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Article Summary:
Vanhoozer raises a critical question for hermeneutics and biblical interpretation: To what extent are we active in the
process of interpretation, and to what extent are we passive? Another way of putting the question is: Is interpreting the
biblical text something I have control of, or is there a more mystical and intangible element at work. The intangible
element is represented by the school of philosophical hermeneutics.
Vanhoozer shows that philosophical hermeneutics, represented particularly by Hans-Georg Gadamer, appeals to a
mystical or even a “miracle” element in the nature of understanding. Vanhoozer takes seriously the contribution of
philosophical hermeneutics and finds a similarity with the thinking of Karl Barth. Vanhoozer, however, adds a distinctively
Christian twist to what he perceives as secular hermeneutics. The twist is that rather than appealing to the mystical or the
miracle element, as Gadamer had done, Vanhoozer employs Christian theological categories like “grace,” “illumination,”
and the activity of being “in Christ.”

I find Vanhoozer’s recent essay on understanding to be a very critical and important work
for hermeneutics in general and for biblical studies in particular. Vanhoozer raises a fundamental
question for interpretation and understanding, a question that has been kicking around here and
there for the past century or so in one way or another amongst scholars and academics, not the
least of which are the likes of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Karl Barth. Vanhoozer clearly
articulates this question and seeks to explore the answer within a distinctively Christian
framework. 

The question goes as follows:  “Is understanding a type of active mastery or a passive
happening? Is it something the interpreting subject does, or is understanding done to the
interpreter by the subject matter.”2

This has been a critical question in my mind for several years and I believe it has critical
ramifications for biblical studies on all levels: from the most erudite and academic considerations
to the most practical interactions of pastors and teachers within the local church setting. The
question centers on the extent to which we as interpreters have control over the process of
understanding and the extent to which we, ourselves are actually controlled by the biblical text.
Are we in control of the Scripture, or do the Scriptures control us? 

If we are the masters of interpretation, does this mean that biblical interpretation is strictly
a matter of applying the right rules and procedures? Can we gain understanding by simply
applying the right method of interpretation? Or is there something more – something intangible
that is at work in this process of understanding the written Word of God?

Vanhoozer’s quest is to explore whether interpretation is something done or if it is
something done to the interpreter in terms of a process. He begins by exploring the approaches of
two important thinkers: René Descartes, who represents a philosophical perspective and Karl
Barth from a theological perspective.

1 To comment on and interact with this essay please go to http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com. (The precise link is
currently here: http://theosproject.blogspot.com/2006/09/kevin-vanhoozer-discourse-on-matter.html.)
2 Kevin Vanhoozer, “Discourse on Matter: Hermeneutics and the ‘Miracle’ of Understanding,” in Hermeneutics at
the Crossroads, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, James K.A. Smith, and Bruce Ellis Benson (Bloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 2006), p. 4. All emphases in this paper belong to the author unless otherwise noted.



For Vanhoozer Descartes is representative of an approach to understanding that
emphasizes the active mastery of the interpreter. In short, interpretation is something that we as
interpreters do and as such the methods employed are absolutely critical:

Two points in particular deserved to be noted given the purposes of the present essay: first, for Descartes,
understanding is something that subjects do. That is the whole point of presenting a method: methods
establish the steps to take in order to succeed at a given task, in this case, discovering truth. Second, the
central issue is trying to make sense of Descarte’s Discourse is the problem of knowing what he means in
his first rule by accepting only those ideas that appear “so clearly and distinctly to my mind.” This second
point complicates the first: to what extend is the knowing subject the active agent of the appearance of clear
and distinct ideas and to what extent is she the passive recipient?3

The second point made here by Vanhoozer is that despite the fact that Descartes insists
upon the active participation of the interpreter there still seems to be a sense in which the
interpreter is a recipient. Vanhoozer comes back to this point later in the essay to note that “for
Descartes, and for many in the modern West, reason is an instrument for ‘seeing’ in the mind’s
eye…Understanding is on this view a by-product of the active subject’s agency on the matter.” 

Vanhoozer’s clarification here is helpful for noting the contrast that he develops when
dealing with Barth and even later with Gadamer: Understanding may involve a reception of
something, but that reception is the result of the subject’s activity and, by implication, the result
of applying the appropriate method.

