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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
However, if […] living in time means 
having an open future, what role remains 
for the past?1 

 

 

1.1 Opening Scene: The Fight with the Past and the Future 

The following text by Franz Kafka sets the scene of this dissertation: 

 

He has two adversaries: the first presses him from behind, from the origin. The second 
blocks the road ahead. He fights with both. To be sure, the first supports him in his fight 
with the second, for it wants to push him forward, and in the same way the second 
supports him in his fight with the first, since it drives him back. But it is only 
theoretically so. For it is not only the two adversaries who are there, but he himself as 
well, and who really knows his intentions? His dream, though, is that some time in an 
unguarded moment – and this would require a night darker than any night has ever been 
yet – he will jump out of the fighting line and be promoted, on account of his experience 
in fighting, to the position of umpire over his adversaries in their fight with each other.2 

 

Kafka’s text is the last in a series of short texts called “Notes from the year 1920” under 

the title “ER” (“HE”). Apart from its androcentric touch, I believe the text is an 

expressive opening scene for this dissertation, which gravitates around questions of 

what it means that theological interpretive work takes place in struggles with the past 

and the future. 

I choose to read Kafka’s short text as a parable concerning the conflictive 

enterprise that much theological meaning-making is. We struggle with the past in order 

to make sense of it, we struggle with anticipations of the future, and we struggle with 

                                                           
1 Sergey Dolgopolski, The Open Past: Subjectivity and Remembering in the Talmud (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2013), x. 
2 My translation, modified from Hannah Arendt’s translation in Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future: Eight 

Exercises in Political Thought (New York: Penguin Books, 2006 [1961]), 7. Kafka’s original German text reads 
as follows: “Er hat zwei Gegner: Der erste bedrängt ihn von hinten, vom Ursprung her. Der zweite verwehrt ihm 
den Weg nach vorn. Er kämpft mit beiden. Eigentlich unterstützt ihn der erste im Kampf mit dem Zweiten, denn 
er will ihn nach vorn drängen und ebenso unterstützt ihn der zweite im Kampf mit dem Ersten; denn er treibt ihn 
doch zurück. So ist es aber nur theoretisch. Denn es sind ja nicht nur die zwei Gegner da, sondern auch noch er 
selbst, und wer kennt eigentlich seine Absichten? Immerhin ist es sein Traum, daβ er einmal in einem 
unbewachten Augenblick – dazu gehört allerdings eine Nacht, so finster wie noch keine war – aus der 
Kampflinie ausspringt und wegen seiner Kampfeserfahrung zum Richter über seine miteinander kämpfenden 
Gegner erhoben wird.” Franz Kafka, Gesammelte Werke. Beschreibung eines Kampfes, vol. 5 (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1946), 300. 
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other persons and groups of people who have other interpretations of the past and other 

anticipations of the future. The parable raises several intriguing questions, for example: 

against whom does one fight and how is one to fight? If one interprets the two 

adversaries in the parable as forces from the past and the future, what does the person 

fight against? Is it the past and the future as such, or is it the plurality of present 

constructions of the past and present anticipations of the future? Instead of casting the 

future as emancipation and liberation, and the past as holding back – as often is the case 

in modern narratives – it is the past that pushes forward and the future that denies the 

person any way forward in Kafka’s text. How can forces from the past push theological 

interpretation forward, and how can anticipations of the future block the road ahead? 

And last but not least: is it possible to jump out of the fighting line, to assess one’s 

adversaries from the outside, or is that merely a dream? 

In the preface to her book Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political 

Thought (1961), Hannah Arendt uses Kafka’s text as a point of departure in a reflection 

of what it means to exist politically in time and to be a human being who thinks and 

acts. To Arendt, the person in the parable stands between the forces from the past and 

the future, however, without experiencing time as a continuum. From the person’s 

viewpoint, the present is not understood as an interval between past and present, but as 

a gap in which his constant fighting makes him exist.3  

Arendt, however, criticizes the parable by arguing that a suitable metaphor for the 

human activity of thinking should not portray thinking as an activity that demands 

retracting from time in order to exert it. To jump out of history to a timeless and 

spaceless realm in order to think and evaluate thinking is, according to Arendt, 

precisely – and ironically – a dark dream that for too long has haunted Western 

philosophy.4 Thus, Arendt’s suggestion is to imagine a third force, one that starts where 

the forces from the past and the future clash in the person’s struggle with them, and that 

stretches diagonally and endlessly in another direction.5 Contrary to Kafka’s two forces 

that have their origins in an infinite past and an infinite future but which have a definite 

endpoint in the collision in the present, Arendt’s third force has a concrete origin – the 

                                                           
3 Arendt, Between Past and Future, 10. In order to obtain a linguistic ease, I do not comment on androcentric 
language when it occurs in quotations, or in relation to quotations, in the rest of the text. There are quite a few 
incidents of such language, especially in the English authorized translations of Ebeling in Chapter 3. However, 
in order to contribute to a more inclusive language, I will use female pronouns to denote human beings, gender 
notwithstanding. 
4 Ibid., 11. 
5 Ibid., 10-12. 
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present fight – but an infinite end. According to Arendt, this third force is the metaphor 

best suited for the activity of thought. It is rooted in the present struggle and is therefore 

somehow determined by the forces from the past and the future but still infinite in 

regard to its eventual end. 

The diagonal “track of human thinking” draws up what Arendt calls a gap or “a 

non-time-space” in the middle of time. In this gap, the human being practices thinking 

and by that exists authentically and politically as a human individual who acts and 

experiences freedom. 

 

[T]he path paved by thinking, this small track of non-time which the activity of thought 
beats within the time-space […].This small non-time-space in the very heart of time, 
unlike the world and the culture into which we are born, can only be indicated, but 
cannot be inherited and handed down from the past; each new generation, indeed every 
new human being as he inserts himself between an infinite past and an infinite future, 
must discover and ploddingly pave it anew.6 

 

To Arendt, the existential and political space of thinking, acting, and freedom is 

something everyone must carve out by their own efforts, through practicing thinking. 

She stresses, however, that it is demanding to settle comfortably in this gap between 

past and future, because tradition, a category that has guided and legitimized thinking 

for so long, no longer bridges the gap.7 To Arendt, set in the context of late Western 

modernity in which tradition, at least as an argument of validity, has lost its authority, 

thinking cannot be regarded as application. It has to be seen as something active, as 

something which has to be practiced through struggling and fighting in public 

deliberation. 

A question remains, though, Arendt admits: is not the imagery of the third 

diagonal force of human thought also “only theoretically so”? Arendt rhetorically 

declares: 

 

What is more likely to happen – and what Kafka in other stories and parables has often 
described – is that the “he,” unable to find the diagonal which would lead him out of the 
fighting-line and into the space ideally constituted by the parallelogram of forces, will 
“die of exhaustion,” worn out under the pressure of constant fighting.8 
 

                                                           
6 Arendt, Between Past and Future, 13. 
7 This is one of Arendt’s main arguments in her genealogical exploring of tradition and authority in her essay 
“What is Authority?”, in Between Past and Future, 91-141. 
8 Arendt, Between Past and Future, 12. 
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In order to continue playing with Arendt’s play with Kafka’s parable, it is tempting to ask 

several questions. Is the problem really that the person is unable to find a path out of the 

frontiers? Similar to the impossibility of stepping out of time, is it possible to escape the 

fighting-line? Will thinking and practices of deliberation actually lead diagonally out of the 

struggle towards an endless space of freedom, or will not thinking and interpretive decision 

making – as intertwined with struggling and fighting – instead lead to more thinking, 

interpretation, struggling, and fighting? If one leans towards the latter, how can the fighting 

person, then, settle in the gap between past and future and consider the battlefield a home? 

Can the fighting ever, like it did to Jacob of the book of Genesis, result in a blessing?  

Contrary to Arendt, I am not so interested in the individual’s thinking and existence as 

such, but rather in theological interpretation and how this takes place in social contexts 

characterized by conflicts and contestations about constructions of the past and anticipations 

of the future. It is primarily interpretations and conceptualizations of the past that I will 

explore in this thesis. However, in that task, ideas of the future also interfere. 

 

1.2 Conflict, Plurality, and Tradition. Clarification of a Normative Position 

and the Purpose of the Study 

1.2.1 Plurality and Conflict 

This dissertation is an analysis of some theological accounts of Christian tradition, and a 

reflection on how these accounts – critically scrutinized in light of a political concept of 

agonistic pluralism – can contribute to a theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and 

interpretive conflicts.9 

The starting point for my interest in tradition, plurality, and conflict is the historical 

fact that Christian theology and practices are in constant change. In my Norwegian, Lutheran 

context, in the Church of Norway as well as in academic theology, important theological 

changes have taken place in the last decades. Everyday church practices and mainstream 

                                                           
9 According to Cambridge Dictionary, “plurality” as a formal term refers to “a large number of different types of 
something.” See https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/plurality (Accessed 10.02.2019). I have 
chosen to use the noun “plurality” in this thesis. By referring to a theology that accommodates plurality, I mean 
a theology that is able to acknowledge and accommodate a large number of different interpretations and 
practices. Tanner uses the term “diversity,” while Mouffe uses “pluralism.” I use their respective terms when I 
discuss and refer to their reasoning, while I use “plurality” when I develop my own thoughts. I understand the 
term “conflict,” in this normative context, as non-violent contestation, dispute, and dissent over theological 
interpretation and practice. 
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beliefs are in transition, as well as official liturgical expressions. This is perhaps most visible 

when it comes to the institution of marriage, but also changes in sentiments regarding such 

different issues as sexuality, politics, atonement, and perdition – to mention a few. New 

interpretations and practices do not occur without friction and struggle. Changes are caused 

by human agents that fight for the legitimization of new ideas, practices, and definitions. 

The most recent example of an interpretive conflict over Christian theology in the 

Church of Norway has been the (at least) three-decades-long conflict of whether the church 

should allow ordination of LGBT clergy and conduct same-sex marriages. Various claims of 

tradition have been used on both sides in the conflict. Some have referred to Pauline and 

ecclesial traditions as arguments for not changing the theology of the church. Others have 

referred to traditions of trinitarian theology or to Luther’s teaching on marriage and claimed 

that it is precisely due to the belief in God as Creator and the gospel of Christ that the church 

should change its practice.10 

After the decision at the National Synod of the Church of Norway in 2016, where the 

church finally affirmed a liturgy for same sex marriage, it was not unusual to hear voices 

claiming that now it was time to bury the hatchet; that the church could finally concentrate on 

what it ought to do, instead of losing its energy on this conflict. However, is it possible, or 

desirable, to have a Christian community without struggles and viable interpretive conflicts? I 

do not necessarily think so. Consequently, I believe it is urgent to elaborate on how 

interpretive conflicts are handled within an interpretive community.  

Part of such an elaboration concerns how the relation between conflict and plurality is 

understood. Part of today’s political context in Norway, as well as the United States and other 

countries in West-Europe, is a political rhetoric that nurtures polarization, division, and 

destructive politics of identity. In this context, I find it imperative to ask how conflict can 

function as a resource for the community and stimulate plurality in a constructive way. These 

are my normative positions regarding plurality and conflict, and a point of departure for this 

study. In Chapter 8, I will come back to this normative position and argue more thoroughly 

for it.  

 

                                                           
10 Examples of these lines of argument are clearly articulated in, for example, the report Sammen to the Bishops’ 
Conference in 2013. See Samlivsutvalget for Bispemøtet i Den norske kirke, “Sammen. Samliv og 
samlivsordninger i et kirkelig perspektiv” (Oslo: Bispemøtet i Den norske kirke, 2013), 33, 70-74. 
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1.2.2 Politics of Tradition 

What is the link, then, between conflict and tradition? The short way of approaching that 

question is to say that what Christianity is, how it is to be interpreted, and what it means and 

implies in a particular situation, are contested questions. As such, tradition becomes a site of 

struggle. Questions of change relate in one way or another to questions of tradition. What is 

new is relative, and always interpreted on the basis of what has been. In times of change, 

tradition unexpectedly matters. In his book Why Study the Past? The Quest for the Historical 

Church (2005), Rowan Williams writes that “when you sense that you cannot take for 

granted that things are the same, you begin to write history, to organise the collective 

memory so that breaches may be mended and identities displayed.”11 Williams’s point is that 

in times of crisis and rupture in the communal experience, the past suddenly matters: we are 

in need of relating to it one way or another, to make sense of it in order to either legitimize or 

delegitimize the change. Thus, the past turns out as something that is not given – something 

that can be interpreted, organized, and represented in different ways. Williams pins down the 

nexus between a contemporary need of making sense of the past and the act of writing history 

by quoting Michel de Certeau: “History (in the modern sense of the word) and revolution are 

born together.”12 However, by using the biblical narratives as examples, Williams reminds 

his readers that although historical consciousness as well as the function of history in regard 

to identity formation are modern recognitions, the phenomenon of constructing identity 

through history writing and vice versa is much older. 

In other words, history writing and construal of traditions are not innocent activities. As 

the past is ambivalent and not something given, tradition is an attempt of fixating a past, 

through means of selection and arrangements, and of appropriating this past to the present. 

Therefore, tradition is also a question of power, hegemony, and ideology. According to 

Stephen Prickett,  

 

all traditions […] are the product of some degree of self-conscious creation, and that so 
far from being handed down from an unquestioned past, they always represent, to a 
greater or less degree, an attempt to appropriate a past which was ambiguous, dangerous, 
or even capable of interpretations subversive to the ideology of the creator of that 
tradition.13   
 

                                                           
11 Rowan Williams, Why Study the Past? The Quest for the Historical Church (London: Darton, Longman and 
Todd, 2005), 5. 
12 Ibid., 5-6. 
13 Stephen Prickett, Modernity and the Reinvention of Tradition: Backing into the Future (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 15. 
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To regard tradition as ambivalent is, however, nothing new. One of the biblical terms that can 

be translated as “tradition” is the Greek word paradidonai. According to the BDAG Greek-

English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature,14 the term can 

mean “to pass on to another what one knows, of oral or written tradition, hand down, pass 

on,” as it is used to describe the handing on of the gospel by Paul in 1 Cor 11:23, for 

example. The term can also mean “to convey something in which one has a relatively strong 

personal interest,” as in Mt 25:20, for example, where it is used to describe the Master who 

entrusts and hands over five talents to his slave. Another use of the word can be found in 

Mark 4:29, where it describes the condition permitting the crop to be harvested, thus meaning 

“to make it possible for something to happen”. Last, but not least, paradidonai is used to 

describe the handing over of Jesus to suffering and crucifixion in Mt 26:2 and for Judas’s 

handing over of Jesus to the chief priests in Mark 14:10. 

To me, these different uses of paradidonai indicate significant aspects of the concept 

of tradition as used also in contemporary theology. In addition to gravitating around 

dynamics of handing down and preservation, it also regards the conveying of something in 

which one has a relatively strong personal interest, it is a condition which makes something 

possible, and it risks being an act of betrayal. 

Tradition is an equivocal term, not only because the term is used in so many different 

contexts and disciplines, or because the meanings and understandings of the term have 

changed dramatically over the centuries,15 but also because the term has a normative as well 

as a descriptive meaning. Aleida Assmann underscores this in her definition of tradition: 

 

By tradition one understands the transmission of elements of cultural arrangements in 
dimentions of action (rites and customs), thoughts (ideas, theories and doctrines), objects 
(works of art, monuments), as well as texts (religious and literary tradition). There is a 
distinction between a weak, descriptive concept of tradition, which retrospectively 
acknowledges historical continuity (for example art styles), and a strong, normative 
concept of tradition, which is future-oriented, in which the goal is to establish continuity 
in spite of the danger of rupture and forgetting.16 

                                                           
14 “παραδίδωμι,”  in BDAG: A Greek - English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian 

Literature, ed. Fredrick William Danker (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). All the quotations in the 
paragraph are from pp. 761-63. 
15 See, for example, Stephen Prickett’s Modernity and the Reinvention of Tradition. 
16 My translation of “Unter Tradition versteht man die Weitergabe von Elementen der kulturellen Ausstattung in 
den Dimensionen des Handelns (Riten, Brauchtum), der Gedanken (Ideen, Lehren), der Gegenstände 
(Kunstwerke, Monumente) sowie der Texte (religiöse und literarische Überlieferung). Zu underscheiden ist 
zwischen einem schwachen, deskriptiven Traditionsbegriff, der retrospektiv in der Geschichte Zusammenhänge 
(z.B. Kunststile) erkennt, und einem starken, normativen Traditionsbegriff, der zukunftsorientiert das Ziel hat, 
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In this study, I am not as interested in the descriptive meaning of tradition as of the normative 

one. Therefore, this thesis is not a study of specific material traditions and practices in, for 

example, the lives of the churches. Rather, it is a study of theological and normative 

assumptions of tradition on a conceptual level; of the relationship between past, present, and 

future, and thus the assumption of some kind of historical continuity and identity over time.17 

The idea of tradition on this conceptual level is what I refer to as “a theological concept of 

Christian tradition,” or just “a concept of tradition” in this thesis. 

A theological concept of Christian tradition is contested and disputed. On the one 

hand, it relates to the past as a constituting condition – as a condition that makes the present 

and future possible. On the other hand, it relates normatively to the past by efforts of 

appropriating the past by seeking to establish some kind of identity with it. However, what 

this past is, which parts that are to be emphasized on the cost of others, how the different 

parts of the past are to be arranged in a meaningful way, where the lineage starts – to mention 

some issues – are contested. In this way, a theological concept of Christian tradition concerns 

the present and the future as much as the past. New interpretations not only relate to the past 

descriptively, in terms of cultural conditioning and chains of cause and effect. They are also 

somehow expected to relate to previous interpretations. New interpretations of Christian faith 

have to relate to older ones in such a way that they get recognized as Christian by someone, 

at least if they are to have an impact in a Christian community. Niels Henrik Gregersen has 

described this as a pragmatic as well as dogmatic necessity, claiming that “only a theologian 

who manages to reformulate Christianity in a way that gives meaning for the users of the 

                                                           
Kontinuität gegen die Gefahr von Abbruch und Vergessen herzustellen,” Aleida Assmann, “Tradition,” in 
Lexicon Geschichtswissenschaft: Hundert Grundbegriffe, ed. Stefan Jordan (Stuttgart: Philipp Reclam, 2010), 
288.  
17 The term “identity” requires some clarification. It is an equivocal term, and the main reason why I use it is 
that several of my interlocutors use it frequently. In this thesis, “Christian identity” can refer to self-identity, 
communal identity, and to questions regarding the identifiability of beliefs and practices. This is also the way 
Medi Ann Volpe understands and uses the term in her book Rethinking Christian Identity: Doctrine and 

Discipleship (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 3-4. As self-identity, the term refers to individual self-
perception. As a communal category, it concerns how a group of Christians understands their Christianness – for 
example, how they understand their relation to earlier Christians, or what it means for them to be Christians in a 
particular situation. The third sense of identity, which relates to the second, has to do with questions related to 
the character of beliefs and practices common in Christian life – questions concerning Christian distinctiveness. 
Although all of these different senses are inseparable on one level, it should be clear from the context how the 
term is to be understood. “Identity” is also used in opposition or in relation to the term “difference,” for example 
“identity and difference,” as is the case in Chapter 3 with Ebeling. In relation to the term “difference,” “identity” 
refers to some sense of sameness. However, as Paul Ricouer has underscored, conceived in this way, “identity” 
can be understood as both ipse-identity and idem-identity, see Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen 
Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 2. Idem-identity refers to permanence in time, that which 
is the same and never changes, while ipse-identity is not understood as unchangeability but as identity through 
and with change. For Ricoeur, both dimensions are involved in his understanding of “self-identity.” 
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Christian language will gain Christian and cultural impact.”18 The question of whether, how, 

or to what extent new interpretations have to relate to older interpretations is highly 

contested. It is contested not just because the construction of the past and the definition of 

“the Christian language” – and thus the definition of reference points for new interpretations 

– are disputed categories. But also because the very idea of what it means to “relate to” is 

contested. Does it mean to adjust to, be in line with, to resemble, to contrast, or just to be 

conditioned by?  

This demonstrates that the concept of tradition is a methodological issue in theology. 

Claims of tradition can be used to legitimize as well as to delegitimize new interpretations. 

New interpretations can be claimed to adjust to traditions as well as to break with traditions in 

order to be true or legitimate. In this way, the concept of tradition is as much a political as a 

hermeneutical or theological category. 

Nevertheless, that Christian tradition is the object of disagreement and something 

Christians fight over also contributes to upholding the interest about it among its 

stakeholders. In this way, conflict not only relates to tradition because people disagree about 

the interpretation of the past or its methodological status but also because the conflict itself 

constitutes tradition. To pinpoint it with the words of Alasdair McIntyre: “[W]hat constitutes 

a tradition is a conflict of interpretation of that tradition, a conflict which itself has a history 

of rival interpretations.”19  

 Based on this, the purpose of this dissertation is to further explore the assumption that 

tradition is a methodological category in theology, and against such a background to analyze 

the conditions for a concept of tradition that accommodates theological plurality and 

interpretive conflicts. 

 

                                                           
18 Niels Henrik Gregersen, “Dogmatik som samtidsteologi,” Dansk Teologisk Tidsskrift 71, no. 4, (2008): 309. 
Original text in Danish: “Kun den teolog får kirkelig og kulturell betydning, som formår at nyformulere 
kristendommen på en måde, så det giver mening for det kristne sprogs brukere.” Translation to English by Åste 
Dokka, “Towards a Relational Recapitulation, with Irenaeus of Lyons and Judith Butler” (PhD Dissertation, 
University of Oslo, 2016), 30.  
19 Alasdair MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the Philosophy of Science,” The Monist 
60, no. 4 (1977): 460. 
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1.3 Theological Resources and Research Question 

1.3.1 Choice of Material 

In order to analyze the conditions for a concept of tradition that accommodates theological 

plurality and interpretive conflicts, I need some theological interlocutors. I have chosen to 

explore the conceptions of Christian tradition in the theologies of Gerhard Ebeling (1912–

2001) and Kathryn Tanner (1957–). A selection of their texts is the primary material of 

research in this dissertation. Ebeling and Tanner represent different theological traditions, 

respectively a dialectical hermeneutical approach and a postmodern cultural-oriented 

approach, that have been influential in Scandinavian theology, however without being 

analyzed thoroughly for this purpose yet. I find both of them to be fruitful theological 

resources for my project. 

 

1.3.1.1 Why Gerhard Ebeling? 

Ebeling is chosen as an interlocutor because he is engaged in, as well as offers some 

interesting conceptions about, tradition, theological plurality, and conflicting interpretations. 

His textual production accommodates a strong interest in the historicity of theology and a 

systematic and hermeneutical concern of how to relate to theological tradition and Scripture 

when engaged in contemporary theological interpretation and proclamation of the gospel. 

Ebeling’s hermeneutical concept of tradition made him the author of the article on dogmatic 

understanding of tradition in the third edition of the encyclopedia Religion in Geschichte und 

Gegenwart in 1962.20 

 The year 1962, however, also demonstrates that Ebeling is not a contemporary 

thinker. He has been thoroughly studied and criticized for some decades now. He is thus not 

an interlocutor in the same way as Tanner is to me, and this study is not an Ebeling study. 

Despite the criticism Ebeling has faced, I nevertheless believe there are some interesting sides 

of his hermeneutical theology that are worth exploring in elaborating on tradition, theological 

plurality, and interpretive conflicts. Therefore, this thesis is also an effort to assess Ebeling’s 

reasoning as a resource for a contemporary theology. 

Ebeling is an influential spokesperson of mid/late twentieth-century German, 

Protestant dialectical theology. He has, to a great extent, influenced the hermeneutical and 

systematic theological tradition in Scandinavian Lutheran theology. As such, he is, in a way, 

                                                           
20 Gerhard Ebeling, “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” in Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart 3 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1962). 
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representing the phenomenon of tradition himself. On the one hand, he is canonized in the 

way that he is still referred to, authoritatively, in contemporary theological reasoning in 

Scandinavia.21 On the other hand, he is also criticized, for example for providing 

confessionalistic constructions of church history and for employing outdated concepts of 

language and hermeneutics, which I soon will return to.  

 

1.3.1.2 Why Kathryn Tanner? 

Like Ebeling, Tanner is chosen as an interlocutor because she is engaged in, as well as 

offers, some interesting conceptions about tradition, theological plurality, and conflicting 

interpretations. Tanner’s textual production accommodates a strong interest in the history of 

theology and a systematic concern of how to use this knowledge in rethinking Christian 

claims and reconfiguring their import for human life. She has been characterized as “one of 

the most innovative and important North American theologians”22 and has also played a 

significant role in contemporary theological discourses on theological methodology and 

conceptualizations of Christian tradition in the United States. However, as far as I know, 

there are no comprehensive studies of Tanner’s understanding of Christian tradition. As such, 

this study is also an attempt to contribute to the reception of Tanner through a comprehensive 

analysis of her conception(s) of Christian tradition. 

 Tanner is concerned with methodological questions of what systematic and 

constructive theology is and how they relate to historical theology as well as to contemporary 

ideas and contexts. However, by doing theology after the cultural turn, Tanner represents a 

different ideational context than that of Ebeling. Analyzing both Ebeling’s and Tanner’s 

conceptualizations of Christian tradition provides a material of theological reasoning which 

stretches from twentieth-century German hermeneutical theology to twenty-first-century 

North-American postmodern constructive theology. It represents an academic Protestant 

influential voice of yesterday (Ebeling) as well as a contemporary one (Tanner).   

Unlike Ebeling, Tanner is not a Lutheran theologian. She is a member of the 

Episcopal Church (Anglican) in the United States where she also has partaken in the 

                                                           
21 For example in Kirsten Busch Nielsen, “Apostolicity and Succession in the Porvoo Common Statement: 
Without Confusion, Without Separation,” in Apostolicity and Unity: Essays on the Porvoo Common Statement, 
ed. Ola Tjørhom (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 183; and Trygve Wyller, “The Discovery of the Secular-
Religious Other in the Scandinavian Creation Theology,” in Reformation Theology for a Post-Secular Age: 

Løgstrup, Prenter, Wingren, and the Future of Scandinavian Creation Theology, ed. Niels Henrik Gregersen, 
Bengt Kristensson Uggla, and Trygve Wyller (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2016), 258-59. 
22 Rosemary, P. Carbine and Hilda P. Koster, “Acknowledgements,” in The Gift of Theology: The Contribution 

of Kathryn Tanner, ed. Rosemary P. Carbine and Hilda P. Koster (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2015), xvii. 
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theological committee which advises the House of Bishops.23 Although Tanner does 

constructive theology from a Protestant perspective, her arguments are not anchored in 

particular denominational claims. She does not, for example, refer to the Reformers 

authoritatively, as Ebeling does with Luther, for example. Instead, she refers to a wide range 

of theologians and practices from the vast history of Christianity, as examples of better or 

worse theology. Integrating a non-Lutheran theologian who does not – at least explicitly – 

emphasize confessional identity in the material of this dissertation sheds critical light on the 

confessional sides of Ebeling. Nevertheless, the fact that Tanner operates within a clearly 

Protestant frame makes her theological reasoning adequately comparable to Ebeling.24 

 

1.3.2 Previous Research on the Material 

1.3.2.1 Previous Research on Ebeling and Tradition 

Ebeling has been thoroughly studied over the last six or seven decades, and it is neither 

possible nor necessary to give an extensive overview of the reception of his theology in this 

study. During the last ten years there have been two PhD dissertations on Ebeling’s theology: 

Ruth Görnand has studied his critique of metaphysics,25 and Scott Celsor has studied his 

rejection of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification by the Lutheran World 

Federation and the Roman Catholic Church.26 None of these, however, are studies of 

Ebeling’s understanding of tradition. In my Scandinavian context, Svein Aage Christoffersen 

has offered the most comprehensive study of Ebeling.27 In his dissertation from 1982, 

Christoffersen is primarily interested in Ebeling’s hermeneutics and how he understands the 

dynamics of identification and verification. However, as part of that study, Christoffersen 

also discusses Ebeling’s view of the relation between Scripture and tradition and the 

hermeneutical function of tradition. Werner Jeanrond has also contributed to the reception of 

                                                           
23 Kathryn Tanner, “Hooker and the New Puritans,” in Authorizing Marriage? Canon, Tradition, and Critique in 

the Blessing of Same-Sex Unions, ed. Mark D. Jordan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 121. See 
also Tanner’s Curriculum Vitae, https://religiousstudies.yale.edu/sites/default/files/tanner_kathryn.pdf 
(Accessed 01.03.2017). 
24 In discussing theological tradition with Roman Catholic scholars such as John Thiel and Terrence W. Tilley, 
Tanner’s Protestant heritage becomes part of the debate. See, for example, “Editorial Symposium: Roman 
Catholic Theology of Tradition (II),” Horizons 29 (2002). 
25 Ruth Görnandt, Die Metaphysikkritik Gerhard Ebelings und ihre Vorgeschichte (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2016). 
26 Scott A. Celsor, “Word and Faith in the Formation of Christian Existence: A Study in Gerhard Ebeling’s 
Rejection of the Joint Declaration” (PhD Dissertation, Marquette University, 2010). 
27 Published version of dissertation: Svein Aage Christoffersen, Identifikasjon og verifikasjon: En studie i 

Gerhard Ebelings fundamentalteologi (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1984). 
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Ebeling’s theological hermeneutics and understanding of tradition as part of his book 

Theological Hermeneutics: Development and Significance.28 

Ebeling has received plenty of criticism, to some of which I will return in later 

chapters. In particular, his understanding of language, hermeneutics, and representation have 

been criticized, also within German hermeneutical theology since the 1970s.29 Ebeling has 

also been criticized for a rather dogmatic understanding of anthropology and conscience,30 

for a confessional reconstruction of church history – particularly of Luther,31 and for a naïve 

or inadequate understanding of faith.32 A significant and recent criticism of Ebeling that also 

strikes his conception of Christian tradition is articulated by Ingolf Dalferth. In his book 

Radical Theology: An Essay on Faith and Theology in the Twenty-First Century (2016), 

Dalferth articulates a critique of hermeneutical theology in general, Ebeling included, in 

which he summarizes existing criticism and adds to it. For example, he points out some 

inadequacies of Ebeling’s understanding of language; he criticizes Ebeling for dogmatically 

advocating an epistemological realism of the self-exposing Word of God that is beyond any 

critical epistemological control, and thus for failing to provide a methodology for an 

intersubjective reliable identification of the Word of God; he believes Ebeling ignores 

contemporary challenges in society; and he suggests that understanding is not primarily a 

receptive process but rather a critical and creative symbolic process.33 I will return to 

Dalferth’s assessment of Ebeling in Chapter 5. 

