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THE BASIS OF THEOLOGICAL GAME 

- the essential themes of the book “Time and orthodoxy. Hermeneutics of theology in the 

light of Truth and Method by Hans-Georg Gadamer” 

 

 

It has been since the conciliar aggiornamento that the theologians encountered the question of 

how to preserve the fidelity to the basic content of the Holy Scriptures1 and whether it is 

possible to develop such a method that would ensure a proper understanding of the Christian 

message in an always unique moment in history. Flemish Catholic theologian, Edward 

Schillebeeckx, wrote in the sixties that the latter was typically done by differentiating 

immutable dogmatic “hard kernel” (id quod) and its “historical robe” (modus cum quo) in 

which it is clothed and which undergoes constant changes. The theologian notes at the same 

time, however, that such a distinction works well only in retrospect, in the case of an already 

determined interpretation, the problem nevertheless arises when we talk about contemporary 

interpretation. When there is, above all, no certainty that a given attempt of reinterpretation is 

indeed an authentic understanding of faith, the said distinction becomes useless. The kernel 

never occurs in a pure form but it is always clothed in historical modus qum quo: “one does 

not exist without the other: the absolute permeates all relative interpretations”2. 

This issue still seems to be the central problem of modern theology, not just Catholic 

one. The theory of theological game, as presented here, constitutes not so much the method of 

“the proper” way to do theology, but rather a description of a certain historical process – 

based on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics – which takes place 

independently of our will, or of our actions – and therefore it is perceived as “objective”. It 

seems that this description is an adequate answer to the above question. 

 

A. PHILOSOPHICAL BASIS 

 

As Gadamer admits to intellectual kinship with the concept of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 

language games, our discussion will begin by quoting the analyses presented in the first part 

of his Philosophical Investigations. Then we will look at the development of Hans-Georg 

                                                           
1 W. Hryniewicz, Rola Tradycji w interpretacji teologicznej. Analiza współczesnych poglądów dogmatyczno-
ekumenicznych [The Role of the Tradition in the Theological Interpretation. The Analysis of the Contemporary 
Dogmatic and Ecumenical Views], Lublin 1976, p. 144. 
2 E. Schillebeeckx, Towards a Catholic Use of Hermeneutics. Faith’s Identity in its Reinterpretation [Polish title: 
O katolickie zastosowanie hermeneutyki. Tożsamość wiary w toku jej reinterpretacji, transl. H. Bortnowska, 
„Znak” 1968, vol. 169–170, p. 985]. 
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Gadamer’s concept of philosophical hermeneutics which also owes much to Heideggerian 

Dasein concept and hermeneutic circle. In this way we will determine the philosophical basis 

of our conception of theological game which is to constitute a “model” of development of 

theology, adequate to the contemporary methodology of science. 

 

a) Language games by Ludwig Wittgenstein 

 

Wittgenstein claims that “a game consists in moving objects about on a surface according to 

certain rules (…)”. Such a definition corresponds for example to a game of chess, yet it does 

not exhaust the concept of a game entirely3. The philosopher looks therefore also to other 

types of games – card games, ball-games or sports games and asks what they all have 

contemporarily in common. It turns out that there is nothing like that. In turn, there is a whole 

range of similarities forming a complex net that Wittgenstein calls family resemblances4. 

The question that still remains topical is what is a game and what is not and where are 

its limits. Our difficulties do not arise from ignorance or lack of skill. These boundaries 

simply have not been drawn5. And it is not a solution to emphasise the role of the rules 

because it often happens that “we play and - make up the rules as we go along. And even that 

we change them - as we go along”6 – as expressed by the philosopher. 

With so blurred boundaries there is nothing to prevent the concept of the game to be 

referred also to the language7. In the case of linguistic phenomena it is also impossible to find 

any common trait. Instead, there are various “affinities” due to which all these phenomena are 

called “languages”8. What is more, the author writes that there are countless ways to use 

symbols, words or sentences; there are constantly being created “new types of languages, new 

language-games”, while others “become obsolete and get forgotten”9. The word “game” 

suggests, however, certain disrespect to the problem. Meanwhile, there was no other issue that 

Wittgenstein would treat more seriously. Crucial, almost existential nature of the problem of 

                                                           
3 Cf. L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations [Polish title: Dociekania filozoficzne, transl. B. Wolniewicz, 
PWN, Warszawa 2005, I, 3]. 
4 Cf. Ibidem, I, 67. 
5 Cf. Ibidem, I, 68–69. 
6 Cf. Ibidem, I, 83. 
7 Ibidem, I, 8: “the whole process of using words is […] one of those games by means of which children learn 
their native language. I will call these games »language-games«”. 
8 Cf. Ibidem, I, 65. 
9 Cf. Ibidem, I, 22. 
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language games was evidenced by the statements according to which language is a part of a 

form of life: “to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life”10. 

In this way we touch upon the essence of what we referred to as linguistic paradigm because 

the said language game contains the entire existing ontology: 

 

“if everything that we call »being« and »non-being« consists in the existence and non-existence of 

connexions between elements, it makes no sense to speak of an element’s being (non-being) […]. […] 

What looks as if it had to exist, is part of the language. It is a paradigm in our language-game; 

something with which comparison is made”11. 

 

All these thoughts lead him to the ultimate conclusion that the language game is something 

“unpredictable”, namely “it is not based on grounds. It is not reasonable (or unreasonable). It 

is there - like our life”12. 