On a very practical level, my concern with biblical studies amongst many conservatives
whether they be pastors, bible study teachers or conservative scholars is that all biblical
interpretation seems to be reduced to a method or process. The only “correct” interpretation of a
Scriptural text occurs at the end of a rigorous and scientific process of applying the correct rules
of grammar and syntax. According to this philosophy interpretive debates occur almost
exclusively at the level of grammar/syntax such that the positions of interpreters hinge on the
golden rules of interpretation.

The main problem I see with these approaches is the fact that God has never, to my
knowledge, delivered these golden rules of interpretation to us. As such, these rules, which often
attain almost canonical status are, in reality, simply the product of human thought and
contemplation. If they are the result of human thought and effort they are man-made and
artificial, and this is true whether the rules are right or wrong.

This approach has the potential to result in absolute disaster if a Bible study teacher or
preacher has a few bad rules in his methodology. What if, for example, a teacher/preacher
learned in seminary 30 years ago that the best way to determine a word is to look at how it is
used in other biblical texts, with less attention spent to immediate context? Or perhaps the
methodology taught in such a seminar focused on deriving meaning by word-building: The least
common denominator of meaning is found at the level of the individual word. The point to be
made is that at a practical level if a method attains canonical status in the mind of a
preacher/teacher then there is very little flexibility in the mind of such an interpreter, resulting in
a limited amount of exploration by the teacher or his/her students.

It also seems true that a subtle hierarchy develops in which the pastor becomes the sole
authority of interpretation simply because he holds the canonical methodology for interpretation.
If such a hierarchy exists in a strong sense then it would be little surprise if many congregants
were to develop a lethargic attitude towards their own biblical studies. After all, if the pastor or
priest has the correct method, then why go to the bother of studying on one’s own?
3 Ibid., p. 8.



Returning to Vanhoozer we saw that Descartes focused primarily upon the activity of the
interpreting individual. After this, Vanhoozer turns to Barth who, contra Descartes, sees
understanding and interpretation as less of a matter of our own activity. For Barth “The biblical
interpreter is less the active agent than the grateful patient of the event of understanding.”4

According to Vanhoozer, Barth is pointing us to an “event.” In the case of Descartes there was a
focus on activity and interpretive method with the result being a reception, but Barth breaks with
this and seeks to elevate this receptive element.

When biblical interpreters focus on method there is typically a primary focus on the intent
or the discourse of the author. At the beginning of his essay Vanhoozer notes his interest in
grappling with the issue of the role and place of the author. This is particularly true in a
hermeneutical environment where the role of the author is being scrutinized, questioned, and in
some cases even dismissed.5 

In his discussion on Barth, Vanhoozer brings out an important point on the role of the
author. For Barth “The ability to participate in the Bible’s subject matter does not figure in the
repertoire of human possibilities. It demands more than reading for the human author’s intended
message.”6

Here we see that for Barth there is a bit of a turn away from the author. This is in keeping
with the turn away from viewing interpretation as a method or activity. For Vanhoozer this was a
part of Barth’s general approach to Scripture: “Barth turned to Scripture not so much to discover
God but to be discovered by God.”7

Vanhoozer takes note, however, that for Barth this does not mean a complete disregard of
the author: “Understanding thus calls for faithful attention, even love, on the interpreter’s part
toward an author…The final word, however, belongs to ‘standing with.’ Barth learns by reading
Scripture that understanding in general means taking authorial words in earnest and in trust.”8

As such, it is when Vanhoozer turns to Gadamer and Ricoeur that we find the turn away
from the author and towards the “matter of the text”:

Suffice it to say that he [Gadamer] and Ricoeur have spearheaded the turn away from the author to the
matter of the text, reorienting hermeneutics away from epistemology (viz., interpreting to know the author’s
mind) toward ontology (viz., interpreting for self-understanding)...Gadamer is clear that whatever speaks to
and challenges us through the text is not the authorial voice: “Not just occasionally but always, the meaning
of a text goes beyond its author.”9

The involvement with the matter of the text moves away from the author and focuses on a
process of understanding: 

The interpreter is in the middle, in the midst of a conversation, in language. At the same time, the interpreter
is not simply tossed to and from by the currents of the conversation but can contribute to the conversation as
well. The event of understanding happens and I am its subject…Nevertheless, the outcome of the
conversation can be neither calculated nor controlled, for engaging in dialogue involves more than
following technical procedures.10

4 Ibid., p. 11.
5 Vanhoozer notes that he has “spent a disproportionate amount of time elsewhere trying to establish and defend the
rights of authors.” Ibid., p. 4. Here Vanhoozer is referencing his work Is There a Meaning in This Text? The Bible,
the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998)
6 Vanhoozer, “Discourse on Matter,” p. 10.
7 Ibid., p. 8.
8 Ibid., p. 13.
9 Ibid., p. 13-14. Vanhoozer is here citing Gadamer.
10 Ibid., p. 15.



