Assessment Two: Sian Owen- Student:2007506 

Select the work of a scholar in the field of hermeneutics or deconstruction e.g.  Gadamer, Foucault, Ricoeur etc.
Outline the key features of their work and demonstrate its analytical applicability to the field of interfaith studies.

Introduction:
Having previously studied the typology of religion, exclusivism; inclusivism and pluralism and its place as a paradigm in interfaith studies it is has been interesting and enlightening to now study another operative paradigm in interfaith studies, namely comparative theology, and the role of hermeneutics. 

Interestingly Drew (2012) states that the foundation of comparative theology lies in the typology and as a result, it cannot develop from exclusivism as exclusivists believe that it is their tradition which holds the only truth. She goes on to suggest that comparative theology needs to be based on inclusive or pluralist thinking where it is possible to assume that another tradition from one’s own, could potentially contain truth and adds that comparative theology depends on a specific theology of religions.
Comparative theology, in contrast to comparative religion, places the emphasis on gaining a deeper understanding of the differences and similarities between religions but from one’s own religious tradition. Comparative religion on the other hand examines these differences from a more neutral position.
Drew (2012) notes that Francis Clooney, an influential and leading figure in the field of comparative theology describes theology of religions as involving reflection on the meaning of other religions, from the view-point of one ‘s own religion, in more general terms but that comparative theology requires actual significant learning from other religious traditions. Clooney (2010) describes comparative theology as “faith seeking understanding’ (p.9) and during the process suggests that one needs to be vulnerable to transformation. He states that this understanding creates new theological insights resulting from the in-depth study of both the new tradition and one’s own tradition. It involves more than just listening its ‘taking both to heart” (p.9)

Keith Ward (2013) another leading scholar in comparative theology stated in an interesting and informative interview, that diversity is essential to Christianity, which he describes as a mystery, and emphasises the need to be committed but not arrogant in one’s approach, ensuring that humility is built into the process of comparative theology. His personal and sensitive demena in the interview appeared to be in sync with his words, which was very motivating. 

“Comparative theology shares with interreligious dialogue a commitment to engage in dialogue and listen to the religious other” (Slater 2021).
Comparative theology therefore is crucial to interfaith studies and to the ongoing work to build bridges between different faiths through meaningful dialogue.
Geikina and Balode (2019) suggest that the success of interreligious dialogue is dependent on the experience of the various Christian denominations and religious traditions “accumulated throughout the centuries as dialogue with the Other and in a united oikos” in conjunction with spiritual practice which facilitates the “integration of a secular spirituality” (P.154).
They emphasise the importance of dialogue as one of the most essential conditions for meeting the needs of individuals without compromising on the needs of future generations to meet theirs. They suggest that the individual will is made up of strong feelings to participate, learn and think in a critical way.
Intercultural dialogue has its foundation in the desire of all involved to be in conversation which contains mutual respect. Its aim is to resolve conflict between different traditions and culture through creating and arriving at an understanding without the use of positions of power. Meaningful dialogue is facilitated by comparative theology, and this makes it an extremely important methodology in interfaith studies.
Hedges (2015) suggests that comparative theology is seen by “many as one of the potentially most interesting and productive ventures in contemporary constructive theological endeavour” (p.1). 
It is vitally important therefore that there is clarity in this process of seeking the truth with a clear constructive dimension, otherwise, there is a danger that the comparative studies, which have not ensured that the theologians have truly and bravely acknowledged the implications of their increased understanding, or their original perspectives, will result in a compromise in the findings of the study. Drew (2012) emphasises that this openness in the process is essential.

Leading figures in the field agree with Hedges (2015) when he suggests that comparative theology can be strengthened further if its methodology becomes more robust. One of those scholars is Moyaert (2014) who states that a more robust philosophical and hermeneutical underpinning is required.