                                                           
28 Werner Jeanrond, Theological Hermeneutics: Development and Significance (London: SCM, 1994 [1991]). 
29 Some German hermeneutical theologians have been influenced by analytical philosophy, particularly Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, which has resulted in various hermeneutical theologies that implicitly criticize (parts of) Ebeling’s 
reasoning by conceptualizing language and language’s function in theology and to faith differently from 
Ebeling. See, for example, Ingolf Dalfert, Sprachlogik des Glaubens (München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1974); 
Joachim Track, Sprachkritische Untersuchungen zum christilichen Reden von Gott (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1977); and Hartmut Von Sass, Sprachspiele des Glaubens: Eine Studie zur kontemplativen 

Religionsphilosophie von Dewi Z. Phillips mit ständiger Rücksicht auf Ludwig Wittgenstein (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2010). 
30 John C. Staten, Conscience and the Reality of God: An Essay on the Experiential Foundations of Religious 

Knowledge (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1988), 39-47, 81-110. 
31 Volker Leppin, “Der Verlust des Menschen Luther: Zu Ebelings Lutherdeutung,” Journal of Early Modern 
Christianity 1, no. 1 (2014). 
32 See, for example, Amos N. Wilder, “The Word as Address and the Word as Meaning” in The New 

Hermeneutic, ed. James M. Robinson and John B. Jr. Cobb (New York: Harper & Row, 1964) and Anthony C. 
Thiselton, “‘The New Hermeneutic’,” in New Testament Interpretation, ed. I. Howard Marshall (Exeter: 
Paternoster Press, 1977). Thiselton also criticizes Ebeling (and the new hermeneuts) for believing in “word-
magic” and for basing his hermeneutics in the foundational premises about the power of words while ignoring 
the contextual and conventional properties of language. 
33 Ingolf Dalferth, Radical Theology: An Essay on Faith and Theology in the Twenty-First Century 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016 [2010]), 95-130. 

20



21 
 

 

1.3.2.2 Previous Research on Tanner and Tradition 

Contrary to Ebeling, who has been thoroughly studied and the object of several theological 

dissertations, Tanner has not yet been studied to the same extent. To my knowledge, there is 

no comprehensive study of her understanding of Christian tradition on the level of a PhD-

thesis. My interpretation of Tanner’s conception of tradition is thus an attempt to contribute 

to the reception of this part of her theology. 

 One of the most substantial analyses of Tanner’s conception of Christian tradition that 

I have come across is found in Medi Ann Volpe’s book Rethinking Christian Identity: 

Doctrine and Discipleship (2013).34 In this book, Volpe compares Rowan Williams’s, John 

Milbank’s and Tanner’s conceptions of Christian identity. Volpe criticizes Tanner for not 

providing a concept of Christian formation, which is necessary – according to Volpe – in 

order to participate in Tanner’s community of argument. While Volpe’s construal of Tanner’s 

community of argument is adequate and informative, she does not analyze other ways Tanner 

conceptualizes tradition, for example as a hegemonic process. As a result, Volpe does not 

give a nuanced and comprehensive analysis of Tanner’s complex understanding of tradition. 

There are several articles that make attempts at describing Tanner’s understanding of 

Christian tradition. None of these, as far as I can see, give comprehensive presentations or 

analyses of Tanner’s understanding of tradition but describe or criticize significant aspects of 

her reasoning. The most significant ones that I have come across are the following: John 

Thiel and Terrence Tilley have discussed their Roman Catholic conceptions of Christian 

tradition with Tanner and contributed with adequate analyses of her understanding of 

tradition.35 In particular, they have questioned Tanner’s refusal of consensus in the tradition 

process. Joseph Mueller has used Tanner as an interlocutor in his argument for introducing 

                                                           
34 Volpe, Rethinking Christian Identity. For Volpe’s analysis of Tanner’s concept of tradition, see her first 
chapter, pp. 12-51.  
35 Thiel discusses the concept of Christian tradition with Tanner in his response to her criticism in John E. Thiel, 
“Editorial Symposium: Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition (IV),” Horizons 29 (2002). In this short text he 
agrees with Tanner in understanding Christian tradition as semantically thin, but disagrees with her suggestion 
“that that thinness amounts to little that is meaningful or authoritative,” 320. In “The Analogy of Tradition: 
Method and Theological Judgement,” Journal of Theological Studies 66, no. 2 (2005), Thiel continues to 
criticize Tanner for advancing her argument against synchronic continuity by making an ahistorical and 
idealized “Christianity” the measure of synchronic and diachronic continuity, instead of locating this to specific 
Christian traditions shaped by particular kinds of agreement in faith (p. 371). Tilley discusses the concept of 
Christian tradition with Tanner in his response to her criticism, in Terrence W. Tilley, “Editorial Symposium: 
Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition (V),” Horizons 29 (2002). In this short text, he accuses Tanner of 
arguing from a classic liberal Protestant perspective and holding a nominal concept of tradition (See pp. 324-
25). 
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“forgetting” as a principle of continuity in tradition.36 Mueller argues that Tanner includes the 

whole of Christian history in her concept of tradition, which subsequently leads her to an 

account of Christian tradition as argument in order to assess and discern between the different 

parts of the Christian heritage. Jonathan Rothchild has studied the function of system in 

Tanner’s theology, and argued that contestation, contingency, and critique are constitutive for 

her conception of tradition.37 Brad East has described Tanner’s notion of Christian identity, 

synchronic as well as diachronic, as a graced community of argument, and particularly 

emphasized her protest against a restriction of God’s freedom through substituting human 

consensus for divine grace.38 In my Scandinavian context, Hanna Stenström has written 

briefly on Tanner’s conception of Christian tradition. She has emphasized Tanner’s 

description of the diverse and conflicting Christian heritage, and thus the responsibility for 

how one reconstructs that past in the present.39 

 In the festschrift to Tanner, there are numerous articles but none that analyzes her 

conception of tradition. However, there are several texts that contribute to the reception of her 

conceptualization of Christian tradition as they touch upon important sides of her reasoning 

on tradition. In his contribution, Charles Mathewes, argues that Tanner’s concept of tradition 

affirms the availability of multiple legitimate theological approaches. According to him, 

Tanner performs a “theology-logy” by demonstrating weaknesses and strengths of various 

theological approaches and interpretations rather than advocating one specific approach. He 

suggests this is a consequence of her fundamental theological convictions of God’s 

transcendence and gift-giving.40 Hugh Nicholson analyzes Tanner’s conception of Christian 

identity formation in light of her use of Michel de Certeau, and explores the consequences of 

her understanding of popular cultural use and consumption of cultural products in an 

interreligious context.41 Jan H. Pranger describes Tanner’s understanding of Christian 

                                                           
36 Joseph G. Mueller, “Forgetting as a Principle of Continuity in Tradition,” Theological Studies 70, no. 4 
(2009): 775-78. 
37 Jonathan Rothchild, “Law, Religion, and Culture: The Function of System in Niklas Luhmann and Kathryn 
Tanner,” Journal of Law and Religion 24, no. 2 (2008–2009): 481-90. 
38 Brad East, “An Undefensive Presence: The Mission and Identity of the Church in Kathryn Tanner and John 
Howard Yoder,” Scottish Journal of Theology 68, no. 3 (2015): 328-32. 
39 Hanna Stenström, “Is a liberating feminist exegesis possible without liberation theology?,” Lectio Difficilior. 

European Electronic Journal for Feminist Exegesis, no. 1 (2002), 
http://www.lectio.unibe.ch/02_1/stenstroem.htm (Assessed 22 January 2018). 
40 Charles T. Mathewes, “Tanner’s Theology-logy,” in Carbine and Koster, The Gift of Theology, 10; 21-8. 
41 Hugh Nicholson, “Creative Appropriation and Interreligious Respect: Applying Tanner’s Account of 
Christian Identity to an Interreligious Context,” in Carbine and Koster, The Gift of Theology. 
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tradition and identity as a resource for an intercultural conception of hybridity and argues that 

Tanner sees Christian identity as “participation in communication.”42 

 All in all, there are many scholars who refer to, or discuss, Tanner’s account of 

Christian tradition. However, I have not found any who presents a comprehensive study of 

her conception of tradition. That is part of the aim of this thesis.   

 

1.3.3 Research Question 

Based on the purpose of this study, as well as my choice of theological interlocutors, the 

research question of this dissertation is: How can Ebeling’s and Tanner’s theological 

reflections on tradition contribute to a theology that accommodates plurality and interpretive 

conflicts? 

 

1.4 Methodological Considerations 

As stated in 1.3, the works of Ebeling and Tanner are the primary materials of my research. 

Methodologically, I will relate to the material in three different ways. First, in Chapters 3 and 

4, I will undertake a thematic reading and presentation of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s conceptions 

of Christian tradition. Second, in Chapter 5, I will compare aspects of their theologies that are 

relevant for the research question. Third, in the last chapters of the dissertation, I will employ 

Chantal Mouffe’s reasoning as a methodological, theoretical, and normative resource in order 

to assess and criticize Tanner and Ebeling (Chapter 7), and to further elaborate on how 

theology can accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts (Chapter 8). 

  

1.4.1 A Thematic Reading and Selection of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s Texts 

I do not intend to give an exhaustive presentation of Ebeling’s or Tanner’s theologies but an 

elucidation of how they understand Christian tradition. Because of this, I read them 

thematically, based on the research question. In my reading of their texts, as well as in my 

construing of their accounts of Christian tradition in Chapters 3 and 4, I have explored the 

following questions:  

                                                           
42 Jan H. Pranger, “Inculturation as Theology of Culture: Exploring Kathryn Tanner's Contribution to 
Intercultural Theology,” in Carbine and Koster, The Gift of Theology, 203-8. 
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- How do they understand historical continuity and Christian identity over time?  

- What are the functions of tradition in their theologies?  

- How do they interpret the scriptural principle and what function(s) does it have in 

their theologies? 

- How do they understand interpretive authority in the relation between Scripture and 

reader, as well as between reader and her wider interpretive community, both 

diachronically and contemporary? 

- How do they evaluate and conceptualize plurality of interpretations theologically? 

- How do they come to terms with interpretive conflicts? 

I have not only read the texts thematically but have also selected among their texts 

thematically. Both Ebeling and Tanner have written numerous texts about various theological 

topics. My criterion of selection has been those of their texts where they explicitly elaborate 

on tradition. Thus, this is not a study of how Ebeling and Tanner make use of Christian 

traditions in their texts and reasoning. 

Ebeling has a vast theological production. Although I also draw on some of his other 

texts, I base my construal of his conception of Christian tradition primarily on the following, 

presented in chronological order: Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche und ihrer Verkündigung 

als theologisches Problem (1954), Wort und Glaube I (1960), “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch” 

(1962), Theologie und Verkündigung (1962), Wort Gottes und Tradition (1964), and Wort 

und Glaube II (1969). In order to navigate my interpretation in relation to his later work and 

overall theological system, I also refer to his dogmatics, Dogmatik des Christliche Glaubens 

1-3 (1979), when relevant. 

I have chosen to quote Ebeling in German. Some of the concepts he uses are difficult 

to translate into English, and I do not always agree with the authorized English translations of 

his texts. Nevertheless, I have included English translations of the quotations in footnotes. 

These are authorized English translations where such translations exist. Where they do not 

exist, I have translated the texts myself. When referring to other thinkers who write in 

German, I have used the English translations of their texts. 

Tanner also has a vast theological production. She has written six monographs, and 

numerous edited books, book chapters and academic articles.43 The most important of her 

texts for my study is Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (1997). Other key 

                                                           
43 For a complete overview, see her Curriculum Vitae: 
http://religiousstudies.yale.edu/sites/default/files/tanner_kathryn.pdf (Accessed 01.03.2017). 
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texts I explore are, in chronological order: “Theology and the Plain Sense” (1987), God and 

Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment? (1988), The Politics of God: 

Christian Theologies and Social Justice (1992), “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social 

Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology” (1997), “Scripture as Popular Text” 

(1998), Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity: A Brief Systematic Theology (2001), “Editorial 

Symposium: Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition” (2002), “Postmodern Challenges to 

‘Tradition’” (2003), “Tradition and Theological Judgement in Light of Postmodern Cultural 

Criticism” (2006), and “How My Mind Has Changed: Christian Claims” (2010). 

In Chapters 3 and 4, my ambition is to understand Ebeling and Tanner on their own 

terms. Consequently, I stay close to their texts, largely using their own terminology and 

quoting them regularly. I try to attain a more distanced and critical view of them in later 

chapters. However, in order to prepare for the comparison of them in Chapter 5, I sometimes 

explicitly contrast one with the other in my respective presentations of them in Chapters 3 

and 4. Due to the fact that Ebeling precedes Tanner in time, and that Tanner grounds some of 

her theological reasoning in contrast to previous theological reasoning (similar to that of 

Ebeling), Ebeling figures as a reference more frequently in the presentation of Tanner in 

Chapter 4 than what Tanner figures as a reference in the presentation of Ebeling in Chapter 3. 

In addition, in order to prepare for the comparison in Chapter 5, I have highlighted 

similarities or differences between Ebeling and Gadamer in a few places in Chapter 3. The 

reason for this is not only because they are closely related ideationally, as “new hermeneuts,” 

but also because Kathryn Tanner distances herself explicitly from Gadamer’s concept of 

tradition. In this way, it becomes more adequate to compare Ebeling and Tanner later on. 

In summary, that my reading of Ebeling and Tanner is selective and thematic implies 

that my interpretation of these theologians is based on a selection of their texts that is guided 

by the research question(s), and further that both my exposition and structured presentation of 

them also are based on the same research question(s). In addition, I have read Tanner with 

Ebeling in mind, and vice versa, and also listened to what other readers of their texts have 

thought. Yet, in addition, the reading of the respective texts has continually made me rethink 

the various research questions, and has thus again influenced my reading and writing. In this 

way, my work is the result of the dynamic of the hermeneutical circle, as the parts and 

wholeness of the texts I have read, as well as of the text I have written, have been continually 

negotiated with one another. Therefore, my presentation of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s accounts 

of Christian tradition is not an attempt at presenting unprejudiced or objective material. It is 
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rather a selective, thematic, problem-driven, and hermeneutically systematized construal of 

the position of these thinkers based on certain texts. 

 

1.4.2 A Comparative Reading 

In Chapter 5, I will compare aspects of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s theologies that are relevant for 

the research question. This involves a comparison of how they understand the functions of 

tradition, interpretive authority, and the political dynamics of interpretation. In other words, it 

is not a comprehensive comparison of all of the differences and similarities in their respective 

texts. It is rather an assessment of their reasoning concerning tradition, in which I bring 

similarities and contrasts into focus, as an analytical strategy in order to sharpen the 

interpretation and evaluation of their concepts. 

Part of the comparison will be to apply an analytical approach, inspired by Helge 

Jordheim, in which the present is construed as a multitemporal site interfered by 

constructions of the past and anticipations of the future. This helps me to better analyze the 

temporal and political qualities of their conceptions of text, reception, and interpretive 

authority, as well as their understanding of the relation between interpretive openness, 

plurality, and decision. The purpose of the comparative analysis in Chapter 5 is to outline 

some tensions and problems that need further reflection as part of my elaboration on the 

research question. 

 

1.4.3 Employing Chantal Mouffe as Methodological Resource 

After the comparative analysis of Ebeling and Tanner in Chapter 5, I introduce and discuss 

the Belgian political theorist Chantal Mouffe (1943–) in Chapter 6. The reason for doing so is 

to use her conception of radical democracy and agonistic pluralism as methodological 

resources in assessing and criticizing Ebeling and Tanner in Chapter 7. This work leads 

towards Chapter 8, where I make an effort of contributing to an understanding of how 

Christian theology can accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts. As that effort is 

based on Ebeling and Tanner, critically scrutinized by Mouffe’s agonistic reasoning, Mouffe 

is not only a methodological resource in this study but also a theoretical and normative one. 

Mouffe’s reasoning is a methodological resource in the way that I use it to criticize and assess 

Tanner’s and Ebeling’s understandings of the relation between plurality and conflict. It is a 

theoretical resource by offering theoretical concepts that seek to describe and explain 

dynamics of plurality and conflict. And, it is a normative resource because I actually use it as 
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a methodological and theoretical resource, and because I believe it offers some valuable ideas 

concerning the relation between plurality and conflict. 

Due to this structure, I have chosen not to give a substantial introduction to Mouffe 

until Chapter 6. In that way, I get the opportunity to study Ebeling and Tanner without 

Mouffe in mind in the first part, and then with Mouffe in mind in the last part of the thesis. 

I have chosen Chantal Mouffe as a methodological and theoretical resource because 

she has developed a theory of agonistic pluralism that involves a specific political 

understanding of the relation between conflict and plurality. My use of Mouffe is thus a 

response to the call for plurality and interpretive conflict in the research question. Mouffe’s 

early book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (1985), 

co-written with the political philosopher Ernesto Laclau, is a much-cited work within 

contemporary political philosophy. Her later work on agonistic pluralism is also a popular, 

disputed and much-cited point of reference in contemporary political critique of liberalism. 

Mouffe is also chosen because Tanner explicitly legitimates some of her theoretical 

reasoning concerning meaning-making and cultural hegemony by leaning on Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy. As such, Mouffe’s thinking is already involved in this study through 

Tanner’s texts. In other words, by asking how Tanner’s theological reflections on tradition 

can contribute to a theology that accommodates plurality and interpretive conflicts, Mouffe’s 

reasoning is implicitly brought to the table. 

 As with Ebeling and Tanner, I also read Mouffe thematically and selectively. I am 

primarily interested in her understanding of the nexus between conflict and plurality. This has 

led me to a discussion of how she understands concepts like hegemony, antagonism, and 

plurality, and how her understanding of these concepts has developed from Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy to her recent work. I base my presentation of Mouffe on the following of 

her texts – here presented in chronological order: Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards 

a Radical Democratic Politics (1985), The Return of the Political (1993), “Deconstruction, 

Pragmatism and the Politics of Democracy” (1996), “Carl Schmitt and the Paradox of Liberal 

Democracy” (1999), The Democratic Paradox (2000), On the Political (2005), “Religion, 

Liberal Democracy, and Citizenship” (2006), and Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically 

(2013).  
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1.5 Delimitations and Clarifications 

Some other delimitations and clarifications for my study needs to be stated. 

First, this is not a historical study of the material content of a particular Christian 

tradition but a study of some theological conceptualizations of Christian tradition. Thus, it is 

a study on a conceptual level. As such, however, it is part of a theological discourse on the 

concept of tradition and Christian identity and is also, then, a study of a specific theological 

tradition of methodological reasoning. In his dissertation, James Byrne raises the question of 

whether it is adequate to analyze theological concepts of tradition without exploring the 

content of specific ecclesial traditions in history. He cites Jaroslav Pelikan, who asserts that 

“the very concept of tradition cannot be defined until a specific tradition has been studied at 

some depth, in the details of its concrete historical development.”44 Like Byrne, I reject 

Pelikan’s assertion. Pelikan’s assertion is based on an inductive assumption holding detailed 

historical analyses of material practices to be prior to conceptual reflections on a theoretical 

level. I believe theological discourses on how to conceptualize Christian tradition are material 

intellectual traditions themselves, and are thus objects for research. 

Second, I am not seeking to give an inductive and descriptive account of a theological 

concept of tradition based on historical studies. Rather, I will analyze two distinct theological 

conceptions of Christian tradition and argue for what I consider to be their advantages as well 

as disadvantages in terms of their capacities to accommodate and come to terms with 

plurality and conflictual interpretations. Based on a critical scrutiny of these conceptions with 

the help of Mouffe’s concepts, I will make a suggestion of how theology can accommodate 

plurality and interpretive conflicts. My project is therefore normative. However, I do not 

make a universal claim as to how conflicts and dissent function in theological interpretive 

work. Rather, my project is a preliminary reflection on how dissent and interpretive conflicts 

can be resources for theological interpretation and identity formation in certain contexts. 

Third, I consider this dissertation to be a constructive, systematic, and methodological 

theological reflection. It is constructive in the North-American sense of the term, as described 

by Jason Wyman Jr. in his programmatic attempt of describing constructive theology, in the 

way that it “engages with other disciplines [and] takes for granted the constructed nature of 

                                                           
44 James M. Byrne, “Tradition and Deconstruction: The Theological Implications of the Postmodern Crisis of 
Continuity” (PhD Dissertation, University of Dublin [Trinity College], 1989), 22-23. Byrne quotes Jaroslav 
Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 52. 
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Christian theology.”45 It is constructive in the way that it is open-ended and tentative, and that 

it values plurality and “recognizes that normative Christian statements are, and always have 

been, issued in a context of pluralism.”46 Finally, it is constructive in the way that it is 

doctrinally oriented and rooted in theological and church traditions, using these universes as 

frames of reference without being confessionally bound by them.47 

It is systematic, in the North-European sense, in the way that it is normative rather 

than historically descriptive, and in the way that it is primarily a philosophically and 

hermeneutically oriented conceptual analysis rather than an effort of an activist theology for 

social change.48 It is also systematic in the sense that it analyzes and gravitates around two 

systematic theologians.49 

Lastly, it is a methodological reflection in the way that it elaborates on 

methodological issues such as the role of tradition and Scripture in the construction and 

legitimation of new interpretations, as well as suggests ways of how tradition 

methodologically can be involved in generating theological plurality and interpretive 

conflicts. 

Fourth, within the traditional discipline of systematic theology, the subject of 

apostolicity has been the theological locus from which questions concerning authenticity of 

interpretation, historical continuity, diachronic identity, and the church’s relation to its 

founding events are discussed. Central issues in discourses on apostolicity are, however, 

questions regarding apostolic succession and ordained ministry. This applies to ecumenical 

dialogues, particularly between episcopal and non-episcopal churches, as well as to general 

                                                           
45 Jason A. Wyman Jr., Constructing Constructive Theology: An Introductory Sketch (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 2017), 154. 
46 Ibid., 155. 
47 Ibid., 168-69. 
48 This activist characteristic is part of constructive theology, according to Wyman. I believe that, to a certain 
extent, constructive theology in its self-presentation and delimitation from “systematic theology” caricatures the 
account of systematic theology by referring to Pannenberg-like ideals of comprehensive, coherent, logical, and 
all-defining systems. See Wyman, Constructing Constructive Theology, xviii-xxxiv. Such classifications of 
systematic theology are not necessarily adequate if one looks at systematic theology in North-Europe today. 
Contemporary systematic theology employs a wide range of theoretical and methodological approaches. Also, 
quite a few contemporary systematic theologians understand their theologies to be open-ended, contextual, 
interdisciplinary, and preliminary attempts of interpretations. 
49 While Ebeling is a rather traditional systematic theologian, and one that to a certain extent is challenged by 
the North-American caricature of systematic theology, Tanner is both a systematic and a constructive 
theologian. Wyman acknowledges that Tanner is a hybrid, partly doing constructive theology and partly doing 
systematic theology (see p. 104). If one accepts Wyman’s scheme of the differences between the two 
disciplines, I agree to this characteristic of Tanner’s hybridity. Nevertheless, those of her texts that I work with 
in this dissertation are clearly some of her more systematic ones. 
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considerations on apostolicity in theological literature.50 This dissertation does not reflect on 

questions regarding apostolic succession and ordained ministry. As such, it is not a 

dissertation discussing the subject of apostolicity. 

Another reason for it not to be a dissertation on apostolicity is that I do not seek to 

discuss what possible material criteria of apostolic interpretations would look like. In this 

way, I delimit my study from theological questions concerning truth and revelation. Rather, I 

am interested in reflecting on the process of interpretation: on how one can think of the 

political function of tradition in interpretive processes that take place in contexts of 

contestation and dissent. Nevertheless, I do recognize that methodology is not a prior 

discipline in theology. Methodological reflections involve theological premises. Thus, 

methodological stances are also substantially theological ones. My reflection on methodology 

and the functions of tradition will therefore imply certain theological assumptions and 

assertions that I will outline more thoroughly as part of Chapter 8.  

Fifth, I also partly want to make a delimitation from the subject of ecclesiology. 

Although I explore issues of Christian community and ways such a community can relate to 

interpretive plurality and conflicts, I do not enter into discourses on what constitutes a 

Christian community understood as church. That is another study. 

Sixth, reflections on tradition in Western theology since the Reformation have often 

considered Protestant versus Catholic conceptions of Scripture, tradition, and authority, and 

discussed whether Scripture and tradition are conflicting norms for theological interpretation. 

I have no intention of relating to such debates and will scarcely do so except when I explore 

Ebeling, who is largely occupied with a confessional perspective and polemics. Understood 

as a methodological concept that regulates diversity of theological interpretation, I believe – 

like Tanner – that contemporary controversies concerning appeals to tradition (and Scripture) 

take place as much internally among Catholics and Protestants as being inter-confessional 

disputes.51 I, nevertheless, write within a Protestant context. That does not mean that I 

consider this a confessional Lutheran dissertation. Rather, it means, first, that my two main 

theological interlocutors are Protestant theologians. Second, it means that I largely delimit 

myself from Roman Catholic discourses on tradition, succession, and doctrine. It would 

                                                           
50 For example: Lutheran World Federation and Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, The 

Apostolicity of the Church: Study Document of the Lutheran-Roman Catholic Commission on Unity 
(Minneapolis, MN: Lutheran University Press, 2006); Tjørhom (ed.), Apostolicity and Unity. Essays on the 

Porvoo Common Statement (Grand Rapids, Michigan and Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2002); and John J. 
Burkhard, Apostolicity Then and Now: An Ecumenical Church in a Postmodern World (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2004). 
51 Kathryn Tanner, “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” Louvain Studies 28 (2003): 176. 
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simply have been too much of a task to include such discourses in a dissertation like this. 

Nevertheless, several Roman Catholic theologians appear in my work, as these are relevant 

for my discussions and research problem. 

Seventh and last, I operate with a rather narrow understanding of theology and 

Christianity in this dissertation. The object of my research – theological concepts of Christian 

tradition and their ability to accommodate plurality and conflictual interpretations – makes 

me, to a large extent, approach theology through a rather specialized lens: the method and 

discourse of Christian doctrine. I therefore relate to Christianity as a discursive and rather 

intellectual phenomenon. The problem of this, of course, as Stephen Sykes has underlined, is 

that “those who disagree about Christianity are disagreeing not about a philosophy of life, but 

about an embodied religious tradition.”52 Christianity is more than the specialized intellectual 

reasoning – it is also, if not primarily, lived religion, everyday practices, rituals, and other 

practices, among other things.53 I have chosen to speak of Christian identity, or diachronic 

Christian identity, in order to seek a broader perspective than just doctrine or teaching. The 

conflicting interpretations referred to in this dissertation are conflicts over what Christianity 

and its symbols mean to a Christian community, or how one is to make sense of them in a 

given situation. 

 

1.6 Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is structured as follows. 

Chapter 1 sets the stage of the dissertation. It introduces the purpose of the study, my 

normative position, and the research question. It presents the materials and gives a brief 

account of previous research on the material relevant for my research question. Lastly, it 

explains methodological choices and resources, and provides some clarifications and 

delimitations of the study.  

Chapter 2 offers some background to the theological problem of tradition. First, I 

present some historical attempts of encountering the problem of tradition in theology, before I 

briefly describe some epistemological challenges of the linguistic and cultural turn in 

                                                           
52 Stephen Sykes, The Identity of Christianity: Theologians and the Essence of Christianity from Schleiermacher 

to Barth (London: SPCK, 1984), 263. 
53 For arguments of why Christianity should be studied as lived religion, see David D. Hall, “Introduction,” in 
Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice, ed. David D. Hall (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1997). 
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elaborating on a theological concept of tradition in late modernity. Lastly, I briefly present 

some (fairly) recent efforts in systematic theology in coming to terms with a concept of 

tradition that accommodates plurality and conflict. 

Chapter 3 presents Ebeling’s conception of Christian tradition. This involves 

explorations of his conceptions of faith in history, language, authority, Scripture, historical 

existence, kerygma, and law and gospel. 

Chapter 4 presents Tanner’s conception of Christian tradition. This involves 

explorations of her conception of postmodern cultural criticism, how she rejects various 

traditional accounts of theological tradition, how she understands tradition positively, and 

how she conceives of biblical authority. 

In Chapter 5, I compare and assess parts of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s conceptions of 

Christian tradition that are relevant for my research question. First, I analyze how they 

understand the mediating and hermeneutic functions of tradition. Then, I apply Helge 

Jordheim’s analytical approach of the present as a multitemporal site in my analysis of 

Ebeling’s and Tanner’s conceptions of text, reception, interpretive authority, and the relation 

between interpretive openness, plurality, and decision. The chapter results in an address of 

some questions that need further elaboration. 

Chapter 6 presents Mouffe’s reasoning on radical democracy and agonistic pluralism. 

I give an outline of the development from her early work to her later texts, discuss how she 

conceptualizes hegemony, antagonism, and plurality, and describe how these categories are 

constitutive of her criticism of liberalism. 

In Chapter 7, I make use of Mouffe’s reasoning as a methodological resource in order 

to assess and criticize Ebeling and Tanner and to continue the reflection on the questions for 

further elaboration articulated in Chapter 5.  

In Chapter 8, I continue to critique some aspects of Mouffe’s reasoning before I, 

based on this critique as well as the assessment of Tanner and Ebeling in previous chapters, 

make an attempt at suggesting how a theology can accommodate plurality and interpretive 

conflicts. As part of this constructive task, I suggest rethinking the political function of 

tradition in theological methodology. 

Finally, in Chapter 9, I give a short recap of what I have done in this study and why I 

have done it, and summarize the main argument of the dissertation. 
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Chapter 2:  Background Discourses Regarding the Research Question 

 

The special task which confronts systematic theology both in its 
historical and strictly systematic functions is to answer the question: 
What is the essence of Christianity?54 

 

 

2.1 The Problem(s) of Tradition. A Brief Ideational Context 

2.1.1 Old Problem(s) 

The problem of tradition is a problem because it concerns the more fundamental question: 

what is Christianity? By necessity, that question involves history and can be formulated as a 

question of diachronic identity in the context of diversity: what is Christianity given its 

historical development, and given its many diverse interpretations and practices? Although 

these questions are typically modern, as they presuppose, for example, a historical 

consciousness and a distinction between form and content in the Christian tradition, the 

problem of tradition has appeared in history in various guises. The theological concept of 

tradition, as an idea with methodological implications, is not only contested among modern 

theologians. It has been a disputed concept for a long time, and the disputes have varied. 

Due to controversies of scriptural interpretation, there was already in the early church 

a recognition of the problem of how one, in contexts of plural and rivaling interpretations, is 

to interpret and administer the apostolic heritage handed down in the church. One of the most 

famous efforts of articulating a concept of tradition in the early church is the fifth-century 

post-Ephesus text Commonitorium, attributed to Vincent of Lérins. Through his famous claim 

quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est, Vincent establishes a norm for 

orthodoxy by suggesting criteria that were thought to distinguish true tradition from false: “In 

the Catholic Church itself, all possible care must be taken, that we hold that faith which has 

been believed everywhere, always, by all.”55 The criteria have a synchronic as well as a 

diachronic perspective, and both perspectives face some problems. Werner Jeanrond has 

argued that Vincent’s synchronic criterion introduces a new principle of consensus: the 

synchronic perspective of “everywhere” and “by all” “reflects the by then well-established 

                                                           
54 Gustaf Wingren, Theology in Conflict: Nygren - Barth - Bultman, trans. Eric H. Wahlstrom (Philadelphia: 
Muhlenberg Press, 1958), 163. 
55 Vincent of Lérins, “The Commonitory,” in A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 

Christian Church (Oxford: James Parker, 1894), 132. 
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conciliar movement, but it also explicitly admits that consensus is not a self-evident fact even 

within the ‘orthodox’ church.”56 As diachronic criterion, i.e. at all times, Vincent’s principle 

faces a problem by not recognizing change. Jaroslav Pelikan has accused it of being 

fundamentally anachronistic as it claims that what is believed today is the same as what has 

always been believed.57 The content of faith remains the same and only heresy has a history, 

i.e. it develops. According to Jeanrond, Vincent’s criteria document an aggregated move in 

the early church from a hermeneutics of tradition based on text-material readings of 

Scripture, as found for example in the works of Augustine, towards a more institutionalized 

and formalistic-concerned hermeneutics of tradition.58 

At the time of the Reformation, the problem of tradition was not understood as a 

controversy concerning Scripture or tradition. Luther’s insistence on sola scriptura was not a 

polemic statement against a principle of “Scripture and tradition.” The latter was formulated 

at the Council of Trent as a response to Luther’s teaching. In the Reformation controversy, 

the problem of tradition regarded the possession of the authority of scriptural interpretation: 

should it be legitimately held by the individual believer or the church hierarchy? As a result, 

when Luther accused the pope of being arbiter scripturae (judge over Scripture), it was not 

because of the pope’s claim of representing an unbroken tradition back to Peter the Apostle 

but because of his claim of having the apostolic authority of deciding scriptural interpretation 

once and for all.59 

The belief in a continuous and immutable tradition of the church was not challenged 

by the Reformation. It thus continued in post-Tridentine Catholicism as well as in post-

Reformation Protestantism. By the end of the seventeenth century, defenders of Lutheran 

orthodoxy characteristically asserted against their pietist brothers that “We believe, confess, 

and teach […] that theological truths, divine truths, are and remain divine truths in and of 

themselves […] at all times and in all places.”60  

However, since the rise of modern historical consciousness, the problem of tradition 

has caused new questions in Western theology. How could one think of theological tradition 

and historical continuity when history was conceived as an object for scientific examination 

                                                           
56 Jeanrond, Theological Hermeneutics, 169. 
57 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. Vol 1: The Emergence 

of the Catholic Tradition (100-600) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 8. 
58 Jeanrond, Theological Hermeneutics, 26. 
59 This was a key argument for Luther in the Leipzig debate in 1519 against John Eck, articulated in, for 
example, Luther’s treatise An Explanation of the Thirteenth Thesis on the Authority of the Pope, see W. T. H. 
Dau, The Leipzig Debate in 1519 (St. Louis: Concordia, 1919), 106-7. 
60 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. Vol 5: Christian 

Doctrine and Modern Culture (Since 1700) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 28-29. 
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to be studied separately from theology in order to distinguish historical facts from myths? 

