Prefatory Note:

The Parable of the Fork


A man is walking and arrives at a fork in the road. Its destinations are unknown to him. He ponders to himself, using what faculties are at his disposal, which seems the better path. He makes his choice, and walks down the left fork, forsaking, at least for now, the right. If he finds his choice was wrong, he will return and reverse the decision.


A man is walking and arrives at a fork in the road. Its destinations are unknown to him. He ponders to himself, and decides that he is willing to sacrifice neither curse in its totality; instead, he cuts a new path that lies directly between either.


A man is walking and arrives at a fork in the road. Its destinations are unknown to him. He ponders to himself, but is unwilling to sacrifice either fork at all. So, that he may walk ahead, he grows until he towers above the ground, and precedes along the two paths, one foot in each.

Some Remarks on the Use of Scripture

The study of thought is the analysis of a freedom...for a domain of action, a behavior, to enter the field of thought, it is necessary for a certain number of factors to have made it uncertain, to have made it lose its familiarity, or to have provoked a certain number of difficulties around it. These elements result from social, economic, or political processes. But here their only role is that of instigation...And when thought intervenes, it doesn’t assume a unique form that is the direct result or the necessary expression of those difficulties; it is an original or specific response – often taking many forms, sometimes even contradictory in its different aspects – to these difficulties, which are defined for it by a situation or a context and which hold true as a possible question.

--Michel Foucault

That is; it is the nonsensical or the countersensical from which we derive our sense; this is the chaos from which we order worlds. It is in scriptural interpretation that we see the best manifestation of this, for in scriptural exegesis we find the widest range of methodologies, the interplay not of the least biases and assumptions (i.e., we do not find unbiased or radically skeptical scriptural interpretations, or at least not very interesting/useful ones) but of the greatest variety of biases and assumptions.

By observing that it is from ambiguity and contradiction that we derive thought, we recognize that our methodology in thinking ought not to be “exclude error to find the one right way” but rather “bring to bear as much of the technology of knowledge and discourse as we feasibly can.”

This is not precisely relativism; it is certainly not the permissive relativism in which each of us may have his own private interpretation and not worry about any others. Rather, it is an exercise in a form of anarchy (that is, democracy) which urges every party to contribute interpretation(s) to the greater discussion.

Of course, this should be undergirded by rigorous ethical debate, for there is constantly the risk in relativity of discarding the ethical and thus doing evil—but in this, too, we should never expect a one right answer. Rather, our ethical as well as our epistemological rigor should be assessed on the basis of the authenticity and urgency with which we pursue the question.

This should at no point be conceived as any sort of radical freedom from either the epistemological or the moral order; rather, it is a transition from a sense that we are obligated to discover and adhere to truths and laws to a sense that we are obligated to continually engage the questions posed by the ambiguous, contradictory, and flawed reality we inhabit.

The Text and the Interpreter:


Scripture (that is, a canonical text) has no meaning without an interpreter; the exegete has no authority without the text. The two form an inextricable dyad, which we shall explore.

Authority:


The status of the text must be special, and it must be set aside from and above the interpreter, the interpreter’s methods, and of course all scholarship. The interpreter must approach the scripture with reverence.

Possibility:


The text cannot be specific and fulfilled; it cannot say exactly (i.e., all and only) what it means, for if this were so there would be nothing to interpret, no possibility remaining. The text must have a great reserve of unrealized, unspecified, unexhausted meaning. This meaning is utilized by the interpreter to bridge the gap between him (and his situation) and the text; it is the fuel of the exegetical process.


This reserve may, in some part, by intrinsic, and if it consists of the pregnant ambiguity of all good art it may be inexhaustible as well as unexhausted. The reserve may also or alternatively arise through the simple passage of time, and the resulting loss of meaning and clarity and specificity. There is a stock of grayness that ebbs and flows through language drift.

