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put or find in a text are relative. … By distanciation Ricoeur means the adoption of 

methods of testing interpretations that render the reader as objective as possible and that 

treat the text as an object to be explained[,] … scholarly norms by which biblical 

interpreters seek to step back, to distance themselves from the particularities of the 

traditions to which they “belong.”216  

As synthesized by Lewis Mudge and affirmed by Ricoeur, this “productive” dialectic proceeds 

through three stages. Because of our “belonging” to a historical position, our first reading of a 

text is always necessarily “naïve,” but as we distance ourselves methodically to read more 

objectively, we move into a “critical” reading. Unlike critical theorists and other denizens of 

modernity, however, Ricoeur argues that our dialectic must progress beyond “arid criticism” to a 

“secondary naiveté.”217 That is, we must belong again to the text, letting the textual senses that 

emerge present us with a world and an attitude that we can make “our own.”218  

 Thus, as we have already seen with Gadamer, Ricoeur also negotiates the tension 

between “naïve” commitment and hermeneutic openness from the ground of radical historicality. 

Traditions of interpretation and of textual methodology are our inescapable starting points, but as 

historical accidents, they cannot also be our unchanged ending points. Likewise, critical 

interrogation of the text is an essential middle step to enable the being of the text to speak anew 

to our historical moment, but it cannot be the ending point, either, because interpretation always 

ends up creating the “world” we live and act in currently. Because of Ricoeur’s ground of 

historicality, though, no interpretation lasts unchanging through time, and each generation’s 

secondarily naïve response to a text’s sense is undergirded by a critical readiness to move on. In 

this way, Ricoeur’s commitment to interpretational commitment also precludes dogmatism. This 
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critical commitment, or savvy naiveté, is what Ricoeur says characterizes hermeneutics as a self-

aware discipline in the modern era.219  

Thus Ricoeur provides a second conversation partner, next to Gadamer, to lay out some 

of the language and concepts of current hermeneutical thought that might be engaged 

productively by an Augustinian approach. Ricoeur’s more focused exploration of textual issues 

makes him, in some sense, a more likely candidate for an Evangelical hermeneutics that rightly 

focuses on the interpretation of the text of the scriptures as its lodestone. Besides Ricoeur’s 

hermeneutical themes that largely overlap with Gadamer’s, however, we still have to explore 

how his exposition of metaphor fits with his broader theory of textual interpretation.  

Ricoeur and Metaphor. The way in to this question is Ricoeur’s metaphor of the “world 

in front of the text,” the world in imagination to which the artistic text refers through the means 

of the “split reference” of metaphor. But this will need to be explained more carefully. Westphal 

helps us, first, to define this world “in front of” the text: “What is ‘in front of’ the text rather than 

hidden behind it is a world, a complex of meaning and truth that is ‘opened’ by the text and 

thereby ‘proposed’ as a mode of being-in-the-world that we might ‘inhabit.’”220 Ricoeur’s world 

“in front of” religious texts, as we have seen, does not primarily reference the historical time-

space world (nor the spiritual world), but it is still a public world through shared interpretation of 

a text that invites its interpreting community to “inhabit” its world together existentially. As in 

the post-liberal theory of Hans Frei, the text is a “history-like” narrative that gathers a 

community and organizes identity and action.221 “Narratives, more than any other ‘language 

games,’” says Ricoeur, “have this power of reshaping human experience at least along its 

temporal features,”222 and Ricoeur traces their power to the linguistic structure of metaphor, 
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which allows “the emergence of new meanings in language and of the referential claims raised 

by such nondescriptive languages as poetic discourse.”223  

How does metaphor negotiate a “relationship between suspended reference and displayed 

reference,”224 though, to create new meanings, and thus new worlds, and thus a shared habitation 

for an interpreting community? Ricoeur sees the sense of the text itself as the rails on which 

reference to a “world” runs, but the textual sense of metaphors splits that reference in productive 

ways, creating a new way of being-in-the-world. The two parts of the metaphor each still 

maintain meaning relative to the literal world-reference (e.g., “you” and “frog”) while they 

violate the normal contextual relationship with the identifying “is” (“you are a frog”).225 That is, 

while “you” has referential validity to a human addressee and “frog” to a type of amphibian in 

the real world, their equivalence produces a “semantic impertinence” that opens new ways of 

knowing “you” and knowing “frogs.”226 About this “split reference,” Ricoeur says it “contains in 

nuce all that can be said about metaphorical truth,” and he develops the process more in depth, 

following Jakobson, as follows:  

What happens in poetry [and, by extension, religious texts] is not the suppression of the 

referential function but its profound alteration by the workings of ambiguity: “The 

supremacy of poetic function over referential function does not obliterate the reference 

but makes it ambiguous. The double-sensed message finds correspondence in a split 

addresser, in a split addressee, and what is more in a split reference, as is cogently 

exposed in the preambles to fairy tales of various peoples, for instance, in the usual 

exordium of the Majorca storytellers: … ‘It was and it was not.’”227 

Thus, underlying the dialectical hermeneutic of distanciation and belonging in Ricoeur’s 

approach to religious texts, there is the deeper dialectic between the “is” and “is not” in 
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metaphoric discourse that perpetually creates an opening for interpretive productivity,228 for new 

synthetic worlds of meaning that respect both the being of the text and the historical being of the 

interpreter, while transcending both.  

This metaphoric vision of the world created by seeing simultaneously two 

incommensurable references at the same time creates a “stereoscopic vision,”229 a sense of depth 

of meaning that cannot be reduced to “logical … consistency.”230 Paul explains the connection 

between metaphor’s “split reference” and the space of interpretive meaning as follows:  

The reference within the [speech] code is then the reference to a world, to a set of 

relations that have been refigured by the semantic impertinence of the metaphor. This 

refigured understanding of reality is what Ricoeur calls “the world in front of the text.” 

Metaphorical language contains a “surplus of meaning,” and this provides new cognitive 

space for the reader to inhabit.231 

Ultimately, it is not primarily the ambiguity of this “surplus of meaning” (which would be just 

blurred vision) but rather the transference of sense between different things and their 

autonomous words that is important and productive.232 Citing Goodman and Aristotle, Ricoeur 

says that “metaphor is not one figure of discourse among others, but the transference principle 

common to all of them.”233 It is this transference principle that can function at every level of 

discourse, from explicit sentence metaphors to the broader metaphorical patterns of narratives,234 

and that can tie together “it is” and “it is not” in a “stereoscopic vision” of a textual world that 

one can inhabit, along with the rest of one’s public community of interpreters. It is this 

transference feature of Ricoeur’s hermeneutical theory that not only explains the openness and 

possibility of understanding language across time (opening as well the closed system of 
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correspondence)235 but also, as we will see, provides the opening and boundaries for Augustinian 

figural interpretation, especially when shifted to the key of participation.  

  Thus, Ricoeur also provides constructive language and concepts that can be appropriated 

as gifts, in an Augustinian philosophy of communication, though in a qualified way. Like 

Augustine, Ricoeur points out that interpretation of a text is done with respect to a whole (a 

literary context, and that within a narrative) which is historically, temporally bounded—“no one, 

neither the author nor the reader,” Ricoeur believes, “is in actual possession of the whole that 

would give fully final and determinate meaning.”236 Like Augustine’s insistence that scriptural 

words themselves are an insistent dialogic voice which enjoins listening and obedience,237 

Ricoeur emphasizes the being of the text that continues to speak anew to each generation with a 

textual sense that holds its own in the dialogue of interpretation. Like Augustine’s hermeneutical 

discovery process constituted by a dialogue of questioning, attention to textual detail, figural 

creativity, and “naïve” obedience to the text, Ricoeur’s dialectic moves between personal and 

textual horizons to produce “imaginative” interpretations that are not reducible to the logic of 

textual structuralism but still require some level of action and commitment.  

 Besides these broad-brush similarities, Ricoeur’s analysis of the way metaphor opens up 

language at every level can be especially helpful to my proposal of Augustinian participatory 

hermeneutics as an Evangelical approach to the scriptures. As developed with help from 

Matthew Levering in earlier chapters, a participatory approach to the scriptural narrative operates 

also with “stereoscopic” vision, fixing the historical reference of a scriptural event or command 

with one eye (in dialogue with the text and the tradition) while fixing one’s interpretation of the 

current historical moment with the other (in dialogue with the tradition), all while in dialogue 

with the Inner Teacher whose voice can bring these two dissimilar references into focus as a 
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“true” match with historical and spiritual depth—or conversely, can blur or contraindicate 

possible metaphorical connections between the scriptural text and one’s historical moment. That 

is, because metaphoric “transference” can open the text to many possible interpretations within 

the boundaries of a particular communal narrative (Ricoeur’s “public” of discourse, or 

Gadamer’s “tradition”), it enables the text to be continually relevant, but requires the continual 

labor of a dialogic interpretive practice that respects the text, puts the interpreter to the question, 

and ultimately gives the interpreter a ground for belief and temporal action. These are the 

Augustinian hermeneutic goals that I argue are consistent with the longer and broader 

Evangelical tradition—in which interpreters approach the scriptures humbly, looking for how 

they are to change us and what direction they give us for faith and practice. Ricoeur’s analysis of 

metaphor, applied to the narratives of the scripture, the tradition, and the hermeneutical process 

itself, can help restore to Evangelical hermeneutics the philosophical language that explains how, 

exactly, people “shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of 

God.”238  

 As implied above, though, this Evangelical use of Ricoeur’s hermeneutic philosophy is 

dependent on the broader Augustinian ground of a Christian participatory hermeneutics. Without 

the underlying Augustinian ground of participation—participation in the creational memory as 

the site of dialogue with the Inner Teacher and in the pneumatological grace that can overcome 

the fallenness of our wills—Ricoeur’s bare historicality and optimistic reliance on the being of 

the text itself cannot provide any scriptural “truth” that could be obeyed as “God’s truth.” That 

is, Ricoeur (like Gadamer) binds his hermeneutics to the temporal plane, making any metaphoric 

openings and constraints immanent to the text and the horizon of the interpreter rather than 

linked to the larger context available by participation, the “world above the text.” He thus 
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restricts unnecessarily the possible “world in front of the text” and misses the radical possibilities 

of metaphoric “split reference” to connect text, world, and eternity.  

Ricoeur (unlike Gadamer) is suspicious of primary linguistic intersubjectivity,239 arguing 

instead for a secondary intersubjectivity through dialogic discourse and, in turn, only an oblique 

and world-focused intersubjectivity through distanciated texts.240 Without confidence in the 

“intention” of a human author and without the hope of a creational or spiritual dialogue with the 

Inner Teacher, however, interpretation of the text of the scriptures, I argue, is both too 

“productive” relative to the subjective and traditional biases of the current historical moment241 

and too barren relative to the correctional and edifying perspective that might be spoken from 

the eternal plane. Thus, for example, the highly literate Christian tradition in South Africa—

literate in both the scriptures and textual hermeneutics—could respond to the text and the 

historical moment to create a powerful “productive” reading that built the segregational system 

of apartheid instead of reading the text “against” themselves and their historical biases through 

the voice of the Inner Teacher.242 In building this interpretational edifice, the Presbyterian 

Church in South Africa was not without critical, prophetic voices that argued for an alternate 

interpretation, but it is instructive that the primary prophetic voice was that of Andrew Murray, 

whose now-classic writings on Christian spirituality and revival all emphasize what we have 

been calling the participatory nature of interpretation. The alterity of the eternal enabled Murray 

to escape the racist biblical interpretation of his tradition and time.  

In a particular counter-example to the temporal and cultural interpretational plane of the 

larger church, Murray was himself confronted in his interpretive prejudices, and changed, in 

mid-life. When a “disorderly” revival service had started spontaneously with the prayers of a 

young black woman, Murray initially tried to quell the disturbance, but he allowed the Inner 
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Teacher to chasten his prejudices, which led him to read the scriptures differently on this issue 

than his contemporaries.243 

Thus, theoretically and practically, Ricoeur’s focus on the metaphorical openness and 

productivity of the scriptural text can be helpful for Evangelical hermeneutics if there is “behind 

the text” not a singular ideal meaning put there intentionally by a singular past author 

(modernistic hermeneutics) but rather our creational memory and an active Inner Teacher who 

can legitimately transfer the sense of the world “in front of the text” to the world in front of the 

interpreter(s) through our participatory dialogue with the creational and spiritual “world above 

the text.” In this way, though we continue to pursue, with Augustine, a better and better reading 

of the being of the text itself—its history, best critical text, intratextual connections, and 

linguistic and literary devices—we can have now a right and a good reading of the text through 

our participatory attention to the meanings already offered us by the Inner Teacher’s lessons 

about Christ, the gospel, and ecclesial charity. And this good reading will often be an application 

that has us interpret the scriptures “stereoscopically” as referring to past events, promises, 

commands, and ways of being-in-the-world that “are not” and—vitally—“are” equivalent events 

and speech acts relevant to us now, “today.” Thus, for example, Evangelicals can read 

“stereoscopically” the exhortation by the author of Hebrews to a first century group of 

Christians—which is already a metaphorical application of an older Psalm 95, which is already a 

metaphorical interpretation of the Pentateuchal narrative of the post-Exodus rebellion—

“Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says: ‘Today, if you will hear His voice, do not harden your hearts 

as in the rebellion.’”244 Though we want to understand the text as best we can in its three 

different temporal reference points (times of composition of Pentateuch, of the Psalm, and of the 

letter to a first-century Jewish Christian community) and the intratextual interrelationships 



 

 

270 

between them, we need only hear ourselves the “voice” of the “Holy Spirit” speaking through 

this text to tremble at the possibility of a hard heart and to recognize where this warning applies 

“today” in our own personal and ecclesial horizon.  

Extant Evangelical Fusions 

In mining the philosophies of communication of Gadamer and Ricoeur for Evangelical 

hermeneutics, this project is, of course, following in the footsteps of (and profiting from the work 

of) several Evangelical scholars who have gone before. My debt to several of these scholars 

should already be apparent in the way I have cited them in conjunction with primary sources 

from Gadamer and Ricoeur. Because these scholars form part of the emerging tradition of 

Evangelical interpretation of philosophical hermeneutics, which has undergirded my own such 

interpretation, it will be important to provide synopses of their interpretational perspectives in 

order to position my own within this emerging tradition. Though this project has been informed 

by insights from several Evangelical scholars,245 the three whose interpretational paradigms as a 

whole have been my conversation partners are Merold Westphal, Nicholas Wolterstorff, and 

James K. A. Smith.  

Westphal: The Apostle of Finitude and Fallenness 

Though there have been a number of philosophers who have recently explored the 

intersections of Continental philosophy and religion, Westphal’s approach has been a “more 

conservative counterpoint” to those fusions while still provoking interest in Continental thought 

on the part of traditional and modernist-leaning Evangelicals and their conservative kin.246 In his 

provocative readings of Continental philosophers normally demonized among Evangelicals for 

their postmodernism, Westphal has done good work in listening carefully to the questions these 

thinkers are addressing, turning an honest eye to the Christian tradition through the lenses of 
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these thinkers, and identifying not only common ground between Christianity and Continental 

thought but also the prophetic ways in which Continental philosophers remind Christians of the 

hermeneutic truths they have forgotten in their modernistic “hubris.”247 Drawing on Kant and 

Kierkegaard, and ventriloquizing Ricoeur and Gadamer in many ways, Westphal’s contribution 

to an Evangelical philosophical hermeneutics, at least for my project, can be summarized by his 

themes of finitude, fallenness, and prophetic hermeneutics.  

 Because I have drawn extensively on Westphal’s books Overcoming Onto-Theology and 

Whose Community? Which Interpretation? in earlier sections and chapters, my discussion of his 

themes of finitude and fallenness will be brief. Westphal believes that the move of Continental 

philosophy after Heidegger and Gadamer to a radical historicality could help Christianity to 

return to its roots in creational finitude,248 rejecting the presumptions of “pure reason” and its 

metaphysical edifices.249 “Postmodernism, [to Westphal], is another expression of the 

hermeneutics of finitude dedicated to reminding human beings that they are not God.”250 The 

genius of Westphal’s project has been to read the concerns of Kant, Kierkegaard, Freud, 

Nietzsche, Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur as “theological” and to do the work of 

philosophical translation that makes the boundary between theology and philosophy 

permeable.251 The philosophical hermeneutic emphasis on finitude that we have been examining 

in Gadamer and Ricoeur, therefore, is one that Westphal connects to the theology of Christianity, 

specifically of the “Augustine of the Confessions.”252  

 Westphal also connects the premodern Augustinian argument that fallenness has a radical 

impact on our hermeneutics with postmodern hermeneuts of “suspicion” who examine 

interpretations critically for their skewed readings that create and maintain power over others, 

especially skewed readings embedded in authoritative traditions.253 “The interests of the 
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interpreter,” Westphal says, “may be morally problematic, even from the standpoint of the 

interpreter, in which case interpretation and self-deception will be inseparable.”254 Putt notes the 

convergence between Westphal’s dual emphases on finitude and fallenness in hermeneutics, 

specifying about fallenness that  

These malignant motivations directly affect rationality in both the individual and 

communal dimensions, substituting rationalism for reason and ideologies for traditions. 

The skepticism of suspicion confronting these mutations of epistemic sin directly 

challenges the integrity of the person and the public.255 

That is, neither individual interpreter nor institutional bearer of the tradition of interpretation get 

a pass in Westphal’s prophetic Christian hermeneutics because, similar to Augustine’s insistence 

on human depravity, Westphal points out that sin introduces “epistemic” problems deeper than 

any methodology, rationality, or public institution.256 Westphal’s hermeneutics of suspicion is 

not “skepticism,” though, and our selective “editing” of the truth “is not an all or nothing affair.” 

“Suspicion,” he says, “doesn’t ask whether our beliefs are true or whether they have sufficient 

warrant”; rather, it targets the questionable motives and destructive uses to which a particular 

scriptural reading is the mere instrument.257   

 Finitude and fallenness together combine to make interpretation not just a dim mirror but, 

in Westphal’s metaphor, a “prism.” To Putt, this is Westphal’s central hermeneutical metaphor, 

and is thus ensconced in Putt’s book title Gazing Through a Prism Darkly: Reflections on 

Merold Westphal's Hermeneutical Epistemology. Westphal’s metaphor entails that interpretation 

become “irreducibly manifold,”258 just as a prism separates light into incommensurable parts 

based on their place in the spectrum. That is, our finite perspective in a particular time, place, 

and culture splits the light coming from the scriptures, as does our mixed motivations stemming 
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from a will that is still oriented toward self-preservation, pride, and power over others 

(Augustine’s libido dominandi). To Westphal, we need, along with a hermeneutics of belief, his 

hermeneutics of suspicion, constituting a dialectic of belonging and distanciation that he models 

after Ricoeur.259 It is this need for the believer to doubt his interpretations of himself and his 

tradition that Westphal believes philosophical hermeneutics can help provide, though he does 

note that the postmodern undermining of Christian truth itself might not be positive in an 

unqualified way.260 The target he attacks is the synthesis of Christianity and modernistic 

philosophy that has been labeled by postmodern critics as “onto-theology,”261 and he hopes by 

such a targeted approach to let Christian truth re-emerge, a truth that is characterized by the 

“wisdom of humility,”262 the “fear of the Lord,”263 and a temporally-oriented hermeneutics that 

focuses on situational “obedience” rather than metaphysical “knowledge.”264  

In this, his deep affinity with Gadamer’s translation-performance-application model of 

hermeneutics emerges, further clarified with Speech Act language borrowed from Wolterstorff. 