What should theologians do when tradition, understood as an object of historical research, 

and tradition, understood as authority for the theologian’s or the church’s doctrine, were not 

corresponding?  

John Henry Newman, Adolf von Harnack, and Ernst Troeltsch represent famous 

theological responses to the rise of historicism61 in the nineteenth century.62 They have all 

given significant theological reflections on historical development and ideas of essence of 

Christianity. In the following, I will briefly introduce their theological reasoning concerning 

the problem of tradition as all of them in different ways set the frame and become important 

points of reference for later Western theological reasoning on tradition – also for Gerhard 

Ebeling and Kathryn Tanner. 

 

2.1.1.1 John Henry Newman 

In his book An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (1845), John Henry Newman 

(1801–1890) defends the continuity and unity of Christian dogmatic tradition against 

(particularly liberal Protestant) historicism. In contrast to Vincent’s orthodoxy, which did not 

allow changes in Christian doctrine, Newman is well aware of changes identified by 

historical research: “In a higher world it is otherwise, but here below to live is to change, and 

to be perfect is to have changed often.”63 Newman’s strategy is to explain change as a 

development and a function of sameness. Given this, he can hold that doctrine is immutable 

and concurrently legitimize certain historical developments theologically by defining them as 

explications or developments of the original revelatory truth. Newman conceptualizes 

tradition by using the notion of idea. An idea can develop in time, can even mature; however, 

                                                           
61 By “historicism,” in this context, I mean the historical epoch which characterized the Geschichtswissenschaft 
at German universities in the nineteenth century. Ranke, Droysen, Herder, and Mommsen are all prominent 
representatives of this epoch. They sought an individualistic and “objective” way of understanding history, in 
which historical events were not understood in light of comprehensive philosophies of history or on the 
background of systematic, universal, comparative idealistic matrixes but rather on the basis of its individual and 
relative character in a particular historical context. See, for example, Stefan Jordan, “Historismus,” in Lexicon 

Geschichtswissenschaft: Hundert Grundbegriffe, ed. Stefan Jordan (Stuttgart: Philipp Reclam, 2010), 172. 
62 Although not arbitrarily chosen, Newman, Harnack, and Troeltsch are far from the only ones engaged in this 
issue. By the end of the eighteenth century, new scientific conceptions of history had already started to cause 
methodological problems in theology and spur reflections on the essence of Christianity. According to Stephen 
Sykes, Johann S. Semler (1725–1791), Gotthilf S. Steinbart (1738–1809), and Gotthold E. Lessing (1729–1781) 
were among the first to respond theologically to the new understanding of history, while Friedrich D. E. 
Schleiermacher (1768–1834) was the first systematic theologian to show “unequivocally how the concept [of 
essence, in the context of historical change] functions in his system.” Sykes, The Identity of Christianity, 82. 
63 John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (New York: Longmans, Green, 
1900 [1845]), 40. 
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the process of development is not genuine unless it “belongs to the idea from which […] [it] 

start[ed].”64 Newman’s concept of “idea” is a totality, which from the beginning 

accommodates all later explications and developments. All true development and changes are 

self-caused and have always been latent in the original idea. Thus, historical change and 

development are not arbitrary but directed and intended. To Newman, history of doctrine is 

theological and teleological, it is infallible and guided by the Holy Spirit:65 

  

However beautiful and promising that Religion is in theory, its history, we are told, is its 
best refutation. […] In reply to this specious objection, it is maintained in this Essay that, 
granting that some large variations of teaching in its long course of 1800 years exist, 
nevertheless, these, on examination, will be found to arise from the nature of the case, 
and to proceed on a law, and with a harmony and a definite drift, and with an analogy to 
Scripture revelations, which, instead of telling their disadvantage, actually constitute an 
argument in their favour, as witnessing to a superintending Providence and a great 
Design in the mode and in the circumstances of their occurrence.66 

 

In this way, the history of doctrine witnesses to the unity and coherence of Christianity, not 

the contrary, according to Newman. However, his effort to accommodate historical change in 

a concept of theological tradition was not free of problems. One example is his defense of the 

(new) doctrine of the double procession of the Holy Spirit in the Western church. As 

historian, Newman acknowledges that the doctrine was not a dogma in the first ages of the 

church; however, as theologian, Newman must accept that the church has, nevertheless, 

always held the doctrine. Newman’s “solution” to this problem, which he expresses in a 

sermon from 1843, two years before he published the famous essay and converted to the 

Roman Catholic Church, is to argue that the doctrine of the double procession “was really 

held everywhere from the beginning, and therefore, in a measure, held as a mere religious 

impression, and perhaps an unconscious one.”67 In this way, by ascribing new developments, 

which could not be explained in terms of explication, to the unconsciousness of the early 

church in order to secure an immutable content and a coherent tradition, Newman’s reasoning 

is not that different from Vincent’s after all. 
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2.1.1.2 Adolf von Harnack 

One of Newman’s critics was Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930). He sought a rather different 

approach in his understanding of Christian diachronic identity and explanation of historical 

change. In his collection of lectures published as Das Wesen des Christentums (1900),68 

Harnack addresses “the purely historical theme: What is the Christian religion?”69 Based on 

historical inquiry Harnack questions the authenticity of particularly trinitarian and 

christological doctrinal development in the early church, which he labels the Hellenistic area, 

and seeks to “distinguish kernel and husk,”70 i.e. to recover the true kernel of the gospel from 

the husk of dogma and church history. Harnack argues that, despite all of the different 

historical expressions, the essence (Wesen) of Christianity is a core of permanent validity: 

“There are only two possibilities here: either the Gospel is in all respects identical with its 

earliest form, in which case it came with its time and has departed with it; or else it contains 

something which, under differing historical forms, is of permanent validity. The latter is the 

true view.”71 However, as Rudolf Bultmann has pointed out in the introduction to the fiftieth 

anniversary edition of the book, although Harnack undertook the task of exploring the 

essence of Christianity historically, “he nonetheless never portrayed the essence itself as a 

historical phenomenon.”72 According to Harnack, the essence of Christianity is best 

expressed in Jesus’s teaching on the kingdom when this is “grasped in connection with the 

idea of God the Father and the infinite value of the human soul.”73 In this way, the essence of 

Christianity to Harnack is a question of “God and the soul, the soul and its God.”74 He thus 

believes that he has detected and distilled an element of permanent validity in the preaching 

of Jesus, which addresses an eternal and unchanging element of the human nature, namely the 

soul, and consequently claims that “Christian religion is something simple and sublime; it 

means one thing and one thing only: Eternal life.”75  

For the purpose of this thesis, I will summarize Harnack’s reasoning in the following 

way. First, Harnack operates with a historical concept of change and a theological concept of 

essence. Second, to him the essence of Christianity is a purely spiritual and inward element, 

for the individual soul. It is separate from its public or social expressions, articulations, or 

                                                           
68 Translated to English as What is Christianity? 
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forms of Christianity: “The kingdom of God comes by coming to the individual, by entering 

into his soul and laying hold of it.”76 In this way, historical ruptures and change in the 

“external” husks are not a threat against the continuity of the Christian essence: “From this 

point of view everything that is dramatic in the external and historical sense has vanished.”77 

Third, while chronic continuity was one of Newman’s criteria for authentic development of 

Christian doctrine and identity, Harnack emphasizes doctrinal and historical discontinuity in 

order for the essence to remain: “The history of the Church shows us in its very 

commencement that ‘primitive Christianity’ had to disappear in order that ‘Christianity’ 

might remain; and in the same way in later ages one metamorphosis followed upon 

another.”78 

 

2.1.1.3 Ernst Troeltsch 

It has been polemically stated that “the Christ that Harnack sees, looking back through 

nineteen centuries of Catholic darkness, is only the reflection of a liberal Protestant face, seen 

at the bottom of a deep well.”79 Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923) also criticized Harnack’s effort 

of defining the essence of Christianity. In the essay “Was heiβt ‘Wesen des Christentums’?” 

(1903),80 Troeltsch criticizes Harnack for not being historically critical enough: “Harnack’s 

essence is not a purely empirical-inductive piece of work.”81 However, although Troeltsch 

does not find Harnack’s historical scrutiny satisfactory, the main point in the essay pertains to 

methodology. It is to ask: “What does the expression ‘essence of Christianity’ mean in the 

first place?”82  

One of Troeltsch’s arguments in the essay is that objective historical reconstructions 

or definitions of Christianity’s “essence” are not possible. Any historical reconstruction  

 

                                                           
76 Ibid., 56. See also p.11: “Individual religious life was what he [Jesus] wanted to kindle and what he did 
kindle.” 
77 Ibid., 56. 
78 Ibid., 14. See also p. 191: “As a Gospel it has only one aim – the finding of the living God, the finding of Him 
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79 George Tyrell, in Christianity at the Crossroads (1963), 49, quoted in Byrne, “Tradition and Deconstruction,” 
223. 
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81 Ernst Troeltsch, “What Does ‘Essence of Christianity’ Mean?,” in Writings on Theology and Religion, ed. 
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arises out of the immeasurable totality of individual pieces of research, and includes in its 
presuppositions the methodical criticism of sources, the reconstruction of facts by 
analogy with events otherwise known to us or at least frequently attested, and finally the 
construction of a causal scheme which binds together all the phenomena.83 

 

To Troeltsch, historical judgements will always be influenced by presuppositions and are thus 

open to revision. For the study of religion, this means that, for Troeltsch, every religious 

event must be seen in relation to its entire historical context. On the one hand, therefore, 

Troeltsch radicalizes historical criticism by relativizing and contextualizing historical 

knowledge as well as religion. On the other hand, however, Troeltsch is also apologetic, as 

Robert Morgan has emphasized:   

 
[W]hile admitting that historical method ‘relativises everything’ he [Troeltsch] at once 
adds: ‘ – not in the sense that it eliminates every standard of judgement and necessarily 
ends in a nihilistic scepticism, but rather in the sense that every historical structure and 
moment can be understood only in relationship with others and ultimately with the total 
context, and that standards of values cannot be derived from isolated events but only 
from an overview of the historical totality.’84 

 

In this way, historical judgements can only attain a lesser or greater degree of probability to 

Troeltsch. Historical knowledge cannot be absolute. In the essay, Troeltsch concludes that the 

essence of Christianity, historically speaking, cannot be defined once and for all. Efforts of 

defining it will necessarily vary as new historical facts are found or interpreted differently: 

“Thus it will also be necessary, for a purely empirical historical account, to seek a concept of 

essence and development which includes within itself the possibilities and complications.”85  

Interestingly, however, Troeltsch also relates to the “essence” as a dogmatic question, 

as “the systematic, normative task of defining the essence as a basis for future development 

and as material for the teaching of the faith.”86 However, the “essence” cannot be defined, not 

even as a systematic and normative concept, Troeltsch argues. This is because it has to be 

open to the future and to the changing needs of the present situation: 

  

The dogmatic, normative concept of the essence by contrast [to the historical concept] 
aims at a rejuvenating synthesis, at the selection and extraction of that which corresponds 
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to the present and the future and at a new connection between that which is so extracted 
and the practical and intellectual world of the present.87  

 

In this way, Troeltsch ends up with a theological concept of Christian essence or identity, in 

which “[t]o define the essence is to shape it afresh. [...] The definition of the essence for a 

given time is the new historical formulation of Christianity for that time.”88 Theology is, on 

the one hand, historical to Troeltsch: there are no non-historical sources. And, on the other 

hand, theology is more than history because of its opening towards the future. The shaping 

afresh of the essence and the opening towards the future demonstrate the importance of 

creativity in theological interpretation to Troeltsch. Creativity is an important element in his 

understanding of shaping Christian identity afresh but the creativity is not detached from 

history: “The definition of the essence includes the living religious production of the present, 

and moreover not of a present which is a mere naïve continuation but one which is shaped on 

the basis of historical insight.”89 In this way, history plays a decisive role but it does not 

determine the process completely: “the [normative concept of] essence may vary and link 

itself with other forces of history giving special effects. These possibilities […] are 

understood in an essentially causal way, but not teleologically as if towards the realization of 

the pure concept.”90 

Michael Pye has remarked that the significant contribution in Troeltsch’s reasoning on 

essence and tradition is the stance that “religious tradition is created retrospectively from out 

of each successive present, and with a view to the future. It is not really created 

authoritatively from the beginning of the religion, […] and then simply unrolled […] as the 

centuries pass.”91 Contrary to Newman, Troeltsch rejects historical continuity as a 

teleological process forward. According to Troeltsch, historical continuity is a quality that is 

continually recreated backwards, in hindsight, by human efforts.  

This effort, thus, can be identified as a kind of continuity in Troeltsch’s reasoning: 

“[T]his continuity cannot be proved in an exact historical sense. It lives in feelings and in the 

will.”92 The continuity is to be found within the human subject: “In the whole concept of the 

essence there is an element of religious subjectivism which is conscious of maintaining the 
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continuity but which itself shapes the continuum afresh.”93 In this way, Troeltsch does not 

give up on the idea of continuity but rather seems to ground it in the human subject and in the 

process of history itself. 

Although classified as a liberal theologian, Troeltsch is a transitional figure in German 

Protestant theology from the nineteenth to the twentieth century. His intensifying and 

radicalizing of historical criticism in theology paved the way for new generations of 

theologians. However, with the new century, a new interest in language as epistemological 

locus arose and complicated the category of history even further. Gerhard Ebeling (1912–

2001) worked in a historical context where German Protestant theology for more than a 

century and a half had struggled with questions of historicity. One of Ebeling’s missions is to 

contribute to the discussion of how Protestant theology, after the liberal theological attempts 

of (amongst others) Harnack and Troeltsch, can think of historical continuity and diachronic 

identity in a world that has become radically historicized. As I will demonstrate in Chapter 3, 

instead of anchoring continuity in the human subject or in the process of history itself, 

Ebeling’s suggestion is to rehabilitate tradition and authority as hermeneutical and linguistic 

categories. 

 

2.1.2 Still a Problem in a Late Modern Context 

The problem of tradition, however, did not end with Ebeling. During the last sixty years or 

so, an epistemological conviction has increasingly become the convention within the 

humanities and social sciences, namely that, in Sheila G. Davaney’s words: “all knowledge is 

localized, relative to its time and place, shaped by its history, infused by interests and 

interpretive in character, and part of a historical strand of other interpretations.”94 Such ideas 

have influenced various academic disciplines and caused crises, as well as the need to rethink 

concepts. For theology, the problem of tradition has intensified, particularly due to 

paradigmatic changes in the conceptions of language, history, and culture.  

Ebeling’s effort at anchoring historical continuity, representation of transcendence, 

and anthropological universality in language can be seen as a symptom of the early-

twentieth-century’s emphasis on the role of language in epistemology. However, the 

understanding of language itself changed during that century. Due to structuralism and 

emerging post-structuralism, by the 1970s language was not understood as representative by 
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many scholars in the humanities and social sciences but as constitutive of reality. Language 

was increasingly seen as the product of particular historical processes, carrying the 

particularities of time and place. Thus, language was perceived as bearer of power, 

ideological commitments, and specific values that are part of human life. Due to very 

different scholars, such as, for example, Jürgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida, a widely held 

convention among scholars today is that language is neither universal, transparent, 

representative, or neutral.95 

The understanding of history has also undergone significant changes, partly because 

of the exposure of the logic of domination in history writing by scholars such as Michel 

Foucault. To him, any construction of reality and knowledge is a reflection of power and 

domination. With his practice of genealogy, he “opposes history given as continuity or 

representation of a tradition.”96 Historians like Hayden White have in similar ways asserted 

that history is not an objective account, but fictions and narratives influenced by conflicting 

interests.97 Such radical rethinking of earlier accounts of history has also undermined the 

belief in history as a teleological, salvific, and progressive process. Traditional accounts of 

Christian salvation history, secular versions found in Enlightenment and liberal thinking, 

nationalistic meta-narratives, or Marxist views of history are all under attack. 

The insight of history’s narrativity and constructed character does not, however, 

necessarily imply that history is seen as a meaningless endeavor. It can rather imply an 

increased awareness of historical particularities and a recognition of, as Elizabeth Clark has 

stressed by citing Patrick Joyce, that “the events, structures and processes of the past are 

indistinguishable from the forms of documentary representation, the conceptual and political 

appropriations, and the historical discourses that construct them.”98 

The linguistic turn has also brought about what has been labeled “the cultural turn.” 

During the 1980s and 1990s, social anthropology underwent a critical process in which a new 

paradigm for the study of culture emerged. Cultures were no longer understood to be 
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coherent or united objects like, for example, Matthew Arnold had claimed at the beginning of 

the twentieth century,99 or semiotic systems and “webs of meaning” that could be read and 

interpreted as texts, like Clifford Geertz had suggested.100 Poststructuralist critics and 

scholars like James Clifford have influentially argued that culture is the negotiation and 

struggle to construct, maintain, and reconstruct individual and collective identity.101 

Representations of cultural identity are therefore poiesis, and are thus a construction relying 

on, and conditioned by, rhetorical, contextual, political, institutional, and historical means.102 

In particular, postcolonial studies have demonstrated how the issues of cultural representation 

and knowledge production are predominantly questions of power and domination; those in 

power have the power to produce knowledge in a way that reinforces their power. 

Postcolonial theologians have thus analyzed and disclosed cultural and discursive domination 

of traditional Western theologies, and critically displayed how they are intertwined with 

imperial powers. Many have argued that dominant Western theological traditions and 

practices are forged on the exclusion of non-Western or other less powerful Christian 

practices.103 

Although these ideational currents in the conceptions of language, history, and culture 

are disputed and far from shared by all scholars, I nevertheless choose to relate to them as the 

context of my reasoning, acknowledging that I give them privilege over other currents. They 

have brought about significant changes and even new paradigms in various disciplines, as 

well as having paved the way for new interdisciplinary cultural studies. Concurrently, they 

have inspired and also challenged many theologians to rethink various concepts since the 

1970s and 1980s.  

The point in making this brief ideational survey is to situate the problem of 

theological tradition in a wider ideational context and to demonstrate some of the challenges I 

believe theological conceptions of tradition still struggle to come to terms with. Today, the 

theological problem of tradition is a pressing problem not only pertaining to plurality but also 

to hegemonic power dynamics and conflicting interpretations. How can theology talk about 

tradition, diachronic Christian identity, or historical continuity in cultural and academic 
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contexts that emphasize discontinuity, plurality, fragmentation, instability, and conflicts of 

interests and power in their approaches to culture and history? How does theology relate to 

the historical fact of diversity in interpretations and practices, and how should theology, 

normatively, regard and relate to the conflictual character, the disputes, the rivaling interests, 

and the power dynamics that are constitutive of all theological interpretive practices? 

 

2.2 Some Recent Approaches to the Problem(s) of Tradition 

Various theologians have grappled with the above-mentioned questions and sought to discuss 

what a theological concept of tradition might look like after the linguistic and cultural turn. In 

order to specify and delineate a context for my study, in what follows I will briefly outline the 

reasoning of five different theologians from the last few decades who have all worked 

explicitly on how a concept of Christian tradition can accommodate plurality and conflictual 

interpretations, namely Stephen Sykes, James Byrne, Sheila Davaney, Delwin Brown, and 

Judith Gruber. Several others could also have been mentioned, and some others will be 

referred to later. The five I have chosen here, however, represent some characteristic 

reasoning of various attempts that, on the one hand, have not given up relating tradition as a 

normative and theological category, and, on the other hand, seek to enquire how a Christian 

concept of tradition can accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts. They have all 

worked in depth on the concept of tradition as a methodological category in theological 

constructive work, and each of them represent different positions that I find useful as 

references for my further analysis and argument. 

 

2.2.1  Stephen Sykes: Conflict as Identity 

The first theological approach I want to highlight is that of Stephen Sykes in his book The 

Identity of Christianity: Theologians and the Essence of Christianity from Schleiermacher to 

Barth (1984). Although it does not qualify as a “recent approach” and cannot be categorized 

as a post cultural turn theology, Sykes’s reasoning is telling as it draws on the historical 

debate about essence of Christianity briefly described in 2.1.1 on the one hand, while on the 

other it highlights the conflictive side of Christian identity and tradition formation. 
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Sykes’s purpose is to “learn what there is to learn from the long discussion of ‘the 

essence of Christianity’ which took place in the nineteenth century.”104 Acknowledging the 

philosophical problem of the concept of “essence,” he reformulates the theological problem 

as a problem of Christian identity, understood as a question of “what is Christianity?”105 

Although admitting that such a question has an old-fashioned ring, Sykes concurrently argues 

in favor of elaborating on it since it “is a matter which has a habit of constantly making its 

reappearance, irrespective of fashions, though occasionally in slightly different guises.”106 

Sykes underscores that the problem of tradition and Christian identity is nurtured by the fact 

of differences among Christian interpretations and practices: “The problem, then, is diversity 

in Christianity, both historical and contemporary, and the controversy which attends 

diversity.”107 In this way, he recognizes a nexus between identity, diversity, and conflict, and 

makes this a premise for his reasoning. 

One of Sykes’s key arguments is that interpretive diversity and conflict is inherent to 

the Christian tradition from its earlies forms (as found in Scripture) and up to today, and that 

this has not yet been sufficiently recognized theologically: 

 

The major part of Christian history has assumed that that the community of true believers 
will actually be of one heart and mind. Discord, on this account, is a phenomenon of the 
margins. I propose a wholly different picture, to the effect not merely that it is 
inconceivable that Christians could agree with each other, but also that it is actually 
undesirable that they should do so – with the provisio that they should share enough in 
common to be capable of worshipping together.108 

 

According to Sykes, disputes about the identity of Christianity arise because Christianity is 

“an essentially contestable concept.”109 Sykes does not legitimize this concept by drawing on 

poststructuralist theories of any kind, but borrows the term from the philosopher and social 

theorist W. B. Gallie (1912–1998). According to Sykes’s rendering of Gallie, an essentially 

contested concept is “a term which occurs again and again in the history of the discussion of 

a subject and yet is the subject of a chronic series of disputes.”110 A dispute about an 

essentially contested concept is described as “an imaginary game in which there are no 
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definitive rules for finally determining the winner.”111 One of Sykes’s reasons for drawing on 

Gallie’s concept is “to draw attention to the fact that contestants characteristically do not 

agree about the rules of the games, but that this disagreement does not prevent them from 

mutual participation.”112 This is an important part of Sykes’s reasoning. The disagreement 

spurring from the contestable concept of Christianity is not only about the subject itself – the 

question of what Christianity is – but also about the rules of the game. There is no agreement 

of how to disagree. In this way, the disagreement also spurs participation. According to 

Sykes, the disputes are sustained by arguments, however, “not resolvable by arguments.”113 

There is no rational solution to the dispute. At the same time, however, the disputes are not 

“pointless verbal wrangles” due to a set of criteria.114 

One such criterion is that “the contest has a single origin in a single, albeit internally  

complex, performance” and that there must be “an acknowledgement by all the contestants of 

the authority of the original exemplar.”115 To Sykes, the single but complex origin of 

Christianity is the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ – what Sykes labels “the life-

story of Jesus.”116 The narrative quality of this story makes it a suited point of departure for 

interpretive disputes. To acknowledge the authority of this life story means, according to 

Sykes, that the contestants acknowledge that the interpretation of Jesus’s life story is what the 

conflict of Christian identity revolves around. In other words, Sykes provides a formal 

characteristic of Christian identity: “this formal characteristic of one who is a contestant 

about the concept of Christianity contains a statement about the status of Christology for a 

Christian.”117 

However, this formal characteristic is not sufficient for Sykes in determining Christian 

identity. It is only an “external expression” of Christian identity. Sykes distinguishes between 

Christianity as inward element and Christianity as external expression.118 The “inwardness” 

of Christianity amounts to an “internal experience of new life.”119 However, as with the 

external expression, the inward element is not adequate – if seen isolated – in determining 

Christian identity, according to Sykes. To solely approach Christianity as an inward and 

spiritual phenomenon would be so spiritualistic and individualistic that any attempt to speak 

                                                           
111 Ibid., 252. 
112 Ibid., 256. 
113 Ibid., 252. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid., 254. 
116 Ibid., 258. 
117 Ibid., 255. 
118 Ibid., 35ff, 250. 
119 Ibid., 260. 

46



47 
 

of a minimal continuity in the Christian tradition would be meaningless. In this way, Sykes 

continues Harnack’s scheme of distinguishing between inward and external sides of 

Christianity, but, contrary to Harnack, he does not favor the inward over against the external. 

Rather, Sykes suggests to define Christian identity as a dialectical relation between the 

inward element and the external expressions of Christianity: “It is in the process of 

interaction between this inward element and the external forms of Christianity that the 

identity of Christianity consists.”120 

To Sykes, the dialectic relation between the inward and the external forms have 

implications for how interpretive conflicts are carried out. What the contestants fight about 

should influence the fight: 

 

Arguments can be hard, serious and purposeful, without being acrimonious in character. 
[…] The tone of a controversy is a direct indication of the hearts of the controversialists. 
How controversialists argue has a close bearing upon what is intended in Jesus’ 
achievement.121  

 

In this way, Sykes does not want conflict for conflict’s sake, but actually for the sake of the 

sustaining of tradition and for “drawing all things into a unity with Christ.”122 The contest and 

dispute should be seen within a constructive framework “in order to enable the original 

exemplar’s achievement to be sustained and developed in optimum fashion.”123 

The inward element of Christian identity, however, is not first and foremost expressed 

in the form or tone of a conflict but in worship. In the last chapter of his book, Sykes declares 

that participation in communal worship “fulfills the requirement of the internal element.”124 

Christian identity – although it is “essentially contested” – is thus more than mere contest. 

Sykes wants to “locate the role of discussion and dissent in the total phenomenon of 

Christianity.”125 He ends up suggesting that participating in interpretive contestations with 

reference to the life story of Jesus while at the same time participating in communal worship 

are the minimum criteria of the process of dialectically negotiating and thus sustaining 

Christian identity. 
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Sykes’s position can certainly be criticized for many things. Despite his 

problematizing of the essence debate, this nevertheless colors his approach in such a way that 

he maintains many of its explanatory categories. His dichotomy of external and inward 

elements largely corresponds to the kernel-husk distinction of Harnack, especially as Sykes 

speaks of the inward element as “the real substance of the faith” in contrast to its external 

expressions in history.126 His emphasis on an originating event, and the authority this has 

upon the later process of tradition, is also characteristic for a reasoning informed by the idea 

of essence. The originating event – the life story of Jesus – seems to be so powerful and 

carries such an amount of authority that serious disputes about its implication for Christian 

contemporary identity do not threaten the identity itself. What the dispute revolves around is 

strong enough to handle dispute. 

Despite these features, there are, nevertheless, many intriguing sides to his reasoning: 

Sykes clearly acknowledges a relation between Christian identity, diversity, and conflict. He 

recognizes conflict and dispute as integral parts of Christian tradition and identity, and 

therefore also grants these characteristics a place in the future of Christianity. To Sykes, 

conflict is not something to be overcome. It spurs participation and is not something to be 

avoided. In addition, Sykes’s underscoring of disagreement in relation to the communicative 

rules of the dispute and his rejection of rational solutions to interpretive conflicts are helpful. 

Sykes does not offer any easy solution as to how Christians should perform and take part in a 

dispute. 

However, although Sykes’s insistence that Christianity is more than mere dispute is 

important, I still believe his suggestion of common worship confuses more than it clarifies. If 

there is one thing which significantly divides Christians and which disagreements among 

Christians often revolve around, it is on matters due to common worship. Consequently, I do 

not think it is particularly credible to anchor Christian unity liturgically, as Sykes does, 

especially when he states: “What is required for the unity of the Church is a coherent family 

of liturgies with a common character; and coherence requires authorization proceeding from a 

single competent authority.”127 All in all, this demonstrates that Sykes ultimately sees 

Christian identity and tradition as a singular phenomenon, in which one liturgical center 

trumps and domesticizes the plurality of rivaling interpretations. 
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2.2.2 James Byrne: Critique and Non-Exclusion as Identity 

The second theological approach I want to highlight is that of James Byrne. He has suggested 

rethinking classical theological concepts of continuity in light of criticism raised by 

Foucault.128 In his dissertation “Tradition and Deconstruction: The Theological Implications 

of the Postmodern Crisis of Continuity” (1989), Byrne critically investigates how one can 

conceptualize Christian tradition after Heidegger, Derrida, and Foucault and what he labels 

“the deconstruction of western metaphysics.”129 Byrne is particularly interested in examining 

the concept of continuity and the claims that theologies make as grounds for that continuity. 

He explores various theological conceptions of tradition and displays how these are based on 

certain ideas of continuity in history and in language, as well as ideas of identity over time.  

Of particular interest to my work is that Byrne not only criticizes Roman Catholic 

concepts of tradition and ecclesial authority but also traditional Protestant versions of the 

scriptural principle. Byrne claims that Protestant versions of the scriptural principle are not 

plausible, be them those of the Reformers, from the era of orthodoxy, liberalism, or of neo-

orthodox theologians such as Barth. This is because they set out to be diachronic structures 

for the securement of divine-human identity, in which “the Scriptures are the expression of 

the will of God in history, thereby providing certainty in terms of historical continuity.”130 

To Byrne, the problem of the various ideas of tradition and continuity is not only that 

they rest on outdated metaphysics but also that they function as repressive structures to which 

theological interpretations have to adjust in order to be classified as true. He wants to 

contribute to a new understanding of tradition that “resist[s] the metaphysics of continuity 

which stifles critique in the name of tradition and suppresses difference in the name of 

identity.”131 Not surprisingly, Byrne rejects concepts of tradition that make ahistorical 

appeals to an a priori continuity, or that understand identity as undifferentiated, or that claim 

some sort of diachronic identity in order to postulate a true representation of divine will. 