Understanding, then, becomes an “event” or a “process,” and it becomes apparent that we
have moved a good distance away from Descartes and his focus upon the activity of the author.
We are now focused upon the unpredictable activity of both the reader and the text as they
engage one another: “To say ‘I understand,’ then, is like saying, ‘I’m getting married’; the subject
is neither merely active nor merely passive but medially involved in a more encompassing
process…”11

To speak of this “event” of understanding leads philosophical hermeneutics away from
scientific approach and, by necessity, invokes a mystical element into understanding. There is a
certain intangible and almost spiritual component to understanding. This is what Gadamer points
to as the “miracle” of understanding.

It is at this point that Vanhoozer seizes the opportunity and criticizes philosophical
hermeneutics for what he perceives as a merely “notional” borrowing of theological categories.
Vanhoozer sees this as using the theological categories simply to illustrate the miracle of
understanding, but not actually activating these categories:

Ricoeur and Gadamer seek to appropriate or approximate theological categories to clarify or illustrate
something philosophical. My concern, however, is that even these more moderate strategies end up treating
theological categories as merely notational. The notions of “God” or “revelation” or “miracle” are invoked,
but they do not do any real conceptual work. It is a weakness of philosophical hermeneutics that, in its
search for self-understanding, it cannot fully acknowledge Calvin’s dictum that ‘there is no self-knowledge
without knowledge of God.’ I therefore propose in the present section not merely to approximate, much less
to correlate, theology with philosophy, but rather to activate theological categories, to make them
operational rather than merely notional.12

While also leveling his criticism against philosophical hermeneutics Vanhoozer also goes
to his main point of the essay, which is that rather than merely appealing to theological categories
to illustrate the miracle of understanding these categories should be fully activated and
operational.

It is sheer mystification to say that the process itself – whether it be “history,” “mind,” or “language” – does
something to bring about understanding if the theological concepts to which one appeals in analogy have
only notional force…What we have in Gadamer’s account of the “miracle” of understanding is, in the final
analysis, secular reason expounding upon a secular transcendence.13

Vanhoozer is essentially claiming that Gadamer and those who are like-minded have, in
one sense hijacked Christian notions and secularized them. But in this process of secularization
Vanhoozer believes these very notions have lost their real force.

Vanhoozer now turns to his so-called “immodest proposal”:

I therefore submit that Gadamer’s description illumines only if the theological concepts to which he appeals
are not merely notional but operative. In short: Gadamer’s description of the hermeneutical condition
ultimately fails unless it employs Christian categories and makes them not simply illustrative but
operational.14

11 Ibid., p. 16.
12 Ibid., p. 19.
13 Ibid., p. 24.
14 Ibid., p. 25.



Vanhoozer, then, insists on standing against Gadamer by appealing to theological
categories and making them operational rather than using them simply for illustrative purposes.
But in doing so, Vanhoozer is also rejecting the approach of Descartes and those who would
reduce interpretation and understanding to method. Vanhoozer, then, in this sense is standing
more closely with Barth, as he, himself, notes:

Amending Barth, then, we might say that for the sake of better general ontology it must therefore dare to be
this special (e.g., Christian) ontology, that for the sake of better anthropology it must therefore dare to be a
theological anthropology. My proposal, as radical as it is unapologetic, is that we employ specifically
Christian categories not only notionally but operationally for the sake of a description of the miracle of
understanding and of the being whose being consists in understanding. I am assuming not that ontology is
one thing for Christians and another for non-Christians, but that human being is inadequately described if
we neglect the resources of Christian faith, and in particular, the creation-fall-redemption-consummation
narrative framework of Scripture.15

Vanhoozer then turns to Augustine to provide an example of what he means by making
Christian categories operational. Vanhoozer suggests that the miracle of understanding might be
related to the Augustinian suggestion of the “inner teacher” or the “inner word”:

