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The Bible as Literature


In discussing the Bible as literature, I am simply going to assume that the Bible, particularly in the King James version, is great literature.  I am also going to take for granted the fact that its stories and themes have continually sparked the literary imagination of the West.  From the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden to that of the Resurrection we have a set of symbols, motifs, and themes whose reworking has been the subject of the bulk of our literature.  I am not going to discuss this influence, nor even discuss the Bible as a piece of literature, i.e., as a particular literary work.  What I am going to do is to focus on what is in​volved in our taking it as literature.  More particularly, I am going to look at how we approach questions of truth in a literary work.  I am going to ask how far we can push this approach when we come to read the Bible.  What are the limits in reading the Bible as literature?  When does the notion of “truth” as it arises in a literary text begin to fail us.  That it will fail us at a certain point is implicit in the Bible’s claim to be “sacred scripture” or “revelation.”  If we take this claim seriously, we naturally have a special approach to the “truth” its text contains.  But what precisely is this approach?  This is what I want to explore.  In other words, my goal in exploring the limits of the literary approach to the Bible is to gain some in​sights into the sacred character of its text and how we should approach it.  

§1. Truth and the literary text.  The most common, if often overlooked feature of a successful literary work is that of presenting us with a world  In a certain sense, it succeeds by having inherent standards for what can belong to it, of what fits in with its sense and what does not.  Having such standards, it presents us with that unified sense that makes a world a world, that is, that makes it an ordered whole.  Each such world, be it the world of a Shakespearean play or that of a poem by Emily Dickenson, sets its own criteria for its truth, each determines what can and cannot count as evidence in our attempts to understand it.  The text, in other words, sets up the context for its interpretation.

If this seems abstract, an example from literature, from Homer’s Odyssey, will clarify this relation between text and context.  The first half of the Odyssey is occupied with Odysseus's telling the story of his adventures to the Phaiakians.  These are the inhabitants of an island on which he has been shipwrecked.  The story ends with his description of him​self hanging from a fig tree on the Rock of Skylla above the dreaded whirlpool, Charybdis.  He waits for the whirlpool to “vomit the head and the mast (of his ship) back up again.”  He says, “I longed for them, and they came late; at the time when a man leaves the law court, for dinner, after judging the many disputes brought him by litigious young men; that was the time it took the timbers to appear from Charybdis” (The Odyssey of Homer, trans. Richard Lattimore, New York, 1967, p. 196, Book XII, lines 437-441).  A literary approach to this passage would simply take it as “true” that Odysseus told this story to the Phaiakians.  It would not, however, take this as an empirical truth.  The source of Homer's account is not a process of historical enquiry, but rather the Muse.  His first words are “Tell me, Muse, of the man …"  To dispute the “facts” of his account is to call into question the reliability of his source.  The text, however, does not give us any evidence on this point.  Thus, the approach that takes this text as primary must simply accept her narrative.  Not only does it rule out of court the objection that there is scant historical evidence that Odysseus ever existed, it also will not admit the objections that the tales he tells about the gods could never have taken place because either (1) the gods do not exist or (2) the gods would never (so Plato thought) behave as amorally as Homer portrays them.  These objections apply standards to the text which are external to its world--the imaginative world which the text itself sets in appealing to the Muse.

Within this world we can, however, doubt the truth of the account which Odysseus is giving to his hearers. Odysseus speaks on his own authority.  We know from the text that he likes to spin a yarn and is not above engaging in elaborate deceptions.  Thus, a perfectly legit​imate interpretation is that none of Odysseus's account is true, that none of the numerous ad​ventures he relates to the Phaiakians ever occurred. The essential point here is that support for this position can be found in the text itself.  We do not disbelieve Odysseus because of our modern and quite different view of the gods.  If we are skeptical, it is because the text it​self leads us to question his veracity.  