Westphal says the goal of the Christian interpretive community is to “embody scripture” through 

a dialectic of reading and obeying, which is Gadamer’s traditioned phronesis: “To understand is 

to apply; to apply differently is to understand differently.”265 We will develop more fully 

Wolterstorff’s theory of “double discourse” and “double hermeneutics” in the next section, but 

the key point that Westphal borrows in his connecting of hermeneutics and application is 

Wolterstorff’s insight that the scriptures, as “covenantal discourse,” are not primarily focused on 

asserting truths about the world but are rather speech acts of warning, promising, commanding, 

etc.266 That is, they are already interpersonal relational speech pointed towards shared action 

more than they are a scientific mapping of the world. While it is important to establish as clearly 

as possible what speech acts were being performed in the original biblical context (Gadamer’s 
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“reproductive” aspect), this investigation is only preliminary to, not primary over, the 

“productive” question of how we are to understand and apply these speech acts to ourselves 

today.267   

 Finally, the deep biblical roots of Westphal’s Christian philosophical hermeneutics can be 

seen in his focus on the image of the prophet as the model for the Christian hermeneutic 

philosopher.268 He separates the roles of the preacher and the Christian philosopher,269 a 

separation we will return to in a moment, but he gives to the latter the responsibility of speaking 

prophetically into each historical hermeneutical situation. Westphal characterizes prophets as the 

ones to speak the apt response to the particular historical moment in the context of human 

sinfulness.  

Through discourses characterized as personal, untimely, political, and eschatological, the 

biblical prophets brought messages that were not universally grounded but oftentimes 

were ad hoc admonitions fitted to the particularities of a given situation. The prophets 

admonished their listeners that truth was often absent … because of intentional rebellion 

against the precepts of God. Westphal contends that prophetic philosophers of religion 

should likewise speak critically against the unattainable absolutism of universal 

foundations and against the reality of calculated deception and delusion for purposes of 

oppression and manipulation.270 

Because it is already the traditional province of philosophy, Westphal proposes that the dialectic 

between defending and doubting—between the “priest” function and the “prophet” function—be 

the realm of the Christian hermeneutic philosopher, though the preponderance of “priestly” 

apologetics in the modern age makes the role of “prophet” more needful.271 In line with Ricoeur, 

Westphal agrees that the “priest” function of Christian philosophers and institutions is necessary 
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to forestall the illiteracy and cultural erosion that always threaten a tradition.272 Priests keep the 

tradition, and “tradition gives the gift of voice, of a language given to express the community’s 

inherited patterns of reality and to respond to other voices calling those patterns into 

question.”273 However, he sees current philosophic prophets, from inside or outside the Christian 

tradition, as walking in the footsteps of the Hebrew prophets who, wary of the ability of the 

tradition to “betray” itself,274 “are always appealing to the tradition against the tradition ... [and] 

are always affirming that which [they are] critiquing.”275 Westphal seems to see different 

Christian confessional traditions as fairly self-consistent within themselves but prophetically 

“pluralistic” in their openness to one another as they pursue “overlapping consensus.”276 Thus, 

he has an Evangelically “ecumenical” vision of hermeneutics that folds his own Reformed 

tradition within it, enabling both appeals to tradition and critiques of the tradition.  

 It is this appeal to the tradition in order to critique the tradition that this project has been 

engaged in, pulling from the church’s longer tradition of charitable participatory hermeneutics 

and Evangelicalism’s broader identity in ecumenism, scriptural populism, and evangelism to 

critique the more recent imposition of socially divisive modernistic hermeneutics as a criterion 

for Evangelical orthodoxy. However, despite Westphal’s ostensible grounding in Augustine, I 

argue that his prophetic vein slips into overcorrection, paying more heed to the secular prophets 

than to the creational and participatory ground of the sacred prophetic tradition. His emphasis on 

finitude and fallenness without their Augustinian theological counterpoints leaves him open to 

sliding into a philosophy of religion alien to the broader Christian tradition, and he also separates 

unhelpfully the believer and the philosopher, the proclaimer of the kerygma and its believing 

critic.  
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Especially in a sociological context where Christians are often divided between those in 

“primary naiveté” (i.e., the naïve Evangelical masses), those in prophetic critical mode, and those 

attempting “secondary naiveté,”277 this “division of labor” approach to scriptural hermeneutics 

avoids the hard question of philosophy of communication, which is how can these conceptual 

resources be appropriated for the benefit of the broader discourse community.278 In scriptural 

terms, the separation of ecclesial and philosophical applications works against Westphal’s own 

advocacy for interpretation-application and puts in question his own use of II Timothy 3:16: “All 

Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, 

for instruction in righteousness, that the [person] of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped 

for every good work.”279 This upward teleology of scriptural interpretation (scriptural comfort 

and critique to make Christians “complete”) may never be “ontotheologically” stable—especially 

as the dual task of a preacher-philosopher—but there should be discernible progress, faith that 

moves into knowledge and thus opens the door for another faith opportunity. If the believing 

preacher of the kerygma is kept in a role separate from the prophetic (or priest-prophet) role of 

the Christian hermeneutic philosopher, Augustine would be a strange patron saint for Westphal.  

 Though Westphal sees his hermeneutic position as one intentionally medial,280 Putt 

would push the implications of Westphal’s prophetic hermeneutics further in the direction of 

critique. Stating the implications of Westphal’s position, he says, 

Since faith seeks understanding always within the structures of existence, it is a timeless 

task that should not succumb to the seduction of security offered by the idols of 

modernity. … [It should be] a prophetic philosophy of religion that always maintains an 

element of doubt concerning whether truth and meaning have indeed been discovered.281  
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the “human, all too human” words of the text to become, again, not merely pointers to the divine 

but words that participate in the very power and presence of God. “Take up your bed and walk” 

would be one of these divine speech acts, as would be a “Come” spoken to a disciple in a storm-

tossed boat.401 The authority in these words is not conventional, not nomos, as in “I pronounce 

you man and wife,”402 but instead ties together heaven and earth to provide certainty and truth 

for that particular situation in time.  

 This strong form, it may be argued, moves a bit beyond Augustine, but Augustine also 

argued for a (non-Platonic) access to knowledge and wisdom, an access that starts with faith but 

does not end there. For different particular truths (to recap Chapter 2), we need knowledge of 

them in order to love them, but our knowledge is hidden inaccessibly in creational memory. The 

true things are depicted, though, in language that can provoke our love and our search for these 

things inwardly. Finding them inwardly, our faith becomes true knowledge and a stronger 

ground for our continued love, which we maintain through “praise” (referring our love of the 

truth to its object in the love of the Truth) and “confession” (making the truth public and thus 

keeping it fresh in personal and communal memory through the dulling effect of time). That is, 

there are at least two points of connection to universal truth—in creational memory and by the 

participatory voice of the Holy Spirit—that are mediated through language, which is then made 

more “complete” by its connection to those realities.403 Because of the participatory structures of 

memory and the grace of the indwelling Spirit, intersubjectivity can be present through language, 

generally, but Augustine may also have believed in the voice of God being incarnated in 

language with power. What else is Augustine doing when he asks God to speak through him in 

his preaching and writing? What else was he hoping for when he agreed to government force 

against the Donatists, if only they could be brought again under the preaching of the gospel? 
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Though the preacher may be inadequate—as Augustine felt of himself—and the audience be ill-

disposed to search their own hearts—as the Donatists were—the word itself can still come as an 

incarnational force, a medium that becomes by grace a mediator.404  

 Smith points us toward this participatory perspective on language through his exploration 

of the hermeneutical implications of incarnation for language and hermeneutics, but I have 

argued that Smith, perhaps reacting against the fundamentalism of his upbringing,405 did not go 

far enough toward an incarnationally re-enchanted cosmos. However, as can be seen in Smith’s 

scholarly agenda to bring pentecostalism and philosophy to bear on each other,406 he does point 

us, in ways germane to philosophy of communication, to current Christian “social 

imaginaries”407 that picture for us a participatory biblical hermeneutic. Taking up briefly Smith’s 

invitation to “see [his] articulation of a pentecostal worldview challenged, revised, and 

supplemented,”408 I affirm his hermeneutic emphasis on “radical openness to God” while 

qualifying its description as “surprise,” I affirm his emphasis on embodied praxis in 

interpretation while retaining a more integral role for philosophy of communication, and I affirm 

his “affective, narrative epistemology” while broadening the operative narrative to the 

Evangelically ecumenical tradition.409  

 To an Evangelical sensibility, “radical openness” can be a disturbing metaphor, but Smith 

develops this metaphor well in an exploration of how a pentecostal worldview holds a position 

between “nonreductive naturalism” and what he calls “interventionist supernaturalism.”410 Smith 

describes the modernistic continuum of hermeneutic ontologies from reductive naturalism (all 

things are material and materially caused) to nonreductive naturalism (there are causes, 

properties, and categories that emerge from and above material realities) to “interventionist 

supernaturalism.” The latter Smith identifies with modernist strains of Evangelicalism, which 
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presupposes a “natural” world similar to the other two ontologies while arguing for God’s 

“intervention” into such naturalism from a “super,” or outside, position.411 In opposition to these 

ontologies, Smith describes a pentecostal ontology as “noninterventionist,”412 even though it is 

clearly “fantastic” and open to “events of miraculous healing, divine revelation in tongues-

speech, divine illumination, prophecy, and other ‘supernatural’ phenomena.”413 Drawing 

generally on the participatory thought of Radical Orthodoxy414 and what he characterizes as the 

“gritty, material, physical mode of worship” of pentecostalism,415 Smith argues that a pentecostal 

noninterventionist ontology understands God as always already at work in and through the 

material world. Thus, the “regularity” of natural processes is understood as God’s faithful 

maintenance of the material world,416 and the “special action” of the miraculous is not an 

intervention but rather an intensification of the grace that was always already present in the 

situation.417 In light of this ontology, Smith rejects the implications of the word “super-natural,” 

though he has to retain the word for the sake of the public he is addressing.418 This participatory 

pentecostal ontology—or cosmology—gives pentecostal-charismatics419 justification for being 

unsurprised at (and thankful for) the normal operation of the world while also being “committed 

to a universe open to surprise.”420 As an example of the practical outworking of this viewpoint, 

Smith notes the non-conflicting pentecostal attitudes toward medical care, both seeking God’s 

grace through the normal medical processes (in which God always already participates) and 

through the “surprise” of a more intense influx of grace, resulting in divine healing.421   

 As we have seen in the description of Augustinian participation in Chapter 2, this 

ontology is very Augustinian, and Smith even cites Augustine’s argument in De Trinitate about 

the naturalness of miracles.422 Applied to scriptural hermeneutics, this ontology would imply that 

God always already undergirds the communicational process—oral or textual—through the 
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constant action of the Inner Teacher, while he sometimes intensifies the Inner Teacher’s voice in 

some way, resulting in a “miraculous” scriptural communication. While God’s presence in 

communication is always already there in the background, his manifest presence sometimes 

jumps into the foreground, just as both God’s omnipresence and his localized, special presence 

are attested by the scriptures, sometimes in the same passage.423 But are the metaphors of 

“openness” and “surprise” the best way to describe or communicate this phenomenon? Here, 

Kenneth Burke’s argument for the fundamental human appetite for the eloquent movement of 

plot over the formless energy of “surprise and suspense”424 can give timely language to 

Augustine’s insistence that we participate in a story with cosmic aesthetic dimensions.425 While 

we are “open” to the voice of God’s “divine discourse,” that openness operates within the 

boundaries of a rule of faith, a historical Christian story, and a personal history with God, all of 

which have always already partaken of God’s grace and are therefore essential to the open/closed 

dialectic of scriptural hermeneutics. While we are momentarily “surprised” by God’s intensified 

voice beyond the historical or grammatical horizon of the text, the aptness of the divine message 

or action to the current situation tempers our surprise with our recognition of the narrative plot. 

This is all the more true as we grow in what Wolterstorff identifies as spiritual “phronesis,” 

wisdom concerning what types of things God would say to us through the scriptures.426 God’s 

surprises operate unsurprisingly in the repeated patterns of his character and plan, as epitomized 

in the overarching narrative of the work of Christ.  

According to Jon Bialecki, this intensified participation of God in scriptural interpretation 

is thematized as God’s “presence” in the broad pentecostal-charismatic community of 

Evangelicals and is held in an ecclesiological dialectic with the “disseminated” scriptural text.427 

Even the cessationist “fundamentalists” who theologically dismiss the gifts and the voice of God 
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actively spoken through scripture—whose theologians still speak in “interventionist” terms428—

take part in the broader lay practice of this participatory “social imaginary.”429 From my 

historical treatment of Evangelicalism in Chapter 1, I argue that this commonality of “spiritual” 

hermeneutics is due to the experiential, egalitarian lay Evangelical foundation that has survived 

the onslaught of modernism, both within fundamentalist denominations and through their 

Pentecostal offshoots. Since it is the openness of the social imaginary, with its implied 

worldview, that is Smith’s focus of description, I would therefore broaden the population for 

which this description is relevant, even beyond the “catholicity of charismatic Christianity.”430 

This connection of ancient and future scriptural hermeneutics across denominational and 

religious-cultural lines is particularly important at the current time for the self-understanding of a 

globalized Christianity, whose participatory stirrings in the West need appropriate conceptual 

equipment to interact effectively and charitably with the native “charismatic” participation of the 

exploding church in the global South.431 My argument is that this ecumenical spirituality that 

finds its Christological center in the gospel is and has always been, in on-the-ground spiritual 

practice, the real force animating Evangelicalism, more so than the slick marketing campaigns, 

the crusade organizational strategies, or the purity and unanimity of orthodox doctrinal 

statements. However, without a clearer conceptual language in which to practice a public shared 

understanding of its identity and scriptural hermeneutic, Evangelicalism will have difficulty 

grasping the possibilities of the cross-denominational scriptural hermeneutic that it already 

practices and may lose the ecumenical foundation for a global Christianity, and with it the fruits 

of its missional labor. While Smith gets us part of the way there in his “pentecostal” philosophy 

of communication, it is Smith’s Augustinian ground that, I believe, can provide us a less 
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sectarian and less philosophically compromised philosophy of communication to meet the 

Evangelical need for an ecumenical hermeneutical ground.  

A final way Smith’s philosophy of communication helps us resist a Cartesian modernity 

in hermeneutics is his emphasis on the essentially “affective” and embodied nature of a 

participatory hermeneutics. A more full discussion of this must wait until the next chapter, but 

Smith basically argues that since God is always already participating in all our material reality, a 

pentecostal approach to worship values the body and the material concomitants of worship. 

While he uses the term “worldview,” Smith also deconstructs it in several of his books,432 saying 

that  

It should be noted that being able to articulate [a worldview] is not a requirement for 

absorbing the understanding; rather, this affective understanding can be transformatively 

absorbed, shaping our passions and dispositions, even if we might not have the 

theoretical ability to articulate what we “know.” … [This] “I know that I know that I 

know” … is a knowledge, an “affective understanding,” that is on a register prior to 

propositional articulation.433 

So, reading Heidegger and Augustine together,434 Smith understands our worldview as 

“transformatively absorbed” through our material embodied practice and continually “shaping 

our passions and dispositions.” In this process, he devalues rationality and doctrine, not 

absolutely but relative to the affective and embodied aspects of hermeneutics which, he argues, 

are what shape our “loves.”435  

 While it is true to Augustine’s hermeneutics that our interpretations are shaped by our 

loves, that the (dis)order of our loves is partly given to us by our social and embodied 

“thrownness” in Adam’s race, and that such problematic embodied hermeneutics are 
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strengthened through the “chains of habit,”436 Augustine’s way out of this vicious hermeneutic 

circle is not primarily through the body, but rather through the scriptures. Given, Augustine 

emphasizes action on the basis of the scriptures in order to ground true and good interpretations 

again in the individual and social body,437 but it is the voice of God through the scriptures that 

provides a grace-filled interruption in our otherwise helpless selfhood. This is the voice of God 

through the normal meaning of the scriptural text, which can be sought through participation 

with the Inner Teacher in creational memory, and this is the voice of God as the manifest 

presence of God in the text, an incident of divine speech for a specific historical moment. 

However, whether through normal participatory interpretation or special divine speech—or a 

dialectic of the two—even an affective charismatic spirituality, I argue, should be seen as 

conceptual as much as it is embodied, though the concepts are the narrative structures and 

phrases of the scriptures. Though Evangelicalism in its modernistic aspect may have erred in 

emphasizing too much the rationalistic conceptual nature of the faith (i.e., “worldview”), Smith, 

in my view, goes too far in his overcorrection, proposing primarily an embodied liturgical 

solution to Evangelical ecclesial problems that need, instead, a philosophy of hermeneutics that 

synthesizes the conceptual and the material in the scriptures. In this, Smith needs to give more 

heed to his teacher Augustine than to his teachers among the Continental philosophers.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has dealt with the question of what philosophical resources might be brought 

to bear on an Augustinian scriptural hermeneutics in order to “translate” it into a current 

philosophical register. In its approach as Augustinian philosophy of communication, this project 

considers the extant conceptual resources of Gadamer, Ricoeur, Westphal, Wolterstorff, and 

Smith as potential gifts, providential systems of thought that have at least a partial purchase on 
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the truth and that, therefore, might need to be appropriated by Evangelicals if this movement is to 

return to a participatory scriptural hermeneutic, a hermeneutic that takes seriously not only the 

being of the text and its human author but also the very real authorial presence of its divine 

author. Though all of these philosophers have a self-confessed claim to be doing an Augustinian 

hermeneutic—and they provide us with helpful vocabulary along the way—I have argued that 

none of them have fully captured the hermeneutic humility (through finitude and fallenness) and 

possibility (through creational memory and God’s “presence” through participatory grace) that 

Augustine’s system provides, nor have they provided a similarly robust explanation of how we 

participate in scriptural figures not just aesthetically (through imagination) but also actually 

(living in the moment Christological patterns that are spoken timelessly from eternity). 

Augustine’s confidence in the eternal Truth that, through the scriptures and the Spirit, can be 

discerned as the truth that is fit for today explodes the problematic distinction between doctrine 

and application and returns us to a pre-Cartesian holistic cosmology. At the dawn of a 

globalizing Christianity in which the “norming” center is shifting away from the Cartesian West 

to the “native” participation of the global South, it is this Augustinian philosophy of 

communication that can provide an ecumenical Evangelical basis for hermeneutics that is both 

textual and spiritual.  

Isaiah 55 provides us a concluding picture of scriptural hermeneutics through the lenses 

of several of our philosophical interlocutors. The chapter opens with a call to receive blessing 

without payment or work, moves to a call to repentance, characterizes the distribution and effect 

of God’s word, and finally describes the Edenic scene of joy that greets whose who receive such 

blessing. Merold Westphal picks the second of these sections as his key to hermeneutics, saying 
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that “the hermeneutics of finitude can be read as a commentary on Isaiah 55:8-9,”438 which is the 

famous section, 

“For My thoughts are not your thoughts, 

Nor are your ways My ways,” says the Lord. 

“For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 

So are My ways higher than your ways, 

And My thoughts than your thoughts. 

Westphal says that this hermeneutical finitude means that our “embedded” standpoint will 

always be necessarily different from other humans’ and from God’s.439 With this separation of 

ways and thoughts, we start and end the interpretation process in ignorance, but at least we are 

humble.  