And this brings us back to the question of the agent of understanding. Given Christian ontological
categories, how might one describe the miracle of understanding? Augustine employed Christological
concepts operationally in his De Magistro to claim that understanding dawns not from an “inner word” but
from an “inner teacher,” namely, Jesus Christ.16 

By utilizing this Augustinian category there is a sense of “participation” in the process of
interpretation: “We can follow Augustine and make the Christological categories to which
philosophical hermeneutics ascribes fully operational…Illumination is the operative term. Yet it
need not imply that human subjects are merely passive recipients. Augustine suggests that the
human mind participates in the divine light.”17

This, of course, harkens back to the “participation” spoken of by Gadamer. The key
difference, however, is that Vanhoozer is directing us towards an operational theological
category, rather than simply a vague notion of “miracle.”

Vanhoozer closes, then, by returning to the question of whether we, as interpreters, are
either active or passive in the process of understanding:

The miracle of understanding is not that the interpreter is either simply active or simply passive before the
object of understanding, but rather that the interpreter is located in an all-encompassing process (or rather
person?) in which he or she is nevertheless active. Described in terms of Christian categories, this process is
nothing less than conformity to Christ. The Christian interpreter is not simply in a conversation; he or she is
“in Christ.” Is understanding an impossible possibility? Certainly not! “I can do all things in him who
strengthens me” (Phil 4:13).18

Vanhoozer’s appeal, then, is to acknowledge both the active and passive nature of
understanding and interpretation. On Vanhoozer’s account there is a clear desire to preserve both
aspects and to appeal to a personal process of interpretation in which the Christian is “in Christ.”

15 Ibid., p. 25.
16 Ibid., p. 26. 
17 Ibid., p. 29.
18 Ibid., p. 29.



Although Vanhoozer’s essay is purposefully general and perhaps somewhat vague the
observations made seem to me to be absolutely invaluable for the biblical interpreter.
Interpretation will always be a scientific endeavor whereby one must focus on the method by way
of observing and utilizing grammatical and syntactical considerations. In this way there certainly
seems to be a sense in which the interpreter has a certain duty to exercise due diligence. The
interpreter, then, is actively engaged in the process of interpretation.

On the other hand, to fail to recognize the intangible mystery of interpretation would be
equally unfortunate. For just as the interpreter is active in interpretation he or she is also acted
upon by the text. This may appear to some to be too much of an appeal to the vague or the
mysterious, but as Vanhoozer noted, for the Christian this is ultimately an appeal to the spiritual
process that transforms the believer who is encountering God’s Word.

A few years ago I wrote an essay focused on the same question Vanhoozer raised here: Is
interpretation something we do, or is it something that happens to us. My concerns took me in
different directions, but I simply observed that much of what we do when we approach the text is
based upon how we have been conditioned prior to approaching the text. I noted that there is
much that molds our perspectives, things like cultural conditioning, social setting, and historical
situation. These factors are, of course, out of our control.19

I also took note of the fact that the Holy Spirit is an active agent in the interpretive
process and that perhaps we should recognize this intangible element. The presence of the Holy
Spirit may explain why some Christians with little or no formal training in interpretation can still
derive powerful truths from the Scriptures.

The discussions of this essay may go back to the fact that the Scriptures are a text of
transformation. Transformation can occur at the end of following a good interpretive method, but
true transformation is not guaranteed. It does not follow that just because one follows the right
methodology that transformation will occur. And yet to actually encounter the Word of God in its
fullness is to be transformed. It is to simultaneously be active and to be the recipient of truth.

Much of the Scriptures are written to engage the spirit and soul. Thus there is a spiritual
dimension to interpretation. In many instances of Scripture authentic interpretation is nothing less
than to be engaged with the God of the text. To miss the living Word, in these instances, is to
miss the whole point of the written words. Vanhoozer has done a service to Christian scholarship
and the church in general by exploring that miracle of understanding.

19 See my “Philosophy and Hermeneutics: Reflections on the Effects of Epistemology on Biblical Interpretation” at
http://www.theosproject.blogspot.com (Currently the exact link is located at:
http://theosproject.blogspot.com/2005/09/philosophy-and-hermeneutics.html). In this essay I developed my thoughts
differently from Vanhoozer, although we begin with the same question. My concerns were epistemological and I
attempted to discern how a dominate epistemology of Internalism has led to a focus on method at the expense of
realizing that there are other forces at work in the interpretation process.


