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Introduction

Two realities are readily apparent to Christians as they examine the present
situation of Christianity in its North American context: First, the increasing
marginalization in North American culture of Christian faith in general and of
the Christian church in particular must call forth from Christians a fresh vision
for what it means to be a Christian and to be the Christian church in our post-
Christian setting. Second, Christians also believe that the Christian faith offers
good news and hope for our situation, good news that must be lived out and
proclaimed with courage and wisdom.

This broad vision is shared by many Christian groups, but it can be further
sharpened by discerning more specifically what is happening in our cultural
context, and what our response should be. First, we must recognize that our
current crisis, in many respects, is a legacy from the enlightenment. Here the
writings of Lesslie Newbigin have been formative.! Newbigin correctly and
helpfully points out the ways in which the empiricism of the scientific method
has pervaded our worldview. This emphasis on the empirical — what can be
measured and quantified — has resulted in an unhealthy split between the
public and the private realm, between facts and values, between science and
religion. Religion in general, and Christian faith in particular, has been
relegated to the private realm, where truth claims are immaterial and where
disputes are not resolved but simply massaged into docility by psychological
and sociological analysis. As a result, the public sphere is increasingly stripped
of any moral framework (those are private issues), and society as a whole more
and more resembles some giant machine gone amok, driven by rapidly
expanding economic and technological powers, but devoid of any sense of
purpose, or even a clear sense of the common good.

Second, we must also recognize another powerful cultural force affecting our
situation: the dynamics of post-modernism. Whereas Enlightenment thinkers
hoped for a grand synthesis of all human arts and cultures under the banner of
reason and science, a post-modern perspective consciously and explicitly
eschews such a goal. Post-modernism recognizes that even reason and science
cannot always be relied upon to resolve disputes and settle truth claims. Rather,
reason and science are often merely tools in the hands of deeper and more
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powerful forces such as economic and class conflicts, ethnic and racial
hostilities, gender divisions and the like. The title of Alasdair McIntyre’s recent
book underscores the problem: Whose Justice? Which Rationality? ? The post-
modern world is a world in which pluralism constantly threatens to devolve into
factionalism, in which anomie becomes a perpetual existential reality, and in
which the resolution of disputes becomes increasingly problematic, frequently
disintegrating into a clutching after power and its dark counterpart, the
proliferation of violence.

The challenge of post-modernism moves the discussion regarding the gospel
and our culture to a much deeper level. The question is no longer simply how
Christian faith can re-enter the public sphere; the public sphere itself has been
fractured into a variety of competing interest groups. Now the questions
revolve much more around issues of identity, lifestyle and political strategy:
How are Christians to live and bear witness in such a chaotic situation? How
can the gospel’s claim that Jesus is the gracious Saviour and therefore Lord of
the cosmos become intelligible in a context where such claims are suspiciously
regarded as yet another bid for power from yet another interest group? Whereas
the Enlightenment threatened to turn all religious truth claims into matters of
private opinion and feeling, post-modernism threatens to turn the Christian
message of mercy and grace into a mask concealing a political grab for
domination and control.

Such is the context in which Christians are called to read and interpret the
scripture. Such is the context that Christians are called to interpret in light of the
scripture. It is a context that calls us to reconsider, at perhaps a deeper level
than before, what it means to “speak the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). What does
it mean to be called to speak of the gospel as truth in a world which declares
that religious speech can never be true, but only “true-for-you?” How can we
speak the truth from a posture of loving servanthood in a world that interprets
truth-claims as political strategies masking inevitable self-interests? And
finally, what is the role of scripture in leading us to the truth, and in teaching us
how to speak it?

As soon as we begin to look to scripture for answers to these questions,
however, we confront the problems we have just described in a new way. The
fragmentation of post-modernism is nearly as pervasive within the church as it
is beyond it. We may agree with other Christians that the Bible is our final
witness to truth, yet we often find ourselves disagreeing with one another, often
radically, over precisely what that truth is and how it should be understood.
Hence it is not enough merely to look to the Bible for answers. We must look to
the Bible, to be sure, but we must also examine how we look to the Bible. We
need a model for biblical interpretation that is able to address the problems and
challenges of plurality in interpretation. We need not only to observe various
differences in interpretation; we need to have some understanding of how to
evaluate them. We need to ask: When are differences in interpretation a sign of
healthy diversity, and when are they a signal that some people are simply
mistaken or deficient in the way that they read the Bible? Is the Bible a kind of
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Rorschach blot in which interpreters will necessarily find whatever it is they are
looking for? Or are there controls, disciplines and parameters that help to
mediate between contrasting or conflicting interpretations? These are hotly
debated issues in current hermeneutical discussions, and we need a model for
interpretation that will help us answer these questions.

For some, diversity in biblical interpretation is merely the sign of an unfinished
task. If we cannot agree on what the Bible is saying to our world, we need to
keep talking and reading with greater effort and intensity until we do agree. Yet
such an approach has often led to one of two unfortunate results. Either
Christians have become totally absorbed in attempting endlessly (and often
unproductively) to reconcile their differences (for example, certain sectors of
the ecumenical movement), or they have continually separated themselves from
other Christians who are deemed heretical or lapsed (for example, North
American Evangelical Protestantism). These twin failures of North American
Christianity betray a common inability to deal constructively with diversity in
interpretation. Of course diversity in interpretation can be a sign of error, but
might there not also be in some cases a plurality of right interpretations? Might
it not be possible to speak the truth of scripture in love, while recognizing that
others may do so with different accents, perspectives, and concerns? Might not
such a perspective be part of what it means to speak the truth in love? Hence
this article seeks to address the problem of diversity in interpretation both
critically and constructively.

But the problem of diversity in interpretation is not the only challenge we face
as we seek to speak the truth of scripture in love. At a deeper level, the
challenge of post-modernism is brought on by our increasing loss of a universal
frame of reference. We find it harder to keep our bearings and to connect with
one another. The post-modern emphasis on the contingent, the particular, and
the subjective makes it increasingly difficult to find bases for dialogue,
common ground where diverse groups may gather and fruitfully interact with
one another. Even within the church, it is becoming increasingly evident to us
that there is no fixed point, free from presuppositions and biases, from which
any of us may interpret the Bible. We all begin from some sort of model, some
integrated framework of understanding about the nature of religion, the
character of our social and cultural context, the status of the text, etc. Bultmann
referred to such models as our “preunderstanding” (Vorverstindnis). Gadamer
and Thiselton refer to a “horizon of expectation.” David Kelsey uses the notion
of a discrimen to refer to such a model. Our differing horizons sometimes make
it difficult for us to understand the way that others read scripture, and even to
talk with others about our diverse understandings of the biblical texts. What-
ever the particular terminology we may use, we need to learn to identify what
our hermeneutical models are, and how they should work for us in our context.