However, he also contributes constructively to rethinking a theological concept of tradition. 

Byrne suggests to conceptualize theological tradition normatively as a concept of constant 

critique.132 Instead of an a priori metaphysics of continuity, he advocates “a model of 
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‘instrumentalist’ inquiry into the tradition. This gives rise to a notion of theology as inventio 

(creating and discovering) which is not a slave to the tradition.”133 

 What, then, does his practice of critique and “instrumentalist inquiry into the 

tradition” consist of? Byrne describes his theology of tradition as a theology that “put[s] 

continual critique of its own metaphysical assumptions at the heart of its own discourse.”134 

In this way, Byrne’s theology of tradition is one that recognizes the “end” of metaphysical 

language but acknowledges that it cannot escape from it: tradition is to be criticized with the 

language of tradition. He underlines that his concept of critique is not to be understood as a 

practice of cultivating an original “essence” or “substance” but a practice of constantly 

“studying and respecting the past without being bound by it.”135 The critique must, according 

to Byrne, be “reasonable, radical, and ongoing”136 and will “provide opportunity for 

theological discourse to examine its own tradition in the light of the values and self-

understanding of contemporary society while simultaneously demanding constant revision of 

society’s self-understanding.”137 

According to Byrne, to conceptualize tradition as critique in this way is ultimately to 

ground it ethically. It is to deconstruct and reveal attempts at suppression and exclusion of 

difference in the name of identity and orthodoxy. Byrne argues that the practice of 

deconstruction itself is ethical as it is a practice that recognizes relationality and difference: 

“[I]n a postmodern theology it is the exclusion of the other which is impossible, because 

identity only comes about through the difference that the relationality of the other entails.”138 

In other words, the other is a constituent part of one’s own identity. Byrne thus ends up 

describing his practice of critique as an ethical norm that will “help theology in its approach 

to the material tradition which it has received”139 by setting out “to subvert and deconstruct 

all pretensions to dominance and exclusion in language, culture, and social, political or 

religious systems.”140 

Writing this in 1989, Byrne is relatively early in trying to respond theologically to 

deconstructivist criticism of theological concepts of tradition. While many of his analyses of 

the problem of tradition are illuminating, parts of his constructive “solution” appears to me to 
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be quite naive. In a way, Byrne says that his version of a non-excluding critique is the 

Christian practice. He grounds this ethically and claims it to resemble the material tradition 

that the church has received. In other words, Byrne not only prescribes a certain ethics as the 

ultimate content of Christian tradition, he neither explains nor reflects any further how this 

practice of critique is possible without any form of exclusion. Byrne does not elaborate 

sufficiently on the role of conflict in identity formation, and he does not provide any answer 

or suggestion as to how constructions of identity and tradition are possible without, for 

example, dynamics of dominance and exclusion. 

 

2.2.3  Sheila G. Davaney: Pragmatic Historicism and Consensus 

The third theologian I will highlight is one who makes a constructive effort in precisely 

prescribing a method for the inclusion of excluded voices, and who suggests normative 

criteria for the evaluation of theological interpretations in the context of plurality and conflict. 

In Pragmatic Historicism: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century (2000), Sheila G. 

Davaney draws on theologians like Gordon Kaufman, Sallie McFague, William Dean, and 

Delwin Brown, as well as philosophers of pragmatism, such as Richard Rorty, Jeffrey Stout, 

and Cornel West, and proposes a concept of “pragmatic historicism.” She hopes this concept 

can push theology to “return […] to the messiness of history, to the task of taking 

responsibility for how we use our complex, rich and ever so ambivalent inheritances and to 

the possibility that out of encounter with others we may determine new options not yet 

imagined.”141 To Davaney, a historicist sensibility entails consciousness that all reasoning 

carry normative assumptions, that these assumptions are held for a variety of purposes, and 

laden with values and interests. Thus, the pragmatic historicism that Davaney advocates 

“eschews all pretensions to grand theories and instead invokes a theoretical modesty fully 

cognizant of the speculative, imaginative and tentative character of its claims.”142 

According to Davaney, the recognition of the provisional quality of all human 

assumptions, theology included, “leads pragmatic historicism to an openness to a broad 

variety of views in the quest to develop a picture of reality adequate for our current 

situation.”143 In painting such a picture, pragmatic historicist theology does not turn its back 

on the past but regards the particular traditions and religious symbol systems to be “heuristic 
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fictions that we should utilize” in the theological endeavor.144 Based on this, Davaney 

declares that the task of pragmatic historicist theology is nothing less than “the identification, 

examination, assessment, and reconstruction of historical traditions of interpretation and 

practice so that humans might more fruitfully and responsibly live within our complex and 

interdependent universe”145 – a critical examination not so different from what Byrne 

envisaged. 

The assessment and testing of interpretive traditions will always be pragmatic, which 

to Davaney means non-foundational, concrete, and practical. In other words, her general 

recommendation is that every theological assertion has to be evaluated based on what it 

generates and causes in people’s lives in a particular situation. Davaney, however, does not 

give any answer to what “fruitful and responsible” living means and thus no indication of 

what concrete norms the judgements are to be based on. Her proposal is more procedural than 

substantive. The norms Davaney requests will be tentative and context-relative, worked out 

through public conversation with a variety of voices, particularly those of the “nonperson,” 

which, for Davaney, are the marginalized ones who are denied power, those from other 

religious traditions than one’s own, as well as the voice of nature.146 In this way, the task of 

her pragmatic historicist theology is not only to “develop pictures” of reality which 

contemporary people can find adequate; it is also to strive for inclusive and democratic 

practices so that all those affected by a theological claim or practice, potentially or actually, 

and especially those whose needs are most urgent, can participate in the evaluative and 

constructive process.147 Davaney’s goal and hope is that the public and inclusive conversation 

can lead to some kind of a negotiated consensus on norms. Drawing on Francis Schüssler 

Fiorenza’s concept of a “reflective equilibrium,” Davaney seeks a consensus-based 

compromise, whose goal is to “build, through multilayered considerations, a cumulative case, 

the best case possible given our choices and the competing values we seek to 

accommodate.”148 

I believe Davaney’s procedural pragmatism, in which pragmatic norms purportedly 

provide the basis for the assessment and reconstruction of theological traditions, somehow 
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ironically resembles a non-historicist urge for historical directionality and certainty. Although 

admitting its complex preconditions, Davaney believes in a possible publicly negotiated 

consensus or compromise concerning norms that can be the basis for the evaluation of 

theological assertions. I think this idea of consensus, or at least ideal, becomes an anticipation 

of the future that interferes in and tries to organize the messy, conflictual dissent and 

polyphony of present interpretations of the past – almost like the force blocking the road 

ahead in Kafka’s parable. In this way, conflict itself also loses its energy, radicalism, and 

potential in Davaney’s project. The condition of plural and conflicting interpretations, that 

has so strongly undergirded Davaney’s pragmatic historicism, is overcome through 

procedural steps based on a liberal ethics. 

Similar to my criticism of Byrne, I believe Davaney’s democratic and inclusive 

strategy is a well-intended but unrealistic ideal. It is hard to imagine what a publicly 

negotiated consensus regarding a “fruitful and responsible” living would look like. Davaney’s 

dream of a democratic and inclusive public consensus not only makes her under-

communicate the challenges that conflicts of interests, power dynamics, and historical 

particularity raise to theology. It also draws the attention away from one of the many 

interesting questions she raises in her book: “If historicism points to the assertion that 

evaluations are always in the present then how do the criteria we invoke to make judgements 

or choose among options relate to the norms of the historical traditions out of which they, at 

least in part, emerged?”149 

 

2.2.4 Delwin Brown: Constructive and Radical Historicism – Creativity and Affections 

One of the theologians who Davaney draws on is Delwin Brown. He is a colleague and close 

theoretical ally of Davaney, and shares the approach of “theological historicism,” a term he 

defines in the following way: “Theological historicism is the effort in theology to take 

account of the historicity of human existence, to take seriously the way the indelibly 

historical character of humanness qualifies our knowledge, our nature, our institutions, and 

our place in the larger scheme of things.”150 Based on this, Brown (and Davaney) understands 

“theological historicism” to be the recognition of 1) a principle of particularity, 2) a principle 

of historical conditioning, and 3) a principle of human agency within the context of historical 
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conditioning. Like Davaney, Brown is inspired by post-Geertz cultural studies. He 

understands culture as “the struggle to create, maintain, and recreate individual and collective 

identities,”151 and reflects methodologically on the role of tradition in the construction of 

Christian theology given its historical and contingent character. The reason for including 

Brown in this introduction, however, is because he differs from Davaney on some key points. 

 Brown understands the creative aspect of constructive theological work differently 

from Davaney. Instead of “pragmatic historicism” he speaks of “constructive historicism” in 

his book Boundaries of Our Habitations: Tradition and Theological Construction (1994).152 

Brown’s emphasis on creativity not only means that he stresses the importance of ingenuity 

and imagination in theological interpretation, which Davaney also strongly emphasizes, but 

also that he sees the theological and ecclesial inheritance to be the primary material of which 

to re-make and reconstruct new theology: “The past is the substantive material, and not 

simply the object or background, of effective creativity in the present.”153 In other words, 

canonized traditions are the raw material to be used in new interpretations. To Brown, this is 

not a conservative concern, or primarily a result of a logic of cultural conditioning, but rather 

an argument for effectiveness and affection. In order to be effective and to make an impact in 

the Christian community, the canonical symbols and rites of the past must be the material of 

constructive theology, Brown argues: “the ongoing task of theological construction will falter 

unless it somehow has vital roots in practicing religious communities that allow it both to 

draw upon and contribute to the imaginative play within the tradition.”154 Brown emphasizes 

that the theological inheritance is diverse, full of contending values and interpretations, and 

that religious canons are fluid and have no unitary center or self-defining cores.155 Davaney, 

nevertheless, demonstrates in her critique of Brown that he ultimately bases his conception of 

tradition on “monotraditionalism” and is too singularly oriented, for example by ignoring the 

hybrid character of Christian canon and traditions.156 

 Brown’s focus on the effectiveness of the critical and creative reconstruction of 

Christian symbols and practices also has to do with a recognition of the importance of 

affection: “the effective reformulation of inherited symbols must be rooted in the affective 
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dynamics of practicing communities.”157 In his emphasis of affection, there is a strong 

commitment to a “principle of materiality.”158 What conditions and influences theological 

development, according to Brown, is not only cognitive ideas and discursive conditions but 

also bodily experiences, feelings, emotions, economic relations, and other “non-discursive 

dimensions of a culture.”159 In this way, Brown draws on the North-American theological 

tradition of radical empiricism, in which human experience, according to Brown, was seen to 

be deeply rooted in the affective, preconscious, and material dimensions of human life.160 In 

order to highlight the influence from radical empiricism, but without its conception of a 

universal human experience, Brown talks of a “radical historicism” in his later works instead 

of a “constructive historicism”.161 

I think Brown’s emphasis on materiality and the affective side of identity formation is 

an important contribution in rethinking Christian tradition. In this way, he tries to revise a 

liberal understanding of the nexus between experience and Christian tradition. However, 

Davaney’s criticism demonstrates the “monotraditional” backside of Brown’s approach, as he 

prescribes canonized rites and symbols of established Christian traditions to most effectively 

be the affecting raw material for the creative reconstruction of Christian tradition. In this way, 

the emphasis on affection turns into an argument for the necessity (or effectiveness) of canon, 

and not into a comprehensive analysis of intersecting causes of conflict. Although Brown 

understands tradition as conditioned by contingent and material processes of culture, he 

focuses more on creativity than on conflict. An interesting consequence of this, however, is 

that he does not accentuate as strongly as Davaney the pragmatic side of “theological 

historicism,” and thus pays less attention to the evaluation of Christian practices in 

contemporary public discourse. 

 

2.2.5  Judith Gruber: Translation and Conflicting De/Stabilization  

The fifth and final theologian I want to briefly present as a context for my study is Judith 

Gruber. She has emphasized the role of conflict in the processes of mediating Christian 

identity more forcefully than Byrne, Davaney, and Brown, and, more explicitly than Sykes, 

has done this based on epistemological standards informed by the cultural turn. In the article 
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“Culture/s as a Theological Challenge: Towards a Systematic Approach to Intercultural 

Theology” (2011), as well as in the book Intercultural Theology: Exploring World 

Christianity after the Cultural Turn (2018), Gruber raises the question of how one 

theologically can relate to the contingency of Christian tradition. How is one to think of 

tradition as diachronic Christian identity when “[t]he testimony and mediation of the 

Christian message is not a one-dimensional, continuous process, but a plural and fragmented 

constellation of identity constructions”?162 According to Gruber, “the epistemological 

transformation of the Cultural Turn”163 has the following implications for a Christian 

theology of tradition:  

 

[A] theology that argues on the level of the epistemological paradigm of its time can no 
longer appeal to models of church history that (1) rely on essentialist notions of the 
kernel/husk model for a hermeneutic of the development of doctrine, (2) narrate its 
historical development and global expansion from a teleological perspective, and (3) 
trace the universality of Christianity from an allegedly neutral perspective through the  
suppression of its contingent contexts.164 

 

Drawing on cultural theorists like James Clifford, Stuart Hall, Michel de Certeau, Homi 

Bhabha, and Susan Bassnett (among others), Gruber suggests conceptualizing culture and 

tradition as translation.165 Translation, however, does not imply reproduction of a given 

meaning but is seen as a conflicting and non-innocent process of transformations:  

 

As identity-constructing discourses, translations are enmeshed into the inextricable 
connex of power and knowledge. Translation does not reproduce but transforms meaning 
and is thus involved in complex processes of selection, interpretation, and rewriting in 
the hegemonic relations between cultures.166 

 

To Gruber, a consequence of this process of translation is that articulation of Christian 

identity never settles but has to be negotiated repeatedly over time and in different contexts. 
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Thus, “Christianity is constantly being reconfigured in plural, conflictive processes of 

mediation and transformation within and between cultural sign systems.”167 

Gruber situates the challenge of rethinking a theological concept of tradition and 

diachronic identity within a larger theological problem – the problem concerning the 

relationship between particular, historical, and contingent articulations of the gospel and the 

attempt of the church at bearing witness to a universal gospel:  

 

The plurality of cultures indicates the ultimate inconceivability of the Christian message: 
each culture can articulate it only in a limited and contingent way. The differences 
between these formulations, then, can reveal its ungraspable surplus of meaning.168 

 

In this way, Gruber grants plurality of interpretations theological and normative status. 

Plurality of interpretations is not only considered conceptually inevitable or a historical fact 

but also a theological imperative. 

To Gruber, it is not only epistemological insights due to the cultural turn that makes it 

necessary to address the conflictive plurality within Christian tradition. It is also due to, what 

she calls, the “foundational event” or “the very heart of the theological tradition,” which 

Gruber claims to be the incarnation.169 In this way, she postulates a foundation of the 

Christian tradition:  

 

Theologically – and thus in the language game of faith – Christian identity is called to 
mediate God’s universal offer of salvation made flesh in Jesus Christ. […] The testimony 
of the Christian faith, therefore, is a language game that ascribes universal significance to 
a particular historical-cultural event.170 

 

Interestingly enough, Gruber refers to Ebeling in this quotation as she claims 

soteriology and christology to be the normative foundation of Christian tradition. In 

fact, there are some striking similarities to Ebeling’s grounding of the Christian 
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tradition in faith (which I will return to in Chapter 3) in parts of Gruber’s reasoning 

concerning the relation of faith, interpretation, and Christian identity formation, 

especially when she claims:  

 

Christian identity is negotiated in the mode of confession. Each of the various 
Christianities claims to witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ in whom God’s offer of 
salvation to all people becomes a reality. There is a soteriological focus at the heart of the 
theological negotiations of Christian identity. Because they are testimonies, these 
theological interpretations are not arbitrary but must be evaluated in terms of their 
authenticity. At the same time, however, the testimony is always interpretation. There is, 
therefore, an inescapable hermeneutical rupture between the Christ event and its 
mediation through the church. Neither the Christian faith nor its theological reflection is 
claimed to be universal; this pertains only to God’s offer of salvation, which is revealed 
and mediated to all people in Jesus Christ.171  

 

The echo of Ebeling, however, stops as Gruber emphasizes the hermeneutical rupture. 

Gruber’s way of coming to terms with the “universal vs particular”-problem of theology is by 

starting with Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of testimony, in which event and its meaning 

immediately coincide,172 and then accentuating it with Foucault’s critique of such a 

hermeneutical reasoning in his idea of “eventualization” or “event-making,” in which he 

claims that an event emerges from interpretations instead of being situated outside a 

hermeneutical process from where it gives rise to interpretations.173 Contrary to Sykes, who 

grounded Christian tradition on “an original exemplar,” Gruber advocates a “radical 

hermeneutics,” in which the event itself remains ambiguous, contingent, and impossible to 

locate. As such, Gruber operates with a foundation of tradition – a revelatory event of 

incarnation, however, which is not primarily localizable in the past but instead emerges in 

acts of conflictual interpretation and as such offers a presence through its effacement: 

 

For theology, this entails that if the historical event of incarnation is not to be dismissed 
as the foundation of the Christian testimony, we have to conceive of God’s revelation in 

a historical event as a process of interpretation. Historical-cultural events are places of 
contingency; they emerge from discursive processes of interpretation. […] Historical 
events do not present us with meaning that will subsequently become fragmented by the 
interpretations of testimony. Rather, the event itself emerges only from its 
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interpretations; it is constituted in its meanings. […] As a historical event, revelation is 
thus an act of interpretation that does not simply provide Christian God-talk with the 
presence of God; the revelation of God’s presence emerges from the hermeneutical 
rupture that constitutes the event of God’s revelation. As a historical event, God’s self-
revelation is tied inseparably to its effacement. 174 

 

Instead of a theology that conceals and silences its constitutive contingency and ambivalence, 

Gruber calls for a theology that unsilences its fundamental instability; that “makes its radical 

interpretativity visible in the very ways it speaks about God, so that it does not substitute 

God’s absent presence with its contingent representations but can become a sign and a 

sacrament of what it lacks.”175 Gruber’s solution is therefore not to seek consensus (like 

Davaney), or avoid exclusions as such (like Byrne), but to continually acknowledge and 

expose the constitutive contingency of all theological claims in Christian identity formation. 

Such a practice can, according to Gruber, serve to “trace practices of differentiations instead 

of essential differences,” help uncover “those others within who have been excluded in the 

forging of orthodox identity,” and, in general, serve as “a deconstruction of ‘strong’ identity 

politics.”176 In this way, Gruber’s practice echoes Byrne’s concept of critique to some extent 

as it seeks to reveal domination and strong identity politics. But it differs from Byrne as it 

recognizes to a larger extent the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in identity construction. 

Does Gruber, then, suggest how a construction of “weak” Christian identity and tradition can 

be conceptualized? 

I believe she does. In the last part of her book, Gruber uses the Christian canon as an 

example of an “act of intercultural theology,” which is the term she uses to label the 

abovementioned formative theological practice of exposing Christianity’s conflicting 

plurality. Contrary to theologies that inscribe intrinsic meaning to the canonical texts and in 

such ways conceive of canon as an icon of stability and a symbol of God’s abundant 

presence, Gruber regards the Christian canon to be both a product and a producer of 

conflictive plurality, and thus a product and producer of practices of exclusion and inclusion 

in the Christian tradition. As such, she sees the canon as a “material document of the struggle 

for interpretive sovereignty over ecclesial tradition.”177 Gruber’s aim is to expose the 

conflictive plurality at the heart of the canon so that it can function as “a resource for a truly 
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incarnational and thus radically hermeneutical theology […] [and] a sign and instrument of 

God’s absent presence.”178 Contrary to critical readings of the canon that regard it primarily 

or merely as a tool for hegemonic stabilization and a means of repressive exclusion, Gruber 

seeks to attribute theological significance to the canon in its finalized form – despite its 

contingent and violent history of formation through exclusion.179 Drawing on Colby 

Dickinson, Gruber claims that a canon does not inhabit one fixed quality. Rather, it can be 

used in different ways, depending on the reading practices and the authority a canonical 

community attribute to it. Consequently, the canon also carries a potential for deconstruction 

and destabilization of Christian identity and theological claims – what Gruber refers to as the 

canon’s “auto-deconstructive forces.”180 Without claiming it to be the most suited or effective 

material of Christian tradition – as Brown does – Gruber reads the canon as an “icon for 

de/stabilization.”181 She claims it to be – qua a site of contest and as such a potential for 

revelatory processes of interpretation among the members of the canonical community – a 

locus theologicus: “In a theological rereading of the canon as an icon for de/stabilization, 

revelation does not present itself for representation in the canon but becomes present through 

the radically hermeneutical work of the canonical community.”182 

In this way, Gruber suggests a way of constructing “weak” forms of Christian 

identity. The canon can be a tool not only for destabilization of traditional interpretations, but 

also for the reconstruction and stabilization of new ones. However, this interpretive work 

recognizes and exposes that ambiguity and contingency is at the very heart of its enterprise. I 

believe this reasoning of Gruber is an interesting contribution to a contemporary Christian 

theology of tradition. The reasoning on contingency and plurality in particular seems to me to 

be fruitful. The relation between contingency and conflict, however, is not elaborated to the 

same extent in Gruber’s project. Firstly, this means that she does not reflect considerably on 

hegemony and whether there are different kinds of hegemonies. Another way of formulating 

this is to say that Gruber does not considerably explore how conflict relates to plurality. 

Although acknowledging that formation of identity is a permanent struggle for representation, 

she is not clear as to what extent conflict is a threat or a prerequisite for plurality. Secondly, 

Gruber, consequently, does not offer any practical suggestions as to how the conflictual 

                                                           
178 Ibid. 
179 Gruber names Elisabeth Schlüssler-Fiorenza and George Aichele as examples of such critical voices that 
ultimately presuppose or reinscribe ideas of unity and a fixed quality of the canon. 
180 Gruber, Intercultural Theology, 157. 
181 Ibid., 157-62. 
182 Ibid., 160. 
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negotiation and translation between upholders of different and rivaling interpretations should 

be carried out or assessed. These issues are tasks that require more elaboration, and are thus 

something that I will look into further as part of this thesis. 

 

2.3 A Concluding Remark 

One observation based on the reading of these theological conceptions on tradition is that 

there seems to be a difference in how they relate to, and come to terms with, conflict, 

depending on whether they emphasize identity or historical contingency. Although all of the 

conceptions emphasize both identity and contingency to a certain extent, they nevertheless 

differ in their explanations and on which of these categories they accentuate. Arranged on a 

scale, we find Sykes on the one side with his focus on identity close to an idea of essence. His 

idea of identity makes him able to endorse conflict to a great extent. Sykes not only allows 

for conflict but also encourages it to happen. There is no agreement either on what Christian 

identity is, nor on the rules of the conflicting game. This, however, does not seem to worry 

Sykes as the Christian identity is strong enough to accommodate the conflicts, or, more 

precisely, it is part of the Christian identity that people struggle against each other in 

articulating what Christian identity is in a particular situation. On the other side, we find 

Davaney. She does not clarify what Christian identity is, at least not to the same extent as 

Sykes. There is no kernel in the Christian symbolic universe and its traditions – just 

historically constructed and transmitted traditions that comprise a vast number of different 

elements. Therefore, Christian identity is a contingent outcome based on historical and 

cultural processes of power. Davaney thus needs to qualify Christian identity by means of 

publicly negotiated and consensus-based norms for evaluation. Although conflict is 

recognized as a constitutive part of Christian identity formation, it is, nevertheless, sought to 

be overcome as procedures of public deliberation are suggested as means of maintaining 

Christian authenticity. This becomes even more evident if one compares Davaney with 

Brown. Brown, who to a larger extent than Davaney localizes tradition to the Christian canon 

and its established symbols, is not in need of consensus-based norms and evaluative 

procedures to the same degree as Davaney is. The other conceptions mentioned in 2.2 are to 

be found somewhere between Sykes and Davaney, depending on what parts of their 

reasoning one emphasizes. 

In this way, how one conceives of identity and contingency seems to influence how 

one conceptually comes to terms with interpretive conflicts. Thus, part of the task of this 
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study will be to explore how conflict can be conceived and explained differently from how 

Sykes conceives and explains it, and how the relation between cultural contingency, conflict, 

and plurality can be understood differently from how Davaney understands these things.  

In order to sum up, I think Sykes’s idea of Christian identity as an essentially 

contestable concept, Byrne’s concept of critique, Brown’s constructive and radical 

historicism, Davaney’s pragmatic historicism, and Gruber’s idea of intercultural translation 

are all constructive attempts of rethinking a concept of Christian tradition in an academic 

context characterized by increasing sensibility towards historical particularity and cultural 

complexity. Although critical, all of the attempts acknowledge the need for a category of 

tradition – both in terms of identity construction and as a means for knowledge production. 

They also recognize dissent and the plurality of conflicting interpretations, diachronically as 

well as synchronically. 

All the same, I think none of them reflect extensively on the relation between plurality 

and conflict, or suggest plausible and concrete ways to come to terms with these dynamics in 

theological interpretive work. The problem, as I see it, is that they all acknowledge the power 

dynamics in the construction of tradition and the conflictual dynamics in identity formation, 

but without discussing sufficiently how a theological concept of tradition can accommodate 

these dynamics. In this way, they see conflicting interpretations about the past as constitutive 

of Christian contemporary identity, while at the same time they either deny, are silent about, 

or suggest less plausible ways of how conflict and dissent can also have a central role in 

future theological identity formation. 

In the following chapters, I will analyze the conceptions of Christian tradition in the 

theologies of Gerhard Ebeling and Kathryn Tanner and will subsequently bring in Chantal 

Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism in order to make a constructive attempt at conceptualizing a 

theology that accommodates plurality and interpretive conflicts. 
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Chapter 3: Gerhard Ebeling’s Conception of Christian Tradition 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will present my reading of Gerhard Ebeling and give an account of his 

understanding of Christian tradition. I have selected texts from his vast production and read 

them with the following research question in mind: how does Ebeling conceptualize Christian 

tradition? That overarching question has led me to structure my presentation of his 

understanding of theological tradition in four parts. First, I explore how he sees the problem 

of tradition to be a problem of historicity. Here, I also demonstrate how Ebeling understands 

the human being and her relation to the past and the future, or what Ebeling would call the 

relation between history and human existence. Then comes a section where I explore his 

conception of text and interpretive authority based on his interpretation of the Lutheran 

scriptural principle. In the third section, I continue to investigate his concept of authority and 

his understanding of historical continuity and diachronic identity by exploring his concept of 

kerygma and faith. Finally, I describe how Ebeling understands the different functions of 

tradition, and how he relates to diversity of traditions and interpretive conflicts. 

 

3.1.1 Ebeling and His Context  

Gerhard Ebeling (1912–2001) was a German theologian. He was a strong proponent of 

hermeneutic protestant theology, and gained great influence in the twentieth century. As an 

aspiring theologian in the early 1930s, he studied under Rudolf Bultmann and Gerhard 

Krueger in Marburg, where he was introduced to Martin Heidegger’s philosophy, as well as 

the theology of Wilhelm Hermann under Nicolai Hartmann in Berlin, and under Emil 

Brunner in Zürich. After graduation in 1935, he underwent pastoral training at Finkenwalde 

seminary, with Dietrich Bonhoeffer among the teachers. It was Bonhoeffer who requested 

Ebeling to move back to Zürich to finish his doctoral dissertation, entitled Evangelische 

Evangelienauslegung, eine Untersuchung zu Luthers Hermeneutik (Evangelical Interpretation 

of the Gospels: An Investigation of Luther’s Hermeneutics) in 1938. The same year, Ebeling 

was ordained as a minister in the anti-Nazi Confessing Church (Bekenntniskirche) and he 

subsequently served in a congregation in Berlin-Hermsdorf during the war. In 1947 Ebeling 

took up a chair in church history in Tübingen. In this period, he became acquainted with 

Ernst Fuchs (1903–1983), also a Bultmann student, who led him from interests in historical 
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issues to issues of the interpretation of faith. In turn, his professorship was changed from 

church history to systematic theology in 1954. In 1956 Ebeling moved back to Zürich in 

order to take on a professorship in systematic theology. With the exception of the period 

between 1965 and 1968, when he once again taught in Tübingen, Ebeling remained in Zürich 

as a professor of systematic theology and director of the Institute of Hermeneutics (which he 

founded in 1962) until his retirement in 1979.183  

This very brief biography illustrates some major characteristics of Ebeling’s theology. 

As a Lutheran theologian, he holds a fundamentally relational understanding of the human in 

relation to God and the world. Standing in a dialectical tradition, he is concerned with the 

power of the Word of God and how this can be proclaimed anew so that faith can happen. 

From Wilhelm Herrmann there is continuity of an evangelical criticism of metaphysics, as 

well as an emphasis on freedom and experience.184 From Bonhoeffer’s influence, there can be 

traced a commitment for the secularized world and an immanent interpretation of faith. And 

as Bultmann and Heidegger, Ebeling understands hermeneutics to be more than mere 

interpretation of texts. However, as I will point to later, in emphasizing tradition as more 

constitutive than human subjectivity for human understanding, Ebeling stands closer to Hans-

Georg Gadamer (1900–2002) than to Heidegger. Together with Fuchs, Ebeling became one 

of the leading representatives of what has been labeled “the new hermeneutics” in German 

theology from the midst of the twentieth century. In this shift there is a slightly new approach 

to history and language in which, according to James M. Robinson, language is not 

understood as an object of interpretation but is itself interpretation.185 Thus, language 

becomes the fundamental frame of explication to Ebeling, not history and existence. 

 

3.2 History and Existence 

3.2.1  To See the World as History: The Problem of Tradition as a Problem of Historicity 

In his essay “Die Welt als Geschichte” (1960), Ebeling plays with the legend of King Midas. 