Method:


Serious critique—that is, a rigorous questioning and investigation, a no-holds-barred quest for truth (or at least validity), all manner of Socratic thumb-wrestling—is utterly inappropriate for use with scripture. When scripture is subjected to critique, it ceases to be scripture, for critique assumes the authority and self-sufficiency of the interpreter and his methods, while the scripture/exegete dyad allows no authority on the part of the exegete that does not come to him through the text. The exegete cannot even use an internal critique limited to contradictions within the text unless he does so with the proper (reverent) attitude, for he forever conscious that, if the text collapses, he collapses with it. (See below, Contradictions and Harmonizing)


If the interpreter does invoke critical means, the Text, as it were, reverts to text, and loses its capacity to illuminate us, for it is busy being subjected to the light of our critical evaluation. That is to say, when we take up the methodology of the critique we place the burden of illumination—of the generation of authority, and the origination of the raw material of meaning (as opposed to the interpretation of it) squarely on our shoulders, and the text ceases to be useful to us in these capacities.


In this sense, it is not the realization that Moses did not write the Pentateuch that compromises the text’s status as scripture, but rather our caring in the first place who it was that “really” wrote it. The validation of the possibility of differentiation between the claims of the Text and the facts of its production is destructive of the Text’s sacredness not because the facts disagree with the text but because we have diverted authority from the Text by raising the facts up to its level in the first place. Ultimately, the Text should not be authoritative because it is factually accurate it, but rather because it is a good story in which we encounter the disclosed divine.

Purposes of Scriptural Interpretation:


When we reach into the gray zone of the text’s ambiguity and call forth meaning from it, what is that we draw forth? We are not hunting knowledge or truth of the sort attained through logic or science. We are not pursuing any absolute as such. Rather,

· We are hunting a particular disclosure of the divine/absolute; by disclosure we understand that we are not seeking through words (nor will we, through words, attain) the absolute itself but rather its echo or reflection, or some sight of it through the screen of language, as the personified God Ishvara is merely the God of ultimate reality (Brahman) seen through the lens of matter. Alternatively, the text could be seen as a parallel to the Incarnation: that is, a sanctifying invasion of the mundane by the divine.

· We are drawing simultaneously on the past and our status as both products of the past and continuance of it; this produces what Arendt calls the “depth” of human existence: a meaningful relationship with history. The text is used to establish our relationship with the past and ourselves in relation to the past. (Note the degrees-of-freedom element: only one point is known at the start, the past (as embodied in the text) and interpretation must constitute both the other points by virtue of constituting either of them—that is, the interpreter must define us and/or our relation to the past, and by defining the one he automatically defines the other. This is not a matter of determination; it is not to say that we are produced by the past and therefore must derive any viable self-understanding from it. Rather, it is to say that any time we describe ourselves, we have assumed and implied certain relationships, and similarly if we describe those relationships.)

· The depth we gain should not be confused with factual validity; what we gain is not an improvement on the accuracy of our self-description but rather on the quality of the language with which we describe ourselves; we gain not a new and better thing to say but rather new and better ways to speak.

· However, we should not think that the text derives its authority from the past, though it may derive some of its usefulness or beauty from being situated in the past. Rather, we use the text to divert authority from the divine (or, in some cases, from some ideal—like the ideal poem) through the past so that it does not come to us directly. This means that the particular disclosed form of the divine reaches only through our relation to another time/place/people. Thus we are afforded a certain element of protection from our own avarice, and some insulation from the rather devastating character of absolute reality upon relative reality.

· We are using a fundamentally different or alien perspective to illuminate our own time/place, which is important because it rests on the genuine authority of something defined as authoritative; that is, we are taking the teleological status of humanity as we find it in ourselves and moving it to another setting without taking it truly outside of the realm of the human.

What Texts can be Scripture:


It might seem that any text and none can join the status of scripture, because this status is something we confer with our reading. Thus we see how it is that Homer can be—and sometimes still is—scripture, and even Shakespeare. They gain this status not because of any religious content but because of they can serve the functions of scripture, can grant their authority to their interpreters and be made to illuminate them.


However, texts are not equally and indifferently good; we should have a text in the context of which we can critically analyze other texts and with which we can ground justice. If we cannot found just knowledge and just action in the Text, then we must replace it with another text, though this must, like its predecessor, be of other manufacture than our own.


Of course, we cannot deny that the arbitration of justice is our own, and that ultimately we choose the texts we take as authoritative—either through an active selection or through the acceptance of cultural inheritance. We have to recognize that we are recognizing these Texts because if we do not we are falsifying our relationship with them, and probably using them to launder power. That is, if we deny our own status as Text-choosers, we can seem to be at the mercy of the Text when in fact we are not; whereas if we affirm said status, we can utilize the Text as a way of checking and balancing our power.