Thus any biblical hermeneutic is not merely pre-theological, laying out the
ground rules for reading scripture before theological reflection begins. Rather,
a biblical hermeneutic that is honest and self-critical must necessarily be
theological in character. The very image of “horizon” implies a cosmos, a
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world that is in view. That world, in turn, implies a cosmology, a comprehen-
sive and synthetic perspective that makes understanding possible at all, and that
enables meaning to take shape. If we are to speak meaningfully to our complex
situation, and if we are to understand the diversities that characterize Christian
witness itself, we need to discuss the meaning and function of our “horizons.”
We must lay out our pre-understanding of the nature and character of God, of
God’s relationship with the world, and of our essential humanness. That
horizon of expectation is always subject to revision, movement, and widening,
based on the data of the text itself, of course. Yet we must acknowledge and
subject to critical examination our assumptions and presuppositions in interpre-
tation. Otherwise we will be able neither to understand the points at which we
differ from others in our interpretation of the Bible, nor to speak meaningfully
to our world.

A hermeneutic of diversity

In this section, I begin to sketch out a model for interpretation that takes
seriously both the data of the biblical text, and the nature of our contemporary
context. I want to develop a model that faces honestly the realities, the
opportunities, and the challenges of pluralism in our modern and post-modern
world. I believe that at many points, we read the Bible differently from one
another, not because one pérson is wrong and another right, but because we
come from different contexts. This raises the basic question: how can we
approach biblical interpretation so as to allow for a plurality of readings of the
text, while at the same time allowing the text to exercise its controlling and
shaping influence on each particular reading? How can we acknowledge our
own particularity — and the limits that that particularity entails — and yet seek
to speak the truth, not just for ourselves but for the world as well?

A missional hermeneutic: some presuppositions

I call the model I am developing a missional hermeneutic, because it springs
from a basic observation about the New Testament: the early Christian
movement that produced and canonized the New Testament was a movement
with a specifically missionary character. One of the most obvious phenomena
of early Christianity is the way in which the movement crossed cultural
boundaries and planted itself in new places. More than half of the New
Testament was in fact written by people engaged in and celebrating this sort of
missionary enterprise in the early church. This tendency of early Christianity to
cross cultural boundaries is a fertile starting point for developing a model of
biblical interpretation. It is fertile, especially for our purposes, because it places
the question of the relationship between Christianity and diverse cultures at the
very top of the interpretative agenda. This focus may be of great help to us in
grappling with plurality in interpretation today.
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Before we attempt to substantiate such a missional hermeneutic biblically, we
must first consider how it grows out of and addresses our own cultural setting
described earlier in this article. The missional hermeneutic I am advocating
begins by affirming the reality and inevitability of plurality in interpretation.
Because every reading of the Bible is shaped by the individuality and the
historical and cultural particularity of the interpreter, there will always be
multiple interpretations of the Bible. Therefore our model suggests that
plurality in interpretation is not necessarily a sign of interpretative failure, but
often of interpretative effectiveness, reflecting a distinctive convergence of the
text with the particular context of the reader.

At the same time, a missional hermeneutic must be committed to dialogue with
other readers of the biblical text. Every time we read a commentary, every time
we hear some one else talk about a passage, we discover new perspectives that
we had not seen before. Dialogue in interpretation often resuits in the correction
of idiosyncratic or distorted readings of scripture within any given context.
Therefore there is also a sense in which plurality in interpretation is not always
a sign of interpretative effectiveness, but sometimes a result of defective or
inadequate readings, which may be corrected or qualified through dialogue
with other interpreters.

How can plurality in interpretation be at one point a sign of interpretative
success, and at another point a sign of deficiency? The answer lies in the multi-
faceted nature of interpretation itself. Every interpretative reading is an attempt
to project a symbolic world in which the world of the text and the world of the
reader are brought together in such a way that each mutually informs the other.
Where there is a diversity of readers, there will always be a plurality of
interpretations; each reader brings his or her own distinctive “world” into a
conversation with the text. But these “worlds” in which text and context are
brought together are not totally dissimilar. Every interpretation must do justice
to the same text. Moreover, every interpretation must connect, in some way,
with our basic humanity. To be meaningful, every interpretation must address
in some way the common “stuff” of all our lives: the wider forms of rationality
that we share, as well as our shared experiences of birth, death, hope, fear, joy,
sorrow, grief, anxiety, love, loss, bliss and the like. Diversity in interpretation
is healthy when it emerges from our human diversity; diversity in interpretation
is deficient when it distorts our common text, or fails to connect with our
common humanity.

Our discussion of “common humanity” raises the need for an important caveat,
however. The meaning of our common humanity and its relationship to our
individual and cultural particularity is not established prior to the act of
interpretation. Rather, it is discovered in the process of dialogical interpretation
with others. Our understanding of what “our common humanity” means is not
an a priori “given,” but is itself a cultural construct that arises from the
interaction of different cultural perspectives. A missional hermeneutic calls
diverse interpreters to read a common text with a commitment to be faithful
both to the world of the text and to their own shared and distinctive worlds.
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When this takes place, the contours and characteristics of both the unity and the
diversity of human life are more clearly disclosed.

Biblical grounding of a missional hermeneutic

This dialectic between our common humanity and our cultural particularity — a
dialectic that lies at the heart of a missional hermeneutic — is itself grounded in
the narratives of scripture. Already in the story of the call of Abraham, the
divine call and blessing come to a particular person in a specific cultural
context. Yet from the beginning, the texts set the story within a universal
context:

1 will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name
great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one
who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed (Gen. 12:2-3).

In Abraham, the particularity of God’s blessing also moves out to “all the
families of the earth.”

Later in the monarchical and second temple period, this convergence of a
particular calling and a universal context gave rise to dreams of the hegemony
of a beneficent Israelite sovereignty: Isaiah 2:2-4 puts the vision in these words:

In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the
highest of the mountains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall
stream to it. Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to the
mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his
ways and that we may walk in his paths.” For out of Zion shall go forth
instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He shall judge between the
nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords into
ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword
against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.

Again, the particularity of Israel’s call moves out toward a universal salvific
purpose.