Just like everything turned into gold for King Midas, everything turns into history for the 

                                                           
183 Biographical facts based on Albrecht  Beutel, Gerhard Ebeling – Eine Biographie (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2012). 
184 Görnandt, Die Metaphysikkritik Gerhard Ebelings und ihre Vorgeschichte, 126-29. 
185 James M. Robinson, “Hermeneutic Since Barth,” in The New Hermeneutic, ed. James M. Robinson and John 
B. Jr. Cobb, New Frontiers in Theology. Discussions among Continental and American Theologians (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1964), 2-3. 
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modern human being, Ebeling states.186 For Ebeling, the new era of historical awareness, 

which no longer holds a metaphysical understanding of the world but a historical one, implies 

a totalization of history. Everything is historical, and thus also conditional. King Midas’s gift 

of turning everything into gold soon revealed itself as a destructive power only a miracle 

could save him from. The question for Ebeling is whether modernity’s total transformation of 

the world into history likewise represents a threat for the human being, not to say for 

theology. He asks whether the modern human being should hope for a miracle which can free 

her from her historical awareness, or whether the hope for the modern human being lies 

“entgegen der Tendenz jener Sage – gerade in der rechten Übername seiner 

Geschichtlichkeit, darin also, die Welt als Geschichte nicht nur zu verstehen, sondern auch 

durchstehen und zu bestehen?”187  

Like Troeltsch, Ebeling neither accuses the modern worldview of being based on tacit 

nihilism, nor ignores the theological discomfort related to modernity’s process of 

historification. He interprets it as an opportunity for theology:  

 

Das Neue am neuzeitlichen Menschen ist dies, daß seine Wirklichkeit radikal 
geschichtlich geworden ist durch ein alles bestimmendes Wissen um seine 
Geschichtlichkeit. Und der alles Feste auflösende, alles relativierende Gesichtspunkt der 
Geschichtlichkeit wird paradoxerweise zu dem Einzigen, was das Ganze noch 
verbindet.188 

 

According to Ebeling, the problem of theologies that overlook the historicity of the world – 

including of theology itself – is that they are based on a self-deception which makes them 

unable to speak truly about the world and God. In other words, they fail in grasping a proper 

understanding of the objects of theology. For Ebeling, therefore, the problem of historicity is 

first and foremost a hermeneutical problem: 

 

                                                           
186 Gerhard Ebeling, “Die Welt als Geschichte,” in Wort und Glaube I, ed. Gerhard Ebeling (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1967 [1960]), 381. 
187 Ibid. English translation: “contrary to the indication of the legend – precisely on rightly embracing his 
historicalness, and thus not only on understanding (verstehen), but also on enduring (durchstehen) and bearing 
(bestehen), the world as history?”. Translation from “The World as History,” in Word and Faith I, ed. Gerhard 
Ebeling (London: SCM, 1984 [1960]), 363. 
188 “Die Welt als Geschichte,” 385. English translation: “The new thing about modern man is, that his reality has 
become radically historical as a result of an all-determining awareness of his historicalness. And the aspect of 
historicalness, destroying all solidity as it does and making all things relative, becomes paradoxically enough the 
one thing that still holds the whole together.” Translation from “The World as History,” 367.  
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In meinem Thema geht es vielmehr um etwas, was allen konkreten theologischen 
Gegenständen als Problem anhaftet: worin ihre Gegenständlichkeit besteht, in welcher 
Weise sie überhaupt uns als Gegenstände begegnen, und wie wir von ihnen als 
Gegenständen zu reden vermögen. Dieses Problem ihrer Gegenständlichkeit ist in der 
Themaformulierung als das Problem ihrer Geschichtlichkeit bezeichnet. Und es soll 
damit gesagt sein, daß wir es bei allen theologischen Gegenständen mit deren 
Geschichtlichkeit zu tun bekommen.189 
 

This quotation clearly illustrates how Ebeling is situated in the larger philosophical and 

theological discourse of historicity (Geschichtlichkeit) which dominated much of German 

Protestant theology in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Central to this discursive 

tradition is the understanding of the relation between the historical event as object of the past 

and the subjective understanding of that event in the present. Ebeling stresses that history 

cannot be understood as delimited and completed series of events in the past; the past is not 

concluded or closed but something the contemporary human belongs to and is part of. 

Therefore, it is in the encounter with history that one learns to understand oneself.190 For 

Ebeling, this implies that one cannot understand history properly from a distanced point of 

view, as representatives of historicism thought. Instead, one has to interpret history from a 

certain perspective, namely from a perspective that asks what meaning history communicates 

to people today. Such an approach is to relate responsibly to history, Ebeling argues. This 

does not mean that one should not relate critically to history. However, Ebeling underlines, 

“Kritik jedoch, schafft noch nicht Verstehen, sondern nur die Voraussetzung dazu.”191 It is 

not criticism alone but a dialogue between the objective event in the past and the subjective 

understanding of the past event in the present that provides genuine understanding. For 

Ebeling, this implies that if one wants to understand history, one has to adopt a standpoint, 

which relates the historian with the past that she seeks to understand:  

 

                                                           
189 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche und ihrer Verkündigung als theologisches Problem (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1954), 5. English translation: “my theme is a problem which attaches to all concrete objects of 
theology: that is, the question of wherein their objectivity [Gegenständlichkeit] consists, in what way they 
encounter us as objects at all, and how we are able to speak of them as objects. In formulating this theme, I have 
described this problem of their objectivity as the problem of their historicity. What I mean to say by this is that 
when we consider any theological object we are confronted with its historicity,” The Problem of Historicity in 

the Church and its Proclamation, trans. Grover Foley (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967 [1954]), 3.  
190 “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” in Wort Gottes und Tradition: 

Studien zu einer Hermeneutik der Konfessionen, ed. Gerhard Ebeling (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1966 [1947]), 15.  
191 Ibid. English translation: “Criticism, however, does not produce understanding, but only the preconditions 
for it,” “Church History is the History of the Exposition of Scripture,” in The Word of God and Tradition, ed. 
Gerhard Ebeling (London: Collins, 1968 [1947]), 17.  
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Denn man kann nicht standpunktlos und unperspektivisch Geschichte verstehen. Man 
kann nur darum ringen, nicht willkürlich, sondern möglichst sachgemäß Stellung zu 
beziehen und vor allem innerhalb der perspektivischen Schau die Gesetze der 
Perspektive zu wahren und nichts zu verzeichnen.192  

 

Theologically, this means that Ebeling, in his own way, seeks to bridge the gap between the 

historical Jesus and the proclamation of the church (kerygma), as well as the modern gap 

between historical and systematic theology.193 

Ebeling’s conception of Geschichte and human existence explains why he understands 

the problem of historicity to be a hermeneutical problem: it regards how understanding of 

historical events is possible, how such events encounter people of today and how it is 

possible to speak of them at all. Ebeling argues that since the Reformation took place before 

the rise of historical awareness, the problem of tradition was not interpreted as a problem of 

historicity.194 According to Ebeling, that is precisely why post Reformation theology has 

largely failed to understand the theological relevance of the problem of tradition – as a 

problem of historicity. Ebeling claims that this has caused problems for a proper 

understanding of a wide range of things, such as the canonical writings, scriptural 

interpretation, church history, Christian proclamation, the nature of dogmatic theology, and 

last but not least, the primary object of theology: God.195 

Being a hermeneutical problem, the problem of historicity also indicates another 

aspect of the relation between human existence and history. According to Ebeling, on the one 

hand the totalization of history turns everything into history and, on the other hand, puts the 

human in control of history and thus the whole of reality. It is no longer the cosmos which 

threatens the humans but the humans that control the cosmos.196 This dialectic between being 

the subject of history and being handed over to, and defined by, history illustrates a 

characteristic ambivalence in Ebeling’s theology between the human as historically 

conditioned, on the one hand, and the human as historical agent on the other. Ebeling sees 

this as a relation between freedom and dependence for the historical human being in her 

                                                           
192 “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” 15. English translation: “For it is 
impossible to understand history without a standpoint and a perspective. Hence, the historian should endeavor to 
take up a position, not arbitrarily chosen, but as far as possible appropriate to the subject-matter, and above all, 
within his horizon, to observe the laws of perspective, distorting nothing,” “Church History is the History of the 
Exposition of Scripture,” 18.  
193 Theologie und Verkündigung: Ein Gespräch mit Rudolf Bultmann, Hermeneutische Untersuchungen zur 
Theologie (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1962), 16-18. 
194 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 980. 
195 Ibid. 
196 “Die Welt als Geschichte,” 382. 
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relation to history. In order to outline how Ebeling understands historical existence in relation 

to freedom and dependence, it is necessary to briefly present some central aspects of his 

anthropology and understanding of language. 

   

3.2.2 Historical Existence and Language 

3.2.2.1 Existence, Language, and Time 

Like many other German theologians of his time, Ebeling constructs a theological and 

philosophical system in which God, the world, and the human being are arranged internally 

and coherent. This has later been criticized as being universalistic, monolithic, abstract, or out 

of context.197 I will come back to some of this critique in Chapter 5. However, in order to 

understand Ebeling on his own terms, I believe it is necessary to try to familiarize his 

complex theological system. 

Drawing on Luther, Ebeling understands the human being to be relational, constituted 

by her relation to God (coram Deo), to the world (coram mundo), and to herself (coram 

meipso). According to Ebeling, reality, including human existence, can only be understood 

properly, theologically and ontologically speaking, when understood relationally. This 

implies that there is a fundamental transposition from the category of substance to that of 

relationship in Ebeling’s theology.198 In this way, Ebeling continues a Lutheran and 

evangelical critique of substance metaphysics.199 For Ebeling, as for other hermeneutical 

theologians of his time, such as Fuchs and Bultmann, reality carries the structure of meaning: 

the human being does not understand the world primarily as being (Sein) but as meaning 

(Sinn), i.e. as something to be interpreted and that exists in a meaningful or less meaningful 

way to someone. The relationality also has a fundamental theological implication to Ebeling: 

there is a constant danger and desire for the human being to regard herself as independent and 

to believe in her own (self-deception of) autonomy. This is, however, to be in bondage to the 

world, rather than to be set free by reliance on God. For Ebeling, this means that an authentic 

and correct interpretation of the world and oneself ultimately depends on whether one 

                                                           
197 See, for example, Dalferth, Radical Theology, p. 95, 106, 117, 123, 144. 
198 Gerhard Ebeling, Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band I (Tübingen:  Mohr Siebeck, 1979), 14, 220, 
346-55. 
199 Hartmut von Sass has elaborated further on how Hermeneutical Theology has a highly ambivalent relation to 
metaphysics. See Hartmut Von Sass, “Faith and Being: Hermeneutical Theology as Post-Metaphysical 
Enterprise,” in Groundless Gods: The Theological Prospects of Post-Metaphysical Thought, ed. Eric E. Hall and 
Hartmut von Sass (Cambridge: James Clarke, 2014). 
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understands oneself coram Deo or not. In this way, hermeneutics is primarily a function of 

theology for Ebeling. 

The relational aspect of human existence (Zusammensein) is linguistic 

(Sprachlichsein) as well as ethical (Verantwortlichsein).200 This underscores that human 

existence always takes place in, as well as presupposes, a context of communication. Ebeling 

claims that human existence is linguistic and comes into being through word-events. First, 

this means that he understands the reality linguistically (eine worthafte Wirklichkeit).201 The 

linguistic character of reality does not mean that everything that exists is language or that 

only language exists. Rather, it means that humans can only experience and understand the 

reality through language. In this sense, there is nothing outside of language. One cannot get 

behind language in order to find a more basic reality. Ebeling thus labels the constitutive and 

fundamental human situation (Grundsituation) a “Sprachsituation” or “Wortsituation.”202 

Second, it means that, for Ebeling, there is a fundamental connection between 

language and time: language always takes place in a concrete situation. A word happens, says 

Ebeling, and occurs as a temporal event: “Wort ereignet sich als zeitliches Geschehen. Zum 

Wort gehört deshalb die Situation, der es entspringt, in die hinein es geschieht und die es 

verändert.”203 According to Ebeling, reality carries the character of word-events. Being 

events, words are what they effect. They are events of presentation and re-presentation of that 

of which they speak. Being a relational event, the word-event involves at least two parts and 

has the basic structure of assessment and communication – not monologue.204 Ebeling, 

therefore, is not concerned with language as a formal sign system, but of concrete and 

situated events of communication. Language is primarily understood as a living process 

(Lebensvorgang), as speaking and listening, and carries the structure of dialogue.205 The 

temporal character of language also underscores the historicity of existence. All speech, all 

linguistic utterances, are subjective. Objective language is impossible.206 

Ebeling holds the relational and linguistic character of human existence together by 

conceptualizing the human being as conscience (Gewissen): “Am Gewissen könnte nun 

                                                           
200 Ebeling, Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band I, 352. 
201 “Gott und Wort,” in Wort und Glaube II, ed. Gerhard Ebeling (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1969 [1966]), 432. 
202 Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band I, 189. 
203 “Gott Und Wort,” 409. English translation: “Word takes place as a temporal event. Thus to word there 
belongs the situation from which it arises, into which it comes, and which it changes,” God and Word, trans. 
James W. Leitch (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967 [1966]), 18.  
204 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 342. 
205 Einführung in theologische Sprachlehre (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1971), 195-96, 201. 
206 Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band I, 171, 92, 231. 
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herauskommen, was es um die Sprachlichkeit des Menschen ist.”207 Through language, the 

human being is capable of relating to herself, to the world, and to God. In this way, Ebeling 

does not understand the human being as an independent, inward-looking individual, but as an 

individual who is spoken to and who is called to answer and thus as having a conscience 

which relates to her own relation with her surroundings.208 Through language, therefore, the 

human is able to relate to herself (as well as to others) and to her own reflexivity. In doing so, 

the human is called (by herself qua conscience) to account, i.e. to answer for how she relates 

to herself. This is possible because the concept of conscience implies a notion of dissociation 

(Distanz) within the human being herself, which reveals a fundamental confrontation within 

her. In this way, the human being, according to Ebeling, experiences herself to be split, i.e., 

not to be identical with herself: “Der Mensch erfährt sich als einen, der mit sich selbst nicht 

identisch ist, aber wesenhaft gefragt ist nach seiner Identität mit sich selbst.”209 

This fundamental experience of being split does not lead to despair, however, but to 

responsivity. I will soon describe how Ebeling explains this side of his anthropology in the 

frame of the doctrine of law and gospel. That the human conscience is called by itself to 

answer for itself (i.e., that human existence is answerable) is what constitutes the responsible 

aspect of human existence (Verantwortlichsein). For Ebeling, responsibility is therefore 

closely linked to language and communication, and fundamentally something responsive. The 

close interplay between word (Wort), answer/response (Antwort), and responsibility 

(Verantwortung) illustrates this: “Denn das Gewissen ist das Geschehen des Gefragtseins und 

Zur-Antwort-herausgefordert-Seins, also das Verantwortlichsein im Vollzug.”210 Thus, 

according to Ebeling, the human being is primarily spoken to, and God is the original 

speaker.  

First, this means that Ebeling’s category of word-event is ultimately a theological 

category. This also implies that Ebeling ultimately understands human existence itself to be a 

word-event that has its origin in the Word of God, and wherein the idea of Imago Dei is 

grounded.211  

                                                           
207 “Theologische Erwägungen über das Gewissen,” in Ebeling, Wort und Glaube I, 431. English translation: 
“The conscience could now be the point where the nature of man’s linguisticality comes to light,” “Theological 
Reflexions on Conscience,” 409.  
208 “Theologische Erwägungen über das Gewissen,” 433. 
209 Ibid., 440. English translation: “Man experiences himself as one who is not identical with himself, but whose 
essence it is to be questioned about his identity with himself,” “Theological Reflexions on Conscience,” 417. 
210 “Theologische Erwägungen über das Gewissen,” 436. English translation: “For conscience is the event of 
being questioned and being challenged to respond, and thus the act of being responsible,” “Theological 
Reflexions on Conscience,” 414. 
211 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 343. 
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Second, that the human exists as answer also means that the human is situated in a 

linguistic tradition which enables her to speak. The human is spoken to and can thus speak 

out. “Wir können ja nur sprechen, weil uns Sprache überliefert und vorgesprochen und so 

überhaupt erst Welterfahrung erschlossen worden ist.”212 On the one hand, the linguistic 

tradition, in which the individual exists, conditions her speech.213 On the other hand, 

however, Ebeling also stresses that the human being is not a medium for language. It is not 

the tradition that speaks through the human. It is the human being herself, as conscience, who 

answers but therefore who also speaks back. In this responsive word-event, subjective 

experience unites with linguistic tradition. It is through words (Wort und Antwort) that the 

human expresses her individuality.214 In terms of anthropology, this means there is a tension 

between particularity and universality in the human being. The human “Grundsituation” is 

universal, i.e. that the human exists as word-event. However, as word-event the individual is 

always historical and particular. Hermeneutically, this means that there is a fundamental 

discursive (sprachlich) continuity in reality which Ebeling conceptualizes similar to an 

effective history:  

 
Nur so wirkt das Wort Verstehen, daß es auf Erfahrung anspricht und zur Erfahrung 
anleitet. Nur da, wo Wort schon geschehen ist, kann Wort geschehen. Nur da, wo 
Verstehen schon vorangeht, kann sich Verstehen ereignen. Nur wer schon irgendwie von 
der Sache, um die es geht, angegangen ist, kann auf sie angesprochen werden.215 

 

Within this continuity the human individuals participate with their own words and 

interpretations, which add, modify, or change existing meaning, however, always situated 

within the larger tradition of words and meaning. 

                                                           
212 “Gott und Wort,” 410. English translation: “Indeed we can speak only because language has been handed 
down to us and taught us and because only thus has experience of the world been opened up to us,” God and 

Word, 19. 
213 “Niemand kann von sich aus sprechen. Und niemand kann sich damit begnügen, selber zu sprechen. Der 
Mensch spricht, weil er von anderen Sprache als ihm vorgesprochene empfangen hat und weil er sich danach 
sehnt, auf sein eigenes Sprechen wiederum ein Echo, eine Antwort zu erhalten,” “Gott und Wort,” 418. English 
translation: “No one can speak independently. And no one can be content to speak alone. Man speaks because 
he has received the gift of language as taught to him by others, and because he longs to hear in turn an echo, an 
answer to his own speaking,” God and Word, 29. 
214 “Gott und Wort,” 418. 
215 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 336. English translation: “Words produce understanding only by appealing 
to experience and leading to experience. Only where word has already taken place can word take place. Only 
where there is already previous understanding can understanding take place. Only a man who is already 
concerned with the matter in question can be claimed for it,” “Word of God and Hermeneutics,” in Ebeling, 
Word and Faith I, 320. 
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Third, this also means that Ebeling ultimately sees the human being as “a receiver” 

(Empfänger), not as “a doer” (Täter).216 In this way he parts company with Bultmann, who 

Ebeling accuses of emphasizing the human being as “free act” (Tat), which for Ebeling 

ultimately means to neglect the basic linguistic conditions of reality, as well as the 

dependency and finitude of humans.217 

 

3.2.2.2 Existence and History 

According to Ebeling, conscience (and thus human existence and language) relates 

fundamentally to time. It is the human’s self-understanding as a temporal being that prepares 

the ground for the confrontational aspect of conscience:  

 
Die Diastase in der Zeitlichkeit als dem gegenwärtigen Verhältnis zu Vergangenheit und 
Zukunft begründet die Fraglichkeit der Identität des Menschen und damit das Sich-
Anmelden des Gewissens. Der Mensch existiert im ständigen Gefragtsein, wie er sich zu 
sich selbst in seiner eigenen Vergangenheit und Zukunft stellt.218  

 

That the human being in this way “exists as one who is continually questioned as to what 

attitude she takes to herself in her own past and future,” makes it clear that historical 

existence, for Ebeling, has to do with self-understanding. History, understood as Geschichte, 

is, unlike natural history, a hermeneutical category: 

 

Doch von Geschichte im eigentlichen Sinn kann nur gesprochen werden in Bezug auf 
den Menschen, und zwar darum, weil der Mensch sich verstehend zu sich selbst in seiner 

                                                           
216 “Der Mensch hat für sich selbst Sprache viel nötiger zum Hören als zum Reden, zum Glauben als zum 
Handeln. […] Die Wortsituation als die Grundsituation des Menschen läßt dies erkennen: Der Mensch ist 
letzlich nicht Täter, sondern Empfänger, weil er vom Wort lebt,” from “Gott und Wort,” 419. English 
translation: “Man needs language more for hearing than for speaking, for believing than for acting. […] The 
word situation as the basic situation of man makes it plain that because he lives by the word man is ultimately 
not a doer but a receiver,” from God and Word, 30-31.  
217 See “Zum Verständnis von R. Bultmanns Aufsatz: ‘Welchen Sinn hat es, von Gott zu reden?’,” in Ebeling, 
Wort und Glaube II. For example: “Denn nur in der Tat sind wir selbst und wir ganz. Ja, Bultmann kann sagen: 
die Existenz ruht in unserer Tat,” 371. English translation: “For we are fully ourselves only in the act. Thus, 
Bultmann says, existence rests in our act,” (my own translation). I will not explore this side of Ebeling’s relation 
to Bultmann any further. This has been thoroughly done by Svein Aage Christoffersen in Identifikasjon og 

verifikasjon, Chapter 3. 
218 “Theologische Erwägungen über das Gewissen,” 440. English translation: “The diastasis in temporal being 
as the present relation to the past and future is the ground of the fact that man’s identity is questionable, and 
consequently of the appearance of conscience. Man exists as one who is continually questioned as to what 
attitude he takes to himself in his own past and future,” “Theological Reflexions on Conscience,” 417-18. 
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Vergangenheit und Zukunft verhält. In der Weise, wie er das tut, existiert er 
geschichtlich, erfährt er ebensosehr Geschichte, wie er Geschichte macht.219  

 

By conceptualizing human existence as conscience, Ebeling also distances himself from the 

early Heidegger in Sein und Zeit (1927). There, it is the human subject, as a self, that enables 

understanding.220 Contrary to this, Ebeling lets tradition be the primary condition for 

understanding, as tradition and language constitute the human as a self. Human understanding 

is primarily constituted by tradition, not by the human subjectivity. Although the human 

subjectivity is important to Ebeling, it is understood in terms of its situatedness in tradition. 

According to Svein Aage Christoffersen, this makes up an important difference between 

Ebeling’s and Heidegger’s conceptualizations of history.221 Heidegger, on the one hand, 

grounds history in human historicity. The human is given history because its existence 

(Dasein) is historical.222 Ebeling, on the other hand, exceeds Heidegger’s concept of history 

by letting something given, from outside of the subject, constitute history. 

Ebeling shares this notion of history with Hans-Georg Gadamer. Although there are 

some differences between their conceptions of history, as I will comment on later, both of 

them hold that history is constituted on something outside of the human subject.223 Therefore, 

both of them share the conviction that the human being is also fundamentally part of, and 

situated within, a tradition. 

 

3.2.3 Historical Freedom and Tradition: The Task to Discern between God and Human 

Thus far, I have shown how the human being, according to Ebeling, depends on language in 

order to relate to herself, i.e. to answer for herself. Language is formative for the human 

being, but is also something that the human actively forms. In this sense, Ebeling understands 

                                                           
219 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 31-32. English translation: “Nevertheless, we can speak of history in its 
real sense only in relation to man, because in understanding himself man relates himself to his past and his 
future. When he understands himself in this way he exists historically, both experiencing history and making 
history,” The Problem of Historicity, 38. 
220 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962 
[1927]), 182-88. 
221 Christoffersen builds on Walter Schulz in this argument. See Christoffersen, Identifikasjon og verifikasjon, 
83-84. 
222 Heidegger, Being and Time, 434-49. 
223 There are, in fact, several parallels between the two. Gadamer has several references to Ebeling. See, for 
example, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, 2nd rev. 
ed. (London: Sheed & Ward, 1989 [1960]), 330, 510, 26, 28, 59. Ebeling also refers explicitly to Gadamer in 
more than a few places in his books. 
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language as tradition and tradition as language. Human existence cannot escape language or 

tradition. The human is handed over to tradition and belongs to tradition like a limb to a 

body.224 However, by being dependent on and participating in tradition and language, the 

human is also capable of forming history, language, and tradition. Human existence is 

fundamentally constituted by this relationship between freedom and dependency. 

The tension between freedom and dependency has some implications for how Ebeling 

understands the relation between tradition and freedom. On the one hand, the power of 

history, through certain supra-individual structures, such as language, worldviews, and 

community, is formative for the individual:  

 

All diesen Gebilden ist eigentümlich, daß sie als geformte und das Vergehen 
überdauernde Vergangenheit den Lebensraum der Gegenwart konstituieren und so in 
gewissem Grade schon die Zukunft vorbilden durch die Herkunft. Geschichtliches Leben 
ist unmöglich ohne Tradition.225 

 

On the other hand, Ebeling stresses that tradition is not something passively transmitted. It is 

not something from the past which automatically endures into the present. Instead, it is that of 

the past which reaches the present in words and which is heard and responded to.226 In this 

way, Ebeling delimits the concept of tradition. It is strictly linked to words and the linguistic 

character of reality and therefore carries the ambiguous character of being both passive and 

active.227 As a result, Ebeling distinguishes between historical transmission [historische 

Überlieferung] and tradition [geschichtliche Tradition] and states that not everything that has 

been transmitted in history falls under the category of tradition.228 According to Ebeling, 

tradition, in a strict sense, exists not as historical recollection (historische Erinnerung) but as 

living past – that is, the past which continually makes itself present by making a claim to 

authority (Geltungsanspruch): 

                                                           
224 Ebeling, “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 981-82. 
225 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 35. English translation: “they [such structures] constitute the sphere of 
existence of the present, and to a certain extent they even determine the future by being its source. Without 
tradition, historical existence is impossible,” The Problem of Historicity, 42. 
226 “Denn nicht das automatisch aus der Vergangenheit in die Gegenwart Fortdauernde, sondern nur das aus der 
Vergangenheit in der Gegenwart zu Worte Kommende, Vernommende und Aufgenommene begründet 
geschichtliche Kontinuität. Und nur in dieser Hinsicht kann von Tradition geredet werden,” Die 

Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 32. English translation: “The foundation of historical continuity rests not on 
something that automatically endures from the past into the present but instead on what is spoken, heard, and 
received from the past within the present. From this point of view alone can we speak of tradition,” The Problem 
of Historicity, 38-39.    
227 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 33. 
228 Ibid., 32-33. 
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Diese als Tradition sich fortpflanzende und darum gegenwärtig bleibende Vergangenheit 
ereignet sich nicht als historische Erinnerung, sondern als unmittelbarer 
Geltungsanspruch. Tradition ist verpflichtende Vergangenheit und darum der Zukunft 
Weisung gebende Vergangenheit.229 

 

I will soon look closer into Ebeling’s understanding of authority. At this point, I will 

underline the following: central to Ebeling’s argument is that such a normative character of 

tradition presupposes (voraussetzen) human freedom. He gives two reasons for this.230 First, 

he claims that tradition presupposes freedom because it continues only as a consequence of 

human affirmation and active participation in the handing on of it. Second, Ebeling argues 

that, qua norm, tradition is always contested. According to Ebeling, being contested means 

that the human being relates to tradition with critical awareness (prüfende Wachsamkeit) in 

order to assess and distinguish between traditions to pass down to others and traditions not to 

pass down. However, it is not an isolated and sovereign human self that performs this 

assessment – it is the human who is constituted by tradition who assesses tradition. It is 

tradition itself, in its power and authority upon the present, which calls for selectivity and 

human decision about the past. 

In this way, Ebeling understands the authority of tradition to be something pure and 

transparent, and employs a fundamental confidence that there is a necessary dynamic 

between critical human assessment and authority of the tradition – similar to Gadamer who 

conceived tradition and authority to be realization and acknowledgement.231 

The dialectic between the passive and active side of human existence in relation to 

tradition is one of the characteristics of Ebeling’s theological thinking. This dialectic frames 

how Ebeling understands freedom. To him, freedom does not mean to be free from tradition 

but to be free because of tradition. Freedom is historical freedom and is thus not abstract. In 

this way, tradition is the historical framework that makes freedom concrete by setting limits 

for it: 

                                                           
229 Ibid., 33. English translation: “This living past, which transmits itself as tradition and thus remains present, 
exists not as historical recollection but as something that makes a direct claim to authority. Tradition is a past 
that calls for commitment, and therefore a past establishing guideposts for the future,” The Problem of 

Historicity, 39-40. 
230 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 33-34. 
231 “[A]uthority cannot actually be bestowed but is earned, and must be earned if someone is to lay claim on it. It 
rests on acknowledgement and hence on an act of reason itself […]. Authority in this sense, properly 
understood, has nothing to do with blind obedience to commands. Indeed, authority has to do not with 
obedience but rather with knowledge,” Gadamer, Truth and Method, 279. 
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Tradition ist vorgegebene Entscheidung, Begrenzung der Möglichkeiten durch gestaltete 
Wirklichkeit. Sie vernichtet nicht schlechthin die Freiheit der Entscheidung, aber sie setzt 
der Freiheit den Rahmen ihrer Entscheidigungsmöglichkeit. Sie konkretisiert die Freiheit, 
indem sie ihr Grenzen setzt und durch solchen Widerstand zugleich einen Gegenstand 
gibt.232 

 
In this way, Ebeling dissociates himself from the individualism and subjectivism of the early 

Heidegger: 

 
So sehr die Geschichtlichkeit der Existenz verweist auf das je und je zur Entscheidung 
stehende Selbstverständnis des Menschen, der zwischen Vergangenheit und Zukunft 
seine Gegenwart ergreift, so wenig ist doch damit allein schon das Phänomen Geschichte 
erfaβt. Die Geschichte verweist ja nun gerade auf jene überindividuellen 
Zusammenhänge, die der konkreten Existenz jeweils schon vorausgegeben sind, die den 
konkreten geschichtlichen Ort dieser Existenz bestimmen und die damit gewissermaβen 
das Material ihrer Entscheidung darreichen.233   

 

Based on this dialectic between freedom and tradition, Ebeling claims that traditionalists, as 

well as those who believe they can overlook tradition, lose their true historical freedom. To 

him, it is the tradition that makes the human able to be free. Therefore, it also becomes 

imperative for him to distinguish between traditions that grant human beings the freedom and 

traditions that impede such freedom.  

First, this means that freedom and tradition are ultimately theological categories for 

Ebeling, and will be explored further from the perspective of faith in 3.4. Second, tradition 

nurtures interpretive skills and theological judgement in order for the human being to 

critically assess tradition. This is so because the human being, who is constituted by tradition, 

exists as one who is continually questioned by tradition, and who relates to tradition with 

critical awareness in order to assess and distinguish between authentic traditions that grant 

freedom and inauthentic traditions that impede freedom. An important hermeneutic function 

                                                           
232 Ebeling, Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 34. English translation: “Tradition is a predetermined decision, a 
limitation of possibilities by the structures of reality. It does not absolutely destroy the freedom of decision, but 
it establishes the framework within which freedom decides for one possibility or another. It makes freedom 
concrete by setting limits for it and creating its object [Gegenstand] through such opposition [Widerstand],” The 

Problem of Historicity, 40.  
233 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 34-35. English translation: “No matter how clearly the historicity of 
existence points to the self-understanding of man as something that must be decided anew at each moment by 
laying hold upon the present between past and future, the phenomenon of history is still not comprehended by 
this alone. History points precisely to those supra-personal relationships which always precede each concrete 
individual existence, which determine the concrete historical location of this existence, and which in this way 
offer in a certain sense the material of decision,” The Problem of Historicity, 41. 
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of tradition (and of systematic theology) is therefore to impart an ability of judgement 

(Urteilsfähigkeit) in theological reasoning – the continuous task of distinguishing between 

authentic and inauthentic interpretations: 

 

Die Aufgabe hermeneutisch neu verstandener systematischer Theologie ist in letzter 
Hinsicht nicht die Übermittlung von definitive theologischen Lehrsätzen eines in sich 
geschlossenen Systems, sondern die Vermittlung der Urteilsfähigkeit in bezug auf 

theologisches Denken und die Einübung der Art und Weise, wie verantwortliche 
theologische Aussagen entstehen.234 

 

Ultimately, for Ebeling, this means that the existential and fundamental hermeneutical task 

for theology and the Christian individual is to discern between God and human.235 This is a 

continuous task, an acute task, and also a contested task, as it always involves soteriology, as 

I will come back to later. 

Third, when Ebeling stresses that humans participate actively in transmitting and thus 

in affirming tradition, he is close to Gadamer’s conception of authority as realization. 

However, for Gadamer there is nothing outside of history or tradition that gives ground for or 

grants it meaning. In Ebeling’s understanding of tradition, on the contrary, there is something 

outside of tradition – namely God, although God as Word is also immanent in the linguistic 

tradition of the exposition of the Scriptures, to which I will now turn. 