Gadamerian Hermeneutics:
Hermeneutics as a term has its origins in 17th century and was a way of gaining an increased meaning of texts (Dowling 2004). 
Byrne (2001) states that hermeneutics makes two assumptions, firstly that we as humans experience the world through language and secondly this language provides knowledge and understanding. Within the hermeneutic philosophy there are three stands of theory- objective hermeneutics; philosophical and critical hermeneutics with the philosophical hermeneutics also referred to as ‘Gadamerian’ hermeneutics. 
The term ‘Gadamerian’ is taken from the German philosopher Hans-George Gadamer (1900-2002) and Hedges (2015) suggests that the hermeneutics of Gadamer can be used as a useful tool to ‘help solidify the perceived robustness of Comparative Theology’s methodology” (p.1).
Gadamer (1993) cited in Fleming et al (2003) stated that it is only through dialogue that understanding is achieved and dialogue can involve, not only a conversation between individuals, but it is also possible to have a dialogue between the text and its reader. He believes that language is the vehicle of understanding and his work describing the path to shared understanding is referred to “as the hermeneutical difference and is a structural element of hermeneutical understanding” (Lamneck 1995 cited in Fleming et al 2003).

Hans -George Gadamer has been chosen as a scholar in the field of hermeneutics, for the purpose of this assessment, as his work can support and strengthen the methodology of comparative theology especially with his emphasis on the importance of dialogue. Dowling (2004) states that Gadamer’s hermeneutic process becomes “a dialogical method whereby the horizon of the interpreter and the thing being studied are combined” (p.36). 
These are acknowledged elements for successful and meaningful dialogue in interfaith studies.

