Biblical Interpretation and
Hermeneutical Presuppositions

For a tradition such as Christianity which is significantly based on a set of written
texts, ways and means of relating to these Scriptures and interpreting them in the
light of contemporary events has always been part of its religious life. Thus the art
of reading Scriptures is not something which emerged only recently but has its
roots in the early beginnings. It even shares this art with another tradition who
partially relate themselves and shape their identity in relation to the same written
texts, that is Judaism. The history of what emerged as two separate religions
could also be described as the history of the respective interpretative traditions of
the Jewish and Christian communities. The fact that an almost identical collection
of sacred texts serves as an identity forming device for two different religious tra-
ditions indicates that factors other than the pure text shape their interpretation.
This is not only true for these different religious traditions but for different inter-
pretations within the same religious tradition throughout the centuries. Factors
outside the text influence the readings of the text — our ways of reading are
shaped by ‘hermenecutical presuppositions’ which we bring to the texts.

The word ‘hermeneutics’ is derived from the Greek word hermeneuein which
means translate, interpret (the Greek god Hermes was the divine messenger
transmitting and translating/explaining divine messages to humans). In some
definitions the term hermeneutics is used almost as a synonym for methods of bib-
lical interpretation (also referred to as exegetical methods). Taking into account
the use of the term ‘hermeneutics’ especially since Schleiermacher, ‘hermeneu-
tics’ as related to the task of biblical interpretation can be understood as the fun-
damental philosophical and theological assumptions ‘behind’ different methods of
interpretation.

Especially since the late 1970s the necessity to clarify hermeneutical presupposi-
tions in the process of biblical interpretation has been recognized more and more.
The question is not whether or not a particular interpretation is influenced by
specific presuppositions — but whether or not an interpreter is critically reflecting
on them. Alongside a critical awareness and recognition of hermeneutical presup-
positions in biblical interpretation goes the recognition of the limitation of any
one single interpretation. As interpretations legitimately can be shaped by diver-
gent presuppositions divergent interpretations of the same texts are the necessary
result of this process.



The critical reflection of the hermeneutical presuppositions renders biblical inter-
pretation an inspiring, never-ending, lively process.
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Activity

Why do you read the Bible?

What presuppositions do you bring to the biblical texts?

How do you respond to someone with a different interpretation to your own?
To what extent do different interpretations challenge the authority of the Bible?

With respect to what, if anything, is the Bible authoritative, and how do you de-

termine this?