There is a continual tension between progress (understood to be the movement from an existing, imperfect state, to a potential, less-imperfect state) and a scriptural Text. The Text is a piece of the past from which we derive our authority, so it must automatically act as a limitation on that which is new—indeed, it may forbid anything that is so new that it cannot be brought into harmony with what has come before. It is at precisely the moment when something wholly new emerges that we must pursue for ethical reasons that we should first begin to question the validity of a scripture, and either add to the canon elements which will allow for an overall harmony or scrap the whole thing and pick something else. (See below)

Contradictions and Harmony:


Contradiction is not only potential but probable in any scripture; it is part and parcel of the unexhausted meaning that each text carries. Contradiction is problematic for the interpreter, but it is also a primary reason for the interpreter’s existence—as much as an exterminator depends on infestation, an interpreter depends on contradiction. It is also one of the great facilitators of interpretation: when a contradiction arises, the interpreter can use the resultant ambiguity (which is bound to run very high) to produce varied and intense new meaning.


However, it should be noted that the product should not be a Synthesis which towers above (or even next to) the thesis and antithesis, for this would be imply a new venue of equal authority to the scripture. True, interpretations tend to become canonized or quasi-canonized over time (if they survive) but this should be a gradual process; in the moment of invention, what emerges from two contradicting elements should be either a skewed interpretation towards one, or a harmonizing compromise solution. Harmony is always to be used if acceptable, because harmony depends ambiguity while supporting the authority of the text. Harmony is, essentially, what supplants critique.


It should be possible, assuming the canon is ambiguous enough—for this sort of situation, a large canon is for the best; it’s much more flexible than a small one—to harmonize virtually any apparent contradiction.


One could, it should also be noted, have recourse to other relationships to an authoritative past—Frank Herbert, in his, The Dosadi Experiment, …

Literality:


In interpretation there is a necessary loss of the special authority of the literal meaning (that is, the literal interpretation) of a text, and likewise the “true” meaning however it might have arisen. They do not become meaningless, but they lose all special power to forbid other interpretations; thus there is no way one can respond to, say, a super-feminist reading of Judges 4-5 with the claim that…

​Conclusivity:


Like literality, conclusivity must be abandoned…Absolute truth is a mystical concept, and while an utterly laudable pursuit should not be confused with mundane matters. [FILL]


This will have the useful effect of minimizing damage from schism…

Scripture as “Between”

Arendt gives us the idea that the world is what exists between men, and a hierarchical authoritarian system as a system that orders men below and above one another such that they are both separated and connected, and both in a way that is compatible with the consent of all parties.


Scripture’s function is related; for a community, a canon provides common ground, common tools, and common weaponry, so that, essentially, discourse can be regularized, comprehensible to all, and potentially binding on all. 


([FILL] on the importance, pragmatic, of having such common ground: sword, ploughshare, scalpel; rope, bandage, blindfold)

The Dangers of the Void:

Power, and Scripture as a Check-and-Balance:

Plato’s Social Engineering:


Plato desired canonical control and, indeed, rights of censorship for popular culture as well, because he saw the canon as a means to control his fellow human beings. This is problematic because it places all culture in the hands of the philosopher, who should neither desire to usurp such power nor be forced to bear such responsibility. A better solution would be to democratize (more on processes of such democracy later) the process of canonization with an eye towards the regulation not of ones fellow human beings but of the language with which we constitute ourselves in relation to our absolutes, and thus of all our important discourse. (By important discourse I mean discourse which is intended either to rise above the everyday and approach matters of truth, God, freedom, etc., or discourse which is intended to bring these lofty matters back down to the realm of the everyday, that we can invest our commonplace doings with them. One could argue, of course, that the most important speech and writing is not that which performs such actions intentionally.)


By exercising democratic control over our discourse, we can begin to get at the enormous power of canon that Plato saw while at the same time refraining from his meritocratic tyranny and the resultant loss of freedom for all—or at least, we may blunt tyranny and mediate it.