Key areas of his work will be explored for example ‘the fusion of horizons- hermeneutic circle’’ and ‘dialogue’ and demonstrate their analytical applicability to the field of interfaith studies. 
Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002) was an influential German philosopher of the twentieth century, inspiring a wide spectrum of scholastic disciplines. The phenomenology underpins the philosophy of Gadamerian philosophical hermeneutics with the word phenomenology originating from the Kantian phenomenon meaning ‘‘...that which shows itself in itself...” and the word logos means language. (Heidegger 2003 cited in Regan 2012). Everything is seen as being a part of life and inseparable and language becomes the forum to link this whole experience of being for a human.
Regan (2021) states that Gadamer sees language as the way to create understanding and a way of sharing human experience in all its complexity. In his book ‘Truth and Method’ in 1960, he developed an approach of philosophical hermeneutics which was a critical and dialogical study about human subjectivity. His qualitative research method endeavours to explore individual experiences, always remaining authentic in the process.
Interestingly, Dowling (2004) suggests that Gadamer did not create a process for understanding but rather the work of hermeneutics is to shed light on the situation in which understanding is achieved because understanding itself is individual. The personal interaction of the researcher with the topic being studied is linked and this personal interaction creates a deeper understanding of the ‘meaning of being for humans’ (p.34). 
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Edling et al (2020) goes further to suggest that Gadamer not only advocated the importance of ensuring the inclusion of people’s experiences but suggested that to try and separate oneself from human experience was immoral. He agreed that factual evidence was important, but it was only through individuals understanding of life experiences could one truly gain understanding. This process of understanding is described succinctly by Grondin and Weinsheimer (2005) when they suggest that it is a process of interpreting to understand, and practised in the social sciences, but that, in fact it involves the entire existance of a human being.
As Austgard (2012) states, there are many important concepts in Gadamer’s philosophy which inter-weave with each other for example “belonging to tradition; the principle of the history of effect; “situation; horizon; text, true question; dialogue; play; evidence of truth, the fusion of horizons and application” (p.830). All of which are equally important but Austgard (2012) and Fleming et al (2002) note that Gadamer does not offer a method to undertake the research but interestingly Gadamer himself stated that hermeneutics is a collection of principles to guide the acquisition of truth from the “concealed forgetfulness of language” (Regan 2012 p.291). Even though he did not offer a specific method to follow, he did say that “methodical direction through systematic approach is needed” (p.115).
It is important to gain an overview and understanding of the concepts in Gadamer’s philosophy as they have relevance to the field of interfaith studies.
Firstly ‘belonging to tradition’ is for Gadamer vitally important for research in the human sciences and he interestingly describes the prejudices we have but he suggests that these are not negative but rather he describes then as preconditions which create our prior understanding. This historical awareness is again perceived by Gadamer as a positive avenue to create understanding and gain knowledge (Fleming et al 2002). He states that the consciousness is the prejudice of history combined with the individual’s horizon and that it is not possible to separate history from the consciousness. Again, the word prejudice is not used by him in a negative way it refers to the concept of pre-understanding and believes that it is a pre-requisite of achieving understanding. This is particularly relevant in interfaith studies. 
Gadamer refers to the ‘situation’ that the researcher/interpreter finds themselves in as being one in which it is important to ‘work out the hermeneutic situation which means acquiring the right horizon of enquiry for the questions evoked by the encounter with tradition” (Austgard 2012 p.830). Important to note here that the word horizon is used as a metaphor for how we interpret and see reality. Fleming at al (2002) notes that Gadamer sees this horizon of the present as being in continuous development and interestingly he notes that one should not try and put oneself in the position of the other because of the pre-understanding mentioned previously. He believes that the way forward is to reach a shared understanding through working together which, Lamnek (1995) cited in Fleming et al (2002) describes this as the structural component of hermeneutical understanding.
Language for Gadamer is the vehicle in which we share the complex field of human experience and understanding is gained through dialogue with a text but also important to note here that Gadamer’s meaning of the word text includes taped words, comments, and observations. Interestingly non-verbal expression can be considered text as it can influence understanding. This element of expression will be looked at in greater detail later as it is a very important element of the actual dialogue in the hermeneutic process.
Formulating and asking the appropriate question, conveys the characteristic of the interpreter/researcher as being someone who wishes to genuinely learn. The natural flow of the dialogue with enlightening questions being asked, is the product of joint participation and emersion in the subject. The flow itself has been referred to as “dialectic movement which is an interpretational movement back and forth in the text or with the participant’ (Austgard 2012 p.831). This movement is described by Gadamer as the ‘hermeneutic circle’ and the ‘fusion of horizons ‘which Gadamer explains, occurs, when, during the process of conversation, understanding is reached through interpretation and application for both the interpreter and the texts or individual. Regan (2012) states that Gadamer was conveying that the important element is not in fact finding the truth which the author was writing about but more importantly understanding the truth that it conveys to the reader. 
“Through sustained dialogue with this partner, the reader's world comes to be refigured in various applications” (Dickman 2014 p.566). 
Gadamer also refers to the word ‘play’ in a metaphorical way, suggesting that if the player throws himself into the play they will be open to the possibilities of further understanding. Regan (2012) explains the analogy further by suggesting that if a player comes from another game, they will bring with them their own ideas namely their traditions and even if unwilling initially, to becoming involved in the game, they may become involved in the game at a later stage. “Play, therefore has a personal and scholastic resonance, opening up the possibilities to shape new learning” (p.301). 
Throughout Gadamer’s philosophy he emphasises the importance of authenticity and establishing trustworthiness and sharing together a caring human approach to others. This idea of sharing and being with others in the pursuit of understanding brings together all his concepts together to create a hermeneutic philosophy which Hedges (2015) believes can provide a strengthening of comparative theology which is crucial in creating positive and empathic relationships in interfaith studies.
Two areas previously referred to in relation to Gadamer’s work will now be explored in greater depth and their influence on interfaith studies, - the ‘Fusion of Horizons’ which is intrinsically linked with ‘Dialogue’.
 