We find the same dialectic in the gospels. On the one hand, Jesus is
consistently portrayed in all four gospels as one who enacts a highly focused
and culturally particularistic vocation: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the
house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24). At the same time, however, the gospels portray
Jesus in such a way that this particularity is always “stretched” and placed in a
larger context. Jesus reaches out to the outcasts and the unclean. He uses a
Samaritan as the hero of a parable. Most of all, he announces the coming reign
of God, with overwhelming implications not only for Israel, but for the whole
world. Judgement and salvation are coming to the house of Isracl, but that is
only the beginning. The whole earth will be summoned to stand before the
judgement seat.
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A decisive turn takes place, however, in the story of the emergence of the
church as recorded in the Acts of the Apostles and the epistles. When Gentiles
are incorporated into the people of God as Gentiles, the interaction between
particularity and universality is completely recast. No longer is God’s universal
saving purpose spoken of as the beneficent hegemony of Israelite culture and
power; rather, God’s universal saving purpose is disclosed in the sanctifying of
many different political and cultural contexts, both Jewish and Gentile.
Gentiles need not become Jews and Jews need not become Gentiles. Each in
their own context and culture glorifies the one God who is Lord of all.
Revelation 5:9 celebrates the work of the Lamb who “ransomed for God saints
from every tribe and language and people and nation.” Every ethnicity, every
language, every political context, every different social grouping becomes a
potential source of doxology and praise to God. The particularity of each
setting is placed in a universal context, not by dreams of hegemony, but by the
apprehension of a single saving story that discloses a God who seeks to be
glorified by a diversity of languages, ethnicities and peoples. In the New
Testament, the flow of blessing is reversed. No longer do the nations stream to
Jerusalem; the word of the Lord goes out to the ends of the earth. All of
humanity is called to glorify God, not by suppressing diversity and particular-
ity, but by sanctifying it. The universal bond of humanity appears not so much
in its set of common responses to its creator and sustainer, but rather by
humanity’s diverse responses to the singular vision of God disclosed in the
story of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Theological grounding of a missional hermeneutic

When the overall message of scripture is interpreted in this manner, the result is
a distinctive rendering of the identity of God. In his book The Uses of Scripture
in Recent Theology, David Kelsey has observed that the way we bring scripture
to bear in the making of theological proposals is directly connected to our
understanding of “the mode in which God is present among the faithful.”3
Kelsey argues that at the centre of every theological proposal is a discrimen,
“an imaginative construal of the mode of God’s presence pro nobis that tries to
catch up all its complexity and utter singularity in a single metaphorical
judgment.”* This discrimen is not so much a norm that governs each theologi-
cal proposal as it is a criterion that enables various theological utterances to find
their place with respect to the theological structure as a whole. It captures up in
relatively brief compass a characteristic vision and understanding of the way in
which God’s presence and saving activity manifests itself.

Our attempt to ground a missional hermeneutic in this particular reading of the
Bible implies a certain discrimen that characterizes our approach. To put it
simply, a missional hermeneutic begins with the assumption that the mode in
which God is present among the faithful is irreducibly multi-cultural. The
reality of God’s presence is at least potentially available through the symbolic
world projected by any specific culture. Though each culture is called to
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repentance, its specific contours are not obliterated. Hence in the New
Testament, the sacred books were translated into Greek; church organization
followed the patterns of other clubs and civic groups; the categories of
hellenistic philosophy were used to articulate the meaning of the gospel in that
context.®> And yet at the same time, a missional hermeneutic ‘includes the
awareness that the reality of God is not exhausted by any particular culture’s
ways of naming and worshipping God.

It is this awareness, I would argue, that explains the dynamism of the early church
in its mission. There appears to be a powerful drive, throughout much of the New
Testament, to move the Christian gospel across cultural lines and into new
contexts. On the one hand, this drive emerges from a perception of God’s mercy
and grace that extends to all. In this sense, the gospel is an expression of the
universal salvific purpose of God. On the other hand, however, the urge to bring
the Christian gospel across diverse cultural boundaries has a doxological origin as
well. In Romans 15:9ff., Paul says that the whole reason for the mission to the
Gentiles was “that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy.” God is more
greatly glorified when praise comes from diverse peoples and diverse cultures.

The discrimen discussed above entails two further assumptions: that each
culture’s apprehension of God in scripture may be accurate but is always
provisional, and that God is most fully known and glorified through a diversity
of cultures and cultural perspectives. These two assumptions provide the
theological context for grappling with whole question of the creativity and
particularity of the reader. A missional hermeneutic presupposes one God, one
scripture, and one sacred story. At the same time, however, this sacred story
does not serve to promote or sanction a monocultural religious perspective, but
rather a multicultural one. God’s presence is irreducibly multicultural. This
affirmation serves to sanction the distinctive and particular dimensions of each
reading of scripture. At the same time, it challenges these particular readings to
enter into a creative dialogue with other readings of the text. The goal is not to
suppress the distinctive characteristics of each reading. Rather, the purpose is
to enrich and to deepen the disclosure of God’s glory through an awareness of
the diverse ways in which God is moving through the world in mercy, eliciting
doxology in many cultures. Diverse readings of the Bible find a point of
coherence, not in some “standard” or universally accepted way of reading the
Bible, but in the awareness that the God whose presence calls forth a distinctive
form of doxology in their culture is the same God whose mercy calls forth
grateful praise as well from other cultures, in other forms.

A missional hermeneutic therefore underscores a specific understanding of the
experience of salvation. Its assumption is that God’s saving power comes to
each culture in both affirmation and critique. Paul in Acts 17 quotes Greek
philosophers, and also calls his hearers to repentance. The experience of
salvation is always in some sense the experience of “coming home,” of
fulfilling one’s destiny, of finding one’s rightful place in one’s culture, one’s
society, as well as the cosmos as a whole. The New Testament makes it clear,
however, that the meaning of salvation takes diverse forms within the lives of
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specific Christian communities. Those diverse forms are directly related to the
different cultural and social settings in which the gospel takes root. Hence Paul
can write in I Corinthians 7:20, “Let each of you remain in the condition in
which you were called.” Of course, each culture is also called to repentance,
but a missional hermeneutic understands that call to repentance not as the
obliteration of each culture, but rather as the sanctification of each cultural
setting, so that it may offer a fuller and more perfect praise to God.

However, the Christian experience of salvation is not only a matter of
experiencing the purification and sanctification of one’s own cultural and social
setting. It also involves a heightened sense of connectedness to other diverse
cultural settings where praise is also given to God. The Christian experience of
salvation not only purifies and enriches one’s distinctive cultural identity; it
also deepens the awareness that one participates with all of humanity in a multi-
cultural worship of God that transcends any particular context. Hence the
Christian experience of salvation creates a dual identity: on the one hand, I am a
member of a particular community that offers its own distinctive praise to God,
and on the other hand, I am a member of a diverse human community that
offers a much more powerful, indeed astonishing, array of voices, singing a
form of doxology that radically transcends my own distinctive voice. That is
why Paul in his letters is able to offer very focused and specific pastoral advice
tailored to each setting, and at the same time is able to affirm that “our
citizenship is in heaven” (Phil. 3:20).

The great delight of a missional hermeneutic is found precisely in the interplay
between these two sources of Christian identity. It entails a vision of a gracious
God who enters deeply into the every-day particularity of each cultural setting,
each society, each family, each meal, each social interaction. And at the same
time, this God invites us to widen our vision to a vast human community of
which we are a small part. We are invited to sing our particular melody line in a
vast polyphony that so dramatically transcends our own voice that we may
wonder if it is ever heard. Yet this vision of God insists that each voice is
always heard, that each voice has infinite value, and that there is no song unless
each single voice sings, each in its own distinctive way.