This would be supportive of a conception of human freedom like Dewey’s, in which all beings exist as part and parcel both of the social and physical environments that contain/condition/produce them, but in which each also has a capacity to influence the continual habituation to which he is subjected. This would be a way of harnessing the quasi-deterministic forces under which we may chafe, rather than attempting (perhaps futilely, perhaps not, but at any rate with great difficulty) to escape them.


Under the term music, do you include narratives, or not?


I do.


And of narratives there are two kinds, the true and the false.


Yes.


And we must instruct our pupils in both, but in the false first?


I do not understand what you mean.


Do you not understand that we begin with children by telling them fables? And these, I suppose, to speak generally, are false, though they contain some truths: and we employ such fables in the treatment of children at an earlier period than gymnastic exercises.


True.


That is what I meant when I said that music ought to be taken up before gymnastic exercises.


You are right.


Then are you aware, that in every work the beginning is the most important part, especially in dealing with anything young and tender? For that is the time when any impression, which one may desire to communicate, is most readily stamped and taken.


Precisely so.


Shall we then permit our children without scruple to hear any fables composed by any authors indifferently, and so to receive into their minds opinions generally the reverse of those which, when they are grown to manhood, we shall think they ought to entertain?


No, we shall not permit it on any account.


The apparently our first duty will be to exercise a superintendence over the authors of, selecting their good productions, and rejecting the bad. And the selected fables we shall advise our nurses and mothers to repeat to their children, that they may thus mould their minds with the fables even more than they shape their bodies with the hand…


[Interlude on Homer and Hesiod]


You are right, but to use your own words, what should these moulds be in the case of Theology?


…


(Plato, 48-50)

A Tangential Note: Science Fiction:

Question: What are the fields of inquiry into the fundamental nature/condition/criteria of the human (and, by implication, the inhuman, the superhuman, the alien, and the divine)?

Answer: First: Religion. Second: Philosophy (and the philosophical sciences in philosophical application). Third: Science Fiction.

Of these, ranked in order of potential for ambiguity, contradiction, experimentation, and innovation, which is greatest: Science Fiction.

Notes:

Note: Ricoeur: Lavine, 171, in Hahn, ed.:

“The question which had been raised from Descartes to Hume, Husserl, and Dilthey was: How can a knowing subject apprehend the objects of nature or human culture with certainty? Recuoeur shows clearly that Heidegger’s philosophic significance lies in his breaking with this epistemological and methodological question and asking instead an ontological question: What kind of being is it whose being consists in understanding? What kind of being exists through understanding?”

“…according to which understanding is no longer regarded as a ‘mode of knowledge, but rather as a mode of being.’”

172, ibid

“Ricoeur concludes with the caustic rebuke: ‘Now a philosophy which breaks the dialogue with the sciences is no longer addressed to anything but itself.’


Ricoeur’s subsequent line of philosophic development…is a deliberate…effort to open the dialogue with the social sciences, and in this way to avoid Heidegger’s failure, in which, having broken the idalogue with the human sciences, he was left alone with his philosophy.”

173

“Ricoeur reflects the…influence of Gabriel Marcel…and confirms that his project among the symbolic objectifications of human existence is to discern signs of transcendence, signs of the being to which our being belongs, and of an opening to the sacred. But a hermeneutic which seeks and understands such signs as ‘the manifestation or restoration of a meaning addressed to me,’ as a ‘message’ or ‘proclamation’ or ‘kerygma’ finds itself opposed by arguments aimed at demystification of these claims as illusory. It is this phenomenon, this ‘extreme polarity…the truest expression of our modernity’ which Ricoeur construes as ‘The Conflict of Interpretations’ in his celebrated conflict between ‘the hermeneutics of faith’ and ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion.’”

Aye! Do we really need noumenal reality so badly? ::sigh:: Why do we not understand reality (both “I” and “thou,” “subject,” and “object”) as a (that is, one) set of facts (define them as you please, but exclude intrinsic SF questions) and the relations between them? There is a question here whether or not we can discard the pheno-nou distanciation and still in reasonability retain a distinction between facts and the relations between facts. Perhaps, to return to my invisible donkey and they bananaphone, there are only relations that imply facts. It would be amusing if this were the case, if every relation seemed to imply two or more facts that did not, in fact, exist. We would have to occupy one or the other end, and thus would experience its illusory nature in an immediate way…

