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Introduction

Do interreligious studies have a positive real-life impact on the fundamental challenges faced by world religions? Has modern science developed applicable frameworks for handling misunderstandings and miscommunications between religious communities? To answer these questions, we will attempt to look into the work of Gadamer in hermeneutics. "Hans-Georg Gadamer is a decisive figure in developing twentieth-century hermeneutics — almost certainly eclipsing, in terms of influence and reputation."
 

The paper will begin with a short introduction of Gadamer's persona and his works in hermeneutics. The essay will briefly discuss his interests and the influence other philosophers had on his thought and move on to discuss Gadamer’s contributions to the study of hermeneutics. The paper will additionally discuss if Gadamer's approach to hermeneutics can benefit modern interreligious studies\relationships in real-life scenarios. 
Many philosophers prefer to sum up the ideas and prepositions of their predecessors; Gadamer has tread along this path, and now, we are fortunate to analyze the ideas of an influential philosopher, whose thought stretches from 1900 to the point of his death in 2002. In the first half of his career, he dedicated himself to the history of human thought, starting from ancient Greek philosophy. In his early years, Gadamer studied the works of Plato and Aristotle. Plato's dialogues greatly impacted Gadamer's approach to hermeneutics. Classical canon formed the main point of interest of his doctoral and habilitation dissertations.
 It is not an exaggeration to assume that the school of ancient Greek philosophy influenced his character and academic approach. 

Gadamer's biography epitomizes a true modern-day philosopher. He began to study philosophy under Neo-Kantian philosophers like Hermann Cohenl and Paul Natorp at the University of Marburg. His fascination with Plato and Aristotle reflects in his thought; Gadamer was likewise under the influence of his good friend and philosopher Martin Heidegger, noting that some of Gadamer's works could be traced to the numerous philosophical interactions he had with Heidegger throughout his academic life; be it diverging opinions or complementary views on various matters. ​Besides adopting some Heideggerian principles in his works, Gadamer's main idea was to develop a theory of knowledge and interpretation.

The magnum opus of Gadamer, Truth, and Method – the book he spent more than three-fifths of his life working on, touches upon issues of hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is derived from the Greek God Hermes, a divinity famous for hidden writings, codes, and enigmas. 

As a field of science that studies the methodology of interpretation, Hermeneutics continuously reasserts its significance in this day and age. The modern form includes both verbal and non-verbal communication and semiotics, presuppositions, and pre-understandings. However, traditionally hermeneutics was focused on the scientific interpretation of biblical texts, philosophical literature, and religious documents. 

Gadamer states that: "'Everything is a symbol' is the most comprehensive formulation of the hermeneutical idea. It means that everything points to another thing."  This reflection reveals Gadamer's approach and sprouts the idea of an infinitely expanding horizon of understanding that looms ahead of humanity. He sees hermeneutics as the process of research and observation of an infinite scale, where his goal is to find its scientific framework.

Gadamer believes that the interpreter's questions heavily influence the interpretation of the given text, and the questions posed will change according to the historical phase of reading the text. It is the historically affected consciousness of a man who is a child of the history and culture he/she belongs to. In other words, time and place, in a manner, affect the outlook of an individual on a thing through its formative qualities concerning prejudice, be it positive or negative.  

Gadamer has chosen dialogue as one of the main tools for engaging with hermeneutic challenges. The influence of Plato is eminent in his approach. Not only because dialogue seems so much at home, as a Platonic way to communicate, but furthermore Gadamer uses the Socratic questioning/Anamnesis from Plato’s works as a source of the hermeneutical method to find the truth. 

In his book, Truth and Method, Gadamer asserts his goals: "My real concern was and is philosophic: not what we do or what we ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our wanting and doing," hence clarifying the fact that his work encircles hermeneutics as an independently existing active process in which humanity finds itself, without necessary intention, as a participant.

What is the purpose of dialogue and communication, if not a process through which merging horizons comes to being - a very Gadamerian idea? This may be regarded as a probable explication for the reasons of Gadamer's engagement with the analysis of the classic dialectic process. Socrates thought that by giving time to think and question, one could gain insight into universally accepted rules of moral conduct; this can be reframed as the supposition that active interaction with the point of interest should give way to an understanding that leads to the revelation of the meaning.      
This type of inductive assumption also rings out from Sherlock Holmes, a fictional character by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle - “From a drop of water, a logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a Niagara without having seen or heard of one or the other. So all life is a great chain, the nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single link to it.”