 Gadamer takes the next verse as his focus, citing it for its “sensitivity” to the 

linguisticality of humankind.440 It reads as follows: 

 For as the rain comes down, and the snow from heaven, 

And do not return there, 

But water the earth, 

And make it bring forth and bud, 

That it may give seed to the sower 

And bread to the eater, 

So shall My word be that goes forth from My mouth; 

It shall not return to Me void, 

But it shall accomplish what I please, 

And it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it. 
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Gadamer rightly sees in this passage a proto-Incarnational metaphor,441 but his focus is still on 

the workings of language within the plane of human temporality.  

 So, while Westphal sees a check on human interpretive arrogance through the alterity of 

God (and others), Gadamer sees the common stream of language as the hermeneutical conditions 

of being. Neither one of them seems to put together the participatory possibilities of the 

metaphor: God’s eternal thoughts and ways are in heaven and our temporal ones are on earth, but 

through the downward participation of His Word (from the heavens to the earth), all sorts of 

goods are produced that, in their turn, not only provide earthly sustenance (Smith’s “confession”) 

but also grow upward toward the heavens (Smith’s “praise”). To Augustine, the real otherness of 

the eternal God, provoking continual interpretation, and the real participatory grace rained down 

on us through the scriptures and the Spirit, provoking continual hope, do indeed create a spiral of 

interpretation in which we make “progress” even while we continue to seek. Augustine thus 

homes in on the verse of Isaiah 55 in which the tension of that spiral is manifested: 

The prophet Isaiah testifies that the Lord God can be found provided he is sought, when 

he says, Seek the Lord and as soon as you find him call upon him, and when he draws 

near to you let the godless man forsake his ways and the wicked man his thoughts.442 

But does anyone ever comprehensively “find” God, Augustine asks? No, of course not. Knowing 

that God is unsearchable, though, how does the interpreter go forward without losing heart? 

Augustine says  

You should not give up the search as long as you are making progress in your inquiry 

into things incomprehensible, and because you become better and better by looking for so 

great a good which is both sought in order to be found and found in order to be sought … 
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It is sought in order to be found all the more delightfully, and it is found in order to be 

sought all the more avidly.443  

That is, a Christian hermeneutic enables real progress but not completion, with the outcomes of 

personal growth for the interpreter, delight in the contemplation of God, and motivation to 

continue the searching and the finding—in a word, worship. It is this worship—generated “in 

between” heaven and earth, between seeking and finding, between mystery and knowledge—that 

is the telos of an Augustinian scriptural hermeneutic. Beyond modernist fantasies of 

comprehensive control and postmodern reductions of the cosmos to historical intertextuality, 

Augustine can reopen the scriptures for Evangelicals through the participatory third dimension of 

the mediating Word of God.   
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Chapter 5  

Moving Augustinian Hermeneutical Principles into Current Evangelical Practice 

In this final chapter, we will examine the rhetorical implications of applying a 

participatory Augustinian hermeneutics to the current crisis in Evangelical hermeneutics. That is, 

what might the philosophical concepts recovered from Augustinian hermeneutics look like if 

embodied in current Evangelical contexts? Could an Augustinian approach to the scriptures 

function as a new norm for an Evangelical “language of biblical hermeneutics,”1 restoring the 

scriptures to their rightful place at the heart of Evangelical community and mission? Answering 

these questions is the rhetorical turn required by a philosophy of communication interpretive 

approach, which submits proposed conceptual solutions to the “pragmatic test of public opinion 

in the public domain,” according to Ronald C. Arnett.2 For “a public” to “ask whether the theory 

does what it attempts to do,” the theory must have some concrete applicability or social 

embodiment. Such embodiments of communication theory enable “assessment” on the ground, 

which is “itself … a communicative event.”3 

 Therefore, to complete this philosophy of communication project, this chapter seeks to 

describe the proposed hermeneutic theory concretely enough to make it assessable within its 

target context, which is Evangelical ecclesial practice. This description will proceed in two ways: 

comparatively and synthetically. Comparatively, we will examine how other theorists and 

practitioners have provided similar descriptions of one or more metaphors of an Augustinian 

participatory hermeneutics. Not all of these examples are explicitly Augustinian, but they are all 

responding in similar ways to some of the same aspects of the hermeneutic crisis into which 

modernism has led the church. Synthetically, I will describe a particular set of ecclesial practices 

that might provide a testing ground for a participatory Augustinian hermeneutic.  
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 First, then, the key themes of a participatory Augustinian hermeneutic will be 

summarized from their theoretical development in the preceding chapters. Second, these themes 

will be examined in various recent descriptions and embodiments. These more recent examples 

will be assessed for their comparative value with Augustine’s theory and for their fit with the 

tradition of Evangelicalism. Third, a synthetic ecclesial praxis of participatory Augustinian 

hermeneutics will be described for the Evangelical tradition. I will explain and defend the 

particular description of participatory Augustinian hermeneutics in the context of an Augustinian 

version of philosophy of communication articulated in this project, in which the conceptual 

resources of the scriptures and the Christian tradition continue to return as gifts of grace to the 

church, and in which the “public domain” of assessment is the greater public of the “city of 

God.” 

Toward a New Evangelical Norm: Augustinian Hermeneutic Themes 

Augustine’s hermeneutics lived in the actions of the church, not just in an academic 

ethereal sphere, so his hermeneutical theory is particularly well-suited to the assessment 

associated with philosophy of communication. As I argued in Chapter 4 in opposition to Merold 

Westphal’s separation of the roles of preacher and scholar, Augustine embodies the synthesis of 

the faithful preacher and the hermeneutic scholar, providing a challenging premodern model 

toward which Evangelical hermeneuts should again aspire. Augustine’s biblical hermeneutics 

encouraged continual academic study, not on the ground of academic elitism but rather on the 

ground of universal access to God through creational memory and the Holy Spirit, within the 

boundaries of charity and of the mission of the church. His hermeneutics was embedded in the 

mission of the church, directed toward spiritual communion with God, intensely scriptural, and 

embodied in charitable social interactions.  
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Interpretation as Participation through Language, Will, and Narrative 

In Chapter 3, I summarized Augustine’s hermeneutic thought through the themes of 

language, will/love, and the hermeneutic importance of narrative “wholes.” First, language, 

especially the language of scripture, “points” people to participation in God’s truth. Second, a 

charitable will is the ideal guiding principle of the interpretation of the scriptures. Third, 

participation in communal and narrative “wholes” directs the interpretation of scriptural “parts” 

in appropriately charitable ways. I emphasized in Chapter 3 that, in Augustine’s perspective on 

language, will, and communal narrative wholes, human interpreters have control or 

comprehensive knowledge of no part of the interpretive process. Language does not correspond 

inherently to truth. Our wills are neither perfectly charitable nor unchanging in their hermeneutic 

focus. And the whole of the story of salvation history is known to us only dimly, making our 

interpretation of scriptural “parts” a contingent affair. All of these hermeneutic contingencies, to 

Augustine, must be met by the active temporal participation of human interpreters in God—in 

the Inner Teacher operating through creational memory and the divine discourse of the Holy 

Spirit. Moreover, this human upward participation depends on God’s foundational “downward 

participation” through the Incarnation.4 Only in this way can our language, our wills/loves, and 

our individual and communal narratives have an effective and ethical grounding, enabling unity, 

action, and worship.    

 As developed in earlier chapters, Augustine’s grounding of language, charitable will, and 

narrative wholes in participation makes it the key metaphor in his complex premodern 

hermeneutic, a radically different paradigm than that assumed by modernist or postmodernist 

hermeneutics. In this way, participation provides a bridge back to the earlier tradition of 

Evangelicalism, as well as to the longer Christian tradition (premodernism) and to the broader 
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missiological context (non-Western religious sensibilities). Participation, I have argued, also 

provides an alternative to both modernist historicism and “postmodern” historicality, both of 

which throw out eternal truth in their move to root all perspectives in temporal human history. 

Modernist historicism assumes that with enough scientific historical study, the chasm between 

the present and the past can be overcome, eliminating the bias of the current interpreter and 

making the text perspicuous and transparent. This puts the current interpreter in a godlike 

position over the text, extracting self-evident interpretations that can then be used to justify 

social divisions that are more numerous and less charitable than need be. This problematic 

historicism has been the default position of American Evangelicalism since its turn to 

modernistic epistemology in the social and philosophical upheavals of the late 19th century,5 but 

as I argued in Chapter 1, this historicism is neither the predominant position in the history of 

Evangelical hermeneutics nor the de facto hermeneutical practice of most of the Evangelical 

“priesthood of believers” currently, in Western or non-Western contexts. 

“Postmodernist” historicality correctly locates interpreters within their own historical 

perspectives, and Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur both helpfully emphasize the text itself 

in the hermeneutic process. However, their historicality restricts the horizons of interpretation to 

the limited ones of the horizontal temporal plane. The human-in-time interprets the text within 

the context of that historical moment of an interpreting tradition. The “being of the text” is 

posited as a trans-historical factor.6 But, even as an “ideal entitity,” the text does not rise much 

above the plane of temporality. Rather, interpretation of texts makes brief flights of “naiveté” 

punctuated by “critical” returns to the historical moment in the Ricoeurian dialectic of 

interpretation.7 The key importance of the “being of the text” for both Gadamer and Ricoeur is 

that the horizon of the text disciplines the subjectivity of interpreters, forcing interpreters into a 
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never-ending process of interpretation that nevertheless allows for moments of application. 

Interpretation of a text never ends or settles on interpretational norms (i.e., eternal truth); rather, 

interpretation pauses to constitute a temporary ground from which it launches itself again down 

the dim track of time. This hermeneutic position has become attractive to many Evangelical 

philosophers who have been actively seeking ways to appropriate historicality while also 

safeguarding orthodox Evangelical positions on truth. However, historicality excludes explicitly 

spiritual horizons: it has no place for unchanging elements of creational memory, for the 

horizons of inward spiritual interlocutors (i.e., the Inner Teacher, and/or the Holy Spirit), or for 

an eternal realm from which truth can be manifested in time as both “stable” and adaptable to the 

historical moment. Augustinian participation disciplines and enriches the historicality of 

philosophical hermeneutics by returning to hermeneutics its earlier spiritual and eternal horizons. 

It is Augustine’s participatory hermeneutics that can, I argue, provide an Evangelically orthodox 

way to appropriate the most helpful “postmodern” critiques of Evangelical hermeneutical 

science.  

Interpretation Elevates the Scriptures as Eternal/Temporal Medium   

Augustine’s hermeneutics is also inescapably scriptural, which provides both a point of 

commonality with the Evangelical tradition and a point of assessment for the practical 

outworking of his hermeneutic metaphors. As we have seen, modernist biblical hermeneutics 

naturally creates strong divisions based on the mastery of historical and linguistic knowledge 

about the bible—a division between Evangelical leaders who focus on objective correctness and 

defensibility of their interpretations and Evangelical laypeople who focus on the devotional value 

of their interpretations. There is no theoretical bridge between these two forms of “scriptural” 

faith in modernist-leaning Evangelicalism. However, Augustine’s insistence that Christians come 
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under the scriptures falls neither in the errors of objective mastery of the scriptures nor of 

subjective molding of the scriptures to one’s own preferred practice. Instead, he insists that the 

scriptures, as a revelation of God from beyond the temporal realm, provide a divinely appointed 

venue through which eternal truth can make its return in temporality.  

This truth is sometimes understood through figuration and sometimes understood 

directly, but the choice in how it should be understood and applied can be made only with the 

participatory aid of God. At times, our understanding of a scripture will be frustrated or denied, 

requiring long labor and humility while highlighting our lack of objective mastery. At times, 

scripture will offend our current sensibilities, chastising our beliefs and practices and thus 

highlighting our shortcomings in holiness. The church, as a group of interpreters who for many 

reasons see the truth only dimly, strives together in the scriptures through dialogue and a 

persistent focus on the model of Christ to become a scriptural community. “Bible-believing” 

would describe not primarily a community in full possession of a set of doctrinal content 

statements (though they would have stable elements of the tradition) but rather a community 

which pays reverent attention to the divine voice as it manifests through scripture, from which 

the church builds its common possessions of truth and practice.  

This metaphor of “scripture” in Augustinian and Evangelical hermeneutics—the special 

place of one particular narrative text within the hermeneutic process—marks a significant 

difference with philosophical hermeneutics,8 and with all modern/postmodern traditions for 

whom historical being is seen as the fundamental reality. Scripture, focused through the lens of 

the Christ-narrative, is the grounding “meganarrative” that provides a continual and relational 

connection to eternal Truth.9 The comprehensive divine narrative “whole” (“above the text”) that 

comes in partial and contingent ways through the scriptural text provides a check on all other 
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competing narrative wholes, including the sometimes idolatrous narratives of personal selfhood, 

community traditions, ecclesial self-righteousness, and national identity. It is the grounding story 

of the city of God that provides a continual narrative contrast to the earthly city in every age of 

temporal history.10 Without a return to participation, though, the scriptural story has no 

continuing anchor against the constant “evolution” of interpretation within a tradition, and thus 

the potential for both doctrinal stability and ethical critique through the scriptural story is 

severely weakened.  

Interpretation Privileges Communal Charity over Comprehensive Knowledge 

As we have also seen, Augustine’s scriptural hermeneutic is built on his assumption that 

charity is more foundational than comprehensive knowledge in the interpretational matrix of the 

church. This is a point that can be both more appreciated and more misunderstood in the wake of 

the social revolutions of postmodernity that give explicit priority to “love.” In the (post)modern 

social imaginary profiled by Robert Bellah, et al., “love” represents the value of human 

connectivity, especially affective, over the truth value of any ideational structure but one; that 

one remaining doctrine is the inviolability of the individual’s will and beliefs.11 That is, “loving 

people” in postmodernity are assumed to remain connected through affectivity and mutual 

affirmation of their different desires and beliefs. For this reason, Augustine’s argument that good 

interpretations of scripture are the ones that produce charity—and Augustine’s excoriations of 

premodern fundamentalists12—would be well-received initially by those who are embedded in 

the current social imaginary.  

However, Augustinian charity is not our current cultural value of “love.”13 In the charity 

that underpins Augustinian interpretation, individual wills and beliefs are exactly what are to be 

questioned. His charity presupposes a narrative of human depravity, divine perfection, and 
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growth through humble submission. Charity is affirming someone else’s interpretation of a 

passage—even though it differs from our preferred one—because both their interpretation and 

ours challenge us both to right thoughts, affections, and behaviors after the pattern of Christ. The 

(Post)modern “love” of the emotivistic self locates interpretive flexibility in individual 

preference;14 Augustinian charity locates interpretive flexibility in the scriptural narrative of 

recovery from the sickness of depravity to the ultimate health of becoming like God.  

A thoroughly modernistic epistemology, of course, leaves both love and flexibility 

outside of the scriptural interpretation process. While Augustine could be said to say that God’s 

ends (our deification) justify the means (multiple true interpretations of scriptures that apply 

differently at different times, applied with charity), the modernist-leaning hermeneutic of 

Evangelicalism denies the legitimacy of any means other the one that can be both controlled and 

used for social control by those with institutionally approved historical and linguistic knowledge. 

Where there is only one true answer to every hermeneutic question and that answer is found 

through academic knowledge, charity has no place in scriptural interpretation. Scriptural 

knowledge is no longer a publicly shared good among Christians who give and receive truth 

within a shared narrative, but rather a universal fact that is de facto withheld from all but the 

appropriately educated. The authority of the scriptures themselves among charitably disposed 

interpreters becomes then, instead, the authority of certain interpreters whose teachings can be 

either followed uncritically or disputed. Charity drops out of the equation. 

Though Augustine understood charity as being integral to scriptural interpretation in the 

context of ecclesial life, this understanding of charity involved conflict, persuasion, and real 

boundaries. That is, charity does acknowledge multiple true interpretations of scripture that lead 

to the same good end, but it also argues against certain sets of interpretations that violate the 
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good ends of worship, orthodox doctrine (focused on the identity of God), and right ethical 

practice. Charity does not argue against certain interpretations from a standpoint of 

comprehensive knowledge, but from a standpoint of true partial knowledge gained through 

humble participation in God. Similarly, as Augustine models many times, charity may also argue 

from a standpoint of seemingly true knowledge, hoping that the ensuing dialogue will drive both 

parties further towards listening to their divine Teacher, leading to greater knowledge of the truth 

by one or both of the disputants.15 In this way, Augustine’s metaphor of hermeneutic charity 

makes scriptural interpretation more flexible, and it provides a persistent motivation to engage in 

dialogue in scriptural interpretation. Charitable hermeneutics encourages and opens ecclesial 

interpretation of the scriptures without thereby abandoning communal truth or dividing the 

ecclesial community into unspeaking camps.  

Interpretation is Individual AND Communal Embodied Praxis 

Whereas the inward vision of eternal truth, to Augustine, is primarily individual, it has its 

necessary outworking in the communal truth shared through ecclesial life in the scriptures, which 

entails the inward truth discerned individually by the many then being recognized together 

through the pointing language of the scriptures. Christianity is meant to be social and public, and 

the life together of the church is meant to be an integral part of its interpretation process.  

This metaphor was developed in Chapters 2 and 3 from De Trinitate and under the term 

of intersubjectivity. Though language does not adequately correspond to truth in an essential 

way, it can enable two different partakers of divine truth to recognize their shared inheritance, 

rejoice in it together, and engage in appropriate action on the basis of that truth, which then 

enables them both to know that truth in a deeper way. That is, Augustine gives us a picture in 

which our inwardly discerned true knowledge is to be enriched by becoming public communal 
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truth—enriched through shared praise and its embodiment in shared language—and then further 

developed through its embodiment in shared action, which gives it a history/tradition, feeds back 

into the hermeneutic process, and enables habit-formation as a positive possibility in contrast to 

the former sinful “chains of habit.”16 

Thus, Augustinian hermeneutics cannot be merely textual, mental, or individual, but must 

rather become incarnated into public language (confession) and shared action. This public 

confession and shared action in Augustine’s rendering also had a different end than just 

pragmatic communal action. Rather, it was focused on the end of enjoying God, either directly 

through praise or through the medium of shared charitable actions toward others. The point of all 

interpretation was to enjoy God, the ground and end of our shared life, and the means of 

enjoying God was primarily our charitable actions toward one another.17 An interpretation of 

scripture which did not enjoy God through doing good together to other believers or those in 

need would not have made sense to Augustine: no matter how correct the textual interpretation, 

the hermeneutic as a whole would be incomplete outside of its intended narrative, which says 

that “faith without works is dead.”18  

This metaphor of hermeneutic praxis has not been as developed as the others in earlier 

chapters, but it will be explained more fully from the Rule of Augustine, among other sources, in 

the comparison and synthesis below. Augustine’s Rule was not as ascetic as the earlier examples 

of the Desert Fathers and was not as institutionally structured as St. Benedict’s later rule.19 

Rather, his rule emphasized charity, flexibility, and dialogue that nevertheless found its end in a 

shared rule of life—a combination that I argue would be humanly possible only through 

continual communal participation in the divine life. If Evangelicals are to succeed in their stated 

desires for missional community through the scriptures, though, Augustine’s participatory model 
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of the interpenetration between textual interpretation and communal action demonstrates a way 

to proceed that is both rhetorical and spiritual.  