A hermeneutic of coherence

This grounding of a missional hermeneutic is only a starting point, however.
We have affirmed a plurality of readings as not only necessary, but also an
expression of fundamental claims made by the Bible regarding the identity and
purpose of God. Our discussion up to this point has focused primarily on what
it means to speak the truth in love, aware of and respectful of diverse voices,
longing for the emergence of a full humanity, rich in diversity. Once we have
affirmed plurality, however, we need also to grapple with how the Bible may
provide a centre, an orienting point in the midst of such diversity. What does it
mean to speak the truth in love?
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The previous discussion has argued for a hermeneutical posture that affirms
plurality in interpretation. However, such a posture, by itself, could easily
dissolve into an infinite number of diverse and conflicting readings of the
Bible. In order for a model for interpretation to be healthy, the centrifugal
tendencies toward diversity and particularity must be balanced by centripetal
forces that also move toward consensus and coherence. There are two reasons
why this centripetal tendency must also be recognized. First, all biblical
interpreters are wrestling with the same texts. There already is a commonality
to which all biblical interpreters commit themselves in one way or another.
Because we are reading the same Bible, we cannot ignore the ways in which
others read it. Second, all interpreters share a common humanity. Although our
experiences may be very diverse, we recognize common experiences that bind
us to other human beings as well. Insofar as we are attempting to make the
Bible meaningful to us today, we also are attempting to make it meaningful to
others who share our common humanity.

These two realities — our common text and our common humanity — require
that we not only affirm diversity in interpretation, but also that we seek
coherence and commonality in the ways that we interpret scripture. When we
turn to the New Testament, however, our quest for coherence and for common-
ality encounters a difficult challenge: Not only are specific New Testament
passages interpreted differently by different people, but within the New
Testament as a whole there appears to be a great deal of diversity. New
Testament scholars have long recognized that there is a diversity of theological
perspectives, contexts, and concerns expressed by the various New Testament
books. The trend of most New Testament scholarship in the last two hundred
years has been to highlight these contrasts in perspective.

This awareness of the diversity within the New Testament canon is both helpful
and problematic. It is helpful because it underscores the thesis we have already
advanced, that plurality in religious experience and perspective is to be
regarded as normal within the context of early Christianity. It is problematic,
however, because the diversity in the New Testament books calls into question
whether the New Testament is capable of functioning as a truly common text. If
there is no centre to the New Testament, but only a set of competing religious
perspectives that do not cohere, then the quest toward coherence in contempo-
rary biblical interpretation is a vain one. There can be no coherence in
interpretation if the texts themselves do not cohere.

The present discussion attempts to address the problem of the coherence or
centre of the New Testament. I wish to begin by looking, not at the individual
New Testament documents, but at the New Testament as a whole. The very fact
that twenty-seven early Christian documents are gathered into a single book
called the New Testament entails a particular set of assumptions, of which the
interpreter must become aware. At the very least, the collection of these various
documents into the New Testament canon involves the ascription of some sort
of wholeness or coherence to the collection of books. Correspondingly, if one
wishes to identify oneself as an interpreter of the New Testament, one of the
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tasks involved is the attempt to grasp and to articulate the way in which reading
the New Testament as a whole can convey meaning.

Of course, one may certainly engage in the interpretation of particular New
Testament documents without recognizing or attributing any “wholeness” to the
New Testament canon in its entirety. However, it is usually the case that people
who identify themselves as religious interpreters of the New Testament are
engaged in the pursuit of meaning, not only in particular fragments or books of
the New Testament, but in the New Testament as a whole, and it is precisely
this kind of pursuit that this section seeks to examine. Perhaps even more
importantly, our ability to move toward convergence and consensus with other
interpreters on the meaning of Christian faith as a whole will be directly related
to the extent to which we are able to articulate a sense of the coherence of the
New Testament as a whole.

In my judgement, one of the most helpful ways to grapple with the question of
the coherence of the New Testament is to raise the question, what is “the
gospel?” In all three synoptic gospels, Jesus is portrayed as one who proclaims
the gospel (Matt. 4:23, 9:35, Mark 1:14, Luke 4:18, 43, etc.). Paul identifies
himself as one “set apart for the gospel of God” (Rom. 1:1), and regards the
gospel as “the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Rom.
1:16). A quick glance at a concordance shows that these examples could be
multiplied many times. Clearly the term “gospel” is a kind of code-word for
many New Testament writers that summarizes something very basic about what
early Christians thought Christian faith to be all about.

Yet it is not at all easy to press further and to specify exactly what the gospel is.
The problem is twofold. First, there is an exegetical problem. Although the use
of the term “gospel” in the New Testament suggests some coherent centre from
which New Testament faith springs, we have already noted how the last two
centuries of New Testament scholarship have brought to light the wide-ranging
diversity that exists within the New Testament canon. From a purely exegetical
point of view, the various theological expressions in the New Testament
threaten to become so diverse and disparate that no overarching unity may be
found. We have grown accustomed to recognizing the contrasts between the
theology of Luke and Paul, between Mark and Hebrews. But on the whole,
scholars in the last two centuries have found it easier to note the contrasts than
to find the points of convergence.

The second problem in defining the gospel arises in the hermeneutical arena.
New Testament scholars who try to explore the centre or heart of Christian faith
have proposed a wide variety of models for conceptualizing and articulating
that sought-for centre, using terms and categories that are viable and meaning-
ful to people today. These different models are often based on very different
presuppositions about what New Testament theology or Christian faith is in the
first place. Is Christian faith primarily a set of theological axioms? A moral
posture? A way of understanding and defining one’s own self? A response to
God’s “mighty acts”? A way of building and maintaining human communities?
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The way we answer such questions will determine the models we use to
construe the “centre” of the New Testament, and, consequently, the way we
think about the meaning and function of the term “gospel.” Even if one
attempts to arrive at an understanding of Christian faith that embraces many of
these categories in some overarching system, inevitably there will be charac-
teristic emphases that emerge, that will differ from person to person and from
place to place. Indeed, the very attempt to define “gospel” in such a systematic
fashion is itself laden with presuppositions about the nature of the term

LGgosml"’

Essentially, then, any attempt to articulate the essence or coherence of the
gospel encounters problems arising from two different kinds of pluralism: (1)
the diverse expressions of Christian life and faith within the New Testament,
and (2) the diverse models for understanding Christian faith and life that are
presupposed by various contemporary interpreters.

How is one to find a centre, in the midst of such diversity? From an exegetical
point of view, one must look through the New Testament documents for
recurring motifs and themes, common structures, patterns of narrative, lines of
development, “trajectories” and the like. Such strategies may assist in finding
commonality amidst the pluralities of the New Testament. Yet this exegetical
quest for the coherence of the New Testament must be accompanied by a
hermeneutical self-criticism in which interpreters evaluate their way of concep-
tualizing Christian faith and life, in light of the whole range of exegetical data,
and in light of the plurality of articulations of Christian faith that have existed in
the past, and that are found in the world today. The overall models we use to
understand and articulate the essence of New Testament faith must be estab-
lished and confirmed by exegetical exploration and broadened by exposure to
other interpretative approaches and assumptions.