For Gadamer the ‘fusing of horizons’ is when the horizon, that the interpreter views, which is beyond what they can see in their near vision of the here and now, and what is being studied, come together to form understanding. It becomes a circular process and for it to be truly successful the interpreter must initially explore their own history and experiences which can be both positive and negative in their nature. These prejudices, our ways of thinking and responding are part of our history and are referred to as fore-meanings which then can be acknowledged, ensuring that true openness is maintained throughout the process. Slater (2020) describes this as history which affects our consciousness so that when we begin to try and understand situations or ideas which are outside of our own experience it is inevitable that we are influenced by this history or tradition.  
This process Dowling (2004) states, then becomes a dialogue between either the interpreter and the text or the subject being studied. Dialogue is, as noted previously an important element of interfaith studies so naturally Gadamer’s hermeneutical philosophy, which encompasses this, with the concept of the fusion of horizons facilitating this dialogue in a meaningful way, creates a useful and important tool in interfaith studies. 
Hedges (2016) suggests that this concept of the fusion of horizons could also be seen as an “opening of horizons’(p.) Gadamer suggests that we need to ensure that our horizon is a true representation of our past experiences and that there is an acknowledgement of the potential limits this may have which in turn forms the basis for future understanding (Vessey 2012). Hedges (2016) also suggests that the combination of translation and the hermeneutical aspects of language will in turn facilitate the expansion and fusion of this horizon, old and new. Slater (2020) emphasises that this fusion increases our understanding of the experiences of others which we ourselves have not experienced. 
This is crucial in the field of interfaith studies as it facilitates learning from other traditions and cultures, with this learning forming the basis of increased positive and respectful, understanding through the process of interreligious dialogue.

One of the intrinsic components of Gadamer ‘s hermeneutical philosophy is the use of language to facilitate this dialogue to aide communication and understanding and Edling et al (2020) states language is essential. Johnson (2022) describes language itself as complex, involving multiple elements of speaking; listening; writing and reading and is the vehicle to express the meaning of something with its understanding for Gadamer, is linguistic in nature. He suggests that language is universal but also the element of forgetting meanings can in fact enable language to reveal its truths, suggesting that when we speak, we not only speak to someone but to ourselves too. Gadamer sees language as being inextricably linked with tradition and forms the way we interact with the world. Reflection is made possible as reason is engrained in language and Gadamer describes language as “reason working in conversation” (Zimmerman, 2007 p. 51).

Tomuletiu (2012) also suggests that Gadamer emphasises the importance, during the process of dialogue, the art of listening to the partner, referred to as the other, ensuring that through listening to the views of others we become more aware of our own prejudices. This encourages a commitment to seeking and understanding the truth through a genuine respect for the other. Naturally this is extremely important and relevant in the field of creating meaningful and successful dialogues in inter-faith studies.

There is ongoing discussion on the issue of a common language being essential for a successful and meaningful dialogue with Donald Davidson criticising the hermeneutics of Gadamer, stating that he believes that people can communicate with each other without possessing a common language. Vessey (2012) suggests that Davidson has misunderstood Gadamer’s term “Gesprach” (p.37) with Gadamer believing that dialogue is more than communication but a “shared linguistic relation to the world” (P.38). Gadamer’s meaning of a common language appears to encompass far more than the perception by Davidson of the term, with 
Lynch (2014) stating that Davidson has misunderstood Gadamer’s work but also notes that despite their differences there is a strong connection between them.
Interestingly Vandenabeele (2012) suggests Gadamer’s term common language is not clear because he refers to language as being shared. Gadamer’s description of language interwoven with the world, tradition and horizon suggests that we should interpret his description of the common language in this context as he states that “sharing a language is always at the same time sharing our common humanity” (p.11).

Cary (2011) suggests that language itself is ineffective in conveying the deeper experience which originated prior to a verbal expression which leads into another interesting aspect of Gadamerian hermeneutics and dialogue, which is non-verbal dialogue, where communication between oneself and another is through other means of communication. 
Pathirane (2021) notes that Gadamer affirmed the genuineness of non-verbal communication even though he appears to value verbal communication higher. He goes on to describe hermeneutic practice as “being sensitive to otherness and about strengthening the voice of the other”9p.486). This is in keeping with philosophical hermeneutics ensuring inclusion is high on the agenda during the interactions. Daily encounters have the potential to become meaningful hermeneutical connections with Pathirane (2021) describing those encounters where verbal conversation is replaced by body language, noting the deep understanding that can be achieved through these encounters.

This sensitivity to others and strengthening their voice is essentially a hermeneutic practice but the process of being truly open to learning from others also suggests that we must be ready to reflect on our own beliefs in the process. Drew (2012) agrees with this noting that the process, to be a genuine one, needs to allow our previous assumptions to be challenged and we need to be ready to allow them to be changed.

