tim Noble. We concentrated on two captivities: a patristic captivity and 

captivity in an anti-Western attitude. According to my opinion these captivities 

are the most dominant hermeneutical criteria that rule contemporary Orthodox 

theology. Namely, by developing the concepts of Western and Babylonian captiv-

ity Orthodoxy aimed to find the unique Orthodox elements, but this resulted in 

another extreme. The return to the Fathers turned into a patristic captivity in the 

moment when “closer to the Fathers” was identified with “further from the Bible.” 

While in Western Christianity the authority of the Fathers has been subjected       

to the return to the Bible, in Orthodoxy the affirmation of authority downplayed, 

in effect, the authority of the Bible. The captivity in anti-Westernism, which fur-

ther contributed to expressions of Orthodox identity occurred when “closer           

to Orthodox identity” was identified with “further from the West.” We saw this 

hermeneutical approach among the Greek generation of the Sixties. My aim is to 

relativize these differences and expose such a black and white clash as artificial, 

as well as to show that patristic criteria are not so anti-scientific as it seems and 
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that those scientific methods are not so different from them. Therefore it was ar-

gued that critical thinking was not strange, unknown and rejected in the Early 

Church, quite the contrary, together with spirituality it built a strong holistic un-

derstanding of Christianity. This broken connection can be restored with a focus 

on the homiletic character of hermeneutics and on the connection of theology and 

spirituality. This discussion was very important for the theme of my thesis,           

because the positions presented show the weakness  of the Orthodox approach. 

Chapter eight “The Move Beyond Neo-Patristic Synthesis” further included the 

critical reception of the way the neo-patristic school in its Russian and Greek 

forms worked with the sources, more precisely the critique of the patristic captiv-

ity and the captivity in anti-Westernism, which arose as the result of the facts 

presented in the previous chapters. As expressed in the introduction to this thesis, 

main questions are: How can the balance between historical mediation and the 

silence that dismisses mediation be preserved? How can the participatory rela-

tionship between the immanent and the transcendent as we find it in Orthodox 

theology be preserved without divinizing the world? Orthodox hermeneutics with 

the attributes of negative self-identification, antithesis between East and West and 

traditionalizing of the Church does not achieve a balance, because it refuses the 

plurality. It is the move beyond neo-patristic synthesis, both its critical reception 

and alternative work with the sources, which achieves a position from which           

to see the strengths and weaknesses of its positions. We need the move beyond 

neo-patristic synthesis in order to see the strength of Orthodox hermeneutics 

identified in terms of a strong sense of belonging to a community and in terms            

of seeing transcendence as something that mainly comes to this relationship from 

outside, as the Holy Spirit and not as a result of the cooperation between people 

and history. Therefore critical reception was introduced as the first step  by Pan-

telis Kalaitzidis, who warns that the return to the Fathers is an introversion and 

conservatism, leading to polarisation. By Brandon Gallaher, who complements the 
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problem of Orthodoxy, upholding what is not rather than what is, with a herme-

neutical perspective of time that revises a neo-patristic synthesis. By Aristotle            

Papanikolaou who refuses the strict division between the Orthodox theology               

of a neo-patristic perspective and Western theology, demonstrated in self-identi-

fication of East against West, against Western liberal democracy, human rights, 

and individualism. I have also included one voice coming outside of the Orthodox 

tradition, yet commenting on it and bringing another important point, namely 

Ivana Noble and her expansion of the concept of living tradition with the moment 

of innovation that will enable its delivery as living to other generations. Finally 

by Assaad Kattan, who assumes that Orthodoxy inevitable needs hermeneutics           

as it needs discipline about understanding and its premises in order to focus          

on the plurality of the reader’s dimension, as inspired by Gadamer. 

Alternative work with the sources was the second step. John Breck offered                     

an Orthodox answer, which is based on the return to patristics, but at the same 

time is based also on scientific exegesis of Scripture. He created a hermeneutical 

model that makes use of the historical element of the typological relationship, 

which is converted into the liturgical life of the interpretative community, and 

which enables one to preserve the balance between the past, present and future. 

Theodore Stylianopoulos names his approach a “dynamic conservatism” and an-

chors it in the high regard of Scripture, importance of prayer in the study of the 

Bible, primary meaning as historical, and the purpose of exegesis to illuminate 

theological truths and ethical values in Scripture. Similar to the way Florovsky 

called for neo-patristic synthesis, Stylianopoulos calls for “neo-biblical synthesis.” 