In this dialectic between exegesis and hermeneutics, there are two natural
tendencies to be guarded against. The discipline of exegesis naturally tends
toward atomism in laying out the data in all its particularity and diversity;
hermeneutical considerations are naturally inclined to be reductionistic, as the
desire for coherence and meaning suppresses data that does not fit one’s own
mould. Of course, these tensions can neither be escaped nor fully resolved.
Each approach must simply restrain the excesses of the other. The quality of
one’s interpretative work will depend upon the degree to which these tensions
are made explicitly the object of reflection and criticism. Hence it is important
to acknowledge the preliminary interpretative assumptions that both launch and
guide our investigation. My purpose in so doing is not to grant these assump-
tions a privileged or a priori status; quite the opposite. It is to present these
assumptions as an initial hypothesis, to be attested or corrected by ensuing
exegetical and hermeneutical exploration.

First, I attempt to articulate the coherence of Christian faith as it finds
expression within the bounds of the New Testament canon. By restricting itself
to these documents, this study attempts to make more explicit the nature of the
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Christian church’s claim that the New Testament canon bears witness to “one
holy catholic and apostolic faith.” In a sense, this discussion is an attempt to
determine the exegetical and hermeneutical basis for the church’s use of the
canon of the New Testament as the “rule of faith.” Is there a coherence or
centre to be discovered in the New Testament, in the midst of the many
theological and situational pluralities found there?

Second, this discussion seeks to avoid two hermeneutical extremes: On the one
hand, we must avoid a hermeneutical imperialism that insists on only one
possible interpretation of biblical texts and their centre. On the other hand, we
must also be wary of a deconstructionist nihilism that regards the biblical text as
infinitely elastic and subject to an innumerable variety of conflicting interpreta-
tions, all of which have an equal claim to legitimacy. We shall seek for a
genuine coherence in the New Testament that allows for and invites a plurality
of interpretations, but that recognizes certain constraints, implicit in the text,
that may set limits on the range of possible interpretations of the gospel.

In this effort to generate a constructive proposal, it may be useful to identify
some basic questions that prompt the search for “the gospel,” and that should
guide the way in which it is articulated:

1) What is the unity amidst the diversity of the New Testament by which the
canon was formed, and by which the early Christian movement can be
termed a coherent entity?

2) Early Christianity represents a religious movement that struck out in some
surprisingly new directions, when compared to its Jewish origins. This
raises the question: What are the criteria by which early Christians on the
one hand exercised such astonishing freedom with respect to their earlier
Jewish tradition, and on the other hand preserved so much of that tradition?

3) Similarly, the early Christian movement that produced the New Testament
was itself a dynamic and developing phenomenon. How and why did it
develop in the way that it did? What criteria did New Testament writers use
when they selected and adapted the Christian tradition that they received?
For example, by what hermeneutical logic do Matthew and Luke at some
points draw on and repeat Mark, and yet at other points exercise a
surprising freedom in rewriting the tradition as it is expressed in Mark? The
problem appears with even greater sharpness when the fourth gospel is
compared to the Synoptic tradition, although in this case the lines of
dependency are more difficult to ascertain.

4) Our study has already shown how early Christianity manifested itself as a
religious perspective that is extraordinarily adaptable to a variety of specific
situations. At some points, this adaptability appears to be so pervasive that
the points of divergence among different New Testament expressions of
Christian faith almost seem more extensive than their points of conver-
gence. What is the key to this adaptability, by what logic or pattern does it
operate, and what are its limits?
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It should be noted that in each of these questions, the diversity and dynamic
character of the New Testament is affirmed; the challenge is to discover the
implicit logic and assumptions that both drive and constrain that dynamism and
diversity. If we can identify and render explicit that logic and those assump-
tions, we may be able to articulate a vision for the coherence of the New
Testament that invites a variety of creative readings of the New Testament
within a dynamic but coherent framework. In other words, if we can discover
how the New Testament unites its creative and divergent expressions of faith,
we too may discover how to engage in a genuinely dialogical act of interpreta-
tion that neither merely echoes the words of the New Testament, nor imposes
an alien perspective on the New Testament documents.

It will be useful to begin our quest for this paradigm in which to construe the
gospel by talking about the New Testament itself. Any paradigm that seeks to
provide an integrated understanding of these documents must grapple with the
characteristic features that unite them, as well as those elements that distinguish
them from one another, or from other first century religious texts. Perhaps the
most obvious way to begin is to note that the New Testament texts have
characteristic literary features that both distinguish them from and link them
with other documents from the same period. The various New Testament books
are written in different genres, using different forms and making use of the
rhetorical and stylistic conventions that were widespread in the time of their
writing. They also develop some of their own characteristic forms, styles, and
rhetorical flourishes in hymns, salutations, parables and the like; at points they
even develop distinctive genres such as that of the gospels. Any responsible
attempt to interpret the New Testament must take these various genres and
literary styles into consideration.

But in order to interpret effectively, we must examine the New Testament texts
in ways that lead us beyond a mere consideration of their literary character. It
has also become commonplace in biblical studies to speak of the specific
historical situation from which New Testament documents emerged and to
which they were directed. The specific situation, culture, and worldview of
each writer and original reader/hearer affected to a significant degree the way in
which the biblical writers expressed themselves. Although Paul uses the same
letter genre in both Galatians and Romans, for example, he writes very
differently in the two documents because these two congregations have very
different relationships with Paul, and are facing different issues in different
historical and cultural settings. The consideration of historical context includes
not only the attempt to make judgements regarding the historicity of particular
events, but more importantly the attempt to reconstruct the cultural, religious,
political, socio-economic and environmental context in which these documents
originated. In the last two hundred years, the consideration of the historical
context of New Testament texts has made enormous strides, and scholars now
have a wealth of data at their disposal that can help to illumine the particular
shape, form, and focus of the various New Testament documents, in light of
their historical context.

492



VOL. LXXXIIT No. 330 SPEAKING THE TRUTH IN LOVE

However, even a consideration of literary and historical elements is not
sufficient in itself to provide a comprehensive paradigm for the interpretation of
the New Testament as a whole. The reason is that the biblical texts are more
than mere ad hoc literary or rhetorical responses to specific historical situations
and contexts. In some way or another, these documents seek to bring a religious
tradition to bear upon their situations. That religious tradition has two basic
components: the Hebrew Bible or Septuagint (and other Jewish literature) on
the one hand, and stories about Jesus, Christian hymns and other Christian
traditional material on the other. In essence, the New Testament might be
understood as the attempt of certain writers literarily to address their specific
situations in light of these Jewish and Christian traditions. Hence the various
New Testament documents must be evaluated at the literary level (for example,
in style, form, rhetoric and genre), but they must also be examined at the level
of tradition (because they draw different elements from the same tradition or
from different traditions), and at the level of historical context (because they
appropriate those various literary and traditional elements in different con-
texts).