 

b) Aporias of historicism 

 

The issue of “groundlessness” will find its continuation in our deliberations. Now, in turn, we 

will present the issue of language games in the context which shows the meaning of a 

theological game understood here as a variation of a language game. However, due to the fact 

that an important aspect of theology is its own history, it is necessary to devote attention to 

aporias associated with the evolution of historical consciousness. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer drew attention to the problematic nature of the very idea of 

history. History cannot be viewed from above, as a whole, because as such it has no end and 

nothing can be found outside it. Since is lacks end, it cannot constitute the basis for the entire 

meaning (as opposed to, let us say, the text). What is more, if we ourselves take part in history 

“as a conditioned and finite link in a continuing chain”13, it is questionable whether history 

can be understood at all. 

What proves problematic is also the issue of what measure should be given to this 

“entirety” of history. It is not only about the postulate of applying equal measure to all 

elements of the whole – and thus breaking away from the tendency to valuing everything 

                                                           
10 Ibidem, I, 19, cf. ibidem, I, 22. 
11 Ibidem, I, 50. 
12 L. Wittgenstein, On Certainty [Polish title: O pewności, transl. M. Sady, W. Sady, Aletheia, Warszawa 1993, 
559]. 
13 H.-G. Gadamer, Truth and Method. Foundations of a Philosophical Hermeneutics [Polish title: Prawda i 
metoda. Zarys hermeneutyki filozoficznej, transl. B. Baran, Warszawa 2004, p. 283]. 
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according to the criteria of a certain moment in history chosen for the model – but about 

something more basic. The structure of the continuity of history has indeed a teleological 

nature: that which occurs later determines the significance of what is past14, and if there is 

nothing on the outside, there is no transcendent purpose for which all fragmentary goals 

would aim. There accordingly arises the question of how to avoid adopting a particular a 

priori scenario to which the historian matches the relevant research material15. 

If we look at history as the game of “growing sum”, in order to allow such process 

there must be made an assumption of one unity that could cover qualitatively different items. 

Yet, how to reach such a unity without the aim that provides a suitable direction for historical 

process? Consequently, the mere idea of the unity of universal history, which aims at being 

treated as purely formal scientific a priori, in fact is not free from some kind of substantive 

understanding16. 

 

“Nor is it by chance that the unity of history depends on the unity of Western civilization, to which 

belong Western science in general and history as science, in particular. And it is also not by chance 

that Western civilization is characterized by Christianity, which has its absolute temporal moment in 

the unique redemptive event”17.   

 

It is only after travelling through the Western world that we may ask about the unity 

and the sense of world history, as noted by the philosopher. 

Finally, so far insurmountable obstacle to historical knowledge is our own historical 

conditioning. Life is indeed an almost inexhaustibly creative reality. How should finite human 

nature get its infinite understanding? In other words, how to achieve objectivity in a situation 

of continuous variation of semantic context of history? 

To answer these questions, it should be clearly realised that history is not only the 

object of knowledge, but the very knowledge itself – this a priori that defines the historical 

thinking – also has a historical character. The one who explores history creates history at the 

same time. We must therefore admit that historical knowledge is based on the unity of the 

subject and the object. The researcher realises the demand for impartiality in terms of its 

historical existence. The object of the research and the researcher are nevertheless separated 

                                                           
14 Cf. Ibidem, p. 287ff. 
15 Cf. Ibidem, p. 283. 
16 It is worth noting that the historical world has not been always conceived in terms of the unity of world 
history: Herodotus, for example, treated it as a moral phenomenon. Cf. ibidem, p. 293. 
17

 Ibidem, p. 295. 
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by tradition18, yet due to this fact these two are in an uninterrupted and continuous relation. 

“The model” that most correctly reflects the scientist’s research perspective which somehow 

brings the researcher to the ground, seems to be the perspective of human Dasein, described 

by Heidegger, with its hermeneutic circle of thinking. 

 

c) The prospect of human Dasein 

 

It is through the very Dasein that Heidegger refers to a specific entity that is mostly 

preoccupied with i t s  o w n  b e i n g  and which always somehow understands its own being19. 

This entity embodies ourselves. Because we typically refer to our own being not directly but 

rather through our reference to the world20, Heidegger defines the said human Dasein as 

Being-in-the-world. This should stand for our “immersion” in the environment in which we 

actually “live”. At the same time, this world is already implicitly present in every being 

encountered by us, as it is a horizon in which this individual being can ever arise. 

This type of twist is also present in Dasein’s basic way of being, namely 

understanding. When trying to comprehend any encountered being, Dasein understands it by 

some – even if only provisionally fixed – conceptual network, which means that it does not 

interpret it without certain premises and assumptions. On the contrary, there is a natural circle 

between interpretation and understanding. This circle – a hermeneutic circle – creates the 

possibility of the most basic cognition, as long as Dasein is able to avoid the randomness of 

the concepts generated by initial understanding. This is indeed challenging. The process of 

interpretation consists initially in some action, deprived of “unnecessary words”21, and only 

secondarily in expression. Therefore, Dasein needs a “clarification” of “its own situation of 

understanding and assumptions that define [its] troubled cognition and behaviour”22. This will 

allow us to refrain from tailoring the understanding of expression to one’s undisclosed 

prejudices and to reveal “otherness of unfolding things”23. 