This seems to serve as the first link that invites Gadamer’s thought into the dialectic process and, therefore, the hermeneutic cycle.  

In dealing with different processes, for example, interreligious dialogue, following Gadamer’s approach, use of straightforward and primary methods, which are argumentative dialogue, critical thinking, also known as the Socratic method, and underlying presuppositions, could be beneficial in the revelation of meaning and merging of horizons; certainly, areas of interests stemming from our current challenges in interfaith studies. 

What tools does Gadamer present to understand the hermeneutic value of the dialectic process, and could the utilization of those tools positively impact interreligious studies?

To evaluate the work of Hans Georg Gadamer in hermeneutics and assess its contribution to interreligious studies, we will use both; analytical and inductive methodologies in the essay. 
1.  Prospective future of interreligious studies through Gadamerian lens

Gadamer spent decades working on the themes of hermeneutics. His interests encompassed four main points: The first is developing and elaborating on philosophical hermeneutics. Philosophical hermeneutics may be regarded as the most important and influential part of his work; The second is  dialogue with philosophical ideas or what could be regarded as critical thinking. That starts with Plato and Aristotle and ends with Hegel and Heidegger, the philosophers Gadamer refers to most in his works; The third is about literature and art – his favorite areas of interest outside philosophy; The fourth is 'practical philosophy' as Gadamer terms by himself.

The interest in practicality results from Gadamer's desire to tie findings up with contemporary reality. However, it also indicates that Gadamer's work is itself intertwined through the well-known three moments of the Hermeneutic cycle, namely (in Latin): Intelligere, Explicare, Applicare.

Intelligere stands for the interpretation as a first step in the hermeneutic cycle, initiating critical thinking. Explicare stands for understanding and comprehending the meaning. Nevertheless, this process of the hermeneutical cycle is not complete until there is Applicare which stands for practical usability/application. 
(a) Basic Characteristics of interaction
1. Interaction, by nature, is a process fulfilled by two different parties presupposing the existence of difference, therefore the existence of the subject and the other/object. As the interaction has predetermined differing sides, it requires a specific tool for executing the process, "action between the two."
2. If the interaction has zero beneficial impact, involved parties will have no interest in pursuing it further. Thus, the essence of that interaction should harbor collaboration. Moreover, this collaboration must be evolutionary, a temporal process leading to progress for both.

3. Interaction, through the workings of its executive tool, interaction should exchange substance with the complete utilization of viable possibilities to ensure making some gains.

4. In interreligious dialogue, we use language as a tool for interaction, and the place of the substance exchanged through language should be taken up by the meaning.

Necessarily, there is an emergence of the need for the possibility of comprehension, as, for the successful completion of interaction, to ensure gaining the positive yields of the process, the requirement of attainable comprehension of the meant arises.

This all should stand firmly, even if the interaction is between human beings and text. For instance, while reading the thoughts from the 1st-century manuscript in the 21st-century, the positive outcome would involve the interpretation and understanding of the text.

Here, Gadamer's approach can step in and pave a path, expanding our horizon in the hermeneutic process.
(b) Possible outcomes for interreligious studies as a form of interaction, attained following Gadamerian principles 

As mentioned, Plato’s work holds great importance for Gadamer, as he found his works resonating with modern/contemporary questions posed in the 20th century. 

What should be demanded from texts? If there is an interest we read, if we have a question, we search for the answer; if something is complicated, we try to simplify it. This is a process of critical thinking and, at the same time, a process of interaction. 

Horizon takes a considerable significance in the terminology of Gadamer. He devotes time and energy to explaining what it means. Gadamer describes a horizon as "The totality of all that can be realized, or thought about, by a person at a given time in history and in a particular culture."

Since we all are human beings, we have some prejudice even if we do not want to. The reality of the time and space we live in contributes to forming our consciousness. Our philosophical, religious, or everyday beliefs are based on it. For example, our understanding of the concept of God or the concept of moral codes depends on our prejudices. So, the question is, how do we find ways to interact with people living with their prejudices? How shall we disagree, dispute, or how shall our interactions be functional? Alternatively, how shall we answer the philosophical hypothesis raised by an English poet, Rudyard Kipling, from his famous poem "The Ballad of East and West" – "OH, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet…."