These are the basic elements that generally come under examination in the
practice of historical-critical exegesis as that discipline has developed in the last
two hundred years. However, taken by themselves, they do not provide a
sufficient framework interpreting the New Testament. The reason is that much
of the New Testament is polemical or at least hortatory in tone. That is, many
New Testament writings are trying to correct or to modify other people’s
understanding of the true nature of the Jewish and Christian tradition and its
applicability to specific situations. For example, both Paul and his Galatian
opponents are attempting to apply the story of Jesus and the Hebrew Bible to
their specific situation. Unfortunately, they are coming to diametrically oppos-
ing conclusions. Thus it is not enough to speak of a traditional and literary/
historical context. Another hermeneutical component must be added, in order
to understand the distinctive character of the New Testament writings. That
component might be called an interpretative matrix — a set of interpretative
“rules” or assumptions by which a New Testament writer discriminates
between what he regards as legitimate and illegitimate uses of Jewish and
Christian traditions in any specific situational or literary context.

This hermeneutical component, however, does not necessarily bring us to a
coherent centre for the New Testament as a whole. It may well be that different
New Testament writers operate with different sets of interpretative rules.
Certainly Matthew has an interpretative approach to the Hebrew Bible which is
quite different from that found in Hebrews, for example. Thus at one level,
each New Testament text can be described as emerging from its own tradition,
its own historical and literary context, and its own hermeneutical or interpreta-
tive framework.

However, once we recognize that an understanding of the hermeneutical
framework of a text is vital to its exegetical description and interpretation,
another path is opened for finding new points of contact and convergence
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across New Testament documents. We are invited to search for points of
contact and coherence among the New Testament documents, not only at the
level of historical situations, literary milieux and shared traditions, but also at
the level of shared hermeneutical frameworks and structures. That is, in our
search for a dynamic approach to the coherence of the New Testament, we may
be helped by exploring the implicit forms of logic and shared assumptions that
both energize and regulate the phenomenon of early Christianity.

In fact, the New Testament canon invites just this sort of inquiry across the
whole range of New Testament documents. These documents together repre-
sent a body of literature that is distinct, both from the contemporary Jewish
literature, and from other texts we find in the Hellenistic world, despite many
points of contact between the New Testament and these other bodies of
literature. This distinctiveness is neither adequately described by appeal only to
historical situation (first century religious texts) nor to a distinctive tradition
(Jewish texts interested in Jesus), nor to a common literary milieu (that does not
exist, even within the canon). There is something more here. What is it that
makes the New Testament, at least in some basic sense, not only a distinctive
body of literature but a distinctive mode of religious discourse? If this is at all a
meaningful question, we may be justified in seeking, across the range of New
Testament documents, a larger and more general interpretative matrix that these
writers share together, and that gives the New Testament as a whole its
characteristic tone, emphasis, and dynamism. Of course, the seeking does not
guarantee that we will find such a general interpretative matrix. Yet I would
argue that the quest is at least invited, both by the New Testament documents
themselves, and by their collection into a canon of scripture.

I would like to suggest that when we begin to inquire into this interpretative
matrix, we are inquiring into the basic character of the gospel. We find
consistently in the New Testament that the writers operate with an awareness of
a central message that shapes and directs their discourse as a whole and their
appropriation and adaptation of tradition in particular. This is clearest when we
look at the way New Testament writers interpret the Old Testament. One can
conceivably use stories from the Hebrew Bible to speak of many different kinds
of religious consciousness. However, the New Testament writers are explicit in
their insistence that the Hebrew Bible be read “in light of Christ.” For the New
Testament writers, the gospel of Christ provides a hermeneutical vantage point
from which the Hebrew Bible can be “properly” understood — that is, from
which it can be understood from a distinctively Christian perspective.

However, it is not only the Hebrew Bible that, according to the New
Testament, must be interpreted in light of the gospel. Stories about Jesus,
Christian hymns, and Christian confessional materials must also be interpreted
within this matrix. This is precisely what the four gospels in the New Testament
try to do. They create a new literary genre by placing the stories about Jesus in
an interpretative context that will illumine what the writer believes to be their
true significance and meaning. Mark, for example, insists that we do not know
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what it means to acclaim Jesus as “Son of God” or “Messiah” unless we put
these titles in the context of the suffering and crucifixion of Jesus. Likewise
Paul insists that the Galatians’ approach to Jesus as the Messiah threatens,
ironically enough, to violate “the truth of the gospel” (Gal. 2:5,14). One can
tell stories about Jesus, sing hymns and confess faith, calling people to believe,
and yet be in complete contradiction to the gospel, at least as Paul sees it.

Therefore, if we are to find an interpretative matrix that effectively renders the
distinctive character of the New Testament documents, we must consider the
possibility that what the New Testament calls “the gospel” may be the key to
identifying that matrix. This way of conceptualizing the nature of the gospel
poses the question of the coherence and distinctive character of the New
Testament more sharply. As we have said, each New Testament document may
be regarded as the interaction of three constitutive elements: the literary
context, the tradition (both Jewish and Christian), and the specific situation of
the writer. These three elements must also, however, be envisioned within an
interpretative matrix — the gospel. Specifically, it is a particular writer’s
understanding of the gospel that provides the discriminating rules by which
tradition, genre, rhetoric and situation can be meaningfully and “Christianly”
brought together. This approach can be diagrammed in the manner found in the
figure below:

A Model For Interpreting the New Testament

In each New Testament document, the historical, literary and traditional
dimensions of the document exist in a dynamic interaction with one another.
That interaction as a whole is shaped and regulated by an overall interpretative
matrix, a comprehensive and synthetic vision for what Christian faith entails at
its core.

This way of looking at the New Testament carries within itself the possibility
for a contemporary hermeneutic that itself grows from scripture. If it is possible
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to uncover and render explicit that interpretative matrix by which the New
Testament writers sifted, articulated and appropriated the ongoing flood of
Jewish and Christian traditions in new situations, it may well be that an
analogous interpretative matrix can provide at least some clues for how we are
to do the same today. In other words, I am proposing an approach to
interpreting the New Testament that is concerned not only with describing and
interpreting the content of the various New Testament documents. I am
suggesting that our interpretation must make explicit the religious logic and
implicit assumptions that govern the selection of traditional elements, the
literary forms that are used, and the ways in which the historical context is
being addressed. As we recover that logic and those assumptions, we may be
guided in how we are now to make use of the traditions recorded in scripture, as
they are now brought to bear in new ways in new historical contexts.

