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Time and orthodoxy. /eological hermeneutics  

in the context of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method

 e dissertation is a project of theological hermeneutics, i.e. a study in 
which theology is viewed in the aspect in which it perceives itself.  e study 
involves ‘examination’ of theology as science. Its subject is theology alone, 
meaning the ‘word’, but the means we expose the ‘patient’ to is ‘Word’ as 
well, even spelled with a capital ‘W’, which results in a kind of hermeneutical 
overlooping. It should thus – a1er Martin Heidegger – be said that we are 
dealing with a theology’s fundamental preontology or ontology.  e aim 
of theological hermeneutics is reaching one’s identity – methodological 
identity – by means of theology, and freeing it from the hegemony of 
methodologies external to it – historics, natural science – which o1en lead 
to its disintegration.  

 e starting point here may be the opinion of Edward Schillebeeckx, 
who rejected the traditional distinction between ‘central dogmatic a4r-
mation’, ‘unchangeable core’ (id quod), and the way of presenting it,  
a historically changeable ‘garment’ (modus cum quo).  e theologian notices 
that although the distinction may work in a retrospective context, it loses all 
signi8cance the moment it concerns the ongoing interpretation of authen-
tic faith, when it is still unsure whether a given attempt of reinterpretation is  
a true and authentic understanding of faith.  ere is no clear dividing line 
to be drawn here.     

Such ascertainment is a consequence of the attitude of 19th century 
historics transmitted into the domain of theology.  e historical awareness 
which has been shaped on this basis leads to the destruction of cultural 
heritage – including theology – as a whole. It breaks into single documents, 
scraps, ‘atoms’… it appears impossible to reassemble them into a meaningful 
whole, as there are no criteria according to which it should be done. Each 
object of this type is unique – one of a kind and thus impossible to compare. 
In this way, they lose all signi8cance for a contemporary human being 
who would like to look for guidelines for his or her actions in history and 
tradition, who would like to look for a more permanent con8rmation of his 
or her beliefs, decisions and choices. It is only ‘here and now’ which remains 
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as space for thinking and acting. Let us remind here the course of scienti/c 
criticism of the Bible. 1e Bible here breaks into particular traditions, 
editions, literary forms, and thus loses all signi/cance for contemporary 
reader or listener. Is it even possible then to talk about the truth of Gospel 
or ‘orthodoxy’?

In this paper, the question is treated in the same manner in which 
Heidegger dealt with the question about the purpose of being. 1e author 
thus puts forward a question about the theology’s purpose of being, which 
means the necessity of presenting the theological tradition virtually from 
its very beginning. 1e methodological pattern here is philosophical 
hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer. 

1e task was divided into three stages. 1e /rst one, entitled “From 
‘naive’ to ‘historic-e?ective’ awareness”, demonstrates the connection 
between the modern hermeneutics, originating from the Reformation, and 
the theological interpretation of the Bible, with the two disciplines gradually 
departing from each other and hermeneutics falling into one aporia of 
historism aBer another. It was not until the emergence of Heidegger’s 
hermeneutic philosophy, with its concept of hermeneutic circle and Dasein 
as being-in-the-world, that the aporias were broken, rede/ning the problem 
of historicality. 1e concept is also taken up by Gadamer, and developed in 
his philosophical hermeneutics. He at the same time emphasizes the role 
of superstitions, prejudices, traditions, as the most accurately describing 
a hermeneutical situation of each participant of culture. On the basis of 
Gadamer’s discoveries, one is shown a perspective setting the horizon for 
searching the purpose of being, which means the perspective of being-in- 
-the-world of theology. 

At the second stage, entitled “From historic-e?ective awareness to 
orthopraxy”, the superstitions, prejudices and authorities Gadamer speaks 
about are identi/ed with theological places into which theological tradition 
has broken in its theoretical, historical aspect. 1e concept of theological 
places (loci theologici) was adopted from Melchior Cano, a 16th century 
Dominican theologian, who in his work De locis theologicis distinguished 
ten reliable and generally accepted ‘places’ – with varying authoritativeness – 
from which argumentation proper for theology emerges. In the Cano’s 
concept, the ‘places’ form a coherent and strictly hierarchical structure. 
However, in his work we can already /nd, at the last position, history, a locus 
which – as already mentioned – will later become the reason for breaking 
the monolith. 1e unity of the theological world can be once more achieved 
in a totally di?erent way, only aBer applying the hermeneutic approach to 
the problem pointed to by Gadamer – in acting, i.e. liturgy as a Christian 
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praxis. It is here that the game of theological places takes place, thanks to 
which they regain their signi.cance for us today. 