Heidegger’s description of the human Dasein allows us to look at the process of 

understanding as it were from the inside. It clarifies to some extent certain doubt as to the 

                                                           
18 Cf. Ibidem, p. 305. 
19 Cf. M. Heidegger, Bycie i czas [English title: Being and Time], Warszawa 2007, p. 55. 
20 The result of this mediation of self-understanding by Dasein in the world is that the constitution of its being 
remains generally covered against itself. Heidegger even writes about Dasein in the following words: “It is 
ontically »closest« to itself, ontologically most distant, yet pre-ontologically still familiar”. Ibidem, p. 21. 
21 Cf. Ibidem, p. 202. 
22 J. Grondin, Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics [Polish title: Wprowadzenie do hermeneutyki 
filozoficznej, transl. L. Łysień, Kraków 2007, p. 124]. 
23 Cf. Ibidem, p. 125. 
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possibility of doing history and understanding history with its characteristic feature, namely 

the absence of the utter “closure” of sense. So far, however, the problem of time has not been 

touched upon and it is indeed at the level of Dasein’s temporality that the matters become 

considerably complicated. There is no methodical transition from the temporality of Dasein to 

the description of being as such. Therefore, after his turn, Heidegger24 moves in the direction 

of being, perceived no longer as a horizon, the precondition of the possibility of existence or 

the base, but as being itself, which does not have any grounds, as if “groundless” being. It is 

therefore an attempt to apprehend the historicity of being “from the perspective of the very 

being itself”, as “being” of historicity, its taking place in speech. It is no longer the one who 

speaks but “the thing itself” that rules over the one who utters it. Only such thinking allows 

the existence of real history, i.e. the appearance of something fundamentally new. It is not 

about presenting some object independent of us, but about the “truth” which comes to the fore 

in our own being, just like in a real conversation which reveals some common sense, enabling 

mutual understanding. 

This approach addresses, on the one hand, the problem of Gadamer’s aporias of 

historicism while, on the other hand, it sheds new light on the question of groundlessness, 

already indicated by Wittgenstein when discussing language games. We will therefore follow 

Gadamer and brood upon Heidegger’s thought concerning the historicity and combine it with 

the concept of the game. 

 

d) The significance of superstitions and the concept of the game according to Gadamer 

 

In developing his hermeneutics, Gadamer accentuates the importance of superstition and 

authority which were reduced by the Enlightenment only to the source of bias or “unjustified 

judgments”. Originally, superstition stood for a preliminary legal settlement prior to the 

issuance of a proper judgment25. It, therefore, had both negative and positive meaning; by 

minimizing the chances of one litigating party for the ultimate success, it increased the 

                                                           
24 P. Dybel, Granice rozumienia i interpretacji. O hermeneutyce Hansa-Georga Gadamera [The Limits of 
Understanding and Interpretation. On Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Hermeneutics], Kraków 2004, p. 64. 
25

 In Roman law praeiudicium was the element of a guide for a judge how to adjudicate a case, typically in 
procedure per formulas in declaratory actions (actiones praeiudiciales). Under such a claim, the plaintiff sought 
a preliminary determination of any legal or factual situation that was of importance in another trial. Cf. A. 
Dębiński, Rzymskie prawo prywatne. Kompendium [Roman Private Law. A Compendium], Warszawa 2007, pp. 
115, 123; M. Kuryłowicz, A. Wiliński, Rzymskie prawo prywatne. Zarys wykładu [Roman Private Law. Outline 
of Lecture], Kraków 2001, p. 95; W. Litewski, Rzymskie prawo prywatne [Roman Private Law] Warszawa 2003, 
pp. 403, 411.  
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chances of the other. Moreover, the Enlightenment criticism forgets that the authority has its 

ultimate foundation in the act of cognition and it equates it simply with blind obedience. 

Meantime, the recognition of one’s authority stands primarily for the understanding of the fact 

that someone else’s judgment surpasses my own judgment26, and the validity of the prejudices 

instilled by the authority requires my approval. Consequently, the Enlightenment postulate of 

overcoming any prejudices proved to be a superstition itself, while the review of superstition 

– undertaken by Gadamer – opened the way for a better understanding of the finiteness of our 

historical consciousness. The conditions that reason relies on and in which it needs to operate, 

including superstitions and prejudices, determine its historical reality to an even greater extent 

than own judgments of reason. 

The Enlightenment criticism was to the same extent oriented against the prejudices and 

superstitions as against tradition, especially the literary traditions of Christianity. And indeed 

tradition constitutes the “moment” of the very history. When we understand something, we do 

not depart from the heritage of tradition, but we still move inside it. Gadamer even claims that 

we are “out-talked” by tradition. In this context, the research should be understood as 

“entering the transmission of tradition, in which the past and the present are constantly 

mediated”27. This is because tradition determines the meaning of the object of the research 

already at the stage of choosing the subject of the research and its problematic perspective. 

Historical research thus becomes an intermediary in the transmission of tradition, while the 

past regains its normative character28. 