Such skepticism does not mean that we can dismiss what he says.  Aside from their factual, “historical” sense, his words also have a symbolical import.  Thus, we can note that the passage we cited occurs right in the middle of the text.  Twelve books of the Odyssey have been completed.  Twelve more are to follow.  This and the mention of the law courts and judging point to what the Greeks called a crisis (krisiv"-krisis) which means “a turning point, a judgment, a sentencing.”  Symbolically, a judgment is passed on Odysseus as he waits, hanging, for the return of the mast and keel of his wrecked boat.  There is also a turning point in his story as he ends his account of his wanderings with this description and prepares, with the Phaiakians' aid, to return home.  This holds even if we disbelieve Odysseus.  Even if his character makes us doubt the “historical” truth of his tale, its symbolic truth remains.  For the reader, as long as she remains in the world created by Homer, neither truth has priority, and both are determined by the text itself.

§2. Advantages of the literary approach.  The approach we have been describing takes the text as the ultimate authority over its interpretive context.  The advantage of this approach is that it allows us to take a work on its own terms.  It, thus, prevents the kind of denaturing which occurs when we interpret a text--in particular, the text of the Bible--according to alien criteria.  A Freudian approach to the Bible, for example, makes it a mere instance of psycho​analytic doctrine.  The true texts here, the texts which really set the context of interpretation, are not the books of the Bible but rather those of Freud.  Because of this, the Bible is trans​formed.  The truths it illustrates are not its own but rather those of psychoanalysis.  In a logi​cal sense, the error of such an approach can be described as committing a petitio principii--lit​erally “begging a principle.”  This is the fallacy of assuming in advance what we want to prove.  When we approach a text with external criteria, we are assuming in advance the kind of truth it is supposed to tell us.  In the Middle Ages, for example, the works of both Virgil and Homer were seen as containing hidden prophesies of the coming of Christ.  “Proofs” for this fact were not lacking.  In our century, sociological, Marxian and Freudian interpretations of texts have predominated.  They too have had their “proofs.”  Unfortunately, what they have documented with their competing claims is mostly that unfortunate tendency to infallibil​ism--of being unable to be proved wrong--which marks every dogmatic attitude.

As opposed to this, the literary approach may be called phenomenological.  Its slogan is Husserl’s “back to the things themselves.”  Phenomenology attempts to combat dogma​tism by returning to the things themselves, letting them speak for themselves.  In textual criticism, this means a return to the text itself.  Such a return does not imply an abandonment of knowledge.  It is no use pretending that we do not know the things we know when we read a text.  Such knowledge, which ranges from the practical to the theoretical, is always present.  It will inevitably color our encounter with the text.  What is required is not ignorance but rather subordination.  Our knowledge must be put in the service of the text.  It must become its “handmaiden,” so to speak, assisting where it can, keeping silent when it cannot.  The criteria for whether or not it is helpful must come from the text itself.  A report on potholes in the neighborhood streets obviously appeals to our direct experience of the matter.  Odysseus's yarns do not.  In each case, we must draw from the text itself the nature of its appropriate interpretative context.


When we come to sacred scripture there is a special formula which encapsulates this method of reading a text.  It is St. Augustine's “I believe that I may understand.”  Belief or faith opens the way for understanding.  Such understanding, as was the case with Augustine, may have multiple sources.  It may draw on everyday experiences, on literature, philosophy and science when appropriate.  The point is that all of these are put in the service of the text.  Believing in its truth, the believer seeks to make this truth intelligible.  Such intelligibility can take many different forms.  In the Middle Ages, for example, scripture had at least four differ​ent ways of being understood.  There is its literal, historical sense.  This is the account of ac​tions that occurred.  There is also the allegorical sense which springs from its symbols.  Next, there is its moral sense.  Here we read scripture as providing us with a code of conduct.  Finally there is what is called its anagogical sense.  This has to do with what the text tells us of the final destiny and judgment of mankind.  None of these senses was seen as excluding the others.  Each could call on a whole range of human sciences, from psychology to etymol​ogy, to assist its understanding of sacred scripture.  