Trying to tie together Augustine’s hermeneutic theory briefly in order to test its 

implications and applications can only ever be an incomplete endeavor. However, at the risk of 

some repetition with earlier chapters, I have brought together what I argue are the key elements 

of Augustine’s hermeneutic theory, the elements which, from a philosophy of communication 

standpoint, would need to find some expression in a concrete ecclesial embodiment of his 

hermeneutics. First, and foundationally, an Augustinian hermeneutic would need to demonstrate 

its dependence on participation in language, will/loves, and narrative rather than making any of 

those elements either absolute or hopelessly historically relative. Second, an Augustinian 

hermeneutic reserves a special place for the scriptures as the revelation of God, through 

participation in which our language, loves, and narratives are informed and chastened. Third, an 

Augustinian hermeneutic demonstrates charity both through opening scriptures to multiple 

interpretations and through reconfiguring the boundaries of interpretation around the end of 

loving God in the context of the basic Christ-narrative. Fourth, an Augustinian hermeneutic 

pushes interpretation beyond a merely mental and individual act toward a confessional, 

communal, and “incarnational” act. In the next section, we will examine recent theoretical and 

praxical attempts to bring one or more of these elements back into ecclesial life and practice, 

testing their fit with Augustine’s theory and practice and their potential applicability to 

Evangelical hermeneutics.  

New Approaches to Hermeneutic Praxis 

This section will restrict its examination of recent hermeneutical thought to the practical 

themes of ecclesial bible reading, liturgy/community formation, and the impact of the 
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Charismatic revolution on recent Evangelicalism. While examining recent thought—from 

Christian ethics, philosophy, and theology—on each of these themes, I will comment on the fit of 

this recent work to a possible Augustinian hermeneutic in Evangelical ecclesial contexts. In 

particular, I will focus on how scholars such as Brian Brock, James K. A. Smith, and Jonathan R. 

Wilson help us get a better idea of the possible shape of the four hermeneutic criteria discussed 

above. To be assessed as helpful and appropriate for the real communicational problems of the 

Evangelical historical moment, these four hermeneutic criteria need this development through 

comparison, making them more clear and actionable.  

Ecclesial Bible Reading 

When Evangelicals have spiritual conversations with people from other Christian 

traditions, their relative scriptural literacy often stands out,20 and Evangelical spiritual formation 

consistently emphasizes that every individual should read his/her bible daily. As a former lay and 

staff worker with the Evangelical organization The Navigators, I was involved in this kind of 

cultural maintenance work of encouraging and building Evangelicals’ biblical literacy through 

regular study and bible memorization. The cultural ideal for an Evangelical “great man” was that 

he (or she) knew the “great words,” the scriptural epea that provided not just a biblical style but, 

more importantly, the right truths, stories, and exhortations for the current situation.21 This ideal 

in the Navigators was somewhat systematized through a “Topical Memory System” (TMS) 

which pointed young Evangelicals toward particular scriptures to memorize for particular 

recurring situations, but the system was a loose heuristic rather than a science. Each person was 

encouraged to listen to God through scripture for their own particular “promises” and occasional 

guidance.22 
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However, despite the continuing prevalence of this ideal of bible reading practice in 

pursuit of biblical literacy, the actual practice among Evangelicals has followed the general 

downward cultural trend towards the biblical “linguistic impoverishment” that Ricoeur has 

brought to our attention.23 While Ricoeur was concerned about the loss of “symbolic, 

metaphorical, mythological language [which] gives us … the basis for reflective reasoning,”24 I 

argue that the current Evangelical bible-reading practices are impoverished in a number of ways 

that acknowledge Ricoeur’s point but go further.  

First, as I have argued in Chapter 1, Evangelical bible reading has partially shifted away 

from a mode of participatory attention to God and towards a defensive and scientistic marshaling 

of apologetics. In Evangelical parlance, this is called “prooftexting,” with two combatants 

drawing and deploying scripture after scripture in the attempt to win a theological argument. 

While this does encourage a form of biblical literacy, it is an impoverished form in which texts 

become ossified chess-pieces in the hands of the combatants, no longer venues in which the 

voice of God is sought. This attitude toward the scriptures is aided by many of the tools of the 

bible study industry, whose various word study reference works and study bibles encourage a 

linguistic essentialism that portrays the bible as a Newtonian linguistic system.  

Second, Evangelical bible reading is impoverished by being practiced more as an 

individual discipline than as a communal one. While many have argued that the printing 

revolution enabled Protestantism to be grounded in individual bible reading from the very 

beginning, Elizabeth Eisenstein points out the counterbalances of liturgy and community in these 

emerging Christian traditions.25 Though people did read their bibles individually, they always 

also read them together, and the together part was strengthened by the sociological ties of the 

ecclesial institutions that provided the essential structure for Christian formation. To illustrate, 
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though the Christian of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress can be read as an isolated 

individual—fleeing the City of Destruction alone with his fingers in his ears—the story 

continues by emphasizing the importance of friendship and, in Part II, the way that the church is 

on pilgrimage together. In Part II, the church on pilgrimage can only go as fast as its slowest 

members.26  

Printing itself did not break up ecclesial bible reading or make diversity in ecclesial 

interpretation a problem. That linguistic and ecclesial inflexibility came about, as argued in 

Chapter 1, through the combined traumas of the sociological disintegration of communities and 

the defensive philosophical reaction to the approaching apex of modernistic ideology in the late 

1800’s and early 1900’s. Continuing from that time into our own, ecclesial communities have 

generally become transient collections of strangers. Because reading the bible together well takes 

time, practice, and charity, the Evangelical path of imbibing scripture has generally taken the 

paths of less resistance, which are the pulpit and individual devotions. Lacking communal bible 

reading and interpretation, though, impoverishes the community because, first, avoiding 

communal reading allows charity to again drop out of the equation and, second, it does not 

enable the church to be open to the resources of the priesthood of all believers. It should be, as 

Paul says of the church, “the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, 

… [that] causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.”27  

The final way that Evangelicals are becoming biblically impoverished, relatively 

speaking, is in the overall downward trend in actually reading the Bible, especially among the 

younger generation.28 In my seven years teaching at a university that served primarily 

Evangelical and Pentecostal young people, I discovered that no biblical knowledge on the part of 

the students could be assumed. For most of the students, the scriptures were not just a foreign 
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country morally, as Brian Brock highlights,29 but the scriptures were also a country in which the 

students had not really traveled at all. It may be that the Evangelical call to reengage with the 

world has been pursued vigorously, but without the parallel practice of engaging the world 

through the lenses of the scriptures. It may be that the uglier sides of a modernistic-leaning 

Evangelicalism (i.e., moral arrogance, epistemological hubris, political tribalism) have provoked 

an overreaction that rejects not just the uncharitable use of the bible but also the focus on the 

bible itself.30 It may be also, in combination with the other factors, that the success of the 

Evangelical culture industry that first began picking up steam in the 1970s has absorbed the 

Evangelical time and interest that used to be devoted to the scriptures. Who has time for reading 

Malachi when they are in the middle of a Christian Romance novel, setting the kids up with 

Veggie Tales, and keeping up with the latest albums in Christian music? In most of American 

history, even the unbelievers and the marginally committed had enough knowledge of biblical 

language and metaphors that the allusions to scriptural figures in sermons, political discourse, 

and interpersonal communication could be readily understood.31 Now, however, such allusions 

would not be readily or widely understood even in Evangelical churches, especially among the 

younger generation. To open the possibility of hearing God through the reading of the scriptures, 

Evangelicals have to at least read the scriptures.    

Different aspects of this practical problem have been recognized and addressed by 

Stephen Fowl and L. Gregory Jones, Brian Brock, and—a key figure for these scholars—

Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Both Brock and Fowl and Jones approach bible reading and interpretation 

from the disciplinary perspective of ethics, and both attempt to bring back together the estranged 

disciplines of biblical studies and Christian ethics through a communal return to the scriptures 

themselves.  
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Fowl and Jones on Moral Distance. Fowl and Jones argue that though historical 

distance between the biblical authors and current interpreters is a real and important 

interpretational challenge, “our complicity in sin leaves us captive to destructive patterns of life 

[which] … undermines our ability to read Scripture well.”32 That is, our interpretation problem is 

fundamentally moral, and that morality is shaped by our “interpretive interests,” which we learn 

in ecclesial communities of scripture reading and practice.33 There is no morally or theologically 

pure spot from which to extract a comprehensive exegesis of the scriptures, so we must, together, 

“learn to read the Scriptures ‘over-against ourselves’ rather than simply ‘for ourselves.’”34 This 

practice of self-interrogation through scriptures requires, in culturally “Christian” domains, 

“separate spaces where we can instruct and form each other to be disciples and wise readers.”35 

That is, following Alasdair MacIntyre, Fowl and Jones argue for clearly demarcated 

communities of tradition that require “commitment and concentration,”36 though they also argue 

strongly for systematically listening to the cultural “outsider” to forestall the tendency of reading 

communities to close in on themselves. In line with their argument about our lack of moral 

objectivity in interpretation, Fowl and Jones identify Jesus, speaking through Scripture, as the 

first of the outsiders to whom we need to be open, though they give little guidance as to how this 

is to be done in ecclesial bible reading. Impressively, they say that “the goal of seeing Scripture 

as an outsider is the maintenance of interpretive humility and openness to hearing the voice of 

Scripture afresh.”37  

However, they continue listing outsiders without reference to hierarchies of importance, 

emphasizing instead the language work necessary to “translate” the perspectives between real 

“others” and ourselves so that a Gadamerian fusion of horizons can take place.38 These others 

include the non-Messianic Jewish community and the “alien” voices of secular readers of 
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scripture.39 Under “outsiders in our midst” to which we should listen, they draw lines of 

connection between the history of racism in the South African church and the early precedent of 

including Gentiles in the church with the current situation of homosexuals and Christian 

communities. “On this (and other) issue(s),” they say, “we have needed to embody the 

conversational openness and discernment characteristic of the conference in Jerusalem in Acts 

15” that formally opened the Christian church to non-Jews.40  

It is this undiscriminating openness to all that separate Fowl and Jones from Augustine 

and from Evangelicalism. Fowl and Jones cite Augustine appropriately against the interpretive 

hubris of modernist theologies and linguistic essentialism.41 However, their emphasis on human 

historicality and moral failure leads them subtly, and perhaps unknowingly, to prioritize the 

current temporal and cultural fusion of ethical horizons in the interpretation of scripture. 

Ironically, they do this while noting how modernistic interpreters trumpet “the” interpretation in 

isolation from the longer tradition of Christian interpretation. In their discussion of the 

homosexual as an outsider in the church’s midst, for example, they seem to give more weight in 

interpretation to those outsiders than to the voice of the longer tradition of interpretation, and it is 

unclear how they envision the church reacting if the outsider voice of Jesus and the outsider 

voice of the homosexual confessor lead to different readings of the scripture. Here is where an 

Augustinian emphasis on participation would be essential to the Evangelical tradition, whose 

own stand on the issue of the morality of homosexuality has not been helped by its modernistic 

textual militancy. The issue is not merely the texts on these questions, but as Fowl and Jones 

note, the charity and truth in the hearts of the interpreters. However, when we ask the question of 

possible moral distortions of good reading, why would we give the moral high ground to the 
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current cultural climate (e.g., that all exclusion on moral grounds is bad) instead of to the longer 

tradition of interpretation of these texts?  

The point here is not to present an argument about this particular moral issue, but to 

clarify by example what I see as a problem with the “way forward” described by Fowl and 

Jones.42 Augustine’s insistence on participating with God in eternal truths through the 

provocation of the scriptures and within the boundaries of the church’s rule of faith provides a 

picture of communal scripture reading that is able not only to listen to the truth of God that is 

spoken by “outsiders” but also to resist the distortions of the scriptures that are always 

threatening from inside or outside the Christian tradition. Thus, though the recommendations of 

Fowl and Jones for ecclesial bible reading that is both traditioned and open to correction from 

outsiders is Augustinian in many ways, it does not provide a robust theoretical or practical door 

to participation with God. For Evangelicals to shift from their own problematic hermeneutical 

modernism to something more ethical and true, a more faithful “way forward” is needed, one 

whose underlying ethical direction is really from God and not merely from the ethical 

sensibilities of the current age.  

The bias of Fowl and Jones can also be seen in their criticism of Bonhoeffer’s act of 

resistance to the Nazi regime, as compared with their commendation of Bonhoeffer’s theology of 

bible reading up to that point.43 We will examine Bonhoeffer’s theory and practice of bible 

reading more further on, but for now, it is important to point out that Bonhoeffer argues for the 

reading of scripture “against ourselves” (i.e., in a non-utilitarian way), together, as a way to 

witness to the risen Christ’s preeminence over the values and practices of the current age.44 Fowl 

and Jones quote Bonhoeffer’s instructions to his seminarians: “grounded in the Scripture, we 

learn to speak to God in the language which God has spoken to us.”45 Fowl and Jones suggest, 
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however, that under the pressure of the increasing darkness of the Nazi regime, Bonhoeffer 

compromised, privileging his “reading of the world” over his previous pacifistic “reading of the 

Word.”46 Brock disagrees with Fowl and Jones on this point, arguing from a perspective on 

Bonhoeffer’s ethics informed by Bonhoeffer’s writings on the Psalms. Brock notes the 

“anthropocentric” nature of the communitarian reading of Fowl and Jones and argues that 

Bonhoeffer’s scriptural ethics were performed through a robust place for the “Spirit’s work,”47 a 

place for the Holy Spirit in our reading of scripture that can provide real moral content, not just a 

formal process or ethical principles. Brock captures this idea in Bonhoeffer’s description of 

scriptural ethics as “a way.”48 It is a path with a real beginning (creation) and a real ending (the 

eschaton), but this narrative structure still requires that we listen to and participate in the voice of 

God through the scriptures every step along the way.49 Bonhoeffer’s pacifism may have been a 

good position to take through much of his path, for example, but if God speaks through the 

scriptures to take non-pacifistic action at another step along the path, that divine word becomes 

the scriptural ethical response. An allergy to the moral “content” of Bonhoeffer’s scriptural 

mandates and the preference for “process” demonstrated by Fowl and Jones50 show that their 

recommended practices of communal bible reading are not sufficiently participatory to fit with 

either Augustine’s hermeneutics or the Evangelical tradition.    

Brian Brock on Singing the Psalms. Brock develops his own perspective on bible 

reading as a Spirit-informed ethical “way” by examining exegesis of the Psalms in Augustine, 

Luther, and Bonhoeffer. According to Brock, all these exegetes were formed in their theory and 

practice of bible reading through individual and corporate meditation on (i.e., “singing of”) the 

Psalms. Using these historical exemplars, Brock seeks to explain a middle way between 

modernistic “objective” approaches to ethics and hermeneutics and communitarian approaches 
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such as demonstrated by Fowl and Jones. To Brock, scripture reading is to be communal, but 

dependent on God’s “presence” rather than method.51 The communal response to the historical 

moment through the reading of scripture cannot be done through a specific method but through 

“a theologically attuned ear.”52 Here, we will examine Brock’s basic argument through his 

appropriation of Augustine and Bonhoeffer.  

Brock follows the contours of much of Augustine scholarship in arguing that Augustine’s 

progressive immersion in scripture modified, undercut, and replaced the neo-Platonic and Stoic 

metaphors in which he had written in his early work.53 Brock embeds Augustine’s writings on 

the scriptures within the Christian community’s praxis: 

We begin to see anew the basic texts that founded a tradition not by asking what these 

texts are, or what they tell us, but in joining a reading tradition by practicing reading that 

is attentive, moral, and communal. We enter a tradition not by grasping its theoretical 

underpinnings but by learning its ethos and the skills that make it function.54  

That people learn to read the scriptures in community, not through theory or method, might 

resonate with the basic tenets of communitarians, but Brock rightly brings in Augustine’s much 

broader concept of the scripture-reading community that includes God and the whole of the 

community of the faithful throughout history (i.e., the “city of God”)55. In this way, Brock 

approaches the dynamic of participation without explicitly naming it or discussing it. He explains 

Augustine’s participatory scripture reading through the metaphor of “praise”:  

Augustine does not understand this metaphysics in terms of complete or systematic 

knowledge, but as a conceptualization of truth that orients our action … Here knowledge 

is not the possession of human actors but a quality of living and desiring in which 

knowledge is built by remaining in the reciprocal gaze of human and divine vision. … 
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Augustine’s conclusion is that life within this reciprocal gaze is characterized by and 

sustained in the singing of praises.56 

This “reciprocal gaze” does not start from a historically embedded “self” (Brock’s critique of 

Taylor) but is initiated by the God who creates and sustains. God’s creational work in us 

provides a starting place, and his continued grace to us through his presence in the scriptures 

provides our steps of understanding and obedience along the way.  

Learning to read the scriptures in community, in this aspect, means learning to read the 

scriptures with God. “Augustine discovers that the Psalms give humanity words and thus a self 

within God’s life as we participate in taking them up.”57 Recognizing that our reading of the 

scriptures is always dependent on God’s sustaining of the reading self,58 Augustine replaces the 

goal of comprehensive knowledge of scripture, of God, or of self with the participatory response 

of praise for the gifts of understanding God is currently giving. “It is not [the] words we 

construct but words that we are given that orient us in moral space, in claiming and reshaping our 

self-identifications, our desires, and our sense of the beautiful.”59  

On this level, then, scripture reading is done in community with God when we recognize 

the contingency of our reading self and express that knowledge through praise, rather than fear or 

angst. Brock’s reading of Augustine, here, not only parallels my earlier description of 

Augustine’s theory of participation (through creational memory and the voice of the Holy Spirit) 

but also describes the practical outworking of that faithful scripture reading in the attitudes of the 

community. Reading the scriptures with God in an attitude of praise is an attitude that the 

Evangelical community needs to recapture.  

Brock also explains how Augustine’s practices of reading the Old Testament and New 

Testament (and the historical books and the Psalms) in tandem provides each current ecclesial 
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community the “grammar” of its own story with God. “Grounded in certain biblical images and 

metaphors,” Augustine “guide[s] the ethic of the church of his day [in City of God] by showing 

Christians how they are in a story that frames their moral transformation as they learn about and 

pursue their telos.”60 Brock’s argument is that the whole community of Old Testament saints, 

Christ, and the church can be seen in their unity through the dialogic “grammar” especially 

evident in the Psalms.61 According to Brock, Augustine does not flatten the narratives of 

scripture into so many mere symbols of Christ, but preserves the historical veracity of the 

accounts while reading them also as returns and “elaborations” of the kind of thing that God does 

with his people again and again through history62—the “grammar” of God’s active singing of 

history that repeats key elements of its “melody” with minor variations.63  

Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac and Stephen’s martyrdom, in this reading, are not just 

pointers to the sacrifice of Christ, though they are that, too. “God is always putting to death and 

raising up”64—that is one of the key elements in God’s figural grammar. Reading the scriptures 

together in the current community is thus a practice of discerning the narrative rationality of the 

current community’s story from the real scriptural elements in the larger and broader 

community’s story. This discernment, in Brock’s reading, operates through the external stories of 

the scriptural narratives in tension with the internal dynamics of the Psalms.65 The scriptures are 

our larger community’s stories (i.e., stories of the “city of God”), which demonstrate through 

repetition the figural grammatical moves that are available for our story, now. As Brock says, 

“Scripture prepares believers to discern God’s particular interventions in human affairs. These 

divine interventions have a describable grammar but cannot be humanly performed, only seen 

and cooperated with or not looked for and hence not seen.”66    
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Thus, Brock reads Augustine as connecting past “ecclesial” actions and events (the 

“ecclesia” of the broader city of God) with current ecclesial actions and events through a figural 

grammar that cannot be narrowed to one interpretation or merely decided on by a current 

interpreting community. Instead, the right figural reading must be “seen and cooperated with” by 

the community, a conclusion that I argue should be read more explicitly through the lens of 

Augustinian participation. In contrast to the historical traditionedness of communitarian textual 

interpretation, as intimated by MacIntyre and Taylor among others, Brock follows Augustine in 

seeing the ecclesial community as one that can be continually renewed in its faithful responses 

through seeing and hearing how God is applying scriptural figures to them, now.67 And “what 

brings that community of praisers together so that they may ‘stay on the path’” is not method nor 

merely embeddedness in a tradition but rather God “bestowing his presence on us.”68  

So, Brock has shown us how the ecclesial community is led by God’s voice to follow the 

right element of figural grammar inherited from scriptural narrative and Psalmic dialogue, a 

perspective which frames the community’s shared bible reading. Related to this, Brock comes 

even closer to participatory themes through his exposition of bible reading as the communal 

activity of the totus Christus, powered by the scriptures as “Christ’s heart.”69 We have already 

come across Augustine’s totus Christus concept and the importance to him of “whole and part” 

in interpretation. Christians are really, not metaphorically,70 part of the whole which is the body 

of Christ, and thus the scriptural descriptions and mandates written about and for the whole 

church (including its Head, Christ) are potentially applicable to each part. Key is the application 

that since all the canon speaks about Christ, it also speaks about his body (the Church), and can 

potentially speak to any particular analogical part of that Christ-body (a local congregation). 