It could be perceived from the perspective of the hermeneutic circle that understanding 

is determined by the prior movement of pre-comprehension – for example, the reader’s 

expectations in respect of the text, resulting from his attitude. This movement of thought is 

referred to by Gadamer as “the common game between the movement of tradition and the 

movement of the interpreter”29. When he uses the concept of the game, he does not specify 

the behaviour or the state of mind of the participant of the game, but rather the form of being 

of a certain entity of a historical nature. The essence of the game is defined by him as a kind 

of movement “back and forth”. Nevertheless, the actor is not the one who plays but the one 

who is being played. The game, being the movement process as such, becomes the master for 

the players and it turns out to be the proper subject of the game. The game draws the player 

                                                           
26 Cf. H.-G. Gadamer, Prawda i metoda, p. 385. 
27 Ibidem, p. 400. 
28 Ibidem, p. 389ff, 392. 
29 Ibidem, p. 403. 
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into its area and it captivates the player to such an extent that the player experiences it as an 

excess of reality. 

The very interpreter himself cannot distinguish in advance the prejudices that enable 

understanding from those that lead to a confusion, since he does not operate the prejudices or 

presumptions inherently present in his consciousness. It takes place only in the game, namely 

in the process of understanding. A considerable importance in this process is attached to the 

term “horizon”. The latter stands for a certain finality of thinking and for the possibility of its 

gradual development30. At the same time, there are no distinct horizons: historical and 

contemporary one, in which a man would somehow move. The historical volatility of human 

Dasein is characterized precisely by the fact that it never has its own truly closed horizon. The 

horizon is changing with us. It may be necessary to distinguish the historical horizon from the 

contemporary one due to methodological reasons, yet the hermeneutic attitude demands that 

they should be immediately covered by the horizon of one’s own understanding of modernity. 

Gadamer refers to such process as the fusion of horizons, while the controlled process of such 

fusion is described by him as the task for historically effected consciousness31. 

Historically effected consciousness is open to the tradition understood as a 

communication partner. According to Gadamer, the fact that, let us say, a text which is 

handed down from generation to generation becomes the object of interpretation, means that it 

addresses the interpreter with a question. To understand this text means, therefore, to embrace 

it with the horizon of the question, to understand the question which this text is the answer to. 

Yet, such process of revisiting the question is not only the outcome of mere methodology. On 

the contrary, it is the very transmission of tradition that addresses us with a question, thus 

putting to the test our own opinions. A reconstructed question does not therefore remain in its 

original horizon, but its horizon covers the horizon which embraces us as those who ask the 

questions and are stimulated by the tradition. This process does not stand for the ultimate 

freedom of interpretation. Understanding in fact aims at recovering the concepts of the 

historical past so that they include our own understanding. “Interpretation indeed stands for 

introducing into the game one’s own basic concepts so that the view of the text appeals to 

us”32. 

                                                           
30 H.-G. Gadamer, Prawda i metoda, p. 415. 
31 Cf. Ibidem, p. 421. 
32 Ibidem, pp. 536ff. 
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Thus, Heidegger’s postulate of expressing being in the language is realised in the fusion of 

horizons that assumes the form of a hermeneutical game. At this point we need to present the 

conditions necessary to ensure that this process becomes a real process of a theological game. 

 

B. THE THEORY OF A THEOLOGICAL GAME 

 

The basic condition of a theological game is to create a space (a field) in which this game will 

be played. This field is provided by a specific type of Dasein – being-in-the-world – Dasein 

modified to the form of being-in-the-world-of-theology. This modification will rely on 

“substituting” theological loci in the place of prejudgements or prejudices. The clarification of 

the concept of locus theologicus and its correct interpretation will show that this quasi–

mathematical “operation” is entirely justified and appropriate. Moreover, as we shall see, 

when we involve theological loci in the game, the distinction between the place of the game 

and the participants of the game – quite typical in any other case – is deprived of its 

unambiguity. 

 

a) Loci theologici 

 

The concept of locus theologicus brings to mind De locis theologicis, the work of the 

sixteenth-century Dominican theologian, Melchior Cano. Nevertheless, its source must be 

sought in the ancient times, especially in Aristotle’s Topics (Greek topos – place)33. Stagirite 

does not provide here the definition of topos, but he uses the term in its commonly accepted 

meaning34. It is possible that this lack of definition influenced its multidirectional and 

unrestrained development through the centuries. It seems that Aristotle’s theological loci are 

treated as formulas that serve the analysis of the adversary’s expression, regardless of its 

content35. In contrast, Cicero’s work with the same title departs from the Greek prototype 

which was quite unknown for the Romans36. Cicero’s Topics are more practical, covering the 

whole range of argumentation. The author assigns loci to particular areas; he divides this 

                                                           
33 J. Szymik, Loci theologici, in: Leksykon teologii fundamentalnej [Lexicon of Fundamental Theology], ed. M. 
Rusecki, Lublin – Kraków 2002, p. 757. 
34 Cf. K. Leśniak, Wstęp [Introduction], in: Arystoteles, Dzieła wszystkie [Aristotle, Collected Works] transl. K. 
Leśniak, vol. 1, Warszawa 1990, p. 330. 
35 It is quite commonly believed that the Aristotelian topos refers to the form, rather than to the content. Yet, the 
matter is not at all clear. Cf. W. Veit, Toposforschung. Ein Forschunsbericht, “Deutsche Vierteljahresschrift für 
Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte” 1960, H. 37, pp. 120–163; Emrich B., Topika i topoi, [original: 
Topik und Topoi], transl. J. Koźbiał, „Pamiętnik Literacki” [“Literary Memoir”] 1977 vol. 1, pp. 235–263. 
36 Cicero, Topica 1, 3 [Topics]. 
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concept into attributes, people and things; he lists places for triggering resentment and pity 

(indignatio benevolentiae) or individual parts of speech: incentio, exordium, epilogue or the 

types of speeches: genus demonstrativum, deliberativum or iudicola as well as the type of 

cases (casus) which are the subject of debate37. 