Implicit in the above is a particular understanding of the content of faith.  Such content is taken to be all embracing.  It includes claims about God and the Word which extend to the whole of creation.  It is because of this that Augustine’s impulse is not to bar any form of un​derstanding from serving to illuminate the content of the Gospel.  This does not mean that we should use the Gospel to interpret different sciences.  This would be to the repeat the error of an earlier age which had just begun to develop modern science.  Interpreting the Bible from its standpoint, it used it as a kind of universal textbook to pronounce on such external matters as astronomy and medicine.  One unhappy result of this was the trial of Galileo.  His assertion that the earth moves was condemned from a few, ill chosen lines of scripture.  The Augustinian procedure is the opposite of this.  It does not use the Bible to understand the world but rather the reverse.  Thus, the truth of the Gospel is simply assumed by this ap​proach, while the extent of its claims encourages us to constantly enlarge the scope of our efforts at interpretation until ultimately the context of our understanding becomes the world itself.  It is not, then, as if, believing in the truth of the world, we invoke the Gospel to support this belief.  Such an attitude takes a sacred text as true simply because it happens to agree with some truth--be it psychological, sociological, economic, etc.--currently assumed about the world.  This method makes the Bible into a subtext for the world.  The Augustinian at​tempt is, rather, to make the world a subtext of the Bible, that is, to draw our standards of truth from it.  

§3. Limits to the literary approach.  With this description, we seem to have come to the ex​treme limits of the literary approach to the Bible.  We have radicalized, but not essentially changed the fundamental position of this approach which is to take the text as setting the context for its interpretation.  As we said, literary works succeed by presenting us with a world.  The world of each is a “world” by having inherent standards for what can belong to it.  Each sets its own criteria for its truth, each determines what can and cannot count as evi​dence in our attempts to understand it.  Granting this, the relation of faith and understanding seems to be that of a special (if radical) case of the text setting the context for its interpreta​tion.  In both cases “proof” in any factual, worldly sense seems inappropriate.  If “I believe that may understand,” the focus of my understanding cannot be to prove the truth of sacred scripture.  Having assumed this from the start, no such proofs can be legitimately offered.  What I can do is attempt to bring my understanding up to the level of the claims of my faith, to bring it to the point where I can make sense of these claims.  The same holds for literature with its willing suspension of disbelief.  The credence I lend to an imaginative work is a nec​essary condition for its understanding and enjoyment.  To grasp its world, I must first enter into it.  The reward for doing so can often be a transformation of the way in which afterward I view reality.

Does this mean that when we take the Bible on its own terms we take it simply as lit​erature?  Are we to understand it as a collection of transforming stories--stories which change our understanding of the world and, hence, the way we act in it?  In this view, the founders of a religion are tellers of tales.  The poetic imagination is what ultimately lies be​hind the assertion of religious dogma.  This position enjoys a certain popularity today, not the least because of the easy tolerance it engenders.  Everyone can enjoy the stories of others.  The fact that they can, however, points to a difference.  No “conversion” is required to enter the imaginative worlds presented by various authors.  We can move freely from one to the other, lending each for a time our credence.  Thus, the fact that each presents a world and, as such, supplies the context for its interpretation, does not mean that it makes a claim about the “real” world.  Rather it presents an imaginative variant of it, an alternative which arises by particularizing and transforming some of the features common to the world of its readers.  The Bible, however, does more than this.   It does not claim to present a variant, but rather to give the inner truth of the world the reader takes as real.  Thus, it does not only set its own context for the truths it uncovers, it also claims that the context is ultimate.  This assertion follows from the nature of its central character, the one character that directly or indirectly ap​pears in all its books.  This is God.  Whether we take him as the ultimate creator or as the divine Word, he claims to set the context of all worlds, be they imaginative or real.

A paradoxical situation arises from this claim.  If it is correct then we here confront a text whose interpretive context is ultimately set, not by itself, but by its central character.  Believing in him, we believe in the text as something more than an imaginative variant of our own world.  We adopt in some final sense its standards for veracity.  Faith in God makes the believer take the text of the Gospel as divinely inspired (as having God as its divine author) and therefore as true.  For the believer, God has the sense of a being who sets the interpre​tive context (and, hence, the standards for veracity) of every possible world, including that presented by the texts of the Bible.  Philosophically speaking, he is taken as an ultimate, sense-giving ground.  Yet the same God appears as a character within these texts.  Like any character from literature, his initial sense or meaning is given by the descriptions and inci​dents these texts relate.  These tell us who and what he is.  The paradox, then, is that of a series of texts grounding a sense of a being  who claims to ground their sense.  The texts of the Bible ground the sense of an ultimate God, whose very sense is to be the ground of their significance.  