Finally, at the third stage, entitled “From orthopraxy to orthodoxy”, 
the hermeneutic circle within which the game takes place, is more precisely 
de.ned by means of the ancient sentence: lex orandi – lex credendi. 5e 
sentence clearly shows the dependence between practice and theory, between 
orthopraxy and orthodoxy, between form and content. In addition, it is here 
that one is shown the central role of language in the process of remaining 
in orthodoxy- preserving ones identity in the historically changeable world. 
Finally, an overestimation of one of the form of practicing theology: the 
allegorical method, is made, which was clearly underestimated in the 
period of modern development of theology, and which now, on the basis 
of natural metaphorization of language demonstrated by Gadamer, appears 
to be a model. Let us also add that the concept presented was con.rmed 
by the statements of the Magisterium (synod constitutions, encyclicals, 
instructions etc.), which means it is not just an expression of author’s beliefs, 
but it aspires to be an accurate re>ection of an actual ongoing process. 

5e task of going beyond the 19th century historicism in the domain of 
theology was completed thanks to treating it as a historical phenomenon, 
i.e. in action, and not by a theoretical de.nition of theology in a sentence. 
Such an attitude seems appropriate especially in view of the postmodern 
vision of the world without the ultimate base, the ‘quicksand world’. In this 
case, orthodoxy means a state of a certain balance, a status quo, which is 
the result of a theological game freely played within the boundaries of the 
world of theology. Such perception is far from the strict approach the term 
is usually associated with, due to which we oDen use the word ‘orthodoxy’ 
in a pejorative way. However, if we use a sport-based metaphor, the process 
of theology coming into being, which is the process of orthodoxy, resembles 
the movement of a ball, thrown from one side to another by players of two 
volleyball teams. Even if it is in each team’s best interest to throw the ball 
in the opponents’ .eld, so is keeping it up above their own .eld. All in 
all, it is in the interest of all participants of the game to keep the ball in 
motion, in the air. Its contact with the ground is in fact merely an incident – 
not so much the eHect of the opponents’ mastery, but rather the eHect of  
a mistake. When the ball falls, the game is over and can only be resumed. In 
the theological process, we are interested in the game itself.

5eological hermeneutics frees theology from the dominance of 
external methodologies and establishes it as science. Yet, it provides no 
instructions. It only shows certain mechanisms of self-regulation which 
are noticeable in the long term. 5ey can be called the truth-attraction 
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e&ect. *is way of practicing theology, however, does have a practical use. 
It protects us from the danger of ideologicalizing faith, religion or theology 
itself. It points to dependencies between theology, liturgy and culture. 
Finally, it makes us sensitive to the historical nature of reality.

It can also serve as a theoretical basis for the development of ecumenical 
and between-religion dialogue, as it should be clearly stated that the selection 
of theological places made in the paper is the evidence of the author’s individual 
intellectual way. It means that the same goal could be reached in many other 
ways, which would only occasionally overlap. *us, considering the matter 
from the formal, rather than content-related point of view, it should be 
stated that it is not only open to the issue of ecumenism, but can also cause 
some distortion in the ecumenical dialogue.

*e 6rst 6eld of discussion which comes to mind here is the trend 
of radical orthodoxy originating from Anglican theology. *e radical 
orthodoxy is o8en criticized for its methodological assumptions, especially 
for the view that it would be possible to return directly to Plato, Augustine 
or *omas Aquinas, or at least to the moment before the ‘mistake’ made by 
Duns Scotus who accepted the univocity of being. *e authors of radical 
orthodoxy consider this mistake as seminal for the whole later history of 
philosophy. However, it is impossible to simply go down to the well of the 
past. It is impossible to just pull the history ‘lever’ in the desirable direction. 
A couple hundred of years cannot simply be erased, as they are always with 
us: in our memory, in the questions we set to the past, in the motivations 
driving our studies. Whichever side we turn to, they are right next to us. 
What we can do, however, is make use of our contemporary beliefs and 
prejudices and – as Gadamer suggests – engage in a dialogue with the 
evidences from the past, which are di&erent interpretations of theological 
places. Our theological hermeneutics can thus serve here as a ‘missing link’ 
in the radical orthodoxy’s methodology (of course, if the given Anglo-Saxon 
reasoning is able to overcome its ‘disgust’ towards the overly speculative 
continental philosophy), or at least be its supplement or alternative.  

It seems that the abovementioned theological hermeneutics may also 
turn out to be an interesting discussion with the reasoning of Rudolph 
Bultmann, the continuator of Heidegger’s beliefs, which was very inGuential 
for the Evangelical theology of the 20th century, and especially with his 
concept of ‘demythologization’ of the evangelic message.   

Finally, the connection between the thoughts presented here with 
the Orthodox Church theology is expressed by emphasizing the role of 
liturgy as an important locus theologicus and taking its hermetic function 
into account – which means treating liturgy as a moment in the process of 
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understanding faith. +e hermeneutics is thus an attempt to de.ne what is 
most eastern and Orthodox – the liturgy – by means of the language of the 
western, it could be said ‘Protestant’, philosophical doctrine. Perhaps this is 
what an important role of the Catholic theology should be. 