The purpose of this chapter was to achieve a re-reading of Orthodox hermeneutics 

and prepare the ground for the next chapter, where presentation of the forms             

of modern Orthodox liturgical hermeneutics based on the Gadamerian basics           

followed. 

Finally, chapter nine “Horizons of Human Understanding and Transcendence                

in Current Orthodox Hermeneutics” discussed Orthodox hermeneutics in terms             
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of a strong sense of belonging to a community as the result of the cooperation                

between people and history, at the same time seeing the divine as something that 

mainly comes to this relationship from outside. This perspective was achieved               

by critical reception and alternative work with the sources in theology that 

achieved the move beyond neo-patristic synthesis. The structure of this thesis, 

where the first part deals with Gadamerian hermeneutics and the second part with 

modern and postmodern Orthodox theological hermeneutics compelled us to have 

a section where we more closely approached the reception of Gadamer’s work                

in Orthodoxy to identify the most important areas they thematise and to address 

them from the perspective of modern Orthodox hermeneutics. These themes then 

served as a basis for the rest of the chapter. Presented were the receptions of Gad-

amer by Andrew Louth and then two theologians of a younger generation: Assaad 

Kattan and Nicolae Turcan.  The continuation of the chapter was based on topics 

addressed by the reception of Gadamer in Orthodox hermeneutics, which were 

identified as important for Orthodoxy. On their basis the horizon of human                 

understanding and transcendence was approached. These areas are, first, the role               

of Tradition and Scripture as classics and as the bearers of meaning, second,                  

the discussion concerning contemplation and science, third,  the role of the inter-

pretative community, in Orthodox hermeneutics identified as the role of Church, 

fourth, the liturgical and iconic dimension of Orthodox hermeneutics. The herme-

neutical circle between Scripture and Tradition was in the centre, which means that 

the two are not in contrast or in too close cooperation, but in the form of a herme-

neutical circle. They influence one other and cannot be divided. Tradition and  

Scripture build the core of Orthodox hermeneutics with another concept, which           

is a community of believers. The role of the interpretative community was strongly 

emphasised by Gadamer, who in his concept of conversation between the ‘I’ and 

‘Thou’ shows the role of community, conversation and being with the other               

as a necessity for true revelation of meaning. I approached this theme thematically, 

but the representative voices of current hermeneutical theologians were mentioned, 
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the voices of John Breck, Anthony McGuckin, Kallistos Ware, Aristotle Papaniko-

laou, Vasile Mihoc, Michael Prokurat, John Galanis and others. These areas taken 

from Gadamer further led to the liturgical, iconic and contemplative dimension             

of Orthodox hermeneutics. These reassess the radical clash between the divine and 

human in our perception of revelation of transcendence and both include the            

element of participation and the historicity of the interpretative community.  

In order to conclude this thesis, I want to return to its opening quotation, that  

“the conversation that we are is the one that never ends.” Indeed, this thesis             

is neither the final word nor the closing solution in this area. Quite the contrary, 

it rather opens the conversation and sketches directions for further dialogue,              

it also initiates deeper dialogue between Western and Eastern thinking on the 

ground of hermeneutics. Apparently it is the conversation that leads us, not             

we who lead the conversion. The second line of the opening quotation, “no word 

is the last word, just as no word is the first” further shows the necessity of ana-

lysing the themes in dialogue and in a conversation, and not in isolation.               

We did a similar thing in this thesis: analysed Gadamer solely in relation to his 

predecessors, in relation to his followers, in relation to his critics, and analysed 

Orthodox hermeneutics in relation to its roots, in relation to social and political 

contexts, in relation to the weaknesses of its representative voices, in relation          

to representative voices who move it further and develop. In due course, acknowl-

edging that no word is either the first one or the last one shows that themes, 

questions, answers do not exist separated and disjointed, but always exist only            

in the conversation, in the history of effects and in the tradition, which was             

neither opened nor closed by them. It is actually the conversation itself that proves 

the existence of a relationship between the horizontal human dimension rooted 

in history and the transcendental vertical dimension rooted in revelation                         

as a mystery, be it the mystery of language, mystery of incarnation, mystery             

of a hidden god, or mystery of the Holy Spirit. 
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