How can the Bible as a text present such a sense?   There is only one way.  It must present it as the sense of something transcendent, of something that exceeds its sense-giving context.  We thus have the phenomenon of a text that presents a character who claims to escape it.  It presents us with the sense of a being who transcends the meanings the text conveys.  Escaping them, it disrupts them.  Such disruption by the appearance of the God, as both the ancient Greeks and the Hebrews knew, could be literally overwhelming.  The Old Testament, for example, stresses that no one can see God face to face and live.  A similar view is expressed in the tale of Zeus and the maiden he desires, Semele.  Zeus's wife, in dis​guise, persuades Semele to ask Zeus to show himself as he is in return for her favors.  Trapped by his promise, Zeus does so, appearing as a bolt of lightening and reducing Semele to ashes.  In both instances, we have the notion of the killing splendor of the God.  The para​dox of interpretation which follows from this is clear.  The text that attempts to present the radically transcendent can do so only by disrupting itself.  The interpretation of this text must, accordingly, focus not just on the sense it conveys but also on the breakdown of this sense.  It must focus on the failure of the text's context to locate its central character.  More con​cretely, it must attend to the systematic misunderstanding of this character.

§4. The hermeneutic circle and the character of a sacred text.  We are now at the point where we can attempt to consider the nature of a sacred text.  The definition we will hazard will in​volve a denial of a fundamental principle of contemporary textual interpretation.  The principle is that of the “hermeneutical” or interpretative circle.  Derived from Gadamer’s hermeneu​tics, the circle denotes a way of reading texts which attempts to be faithful to two separate demands.  The first stems from what we have called the “literary” approach to the text.  Its demand is to let the text set the context for its interpretation.  The second stems from the historical approach, this is the approach that investigates the concrete circumstances, the ac​tual historical situation, in which a text is found.  According to its view, this context deter​mines the sense of the text.  It determines how it will be read.  When we combine these views, we have the circle.  The circle, in other words, consists in the mutual referencing of text and context, one where each, in a circular process, is defined through the other. “Hermeneutics” is the study of this mutual referencing.  A simple example will make its meaning clear.  Suppose we want to know the meaning of the word “fire.”  The context for this meaning is the sentence it occurs in.  To understand this sentence, we have to under​stand the words that compose it.  But the sentence itself often determines the meaning of such words.  Thus, the meaning of the word “fire” helps to determine the meaning of the sen​tence, “He lit a fire.”  But the sentence itself provides the context which gives the word its meaning.  A very different meaning of the word arises, for example, in the sentence, “I am going to fire him.”  It does not take much imagination to see that the same kind of mutual (or circular) referencing occurs between the meaning of a sentence and the text in which it occurs and, indeed, between the text itself and the context in which it finds itself.  Thus, the meaning that appears when Sapho’s hymn to the goddess Aphrodite is chanted as part of the sacred ritual of her temple worship is very different when the same hymn is used in a Greek seminar to show the peculiarities of this poet’s dialect.   The circumstances of its use are determined by very different projects.  The projects determine different meanings insofar as they deter​mine the visibility (the prominence) of different features of the text.


Implicit in the notion of this circle of text and context is a notion of what makes a text sacred.  Taking the text as primary, we would have to say that a sacred text is sacred insofar as it constitutes the assembly (the context) of its believers.  The Gospels, for example, de​termine who count as Christians.  Believing in them, a person becomes a Christian. In his self -understanding, his becoming a Christian is a result of the sacred character of this text: It is because the text is the Word of God that he is a Christian.  Yet, if we begin with the context, it also seems apparent that the believers, themselves, constitute through the context of their belief the sacred character of the text.  The character is a function of their belief.  The belief is the context (the constitutive medium) in which this character can appear.  Thus, many texts have lost their religious character with the decline of belief.  No one today takes the ancient gods seriously.  We use their names neither to curse, to swear, nor to blaspheme.  Still less do we see them as those overwhelming forces which must be grasped if we are to understand our fates.  The Greek tragedies, as a consequence, have lost their religious significance for us.  The context which would place their performance within a religious festival has been lost.  The circle, then, is such that on the one hand we assert that the sacred text constitutes its believers, these being defined as those who accept its sacred character.  On the other hand, we also affirm that the believers themselves constitute the sacred text, their belief being what makes it sacred.  With this we close the circle, asserting that the sacred text defines the believers who, in turn, define the sacred text.