Kimberly Baker quotes Augustine at length on this two-way identification between Christ (the 



 

 

345 

Head) and the church (the body)—note especially the downward and upward participatory 

language in what follows: 

But in fact he who deigned to assume the form of a slave, and within that form to clothe 

us with himself, he who did not disdain to take us up into himself, did not disdain either 

to transfigure us into himself, and to speak in our words, so that we in our turn might 

speak in his. … Facing death, then, because of what he had from us, he was afraid, not in 

himself but in us. When he said that his soul was sorrowful to the point of death, we all 

unquestionably said it with him. Without him, we are nothing, but in him we too are 

Christ. Why? Because the whole Christ consists of Head and body. The Head is he who is 

the savior of his body, he who has already ascended into heaven; but the body is the 

Church, toiling on earth.71 

Because as the “body of Christ” “we too are Christ,” then Christ’s cry from the Psalms while on 

the cross was also our cry and, in another example, God’s voice from heaven—“this is my 

beloved son … hear him!”72—can also be God’s voice to the world about the Christian ecclesial 

community.  

Brock examines Augustine’s totus Christus from the “Christological and ecclesiological 

hermeneutics of the Psalms,” identifying three levels of interpreting Old Testament prophecy in 

Augustine’s work on the Psalms.73 There is, first, the past historical referent of an OT prophecy 

and, second, the future referent of an earthly dominion at the eschaton. Third, though, Brock 

quotes Augustine that  

these words apply appropriately to the whole people of God who belong to the Heavenly 

Jerusalem: both to those who were concealed during the time of the old covenant, before 
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the revelation of the new, and to those who, after the revelation of the new covenant, are 

clearly revealed as belonging to Christ.74  

Thus, while acknowledging both past historical and future eschatological reference, Augustine 

saw also the whole of the scriptures referring to the whole of the body of Christ, pre-cross, 

Christ, and post-cross. This “Israel-Jesus-church interpretive schema … serves to link and 

intertwine the testaments [and] … yields a single account of the present community of faith and 

the authors of Scripture.”75 Brock points out that the centerpiece of this identification between 

past ecclesial communities, present ones, and Christ is the scriptures themselves, which 

Augustine called “Christ’s heart”:  

Thus, to meditate on the Bible is to meditate on the heart of the divine Word. This is why 

he can say that each part of Scripture is not necessarily about Christ directly; but, as the 

plow is to its blade, each part serves to reveal Scripture’s main theme, which is Christ.76  

It is not enough that this scripture exist in text alone, however, but rather, “specific forms of 

speaking are essential in maintaining” both the individual believer and the confessing community 

“in the path of blessedness.”77 Thus, “the church is … a sung reality expressing a God-given 

desire for God,”78 not a pragmatic articulation of a framework of meaning, a la Taylor, but a 

practice of submission to “the hopes God has for us”79 through attentiveness to the narrative 

grammar of scripture. Because “only the praising church will endure,” Brock synthesizes from 

Augustine’s approach to the scriptures that “the central act of the church is not a mode of living 

that those outside the church also do, such as moral deliberation or pedagogy, but it is a mode of 

resonating with the reality of God’s work”80 through the confessional work of praise. 

While Brock’s description of Augustine’s hermeneutic supports my participatory reading, 

his lack of explicit attention to the metaphor of participation forces him into some unhelpful 
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distinctions. First, Brock posits too strong of a turn from the Augustine of On Christian Doctrine 

(supposedly still in the thrall of neo-Platonic and rhetorical theory) and the more scriptural 

Augustine of the Narrations on the Psalms and City of God.81 Strangely, Brock does not follow 

up on the implications of the facts that the fourth (and most classically “rhetorical”) book of On 

Christian Doctrine was written after his scriptural turn and that this was one of his works to 

which Augustine made no corrections in his Retractions.82 While it is true that Augustine’s 

thought did evolve through continuing growth in the scriptures—and through a sequence of 

doctrinal controversies—Augustine did not abandon anything from his rhetorical and 

philosophical training that was useful but rather repurposed and synthesized the truths of the 

pagan tradition for the church. As we have seen, Augustinian participation looks for truth from 

creational memory—in Christians or pagans—as well as from the Spirit’s voice through the 

scriptures. Understanding Augustine’s account of participation would have kept Brock from 

dividing Augustine’s thought with an unhelpfully bold line.  

Brock also makes an unhelpful distinction between the “material” nature of Augustine’s 

totus Christus and Luther’s more existential approach.83 “Augustine’s totus Christus is not best 

described as a mystical union,” Brock says, “but as a real and material forepresence of God’s 

renewal of all things in Christ”84—an echo of the Greco-Roman focus on the telos of the polis.85 

Brock seems to be separating Augustine’s material metaphors from his mystical metaphors, his 

general “theory of meaning” from his submission to the particularities of the scriptures,86 and his 

general theory of “social groupings” from his ecclesiology.87 However, attention to Augustinian 

participation would provide a different way to relate these pairs of concepts. As Augustine 

continually emphasized to his own congregation, participation in Christ spiritually is part and 

parcel with loving actions toward his body materially;88 our submission to the scriptures, while 
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primary, is meant to spur us on to seek their meaning from the Inner Teacher; and both ecclesial 

and non-ecclesial social groupings participate in both earthly and spiritual voices. If there is a 

distinction between Augustine’s material and mystical elements, it is between God’s voice 

available through creational memory and his voice of the Holy Spirit spoken to and through the 

church, primarily through his “material” voice in the scriptures.  

These quibbles aside, though, Brock has done an admirable job of bringing Augustine’s 

hermeneutical theory to bear on the active shared reading of the scriptures in the ecclesial 

community in order to discern the particular “way” the community should hear and obey God. 

His work on Bonhoeffer is also helpful, which we will examine next in conjunction with 

Bonhoeffer’s own work and some of the attention it has garnered in scholarly circles.  

Bonhoeffer’s Reading in Community. Augustine and Bonhoeffer lived in similarly 

troubled times and both provided philosophy of communication resources for their church’s 

approach to scripture. Augustine provided the church with the conceptual resources at the turn of 

the 4th century to be able to negotiate the boundary between using the scriptures as a tool of 

domination and being comforted by them in a socially precarious time.89 He showed the church 

newly triumphant how to continue to read the scriptures as strangers and pilgrims, listening to 

the Inner Teacher’s application of scriptural figures to put God’s sons and daughters to the 

question, to deliver them over and over again to death,90 and to set their hope on a future 

resurrection.   

 Bonhoeffer was “thrown” into the acme of Western civilization, the highly educated elite 

of Germany at the beginning of the twentieth century,91 and he witnessed first-hand what Max 

Horkheimer called “the eclipse of reason”92 that followed from that high point of modernism. 

Working through the troubles endemic to his Lutheran church, he had to fight simultaneously 
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“idealism” and the threatening backdrop of frank materialism, both of which had been part of his 

own intellectual formation. It was when he went to Rome that Bonhoeffer “discovered the 

church,”93 awakening to the larger body that Augustine had called the city of God;94 it was 

through the influence of Barth that Bonhoeffer “discovered the Bible,”95 awakening to the power 

of God’s voice to his church through scripture; and it was through Bonhoeffer’s interaction with 

lay American Evangelicals in New York that he discovered the call of community and of 

discipleship founded on the presence of the real Christ.96 He had previously written his two 

academic dissertations in theology, but he says that “For the first time I discovered the Bible. … 

I had often preached, I had seen a great deal of the Church, and talked and preached about it—

but I had not yet become a Christian.”97  

After his discovery of the Bible, and while the specter of Hitler loomed, Bonhoeffer 

began to insist that “Jesus Christ, the risen Christ, is present in the word, in the sacrament, and in 

the community.”98 As expressions of the one risen Christ, these three things are interrelated, and 

Bonhoeffer wrote especially about the way the scriptural word and the community together 

manifested Christ in the world. “For history Scripture is only a source, for pneumatology it is 

testimony,” Bonhoeffer said,99 which is to say that the scriptures are to be read through the Spirit 

in the presence of others in order to witness not only to one another in the church but also to the 

watching world. What Bonhoeffer wrote about how the church should return to the scriptures 

was in line with how he himself came under the scriptures, which parallels Augustine’s similar 

realization and process of submission to the scriptures.  

Has it not become terrifyingly clear again and again, in everything that we have said here 

to one another, that we are no longer obedient to the Bible? We are more fond of our own 

thoughts than of the thoughts of the Bible. We no longer read the Bible seriously, we no 
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longer read it against ourselves, but for ourselves. … [W]e must read the Bible in quite a 

different way, until we find ourselves again.100  

Bonhoeffer is not just talking here about personal bible reading, but also the reading practices of 

the community together. “The Bible,” he says, “is nothing but the book upon which the Church 

stands.”101  

He frames the way the church needs to read the bible as Christological and 

eschatological—a narrative whose primary figure is Christ and whose whole will only be clear 

from the end. He says “the Scriptures need to be read and proclaimed wholly from the viewpoint 

of the end. … The Church of Christ bears witness to the end of all things. It lives from the end, it 

thinks from the end, it acts from the end, it proclaims its message from the end.”102 The ground 

of our understanding of the scriptures and the ground of our understanding of ourselves as the 

church community, therefore, is not settled and comprehensive but is a matter of listening to 

Christ anew in the scriptures, a confession of that truth in “each and every historical situation,”103 

and a persistence on pilgrimage toward that endpoint that we cannot ourselves produce. “You 

who have lost the Church,” Bonhoeffer preaches, “let us return to Holy Writ, let us go forth and 

seek the Church together. … Church, remain a church! … Confess, confess, confess.”104  

Reading the scriptures together, then, was to Bonhoeffer the way to confess, and thus 

live, the church’s own identity as Christ in each historical moment. Because Christ’s real 

presence lives in his Word (his scriptures as faithfully confessed) and lives in his church (his 

people who confess and obey his voice), the church and the scriptures continually confront and 

reinfuse each another with the presence of Christ. Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on the real presence of 

Christ through active confession of and obedience to the scriptures prevents biblical 

hermeneutics from becoming merely a reflection of community biases or an exposition of the 
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text that has no relevance to the community. Listening to the voice of Christ while reading the 

scriptures confessionally together points the church toward an interpretation that is not 

“objective” or “subjective” but a spiritual praxis.  

In his Life Together, Bonhoeffer argued for scriptural reading that had both a private, 

individual aspect and a public, communal aspect. Alone, we are “silent” before the Word, which 

enables us to hear God’s voice speaking from the scripture we have read. This silent time alone 

with the Word is not a “mystical desire to get beyond the Word” but rather a listening 

attentiveness “because the Word is still speaking and living and dwelling within us.”105 After 

being alone with the Word, though, it is essential that we come together in community for the 

purpose of testimony and shared life as the real body of Christ on earth. Bonhoeffer recognized 

the dangers to ecclesial hermeneutics from both the flight into the aggregate (an overreliance on 

a social group as the ground)106 and from the flight into the individual (a rejection of Christ’s 

communal call). “We recognize, then,” he says, “that only as we stand within the community can 

we be alone, and only those who are alone can live in the community. Both belong together.”107 

This attention to divine discourse in its dual aspects of the individual and the ecclesial 

community parallels what we have seen in Augustine’s participatory thought in De Trinitate, 

where the Inner Teacher can lead us through inward dialogue to wisdom, but where it is also 

essential to bring those treasures to the common storehouse of ecclesial memory, where the 

shared voice of God brings joy, confirmation, and the possibility of shared action. That is, both 

Bonhoeffer and Augustine reserve a fundamental place for individual scripture reading, but also 

insist that shared testimony from the scriptures cannot be replaced by that individual mode, or at 

least not except for brief periods.108  
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Bonhoeffer also, like Augustine, wrote about a structure of life together in the scriptures, 

a type of monasticism that attempted to leave space for the real presence of Christ to be a 

necessary component. That is, in contrast to monastic practices that are comprehensive and 

controllable enough to function without the infusion of the divine voice in scriptures, Augustine 

and Bonhoeffer’s communal hermeneutic practices could only guide their adherents to listening, 

not deliver a set hermeneutical method.109 As Dale L. Sullivan argues, Bonhoeffer’s critiques of 

monasticism need to be read in the light of both his continuing rejection of idealism and his 

progressive move from abstract theology to pastoral work with the scriptures in real 

communities.110 Bonhoeffer argued for the centrality of church community—with mutual 

confession, shared action, and shared liturgy similar to monasticism—but a community that 

depends constantly on God’s presence because it is perilously “in the midst of enemies.”111 By 

contrast, a monasticism structured to obtain safety, control, or individual accolades cuts itself off 

from reading the scriptures submissively and blocks its ability to hear God’s voice.   

I would argue that Bonhoeffer’s hermeneutics was, practically speaking, participatory in 

the same vein as what this project has been proposing. However, Brock criticizes Bonhoeffer for 

having an insufficient pneumatology,112 and it is certain that Augustine’s more detailed 

exposition of how participation in the scriptures works individually and communally can provide 

further conceptual resources for Bonhoeffer’s practical and compelling metaphor of scriptural 

interpretation as “a way.”  

Liturgical Praxis 

What we have seen in the last section is how some recent scholars have attempted to 

bring the academic questions of biblical hermeneutics back down into real arenas of community 

practice. The resulting theoretical-practical frameworks are all somewhat Augustinian, though 
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not enough so to take advantage of Augustine’s broad range of philosophy of communication 

resources, which I thematized earlier as the following:  

1. Interpretation Participates in God through Language, Will, and Narrative 

2. Interpretation Elevates the Scriptures as Eternal/Temporal Medium   

3. Interpretation Privileges Communal Charity over Comprehensive Knowledge 

4. Interpretation is Individual AND Communal Embodied Praxis  

Fowl and Jones helpfully join Augustine in pointing out the primacy of the moral lens in 

reading the scriptures, for good or ill, but then make morality merely a function of the historical 

progress of the scriptural tradition (i.e., Augustine’s 3 and 4). Brock goes a long way toward 

reintroducing Augustine’s hermeneutic in fresh language that says yes to the reality of biblical 

history, yes to its eschatological fulfillment, and yes to its potential fulfillment in the current 

ecclesial manifestation of the totus Christus (i.e., Augustine’s 2-4). However, without explicitly 

seconding Augustine’s notion of participation, Brock’s excellent work on Psalmic exegesis is 

missing the conceptual centerpiece that would be needed in an Evangelical philosophy of 

communication. Bonhoeffer is the closest in spirit to Augustine, with a parallel process of 

submission to the scriptures, a parallel shift from individual philosophy to communal praxis, and 

addressing parallel uncertainties in the historical moment in which the church had to find its 

scriptural voice. However, Bonhoeffer was not able, in the short time he had, to put all of these 

themes together in an explicitly participatory alternative to the modernism in which he lived and 

breathed. What I have argued in this project is that Augustine’s philosophy of communication 

should be important to Evangelicals not merely for its breadth, attentiveness to the scriptures, 

and piety but also because it provides a helpfully “other” approach to the cosmos—a 

participatory approach—that can serve as an antidote to the philosophical poisons of modernism 
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that Evangelicals, and most other recent hermeneutical scholars, still carry about in their social 

bodies.  

However, it is one thing to argue that we should read the scriptures “over against 

ourselves,” or with a “theologically attuned ear,” and another thing to explain to a current 

congregation what this looks like. Moving down the ladder of abstraction ever closer to a 

concrete proposal for Evangelical hermeneutics, we will look briefly in this section at the more 

concrete proposals for liturgies and ecclesial habits that constitute the Evangelical community’s 

response to its felt needs for a hermeneutic more responsive to community and spirituality. 

Specifically, we will look at the New Monastic movement, one of the strands of the Evangelical 

missional movement113 which has attempted to follow the cues of MacIntyre and Bonhoeffer to 

create a radical contrast to normal Evangelical liturgy and community.  

By taking on the metaphor of “monasticism,” the New Monastics point toward both 

positive comparisons with historical monastic commitments and the role of critique always 

implicit in monastic organization. Taking their cue from the longer philosophical tradition of 

otium, the early Christian church’s outliers responded to the growing worldliness of Christianity 

by moving into different kinds of monastic life,114 from the idiosyncratic mystical monasticism 

of the Desert Fathers to the highly communal and regimented Benedictines to the wandering 

reformational orders of the Franciscans and the Dominicans. Since the Protestant reformation, 

Protestant denominations have also experienced their own implicit critiques from outliers, but 

following the Protestant pattern of separation, Protestant outliers are manifested in new, separate 

denominations rather than monastic restorations.  

As the culture of individualism has gained ground in the “social imaginary” through the 

period of modernity, these new denominations have been formed with less organizational 
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emphasis on shared communal identity and more emphasis on the “morality of individual 

choice,” especially in the incubator of religious individualism, the United States.115 In a 

paradoxical turn, however, the postmodern (or hypermodern) moment has given new conceptual 

life to the vocabulary of protest available to Protestant ecclesial outliers, pushing them more 

toward “traditionally” Catholic themes of sacrament, liturgy, embodiment, and committed 

community.116 Though there have been a number of Protestant monastic moves in the past 

century, this paper focuses on the New Monastic movement that was formally initiated at an 

ecumenical conference in Durham, North Carolina, in 2004.  

This movement and its philosophy is well-documented by Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove’s 

many works,117 but comprehensive sketch of its principles can be found in the book that came 

out of the 2004 conference, School(s) for Conversion: 12 Marks of a New Monasticism.118 In that 

book, Jonathan R. Wilson makes very clear that the conceptual starting point for the movement 

was MacIntyre’s work After Virtue, whose influential diagnosis of the fragmentation of Western 

society concludes with the following language:  

What matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of community within which 

civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages 

which are already upon us. … We are waiting not for Godot, but for another—doubtless 

very different—St. Benedict.119  

School(s) for Conversion and other seminal texts give us some common themes for how New 

Monasticism attempts to build these “local forms of community.” The organizational practices 

New Monasticism aspires to are meant to exhibit both continuity with the history of the Christian 

faith (not separatism) and self-conscious separation for the purpose of embodied witness. 