Therefore, in the Latin tradition Aristotelian topos is converted into sedes 

argumentorum38, namely the seat from which arguments are drawn39. In other words, this 

topos undergoes a change from a formal perspective into a material one. Although in the late 

Middle Ages there can be observed a clear departure from the use of the concept of locus, it 

was already in the fifteenth century that Georgius Valla (1430-1499) wrote an extensive 

treatise on “the seat of arguments”40. Nevertheless, it was Rodolphus Agricola (1444-1485) 

that had the greatest impact on the contemporary logic. His definition of locus used in De 

Inventione Dialectica became widely applicable. “»Locus« therefore is nothing else but a 

certain common characteristic of a thing by observing which all that is probable about a given 

thing can be discovered”41.  

For centuries, the concept of locus has so extensively broadened its scope of meaning 

that it ceased to fall within any definition. What can be, in turn, observed is a gradual change 

of emphasis. While in Aristotle’s Topics it was clearly formal in nature, in the late Middle 

Ages locus referred only to certain substantive content neatly ordered under respective 

headings. It was presumably the outcome of the inspiration with Agricola who fused the logic 

of the late Middle Ages into one system with the rhetorical tradition42. In essence, therefore, 

the development of the western locus was based rather on Cicero’s topics and only indirectly 

on Aristotle’s ones. 

The theological topics were developed for the purpose of the Protestant apologia43 and 

only later they were adapted by Catholic theology44. However, in this perspective, Melchior 

Cano has become a reformer of loci theologici and he was fully aware of this fact. According 

                                                           
37 Cf. Cicero, De inventione 2, 13, 43 and B. Emrich, Topika i topoi, p. 249. 
38 Cf. Cicero., Topica 2, 8: „locum esse argumenti sedem”. Other variants that are used are also habitat and 
granary. Cf. Cicero: De oratore 2, 39, 162: „sedis et quasi domicilia omnium argumentorum”; idem, De 
partitione oratoria 31, 109: „Quique illos loce tamquam thesaurus aliquos arggumentorum notatus habe”. 
39 Cicero, De oratore 2, 30, 131: „loci, […] ex quibus argumenta promuntur”. 
40 Cf. G. Valla, De sedibus argumentorum pariterque argumentis, [n.p.] 1538. 
41 „Non ergo aliud est locus, quam communis quaedam rei nota, cuius admonitu quid in quaque re probabile sit, 
potest inveniri”. Rudolf Agricola. De inventione dialectica libri tres, L. Mundt (ed.), Tübingen 1992, I, 2. 
42 Cf. W. Schmidt-Biggemann, Topica universalis. Eine Modellgeschichte humanistischer und barocker 
Wissenschaft, Hamburg 1983, p. 4. 
43 The innovative work in this respect was Loci communes rerum theologicarum seu hypotyposes theologicae by 
Philipp Melanchton, Wittenberg 1521, the final version of 1535. 
44 Let us mention here only Enchiridion locorum communium adversus Lutherum et alios hostes ecclesiae by 
Maier von Eck which was for the first time published in 1525, and due to translations it became available to the 
general public. 
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to his definition, loci theologici “are the seats of all theological arguments on which 

theologians base all their arguments, whether to prove or reject a given thesis”45. The phrases 

used therein clearly indicate that although the author most frequently cited by Cano is 

Aristotle, the key concept of locus is defined in the spirit of Cicero’s tradition, without 

perceiving any particular differences between the latter and Aristotle’s views. On the other 

hand, however, Cano goes beyond the rhetorical context and attributes dialectical character to 

loci what brings them closer to the Aristotelian way of thinking. 

It was already in the first book of De locis ... that the theologian presented the list of 

loci theologici analysed by him:  

 

The first locus is [...] the authority of Scripture, which is included in the canonical books. 

The second locus is the authority of what was given by Christ and the Apostles, and because it was not 

saved but it came to us through many generations of listeners, it can be rightly called the teachings of living 

speech. 

The third is the authority of the Universal Church. 

The fourth is the authority of the Councils especially Ecumenical ones where the authority of the 

Universal Church confirms the dogmas of faith. 

The fifth is the authority of the Roman Church, which under a special divine law is and is called the 

Apostolic. 

The sixth is the authority of the ancient Saints. 

The seventh is the authority of scholastic theologians and the experts in Canon law. [...] 

The eighth is the natural reason which, due to the science discovered by the natural light of reason, has a 

very wide range of cognition. 

The ninth is the authority of philosophers who follow the nature as their leader; some of them surely 

being the secular law experts who themselves [...] acknowledge the true philosophy. 

Finally, the last authority is the authority of human history, whether written by credible authors, or 

handed down from generation to generation, not written in a naïve way based on gossips, but in a serious and 

mature manner46. 

 

Yet, it is not the exhaustive list. Cano does not doubt indeed that “in the future there 

will be those who will bring down the same loci to a smaller number as well as those who will 

wish to expand this list”47. 