In what follows, I offer at least a preliminary attempt at defining further this
interpretative matrix that governs and shapes the interaction of literary, tradi-
tional and historical elements. It must be noted before beginning, however, that
this probe must necessarily have a tentative and preliminary status with respect
to its integrative range. The overall interpretative matrix that I will articulate
here is not fully reflected in all the New Testament writings. Significant aspects
of the matrix are not developed or made explicit in some New Testament
documents. I have already observed that the various New Testament documents
do not operate with identical hermeneutical structures or assumptions.
Nevertheless, I hope to delineate a clustering of shared hermeneutical structures
and assumptions, centred around the New Testament category of “gospel,” that
operate across a wide range of New Testament documents. Obviously, the case
for the gospel as hermeneutic needs to be established by a careful exegesis of
the whole range of New Testament writings, a task that extends far beyond the
scope of this study. But I offer at least a kind of suggestive model that may
serve as a starting point for further investigation and a catalyst for a creative and
pluralist dialogical encounter with the New Testament.

How does one describe something like a hermeneutical structure? And how
might one determine the hermeneutical structure of a given biblical text or
collection of texts? I suggest that we take our cue from the New Testament
writers who adopted the term gospel (eayyé\vo) to express their basic
hermeneutical assumptions. The New Testament’s use of this term invites three
avenues of exploration. First, we need to come to understand why New
Testament writers chose this particular term as a way to articulate the heart of
their faith. This line of inquiry leads us to explore the semantic range and
linguistic function of the word “gospel” in the first century Mediterranean
culture generally. Such exploration may help us in identifying some of the
assumptions and presuppositions implicit in the use of the term “gospel.”
Second, we must identify as clearly as possible the basic content of the gospel
as the New Testament articulates it. What are the common themes, images or
motifs that characterize the New Testament’s understanding of the gospel?
Finally, we need to determine how the notion of “gospel” functions hermeneut-
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ically. That is to say, how can the New Testament’s understanding of the
gospel provide us with insight into the implicit logic and assumptions that
energize and regulate the expressions of faith we find recorded in the New
Testament?

The term “gospel”

The very choice of the term “gospel” (eBayyéhov) already gives us some
insight into the nature and character of the faith that gave birth to the New
Testament. Perhaps the most striking thing about the term is that it seems to
evoke an association with what we as moderns call “news.” Usually it refers
more specifically to “good news,” but even when the news is not good, in its
usage outside the New Testament the term almost always refers to some
message that comes as ‘“news” or “announcement” to those who hear it. It can
refer to the news of victory in war, or to someone’s accession to kingship, or
even to more mundane announcements like the birth of a son or news of an
approaching wedding.

The choice of this term to articulate something central about Christian faith
becomes more significant when one contemplates the alternatives that were
being used in this period to express the essence of religious faith and
experience. In articulating the essential character of its faith, early Christianity
could have adopted one of the terms commonly used in the Hellenistic religious
world such as “illumination” (}pwTtioudg) or “knowledge” (yvdolg) or “mys-
tery” (uvotijorov). Each of these terms appears at some points in the New
Testament as a designation for Christian faith. However, none of these terms
acquires the widespread and generic status of the term “gospel.” One might
observe that, in contrast to these other categories, the term “gospel” has a
distinctly public character; it identifies Christian faith as news that has signifi-
cance for all people, indeed for the whole world, not merely as esoteric
understanding or insight, even though New Testament faith may have at times
esoteric dimensions.

Early Christianity might also have continued the legacy of its Jewish
heritage, referring to its newly emerging faith as “law” or “Torah” (véu0g),
“instruction” (d1daxt), or “wisdom” (coy(a). As with the other Hellenistic
terms we noted above, we also find the New Testament using this Jewish
terminology to articulate its faith, but these terms also lack the widespread,
generic character of “gospel” in the New Testament. The dimension of
meaning that the term “gospel” adds to these other Jewish formulations is
the event-oriented element of “news.” The use of the term “gospel” in koine
Greek generally does not suggest as its core the transmission of universal
truths, principles, values or wisdom (though these are not excluded), but
rather focuses attention on the reporting of an event or happening of special
significance: a victory in battle, an accession to kingship, or a political
accomplishment.
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The content of the gospel

If we press further, in order to delineate the specific content of the gospel in the
New Testament, we encounter some difficulty. Different New Testament
writers articulate the central message of Christian faith in different ways. For
Paul, the gospel means that Gentiles are not required to undergo circumcision.
Therefore Paul insists in Galatians that for Gentiles to receive circumcision is
an abandonment of the gospel. In the synoptic gospels, by contrast, Jesus is
depicted as proclaiming the gospel, but the message focuses on the coming
reign of God. In the Book of Acts, the proclamation of the gospel seems very
closely related to the promise of forgiveness of sins. Even the most cursory
review of the New Testament suggests that the gospel could be articulated in
many different ways.

Yet even in the midst of that diversity, one detects common concerns and
emphases as well. James D.G. Dunn identifies three motifs that are present
throughout early Christian preaching: the proclamation of the risen, exalted
Jesus, the call for faith, and a promise (grace, mercy, forgiveness, salvation,
etc.) held out to faith. 7 I would add to Dunn’s list the observation that almost
all expressions of the gospel touch in some way upon the identity of Jesus, and
upon his death as well. Hence in the midst of substantial diversity in articulat-
ing the gospel, it seems clear that for New Testament writers, the gospel is
inextricably tied up with the identity, death and resurrection of Jesus of
Nazareth, a story that is announced as an act of God that offers a hopeful
promise for the whole world. The New Testament finds its point of departure in
the conviction that the identity of Jesus and his death and resurrection is “news”
of public significance that needs to be told.

This emphasis on the centrality and public significance of the person of Jesus
and his death and resurrection in the New Testament can be found even where
the term “gospel” does not occur. In the Gospel of John, for example, even
though the words for “proclaim the gospel” (gboryyeACopon) and “gospel”
(eboryyéhov) are not found apart from the title of the work, the universal and
public significance of the person of Jesus and his death and resurrection are
clearly presupposed in the entire presentation of the story.

Furthermore, it is quite clear that the “significance” attached to Jesus’ identity,
death and resurrection throughout the New Testament lies in the belief that this
“news” has saving significance. The religion of the New Testament is pre-
eminently a religion of salvation (cwtngia). It promises good news for the
poor, forgiveness for the sinner, wholeness for the body, freedom, joy, hope,
and eternal life. This soteriological dimension is in keeping with the prevailing
use of the “gospel” word group (gbayyéhov, ebayyeliCopar), in koine
Greek. These words are commonly associated with “salvation” (cwtngla) and
“good fortune” (e0TOymua).® The various New Testament writers of course
differ at points on exactly what “salvation” means in concrete terms, but they
share the assumption that their religion is a religion of salvation. The “salva-
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tion” word group (cwtn@la, 0w, cwtE) occupies an important place in
every New Testament writer’s vocabulary.