 

                                                           
234 “Hermeneutische Theologie?,” 120. (Original emphasis). English translation: “The task of systematic 
theology, in the new hermeneutical sense, is ultimately not the transmission of definitive theological doctrines of 
a self-contained system but the imparting of discernment in theological thinking and the practice of responsible 
theological statements.” My translation. 
235 This he expresses, for example, in the following way: “die Unterscheidung zweier Weisen des 
Beanspruchtseins durch Gott: in Hinsicht auf das, was zu wirken allein Gottes Sache ist, und in Hinsicht auf das, 
was durch den Menschen zu wirken von Gott gefordert ist, - eine Unterscheidung, die sozusagen an jedem Punkt 
der Welt, in jedem Augenblick der Geschichte und für jeden Menschen akut ist,” in “Die Notwendigkeit des 
christlichen Gottesdienstes,” in Wort und Glaube III, ed. Gerhard Ebeling (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1975 
[1970]), 547. English translation: “[T]he distinction between two ways of being claimed by God: in terms of 
what God’s Sache alone does, and in terms of what God requires the human being to do - a distinction that is 
acute, so to speak, everywhere in the world, at every moment of history, and for every human being.” My 
translation. 
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3.3 Text and Authority: Sola Scriptura and Tradition  

3.3.1  Sola Scriptura vs Scripture and Tradition 

In this part, I will explore Ebeling’s conception of text and interpretive authority based on his 

interpretation of the Lutheran scriptural principle. In his essays “‘Sola scriptura’ und das 

Problem der Tradition” (1964) and “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik” (1959), Ebeling outlines 

his understanding of tradition and hermeneutics in relation to the principle of sola scriptura. 

According to Ebeling, the main difference between sola scriptura and the Catholic formula 

“Scripture and Tradition” does not consist in a quantitative reduction of the sources of 

revelation, for example of oral traditions. Ebeling’s argument is that sola scriptura is a 

hermeneutical principle.236 What is at stake, and thus represents the fundamental difference 

between these principles, Ebeling argues, is the determination of the subject matter (Sache) of 

Scripture which regards the authority of the interpretation of Scripture.237 

According to Ebeling, the Catholic principle of “Scripture and Tradition” is also 

hermeneutical, as it regulates the relation between Scripture and church.238 Ebeling claims 

that, according to “Scripture and Tradition,” it is ultimately the church that can make the true 

meaning of Scripture understandable and bring forth its authority.239 The church, understood 

as institution and tradition, has a hermeneutical function in interpreting Scripture. In this 

sense, Scripture will not be Holy Scripture unless it is conjoined with the church. According 

to Ebeling, a consequence of this is that the church itself must be regarded as the subject of 

Scripture. Being its basis and origin, the church is contained in Scripture itself as its subject. 

However, as a continuous and grace-bringing sacramental institution, the Catholic Church 

also has an independent position alongside of Scripture, Ebeling argues. Thus, the subject of 

Scripture is both within and outside of Scripture, in which the latter position is the primary 

one.240  

Ebeling contrasts this with the Reformers’ view that Christ is the subject of Scripture. 

To him, Christ is to be understood as the proclaimed, believed, and thus living Christ. The 

subject of Scripture, the Christ of faith, is not transmitted by Scripture as such, but by the 

                                                           
236 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 319-20. 
237 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” in Ebeling, Wort Gottes und Tradition, 127. 
238 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 319.  
239 “daß die Heilige Schrift nur durch die Kirche klar werde, daß also nur in der Zweiheit von Schrift und Kirche 
das rechte Verständnis der Schrift und das Zur-Geltung-Kommen ihrer Sache ermöglich sei,” “‘Sola scriptura’ 
und das Problem der Tradition,” 127. English translation: “the meaning of Holy Scripture can only be made 
clear through the Church, and that only thus in the duality of Scripture and Church does the correct 
understanding of Scripture, and the assertion of the authority of its contents become possible,” “‘Sola scriptura’ 
und das Problem der Tradition,” 133. 
240 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 128. 
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spoken word of preaching.241 This not only displays the significance of proclamation due to 

sola scriptura, but also concerns the authoritative interpretation of Scripture according to the 

principle. 

 

3.3.2 The Hermeneutic Function of Sola Scriptura and its Implications for Authority  

Ebeling states that “[d]iese Strittigkeit der Sache der Schrift konzentriert sich darauf, ob es, 

zugespitzt formuliert, ‘Sache’ der Schrift selbst ist, die Sache der Schrift zur Geltung zu 

bringen.”242 This not only indicates how Ebeling understands the authority of Scripture but 

also illustrates his play and emphasis on the term “Sache”.243 I will later show how this term 

plays a key role in understanding Ebeling’s hermeneutics, as well as his concept of historical 

continuity. 

It is in relation to the question of interpretive authority that Ebeling understands the 

Reformers’ idea of Scripture as interpreting itself. According to Ebeling, sui ipsius interpres 

means that the interpretation of Scripture is not subjected to the authority of the church but to 

Scripture itself – or, more precisely, its subject matter: Christ. In this way it is sui ipsius 

interpres that makes sola scriptura a hermeneutical principle.244 Thus, Ebeling stresses that 

sui ipsius interpres was not a second point added to the scriptural principle, but an explication 

of its hermeneutic sense. Nevertheless, he acknowledges that the consequences of this 

hermeneutic sense of the sola scriptura were not recognized clearly enough by the 

Reformers, and still less in the era of Lutheran Orthodoxy. The latter confused the Word of 

God with the Scripture in its historical form as it did not distinguish between the res of 

Scripture and its verba. Thus, Lutheran Orthodoxy, according to Ebeling, failed completely to 

understand the scriptural principle.245 Ebeling’s hermeneutical theology can therefore be 

                                                           
241 “[A]llein der in der Schrift bezeugte Christus der gegenwärtige ist und daß die Weise seiner Gegenwart allein 
das Wort ist, welches allein auf Glauben aus ist, daß also Christus als verbum promissionis und darum als 
verbum fidei die Sache der Schrift ist,” “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 130. English 
translation: “[O]nly the Christ to whom Scripture bears witness is the present Christ, and the Word alone is the 
way of his presence, and only through faith. Thus Christ as the verbum promissionis, and therefore as the 
verbum fidei, is the substance of Scripture,” “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 135. 
242 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 127. English translation: “The central issue in this debate 
about the subject of Scripture is whether, to put it briefly, the very object of Scripture is to establish the 
authority of the content of Scripture,” “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 133. 
243 The English translation of “die Sache der Schrift” differs throughout the authorized translations of Ebeling’s 
texts. It gets translated into for example “the subject of the text”, “the object of the text”, “the subject matter of 
the text”, “the substance of the text”, “the content of the text”. Ebeling himself makes a point that the term 
“Sache” in ordinary language can be used to express both “content” and “object,” as well as “task,” 
“competence,” and “function,” see note 82 in “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 127. 
244 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 119-20. 
245 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 320-21. 
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interpreted as an effort to further clarify and develop the hermeneutic potential and 

significance of sola scriptura. 

For Ebeling, the scriptural principle has both a hermeneutical and a theological side. 

Theologically understood, sui ipsius interpres means that the Word of God has authority over 

the church, as well as over the individual interpreter. Sola scriptura serves, on the one hand, 

to keep Christ distinct from the church and, on the other hand, to distinguish between Christ, 

as subject of Scripture and Word of God, and the Scripture in its historical form.246 

Hermeneutically speaking, it first and foremost means that sola scriptura serves to 

distinguish between text and interpretation.247 Text and interpretation should not be confused 

so that the interpretation is given the status of an authoritative text. For Ebeling, Scripture is 

the criterion for interpretive tradition and not vice versa. In addition, sui ipsius interpres also 

indicates a distinction between text and interpreter. Ebeling claims that the principle refers to, 

what he labels, “a general hermeneutic principle” (den allgemeinen hermeneutischen 

Grundsatz), which he explains to be that the text itself has a hermeneutic function in bringing 

forth an adequate interpretation, as well as traditions of interpretations, of which the 

adequacy (Angemessenheit) rests on the text alone.248 It is in regard to such a hermeneutical 

position that Ebeling understands textual exposition to be exposition or execution by the text, 

rather than exposition of the text.249 For Ebeling, the role of the interpreter ultimately consists 

in removing obstacles so that the word can execute its own hermeneutic function: “Die 

hermeneutische Hilfe kann deshalb aber auch nur darin bestehen, Störungen zu beseitigen, 

um das Wort in seiner eigenen hermeneutischen Funktion wirken zu lassen.”250 In this way, 

Ebeling’s interpretation of the principle of sui ipsus interpres results in a rather monolithic 

interpretive process: the text is not primarily a critical corrective to any interpretation of it. 

Rather, it brings forth its own authentic interpretation.  

Ebeling’s interpretation of the hermeneutic function of the scriptural principle rests on 

a specific conception of scriptural authority. As mentioned, the question concerning the 

                                                           
246 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 132. See also “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 979, 83. 
247 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 132. See also “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 979, 83. 
248 “den allgemeinen hermeneutischen Grundsatz, daß der Text selbst hermeneutische Funktion hat und 
Auslegung samt Auslegungstradition hervorbringt, über deren Angemessenheit allein vom Text her, also nur auf 
dem Wege der Auslegung, zu urteilen ist,” Ebeling in “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 979. English translation: 
“the general hermeneutical principle, that the text itself has a hermeneutic function in bringing forth 
interpretation together with a tradition of interpretation, of which their appropriateness is to be judged only by 
the text, and only by the way of interpretation,” (my translation).  
249 Theologie und Verkündigung, 15; “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 347. 
250 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 334. English translation: “the hermeneutic aid can only consist in removing 
hindrances in order to let the word perform ist own hermeneutic function,” “Word of God and Hermeneutics,” 
318-19. 
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subject of Scripture is, for Ebeling, ultimately a question of the authority of the interpretation 

of Scripture. Claiming that Scripture interprets itself is not only to denounce the church’s 

authority to decide what Scripture actually says but is also a way of clarifying what kind of 

authority is at stake in Scripture. When Ebeling talks about that which is translated into 

“authority,” he usually says “zur Geltung bringen,” which means “to validate.” In such a way 

Ebeling conceptualizes the authority of Scripture as if the text itself makes a claim to 

authority (Anspruch). The authority gives, occurs, or emerges by itself, instead of being 

grounded on external instructions. The authority of Scripture is grounded on its Sache, which 

as word (Wort) has the character of calling for a response (Antwort). The authority of 

Scripture is thus not an imposed authority but an authority which is realized and experienced 

to be valid by its claim – it is grasped because of its appeal. The authority of Scripture, 

according to Ebeling, thus relies on the power of its Sache; on what is brought forth and made 

valid: 

 
[D]enn die Richtigkeit der Auslegung kann sich ja nur auf dem Wege der Auslegung selbst 
erweisen. Wenn sich eine Auslegung nicht von selbst Geltung verschafft, so ist ihr auch nicht 
Geltung zu verschaffen durch Einschaltung einer andern, formalen, richterlichen Autorität; 
denn damit würde ja gerade der Geltungsanspruch gestört, den Auslegung beansprucht, nämlich 
der Geltungsanspruch der Sache, um die es geht.251 

 

In this way, Ebeling understands truth as a relation of correspondence. Human interpretations 

are true as long as they correspond to, and resonate with, God’s own Word. However, 

Ebeling offers no criteria for distinguishing false interpretations from correct ones, although 

he does display a rather pragmatic attitude in arguing that words from God can be 

distinguished from words of humans based on what they produce: the former give life and 

bring wholeness while the latter can be corrupted and be destructive and deadly words.252 For 

                                                           
251 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 70. English translation: “[T]he correctness of interpretation can be proven 
only by way of interpretation itself. If an interpretation cannot create its own authority, no authority can be 
created for it by the introduction of another, formal or legal authority, for such an action would upset the very 
authority which interpretation lays claim to, namely, the authority of the reality [Sache] being discussed,” The 

Problem of Historicity, 88. 
252 “Der Gegensatz bezieht sich also darauf, ob das Wortgeschehen durch den Menschen miβbrauchtes, 
verdorbenes Wortgeschehen ist, oder ob es heiles, reines, erfülltes Wortgeschehen ist, also das, was Wort seiner 
Bestimmung nach, und zwar selbstverständlich seiner Bestimmung nach im menschlichen Miteinander sein soll. 
Und darin liegt zugleich ein Gegensatz in dem, was das Wort anrichtet: ob es verderbendes, tötendes oder 
heilschaffendes, lebenspendendes Wort ist,” “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 341. English translation: “Thus 
the point of the contrast is whether the wordevent is one that is misused and corrupted by man, or whether it is 
one that is sound, pure, and fully realized – which is what is meant to be the destiny, and indeed the natural 
destiny, of words in human society. And that implies at the same time a contrast in what the word produces: 
whether it is a destructive and deadly word or one that brings wholeness and gives life,” “Word of God and 
Hermeneutics,” 325-26.   
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Ebeling, therefore, the decisive distinction is not between false and correct interpretations, 

but between inauthentic and authentic ones. Authentic interpretations are those which reveal 

the truth to the reader (or more precisely, the listener) about her situation coram Deo. 

Although Ebeling acknowledges that formal decisions concerning the validity of a 

textual interpretation are necessary within an organized community such as a church, he 

maintains that, hermeneutically speaking, it does not make sense to form or judge 

interpretations through formal authority.253 As I will return to later, Ebeling is primarily 

occupied with the sole individual and his or her encounter with the Word, and thus pays less 

attention to questions concerning diverse and conflicting interpretations in a community of 

interpreters. 

Ebeling’s understanding of authority corresponds to his understanding of canonicity. 

By distancing himself from what he polemically claims to be a Roman Catholic stance, 

Ebeling holds that the formation of the biblical canon was not a result of an ecclesial decision 

but of the fact that certain books were in use because of their appeal and then subsequently 

came to be regarded as Holy Scripture.254 In this way, the claim of canonicity is the answer to 

the subject matter that expresses itself in the Scriptures. Thus, canonicity is also a 

hermeneutical issue rather than a formal or juridical one: 

 

Es verhält sich zur Schrift als die Antwort auf die von daher zur Sprache gekommene 
Sache. Wie das Bekenntnis nicht das, zu dem es sich bekennt, autorisiert, vielmehr 
dessen als wirksam erfahrene Autorität […] anerkennt und proklamiert, so ist die 
Feststellung der Kanonizität und entsprechend das Urteil “sola scriptura” 
Bekenntnisäußerung.255 

 

By stating this, Ebeling wants to overcome the tension between texts formally designated as 

canonical on the one side, and of the interpretations of their canonicity and authority on the 

other side. According to Ebeling, the problem with formally authoritative statements about 

                                                           
253 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 70. 
254 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 104.  
255 Ibid., 106. English translation: “So far as Scripture is concerned it [canonicity] is the answer to the matter 
that finds utterance in it. Just as the Creed does not give authority to that which it confesses, but rather 
acknowledges and proclaims that authority which it actually experiences in the act of confession […] so the 
affirmation of canonicity, and correspondingly that of sola scriptura, is a creedal utterance,” “‘Sola Scriptura’ 
and Tradition,” 116. 
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canonicity is that they do not recognize that “die kanonischen Schriften selbst sich als 

kanonisch zur Geltung bringen und den Sinn ihrer Kanonizität deutlich werden lassen.”256  

 

3.3.3 Proclamation: Critical Interpretation Communicating Continuity and Change 

After this exploration of Ebeling’s concept of authority in relation to the scriptural principle, I 

will now continue to see how he conceptualizes biblical interpretation. 

As described above, according to Ebeling, sola scriptura means that only the subject of 

Scripture can decide the authority of what is apostolic. Apostolicity is thus, just as canonicity, 

a hermeneutical category to Ebeling, and not a formal one. If the authority to decide what is 

apostolic is placed outside of Scripture, e.g. in the bishop’s office or in the regula fidei, 

tradition becomes, according to Ebeling, a concept regarding the contemporary authority of 

the church. This does not allow for critique of Scripture nor scriptural interpretation because 

that will ultimately turn out to be critique of the church itself.257 On the contrary, understood 

as hermeneutical concepts, Ebeling argues that canonicity and sola scriptura imply an 

expectation – an anticipation of the future, which necessarily makes interpretation imperative: 

 

Damit, daß diese Schriften als Kanon, als Heilige Schrift bezeichnet und rezipiert sind, 
ist nur ein Anspruch erhoben, den es einzulösen gilt, oder – vielleicht sachgemäßer 
formuliert – eine Verheißung ausgesprochen, die es wahrzunehmen gilt, jedenfalls eine 
Aufgabe gestellt, die im auslegenden Umgang mit der Schrift in Angriff zu nehmen ist.258  

 

Ebeling’s point is that since there exists an expectation and promise of being encountered by 

the Word of God in Scripture, interpretation is necessary. The interpreter has not done her 

job, or more correctly, has not let Scripture interpret itself, until Christ is revealed from the 

actual passages of Scripture. In fact, Ebeling states that the designation of a text as canon is a 

pre-judgement (Vorurteil) in the Gadamerian sense of the term.259 He believes it is part of the 

effective history of Scripture to bring forth the expectation that this text has the capacity to 

expose the Word of God. 

                                                           
256 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 110. English translation: “the canonical writings to 
establish their own canonicity and to make its meaning clear,” “‘Sola Scriptura’ and Tradition,” 119. 
257 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 978. 
258 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 110. English translation: “[T]he designation and 
acceptance of these writings as canonical, as Holy Scripture, has merely raised a claim which will have to be 
justified; or, to put it more accurately perhaps, has expressed a promise which has to be recognized; at any rate it 
has imposed a task which must be taken up in connection with the interpretation of Scripture,” “‘Sola Scriptura’ 
and Tradition,” 119. 
259 Note 33 in “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 110. 
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This expectation makes not only interpretation but also criticism imperative. Leaning 

on Luther’s preface to the New Testament, Ebeling claims that the task executed by the canon 

as such, is a critical one: “dann ist unbestreitbar die durch den Kanon als Kanon gestellte 

Aufgabe eine kritische, die ständig gegen falschen Gebrauch des Kanons und falsches 

Kanonsverständnis wahrzunehmen ist.”260 In this way, the critical function of the canon is a 

theological argument for Ebeling, not a textual or social one, as I will show it is for Tanner. 

For Ebeling, it is the subject of the text, not the text as such or its readers, that constantly 

performs criticism of interpretations of the Scripture. 

On the one hand, this means, for Ebeling, that the text risks becoming an obstacle for 

its subject matter. Consequently, he holds that the canon principle must admit the possibility 

of a revision of the canon itself if its canonicity is to be taken seriously.261 In this way, 

Ebeling manages to accommodate historical critical research as it does not constitute a threat 

towards his scriptural principle. For Ebeling, the subject of Scripture does not depend 

thoroughly on the current historical form or version of the text of Scripture. In other words, 

the diachronic continuity which the Scripture somehow guarantees, is not a quality of the text 

itself in its textual form but of its Sache to which it bears witness. 

On the other hand, Ebeling grants Scripture a special status. He does not problematize 

that Scripture, from the Reformers’ point of view, was defined as the basic source for 

proclamation but turns this into an argument of the necessity of critical interpretation. The 

church depends on the Scripture, not only as interpretive authority but also as primary source 

for its proclamation. However, as Ebeling strictly distinguishes between the canonic Scripture 

and other texts, he concurrently stresses that biblical interpretation cannot happen in isolation 

from other texts and voices.262 His point is that all texts – that is, all voices of history – are 

relevant for the cause (Sache) of Scripture, be it that they contradict it or support it. The 

Scripture, in fact, needs to face friction from other texts and historical experiences in order 

for the Word of God to be heard and understood in new ways. I find this point of friction 

interesting, and will return to it later in the thesis. 

What, then, is critical interpretation to Ebeling? The underlying issue at stake in 

answering this question is the above-mentioned distinction between Christ as subject (Sache) 

                                                           
260 Ibid. Translation in English: “it cannot be denied that the task imposed by the canon as such, is a critical one, 
continually engaged in exposing any false use of the canon and any false interpretation of its meaning,” in 
“‘Sola Scriptura’ and Tradition,” 120. 
261 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 111. See also: “Die Kanongrenze ist prinzipiell als eine 
offene Grenze anzusehen,” in Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 52. English translation: “The boundary of the 
canon must be considered as basically undefined,” The Problem of Historicity, 63. 
262 Theologie und Verkündigung, 16-17. 
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of Scripture, and Scripture in its historical form. Ebeling analyzes the historicity of the 

Scripture on two levels. First, the historicity of the past: Scripture consists of historical texts 

and the processes of their formation, collections, and canonization were historical 

processes.263 Second, the historicity of the present: language changes inevitably. Thus, there 

is a constant need for new translations of the Bible.264 However, Ebeling is not primarily 

interested in translation. He claims that translation ultimately falls under the category of 

repetition and is therefore not sufficient in order to meet the expectation raised by the 

(designation of the text as) canon: “der Frage, warum die Verkündigung nicht bloß 

übersetzende Wiedergabe des Textes in der dem Hörer verständlichen Sprache sein kann, 

sondern in weit umfassenderem Sinne Auslegung sein muß.”265 In order to proclaim the 

gospel, interpretation and exposition are needed. These are not the same as explanation. If it 

were so, Ebeling says, biblical commentaries could have replaced the sermon.266  

The reason why interpretation has to be more than mere translation or explanation is 

due to the historicity of the person who hears the text. Proclamation is always addressed to 

someone, namely to historical people, whose lives constantly change and cannot be repeated. 

Therefore, says Ebeling, biblical interpretation cannot be repeated, nor can it be harmonizing 

or concordant interpretation.267 Since the world is caught up in constant change, biblical 

interpretation must be based on new experiences, new questions, and new confrontations with 

the text in order to communicate the Sache of the text. There has to be an element of 

something new in any interpretation, which ultimately means that theology at large must 

constantly change, that there cannot be any theologia perennis.268   

 This illustrates how Ebeling conceptualizes a dynamic between continuity and 

change. Christ and faith are considered constant categories but human witness to them needs 

to change constantly in order for them to communicate and be handed on in history.269 

Change is thus seen as an intrinsic quality of continuity, which again highlights the problem 

                                                           
263 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 8-10. 
264 Ibid., 20-21. 
265 Ibid., 21. English translation: “[P]roclamation cannot be merely a translation that reproduces the text in the 
language understood by the hearer but must be, instead, interpretation in a much more comprehensive sense,” 
The Problem of Historicity, 23.  
266 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 21-22. 
267 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 979. 
268 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 24. 
269 “Das Verhältnis aber zwischen der Identität und Variabilität, nämlich wie die Variabilität gebunden ist an die 
Identität und die Identität notwendig eingehen muß in die Variabilität, das erfaßt die Kategorie der Auslegung in 
seinem strukturellen Zusammenhang,” ibid., 82. English translation: “The category of interpretation 
comprehends the structural relationship between identity and variability, showing how variability is connected 
with identity and how identity is of necessity transformed into variability,” The Problem of Historicity, 102-03. 
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of tradition as a problem of hermeneutics: “Und nur dann kann im strengen Sinne eben 

dasselbe, was der Text damals gesagt hat, heute gesagt werden, wenn es heute neu und anders 

gesagt wird.”270 Ebeling’s concept of critical interpretation includes a relation between 

identity and difference, continuity and change, sameness and variability:  

 

Vielmehr gehört dieses beides, die Identität und die Variabilität, untrennbar zusammen 
und ist miteinander verklammert im Vorgang der Auslegung, deren Wesen es ist, 
dasselbe anders zu sagen, und eben allein dadurch, daß es anders gesagt wird, dasselbe 
zu sagen.271 

 

According to Ebeling, the apostolicity of the church thus depends on its ability to change, 

reinterpret the Scripture, and proclaim the gospel in new ways so that people of new times 

and places can come to faith. He acknowledges that such changes constantly involve the 

possibility of conflict and loss of identity.272 However, for Ebeling, the risk of loss of identity 

is not an argument against change and new interpretations. On the contrary, broken identity is 

the inevitable outcome if new interpretations cease to come into expression. In this way, there 

are some echoes of both Harnack’s eternal kernel of the gospel, as well as of Troeltsch’s 

normative understanding of making the “essence” afresh in Ebeling’s reasoning, albeit 

conceptualized differently. 

 

3.3.4 Proclamation: The Responsible Completion of Tradition – Carrying out the Event 

The need of critical interpretation which is raised by sola scriptura also relates to the oral 

character of the scriptural principle. For Ebeling, the exclusive authority of Holy Scripture 

rests on its Sache, which is not written word but spoken word. This not only indicates the 

importance of proclamation in Ebeling’s theology but also points to the function of oral 

proclamation for the transmission of the gospel:  

                                                           
270 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 23. English translation: “The only way in which we can say today, in a 
strict sense, what was said in the past is to say it today in a new and different way,” The Problem of Historicity, 
26. See also: “daß, damit dasselbe gesagt wird, um der geschichtlichen Differenz willen es anders gesagt 
werden muß, daß aber, um neu gesagt werden zu können, der überlieferte Text in der Weise der Auslegung zur 
Geltung kommen muß,” “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 983. 
271 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 23. English translation: “[B]oth factors, identity and variability, belong 
inseparably together and are linked to one another in the process of interpretation, whose very nature is to say 
the same thing in a different way and, precisely by virtue of saying it in a different way, to say the same thing,” 
The Problem of Historicity, 26.  
272 Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band III (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1979), 375 (Die Apostolizität als 
Problem). 
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Das “sola scriptura” soll gerade der rechten Erfassung dieser wesenhaften Mündlichkeit 
der “Überlieferung” dienen. Es ist also nur dann recht verstanden, wenn es zurückweist 
in das Verkündigungsgeschehen, aus dem die Schrift herkommt, und hineinweist in das 
Verkündigungsgeschehen, in das die Schrift eingehen will.273 

 

In other words, transmission is fundamentally oral as the function of proclamation is to carry 

out the word-event which was the origin of Scripture. First, this displays a central 

characteristic of Ebeling’s concept of tradition, which I touched upon in 3.2.3, namely 

tradition’s combination of being both passive and active. In Ebeling’s terminology, this is the 

distinction, but also the relation, between traditum, i.e. what is handed down (the perfect 

passive participle of trado), tradendum, i.e. what is to be handed on (the future passive 

participle of trado), and actus tradendi, which is the act of transmitting. Theologically 

speaking, the act of handing on the Christian tradition is proclamation, according to Ebeling: 

proclamation is the actus tradendi in its most concrete form.274 For Ebeling, these distinctions 

within the concept of tradition indicate one of the central differences between dogmatic, 

understood as constructive, and historical theology: the task of dogmatic theology is to 

participate in the actus tradendi, unlike historical theology which primarily is concerned with 

the traditum. In other words, dogmatic theology is not repetition of the history of dogmas, but 

must entail new and critical interpretations of it. The reason why Ebeling thinks biblicism and 

traditionalism fail is precisely because they present tradition simply as traditum and thus 

abandon the authentic meaning of tradition. However, just as the traditum cannot be 

separated from actus tradendi in order to become tradendum (i.e. the past must be critically 

assessed and interpreted in order to be passed on), the actus tradendi cannot be separated 

from the traditum in order to become tradendum (i.e. critical interpretation is not abstract or 

detached from previous interpretations, but must engage with them).275  

Second, this further displays how Ebeling conceptualizes tradition to be an ongoing 

event. Tradition is neither a substance nor a content but an event which continually makes 

itself present – not by enduring by itself but by actively being handed on in the actus 

tradendi.276 In other words, the traditum is something that needs to be realized or fulfilled, in 

                                                           
273 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 102. English translation: “The exact value of sola scriptura 
is that it contributes to a right understanding of the essentially oral character of ‘transmission’. So, it is only 
rightly understood when it is referred back to the event of preaching, and when the origin of Scripture is seen to 
lie in the act of preaching,” “‘Sola Scriptura’ and Tradition,” 112. 
274 Theologie und Verkündigung, 13. 
275 Ibid., 14. 
276 Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 33. 
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the sense of being carried out, at any moment in history. This can only happen through 

critical engagement, friction, selection, testing, interpretation, and, subsequently, 

proclamation. The aim of all these aspects of actus tradendi is to fulfil the purpose of the 

written text in the act of oral proclamation: “Das traditum ist nur dann das, wozu es 

überliefert ist, wenn es eingeht in den Akt der Überlieferung, d. h. wenn aus dem in 

Buchstaben fixierten Text das Geistgeschehens des mündlichen Wortes wird.”277 

Third, Ebeling’s concept of tradition is in this way strictly linked to his understanding 

of text and critical interpretation. The traditum can be a text, but the tradendum cannot be a 

text. Ebeling explains the oral priority of proclamation over against the written fixation of 

Scripture as a consequence of the nature of the gospel being a word-event.278 Further, he 

argues that the hermeneutic consequence of this theological premise is that the scriptural 

principle will necessarily understand the text as effective text (wirksame Schrift) whose 

nature is not to remain text but to be proclaimed.279 Ebeling’s understanding of Scripture as 

text is thus, to a large extent, instrumental – although his understanding of words is not only 

instrumental, words are ultimately what constitute the human as human and what connect 

them with God.280 The text has a function in mediating the word-event which it originated 

from, so that the word-event once again can expose. In this way, the word-event is not only 

behind the text but is also expected to occur in front of the text:  

 

Denn der Text ist nicht um des Textes willen da, sondern um des Wortgeschehens willen, 
das die Herkunft, darum aber auch die Zukunft des Textes ist. […] Denn das Wort, das 
einst geschehen ist und in seinem Geschehensein zum Text geworden ist, muß mit Hilfe 
des Textes wiederum Wort werden und so als auslegendes Wort geschehen.281 

 

In the authorized English translation of this quote, the mediation by the text is conceptualized 

as if the word-event is recorded in the form of a text. This is not the case in the German text.  

                                                           
277 Theologie und Verkündigung, 15. English translation: “The traditum can only fulfil the purpose for which it 
was handed down if it is taken up into the actus tradendi, i.e. if the written text is transformed into the ‘event of 
the Spirit’ of the spoken word,” Theology and Proclamation: Dialogue with Bultmann [Theologie und 
Verkündigung], trans. John Riches (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966 [1962]), 27. 
278 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 979.  
279 Ibid. 
280 “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 342-43. 
281 Theologie und Verkündigung, 15. English translation: “For the text is there not for its own sake, but for the 
sake of the word-event which is the origin and also the future of the text. […] For the Word which once 
happened and which has been recorded in the form of a text as an event which has occurred, must with the help 
of the text again become Word, and so come into being as the expounding Word,” Theology and Proclamation, 
28.  
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Another way of translating it would be to say that the Word, in its coming into being as event, 

has become text, from which it can expose once more. Nevertheless, Ebeling is clearly 

transtemporal in his understanding of the relation between Sache, word-event, and text. It is 

the same Sache that once exposed in a word-event and caused the text that can expose anew 

in a contemporary word-event caused by textual interpretation and proclamation. 

Fourth, Ebeling’s understanding of the relationship between text and interpretation 

largely resonates with Gadamer’s hermeneutics. In describing theological hermeneutics in 

Wahrheit und Methode (1960), Gadamer states that it is precisely the proclamation that 

realizes and fulfills the meaning of the text.282 Although Gadamer stresses that the interpreter 

puts herself at risk in the encounter with the text, the interpretive activity, according to him, 

ultimately implies adjusting the Sache of the text. In this way, Gadamer holds interpretation 

primarily to be application, and he grants the interpreter no freedom over against the text.283 

Although Ebeling stresses that interpretation is critical interpretation, and that Scripture has 

to be interpreted in constantly new ways in order to communicate its Sache, it is the selfsame 

Sache that guides and ultimately performs the interpretation by being its primary subject, as 

explained in 3.3.2.  

