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Introduction

Since the end of the 20th century, a common understanding seems to have 
been emerging about the roles and missions of exegesis. Grant Osborne’s 
introductory book The Hermeneutical Spiral, written in 1991 and reprinted 
several times,1 declared peace between biblical methods; he proposed an 
“integrated” approach starting with the historical context (chap. 1) and pro-
gressing to biblical theology (chap. 15), systematic theology (chap. 16) and 
homiletics (chap. 17 and 18). He advocated for a continuity between his-
torical-critical methods (included in what he called “general hermeneutics”) 
and historical methods (“genre analysis”), between what is usually called ex-
egesis and what is usually called theology (“applied hermeneutics”). In the 
Catholic world, the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s document The Interpre-
tation of the Bible in the Church2 recommended the same harmonious dia-
logue between Bible reading methods (except for its fundamentalist inter-
pretation, vigorously rejected).

The 2000s, however, challenged this beautiful and ecumenical consen-
sus. Not only did the relationship of exegesis to history tend to become more 
problematic, but its divorce from theology became more pronounced.

A Problematic Relationship to Theology

Since the 19th century, exegesis has maintained complex and sometimes con-
flicting relationships with dogmatic discourse as well as with fundamental 
theology. Benoît Bourgine claims that both disciplines have conflicting inter-
actions, despite all the assertions to the contrary and notwithstanding all 
irenic statements. “Whoever has any contact with exegetes and theologians 
knows that, in reality, their worlds are moving further apart every day, and 
their approaches have ever less in common. There is no reason to worry, 
they say, because exegesis explains the Bible with greater ease when it keeps 

1 Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Bib-
lical Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010).

2 Available online: http://catholic-resources.org



its distance from theology, and theology continues its work successfully by 
leaving the Bible to the exegetes.”3

The reason for this divorce is twofold. The upsurge of fragmentary studies, 
the “division of labour” between the Old and New Testaments, the “special-
isation” of the exegetical task has led the theologian to favour the relation-
ships with philosophy.4 On the exegetes’ side, the constitution of their dis-
cipline led them to be wary of dialogue. Their historical-critical method 
was partly built in opposition to the theological tradition. Not to mention 
their attitude if they engage in a postmodern approach: to them, theology is 
the very name of oppression, since as a language it is still controlled by in-
stitutions seeking to ensure their supremacy, as well as the domination of a 
very select class of white and predominantly European men. Their rejection 
is widely explained by the founding act of these theories, inspired by Michel 
Foucault’s thought on social control through ideology. The mere fact that 
theological methods have been exercising absolute sovereignty over biblical 
studies for so many years is enough to make them symbols of domination.

Should they engage in a more literary approach, the exegetes abstain from 
any external interpretation. The famous “principle of immanence” has pos-
tulated since Hjemslev that meaning can only reside within the language it-
self, and therefore that the sense of the text must be found within itself. If a 
theological discourse is to exist, then it is up to the reader of the exegete to 
come up with it. Making a clear diagnosis of the situation, James Barr stated:

Literary scholars, far from supporting the theological use of the Bible, were interested 
in taking the Bible over as a basically literary body of material. It could be and should 
be read and understood “as literature,” and the doing of this, it often appeared, was 
something quite independent of what synagogues, churches or theologians might 
think or desire.5

A Problematic Relationship to History

If the relationship between exegesis and theology is problematic, the former’s 
relationship to history is not much better.

In a stunning resurgence, historical positivism, that seemingly disappeared 
in the mid-twentieth century, made a spectacular comeback from the late 

3 Benoît Bourgine, Bible oblige, essai sur la théologie biblique, LD 308 (Paris: Cerf, 
2019), 9.

4 Bourgine, Bible oblige, 15.
5 James Barr, The Concept of Biblical Theology: An Old Testament Perspective (London: 

SCM Press, 1999), 238.
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1990s onwards. The distant origin of this revival may be the work of Ernst 
Käsemann. Contesting Bultmann’s position,6 this German scholar held the 
following opinion: since the Christian community wanted to express its faith 
in the form of a narrative about Jesus’ preaching and action in the world, the 
narrative elements provided necessarily have some historicity.7

In Käsemann’s mind, this was a far cry from historical positivism. Rather 
than exploring the differences between the “Jesus of History” and the “Christ 
of Faith,” he suggested looking for their continuity. However, as Pierre Gisel 
acknowledges,8 “shifts” were possible, and the temptation to come back to 
a certain form of positivism was strong. Käsemann’s position facilitated the 
return of an aspiration for historical “irrefutability.” The exegetical world 
tended to atomise, beginning a “Third quest of the historical Jesus” difficult 
to define with precision.9 The various aspects of this quest are so ramified 
that they completely escape characterisation. Nowadays, the scenery, gradu-
ally populated by postmodern approaches, would be even more complex. In 
such a confusing nexus, the surreptitious revitalisation of the idea inherited 
from the 19th century – that one can, on the model of physics, reach definitive 
knowledge – was possible.