To summarize the discussion to this point, we have observed that the New
Testament’s designation of its faith as “gospel” suggests that New Testament
faith centres around the public announcement of the story of Jesus’ identity,
death and resurrection as a story of salvation. To put it a bit differently, at the
centre of New Testament faith is the conviction that in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus, God has revealed the completion of a saving purpose for
the world, to be received by faith. Or we might use Paul’s words in II
Corinthians 5:19: “God was in Christ reconciling the world to God’s
self . .. .”°

Of course, not every New Testament writer’s work is equally derived from this
kind of core formulation. However, the generic character of the term “gospel”
invites us to consider this formulation as a kind of working model for the
coherence of the New Testament, a model that we may further refine or qualify
once the basic conceptual groundwork has been laid.

Gospel as hermeneutical framework

Now, of course, in such a bare-bones formulation, there is a large amount of
room for widely divergent interpretations and applications. This high level of
generality is indeed necessary if our model is to be able to function across a
wide range of New Testament writings. But this level of generality does not, in
my opinion, render such summaries useless. If I am correct, a summary like
this of “the gospel” is not intended to be basic set of propositions from which
the rest of Christian faith is deduced. It is too general for that anyway. Rather,
this summary of the gospel provides the hermeneutical perspective or matrix
through which the Christian tradition and specific historical contexts are
interpreted.

How can this gospel summary function as a hermeneutical matrix or structure? I
would argue that almost every allusion to the gospel exhibits or implies a
number of basic structural features:

1) The gospel always manifests itself as that which makes a claim, which
summons to allegiance and decision. In its insistence that the identity and
carcer of Jesus is of central soteriological significance, the gospel
challenges people to accept the truth of that assertion and to modify their
lives accordingly. The gospel is always that which is preached, the
kerygma. Hence we may also say that the gospel is intimately associated
with the experience of transformed perception and action.

2) The gospel presupposes a “public” horizon of interpretation — a horizon
that is seen most clearly in apocalyptic literature, where the question of the
relationship between the divine and the whole world is of central impor-
tance. When we are dealing with interpretations governed by the gospel, it
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is always finally the world as a whole, the public world, with which God is
dealing. This universal scope prevents the divine claim discussed in no.1
above from becoming individualistic in orientation. The gospel envisions
nothing less than God’s claim over the entire cosmos. In a sense, one might
say that this cosmic horizon of interpretation is simply entailed in the notion
of monotheism. If there is only one God, then language about such a God
must necessarily encompass a universal frame of reference.

3) The gospel always presents this call to allegiance and universal scope in the
context of the religious realities disclosed by the death and resurrection of
Christ, which is regarded as paradigmatic for understanding the relationship
between God and the world. One might say that this assumption assumes
that the Christ event is revelatory in an ultimate or basic way. This is not to
say that one can speak the gospel only when one is talking about Jesus.
Rather, the Christ event provides the interpretative matrix by which the
entire tradition takes form and meaning.

What then is the gospel? In simplest terms it is the proclamation of God’s
soteriological purpose and claim on this world, a purpose and claim extended
paradigmatically through the crucified and risen Christ. Yet in the final analysis
this is not so much what is preached, but rather the structure that delineates how
the entire tradition is to be preached and interpreted.

Each of these basic structural elements of the gospel can and must be elaborated
further. In particular, we must explore how a hermeneutical approach to the
gospel such as the one we are advocating gives rise to theological and religious
discourse. First of all, it must be recalled that the gospel is fundamentally
kerygmatic in nature. To use the categories of speech-act theory developed by
J.L. Austin, the gospel is not only a locutionary act, conveying information,
but an illocutionary act, calling forth some specific response from the hearer/
reader. The gospel is language that not only conveys information, but that seeks
to bring about a new state of affairs. Just as the words “I do” in the wedding
service do more than simply describe the psychological state of the bride and
groom at that particular time, so the acceptance of the gospel entails a
reorientation of life in trust and obedience.

Now if the gospel is paradigmatic — if it is to provide a hermeneutical
perspective from which to approach tradition and situation — it suggests that
the gospel requires that the Christian tradition be articulated in such a way that
it makes a claim on the hearer. Central to the gospel is the notion that God is not
detached and inert, but is in search of human beings, and given the apocalyptic
coordinates of the gospel, the world as a whole. The gospel in some basic sense
represents the call of God, to which the world in general, and human beings in
particular, are called to respond. Moreover, this call is a radical claim on life in
its totality. Hence the response of faith is to confess that Jesus is Lord — that
God’s universal claim over this world in Christ is valid and accepted.

This universal claim over the world manifests itself paradigmatically in the
Christ event, God’s reign, which discloses a dialectical interaction between
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death and resurrection, mercy and judgement, radical renunciation and pity for
the weak. Because God extends a claim over the world, God can be known to
love the world, to desire that it be all that it should be. The same is true of
individuals and societies. And yet, the very fact that God extends God's claim
in Chrigt suggests that this claim is not universally acknowledged, that thereis
resistance to God's claim. Hence the Chrigtian tradition is interpreted and
applied " Chrigtianly" when God's claim on life is presented dialectically, both
injudgement and mercy, in affirmation and critique, in embrace and in acall to
repentance.

Finally, the Christian tradition isinterpreted and applied in accor dance with the
gospel when the present need for arestoration to arightrelationship with God's
sovereign claim isjuxtaposed with an affirmation of God's action to bring this
about. The gospel insists that the Chrigtian tradition be interpreted in such a
way as to affirm that God is in the process of "making good" on the divine
claim to the world, and that this process has come to its climax in the Christ
event. Hence there is a characteristic dimension of hope and trust that is an
ineluctable component of a distinctively Christian rendering of the tradition —
a hope and trust that are specifically attached to and that grow from the stories
about Jesus. Onetells the stories about Jesus " Chrigtianly" when one tells them
in such away that they €licit the response of hope and trugt in the God who is
revealed in them.

But who is the God who is revealed in the tradition and in the stories about
Jesus? Our simple gructural approach to the gospel does not, and cannot tell us
much. God is that which makes a claim on the world, a claim that manifests
itself dialectically in judgement and mercy, a claim that does not deny present
suffering but that also generates hope. Yet thisis only a very abgract picture.

It isherethat anarrative approach to the biblical texts must find aplacein one's
overall congtrual of the distinctive character of the biblical message. The naked
gructure of the gospel can never exist in isolation; its general symbolic
sructure must always be given specific content by the richness of the narrative
texture of the tradition. The content we pour into the words " God" and " Jesus'
spoken of in our interpretative matrix arethe identities that arerendered by the
cumulative impact of the many narratives about God and Jesus within scripture.
The interpretative matrix cannot survive apart from the traditions that it
interprets.

However, theinterpretative matrix of the gospel does provide some parameters
that delineate a context by which even the specific narratives of scripture may
be read and understood. Thus for example the public dimensions of the gospel
in its basic gructural shape preclude the narrowly sectarian reading of the
biblical narrative we find in the theology of apartheid.

In other words, the gospel functions to bring about a transformation of a very
fundamental sort in the way people in a specific situation interpret the Chrigtian
tradition, in how they understand themselves, and in how they stuate themsel-
ves in their world as a whole. An old mode of sdf-understanding and sdf-
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