                                                           
45 „[…] tamquam domicilia omnium argumentorum theologicorum, ex quibus theologi omnes suas argument-
tationes, sive ad confirmandum, sive ad refellendum, invenient.” M. Cano, De locis…, I, 3, 1. 
46 M. Cano, De locis theologicis, I, 3, 2–11 [transl after: M. Grzela, in: T. Dzidek, Mistrzowie teologii. 
Prezentacja – antologia tekstów – dyskusja [The Masters of Theology. Presentation – Anthology of Texts – 
Discussion], Kraków 1998, p. 380]. 
47 Cf. Ibidem, I, 3, 1. 
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The number of loci cannot be in any way determined because there is nothing that 

could not be locus theologicus, even be it the texts or works utterly non-theological, non-

religious, non-Christian and even anti-Christian. One can in fact imagine that when loci 

theologici is an open list, there can be included, for example, the Koran, the Vedas or Marx’s 

Capital. 

What constitutes a peculiar hallmark of Cano’s theology is the recognition of human 

history (historia humana) as loci theologici and the perception of the historical conditions of 

the other loci. After all, Cano himself personally experienced an unprecedented twist in 

history, namely the Reformation. Undermining the confidence in the past inevitably touched 

all who in any way appealed to tradition. The past has ceased to be the legacy given once and 

for all, and proved to be ephemeral and unstable, which should be realised and handled with 

much effort. Otto H. Pesch notes in this context the moment of “tragedy” in the history of 

Thomistic tradition, which has by now proclaimed historical views in a non-historical manner, 

with no awareness of its own place in history48. Now it had to be changed. 

Cano therefore aims to proceed with a discussion with his own tradition. St. Thomas 

never asked himself a question about the history. Cano was the one who perceived the 

peculiar distance between the past and the present49. What previously constituted unity – the 

Scripture and the Tradition – and was opposed by the reformers, now assumed the form of 

loci theologici: separate horizons, perspectives and points of view. However, they are not only 

an expression of the distance of the theologians to their own traditions, but also a reflection of 

the state of atomising consciousness of the European society in the transition period at the 

turn of the century, colliding worldviews and philosophies. They make us aware that the 

present forces everyone to assume constantly new directions vis-à-vis the tradition. All times 

in fact ask their own specific questions, or in other words, the past and loci theologici address 

us with constantly invariably new questions – different in the times of St. Thomas, different in 

the era of the Reformation and – ultimately – different in contemporary times. Theology, in 

turn, is not only a recollection of past things, but rather a discussion open to new perspectives, 

in which it finds its own identity50. 

 

 

                                                           
48 Cf. O. H. Pesch, Thomismus, in: Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche, J. v. Höfer, K. Rahner (eds.), vol. 10, 
Freiburg 1965, 165. 
49 Cf. Historia teologii [History of Theology], ed. G. Angelini et. al., vol. 4, transl. W. Szymon, Kraków 2008, p. 
254. 
50 Cf. Ibidem, p. 421ff, 258. 
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b) The game of loci theologici 

 

According to what has been said so far, there is no doubt that the concept of loci theologici 

corresponds in all aspects to what Gadamer describes as superstitions or prejudices. Loci 

theologici are certainly secondary to our scientific cognition. They just are here. With their 

horizons they fill the space of our world – the world of theology – they create it. We do not 

freely choose loci theologici but we are rather thrown into them. What is more, the fact that 

we are addressed by them with questions, emphasises their priority over our choices, our 

scientific decisions, the direction of our research. All in all, we are not able to free ourselves 

from their questions. To use the language of psychoanalysis: loci fill in both our 

consciousness and sub consciousness. Heidegger refers to this mode of being of Dasein as its 

factuality. 

The factuality means that there are no two identical worlds being the moment of 

human Dasein: being-in-the-world. It depends largely on our personal (or common) 

experience and conditions (social and cultural ones). Due to the fact that this world is subject 

to constant changes as a result of experience, it is possible to encounter, at least partial 

community of places, assumptions, overlapping of their horizons and, consequently, it is 

possible to form – to some extent – common world of theology. When we ask about the 

“subject” (“Who”) dwelling in this world of theology, it turns out that it can be both an 

individual as well as the community – the Church. 

If we focus on the theological game, understood as the game of loci theologici, even 

Melchior Cano’s De locis ... serves as its great example. When the theologian proves the truth 

of the Scripture – the place of revelation whose authority is constituent and overbearing in 

nature – it relies on a number of quotations from the Old and the New Testament51. On the 

other hand, when it deals with the question of canonicity of (the so-called deuterocanonical) 

books of the Bible, he determines it, inter alia, on the basis of the decisions of church 

congregations, including the Council of Trent whose statements are reliable, yet only 

declarative (and non-revealed)52. When speaking of the apostolic traditions whose 

authoritarianism is similar to the authority of the Bible, in order to present the arguments 

proving their credibility, Cano quotes both the Church Fathers as well as scholastic 

                                                           
51 Cf. M. Cano, De locis theologicis, II, 2–4. 
52 Cf. e.g. Ibidem, II, 9, 18; II, 9, 21. 
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theologians, namely the places of a declaratory and probable character53. What does this 

mean? In the second and third example the arguments in favour of locus of a greater authority 

come from loci of a lesser authority. Cano argues in favour of the Scripture by means of a 

certain, yet only declaratory loci, namely the Councils (4). The same applies to the 

argumentation in favour of the apostolic traditions by means of the authority of the Church 

Fathers and the Scholastics. The “Councils” as the source of certain statements may constitute 

the basis for drawing some conclusions, yet in the case of the last example, one can indicate 

logical fallacy or drawing certain conclusions from probable arguments. What is more, the 

first example, namely the Scripture proving its credibility by itself, can be regarded as a clear 

tautology, while the whole concept of loci theologici, which ultimately consists in mutual 

confirmation of respective loci, assumes the form of a more or less direct vicious circle of 

logic (circulus vitiosus)54. 