Concerned with the ways (Protestant) Christianity has become indistinguishable from American 
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capitalist culture, New Monasticism is explained as “the only way for the church to recover 

faithful living [and] for the church to disentangle its life from the culture.”120 Therefore, many of 

its identifying organizational principles are themselves critiques of the Christian culture status 

quo. Quoting Muldoon, Carter summarizes this theme thus: 

The common feature is that new monasticism seeks to share with these other movements 

a radical discipleship, in the sense of eschewing participation in the structural/social sins 

endemic in contemporary American life: not only racism, but also individualism, 

economic disparity, and participation in war-making.121 

Some of these principles are organized around economic themes, such as “Relocation to 

abandoned places of empire” (a call to physically disentangle the church from locational loyalty 

to prosperity), “Sharing economic resources” with each other (a call to question the ground of 

personal property), “Hospitality to the Stranger” (a call to question the ground of self-interest 

and tribalism), and “Support of our local economies” (a call to ecological and economic 

communalism).122  

Others are organized around structured rejection of individualism, such as “Nurturing 

Common Life,” “Geographical Proximity to Community Members,” and “Humble Submission 

to…the Church.” Principles/marks focused on specific communal communication patterns deal 

with peacemaking internal to the group (Mark 11), racial reconciliation and diversity within 

groups and communities (Mark 4), integration of married and celibate members (Mark 8), and 

sequential socialization along the lines of the “old novitiate” (Mark 6). The remaining mark is 

the only one focused on the individual spiritual life, under the sign of a “disciplined 

contemplative life.”123  
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These marks are existential responses to the felt need for community and the felt worry 

over America’s sociological drift toward tribalism,124 but they are also conceptual responses to 

MacIntyre’s thought, as repackaged by Jonathan R. Wilson (Wilson-Hartgrove’s father-in-law) 

into a call for the church. In a way that resonates with an Augustinian philosophy of 

communication, Wilson wrote about New Monasticism as a way to recover the gospel narrative, 

holistically across vocations, in local practices that are disciplined and theologically reflective, 

recovering both “right belief and right practice.”125 This focus on the gospel narrative providing 

the broad context for life, denying a strong sacred/secular division, resonates with Augustine’s 

narratively grounded hermeneutics, as do Wilson’s emphasis on the limitations of our knowledge 

and his goal of communal embodied praxis. Wilson’s extension of the “disciplined life” to both 

communal belief and communal practice, with the end being the “faithful life and witness of the 

church,” also corresponds with the disciplined, end-oriented ecclesial practice advocated by 

Augustine.126  

This discipline and emphasis on communal commitment in New Monasticism draws 

explicitly from St. Benedict’s principle of “stability.”127 Stated as a contrasting principle over 

against the wider Evangelical church, Jason Mahn and Grace Koloczek emphasize the 

importance of stability to New Monasticism as a way to combat the tendencies in Evangelicalism 

toward “church renewal” or youth movement fads.128 The New Monastics believe that it is 

important to read “over against” the individualism, capitalism, and faddishness of both the 

current culture and the church, and that any headway with such a hermeneutic must be made 

through holistic community, stable commitment, and shared local praxis in the gospel narrative.  

The purpose of this project is not, of course, to describe every aspect of New 

Monasticism, but rather to examine its holistic communal praxis as a model of lived biblical 
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hermeneutics in the Evangelical sphere. What conceptual models and practices are already at 

work in the broader Evangelical community, with which an Augustinian biblical hermeneutic 

might interact? This is an especially pertinent question since Bonhoeffer, who also called for a 

return to some form of monasticism, is one of the heroes of the New Monastic movement, and 

we have already seen the significant overlap between Bonhoeffer’s hermeneutic and the contours 

of the one I have synthesized from Augustine.  

Unfortunately, new monasticism is open to the criticism that it constitutes not a 

constructive but rather a negative reactionary response using critical class concepts based more 

in historical materialism than in revelation. Moreover, it seems to fall prey to the Nietzschean 

critique of Christian leadership that Jean Bethke Elshtain warned against: “There is a rather 

bizarre form of self-pride associated with this little-ness—something along the lines of ‘Look at 

how abject and apologetic I am, and I will spend the rest of my life trying to make up in a tiny 

way for the horrific sins of my forebears.’”129 Elshtain maintains that Bonhoeffer, one of the 

proclaimed forefathers of the new monastic movement, promoted confession in community, but 

rejected this form of cultural abjectness as a refusal to lead from the strength of the Christian 

confession.130 Additionally, D. A. Carson, a central Evangelical scholar, has asked why, of all H. 

Richard Niebuhr’s categories of relationship to culture, new monasticism is located in only 

“Christ against culture,” including Christ against the traditional churches.131 Can healthy biblical 

hermeneutics be built on top of a merely reactionary stance to sins of the current historical 

moment?  

 New Monastic movements can be described as not scripture-centered but “idealistic” in 

the negative sense given by Bonhoeffer: “One who wants more than what Christ has established 

does not want Christian brotherhood. He is looking for some extraordinary social experience … 
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Christian brotherhood is not an ideal, but a divine reality … a spiritual and not a psychic 

reality.”132 Observers of new monastic communities note that, despite their attention to 

commitment, they are “essentially unstable” and usually “short-lived,” partly because the 

idealistic principles around which they form are not formative enough to withstand the 

“magnifying” effect of community on unchanged individualistic aspects of culture and always-

present sins and weaknesses.133  

Conversely, the New Monastic movement is notable for its silence on the scriptures. 

While certainly not repudiating the scriptures, the dogmatic assertions of New Monastics bypass 

traditional Evangelical statements about specific doctrines and about the scriptures. Instead, their 

identifying “Marks” go straight to issues of social justice and the characteristics and goals of 

community. But can the higher goals of new monastic communities survive without an anchor in 

the traditional Evangelical focus on the scriptures? While Augustine and Bonhoeffer both had 

spiritual journeys whose landmarks were markedly scriptural, and who enjoined pursuit of the 

scriptures as foundational for social justice and ecclesial relations, New Monasticism lays no 

such foundation. They do use scripture (and some local communities more robustly than others), 

but the scriptures are not defended or even mentioned as part of their picture of healthy ecclesial 

identity. Therefore, while New Monasticism has been putting into practice a MacIntyrian return 

to tradition as a critique of modernist ecclesiology, they have not addressed the place of the 

scriptures and the specific approach to biblical hermeneutics that undergirds their communitarian 

ethos. Since New Monasticism is a subset of Evangelicalism, this lacuna makes it more difficult 

to carry out their professed desire to both learn from and critique the status quo church.134 While 

ordinary Evangelical churchgoers have been challenged and inspired, to some degree, by New 

Monasticism,135 the key question for Evangelical identity has gone unanswered: how does the 
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holistic communal commitment of New Monastic groups deal with the authority and 

interpretation of the scriptures?  

This is a question that highlights the need for an Augustinian philosophy of 

communication, which can address the felt need for ecclesial community and for the conceptual 

framework that brings together language, will, and the communal narrative. Like the New 

Monastics, Augustine was impatient with those who preferred to talk about ideas instead of to act 

charitably for social justice,136 but unlike New Monastics, Augustine was persistent in finding 

language to explain how biblical hermeneutics undergirds action and was insistent on the 

centrality of the scriptures themselves. At the crux of Augustine’s thought on the intersection of 

hermeneutics, liturgy, and the body are his writings on habit.  

As many authors point out, the return to communal habits in religious communities such 

as those in New Monasticism is partly a reaction to the historical moment of late modern 

capitalism, in which the meaning-giving cultural and religious practices of the past have not only 

been weakened by the motivating undercurrent of market capitalism but have even been replaced 

by cultural liturgies created for the propagation of capital production.137 The mall has replaced 

the church; dinner and a movie has more social pull than a gathering for the Lord’s Supper. 

Therefore, as James K. A. Smith emphasizes and Augustine would agree with, we are already in 

the grip of powerful habits, whether we know it or not. Smith, while not part of the New 

Monastic movement, has done a good job of articulating a conceptual connection between 

biblical hermeneutics and embodied communal praxis. However, while Smith and others rightly 

reject the intellectualization and individualization of Christian spirituality, they unhelpfully move 

the overemphasis to the body, pulling from secular philosophical traditions to create an idea of 

religious habit that is embodied and social, but not necessarily spiritual or scriptural.138  
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In an Aristotelian frame—such as employed by MacIntyre, Wilson, and the subsequent 

New Monastic movement—habits are developed within the moral horizon of a particular 

community through attentiveness to the standards of the community, a practical wisdom 

(phronesis) of discerning the good, the bad, and the indifferent in any given situation.139 Thus 

habit is practiced within a particular community, inscribed in the body as a “second nature,” 

accumulated over time through ethical decisions, and possessed by the person, to his glory or 

shame.140 As Smith points out, our interpretations are also executed within the framework of our 

habits. What an ecclesial community can actually interpret in the scriptures, and thus obey, is 

constrained by its expectations of what the scriptures say, expectations which are formed by the 

community’s habitual practice. These habits that we exercise together in communal 

interpretation of and action on the scriptures are one of what Smith calls “liturgies,” which is for 

him a general philosophical category that describes sacred or secular cultural habits.141  

Augustine began his Christian life with an understanding of habit very similar to the 

Aristotelian one, courtesy of Cicero, but progressively modified it in response to his 

controversies and in line with his Pauline scriptural turn.142 In his early philosophical writings, 

Augustine was attempting to take the received goods of his Roman education, including the 

concepts of habit and phronesis/wisdom, and find out how to re-validate them within the 

Christian faith, especially with regard to the question of sin. As Carlisle notes, one of the 

enduring ethical questions that is bound up with habit is how habitual or deterministic aspects of 

human life fit with freedom and responsibility.143 In Smith’s use of the term “liturgy,” how do 

we, together, make our liturgies, and how do our liturgies make us.  

At the beginning, Augustine pegged habit as the self-forged chains of the body that 

makes virtuous living difficult—it is not the body that is evil, contra the Manicheans, but rather 
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the habits of sin which we have inscribed in the body by past action. That is, our habitual sins in 

the periods of our lives before law and under law still give us a struggle in our period after the 

law (under grace), to be fully broken only in the final period of the redemption. The route to 

victory over past habits, into more spiritual habits, was still prudence, but as Augustine was 

forced to reckon more with Paul’s doctrine of sin and the “carnal prudence/phronesis” of 

philosophy as critiqued by the scriptures, he shifted his emphasis to put sin in the body even 

before habit and to lift grace over phronesis as the remedy. Accordingly, Augustine writes in 

Contra Faustus:  

But as that snow melts by heat and ceases to be snow in order to warm up, in the same 

way this carnal prudence, i.e., the habit of acting carnally—when our mind will be 

enlightened and when God submits the whole person to himself, along the precepts of the 

divine Law, he shall turn the bad habit of the soul into a good habit.144  

Gerd Van Riel writes in Augustinian Studies that Augustine turned the classical virtue of 

prudence/phronesis “into a vice.”145 This is putting the matter rather too strongly, but what Van 

Riel smartly puts a finger on is Augustine’s recognition that classical versions of habit and virtue 

can be oriented by their particular communities in better or worse ways. And because Augustine 

argued that all human communities, including the church, are at best mixtures of elements of the 

city of God and the city of the world, classical phronesis itself can lead to not only moral but also 

amoral or even immoral action. Our liturgies, which guide our scriptural interpretations, come 

from mixed stock—both individuals and traditions that are heterogenous in will, language, and 

ethics. What’s more, even the accumulation of good habits, if framed as a personal achievement, 

can turn a seemingly good application of classical phronesis into its opposite, a habitual 

accumulation of soul-killing spiritual pride.146 As Lewis Mudge discusses at length, church 
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communities do not develop in isolation from these larger cultural forces, but are “porous” 

societies: “Effectively or not, with better or worse outcomes, congregations engender certain 

ways of seeing life just by being the kinds of communities they are.”147 Like Bellah, Mudge 

notes the felt inadequacy of the current state of communication philosophy in the American 

Protestant tradition. An ecclesial community engaging in biblical hermeneutics, therefore, does 

so in the context of lived habit of thought and action that can never, of itself, mature into 

something that can be identified as an unequivocal good. It requires grace, or in our central 

Augustinian metaphor, participation through the scriptures, in order to move the habitual 

framework (thought and action) into a more sanctified direction.  

Giving this much weight to habit in communal practice and interpretation has not set well 

with moderns. Hegel saw habit as “ambiguous,” both restrictive and freeing.148 By regulating so 

much of our life beneath the threshold of conscious thought—a phenomenon which could be 

good or bad—he believed our critical faculties might be freed up to pursue other, higher 

endeavors.149 Without a reference point external to humanity, however, modern philosophers 

were stuck in this tension between habits manipulating the machine-like body for good and 

habits as the sworn enemy of the freedom of the soul. 

 Calling for a return to the monastery, though with a radical focus on the individual, 

Kierkegaard believed that “Luther’s ‘affirmation of ordinary life’ and denial of a special status to 

the monk produced a leveling down and not a leveling up.”150 However, Kierkegaard, similar to 

Luther, called for a life of continual striving, a “repeated leap” into the grace of God. This 

doctrine colored his perspective on monastic life to make it a setting for a serial set of 

experiences with God rather than “a progressive improvement in virtue” or hermeneutic wisdom. 
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Habit was banished to the realm of the body, a temptation towards inauthenticity and, in 

Kierkegaard’s Existentialist descendants, a “cover for ‘bad faith.’”151  

Influenced by Kierkegaard, but also in textual dialogue with Heidegger and Nietzsche, 

Bonhoeffer sought to understand habit in the church in a way that was responsive to “the story of 

the faith, the historical moment, and the possibility of revelation in the form of the temporal 

presence of Christ.”152 O’Gorman argues that it was in dialogue with Heidegger’s thought that 

Bonhoeffer’s Lutheran, Kierkegaardian distaste for the importance of communal habits was 

moderated, leading him to argue for the importance of dependence on the other, engagement 

with the world, and communicative responsibility for the future generations of one’s tradition.153 

As we have seen, these themes were emphasized even more strongly in Gadamer’s philosophical 

hermeneutics. However, true to Bonhoeffer’s Augustinian and Lutheran roots, he criticized any 

sort of monastic habits that led to first- and second-class spiritual citizens in the Kingdom of 

God. Difference in habit can too easily lead to an individual leaning on works-righteousness and 

a monastic group falling into the sin of spiritual pride.154 In this, New Monastics have made a 

valiant effort to offer critique and embody difference without positing special status for their 

members.   

Liturgies have also become an ambiguous inheritance for Evangelical ecclesial 

communities that have sunk deep roots in the Romantic stream of individual artistic expression. 

Novelty in interpretation and personal uniqueness in these groups is held in dialectical tension 

with the shared vision and sensibilities that unify these boutique congregations. Lynne Baab and 

Carolyn Kelly, writing about such Emergent church reappropriation of visual arts as a way to 

navigate “unity and diversity” in congregations, are perhaps an example of this overly optimistic 

vision of dialogic unity built up from individual artistic expressions.155 Liturgies can be built, of 
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course, but one of the central marks of success in so doing is that you find yourself acting in 

harmony with a group without self-conscious attention to the process and without recognition of 

individual persons.  

Bellah’s distinction between families with “elaborated codes” and those with “condensed 

codes” is helpful here to think about the difference between a church family that tries to be self-

reflexive about everything and the church family that sees no need to talk about or explain 

anything that they do (“this is just the way we do things”). Groups with “elaborated codes” 

expect questioning, critique, and attention to personal feelings. Groups with condensed codes 

operate more according to roles and hierarchical positions, but are relatively untroubled by 

personal “feelings and abstract principles.”156 While New Monastic and Emergent Evangelical 

groups acknowledge the need for traditions and commitment, they have been criticized for 

accessing that tradition according to the elaborated code of individual aesthetic experience, 

picking and choosing liturgical bits from the tradition in order to maintain a contrast with the 

Evangelical status quo.157 However, as part of the Protestant tradition, a fully condensed code 

would not be appropriate for an Evangelical liturgy that would house a participatory scriptural 

hermeneutic. A return to communal life in the scriptures as a venue for participation in God’s 

narrative would allow Evangelicals to develop condensed liturgies that guide interpretation and 

practice according to the narrative of the gospel but that also leave structural openings for the 

divine voice to question, criticize, or otherwise direct them to a new praxis. As we will see from 

the description of early church liturgy in I Corinthians 14 below, the good order of a settled 

(condensed) set of practices and expectations is not incompatible with the in-breaking 

(elaboration) of revelation from the divine voice. Both of these are necessary in the Evangelical 

scriptural hermeneutic proposed here.  



 

 

366 

If New Monastics, and other Evangelical renewal communities, pay more close attention 

to this wisdom of living communal habit through participatory dialogue in the scriptures, as 

described by Augustine and Bonhoeffer, they may yet provide a model and witness for the 

Evangelical tradition.  

Both Augustine and Bonhoeffer described monastic-like communities that featured 

shared participatory interpretation of the scriptures, modeling and writing about a realistic liturgy 

that pairs habitual reading of the word and communal service with openness to God’s voice 

infusing and directing that interpretation and practice. Bonhoeffer’s early academic work on the 

sociology of the church, The Communion of Saints, was sharpened through praxis into his later 

monastic guidebook for laypeople, Life Together. And Augustine’s monasticism and 

ecclesiology both speak of the significance of his understanding of scriptural communal 

habits.158 In addition, it can be seen from Bonhoeffer’s long-term dialogue with Augustine, 

pivoting on the influence of his dissertation advisor and on the Augustine course he took while 

writing The Communion of the Saints, that the similarities between the two of them have not only 

the indirect connections of the Lutheran tradition but also the direct connections of theological 

engagement. In fact, “Bonhoeffer’s basic axiom that ... the church is Christ existing as 

community represents in significant ways a recovery and restatement of Augustine’s contention 

that in the church we encounter the whole Christ ... consisting of both head and body.”159 

Sullivan argues that Bonhoeffer’s years of practice of semi-monastic community 

separating Communion and Life Together demonstrates that the latter is the theory of the former 

informed by action. Both Bonhoeffer and Augustine lived for some time in monastic-type 

communities that they created, Augustine for more than half his life.160 In doing so, both 

Augustine and Bonhoeffer distanced themselves from forms of monasticism that withdraw from 
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the world and the larger church.161 Both of them made a point of critiquing the idealism that 

destroys true Christian community by asking of merely human liturgies what can only be 

dispensed by God’s participation. Bonhoeffer did so by flatly rejecting “psychological 

community … based on Utopian desire and unmediated fellowship” and seeking instead 

“spiritual community … based on recognition of reality and relationships mediated by Christ.”162 

Augustine, after an early flirtation with the idea of perfect exegesis and a perfect godly 

society,163 spent decades undoing the damage of the ideal of a perfect Christian (against 

Pelagius) and the ideal of a perfect church (Against the Donatists), and for good measure, he 

wrote The City of God to detail the admixture of the godly and the worldly city in every age until 

the eschaton.  