Some of the clearest evidence of this rebirth is the return of the usage of 
“criteria of historicity.” Their most famous advocate is John Paul Meier’s 
celebrated book A Marginal Jew.10 There is no doubt J. Meier himself is 
very cautious, stating that “the use of the valid criteria is more an art than a 
science, requiring sensitivity to the individual case rather than mechanical 
implementation. It can never be said too many times that such an art usually 
yields only varying degrees of probability, not absolute certitude.”11 However, 
many scholars see this work as a kind of starting point for new reflections 

 6 For instance in Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1963).

 7 Ernst Käsemann, “Das Problem des historischen Jesus,” in Exegetische Versuche und 
Besinnungen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1964), 187–214. Ernst Käsemann, 
“Sackgassen im Streit um den historischen Jesus,” in Exegetische Versuche und Besinnungen 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1968), 31–82.

 8 Pierre Gisel, Vérité et histoire, Théologie historique 41 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1977), 
120–22. Pierre Gisel, “La question du Jésus historique chez Ernst Käsemann revisitée à 
partir de la ‘troisième quête’,” ETR 79 (2004): 451–63.

 9 Daniel Marguerat, “La ‘Troisième Quête’ du Jésus de l’histoire,” in Le Cas Jésus 
Christ: Exégètes, historiens et théologiens en confrontation, ed. Pierre Gibert and Chris-
toph Theobald (Paris: Bayard, 2002), 105–40.

10 John Paul Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, ABRL (New York/
New Haven: Doubleday/Yale University Press, 1991–2016).

11 John Paul Meier, A Marginal Jew, ABRL (vol. 1; New York: Doubleday, 1991), 184.
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on Jesus:12 its historical methodology being so “perfect,” how could its con-
clusions not reach an irrefutable historical truth?

This claim of “objectivity” may be a surprise. Admittedly, the consequences 
that some would like to draw from it to prove the “historicity” of the results of 
this method are appalling. With Joseph Moingt,13 we must recall the words of 
Jocelyn Benoist: the reality of history is only the “contingent, this weak being 
who is a power that is not to be,” a “being always ready to erase itself ” that 
forces us to think of history as “irreducible to any universality, irremediably 
bound to the singular, and thus distant from any scientific truth.”14 What is 
the application of criteria, if not a desire to have a “strong discourse” on re-
ality? What is this claim, if not a surprising return of the idea of objectivity 
in history, perhaps slightly watered down, yet widely asserted, notably by 
John Barton?

Biblical Criticism strives to be “objective” in the sense that it tries to attend to what 
the text actually says and not to read alien meanings into it. But it does not claim a 
degree of objectivity higher than is possible in humanistic study generally. Biblical 
critics have often been less objective than they have claimed to be, but this does not 
mean that all biblical criticism is hopelessly compromised. Equally, it does not mean 
that objectivity should not be an ideal at all.15

We should never tire of questioning this ideal of objectivity that the whole 
historical tradition of the 20th century  – from Lucien Febvre to Stephen 
Greenblatt  – tried to dismantle. Moreover, while J. Barton ingenuously 
proclaims this confidence in objectivity, which perhaps sounds somewhat 
like the certainty of holding the truth, postmodern approaches – feminist, 
postcolonial, queer, etc. – declare with no less candour that they have com-
pletely ceased to believe in it. In a provocative article, George Aichele, 
Peter Miscall, and Richard Walsh explained that historical-critical methods 
may seek to produce assertive and consensual theories about the author’s 
intention of the text, the original audience or references to actual historical 
events, no one cares, since postmodernism vigorously rejects the idea that 
an assured and consensual theory can exist.16

12 See the critical remarks expressed by Dale Allison: Dale C. Allison, “It Don’t Come 
Easy: A History of Desillusionment,” in Jesus, Criteria, and the Demise of Authenticity, ed. 
Chris Keith and Anthony Le Donne (London: T&T Clark, 2012), 186–98.