Interesting Knitter (2008) uses the analogy of a bag which is filled with our theological ideas with our learning from the hermeneutical dialogue making us realise that we may need to discard some of the content of the bag. This process of Gadamerian hermeneutics is an ongoing positive dialogue with Dowling (2004) describing how the process pervades through “every activity with the researcher considering social, cultural and gender implications (Koch cited in Dowling2004).

Interestingly Kerr (2019) refers to this issue of considering cultural implications and suggests that Gadamerian hermeneutics can potentially offer a meaningful way of engaging with Indigenous text but suggests that Gadamer has adopted a Western viewpoint that states language is the main vehicle of understanding. This she believes is derived from historical power and influence of the colonial era and has the danger of non-Indigenous scholars not truly interpreting Indigenous text.
She shares a concern that when Gadamer has made references to tradition in his work it has always in respect of Euro-Western traditions and concludes that this in turn has resulted in an over emphasis on language as being the vehicle for understanding. Kerr (2019) emphasises the importance of acknowledging the multi-faceted layers in this process of knowing which in fact is more than language alone referring to Indigenous concepts and their relationships.
This potential lack of understanding and awareness of the sacred element from which Indigenous knowledge arises and the need for its acceptance can influence negatively on the Gadamerian hermeneutic process. and it is an important element to be aware of and reflect upon during the dialogue process to ensure this does not occur. This need to ensure that the engagement with others involves self -reflective practice and a true self-awareness is again essential in interfaith studies.

Gadamer emphasises the need for us to be aware of our own history and as Philips (2007) suggests we need to understand the history of other people also and through a fusion of these two elements we will increase our understanding of others and in the process gain a deeper understanding ourselves. 

Conclusion:
As discussed before Hedges (2016) has noted that hermeneutics makes comparative theology more “methodologically robust” (p.17). This in turn creates a positive environment for interreligious conversation with the hope that as Zadeh (2019) suggests, interreligious building of bridges for peace can occur with religions, instead of seeing themselves as opponents, rather learn from each other. 
Zadeh (2019) emphasises that bringing about peace is dependent on three elements namely the process itself and the positive forces within that process which then positively influence change. 
Gadamerian hermeneutics provides a philosophical approach which I believe facilitates understanding about other religions and through this process of understanding we also begin to learn more about ourselves too.

Hamlin (2015) agrees that Gadamerian hermeneutics is valuable in the field of interfaith studies as it provides a way of creating a balanced dialogue with opportunities for self-reflection which enhances the process of learning from each other. 
The idea that Gadamerian hermeneutics creates a space between those in conversation where the horizons of those in dialogue come together creating opportunity for truth to emerge is described by Johnson (2022) and for me personally resonates with positive images of bridges of understanding in interfaith studies. As such “Comparative Theology should seek sources for hermeneutical engagement which build from other religions, philosophical and cultural traditions” (Hedges (2016) p. 18). 
Gadamer himself emphasised the need to incorporate the acceptance of being able to go beyond normal limits or boundaries spiritually to create the environment for dialogue between different faiths and culture (Zimmerman 2007). 
In the field of religious peace building Zadeh (2019) suggests that hermeneutics in the field of theological research is arguably the most successful process of studying “the depth-grammatical structures of religious thought and motivation” (p.64) which in turn contributes immeasurably to the field of interfaith studies.

Gadamerian Hermeneutics has provided me personally a valuable and deeper understanding of hermeneutics which in turn I believe has emphasised the need to listen and appreciate the other when in dialogue using language, text or through non-verbal communication. The importance of being aware of our previous history, prejudices but seeing this term as not being a negative one so that the process of dialogue can enhance interfaith studies. The merging of our horizons will then in turn enhance our understanding of each other with Birkel (cited in Patel et al 2018) stressing the importance of listening in this process which facilitates interfaith studies and assists us in the appreciation of the beauty in an other’s faith.
Studying Gadamerian hermeneutics has deepened my ability to further understand and appreciate the complex field of interfaith study. 
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