Gadamer's ideas about the procedural facilitation of merging of the horizon should come in handy to handle this matter. In the hermeneutical circle, our perception has its horizon, and no matter how far we proceed, striving to reach it, the horizon keeps on expanding infinitely. A piece of new information, any thought, a new experience, feelings can expand our horizons or create new ones. It is reasonable to mention one more time that Gadamer's interest bears many similarities to Greek philosophy. Socrates' words: "I know that I know nothing" can be relied upon to reproduce the idea of infinitely expanding hermeneutical horizon. There are many approaches to explain what the ancient Greek philosopher was trying to say, but one might interpret that the meaning is " as much as you know, it becomes clear how much you do not know." Consequently, never touching the utmost horizon.
Could the idea of merging of horizons bear relation to interreligious studies in general? If it can facilitate positive interaction, the answer to the question above would be positive. In his Magnum Opus, Truth and Method, Gadamer discusses that to some degree, a process of dialogue shall achieve mutual understanding, dispute, questioning, and critical thinking. Even one step forward is a success because better understanding leads to more interest, which creates a possibility of expanding and merging horizons. The next step for the conduction of dialogue is discovering a mutual question, which may lead to mutual understanding, and when these conditions are satisfied, the chances of reaching mutual answers arise. 

Mutual understanding generates the possibility of seeing things with the other side's eyes and trying to feel life in the way "others" live. The observation of Sherlock Holmes I already mentioned could be instrumental in this situation. Even without knowing about the" joy or sorrow of others, observing their world can lead you to discover things that you have never experienced or knew.. 
When we discuss interreligious or interfaith relationships, we should consider, that in theory, finding commonalities is more rational than extrapolating reasons for separation. For example, Abrahamic religions have so much in common, not to mention that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam share a monotheist faith and strictly endorse worship to the God of Abraham, sharing similar texts and stories, thus, a comparable history. 
Gadamer's method of merging horizons via dialogue could efficiently effectuate the process of interfaith communications. The usability of the method could prove to be extensive and beneficial.
Gadamer envisioned his understanding of hermeneutics as comprehensive. For him, the universality of the hermeneutical perspective is all-encompassing. Even the work of art - “In comparison with all other linguistic and nonlinguistic tradition is the absolute present for each particular present, and at the same time holds its word in the readiness for every future”

Here the question stands: Could the Gadamerian approach to interreligious studies create positive interactions between religious dominations? If yes is the answer, which processes would facilitate the progression of such actions? In the following, we will try to apply Gadamerian principles in analyzing Georgia's long-standing interreligious issues and envision probable outcomes.
2. Dialectic anchors in Phronesis as a merger of horizons – Case of Georgia

At this point, we should revisit the Gadamerian Hermeneutical circle's three moments: Intelligere, Explicare, Applicare. Here we find, that the understanding of meaning is completed in the active application. This draws phronesis/practical wisdom into play as the finalization of the hermeneutic process. 

What do different ethnicities and religions share as practical points of intersection in Georgia? Is there a possibility of finding a practical base for initiating the dialectic process between different representative ethnicities of Georgia, a base that would spark the merging of horizons between the parties? 

Thus far, as it follows from the preceding assumptions, dialectic, an act or a process of interaction, executed with a language-based tool, aims to attain the meaning. There should be a common language between the parties involved in the dialectic. 

Here, to shortly interlace the significance of phronesis in the dialectic process, we can posit that practicality would make the interaction process beneficial for the involved parties, thus incentivizing the progression of dialogue beyond obstacles posed by the difference in the languages spoken among the ethnic groups of Georgia.
Georgia always was and still is a multireligious, multicultural, and multiethnic country. Despite the beauty of this diversity, the lack of a common language in modern reality is a real challenge in this diverse environment. In the southeast part of Georgia, near the border of Azerbaijan, and in the south part, near the border of Armenia, most Georgian citizens are Azerbaijanis and Armenians by ethnicity. An underestimated challenge is that language politics is not accurately defined in Georgia. They speak the language of their ancestors, not the state’s official language. This condition generates practical challenges in creating an appropriate environment for interaction. When there is no common language in dialogue, you face difficulties in achieving a positive outcome of the interaction and communication process.
Furthermore, this leads to the challenge of strengthening the sense of belonging to the nation or state. They live their lives autonomously; despite being Georgian citizens with all their citizenship rights preserved. However, the absence of a common language could make them feel like guests or outlanders in their homeland. 