13 Joseph Moingt, “Note à l’issue du colloque de RSR,” RSR 99 (2011): 31–35.
14 Jocelyn Benoist, “L’écriture de la contingence. Sur le sens et l’objet du discours his-

torique,” RSR 84 (1996): 253–66 (here: 253–55).
15 John Barton, The Nature of Biblical Criticism (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2007), 6.
16 George Aichele, Peter Miscall, and Richard Walsh, “An Elephant in the Room: 

Historical-Critical and Postmodern Interpretations of the Bible,” JBL 128 (2009): 383–404. 
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Among those who believe fairly too much in the results of history and 
those who declare in advance that they will not believe in them in the name 
of “anti-essentialism,”17 what nuanced position can one adopt?

Reading with the Readers of the Past to Overcome the Gap

The consequence of this double malaise is the isolation, even the con-
finement, of the exegesis surrounded by a gap. On the one hand, by cutting 
itself off from theology, exegesis deprives itself of the “natural” partner who 
stimulated it. Theologians’ interventions may have seemed annoying to ex-
egetes, or even downright fatal to freedom, especially in the Catholic world, 
but they nevertheless allowed the latter to refine their ideas and to question 
the knowledge they were building. In epistemology, the ability to interact 
with its limits validates the scientificity of a theory. A theory’s ability to enter 
dialogue with what contests it is the proof of its solidity. On the other hand, 
by refusing to take history into account or by making history the place of 
absolute certainty, the exegete condemns himself to a kind of solitary dia-
logue with the text (if he rejects any relationship to history) or to construct 
an immobile image of the text because he considers it “true” (if he considers 
that history can produce certainty). Simply put, exegesis is condemned in the 
short term to become a self-referential and therefore hyperspecialised dis-
cipline, accessible to those who will accept to “enter exegesis” as one enters 
the monastery, i. e., in a closed world, governed by its own rules and customs, 
whose relations with the outside world are limited and codified.

The approach I am proposing consists of renewing the dialogue with 
tradition, i. e., with the readings of the past – from the Fathers of the Church 
to the 21st-century exegetes – with a definition of the term “reading” broad 
enough to include literary and poetic works, plastic works, music, and even 
popular culture.

My goal is twofold. First, reading the interpreters allows to find another 
person with whom one can enter into dialogue within the discipline itself. 
The distance between the previous interpreters and us is always greater than 
we think, as if their voices came from a foreign country. Second, considering 
the former readings opens up a world shared with the theologian, a common 
reference base, and thus the only way to foster dialogue.

A presentation of the debate generated by the article: William John Lyons, “Hope for a 
Troubled Discipline? Contributions to New Testament Studies from Reception History,” 
JSNT 33 (2010): 207–20.

17 Aichele, Miscall, and Walsh, “An Elephant,” 384.
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To advocate for this option of reading in tradition, this book is composed 
of two parts. In the first theoretical part, I will begin by examining why there 
has been a break in tradition and why this suggestion of “reading in tradition” 
seems so iconoclastic nowadays. Then I will show that this claim to tabula 
rasa is utterly illusory and that we must revive Hans-Georg Gadamer’s pro-
posal for hermeneutics rooted in history. The second part is more practical, 
insofar as it progresses with examples. I will start with a chapter directly 
inspired by Gadamer on the issue of preconceptions. The following two 
chapters will illustrate the complementarity of reading in tradition with his-
torical reading, on the one hand, and with literary analysis on the other. 
Finally, I will show through three examples that reading in tradition is a way 
towards a theology genuinely reflective of readers.

This book is therefore not a textbook that would propose a new method 
which would be called “history of reception” or Wirkungsgeschichte. It 
makes use of a series of diverse and already tried and tested methods or 
methodologies and does not seek to forge new concepts. More modestly, it 
demonstrates that exegesis should take note of this impassable fact: the his-
toricity of all understanding.

One last clarification. The subtitle of this book is Reading the Bible Today 
with the Readers of the Past and not Reading the Bible, because my field of 
competence is the New Testament. It seems to me that many elements might 
also concern the Old Testament, but I do not venture to elaborate on this 
theme.
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Chapter 1

Exegesis: A Field Going From Rupture to Rupture

The fact that exegesis is at odds with tradition should be no surprise, the dis-
cipline owing its very existence to this rupture. Biblical criticism stemmed 
from a refusal of the reading tradition in order to offer a “new” interpre-
tation. This conviction caused three successive separations, during which 
three interpretative theories were built against what preceded them.

I. The Critical Turn: The Figure of the Objective Reader

The first break in the interpretation of the Bible was the “critical turn” that 
gave rise to the so-called historical-critical method. Often traced back to the 
19th century, its emergence is the result of a series of several ruptures with 
tradition.

