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Introduction

Interpretation
& the Fall

However one wants to charactenze it—
whether as finitude, limit, mortality, opinion, pantiality,
mutability, or immanence
the first topic of philasophy has generally been taken
o be somethng o be overcome.

DENNIS J. SCHMIDT
The Ubiquity of the Finite: Hegel,
Heidegger and the Entitlements of Philosophy

Interpretation has long been a sin. Understood as a postlapsarian
phenomenon from which humanity must be redeemed, herme-
neutics has traditionally been linked with the curse and banish-
ment from the Garden. Interpretation, in short, is a result of the
Fall, is itself a fall—from the intelligible to the sensible, from
immediacy to mediation, from reading to hermeneutics. As the
‘medieval poet Dante tells the story, the nature of the Fall itself was
the transgression of the sign (il rapassar del segno),' a lawless semi-
otic act that initiated the tragic history of interpretation and cor-
rupted the previous immediacy Adam enjoyed in Eden.
Hermeneutics is something to be overcome by redemption,
whereby the curse of interpretation will be removed in a herme-
neutical paradise where interpretation is absent.
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Having been banished from the Garden, Adam and his progeny
were plagued by the curse of interpretation and the interpolation
of a hermeneutical space, but when paradise is regained, it is
hermeneutics itself that is banished. Thus Adam in Paradise can
proclaim to Dante, “Even if thou tell it not to me, I can discern thy
wish, with greater ease than thou canst know what seems to be
‘most sure. For I can see it in the Glass® of Truth, which is Itself
reflector of all things, but which itself can never be reflected.” The
redeemed Adam stands as the towering master hermeneut who is
in fact no hermeneut at all precisely because his knowledge is not
vexed by the mediation of interpretation but is rather an immedi-
ate access.’

Or so the story goes. It should be noted, however, that this
comedic tale does not unfold only in medieval philosophers and
poets. In many ways it is as ancient as the origins of Western
philosophy. Further, it continues to be told in our own era, by
traditions as diverse as Christian theology and contemporary
continental philosophy.* In sectors of both of these traditions, T
will argue, interpretation remains inextricably linked to the Fall
and fallenness: interpretation arrives upon the scene after Eden
as a curse, a postlapsarian disease (or perhaps an originary
lapse). The task of this book is to explore various understand-
ings of interpretation in light of these common categories of
“creation” and “fall.

As such, the book is characterized by two movements: the first
‘movement is a critical analysis of the way in which interpretation
has been linked to the Fall in the theological and philosophical
tradition. Throughout this critical exposition I will argue that
such a link between hermeneutics and fallenness contradicts an
integral Christian understanding of human finitude and language.
Drawing on alternative aspects within evangelical theology and

the second, movement (in
part three) involves sketching the contours of a philosophical
hermeneutic that considers language and finitude on the basis of
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an affirmation of the goodness of creation. Two initial points in
this regard should be noted

Models of Interpretations of Interpretation
First of all, I must emphasize that my task is not to examine how
various authors or traditions interpret; that is, I am not interested
primarily in their hermeneutics. My focus is how these authors
and traditions understand interpretation itself: What status do they
accord to the “act” of interpretation? What does an author under-
stand to be happening in the process of reading? What valuation is
accorded to interpretation? In brief, my question is not, how does a
philosophical and theological tradition interpret this text? but
rather, how does the tradition interpret interpretation itself? As
such, my goal is to disclose not the hermeneutical processes of the
authors below bul ralh:r their construal of interpretation as a
‘human i of interpretation.” The
‘project of this book is, then (if I may use such a prodigious prefix),
‘hich, of course, remains
In a sense my aim is to expound each author or tradition (corre-
sponding to chapters below) as models of how interpretation is
understood. This employment of *models” is now commonplace,
in theology” and specil in ions regarding
hermeneutics. A now-classic work is David Kelsey's The Use of
Scripture in Recent Theology,® which describes how the Bible is read
or functions in various authors by encapsulating them in seven
models. In a similar vein John Goldingay proposed four models for
Scripture® and more recently has attempted to outline similar mod-
els for the interpretation of Scripture. The work of Kelsey and
Goldingay, however, remains at the level of hermeneutical princi-
ples, constructing models of how various traditions and theolo-
gians interpret and employ Scripture in theology. Neither of these
authors really addresses how interpretation itself is construed in
these contexts.
My goal, then, is to take one further step back and analyze (1) how
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various and i the role of
interpretation in *knowing," (2) what status they accord to the
result of interpretation, and (3) how they conceive of the relation-
ship between hermeneutics and human “be-ing."" These matters
will be uncovered, for instance, in considering the scope that
each author attributes to interpretation, or how someone under-
stands the relationship between reading and interpretation, or
the way in which “interpretation” is contrasted with or related to
“knowledge.” What I am attempting to uncover remains largely
un-thought in most theologians and, I will contend, a number of
philosophers. To construct models of such interpretations of
interpretation, one must work at a level of indirectly unveiled
assumptions and commitments. This method should become
clearer in later chapters.

Let me say another word about my use of models. Each chapter
considers one or two theologians and philosophers and attempts to
piece together how they understand the role and status of interpre-
tation. I have chosen to focus on representative works that flesh
out several models that I see operating in much of traditional and
contemporary thought. In this book, then, each part represents a
‘model, and each chapter depicts a variation of that model—a model
within a model, if you will

Chapter one considers Rex Koivisto and Richard Lints as repre-
sentatives of certain aspects (but not the entirety) of contemporary

theology where is as origi-
nating in the Fall. Interpretation, from this perspective, is a media-
tion that is to be overcome, restoring a prelapsarian immediacy.
Eden, which was lost (but is now regained), was a paradise of per-
petual connection: a hermeneutical paradise because of the
absence of hermeneutics. Koivisto and Lints, then, represent what [
will call a present immediacy model, which is something of a real-
ized eschatology: the curse of interpretation is lifted here and now
(for the evangelical Christian, that is). Though I focus on Koivisto
and Lints, many others could be located in this model; these others
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will often be referred to in endnotes, but they will not be discussed

In chapter two i focus on the work of German theologian Waf-
hart Pannenberg as a representative of a “dim-mirror hermeneu-
tic* or an eschuiological immediacy mode! For Pannenberg also,
interpretation is a state of afairs from which humanity must be
redeemed. However, this overcoming does not occur until the
eschaton, until the end of time, at which time immediacy will be
restored. In this model | will also refer to Hans Georg Gadamer's

and Jirgeti aritical theory

asfurther examples

Inboth of these chapters (which compose part one) we see theolo-
gians and philosophers who consider hermeneutics to be a result of
the Fall and who understand interpretation as somehow fallen. In
addition, both models posit a time when this state of affairs is over-
come. These thinkers express the confident hope of overcoming and
escaping human fmitude, and they represent yet another chapter ina
long philosophical story of ascent to the Absolute and Unconditioned.

In part two, however, we will engage two philosophers who also
understand hermeneutics as fallen but who have no desire or
dream of overcoming or escaping this condition. They have no
memories of a paraise nor any for an
eschawl ogical heavenly city Thus for Martin Heidegger (chapter
three), hermeneutics is always violent because it constantly strug-
gles against the pull to everydayness—the everyday temptation of
being-in-the-world. Further, human being-in-theworld is "essen-
tially" fallen for Heidegger, and it is characterized by a structural

with absorption in the world (1 Cor 7). However, Heidegger effects
an of in the world, it
asastructural aspect of finite, human existence

Jacques Derrida, | will contend in chapter four, operates within
asimilar model. According to him interpretation isalways aviolent
act, an incision, a cut, which necessarily excludes and amputates.