Further, as we have seen, Augustine and Bonhoeffer emphasized in their liturgies a 

communal meditation on the Word, specifically communal praying, reading, and singing the 

Psalms.164 Within that communal habit of meditation, both of them emphasized the dialogic 

nature of interaction with the scriptures—dialogic with the strangeness of the text, with the 

various perspectives and questions of the human community, and with the mediating Spirit of 

Christ.165 This can be seen in Augustine’s Narrations in Psalms by his statement that “what 

[people] sing is all a piece with their minds and hearts … [and] God has willed to grant human 

beings the ability to sing with understanding.” That is, as McCarthy explains at length, the 

communal performance of the scriptures is a legitimate form of communal exegesis that does not 

separate identification and affect from cognition, but joins them under the banner of caritas.166 

Likewise, Bonhoeffer pictured the communal habit of scripture reading as “holy, divine reality. 

We are uprooted from our own existence and are taken back to the holy history of God on earth,” 

which enables Christ’s body to participate with the mind of Christ and take that participation into 
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the challenges of the world now and here.167 Though New Monastic and Emergent communities 

are right to desire liturgies that engage the body and the emotions, not just arid intellect, such 

ends can only be gained by participation with God through attention and submission to the 

scriptures He has given. Like language in Augustine’s philosophy of communication, aesthetic 

worship practices, beautiful architecture, and bits of well-loved traditional liturgies are, in 

themselves, empty vessels. They cannot be used to build a tower to God. But once the presence 

of God is there through participatory attention to what He has set before our eyes—His Son, his 

gospel, and their historical diversification in the scriptures—any or all of these other worship 

practices may become pointing liturgies to the inward and upward revelation of God.  

Both Augustine and Bonhoeffer emphasized also the importance of work and of regular 

hours set for work, reading, prayer, etc.168 This work included, for both of their communities, 

engagement with the real problems of the world, problems that kept anyone in their communities 

from believing they had everything figured out already. Both the training in the scriptures and 

the service to the church and the world were, for both sets of communities, intended to be a 

training ground for leaders who would go out and do likewise in other areas of the church and 

world.169 

Both of them, while noting the importance of personal choice, saw choice in the context 

of a narrative being spoken by God.170 More than a narrative of a religious tradition, it is a 

constellation with a few bright stars of certitude and much darkness in which the community 

must listen for the step that is right by God in a particular time and place.171 Both of them 

understood the Christian life to be basically social, dependent on confession in both senses, and 

these steps of faith to be socially discerned.172 And finally, both of them saw the physical body 



 

 

369 

as important in the regulation of the habits of the community, an importance grounded in the 

Incarnation.173  

What is meant by “re-embodying the scriptures,” from both Bonhoeffer and Augustine, is 

that when the faithful gather and speak the scriptures together, they together identify with Christ 

as the divine author of the scriptures and thus, in that event, become the body of Christ with one 

mind. McCarthy’s exposition of Augustine on this point is worth quoting at length: 

As Augustine’s own understanding of the Incarnation deepens, the biblical sign itself 

does not so much point to as it embodies the signifying reality … Those who perform the 

“text,” in other words, become its living subject. Yet, the subject is reconstituted in the 

communal inquiry reflected in his sermons. Augustine never renounces his position as 

bishop, of course, but he minimizes it as biblical inquiry becomes a collaborative 

venture.174  

That is, as we will see more below in my synthetic proposition, a participatory hermeneutic must 

be structured to invite realistic collaboration of the priesthood of all believers. However, there is 

also more to re-embodying the scriptures than just the momentary event; the monastic rule of 

continual practice in performing this embodiment together brings us to the theological 

importance of action, of praxis, in the individual and social body.  

In the social body, regular shared practices and interpretations produce communal 

interaction patterns of mutual responsibility in the context of a communally shared language, 

communal memory, and a shared space of discovery that grounds communal action in the 

historical moment. How regular? By one estimate, Augustine’s community made its way through 

the singing of all the Psalms every few weeks,175 and Bonhoeffer’s community was similarly 

oriented toward the “vicarious prayer of Christ” represented by the Psalms.176  
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This form of habit is not merely programmatic, but promotes interaction patterns that 

address the needs of the community in the moment, ready to “listen” and “allow ourselves to be 

interrupted by God.”177 It is, in Bellah’s terms, a communal habit that produces “meaning” 

through a “condensed code,” but a meaning that is also open to the “elaborated code” of God re-

vivifying His Word through the kairotic intersection of this community, this time, and this 

historical moment.178 “The Law of the Lord creates space for human action,” as Brock says of 

Bonhoeffer’s thought, “because it provides a form within which humans may live, in making it 

possible to prepare to hear the Creator’s voice … a form through which God guides human 

action.” Bonhoeffer’s ethics of the “way” is focused on learning to hear the next step, not 

knowing the further horizon. Bonhoeffer’s “judgement aims not at discerning the ‘absolute good 

act,’ but only the next step in a path of obedience, a path whose end is clear while the middle 

distance is not. Only so is Christian hermeneutics a journey of faith and hope, and not of 

sight.”179 McCarthy’s take on Augustine puts him in the same camp:  

Central to [Augustine’s] understanding of Christian worship is a reciprocal relationship 

between God, who addresses his people in the Bible, and the community of faith, who 

speaks in return. ... the divine word constitutes a kind of ongoing conversation that 

ennobles and transforms the partner over time. … Revelation lay somewhere between the 

fixity of the written word and its quality as appeal, as a site of dialogue with the 

congregation that voiced the word.180 

With Gadamer, there is a disclosure of being through engagement with the scriptural text, but it 

can be a disclosure that is not merely the fusion of textual and traditional horizons in the 

temporal plane but also the intervening eternal horizon of the divine voice, whose timing, 

volume, and scope are not controlled or limited by the human temporal liturgy. What McCarthy 
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and Brock point out to us from Augustine and Bonhoeffer is that any such hermeneutic is a work 

of the whole body of Christ, a shared practice of reading, listening, recognizing the voice of God, 

and action. This hermeneutic phronesis is a community event, for which the Evangelical 

community needs the real, not imagined, God.181 

Beyond the event and its long-term repercussions on the ecclesial body, this kind of 

communal scriptural practice is also inscribed in the individual’s body. From participation in 

Christ through the communal body and its habitual confession, the memory of the real body of 

Christ is inscribed on the individual body through the memory of the scriptures that had been 

communally “quickened” in the past. Because they were training people to move into distant 

positions of Christian leadership, Bonhoeffer and Augustine knew this memory of the “real body 

of Christ”—a history and liturgy of shared interpretive praxis—would be more important for 

discipleship than the mere written words in letters and treatises.182  

An Augustinian “liturgy” of participatory scriptural hermeneutics would, then, seek to 

instill habits of communal “inhabiting” readings of scripture, reading together as the joint voice 

of Christ and acting toward each other and toward the world, in that historical moment, 

according to what Christ discloses in that reading. This communal habit of speaking the 

scriptures themselves would allow members (still living in the world) to be continually 

confronted with the strangeness of the Word (and the world), to be continually humbled by the 

community’s multiplicity of possibilities of meaning, and to be challenged with the real demands 

of caritas disclosed within and outside each particular ecclesial group.  

While hermeneutic philosophers like Gadamer and Ricoeur might applaud parts of this 

description, their insistence on a forward movement of truth that precludes dogma does not fit 

with Augustine, Bonhoeffer, or the larger Evangelical community. Their hermeneutical 
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philosophies have been useful against the modern pretensions of anthropocentric knowledge and 

control but, despite awareness of the irony of their position, their dogmatic insistence on 

questioning is also “oracular” in an anthropocentric way.183 As we have seen, they argue that the 

church community must develop a constantly self-reflective critical stance towards its liturgies, a 

persistent return to critique which still prefers emancipatory critical ideals to the possibility of 

revelation.184 To them, truth has to change continually, ontologically, because the historical 

moment with which the scriptures are fused has to change continually.  

The explicit answer of Augustine and the implicit answer of Bonhoeffer is that truths 

recur in temporality from the realm of eternity, as mediated through the figures of the scriptures 

and manifested by the divine voice to his listening communal body. The responsibility to 

question a particular habitual interpretation or change a particular habitual aspect of the church’s 

liturgy is not one that is on the shoulders of the human leaders primarily. The initiative for 

questioning human liturgies belongs to God, though it is mediated through communal attention 

to God through the scriptures. God’s voice participating in human ecclesial narratives through 

the scriptures is the one that speaks “a new song” and brings about “a new thing.”185 Without 

participation, hermeneutics can only negotiate the spectrum between conservative habit and self-

reflexive critique according to the political structures of a particular tradition, controlling whose 

interpretations matter, who gets to speak when, which texts are featured, and which are buried. 

That is, without returning to an Augustinian participatory framework, Evangelical hermeneutics 

can in the final analysis only be about power, which is where Worthen leaves it in her 

unflattering history of Evangelical tensions in biblical interpretation.186   

Charismatic Impact on Evangelical Hermeneutics   
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It may seem naïve to argue for an embodied, multi-level hermeneutic of the scriptures 

that is keyed on participating in God’s current word to the ecclesial body of Christ, even though 

such concepts have experienced a resurgence in both scholarly attention and on-the-ground 

missional movements, both seeking more holistic Evangelical spirituality. The question of 

application is important to philosophy of communication, but it still seems daunting. How do we 

bring the theological concept of participation, from scholars such as Hans Boersma, into the 

“way” of encountering scripture, such as proposed by Brock, within a concrete and committed 

ecclesial community, whose members are to obey and praise more than to seek a comprehensive 

understanding? And how can this strange neo-Augustinian biblical hermeneutic not only have 

some impact but also even restore key Evangelical identity markers such as gospel-centered 

ecumenism, the priesthood of all believers, and a shared life in the scriptures that allows them to 

experience positive leading, not just safety from enemies behind the gates of orthodoxy? While 

there are many challenges to reconnecting Evangelicalism with this hermeneutic, I believe the 

groundwork of practice has already been laid by the influence of the Charismatic movement on 

Evangelicalism.  

In an Augustinian philosophy of communication, the concepts and experiences delivered 

in a particular historical moment are to be received as gifts and faithfully put to work. It is 

entirely appropriate to ask, “God, what are you teaching us by foregrounding this scripture 

and/or this experience?” To revisit the scriptural paradigm used by Fowl and Jones, we can 

examine this receptive attitude in the first big hermeneutical conundrum of the early church—

whether to allow gentiles to enter the church (as gentiles).187 The council at Jerusalem considered 

the scriptures, the spiritual experience of gentile conversion parallel to the council’s own 

experience, and the larger context of the gospel. This discussion didn’t just happen, though, as an 
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academic exercise in theology. St. Peter had been prepared by a dream and by a divine word to 

go to the gentile Cornelius’s house.188 Everything in this event had contradicted Peter’s habitual 

way of thinking about the audience for the gospel, and entering a gentile’s house violated Peter’s 

cultural habits, but the divine “elaborated” discourse came as a gift to open up the closed 

hermeneutic cycle regarding the gentiles, bringing the eternal Word into temporality as a “new” 

gift for that particular historical moment and opening up a number of heretofore unseeable 

scriptures.  

Since the 1970s, the limited and somewhat isolated vein of traditional Pentecostalism has 

done something similar to open Evangelicals’ eyes to the frankly spiritual nature of the faith, 

exploding onto the scene in a movement that has saturated parts of almost all denominations. 

This movement, normally designated the “Charismatic” movement, has even been a factor in 

creating several new Evangelical ecclesial denominations. Coming as a gift of both new 

experiences and new conceptual resources to the larger world of Christianity, the Charismatic 

movement can be seen as a conceptual-experiential doorway for Evangelicals to reappropriate 

participatory scriptural hermeneutics.  

Even before the Charismatic movement emerged, theologian Leslie Newbigin wrote 

about divine provision of metaphors through the “three streams” of Christianity: the “continuity” 

and sacramentalism of Roman Catholicism, the “centrality of the scriptures” and proclamation of 

the Protestants, and the “present action of the Spirit in the church through the gifts” in 

Pentecostalism.189 Since that time, the fairly stiff social boundary between Pentecostalism and 

other traditions, including Evangelicalism, has become permeable and, in some cases, perforated. 

This permeability is especially visible in “Third Wave” Charismatics, who fuse charismatic gifts 

and practices with their own “mainline evangelical” identities. One of the key spokesmen of 
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Third Wavers, C. Peter Wagner, explains it thus: “I see in the 80’s an opening of the straightline 

evangelicals and other Christians to the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit that the Pentecostals 

and charismatics have experienced, but without becoming either charismatic or Pentecostal.”190 

What this means for Evangelicals in particular is that their focus on the scriptures and 

gospel-centered missions, their central identity markers,191 does not have to be threatened by the 

return of a participatory spirituality and hermeneutics but can rather be strengthened and restored 

by it. In the ecumenism of gospel-centered mission, this openness to participatory spirituality has 

already been recognized by Evangelicals as already the current state of events, which needs to be 

nurtured.192 Synan notes Billy Graham’s participation in the 1987 Pentecostal/Charismatic New 

Orleans Congress on missions and reports on the undercurrent of influence that made such a 

high-profile Evangelical appearance make sense:  

The coming together of evangelicals and charismatics in the 1980’s presaged other 

changes in American church life. Although little had been said by mainline church 

mission boards, Pentecostalism had long since swept into their mission fields. Southern 

Baptists whispered the rumor that an estimated 75 percent of their third-world 

missionaries had spoken in tongues in the various “renovation” and charismatic 

movements during the 1970’s. Large numbers of Methodist, Presbyterian, Anglican, and 

Lutheran missionaries had become practicing Pentecostals in the field—a fact they did 

not broadcast back home.193  

Evangelicals have also been challenged by the extraordinary success and ubiquity of 

phenomenologically Pentecostal/charismatic missions movements worldwide. As Dave Barrett 

said as far back as 1988,  
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With Pentecostals/charismatics now active in 80% of the world’s largest metropolises, all 

in process of actively implementing networking and cooperation with Great Commission 

Christians of all confessions, a new era in world mission would clearly appear to have got 

under way.194 

This activity in the 1980’s can be supplemented with data from the turn of the recent century, 

where the number of global pentecostal/charismatic members crossed the 500 million mark.195 In 

1995, this group already constituted 23.9% of all world Christians and was larger than all other 

Protestant denominations together,196 quite a rate of growth for a movement that started with 40 

people only a century before.197 As discussed earlier in this project, the Pentecostal/Charismatic 

experience has spoken more directly than the purely conceptual message of the West to a number 

of indigenous populations that had not yet lost their participatory worldview, which is why 

Synans’s analysis includes the well-populated categories of “quasi-” and “indigenous 

Pentecostals.” These are groups which have had minimal contact with Western missionaries and 

are not under the oversight of any Western denomination.198 Some of these indigenous 

charismatic groups have even sprung up through the gospel message of (at the time) non-

charismatic Evangelical missionaries.199  

The point of these numbers is, first, that Evangelicals have not ignored and should not 

ignore the major move toward participatory metaphors as represented by the worldwide 

phenomenon of the Pentecostal/Charismatic movement. This renewal of participation may have 

returned to the West as a blessing from its obedience in taking the gospel to all peoples, as 

Christians were commissioned to do, or it may just be a divine gift of both conceptual and 

experiential riches in order to renew the church in the West.  
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The second point, though, is that Evangelicals should consider how participatory 

spiritualities have to be grappled with not only on the mission field but also in the way we 

approach our biblical hermeneutics back home. Evangelicals, like many in the modernist milieu 

generally, are experts at segmentation, even when calls to holism resonate with them 

emotionally. We are able to segment our personal and ecclesial approach to the bible into 

“devotions” and “exegesis,” as early Methodists (before splitting from the Anglicans) had to 

divide their church meetings into “experience meetings” and the authoritative Anglican 

service.200 The on-the-ground experiences and participatory approaches of 

pentecostal/charismatic “liturgy” challenge Evangelicals, in particular, to bring their scientific 

exegesis and their spirituality back together. While there are undoubtedly several Pentecostal and 

charismatic theologians whose conceptual resources could help Evangelicals return to a 

participatory scriptural hermeneutic, I have been arguing in this project that Augustine provides a 

better dialogue partner because of the thoroughness of his engagement with scriptural 

hermeneutics, with participation, and with ecclesiology—and because he is arguably writing 

from a time before the stream of Christianity divided into “three streams” in the first place.  

Synthesis: Participatory Hermeneutical Praxis 

So what might an Augustinian synthesis look like in practice in our historical moment? 

Following the Augustinian theme of interpretation as individual and communal embodied 

praxis, it would be important for the ecclesial community to keep both scriptural interpretation 

close to its application and individual interpretation and application in dialogue with the 

community. By keeping interpretation close to application, I do not mean to recommend the 

sometime practice of some pastors to avoid doctrine in favor of practical tips for personal 

“lifehacking.” To Augustine, the doctrine of God was eminently practical because it produced 
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inward humility and upward praise, which was to be applied both individually and 

corporately.201  

A good example of a close interpretation-application dynamic can be found in the 

Evangelical church-planting manual written by George Patterson and Richard Scoggins. They 

rightly point out that Western Christians tend to equate quantity of knowledge with spirituality, 

whereas the scriptures portray depth of obedience to what little we know as the measure of 

spirituality. Patterson and Scoggins teach that each congregation should be taught a scriptural 

concept, but that before the leaders move on to any other teaching, the congregation should show 

that it has incorporated that first teaching into its liturgical life. A teaching on hospitality, for 

example, must be fully understood by being agreed with and practiced. Stacking up knowledge 

without obedience, say Patterson and Scoggins, is dangerous to true spirituality.202 Though 

Augustine would not withhold the words of the scriptures from a congregation that is not yet 

obedient,203 he does share in this more recent perspective on knowledge without obedience, 

constantly warning his own congregation to apply what he is teaching and often confessing his 

own fear for himself because of his own level of knowledge.204 Patterson and Scoggins’s 

examples of praxis in local congregations can therefore give us some concrete steps for 

Evangelical hermeneutics.  

By also highlighting the importance of bringing individual application of the scriptures 

under the purview of the community, I am not suggesting an authoritarian system of checks and 

permissions, such as was the downfall of the 1970’s Shepherding Movement, a discipling 

structure that attempted to address perceived shortcomings in charismatic doctrine and 

practice.205 On the contrary, following the philosophy of Augustine (and Bonhoeffer), I argue 

that there is an irreducible place for the individual before God, and the individual’s participatory 
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interpretation is foundational, though not incontestable. Every individual coming to an ecclesial 

meeting should be prepared to listen to the scripture and to the Spirit for him/herself, but as 

Augustine modeled and taught, God’s goal for speaking to that individual interpreter is not 

merely to give him/her knowledge and direction but, even more, to contribute to and confirm 

through the individual what is necessary for the growth of the whole body.206  

The individual’s interpretation might need to be corrected in dialogue with the 

community, it might need to be added as a true but supplementary interpretation to the 

storehouse of the community, it might be true but not tending towards charity in a particular 

ecclesial situation, or it might be the interpretation given by the voice of God for the whole 

community to be able to grow in charity in that particular historical situation. The only way to 

know which of these ways a particular individual interpretation of scripture is to be characterized 

would be to bring it into communal dialogue, where ecclesial leaders referee the hermeneutic 

dialogue while keeping their ears open to the voice and presence of God. The apostle Paul 

actually describes this form of liturgy in I Corinthians 14:  

But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or an uninformed person comes in, he is convinced 

by all, he is convicted by all. And thus the secrets of his heart are revealed; and so, falling 

down on his face, he will worship God and report that God is truly among you. 