These paradoxes of formal logic lead us to the position of Heidegger who claims, after 

all, that every attempt to avoid vitiosum of this vicious circle is a misunderstanding and that 

only entering this vicious circle discovers “the most favourable opportunity of cognition”55. 

The “logic” of Melchior Cano’s topics can be therefore easily interpreted as a part of the 

circular structure of the understanding of Dasein and, thus, a part of a theological game. It 

turns out that despite its Thomistic structure, he created the possibility of theological 

argumentation truly open to what is New, namely to the history, that is the historical 

interpretation of theology. 

Let us note that loci theologici can never be presented as a clearly outlined quantum of 

information or as a clearly determined whole. This is a consequence of the temporality, 

characteristic of being-of-the-world-of-theology and, when bringing the issue to the level of 

the game, it is typical of the entanglement into the game with historical methodology – 

developed at the turn of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century – which results in the 

progressive atomization of individual entities, loci. This phenomenon is generally positive and 

in line with the movement of the game “back and forth” and with the process of the fusion of 

horizons. This process of dismantling is necessary and inevitable, yet at the same time it needs 

to be crossed. Thus, we outline some horizons which cannot function on their own, but they 

must be included in the horizon of our present time, melted into one horizon and thus shape 

                                                           
53 E.g. Ibidem III, 1, 1 – Thomas Waldensis, III, 1, 3 – Augustine; III, 1, 5 – Eusebius of Caesare; III, 2, 3 – 
Hieronim; III, 2, 4 – Tertullian etc. 
54 Cf. P. Feliga, Czas i ortodoksja, Hermeneutyka teologii w świetle Prawdy i metody Hansa-Georga Gadamera 
[Time and Orthodoxy. Hermeneutics of Theology in the Light of Truth and Method by Hans-Georg Gadamer], 
Warszawa 2013. 
55 Cf. H.-G. Gadamer, Prawda i metoda [Truth and Method], transl. B. Baran, Warszawa 2004, p. 197. 
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the latter. Let us use here an example from the Bible. The specific locus, so far secured by the 

dogma of the divine authorship, broke up into particular traditions, literary forms and texts 

under the influence of various methods of historical criticism. These fragments can no longer 

be put together into a unified whole – we cannot go back to the “naïve” reading of Scripture. 

This unity and meaning should be looked for, yet without restricting oneself merely to one 

loci theologici. 

To illustrate the problem, let us take an obvious example of two texts from the 

Genesis, describing the Flood. In one of them, the Bible provides that Noah took two animals 

of every sort of species (Gen 6,14-22) and in the second, that he took seven pairs of every 

kind of clean animals and one pair of unclean animals (Genesis 7, 1-5). A literal reading of 

these two fragments leads to an obvious contradiction – the game enters a deadlock. In order 

to avoid it, one needs to leave the Scripture and look for some common ground outside it, so 

that these two texts can be understood. In other words, one needs to look for a common 

denominator due to which these two phenomena will be comparable and, at the same time, 

consistent. Let us therefore go ahead to loci in the form of history. The history of tradition 

(Traditionsgeschichte) tells us that both of these fragments come from two different 

“traditions” that are a part of the Torah of Moses. The first comes from priestly tradition and 

the second – from the yahwehist tradition. The environment (Sitz im Leben) of priestly 

tradition is clearly defined and the time of its origin is said to be approximately the period of 

the renewal of worship in the Temple in Jerusalem around the middle of the fifth century 

before Christ, while yahwehist tradition dates back to the tenth century and even to pre-

history of Israel and its environment is much less known. It seems, therefore, that the distance 

between the two texts becomes deeper. However, the central thoughts of these traditions 

create some opportunities. Priestly tradition, starting from the genesis creation narrative 

(Genesis 1), emphasises that the whole creation is good, while the yahwehist tradition 

accentuates the role of the Law given by Jehovah on Mount Sinai. If in the game we include 

the history of literary genres (Formgeschichte) which says that the story of the biblical flood 

is a widely known myth in the Middle East, whose different versions can be found in many 

ancient works (Epic of Gilgamesh, Atrahasis), we can aim at a certain interpretation. The 

story of the biblical flood is mythical, the difference of the number of pairs of animals is due 

to the differences of a general theological idea contained in both stories – in the first one the 

lack of distinction between clean and unclean animals expresses the fact that the whole world 

was created by one God, and therefore they are all good, while in the second – the emphasis 

of the difference between clean and unclean animals and, consequently, the number of pairs 
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rescued from the flood, drew attention to the religious order or to the importance of the 

covenant with God – a greater number of clean animals could have suggested, for example, 

that they were needed for a sacrifice56. 