This is a very Gadamerian case. As I mentioned, according to Gadamer, for merging of horizons, we need a tool of interaction. The tool is a unified language. Correspondingly, if there is no tool, there is no result, and with the absence of the anticipated result, we do not have any benefits. It is like a mathematical formula. If we lack a variable, we cannot get an outcome. 

Another example, a few years ago, "In Chela, in southern Georgia, a minaret was dismantled by the government at the end of summer. This led to a conflict with Muslims and Christians breaking off contact after living in friendship for decades. The conflict over a minaret dismantled in a small Georgian village is far from over today. Locals continue their fight to have the minaret restored and claim that their religious rights are guaranteed by the Georgian Constitution ."

This is an another case where the Gadamerian hermeneutical approach can contribute to interreligious communication in practice. The concept of dialogue, communication, critical thinking, and sharing thoughts shall be the key to solving such challenges. If the people of Georgia could choose between peace and conflicts, it would be reasonable to assume that the choice shall be peace. Furthermore, it will be beneficial to realize that having a standard language to interact and communicate would make dialogue processes facilely and more rewarding.
The other example I would like to relate to is the interfaith interaction between Georgian Protestants, Muslims, and Yezidis. The peace Cathedral of the Evangelical-Baptist Church of Georgia hosts interreligious prayers every year. The participants desire to use dialogue and prayer as a format for mutual respect. By this method, they try to get their parishes closer to each other, have more in common, and build bridges between different social groups of society. They use preaching, story-telling, feasts, etc.,  as coexistence and reconciliation tools.

This case perfectly illustrates the rewards of interreligious interaction as a learning practice. Both sides try to overcome prejudice and use different communication tools to gain mutual benefits\understandings from this interaction.
Conclusion
The essay attempts to analyze Hans Georg Gadamer's work in hermeneutics. Gadamer’s magnum opus Truth and Method is an influential product of enormous work. It is challenging to measure the impact of Gadamer's hermeneutical method's on interreligious studies without thorough research on how his methods have influenced theologians in interpreting sacred texts. However, the practical benefits of his approach are visible. 

David Tracy explains very simply the basic model of Gadamer’s hermeneutical method: “the event of understanding happens to us through dialogue; i.e., we are taken over by the question of the dialogue through the logic of questioning. That logic is the logic of question and answers between dialogue partners (whether two conversation partners or a reader and a text, symbol, ritual, historical event, etc.)."
 Gadamer's work is not a magic stick to build tolerant societies, but his work could enable interreligious studies to proceed forward with essential readings to embrace pluralism on theological grounds. Palmer(2005) states that: "the hermeneutical philosophy of Gadamer does have something to offer because something more than tolerance is needed—something more than enduring the presence of the Other or putting up with oppressed people who are asking for their rights or even asking for reparations—if we are to move forward together in justice and peace. We need to understand the Other. Gadamer can help us with some principles of dialogue and a sense of what is involved in the processes of understanding and also reaching an agreement in understanding." 

Furthermore, Gadamer's work assists in enabling pre-understanding the other. Palmer(2005) adds, " One needs to understand the difference between prejudice which belittles and discredits the "enemy" in advance, and the term preunderstanding, a term Gadamer uses to highlight the required knowledge one needs to understand and deal with a problem. With this doctrine he is pointing out that each side brings different prior knowledge, perspectives, goals, understandings, to a discussion—a different horizon. This occurs when one understands anything: a situation, a text, an issue, a person. A fruitful encounter brings what Gadamer calls "a fusion of horizons." In a successful dialogue, the understandings of facts, situations, intentions, and persons are transformed. Again, a fruitful dialogue need not be only with the tradition and traditional texts—although this can happen—it can also be here and now with a living partner with whom you want to reach an agreement about a situation, issue, text, or the intentions of a person. A successful dialogue brings a transformation in understanding—of oneself and of the topic."
 Paul Hedges argues and states that "Gadamer's notions of play and the fusion horizons, understood as the opening of horizons, is an instrumental model to understand those forms of interreligious dialogue which engage in dynamic learning with the religious Other. As a form of serious interaction that elides with but stands somewhat apart from the mainstream, it opens a theoretical and practical space that can be understood in its significance."

Therefore, Hans Georg Gadamer's work in hermeneutics has "practical contributions" to interreligious studies and dialogue. These contributions could assist in transforming mindsets to adapt a more pluralistic or inclusive view of the religious other.
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