 How is it then, brethren? Whenever you come together, each of you has a psalm, has 

a teaching, has a tongue, has a revelation, has an interpretation. Let all things be done for 

edification. If anyone speaks in a tongue, let there be two or at the most three, each in 

turn, and let one interpret. But if there is no interpreter, let him keep silent in church, and 

let him speak to himself and to God. Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others 

judge. But if anything is revealed to another who sits by, let the first keep silent. For you 
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can all prophesy one by one, that all may learn and all may be encouraged. And the 

spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets. For God is not the author of confusion 

but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints.207 

We see, first, that the precondition for participatory ecclesial liturgy is that “God is truly among 

you.” The presence of God then manifests in the manifold verbal ministry of all the believers. 

What sort of normal liturgical practice serves as the springboard for this kind of revelatory 

ministry is not hard to infer from Paul’s directions to Timothy: “Till I come, give attention to 

reading, to exhortation, to doctrine.”208 However, what we see here is that the gathering of the 

Christians to worship together through communal verbal ministry did not center on inviolate 

individual exegesis of a univocal text, but it was instead both participating in the spiritual realm 

and developing through communal judgment as the body of Christ. There was not to be 

“confusion” but rather order, “as in all the churches of the saints,” but this liturgical approach to 

ecclesial interpretation and ministry was to be ordered without being controlled, spontaneous 

without being chaotic or self-aggrandizing. This, of course, has resonance with Augustine’s 

argument for dialogic sharing of multiple valid interpretations as a sharing in the bounty of 

God’s provision, the criterion of charity enabling the community to hear the Word of the Lord 

(whether encouraging, rebuking, or directing) from the revelatory offerings of the whole 

community.  

This picture of a scriptural participatory hermeneutic would thus, according to Augustine, 

privilege communal charity over comprehensive knowledge, which is not to say nothing is 

known, but that nothing is yet known to the degree it might be.209 What might this look like in 

Evangelical ecclesial hermeneutics? Here, we come to a slight problem in the context of current 

Evangelical liturgies that focus on the ministry of the preacher alone. L. Roger Owens is limited 
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in this regard because his target of application for participatory liturgy is the sermon itself.210 

While I do not deny the sermon as an important site of participatory liturgy—and the sermon is 

an unmistakable part of the Evangelical and longer Christian traditions—the sermon cannot serve 

as the primary venue for a renewed biblical hermeneutic in Evangelicalism. The sermon 

demands proclamation from a hermeneut who has read the scriptures with ears open to the divine 

voice, but it does not encourage public dialogue or shared listening in the reading of Scripture.  

While it does not necessarily follow that comprehensive knowledge is the goal or product 

of proclamation, it does follow that charity in scriptural interpretation is more difficult. The one 

sitting in the pew may have a different reading of the sermonic text—a better one, a worse one, 

or just a different one—but the sermon venue is not traditionally open to questions, comparisons, 

or corrections.211 I have myself taken up preachers’ occasional invitations to participate in the 

sermon: in one instance, hearing the invitation and seeing the preacher struggling with his text, I 

held up my hand for the last half hour of the sermon to indicate my willingness to participate. 

However, the implicit rules of the sermon liturgy were too strong to allow for shared listening 

and shared work in the text. The scriptures themselves portray both sermonic venues and 

congregational participatory venues,212 but the shared work of hermeneutic ministry and action is 

the side of that coin largely missing in Evangelical liturgy currently. To put this in an 

Augustinian frame, though Augustine was a proponent and practitioner of the participatory 

sermon,213 he was also a proponent of shared life in the scriptures that we have discussed under 

the metaphor “monasticism.”  

Augustine’s implicit sermonic liturgy (as fitting his North African culture and time) was 

naturally much more participatory, and thus in line with Owen’s suggestions for that venue.214 

Augustine adjusted his sermons according to the understanding and response of his audience, his 
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content being shaped in the moment by his interpretation of his audience and of the divine voice 

in the moment. Even as a bishop, he had less structural authority over the people than we tend to 

think in hindsight,215 and thus he depended on the shared work of communication in the sermon, 

which also means a shared work of charity. 

However, Augustine’s description and practice of monasticism is where we see his desire 

to set in the heart of the Christian church the shared life in the scriptures. Augustine was careful 

to avoid setting up an innate hierarchy between those who could enter his communal life and 

those who could not, and salvation could be found in Christ’s Church whether inside or outside 

monastic life.216 However, those who could commit themselves to his scripturally based 

community life would serve the larger church as a living prototype and encouragement on their 

shared road in the gospel. Tarsicius J. Van Bavel goes so far as to say, “We could characterize 

the Rule of Augustine as a call to the evangelical equality of all people.”217 Not only was 

Augustine’s monastic thought ecclesiastically egalitarian but it was also not “ascetic,” it had 

“few concrete regulations and detailed laws,” and it was explicitly scriptural.218  

Augustine’s goal was not to build an institutional superstructure on top of the scriptures, 

but rather to use his few scriptural rules as a liturgy to help Christians point one another to God 

through the scriptures. Starting from the foundational “ideal of the Jerusalem community from 

Acts 4:31,” Augustine’s monasticism was focused on shared life in the scriptures. Van Bavel 

summarizes that  

In these references to the Scriptures Augustine’s own vision and spirituality come to 

light, for the biblical ideas which he emphasizes are the cherished sources from which he 

himself lives. It is precisely this biblical and evangelic foundation which forms the 
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permanent structure of the Rule: it guarantees the Rule’s value throughout changing times 

and cultures.219 

This monastic rule where “love and community” are the overarching principles220 emphasizes the 

sharing of material resources,221 individual and communal prayer,222 daily shared reading of the 

scriptures at meals,223 a flexible but similar standard of life,224 shared accountability for one 

another’s temptations, sins, and treatments,225 a shared aim to do everything for “the service of 

the community” rather than the individual,226 a shared commitment to conflict resolution,227 a 

shared commitment to godly relationships between authorities and subordinates,228 and a shared 

commitment to stir up desire for the participatory life of this community and praise for its 

actualization, a stirring up through regular shared return to the Rule and the scriptures.229  

I argue that the general orientation of Augustine’s scriptural Rule, in tandem with his 

lived practice of this form of community life, provides both the appropriate attitude and some 

specific directions for Evangelicals who want to institute a venue for shared charitable 

interpretation of the scriptures. As mentioned above, New Monastics have broken some ground 

in their area of praxis, but in their philosophical resources for monasticism they have skipped 

over Augustine and in their foundational structure they have skipped over the scriptures.  

In general, though, when an ecclesial community is attempting to share life and resources 

(in non-legalistic ways) while also sharing the hermeneutic burden in the scriptures, it becomes 

easier for the community to see scriptural interpretation in terms of their shared life, and each 

individual interpretation is regularly humbled by the shared hermeneutic activity. Because the 

commitment to charitable life together is primary, the group is driven to listen together to each 

other and to the divine voice. What this looks like in the vexing instance of interpretational 

disagreement, in my experience, is the “shelving” of a particular hermeneutical question at the 
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end of the service, with a mutual exhortation to prayer and study over the week and a renewed 

commitment to finding the most charitable interpretation for this scripture in the community’s 

current situation. Because, as Evangelicals, all parties in this disagreement love truth, the 

discovery of the charitable answer cannot be a rejection of grammatical and historical evidence 

or of key doctrines, but, as people aware of their need to participate in the divine direction for the 

community, all parties are willing to submit to whichever truth God identifies as most needful in 

the moment. In one particular hermeneutic question, what my wife and I realized is that, though 

our position on a specific question was more technically correct, the direction the church leaders 

were taking with a specific passage was charitable and needful for the church’s current situation. 

Our part in that charity would be to hold our interpretation for its appropriate time.  

It is only possible to hold an interpretation for its appropriate time, though, if the 

scriptures are deeper than a textual object on the flat plane of temporality, which is where both 

the grammatical-historical hermeneutics of modernism and the historicality of philosophical 

hermeneutics ultimately leave it. An Augustinian hermeneutic opens up the depth of the 

scriptures through their special status as a linguistic medium between eternity and temporality 

which is actualized through spiritual participation in God. What might this look like in an 

Evangelical ecclesial venue where, as enjoined above, the hermeneutical burden is shared among 

the priesthood of all believers?  

What should be clear at the outset is that, where the interpretation depends on the divine 

will and voice, there is no controllable “method” in the modern sense of the term. There cannot 

even be a willed decision by the ecclesial community always to be “open” or “self-reflexive” in 

their spirituality since, as Augustine highlights, our wills are neither constant nor fully pure. 

What’s more, once the voice of God through scripture has been manifested to an ecclesial 
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community that was open enough to receive it, any further hermeneutical openness on that 

particular point would be disobedience, not faithfulness. The tenuous nature of our grasp and 

practice of scriptural eternal truths pushed Augustine to continuous prayer and confession of his 

need for God’s help,230 as it has similarly pushed other Christians to prayer in their scripture-

centered lives.  

Where the hermeneutical task is only to extract the propositional content of scripture 

through the tools of historical, grammatical, and form exegesis, the hermeneut would rightly 

prioritize academic study. Where such a task is only to open the congregation to a fusion of the 

text’s past tradition and the group’s current historical situation, the hermeneut would pay 

attention to his tradition, to the relevant contours of the current culture, and to the group’s 

attitude of openness. However, where the hermeneutical task is to hear the voice of God in 

scripture (at whatever time God wills to give it) despite or through the noise of personal, 

traditional, and cultural habits of belief and practice—for the purpose of meeting a historical 

moment that is often unknown—the hermeneut would naturally spend time in the scriptures 

themselves and in prayer with other listeners. Academic study of biblical contexts, of the 

tradition, and of the current historical moment are not precluded, but they do take a back seat to 

the primary importance of spending time together in the scriptures themselves as the Word of 

God.   

When a community is engaged together in reading the scriptures, praying for divine 

illumination in them (in Evangelical parlance, “waiting on the Lord”), and practicing some level 

of communal life together, something happens in the community’s phenomenological 

experience. Different scriptural figures, narratives, and phrases emerge and take hold of the 

ecclesial community’s “social imaginary,” giving meaning and direction for the group or the 
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individual. According to a participatory reading of this phenomenon, this is the divine voice 

speaking through his word the eternal truths that pertain to a particular part of his body at a 

particular moment on the historical plane. The scriptures are conceived as the narrative of Christ 

spoken from eternity into diverse figures and mandates in time, and because Christ, his Word, 

the totus Christus comprised of the Christians of all ages, and (analogically) each particular 

ecclesial gathering are all identified together, the diverse figures and narratives of scripture can 

also be directed by the Holy Spirit to each congregation, listening together with attentiveness to 

scripture and the divine voice. “For all things are yours,” Paul says, “whether … the world or life 

or death, or things present or things to come—all are yours. And you are Christ’s, and Christ is 

God’s.”231  

Just as Jesus could point to himself in scriptural past history—as Jonah in the fish, or as 

Moses’ serpent on the pole232—and could point to himself in the church’s future history—“if 

they persecuted me, they will persecute you”; “Saul, why are you persecuting me?”233—the 

ecclesial body of Christ now has available to its self-understanding and obedience the conceptual 

resources of all the scriptures through the mediating figure of Christ and the mediating narrative 

of his gospel. This means both that “all the promises of God in [Christ] are Yes, and in Him 

Amen,”234 because “whatever things were written before were written for our learning, that we 

through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope,”235 and that “these 

[scriptural narratives] became our examples, to the intent that we should not lust after evil things 

as they also lusted … and [should] not become idolaters as were some of them.”236 With 

Augustine, the participating church dares not lift itself above the scriptures but must rather listen 

and tremble before the comforts and warnings and directives that come through them from the 

divine voice, taking seriously God’s promise to speak through his Word.237   
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To discern which particular part of this expansive scriptural “social imaginary” is 

applicable, therefore, the church needs to hear from God, together, in the temporal and embodied 

events of their coming together as the church. As we saw in I Corinthians 14, this requirement of 

the presence of God for the full functioning of the hermeneutics of his people is a key part of 

some early church “liturgy,” or congregational practice. It is also a constant theme throughout 

the scriptures. One of Augustine’s key scriptural themes was Amos 8:11, the warning to the 

people of Israel of a “famine of hearing the words of the Lord,”238 which parallels the description 

of scriptural judgment (e.g., “and the word of the Lord was rare in those days; there was no 

widespread revelation”239) and is the converse of the descriptions of scriptural blessings (e.g., 

“Your words were found, and I ate them, and your word was to me the joy and rejoicing of my 

heart”240).  

Paul wrote about the kingdom of God not being in word only but in power,241 and he 

specifically identified the gathering of the church as the place where Christ’s power would be 

present to give judgment on different ecclesial situations,242 just as had happened earlier when 

the presence of God in the church cost Ananias and Sapphira their lives.243 While the pouring out 

of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost gets the most attention, the scriptures attest that, just like in the 

Old Testament,244 the church was continually in need of the renewed presence of God to be able 

to interpret and to speak its interpretation boldly. One such instance is recorded in Acts 4, and 

sets the stage for the communal sharing of life and goods that Augustine used as the foundation 

for his monastic thought: “And when they had prayed, the place where they were assembled 

together was shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and they spoke the word of 

God with boldness.”245 Here is where we see that the recent Charismatic impact on 

Evangelicalism may be interpreted as a divine gift of a philosophy of communication, one that 
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insists on the irreducible need to hear from God. While this form of spirituality might seem 

“foolishness” to the sacred or secular scholar steeped in a flat univocal modernity, its basic 

contours of the interpenetration of spiritual and material worlds through different forms of sacred 

mediums was the ground on which most of the history of Christianity, and most global Christian 

traditions now, have functioned. What Evangelicals, with Augustine, can bring back to the table 

is obedience to the command and tradition of attention to the scriptures as the medium of God’s 

eternal word.  

As we have seen in I Corinthians 14 above, there is no unilateral interpretation by one 

gifted Christian of a univocal text, but the interpretation comes, rather, as a participatory gift of 

the Spirit through the charitable dialogue and discernment of “two or three witnesses,” overseen 

by the elders whose authority comes from their own phronesis in this kind of charitable and 

attentive hermeneutics. In an ecclesial gathering, sharing life, obedience, and scriptural 

interpretation together through prayerful and charitable dialogue as shepherded within the 

Christological narrative can enable not just participatory openness to divine speech in the 

scriptures but also, at God’s pleasure, participatory reception of that eternal word for this 

community, now. In this way, Evangelical ecclesial gatherings can be understood after the 

pattern of the Emmaus experience: 

So it was, while they conversed and reasoned, that Jesus Himself drew near and went 

with them. But their eyes were restrained, so that they did not know Him. … Then He 

said to them, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have 

spoken! Ought not the Christ to have suffered these things and to enter into His glory?” 

And beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the Scriptures 

the things concerning Himself. … Now it came to pass, as He sat at the table with them, 
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that He took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were 

opened and they knew Him; and He vanished from their sight. And they said to one 

another, “Did not our heart burn within us while He talked with us on the road, and while 

He opened the Scriptures to us?”246 

While the sermon service will not and should not be removed from Evangelical liturgies, a 

communal scripture reading service should be practiced that is accorded equal or greater value, 

one that gives participants a reason and outlet for their own scripture reading and that provides 

training for the ecclesial community together in listening for and waiting on God while listening 

to and charitably waiting with others. This kind of participatory Augustinian hermeneutic—

individual and communal, textual and embodied, questioning but submissive to Spirit’s voice in 

scripture—provides the philosophy of communication resources to restore an Evangelical church 

torn by modernism and, through its renewal in the Word, to witness to the city of God in this 

historical moment. 
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had immediately gained 20-30 pounds.   
200 See L. Roger Owens, The Shape of Participation: A Theology of Church Practices (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2010), 5-10.  
201 See Robert Barron, “Augustine’s Questions: Why the Augustinian Theology of God Matters Today,” Habiger Lecture, March 

27, 2005, Center for Catholic Studies, University of St. Thomas, St. Paul, Minnesota, 

https://www.stthomas.edu/media/catholicstudies/center/habiger/misc/Barron_spring2006.pdf.  
202 George Patterson and Richard Scoggins, Church Multiplication Guide: The Miracle of Church Reproduction, Rev. ed. 

(Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 2013).  
203 See Augustine, Letter 185.2.8 on the need to bring erring Donatists under the preaching of the true gospel. Accessed at New 

Advent, August 13, 2016, http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1102185.htm.  
204 See, for example, Augustine, Rule of Augustine, 7.4, p. 24: “For it applies to you as well [as to your superior] that the higher a 

position a person holds, the greater the danger he is in”; and Augustine, The Trinity/De Trinitate, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans., intro, 

and notes Edmund Hill, 2nd ed. (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2012), I.iii.5.  
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205 See Synan, Holiness-Pentecostal Tradition, 264-66. 
206 See Tarsicius J. Van Bavel, commentary on Augustine, The Rule of Saint Augustine, trans. Raymond Canning (Garden City, 

NY: Image Books, 1986), 76.  
207 I Corinthians 14: 24-33.  
208 I Timothy 4:13.  
209 That is, as Paul says in I Corinthians 8: 2, “And if anyone thinks that he knows anything, he knows nothing yet as he ought to 

know.” 
210 Owens, Shape of Participation.  
211 To the English Puritans’ credit in the Interregnum (1649-1660), they had allowed any church attendee to come up to the pulpit 

after the sermon and give their own commentary on the sermon (a provision exploited by the Quakers), but such allowances have 

been aberrations in the history of sermon-centric Evangelical churches. See Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: 

Radical Ideas During the English Revolution (New York: Penguin Books, 1984); George Fox, George Fox: An Autobiography, 

ed. Rufus Jones (Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, [1694] 1976), reprinted from Jones’s 1908 original.  
212 Acts 2: 42, 46.  
213 See Daniel E. Doyle, introduction to Augustine, Essential Sermons, 14-15, 17-22.  
214 Among other places, Owens, Shape of Participation, 17.  
215 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, Rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 445-46. 
216 Brockwell, “Augustine’s Ideal of Monastic Community.” 
217 Tarsicius J. Van Bavel, introduction to Augustine, The Rule of Saint Augustine, trans. Raymond Canning (Garden City, NY: 

Image Books, 1986), 8.  
218 Van Bavel, introduction to Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, 7.  
219 Van Bavel, introduction to Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, 7. 
220 Van Bavel, introduction to Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, 7. 
221 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 1.  
222 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 2. 
223 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 3.2. 
224 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 3. 
225 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 4. 
226 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 5, quotation from 5.2. 
227 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 6. 
228 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 7. 
229 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 8. 
230 For example, from Confessions XII.x.10: “O may it be the Truth, the light of my heart, not my own darkness, that speaks to 

me. … I will drink at this fountain, and I will live by it. Let me not be my own life: badly have I lived from myself: I was death to 

myself: in you I live again. Speak to me, speak with me. I have believed in your books, and their words are most full of mystery.”  
231 I Corinthians 3:22-23. 
232 Matthew 12:40; John 3:14.  
233 John 12:20; Acts 9:4.  
234 2 Corinthians 1:20.  
235 Romans 15:4. 
236 I Corinthians 10:6-7.  
237 II Timothy 3:16-17.  
238 Augustine, Rule of Saint Augustine, sec. 3.2, p. 14.  
239 I Samuel 3:1. 
240 Jeremiah 15:16.  
241 I Corinthians 4:20.  
242 I Corinthians 5: 4.  
243 Acts 5:1-11.  
244 For example, Moses’ request to God in Exodus 33 that He not remove His presence from the people, for then their whole 

identity would be lost.  
245 Acts 4:31.  
246 Luke 24: 15-16, 25-27, 30-31. 
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