What seemed an indelible difference of facts turned out to be a difference of 

interpretations, because in the case of the myth it is difficult to talk about facts. But is this the 

end of game? Probably not. We found here a common denominator due to which the two texts 

were not put in opposition, yet there are more “participants” who can join the game, namely 

the Church fathers (e.g. Augustine), the Magisterium which, on its part and in accordance 

with the relevant rules, will vote for a non-contradiction of the effect of the theological 

analysis, even with the dogma of the original sin. The thesis about mythicity of the story of 

biblical flood, and in particular about the historicity and mythicity of Noah and his family 

could never be interpreted contrary to the theorem about the origin of all human beings from 

one pair of parents – “This statement could not be reconciled with the story of [...] the original 

sin”57, as indicated by the Magisterium. Therefore, one needs to search for a new common 

ground, to undergo transformations, as a result of which we can find a new common 

denominator. Thus, solving the problem may be continued, the dance of theology can go on – 

at least by the time a given text or a problem is still inspiring, and therefore valid58. 

This approach to theological process fully respects the individuality, the diversity of 

each of the analysed evidence, what guarantees real historicity of the theological process, its 

openness to the Other and a lack of prejudgement about the results of the research. Each of us 

is such an individuality, therefore understanding the world around us and, in particular, the 

world of theology, requires “filtering” the world of theology through our individuality in 

order to find a “common denominator” with it. Nevertheless, it does not necessarily come 

down to individualism, or even solipsism, because in this process it is not us who define the 

rules of the game; by participating in this process we merely surrender to it, we are being 

played and we enter something that exceeds our possibilities. 

 

c) Between form and content 

One can ask whether such a concept of theology will not result in respective loci leaving their 

spheres of mutual interaction (“gravity”) and, possibly, dispersing in the skies of oblivion. 

                                                           
56 Katolicki Komentarz Biblijny [Catholic Biblical Commentary], eds. R. E. Brown/ W. Chrostowski, Warszawa 
2001, pp. 24–25. 
57 Pius XII, Encyclical Humani generis, in: Breviarium Fidei, ed. S. Głowa, Poznań 1998, p. 191. 
58 This analysis is naturally of a purely illustrative character.  
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Lastly, the pending question is whether such volatility, mobility and liquidity of horizons 

allows orthodoxy. 

The first way of presenting the mutual relation of the respective loci theologici within 

the hermeneutic circle is to realize that the game in question is characteristic in such respect 

that its loci theologici have sometimes the role of the players, pawns moving in a specific 

chessboard, while sometimes – the role of the board where other pieces move. The most 

notable example here is the liturgy which is sometimes the subject of theological analyses as 

well as the space in which other loci theologici collide: the Scripture, the Tradition, music, art, 

architecture and so on, fusing their individual horizons together. Using the notion of 

hermeneutic circle, one can say that the circle turns as it were, “inside out”, resembling a kind 

of Möbius strip. 

When we talk about changing places or functions of the player and the field, we do not 

use a mere metaphor. It was already by a repeatedly emphasised duality of the nature of 

locus/topos. A peculiar variation between the formal and the substantive side of locus was 

observed already since Aristotle, through the whole Latin tradition of rhetoric and logic, to 

Melchior Cano’s locus theologicus. 

This movement of loci theologici from the formal to the substantive aspect and back, 

their mutual overlapping and interactions seem to entirely secure the need for a certain 

balance meant by orthodoxy. In turn, what could be found in new meanings emerging from 

this game was a certain identity with those already inherited together with the tradition, 

inscribed in respective loci. Gadamer, however, raises yet another important argument, 

namely a peculiar linguisticity of this whole process, theology’s process of being which was 

presented here as a game. It is indeed the language, the speech (Sage), with all its volatility, 

that constitutes the common ground of mutual agreement. Sometimes it may be even the only 

ground of communication. When two different loci theologici are varied in all respects, the 

time in history, the form, the content, the point of view, then the only chance for agreement is 

the fact that they can be reduced to a common denominator, that is the language. Finally, as 

emphasised by Gadamer, every statement is the expression of what is referred to by him as the 

inner word (verbum interius), treated as the inner language that can never be fully expressed – 

“actus signatus is never completely covered by actus exercitus” 59 – yet what is expressed 

remains in a certain, almost Trinitarian relationship of “consubstantiality” and the 

unexpressed. Gadamer, when describing this relationship refers to St. Augustine’s De 

                                                           
59 J. Grondin, Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics [Polish title: Wprowadzenie do hermeneutyki 
filozoficznej, transl. L. Łysień, Kraków 2007, p. 7]. 



18 

 

Trinitate. Therefore, it is easier for us to identify verbum interius with Verbum Dei and, 

preserving the convention of the form and the content of the game, to say that what is 

continuously being expressed and what is the subject and the content of such world of 

theology is the Word of God, the Second Divine Person. 

The concept of orthodoxy presented as the effect of a free and unrestrained theological 

game, as analysed here, is far from the rigid approach typically associated with this term. Let 

us therefore provide yet another image. The process of (trans)formation of theology, treated as 

a game, resembles the movement of the ball during a volleyball match in which the 

interaction of the players from both teams leads, contrary to the natural force of gravity, to its 

almost constant hovering above the field. This image shows that the orthodoxy which, 

according to the modern way of thinking, is almost impossible, is by no means the result of 

bigotry and mindless repetition, but rather of a continuous effort put in its preservation. It is 

therefore not the expression of any restriction or even disability but, on the contrary, a 

manifestation of freedom. 

 

Translated by Małgorzata Kiełtyka 