There is a certain attractive pluralism in this view.  According to it, when we read and attempt to interpret a sacred work, say, the Gospels, we remain within a closed self-referenc​ing system of text and context.  Because of this, our reading leaves other such systems (systems generated by different religious texts) essentially untouched.  Thus, the meanings of the Gospels, according to this view, have sense only within the bounds of a specific inter​pretive context, that embodied by its believers.  Outside of it, however, they vanish.  They have not the context, the environment in which they could appear.  

The question which arises when we consider this view is its adequacy in grasping the point that pushed us beyond the “literary approach” to the Bible.  What forced us beyond it was the transcendence claimed by its central character.  Thus, according to the self-understanding of the Gospels, their sacred character, their truth, depends upon Jesus’s being God.  In John’s words, it depends upon his being the Word through “which all things came to be.”  If he is not this Word, he is a fraud.  But if he is, he transcends all things.  As their sense-giving ground, he cannot be fully defined by them; they cannot completely form his interpretive context.  Given this, his appearance within the world should be marked by a disruption of its sense-giving contexts.  Again and again there would be misunderstandings.  Their conse​quence would be an increasing sense of paradox and of what Kierkegaard called the “offence” at this unintelligibility (“Appendix,” Philosophical Fragments).  In the Gospels, we do find this paradox, this misunderstanding. The “offence” people feel culminates in the crucifixion of the offender.  Even here, however, the Word is not grasped, not fixed in any worldly sense.  What appears in the contemporary context as a degrading death is actually an exaltation.  As the Greek word for “crown” suggests, the crown of thorns worn by Jesus is actually a vic​tor’s garland.  

To be faithful to such transcendence, interpretation must focus not just on the worldly sense a text conveys, but on the breakdown of this sense.  It must attend to its failure to lo​cate its central character.  Contrariwise, insofar as this divine character determines the text, i.e., specifies it as his context, he removes it from the world.  The result, we can say, is the same sort of disruption which its central character occasions.  Thus, just as the sign of the sacredness of the central character is this disruption of its sense, so the sacredness of the text, for example, the Gospel, is shown by the disruption of the traditions forming its context.  To hazard a definition on basis of the Gospel, we can say that a sacred text is one which breaks the hermeneutic circle.  It does so, not just initially, like texts which found a tradition--for example, Galileo’s texts which founded the scientific revolution.  A sacred text’s tran​scendence is such that this happens again and again.  In other words, its sacred character is historically manifested by its continuous reinterpretation, each new interpretation being a sign of its transcendence of its tradition.  What occasions each new interpretation is precisely the acknowledgment that the text’s truth has not been grasped, that its sense has thus far not been adequately represented by the tradition of its interpretation.  


This transcendence of its interpretative tradition is a measure of the text’s claim to be more than literature.  A literary work gives us an imaginative variant of the world.  But the real world distinguishes itself from that of its imaginative variants by its transcendence of the senses we attempt to put on it.  In other words, the world's reality is shown by its transcen​dence, and this is manifested by the fact that it often escapes our attempts at interpretation.  Like the world, then, the sacred text appears to offer more than what can be conveyed by any particular context.  Attentive to it, it constantly surprises us.  By its inclusion of the tran​scendent God (of the divinity which by definition escapes its categories), it stakes a claim to the kind of open-endedness which characterizes reality.  Thus, the central character of the Gospels, Jesus, asserts that he is a part of our reality.  He claims to be part of its open-end​edness in that he confronts us with a choice whose implications we cannot fully grasp.  To be​come or not become a Christian exceeds, in its implications, every reference to a given con​text.  To insist that we choose is to demand that we step beyond the self-referencing of the hermeneutic circle. 