Fifth, Ebeling’s understanding of the relation between text and word-event also 

illustrates a central aspect of his understanding of history: “Darum lautet die sachgemäße 

Frage nach dem Geschehenen nicht einfach: Was ist passiert? Welche Fakten haben sich 

ereignet? Wie sind sie zu erklären? oder dergleichen, sondern: Was ist zur Sprache 

gekommen?”284 His concern is with the following question: “what came to expression 

through language?” For Ebeling, the responsible realization of tradition is to bring forth, once 

again, through new words, what came to expression in the past. In this way, he seeks to 

establish some sort of transtemporal identity between the word-event of the past, mediated by 

the text, and the contemporary word-event, released through textual exposition and 

proclamation.285 To explore this transtemporal process of mediation further, it is necessary to 

                                                           
282 “The proclamation cannot be detached from its fulfillment,” Gadamer, Truth and Method, 330.  
283 “Hence the primary thing is application. We can, then, distinguish what is truly common to all forms of 
hermeneutics: the meaning to be understood is concretized and fully realized only in interpretation, but the 
interpretive activity considers itself wholly bound by the meaning of the text. Neither jurist nor theologian 
regards the work of application as making free with the text,” ibid., 332. See a critical discussion of this aspect 
of Gadamer’s hermeneutics in Sven Thore Kloster, “Om tradisjonens meningsbærende kontinuitet,” Norsk 

teologisk tidsskrift 107, no. 4 (2006).  
284 Gerhard Ebeling, “Die Frage nach dem historischen Jesus und das Problem der Christologie,” in Ebeling, 
Wort und Glaube I, 307. English translation: “[T]he proper question regarding the past is not: What happened? 
What were the facts? How are they to be explained? or something of that kind, but: What came to expression 
through language?,” “The Question of the Historical Jesus and the Problem of Christology,” 295. 
285 Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band I, 40-41. 
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look closer into Ebeling’s understanding of the Christian kerygma and how this relates, on 

the one hand, to the historical Jesus, and on the other hand, to the Christ of faith. 

 

3.4  Continuity: Faith and Tradition 

3.4.1 Kerygma – the Handing on of an Eschatological Event 

In this part, I will explore Ebeling’s conception of kerygma in order to understand how he 

conceptualizes historical continuity and diachronic identity. I will also continue to investigate 

his understanding of the authority of the Word of God as he uses the explanatory framework 

of the doctrine of law and gospel to conceptualize this. 

Ebeling’s understanding of the Christian kerygma is part of a larger twentieth-century 

theological discourse within German dialectical theology, which is not within the scope of 

this dissertation. I will, however, describe his conception of kerygma in order to explore how 

he conceptualizes the historical transmission of the Word of God.  

In the book Theologie und Verkündigung (1962), Ebeling outlines his understanding 

of the kerygma by contrasting it to that of his former teacher, Rudolf Bultmann. Ebeling 

thought that Bultmann had not sufficiently grasped the word-event character of the Word of 

God or the linguistic nature of human existence. Central to Ebeling’s argument is the 

overarching question of the relationship and distinction between the kerygma that has been 

handed down (kerygma as tradition) and the kerygma that is to be proclaimed today (kerygma 

as gospel). However, in order to understand the kerygma as gospel, as something more than 

history, Ebeling is – contrary to Bultmann – interested in getting behind the primitive 

kerygma to the historical Jesus – not as an attempt at seeking objective facts behind it in 

order to legitimate it historically (which would be positivism), but to interpret it as word-

event in order to grasp what came to expression in it.286 

 

3.4.1.1 Conceptualizing Historical Continuity as a Sachlich Verhältnis  

Part of Ebeling’s project is thus to explore the relation between the historical Jesus and the 

early Christian kerygma. According to Ebeling, Bultmann made a mistake by not being 

interested in explaining this relationship theologically. Ebeling accuses Bultmann of taking 

the relationship between the historical Jesus and the early Christian kerygma for granted by 

                                                           
286 Theologie und Verkündigung, 51-55. 
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declaring it to be self-evident.287 According to Ebeling, Bultmann understood the continuity 

simply as a logical and formal presupposition between the kerygma and the mere “That” of 

the historical Jesus. Ebeling, on the other hand, thinks such a formal conceptualization of 

continuity cries out for a theological explanation in terms of a substantial and material 

relationship (sachlich Verhältnis). While Bultmann wanted to isolate the question of 

historical continuity between Jesus and the kerygma (die Frage nach der historischen 

Kontinuität) from the question of the substantial and material relationship between Jesus and 

the kerygma (die Frage nach dem sachlichen Verhältnis), Ebeling, on the other hand, argues 

that the two questions are interrelated and cannot be explored separately.288 Thus, Ebeling’s 

notion of “sachlich Verhältnis” is key to understanding how he conceptualizes historical 

continuity. 

The authorized translation of Theologie und Verkündigung translates “sachlich 

Verhältnis” with “material relationship” or “material relation”. I have chosen to stick to the 

German term “sachlich Verhältnis” since this expression accommodates more nuances than 

just a material relation.289 In fact, Ebeling is hesitant towards the term “continuity” 

(Kontinuität) because he wants to avoid what he calls the old scientific connotations of that 

term which emphasized a space-time continuum.290 According to Ebeling, such an 

understanding builds on Aristotle, who defined continuity as “Einheit auf Grund von 

Angrenzung.”291 This definition ignores the nature of the relationship between the events in 

sequence, which is what interests Ebeling. Similarly, the term “discontinuity” is also 

unsatisfactory to Ebeling:  

 

Gewöhnlich meint man aber mit Diskontinuität das Phänomen der aus dem vorausgehend 
Angrenzenden nicht ableitbaren Differenz trotz bestehenden Zusammenhangs, also eine 
‘Diskontinuität’, die nur innerhalb einer vorhandenen Kontinuität und als deren 
Modifikation Beachtung verdient. Diese Terminologie ist deshalb so unbefriedigend, 

                                                           
287 Ibid., 58. 
288 Ibid., 56-57. 
289 I have not found a proper English translation of the German term. For example, “Sachlich Verhältnis” also 
implies a factual relationship, but the term “factual” indicates a scientific fact which thus makes it less adequate. 
“Substantial relationship” is perhaps also a possible translation, but “substance” carries connotations to Aristotle 
and Roman Catholic theological discourse, which therefore makes it misleading. 
290 “Denn wenn in historischer Verwendung die Kategorie der Kontinuität nicht formalisiert werden soll auf ein 
Raum-und-Zeit-Kontinuum hin im älteren naturwissenschaftlichen Verständnis, so muß ein Sachverhältnis im 
Blick sein, das zugleich Gemeinsamkeit und Verschiedenheit umfaßt,” Ebeling, Theologie und Verkündigung, 
57. English translation: “For if in its historical application we are to avoid formalizing the category of continuity 
into the old scientific concept of a space-time continuum, then we must have in mind some material relationship 
which embraces both identity and difference,” Theology and Proclamation, 59. 
291 Footnote 5 in Theologie und Verkündigung, 57. English translation: “unity on the basis of adjacency,” 
endnote 23 in Theology and Proclamation, 166.  
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weil Kontinuität und Diskontinuität entweder keine Alternative darstellen, sondern 
dialektisch zusammengehören, so daß jeder Geschehenszusammenhang beides aufweist, 
dann aber Ausdruck des sachlichen Verhältnisses sind; oder so formal verstanden sind, 
daß Kontinuität als das bloße Faktum des Angrenzens in Zeit und Raum noch gar nichts 
sagt über die Art des Verhältnisses.292 

 

Instead of “continuity” and “discontinuity,” which are too mechanical, formal or dialectical, 

Ebeling argues in favor of a concept of sachlich Verhältnis which he believes has the 

capacity to explain the nature of the relationship between the events in sequence by 

embracing both identity and difference.  

As stated above, Ebeling’s interest in the quest for the historical Jesus is not an 

attempt to give a causal explanation of the relation between Jesus and the kerygma, but 

concerns the interpretation of the primitive Christian kerygma in order to understand what 

came to expression in it, through language. In other words, he is interested in what it was that 

made the word-event (in which people came to faith) out of the kerygma. For Ebeling, this 

involves exploring the sachlich Verhältnis between the historical Jesus, the primitive 

kerygma and the kerygma of today, which ultimately, according to him, concerns the 

question of “wie denn Christus-Kerygma im Sinne eschatologischen Geschehens tradierbar 

sei, ohne zum historischen Phänomen zu werden, sondern so, daβ es eschatologisches 

Selbstverständnis, und das heiβt Glauben, eröffnet.”293  

According to Ebeling’s analysis in Theologie und Verkündigung, historical research is 

able to provide at least two valuable insights about the sachlich Verhältnis between the 

historical Jesus and the primitive kerygma: one concerning the difference (Differenz) 

between the kerygma and Jesus; the other concerning the identity (Identität) between the 

kerygma and Jesus. First, the difference. Ebeling claims that the New Testament leaves no 

doubt as to there being, and having to be, a clear difference between the kerygma and 

Jesus.294 The disciples did not believe in the kerygma, but in Jesus. One of Ebeling’s main 

                                                           
292 Theologie und Verkündigung, 57-58. English translation: “Normally what one means by discontinuity is: that 
of two events, where one follows on the other the difference between the two is not deducible from the first, in 
spite of the connection which obtains between them. In other words, it is a ‘discontinuity’ only observed within 
a certain continuity, and which modifies this continuity. This terminology is unsatisfactory because in it either 
continuity or discontinuity are not seen as real alternatives but stand in a dialectical relationship to one another, 
in such a way that they can be predicated of every sequence of events, and as such already give expression to a 
material and substantial relationship; or else they are conceived so formally that continuity as the mere fact of 
sequence in time and space says nothing about the nature of the relationship of the events,” Theology and 

Proclamation, 59.  
293 Theologie und Verkündigung, 78. English translation: “how the kerygma can be handed on as eschatological 
event without being reduced to a mere historical phenomenon, but being handed on in such a way that it reveals 
the eschatological self-understanding and that means faith,” Theology and Proclamation, 76-77.  
294 Theologie und Verkündigung, 63. 
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objections against Bultmann’s understanding of the kerygma is precisely the lack of clarity 

concerning the difference between the historical Jesus and the kerygma. For Ebeling, it is 

crucial to maintain and emphasize this difference because it concerns the eschatological 

authority of the kerygma. If the difference between the kerygma and Jesus is eliminated, as is 

the risk, according to Ebeling, when Bultmann argues “daß das Kerygma ‘sich an die Stelle 

des historischen Jesus gesetzt’ hat,”295 then not only does the church take over the position of 

the historical Jesus, but the kerygma ultimately proclaims the absence of Christ instead of his 

presence.296 Paradoxically, then, it is the insistence on a difference between Jesus and the 

kerygma that makes the true presence of Christ possible to Ebeling. 

Second, there is also a relation of identity between the kerygma and the historical 

Jesus. Ebeling conceptualizes this identity by using the term “basis” (Grund), which means 

that Jesus is the basis of the kerygma: “Die Nennung Jesu im Kerygma hat offensichtlich die 

Funktion, nicht nur den Inhalt des Kerygmas anzugeben, sondern auch seinen Grund. […] 

Das Kerygma nennt selbst als sein Kriterium Jesus.”297 According to Ebeling, historical 

enquiry shows that the primitive kerygma was not coincidental but an adequate and relevant 

answer to Jesus’s call to decision.298 For Ebeling, this means that the very situation in which 

Jesus’s appeal was understood by the listeners as a call to decision, as Anspruch, is an 

essential part of the kerygma: 

 

Christologisches Kerygma ist entstanden aus der durch Jesus qualifizierten Situation. 
Darum gehört aber auch die durch Jesus qualifizierte Situation untrennbar zum 
christologischen Kerygma als das, was es notwendig macht und legitimiert, und darum 
als dessen Verstehensbedingung und als dessen Kriterium.299 

  

In other words, the claim of authority that was communicated by Jesus in and through his 

words, and not only through the Easter event, is still communicated in the kerygmatic 

                                                           
295 Ibid., 78. English translation: “that the kerygma ‘has taken the place of the historical Jesus’,” Theology and 

Proclamation, 77.  
296 Theologie und Verkündigung, 79. 
297 Ibid., 64. English translation: “The mention of Jesus’ name in the kerygma serves not only to indicate the 
content of the kerygma, but also to indicate its basis. […] The kerygma itself names Jesus as its criterion,” 
Theology and Proclamation, 65.  
298 Theologie und Verkündigung, 75.  
299 Ibid. English translation: “Christological kerygma arose out of a situation qualified by Jesus. As such, the 
situation which was qualified by Jesus also belongs inseparably to the Christological kerygma; for it is this 
which makes it necessary and legitimate, which is therefore the condition of its understanding and its criterion,” 
Theology and Proclamation, 74.  
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proclamation of the church today. This is the way Ebeling understands the identity part of the 

sachlich Verhältnis between Jesus and the kerygma. 

In order to summarize Ebeling’s notion of historical continuity described so far, one 

can say that he avoids the term “continuity” in order to avoid ideas of a space-time continuum 

in which the identity between the events in sequence is established formally through 

adjacency, or dialectically in which discontinuities are neutralized by a larger and 

overarching continuity. Instead, Ebeling seeks to explain the nature between the different 

events theologically. He conceptualizes this nature as a sachlich Verhaltnis in which there is 

difference between the events but also identity. To recognize the difference is crucial, 

otherwise one ultimately communicates absence. Identity is explained by the key term 

“basis,” which indicates that the kerygma has Jesus as its basis by being the answer to his call 

to decision, and that his claim of authority is mediated and present in the kerygma also today. 

 

3.4.1.2 Authority as Confrontation and Certainty. Faith as a Mode of Understanding 

Central to Ebeling’s argument is that a historical understanding of the kerygma (traditum) is 

not the same as an actual understanding of it as kerygma (gospel) today. However, Ebeling 

claims that the hermeneutical condition that enabled the primitive kerygma to be understood 

as kerygma is universal, which means having general (grundsätzlich) validity.300 In other 

words, it is the same hermeneutical condition which enables it to be understood as kerygma 

today. What, then, is this universal hermeneutical condition? According to Ebeling, it is that 

the kerygma is experienced as necessary by the human conscience: “Wenn Kerygma als 

Kerygma heute geschehen kann, dann darum, weil es notwendig ist, und d. h. weil die 

Situation kerygmatisch qualifiziert ist.”301 In the following I will display how Ebeling’s 

hermeneutical theology is based on a combination of his concept of existence as conscience, 

his concept of language as word-event, and the Lutheran doctrine of law and gospel. 

Central to Ebeling’s christology is that, through Jesus, God comes to expression 

(durch ihn kommt Gott so zur Sprache) in such a way that Jesus is known as the Word which 

                                                           
300 “Es gilt vielmehr, was wir historisch beobachteten, auch grundsätzlich: Christologisches Kerygma kann als 
Kerygma nur verstanden werden in kerygmatisch qualifizierter Situation,” Theologie und Verkündigung, 80. 
English translation: “Christological kerygma can only be understood as kerygma in a kerygmatically qualified 
situation. So we find that what we had seen to be historically true now has general validity,” Theology and 

Proclamation, 78. See also Theologie und Verkündigung, 65, 76. 
301 Theologie und Verkündigung, 79. English translation: “If there can be kerygma today as kerygma, then it is 
because it is necessary, and that means because the situation is qualified kerygmatically,” Theology and 

Proclamation, 77.  

94



95 
 

brings certainty (gewißmachendes Wort) to the human conscience.302 This not only illustrates 

Ebeling’s strong intra-Christian perspective and interest but also his emphasis on law and 

gospel. For in bringing certainty, the Word is also the point where reality is radically 

challenged. The certainty is, in other words, a double certainty. On the one hand, it is the 

certainty of faith through the gospel, in which God’s eschatological promise of the future 

becomes present. On the other hand, it is the certainty of the human condition as an existence 

under the law: “Jesus verifiziert die uns angehende Wirklichkeit. Er macht uns dessen gewiß, 

wie wir in ihr dran sind. Er bringt das Gesetz, dem wir schuldig und verfallen sind, zur 

Eindeutigkeit.”303 This leads to a complex hermeneutical interplay between law and gospel: 

in order to experience the liberating freedom of the gospel, one has to realize what one is to 

be liberated from, i.e. the human condition under the law. But at the same time, in order to 

understand and accept that the human condition is under the law, one needs to experience 

God’s promise in Jesus that liberates from this condition. Thus, Ebeling concludes: “Nur in 

eins mit der das Gewissen treffenden Gewißheit des Gesetzes (und das heißt: der Gewißheit 

der Sünde) kann von der das Gewissen befreienden Gewißheit des Glaubens durch das 

Evangelium die Rede sein.”304 To Ebeling, this interplay between law and gospel alongside 

each other in Jesus is a universal precondition for the kerygma in order to be understood as 

actual kerygma (gospel) and thus being handed on as eschatological event. In other words, 

Ebeling’s anthropology and the doctrine of law and gospel are preconditions for his 

understanding of diachronic identity. 

This also confirms Ebeling’s understanding of authority, as outlined above. That Jesus 

“verifies” the reality has nothing to do with scientific verification. For Ebeling, it means, 

theologically and ontologically, that Jesus brings forth the truth, making the human being 

realize her position coram Deo.305 In such a way, it is a self-evident and overwhelming truth 

that strikes the human through confrontation and certainty-making. The Word of God has its 

power and appeal because it is the ultimate answer (Antwort) to the question and uncertainty 

of the human conscience. In this way, Ebeling reverses the hermeneutic sense of direction: it 

is ultimately the Word of God that helps the human to understand herself. 

                                                           
302 Theologie und Verkündigung, 81. 
303 Ibid. English translation: “Jesus verifies the reality which confronts us. He makes us certain of our relation to 
it. He shows us the law into whose power we have fallen, in its true light,” Theology and Proclamation, 79.  
304 Theologie und Verkündigung, 81. English translation: “[w]e can only speak of the certainty of faith through 
the Gospel which sets our conscience free, in the same breath as we speak of the certainty of the law which 
condemns our conscience (i.e. the certainty of sin),” Theology and Proclamation, 80.  
305 “Theologie und Wirklichkeit,” in Ebeling, Wort und Glaube I, 201-02. 
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 Lastly, this also underscores that, for Ebeling, faith is a mode of understanding – a 

theological qualification of the human experience.306 This is not to say that faith provides a 

better understanding of the objects in the world. Rather, it means that faith has to do with 

human self-understanding. Through faith, the human being is offered a new understanding of 

herself and, therefore, a new theological understanding of the world. It is in this sense that 

hermeneutics is a function of theology. For Ebeling, hermeneutics is a way of being-in-the-

world, not a method of textual interpretation. For Ebeling, then, the decisive differentiation in 

how one understands reality (Wirklichkeitsdifferenz) is therefore whether one understands it 

in belief or disbelief.307 

 

 

3.4.2  Faith and History 

3.4.2.1 The Contemporaneity of the Past: A Historical and A-Political Process of 

Identification.  

Ebeling’s argument “if there can be kerygma today as kerygma, then it is because it is 

necessary” indicates a relation between faith and history. What Ebeling found to be 

historically true – that the kerygma arose out of a situation qualified by Jesus – means to him 

that the kerygma can only arise as actual kerygma, out of situations qualified by the living 

Jesus. This means that if kerygma can exist today as actual kerygma, it is because of the 

Christ of faith. The kerygma can only be handed on as gospel, thus further qualifying the 

situation kerygmatically for others if it led to faith in the first place. Therefore, the 

transmission of the kerygma as gospel and not merely as “tradition” is only possible through 

                                                           
306 “Glauben ist ja nicht ein separater Akt, irgendein spekulativer Aufschwung ins Jenseits. Sondern Glauben ist 
das Bestimmtsein der Existenz als Existenz im Diesseits, und darum nicht etwas neben all dem, was ich tue und 
leide. Hoffe und erfahre, sondern etwas, was konkret nur ist in all diesem, also die Bestimmtheit meines Tuns, 
Leidens, Hoffens und Erfahrens,” Das Wesen des christlichen Glaubens, 3rd ed. (München: Siebenstern, 1967 
[1959]), 154. English translation: “[F]aith is not a separate act, a kind of speculative soaring into transcendence. 
But it determines existence as existence in the world, and thus it is not something alongside all that I do and 
suffer, hope and experience, but something that is concretely present in it all, that is, it determines all my doing 
and suffering, hoping and experiencing,” The Nature of Faith, trans. Ronald Gregor Smith (Philadelphia: 
Muhlenberg Press, 1961 [1959]), 159-60. 
307 “Die entscheidende Wirklichkeitsdifferenz wird nich mit einer erkenntnistheoretisch-metaphysischen 
Unterscheidung von Transzendenz und Immanenz oder von übernatürlich und natürlich und dgl. mehr getroffen, 
sondern allein mit dem Entweder-Oder eines Wirklichkeitsverhältnisses im Glauben oder im Unglauben,” 
“Theologie und Wirklichkeit,” 202. Translation in English: “The decisive differentiation is no longer covered by 
a metaphysical and epistemological distinction between transcendence and immanence, supernatural and 
natural, etc., but solely by the alternative of a believing or unbelieving relation to reality,” “Theology and 
Reality,” in Ebeling, Word and Faith I, 200. 
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faith, according to Ebeling. Without faith, there is no sachlich Verhältnis between Jesus and 

the kerygma.308 Without faith, there is no Zusammenhang between past and present. 

 In this way, Christ and faith are linked to the passage of time. A consequence of this 

relation between faith and history is that Ebeling defines church history theologically. He 

understands the history of the true church, which to him is church as understood in CA VII, 

as the history of the exposition of Scripture.309 It is only in the exposition of Scripture, 

understood as proclamation, that the living Word of God is handed on, in faith, through 

history: “Die Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift ist also 

die Geschichte der Gegenwärtigkeit des unter Pontius Pilatus gekreuzigten und 

auferstandenen Jesus Christus.”310   

According to Ebeling, the presence of Christ in faith makes the time element of 

history, understood as distance in time, disintegrate. In faith, the historical time difference is 

replaced by contemporaneous identification:  

 

In der Gleichzeitigkeit mit Jesus Christus ist der Glaubende zugleich mit der gesamten 
Geschichte der Kirche gleichzeitig und steht in der communion sanctorum, die nicht nur 
über alle Räume, sondern auch über alle Zeiten sich erstreckt.311 

 

Contemporaneity, understood in this way, is thus a theological category to Ebeling. There is a 

strong realism of representation and identification in Ebeling’s conceptualization of the event 

of faith. 

This event of true presence, however, does not occur without friction and struggle. 

According to Ebeling, the Word of God pulls the human conscience away from its refusal to 

be contemporary (Nicht-gegenwärtig-sein-Wollen) and verifies the confused state of human 

experience by proving to be what is really necessary: 

 

Das Wort Gottes will in diesem Streit radikal als das notwendig Gegenwärtige erfaßt 
sein, d. h. als das nicht nur zeitweilig und vorübergehend und partiell Notwendige, 

                                                           
308 “Die Frage nach dem historischen Jesus und das Problem der Christologie,” 317. 
309 “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” 26. 
310 Ibid. English translation: “Church history as the interpretation of Holy Scripture is thus the history of the 
continued living presence of that same Jesus Christ who was crucified under Pontius Pilate and rose again,” 
“Church History is the History of the Exposition of Scripture,” 30.  
311 “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” 26. English translation: “In present 
living union with Jesus Christ the believer becomes contemporary with the whole history of the Church and 
enters into the communion of saints, which transcends not only space but time,” “Church History is the History 
of the Exposition of Scripture,” 30. 
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sondern bleibend und aufs Ganze gehend Notwendige, dessen Gegenwart notwendend 
und darum überhaupt erst gegenwärtig machend ist, wenn anders die tiefste Not der 
Menschheit das Nicht-gegenwärtig-sein-Wollen und die tiefste Notwendigkeit des 
Wortes Gottes gegenwärtig machende Gegenwart ist.312 

  

In this way, the faith event is characterized by struggles – a struggle between God and the 

human conscience, a struggle within the human conscience, as well as struggles between 

human beings in interpreting what their needs are, as I will come back to in 3.5.     

Another key part of Ebeling’s conception of the faith-event – the contemporaneous 

identification – is his understanding of explicit kerygma as homology.313 Homology (from gr. 

homologein) means ‘spontaneous confession’ and, unlike confession in the meaning of a 

formula of faith or Credo (gr. pisteuein), which refers to the past by looking back on what has 

happened, homology is the existential act of confession that refers to the living Christ of 

today.314 According to Ebeling, “Homologie ist einstimmendes Reden.”315 The logic is as 

follows. A homological utterance is the response (Antwort) to the call to decision raised by 

the Word, and the consent to and endorsement of this Word. God identifies the human being 

in a kerygmatic event and they answer to that identification in a kerygmatic event that 

endorses God’s identification. Through that endorsement, the human being is handed over to 

God and called to take responsibility (Verantwortung) of handing on the kerygma to others: 

 

In der Homologie hängen darum drei Momente aufs engste zusammen: daß ich mich 
identifiziere mit einem mich identifizierenden Wort; daß diese Einstimmung meiner 
selbst in ein Wort extra me mich zur Verantwortung dieses Wortes nötigt; und daß solch 
einstimmendes Reden wiederum zum Einstimmen ruft.316 

 

                                                           
312 “Wort Gottes und kirchliche Lehre,” 160-61. English translation: “In this dispute the Word of God wishes to 
be grasped as the essential contemporary reality, that is, not as a temporary, passing, and partial meeting of the 
need, but as the abiding and all-sufficient necessity; its contemporary character deals with the need, and thereby 
creates true presence, since man’s deepest need arises from his refusal to be contemporary, and the deepest 
necessity of the Word of God is a present which creates true presence,” “The Word of God and Church 
Doctrine,” 166.  
313 Theologie und Verkündigung, 83. 
314 Adolf Martin Ritter, “Glaubensbekenntnis(se) V. Alte Kirche,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 1984), 400-01. 
315 Ebeling, Theologie und Verkündigung, 83. English translation: “The language of homology is the language 
of consent,” Theology and Proclamation, 83. 
316 Theologie und Verkündigung, 84. English translation: “Thus in the homology there are three moments which 
are intimately related to one another: that I should identify myself with a Word that identifies me; that this 
identification with a Word extra me should compel me to take responsibility for it; and that such a language of 
consent should call others to consent,” Theology and Proclamation, 83. 
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I believe three aspects of Ebeling’s conceptualization of the event of faith are particularly 

interesting. First, theological language is ultimately assertion, according to Ebeling. The 

language of consent implies that the utterances of theologians are like that of the preacher. 

The theologian has to identify with the subject matter of theology. Drawing on Luther’s De 

servo arbitrio, Ebeling claims that the theologian can only speak affirmatively, in the form of 

assertions.317 Balanced deliberation and historical analyses are not sufficient. For Ebeling, 

that would be to permit the theologian to keep a distance to the subject matter she tries to 

understand.  

Second, the event of faith corresponds, to a certain extent, to Ebeling’s general 

understanding of the dependency on tradition as described earlier in this chapter. That 

tradition is handed on to humans implies at the same time that humans are handed over to 

tradition. However, at the level of faith, the one who receives the kerygma and responds 

homologically is not handed over to tradition as such (understood as law) but to God.318 Svein 

Aage Christoffersen has argued that the best metaphor to grasp Ebeling’s notion of faith is 

“Herrschaftwechsel” (change of dominion), which demonstrates the human being as handed 

over from herself to God, and that history is therefore understood, theologically speaking, as 

a fundamental anthropological process of identification (fundamental-antropologisk 

identifikasjonsprosess).319 

  Third, Ebeling’s conception of the event of faith corresponds to his conception of the 

human primarily understood as a receiver, not a doer. The moment of true presence and 

contemporaneity is not a moment of action, but of receiving and of being handed over from 

oneself to God. The responsibility of the receiver is a responsibility vis-à-vis the Word. 

Therefore, responsibility is not a political or primatrily an ethical category in Ebeling’s 

theology, but a theological and hermeneutical one. Theologically understood, responsibility 

for Ebeling is responsibility of becoming a true human coram deo. Hermeneutically 

understood, responsibility for Ebeling is responsibility of constantly being open to the appeal 

and confrontation of the Word, and to constantly interpreting, discerning, and proclaiming the 

Word of God in new ways so that others can come to faith.320 As such, the responsibility vis-

à-vis the world is first and foremost a responsibility vis-à-vis the Word: It is 

                                                           
317 Theologie und Verkündigung, 11-12. 
318 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 982. 
319 Christoffersen, Identifikasjon og verifikasjon. En studie i Gerhard Ebelings fundamentalteologi, 69-70.  
320 Ebeling, “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 981. 
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“Wortverantwortung” or “Sprachverantwortung.”321 Consequently, Ebeling’s “ethics” of 

interpretation has been accused of being too narrow.322 

  

3.4.2.2 Theologizing Tradition: Between a Determined Past and an Open Future? 

Ebeling’s understanding of the double character of the kerygma implies that his concept of 

tradition, as a theological category, is ambivalent. On the one hand, faith in Christ reaches 

people through transmission in history. On the other, any fixation of the object of the 

tradition of Christian faith – i.e., ultimately Christ himself – is impossible. Whether gospel 

and faith can be understood as tradition at all requires, according to Ebeling, a thorough 

exploration of the relation between law and gospel:  

 

Einerseits ist das Evangelium in so radikalem Sinne Wortgeschehen, daß es wahre 
Erfüllung von Überlieferung ist. Anderseits hat Tradition als solche faktisch die 
unausrottbare Tendenz, zur Gesetzes-Tradition zu werden und den Charakter reinen 
Wortgeschehens einzubüßen, zur litera zu werden.323 

 

The ambivalence is reflected in Ebeling’s conception of faith as the place where the past and 

the future meet. He states that the Christian proclamation and kerygma, while carrying the 

structure of tradition, all the same elude (entzieht sich) and overcome (überwinden) the 

formal law-structure of tradition, because of the gospel’s claim (Anspruch) of being the 

exclusive and true transmission-event.324 According to Ebeling, both the power and truth of 

this claim unmask the finitude and law structure of ordinary tradition, in which the human 

being ultimately is handed over (ausgeliefert) to her own power where the past determines the 

present. The transmission of the gospel, by the gospel itself, is a contrast to this, in which the 

present is liberated through the future.325 For Ebeling, this is the fundamental difference 

between the one tradition (of the gospel) and other traditions. 