1. A Rupture Made of Ruptures

Invented by historians for historians, the historical-critical method naturally 
brought about historians to create its history.1 Georges Tavard2 recalled that 
the consensus established since the patristic period, according to which 
predecessors’ opinions were stated before being synthesised and even-
tually endorsed, was challenged before the Reformation. As early as the 13th 
century, Henry of Ghent (1217–93), the doctor solennis, dared ask the ques-
tion: “should we believe more in the authority [of Scripture] than in the one 
of the Church, or the other way round?”3 His answer is surprising: “although 

1 Henning Graf Reventlow, Epochen der Bibelauslegung (vol. 1–4; München: C. H. 
Beck, 1990–2001). English transl.: Henning Graf Reventlow, History of Biblical Inter-
pretation, Resources for Biblical Study 50, 61, 62, 63 (Leiden: Brill, 2010–2011).

2 George H. Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church: The Crisis of the Protestant Reformation 
(London: Burns & Oates, 1959).

3 Utrus magis credendum est auctoritate huius scientiæ quam ecclesiæ, aut e converso? 
Henricus a Gandano, Summæ quæstionum ordinarium, art. 10, q. 1, f. 73r in Henricus 
a Gandano, Summæ quæstionum ordinariarum, Republication of the edition from 1520 
(St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute, 1953).



both of them are in perfect accord, we must nevertheless identify which of 
the two we should prefer to believe in matters of faith, should it happen 
that the community held to be the Church disagree on any aspect with the 
Scripture.”4 He explained that, naturally, the Church and the Scripture always 
agree, but the weaknesses of the human spirit may create “a community held 
to be the Church”, disconnected from Scripture. In this case, “it is simpler 
and more appropriate to believe the Scripture rather than the Church, for the 
truth is preserved more steadfastly and immutably in Scripture and no one 
is allowed to remove or change anything from it.”5 Considering that these 
arguments would be used by the Reformers to reject the ecclesial institution 
they repute guilty of conflict with the Gospel, Henry of Ghent launches a sort 
of premonitory reflection.

Hypothesized in the 13th century, the possibility of revoking the legacy 
of the Church in case of doubt became effective two centuries later. As 
Anne-Marie Pelletier pointed out,6 the organic link between Scripture, 
Tradition and the Institution entails that when one is challenged, the others 
are contested. Thus, protesters slipped imperceptibly from denunciation of 
“indulgences” to this alleged abuse of power: confiscating a text and appro-
priating its meaning. Under the early slogan sola scriptura lies a brand-new 
understanding of the act of reading, now perceived as an individual face-to-
face of a subject with the text, which implies three presuppositions. (1) the 
uselessness (even harmfulness) of institutional regulations, and thus the 
rejection of tradition. (2) the affirmation of the transparency of the text based 
on the confidence that everyone can access it personally. (3) the construction 
of a new figure of the reader, henceforth alone and no longer collective, uni-
versal and no more an elite legitimised by the institution (the Church and, 
its extension, the University).

The 16th century was far from the objective 19th-century reader: many 
nuances exist from Luther to Sebastian Franck, Calvin, Melanchthon, and 
Zwingli.7 Two centuries of various definitions and formulations made it pos-

4 Videndum est ergo cui eorum magis in eis quæ sunt fidei credendum sit, quamvis 
omnino concordent, ut si forte communitatem quæ reputabitur fore ecclesia et sacram 
scripturam discordare in aliquo aliquando contingeret, scire poterimus cui eorum securius 
adhærendum sit. Henricus a Gandano, ibid., f. 73r.

5 Secundo autem modo dicendum quod simpliciter et absolute magis credendum est sa-
cræ scripturæ quam ecclesiæ, quia veritas ipsa in scriptura immobiliter et impermutabiliter 
semper custoditur, nec permittitur cuiquam addere subtrahere vel mutare, Henricus a 
Gandano, ibid., f. 73r.

6 Anne-Marie Pelletier, Lectures du Cantique des cantiques: De l’énigme du sens aux 
figures du lecteur, AnBib 121 (Roma: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1989), 82.

7 Henning Graf Reventlow, History of Biblical Interpretation III, Resources for Bib-
lical Study 62 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 65–98.
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sible to specify a hermeneutic method. The milestones were diverse, starting 
with Matthias Flaccius Illyricus,8 then Richard Simon and Baruch Spinoza,9 
continuing with the pietists and the German Aufklärung (Reimarus, Lessing, 
Herder)10 until the foundation in Germany of “biblical studies” (de Wette, 
Strauss).11

2. Thinking against Tradition

Barthold Georg Niebuhr (1776–1831), Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886), and 
Johann Gustav Droysen (1808–1884) distinguished themselves in this school 
of biblical studies. Their conceptions are summarised in the famous words 
from the young Ranke, repeated ad nauseam: “to history was given the task 
of judging the past, of instructing the present for the benefit of future times. 
The present endeavour does not strive for such high tasks: it only wants to 
say what really happened.”12

Repeating the quotation in its entirety, and not only the phrase “wie es ei-
gentlich gewesen”, allows for a little more nuance. Ranke is indeed issuing 
a warning. He is trying to confine history to a humble task (bloß). His-
tory should not be a lesson to be learned. However, this modesty pairs up 
with a certain presumption: Ranke is contending that history can strive for 
objectivity in order to tell what really (eigentlich) happened.

The conceptions of the historist school are clear. Since its purpose is 
to elevate history to the rank of “rigorous” science, it rejects subjectivity: 
the historian must establish the facts as they happened, without any value 
judgement. He needs to banish generalisations and intend to grasp the 
past events in their singularity, separately from other periods and giving 
priority to the search for their immediate causes. In this way, he must apply 
Schleiermacher’s words, according to whom no artwork can be understood 
without its context of production: “an artwork is therefore truly rooted in its 
soil and its terrain, in its environment. It already loses its meaning when it is 
torn from this environment and put into circulation: it is like something that 

 8 Graf Reventlow, History of Biblical Interpretation IV, 3–12.
 9 Graf Reventlow, History IV, 83–109.
10 Graf Reventlow, History IV, 155–201.
11 Graf Reventlow, History IV, 231–334.
12 Man hat der Historie das Amt, die Vergangenheit zu richten, die Mitwelt zum Nutzen 

zukünftiger Jahre zu belehren beygemessen: so hoher Ämter unterwindet sich gegen-
wärtiger Versuch nicht: er will bloß sagen, wie es eigentlich gewesen. Leopold von 
Ranke, Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Völker von 1494 bis 1535 (Leipzig: 
Reimer, 1894), v–vi.
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has been saved from fire and now bears the mark of its burns.”13 Rejecting 
any teleological philosophy of history à la Hegel,14 historicism is nothing 
more than the extension of the positivist method to history. It is one of the 
various facets of what Karl Popper labelled “scientism,” i. e., the naive use 
of the methods of exact sciences in human sciences by people who only 
perceive limited practical application to them.15 Conceived by German-
speaking thinkers, this method succeeded in Germany, especially in Prus-
sia.16 Historism was initially a Prussian positivism, as evidenced by the most 
representative work of the movement, Theodor Mommsen’s Römische Ge-
schichte. It later extended its influence to Great Britain, Italy, and Poland, 
thereby becoming a “European phenomenon.”17

In the world of texts, where do the facts come from? The application of 
the historicist method to biblical texts could not be done without a general 
theory of meaning. As Hans W. Frei has shown, this theory was based on 
identification between the meaning of the text and its reference. Referring 
back to the English philosopher Anthony Collins (1676–1729), Frei shows 
that this identification is part of the debate on typological meaning, present 
since the Church Fathers. When Isaiah announces the birth of the Mes-
siah by a young woman (Is 7:14), does it mean the birth of an heir in the 
house of Ahaz or the birth of Christ? Collins replies that there can be no 
other meaning to this text and that it is to be found in the words and gram-
mar: “to suppose passages cited, explained and argued from in any other 
method, seems very extraordinary and difficult to understand, and to reduce 
to rules.”18 This presupposes, says Frei, the rejection of the primacy of ex-
planation over historical meaning, the conviction that grammatical and log-

13 So also ist eigentlich ein Kunstwerk auch eingewurzelt in seinem Grund und Boden, 
in seine Umgebung. Es verliert schon seine Bedeutung, wenn es aus dieser Umgebung 
herausgerissen wird und in den Verkehr übergeht. Es ist wie etwas, das aus dem Feuer 
gerettet ist und nun Brandflecken trägt. Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher, Ästhe-
tik (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1931), 86.

14 Christophe Bouton, Le Procès de l’histoire: Fondements et postérité de l’idéalisme 
historique de Hegel, Bibliothèque d’histoire de la philosophie temps modernes (Paris: 
J. Vrin, 2004), 254.

15 Robert Nadeau, “Contre le scientisme. Pour l’ouverture d’un nouveau front,” 
Philoso phi ques 13 (1986): 353–68.

16 Friedrich Jaeger and Jörn Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus: Eine Einführung 
(München: C. H. Beck, 1992), 86–90.

17 Jaeger and Rüsen, Historismus, 79.
18 Anthony Collins, A Discourse of the Grounds and Reasons of the Christian Religion 

(London: [n. c.], 1737), 45. Cited in Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A 
Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven, CT: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1974), 84.
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