In this way, Ebeling theologizes tradition and consequently articulates a different 

logic for the handing on of the gospel than for ordinary traditions. Contrary to human 

traditions, the substance and content of the Christian tradition, understood in singular as the 

                                                           
321 “Hermeneutische Theologie?,” 117, 20. 
322 For example by Jeanrond, Theological Hermeneutics, 158. 
323 Ebeling, “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 982-83. English translation: “On the one hand, the gospel is a word-
event in such a radical way that it becomes the true fulfillment of tradition. On the other hand, tradition as such 
has the inevitable tendency of turning into law-tradition and loses its character of being word-event and 
becomes letter,” (my translation). 
324 Ibid., 982. See also 977. 
325 Ibid., 977. 
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tradition of faith, “cannot be absolutely determined,” according to Ebeling.326 In its nature of 

being a divine eschatological act and word-event the gospel is neither a doctrine nor a report 

of a historical event. Traditions are thus theologically genuine (echte), Ebeling states, only if 

they keep the decisive interpretive moment open so that understanding can be 

contemporaneous identification and not recollection: 

 

[S]ie ist insofern echte Tradition, als sie den entscheidenden Punkt offenhält, wo 
Verstehen nicht Erinnerung, sondern Vergegenwärtigung ist kraft der durch das Wort der 
Verkündigung sich vollziehenden Selbstvergegenwärtigung Christi zur Gleichzeitigkeit 
mit den Glaubenden.327 

 

The law structure of tradition, nevertheless, still has a function in Ebeling’s understanding of 

the gospel. There is interplay between the two categories: since the word-event of the gospel 

takes place within the event of tradition, it gives space (Raum zu lassen) to the law and 

accepts it as part of the tradition-event.328 The criterion for this, however, is that the law 

serves the gospel. For Ebeling, this means, on the one hand, that the law structures of 

tradition (understood as usus civilus) are needed for the sake of the gospel since it never 

occurs in a vacuum but always in historical contexts, and, on the other hand, that the gospel 

must be handed on in liberating ways – that is, it must be passed on in freedom.329 

Ebeling’s theologizing of tradition makes it difficult to compare it further to 

Gadamer’s understanding of tradition. Although Ebeling’s conception of tradition has many 

similarities with that of Gadamer’s, it nevertheless parts company with his slightly more 

Platonic-inspired conception, as the Sache and also the truth of Ebeling’s theologized 

tradition turns out to be the Word of God, and so is an eschatological category and thus not 

only a historical one. This also illustrates the ambivalences within Ebeling’s and Gadamer’s 

conceptions of tradition, as well as between them. On the one hand, both stress that 

interpretation is to put oneself at risk and be open to the Anspruch of the Sache of tradition in 

order to establish dialogue and enable understanding to happen. However, by including future 

                                                           
326 “Das zu Tradierende selbst ist darum seinem Wesen nach nicht fixierbar,” Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 
67 
327 “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” 25-26. English translation: “This 
means that Tradition is genuine when it does not foreclose the point of decision, and when understanding does 
not mean remembering but representation, in virtue of the complete self-realization of Christ in present living 
union with the believer through the proclamation of the Word,” “Church History is the History of the Exposition 
of Scripture,” 30.  
328 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 983. 
329 Ibid. 
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and eschatology in the theological tradition-event of faith, Ebeling, on one level, conceptually 

allows for risk, otherness, and unexpectedness to happen in the interpretive event in a way 

that Gadamer does not. The strangeness or otherness (Fremdheit) of tradition in Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics, which together with familiarity (Vertrautheit) is the fundamental driving force 

for understanding, is a strangeness of a different kind.330 It is a strangeness or unfamiliarity of 

the past, not the future. On the other hand, however, while Gadamer holds understanding (and 

fusion of horizons) to be a liminal phenomenon, Ebeling ultimately allows for full realization 

of the Sache and identification between it and its interpreter in the event of faith, to such 

extent that both tradition and the familiarity-unfamiliarity binary is overcome. 

 

3.5  The Function(s), Plurality and Conflicts of Tradition 

In this final part, I will – based on the investigation so far – describe how Ebeling 

understands the different functions of tradition, and how he conceives diversity of 

interpretations and interpretive conflicts. 

In one way, Ebeling holds a functionalistic and instrumentalist view of tradition. The 

function of tradition is, similar to that of the law, to serve the gospel. Even though sola 

scriptura serves to exclude the hermeneutic function of tradition, it does not exclude tradition 

as such. Ebeling considers traditions to be theologically adequate and necessary as long as 

they are not confused with the gospel and only serve to pass the gospel on. This also involves 

a pragmatic perspective. Tradition is to be evaluated on the basis of what it causes: 

 

Die christliche Tradition ist ständig in der Gefahr, zur Gesetzestradition zu werden und 
die Überlieferung des Evangeliums schuldig zu bleiben. Nicht die Wahrung und 
Weitergabe der Traditionsinhalte und -formen als solcher, sondern nur deren rechter 
Gebrauch als Weisen und Mittel des Evangeliums wird dem Überlieferungsgeschehen 
gerecht.331 

                                                           
330 Gadamer articulates this in various ways in Truth and Method. One example is: “Hermeneutics must start 
from the position that a person seeking to understand something has a bond to the subject matter [die Sache] that 
comes into language through the traditionary text and has, or acquires, a connection with the tradition from 
which the text speaks. On the other hand, hermeneutical consciousness is aware that its bond to this subject 
matter does not consist in some self-evident, unquestioned unanimity, as is the case with the unbroken stream of 
tradition. Hermeneutic work is based on a polarity of familiarity and strangeness […]. The true locus of 

hermeneutics is this in-between,” (original emphasis). Gadamer, Truth and Method, 295. 
331 Ebeling, “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 142-43. English translation: “The Christian 
Tradition is always in danger of becoming a legal tradition, and being false to the transmission of the Gospel. 
Doing justice to the Tradition does not consist in the preservation and handing on of its contents and forms, but 
in its rightful use as ways and means of the Gospel,” “‘Sola Scriptura’ and Tradition,” 147. See also “Tradition 
VII. Dogmatisch,” 982. 
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However, the ability to evaluate, discern, and make theological judgements over the right use 

of tradition is imparted by tradition. For Ebeling, this implies, on the one side, a fundamental 

freedom for the Christian over against cultural, ecclesial, and interpretive traditions, while, on 

the other side, it also implies a freedom to make use of such traditions in the right ways 

(rechtem Gebrauch).332 One such ‘right way’ is to reject, critically and radically (der 

radikalen kritischen Destruktion), previous interpretations that are false and have hindered the 

Word of God in reaching human conscience.333 Another is to display the diversity and 

richness of biblical interpretations in history. For Ebeling, a task of the theologian and church 

historian is thus to display the richness of the Word of God in its expositions throughout 

history.334 In this way, Ebeling in fact also ascribes tradition, understood in the narrow and 

theological sense as the history of biblical exposition, a hermeneutic function: “Und insofern 

dient sie [die Tradition] einer Selbsterkenntnis und Bezeugung der Kirche, wie wir sie so aus 

der Schrift allein nicht gewinnen können, wie wir sie aber allein durch die Schrift in der 

Geschichte erkennen.”335 However, the hermeneutic function is not to pass on or determine 

correct interpretations of Scripture. Instead, the tradition of scriptural exposition witnesses to 

the subject matter of Scripture, and reflects a characteristic of the Word of God, namely its 

richness and power to cause diverse historical interpretations. 

This indicates how Ebeling conceives theological plurality, which to him is expressed 

as a relation between the one tradition and the many traditions. According to Ebeling, the 

gospel will necessarily have to make use of a plurality of traditions in order to be passed on: 

“Dieser eigentümliche Sachverhalt, daß sich die traditio jenes einen traditum tradendum nur 

                                                           
332 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 142. 
333 “Die kirchengeschichtliche Arbeit dient der radikalen kritischen Destruktion alles dessen, was sich im Laufe 
der Geschichte zwischen uns und Christus gestellt hat, ohne auf ihn hinweisende Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift 
zu sein,” “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” 27. English translation: “The 
work of the church historian operates as the radical critical destruction of all that, in the course of Church 
history, has interposed a barrier between us and Christ, instead of being an interpretation of Holy Scripture 
pointing to him,” “Church History is the History of the Exposition of Scripture,” 31. 
334 “Sie dient ferner dem Aufweis des unendlichen Reichtums des Wortes Gottes in seiner Auslegung in die 
Welt hinein bei seinem Gang durch die Geschichte,” “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der 
Heiligen Schrift,” 27. English translation: “It serves, moreover, as a demonstration of the limitless wealth of the 
Word of God in its interpretation in the world during its passage through history,” “Church History is the 
History of the Exposition of Scripture,” 31.  
335 “Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift,” 27. English translation: “It therefore 
ministers to the Church’s understanding of itself and its witness, to the extent that we cannot gain this from 
Scripture alone, but can only discern it from Scripture in history,” “Church History is the History of the 
Exposition of Scripture,” 31.  
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in der Vielfalt von Traditionen vollzieht.”336 Thus, Ebeling draws a contrast, as well as 

establishing a relation, between the strictest singularity on the one hand and fundamental 

plurality on the other. 

First, this means that Ebeling conceptualizes the Word of God, on the one hand, as 

something timeless that transcends historical particularities, and on the other, as something 

that comes into being and becomes manifest only in the plurality of historical particularities. 

As such, Ebeling’s conception of the Word of God has clear parallels to Gadamer’s 

conception of “the classic,” which is also conceptualized as a timeless category that only 

comes into expression in historical language, and in the plurality of historical 

manifestations.337 

Second, this also means that there is a fundamental logic of plurality in Ebeling’s 

theology. No single historical tradition can be designated as the gospel or the traditum 

tradendum. If that happens, the gospel will be confused with the law and be seen as a unison 

doctrinal statement: “Das ursprüngliche Zeugnis selbst ist als bezeugende Tradition 

wesenhaft mannigfaltiges Zeugnis.”338 For Ebeling, the gospel’s relation to the plurality of 

cultural and linguistic traditions is a deep recognition of human and confessional variances. 

Nevertheless, the inevitable condition of plurality of interpretations is also a conceptual 

consequence of his conception of meaning (Sinn) and interpretation. As meaning is 

understood as relational meaning, conceptualized as a Sache that offers itself in a particular 

word-event to someone as something, there is constantly a surplus of meaning in the 

interpretive enterprise; others will always understand differently. New interpretations will 

never stop emerging. Based on this logic, Ingolf Dalferth has argued that there is a 

fundamental connection between continuity and plurality in Ebeling’s hermeneutical 

system:339 I understand because others have understood, although I understand differently. 

According to Dalferth, the continuing process of interpretation in Ebeling’s theology “leads 

                                                           
336 “‘Sola scriptura’ und das Problem der Tradition,” 142. English translation: “This unique situation, in which 
the traditio of that one traditum tradendum has only taken shape in the multiplicity of traditions,” “‘Sola 
Scriptura’ and Tradition,” 146. 
337 See, for example, “[T]he classical preserves itself precisely because it is significant in itself and interprets 
itself; […] What we call “classical” does not first require the overcoming of historical distance, for in its own 
constant mediation it overcomes this distance by itself. The classical, then, is certainly “timeless,” but this 
timelessness is a mode of historical being,” Gadamer, Truth and Method, 289-90. See also, “We accept the fact 
that the subject [die Sache] presents different aspects of itself at different times or from different standpoints. 
We accept the fact that these aspects do not simply cancel one another out as research proceeds, but are like 
mutually exclusive conditions that exist by themselves and combine only in us,” Truth and Method, 284. 
338 Ebeling, Die Geschichtlichkeit der Kirche, 68. English translation: “The original witness itself, as a tradition 
of witness, is, by its very nature, manifold witness,” The Problem of Historicity, 85. 
339 Dalferth, Radical Theology, 101. 
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to no intrinsically determinable end but rather toward an always more differentiated meaning 

and toward more diverse interpretations.”340 I believe this is only partly an accurate 

description of Ebeling’s conception of plurality. I agree with Dalferth that Ebeling thinks 

there is no intrinsically determinable end for the material interpretation of Scripture. In 

Ebeling’s view, one cannot predict what tomorrow’s interpretation will be like. In that sense, 

there is no material teleology directing the content of future interpretations. However, this is 

only half of the truth. Future interpretations will not be arbitrary. They will be directed and 

ultimately executed by the Word itself. Thus, the interpretive plurality explained by Ebeling’s 

hermeneutics is primarily a function of the text, or, more precisely, of the Sache of the text, 

not of the context. 

 What, then, about conflicting interpretations? How does Ebeling come to terms with 

diversity of interpretations that happen to be in conflict with each other? As I have described 

earlier, no community or institution has the power, hermeneutically speaking, to decide 

whether an interpretation is true or not, according to Ebeling. An interpretation is in need of 

bringing forth its own authority, which means that it has to be experienced as valid to 

someone, i.e. as corresponding and resonating with the Word of God. Ebeling offers no 

criteria for distinguishing authentic interpretations from inauthentic ones other than 

pragmatically arguing that words from God can be distinguished from human words based on 

what they produce: life and wholeness, not destructive and deadly words.341 In this way, 

Ebeling is primarily concerned with the individual interpreter, on the one hand, not the 

community of interpreters. On the other hand, however, this does not mean that the 

interpretive community does not play a role. In fact, the interpretive community is crucial in 

generating discussions and rivaling interpretations about theology’s subject matter, so that 

theology does not turn into a disconnected play of ideas:  

 

Nur so entgeht sie [die Theologie] der Gefahr, zu einem unverbindlichen Gedankenspiel 
zu entarten und den Beweis des Geistes und der Kraft schuldig zu bleiben. Denn 
Theologie kann ihre Sache nicht vorbringen an den wirklichen Nöten vorbei, sondern nur 
in Begegnung mit ihnen, im Sich-einlassen auf sie.342 

                                                           
340 Ibid., 102-3. 
341 Ebeling, “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 341.  
342 “Wort Gottes und kirchliche Lehre,” 159. English translation: “Only so [through discussion] may it 
[theology] avoid the danger of degenerating into a disconnected play of ideas, and omitting the ‘proof of the 
spirit and of power’. For theology can only bring its subject into contact with real needs by meeting and 
engaging itself with them,” “The Word of God and Church Doctrine,” 165. 
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Theology’s task is, in other words, to partake in the discussion about what is needed for the 

human being. And, revealing the urgency of the real human need requires assertion. Only 

through assertions can theology disclose apparent necessities and point to what is really 

needed, according to Ebeling.343 

 In this way, the passing on of the gospel as kerygma is only possible to Ebeling in 

homological and affirmative language. The divine identification presupposes a language in 

which one does not distance oneself from the subject matter of which one speaks. Drawing on 

Luther’s reasoning in De servo arbitrio (1525), in which Luther attacks Erasmus’s balanced 

and thus “distanced” argumentative form,344 Ebeling claims that systematic theology (in 

contrast to historical theology) is unconditional proclamation: the theologian can only speak 

in the form of assertions.345 For Ebeling, there is too much at stake in order to be distanced or 

balanced. The critical task of discerning between God and idol, and of making theological 

judgements based on this distinction, is a continuous, acute, and contested task. Faith is 

always threatened by the possibility of being disbelief while appearing to be faith.346 

Confrontation is at the core of how God’s Word appeals to and reaches the human being. The 

only way, then, of making clear what the Word of God means in a particular situation is by 

unmasking disbelief and human illusions of autonomy. Christian theology must therefore be 

polemical. In this way, there is a relation between critique and assertion in Ebeling’s 

theology.  

                                                           
343 “Die eigentliche Not und somit das wahrhaft Notwendige kann jedenfalls nur angesichts der jedem sich 
aufdrängenden Nöte und in Beziehung zu ihnen behauptet und entfaltet werden,” “Wort Gottes und kirchliche 
Lehre,” 160. English translation: “In any case, it is only in the view of the urgency of the needs, as they come to 
each man, and in relation to them, that the real need and the true remedy for it can be asserted and analysed,” 
“The Word of God and Church Doctrine,” 166. 
344 In De servo arbitrio, Luther famously claims that “Christianity involves assertions; Christians are no 
skeptics,” Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will, ed. Philip S. Watson and Helmut T. Lehman, trans. Philip S. 
Watson and Benjamin Drewery, vol. 33, Luther’s Work (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977 [1525]), 19. When Luther 
attacks Erasmus in this book, Erasmus’s argumentative form is one of Luther’s objections against him. Contrary 
to Luther, Erasmus in his text, De libero arbitrio diatribe sive collatio (1524), did not make a claim to solve the 
problem of grace and freedom. Instead, he set the various views of the problem side by side, indicating which 
ones he thought were most probable, leaving it to his readers to make up their own minds. That is why he called 
his book a diatribe or discourse, in deliberate contrast to Luther’s dogmatic Assertio from 1520. Luther, on the 
other side, accuses Erasmus of being distanced by offering conditioned arguments without conclusions and by 
refusing to take a stance on certain issues. Erasmus is therefore unable to touch the hearts of people and grasp 
the truth, says Luther. According to Luther, there is a necessary connection between form and content in 
theological knowledge. If theology is teaching about God, it has to be expressed as assertiones — that is, 
through unconditional, proclamatory statements. See also Anna Vind, “Luther’s Thought Assumed Form in 
Polemics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Martin Luther’s Theology, ed. Robert Kolb, Irene Dingel, and L'ubomir 
Batka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
345 Ebeling, Theologie und Verkündigung, 11-12.  
346 “Theologie und Wirklichkeit,” 192. 
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This also means that there is a logic or relation between the clarity of the object and 

opposition, between Gegenstand and Widerstand, in Ebeling’s hermeneutics. In order for 

something to be clear and understandable, some opposition and friction is needed. This 

applies to Ebeling’s conceptualization of the relation between tradition and freedom as I 

described in 3.2.3, in which tradition makes freedom concrete by setting limits for it and 

creating its object through opposition. And it applies to Ebeling’s understanding of biblical 

interpretation, as described in 3.3.3, in which an essential part of the interpretive work for 

Ebeling is to engage with critical and even opposing voices in order for the Word of God to 

be the answer to new experiences. 

In this way, interpretive conflicts are not only unavoidable in Ebeling’s theology but 

also appreciated. They are not only a characteristic of theology itself, but also a catalyst in the 

interpretive theological enterprise. Ebeling perceives disputes and conflicting interpretations, 

as, for example, materialized in confessional diversity or in diverse historical expositions of 

Scripture, to witness to the greatness of the Word of God rather than representing a problem. 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how Ebeling, in different ways, understands tradition to 

be a theological as well as a hermeneutical category. He grounds the explanatory framework 

for his conceptualization of tradition in interpretations of the Lutheran doctrines of law and 

gospel and sola scriptura, as well as in a theological anthropology conceptualized as 

conscience, and in a theological theory of language understood as word-event.347 

Ebeling’s overall theological interest is word and faith. This interest leads him to 

elaborate a theological concept of tradition. According to Ebeling, faith is based on Jesus and 

so relies on traditions that bear witness to Jesus. For Ebeling, tradition is therefore not a 

theologically delimited theme, but the key concept regarding the question of the 

Zusammenhang of faith in history.348  

In rather polemical ways, Ebeling articulates a confessional Protestant understanding 

of tradition, in which he seeks to avoid rationalistic and historicist criticism of tradition as 

well as traditionalism. Contrary to historicist approaches, he wants to relate to what came into 

expression in the past in order to understand and grasp it. And contrary to traditionalists, he 

                                                           
347 Ebeling recognizes this explicitly, see, for example, “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,” 348, and 
“Theologische Erwägungen über das Gewissen,” 429. 
348 “Tradition VII. Dogmatisch,” 976-77. 
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believes that what came into expression in the past must be critically interpreted and 

expressed in new ways in order to be passed on. 

Ebeling, on the one hand, grants tradition a mediating and instrumental function. The 

aim of it is to let that which once came into expression, once again appear as a word-event. 

This is the Word of God, which claims authority by confronting and confirming the human 

being and claiming her to answer and thus to take responsibility for her self-understanding so 

that she ultimately understands herself coram Deo. On the other hand, Ebeling also grants 

tradition a theological and hermeneutical function. Not as a template to follow in order to 

legitimize interpretations, but by imparting an ability of theological judgement, and by 

witnessing to the plurality of interpretations and so to the richness of the Word of God in 

history that cannot be represented in one singular historical expression.  

Faith and historical continuity are interrelated categories. Faith can only appear if 

faith has happened before. As faith is an event in which the believer is identified by the Word 

of God, history is a fundamental process of identification. In faith, the past, present, and the 

eschatological future meet. Thus, faith provides continuity in history as well as unity in 

diversity. Ebeling, however, avoids the term “continuity” in order to avoid historical, formal, 

or scientific connotations of the term. Historical Zusammenhang is a hermeneutical category, 

understood as a sachlich relation, implying both continuity and change, and identity and 

difference. The same can only come to expression if it is expressed in new ways. 

Plurality of interpretations, then, is a conceptual and theological necessity of the 

word-event character of the Word of God. It exposes itself in different ways throughout time 

and space. As diversity of interpretations is primarily a consequence of the Word, and not of 

the context, interpretive diversity and rivaling interpretations are not necessarily seen as a 

problem. There are no criteria for deciding whether an interpretation is authentic or 

inauthentic other than saying that authentic interpretations bring life and make the individual 

understand herself coram Deo. The Word is in power of its own exposition but there are no 

determinable ends to this interpretive process other than more diverse interpretations. In this 

process, friction and interpretive conflicts foster new questions and spur critical interpretation 

and new understanding. 

In this way, Ebeling shares with Sykes an emphasis on dissent, interpretive plurality, 

polemics, and the productive side of conflict. Contrary to Sykes, however, he does not limit 

the conflict or seek to regulate it by communal worship. Ebeling does not seek those kinds of 

corporate procedures. Faith, and ultimately Christ, is what unites and qualifies Christian 

diversity, diachronically as well as synchronically. Despite his pragmatic attitude in 
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distinguishing human words from the Word of God based on what they produce, Ebeling 

does not share Davaney’s effort of striving towards public, deliberative, consensus-based 

criteria for the evaluating of the authenticity of any interpretation.  

Like Gruber, Ebeling emphasizes faith and revelation as event. An authentic 

interpretation is a revelatory event. Revelation, thus, is not a category of the past but a present 

one, in which past and future are contemporaneous. As such, Christian tradition cannot be 

reduced to a specific content or to a singular expression of faith. Traditions are thus 

theologically genuine only if they keep the decisive interpretive moment open. However, 

while Gruber stresses ambiguity, absence, and de/stabilization in the revelatory event of 

interpretation in order for it to be open, Ebeling highlights trans-historical representation and 

presence, so that understanding can be contemporaneous identification. 
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Chapter 4:  Kathryn Tanner’s Conception of Christian Tradition 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will present my reading of Kathryn Tanner and give an account of her 

understanding of Christian tradition. I have selected texts from her vast production and read 

them with the following research question in mind: how does Tanner conceptualize Christian 

tradition? That overarching question has led me to structure my presentation of her 

understanding of tradition in five sections. First, I introduce some of her central cultural-

theoretical and theological convictions which I consider to influence her understanding of 

tradition. In this section I also look at her criticism of postliberal and correlationist theologies 

in order to see how this influences her understanding of Christian identity and diversity. In 

the second section, I describe how Tanner rejects traditional conceptions of Christian 

tradition by criticizing them for either being grounded on ahistorical claims of continuity, 

maintaining identity through approximation, or relativizing diversity and occluding conflict. 

In the third section, I study how Tanner positively understands Christian tradition to be a 

historical process of argument, as well as an unlimited reservoir of practices for better or 

worse that functions to expand contemporary and limited theological imaginativeness. In the 

fourth section, I look at how Tanner, due to her Word of God theology, rejects tradition as a 

legitimate methodological strategy for regulation of interpretive diversity, and in the final 

section, I display how Tanner conceptualizes textual authority and interpretive agency in 

order to secure interpretive freedom and diversity in relation to biblical texts. 

 

4.2 Kathryn Tanner and her Context 

4.2.1  Methodology Retains its Importance as Christian Ideas are Critically Reworked  

Kathryn Tanner (1957-) is an influential contemporary American constructive theologian. 

She started her theological career at Yale University where she got her PhD in Theology in 

1985. She continued at Yale until 1994 when she started to teach at University of Chicago 

Divinity School. For 16 years she held different positions at the Divinity School, including 

being the Dorothy Grant Maclear Professor of Theology from 2006–2010. Since 2010, 

Tanner has been back at Yale Divinity School where she currently holds the Frederick 

Marquand Professorship of systematic theology. 
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The combination of Yale and Chicago has shaped Tanner’s theological profile. 

According to Tanner, in the 1980s, North-American academic theology was caught up in 

methodological discussions about the coherence and intelligibility of theological discourse.349 

The background for the discussions was the longstanding “Christ versus culture” debate, 

which had accelerated in the United States after Richard H. Niebuhr’s influential book Christ 

and Culture (1951), in which he provides a typology of different stances that Christian 

theologies have historically taken on the question concerning the specificity of Christianity 

vis-à-vis the wider culture.350 During the 1980s, this debate went on as a debate between 

postliberal theologians and revisionists/correlationist theologians in the United States. 

Chicago, with representatives such as David Tracy, was associated with critical correlation 

and revisionism in the tradition of Schleiermacher, Troeltsch, and Tillich. Yale, on the other 

hand, with representatives such as George Lindbeck and Hans Frei, was more influenced by 

the heritage from Karl Barth and was, according to Tanner, considered to emphasize the 

particularity of Christianity in such a way that it was less open towards cultural influence. 

According to Tanner, the following generation of theologians experienced this 

methodological debate as a deadlock and tried to move beyond it. Tanner has characterized 

her own generation by its “willingness to make constructive claims of a substantive sort 

through the critical reworking of Christian ideas and symbols to address the challenges of 

today’s world.”351 According to Tanner, the shift from methodological to substantive 

concerns can partly be seen as a result of emerging postmodern ideas that hesitated towards 

claims to universality and therefore made the need of theoretical justifications less important 

for theology.352 In addition, Tanner points to increasing influence from emerging liberation 

and feminist theologies that had reached established theological discourses in the States. 

According to Tanner, the new generation of theologians was not occupied with theoretical 

arguments for Christianity’s plausibility but with a concern for “how Christianity can be part 

of the solution – rather than part of the problem – on matters that make a life-and-death 

difference to people, especially the poor and the oppressed.”353 

                                                           
349 Kathryn Tanner, “Shifts in Theology over the Last Quarter Century,” Modern Theology 26, no. 1 (2010): 40. 
350 Richard H. Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper & Row 1975 [1951]). 
351 Kathryn Tanner, “How My Mind Has Changed: Christian Claims,” Christian Century 127, no. 4 (2010): 40.  
352 Tanner also links the legitimacy of theology as an academic discipline to the shift from methodological to 
substantive questions of whether theology has anything important to offer the society, “Theology and Cultural 
Contest in the University,” in Religious Studies, Theology, and the University, ed. Linell E. Cady and Delwin 
Brown (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 200.  
353 “How My Mind Has Changed: Christian Claims,” 40, and “Shifts in Theology over the Last Quarter 
Century,” 40. 
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In other words, Christian heritage and traditions were seen as part of the problem. In 

her second book, The Politics of God: Christian Theologies and Social Justice (1992), 

Tanner claims: 

 

If one is a Christian, the abhorrent character of that history will either force one to drop 
Christianity altogether, or incline one to start afresh as a Christian by tearing down and 
rebuilding from the bottom up an account of God and the world with different 
sociopolitical associations.354 

 

In the book, she elaborates on what resources the Christian symbol system can provide in 

meeting the social, economic, and political needs of the time, and how it should be creatively 

and critically recast in order to do so. This reasoning of Tanner not only demonstrates one of 

her ways of understanding and relating to tradition, which I will explore in more detail in this 

chapter. It also illustrates that the question of theology’s legitimacy shifts to a question of 

whether it has anything important to offer society. As such, however, Tanner acknowledges 

that methodology retains its importance as new questions require new methods.355 She ends 

up suggesting sociopolitical theory and cultural studies, instead of universal philosophy, to be 

the theoretical interlocutors to theology:  

 
Theology’s closest analogue can no longer be a perennial philosophy, addressing the 
most general questions of human moment purportedly common to every time and place, 
but rather sociopolitical theory. In other words, the theologian […] now asks about the 
various ways Christian beliefs and symbols can function in the particulars of people’s 
lives so as to direct and provide support for the shape of social life and the course of 
social action. The theologian needs a thorough knowledge of the way these intersections 
of cultural meanings and sociopolitical formations have panned out across differences of 
time and place – a thorough knowledge of the various permutations of the Christian 
symbol system in all its complicated alignments with social forces, for good or ill. Such 
knowledge in hand, the constructive theologian is better positioned to intervene in the 
current situation adroitly, effectively and responsibly, with suggestions for both 
rethinking Christian claims and reconfiguring their import for human life.356 

 

Tanner’s turn to sociopolitical theory and cultural studies as theology’s main conversation 

partners is most forcefully expressed in her book Theories of Culture (1997), which serves as 

the key text for my study of Tanner’s conceptualization of tradition in this thesis. 

                                                           
354 The Politics of God: Christian Theologies and Social Justice (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1992), 3. 
355 “How My Mind Has Changed: Christian Claims,” 41. 
356 Ibid. 
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4.2.2 Tanner’s Culture-Theoretical Context: Postmodern Accounts of Culture.  

Tanner explores Christian theology as a cultural product. Like Lindbeck, she holds that 

Christianity does function like a culture, but differs from Lindbeck in what it is that 

characterizes this culture. Tanner sees theology as historically and socially conditioned, and 

as part of human sociocultural practices. In such a way, she shares with Ebeling an approach 

to theology as a human and historical product. While Ebeling paid attention to questions 

regarding the historicity of theology, Tanner is interested in many of the same questions but 

from the perspective of culture. In fact, she underlines that “[t]he task of figuring out 

theology’s connection to God’s influence on human life is much the same whether theology 

is viewed as part of human history or of human culture.”357 

Tanner uses the term “culture” in its anthropological sense as it is used in the English 

language, as opposed to, for example, German or French uses of the word. She therefore 

understands the term as a “group-differentiating, holistic, nonevaluative, and context-relative 

notion.”358 The problem, according to Tanner, is that a wide range of contemporary Christian 

theologians and theologies are influenced by modern accounts of culture stemming back from 

the 1920s – accounts that have serious theoretical disadvantages and are to a large extent no 

longer plausible. Her project in Theories of Culture is thus to apply what she calls a 

postmodern account of culture in criticizing theological constructions that carry modern 

notions of culture. Methodologically, she articulates this project as to see how “some 

fundamental theological topics appear differently, what new directions for their investigation 

might arise, were one to experiment in theology with a postmodern view of culture?”359 

Tanner’s notion of “postmodern cultural criticism” is very broad and interdisciplinary. 

It relates to anthropology and cultural studies but is a label which includes a large spectrum 

of theoretical positions, such as poststructuralist cultural critics, post-Geertzian 

anthropologists such as James Clifford, political theorists influenced by Antonio Gramsci and 

Michel Foucault, for example Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, and other post-Marxist 

cultural theorists such as Raymond Williams, Stuart Hall, Michel de Certeau, and Pierre 

                                                           
357 Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1997), 64. 
358 Ibid., 24. 
359 Ibid., 61. Elsewhere Tanner formulates this as to “criticize [traditional theological appeals] in light of 
developments in contemporary cultural anthropology and cultural studies that might be called, for lack of a 
better word, postmodern,” “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” in 
Tradition and Tradition Theories: An International Discussion, ed. Torsten and Wiedenhofer Larbig, Siegfried 
(Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2006), 229. 
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Bourdieu – among others. Tanner states that her notion of postmodernism is primarily 

influenced by the British Birmingham School of cultural studies.360 The Birmingham school 

is known for its interdisciplinary approach to the study of culture, incorporating diverse 

elements such as Marxism, poststructuralism, feminism, critical race theory, and studies of 

popular culture.361 

According to Tanner, contemporary criticism of modern understandings of culture 

stresses interactive processes and negotiation, indeterminacy, fragmentation, conflict, and 

porosity of culture. Postmodern cultural criticism thus problematizes a number of aspects of 

modern accounts of culture, such as the inattention to historical process; the view of cultures 

as internally consistent wholes; the belief in cultural consensus; the assumption of culture as a 

principle of social order; the primacy of cultural stability; as well as the view of cultures as 

sharply bounded self-contained units.362 Tanner, nevertheless, underlines that the postmodern 

cultural criticism she articulates is an effort to reinterpret and reinscribe the modern notion of 

culture within a more primary attention to historical processes, not to discard it completely. 

As I will explore in more depth later, it is central to Tanner’s understanding of culture 

that homogeneity, consistency, or coherence are no longer features of cultures one can simply 

a priori presume, as one, according to her, did in modern accounts of culture. If such features 

can be detected in particular cases, they are temporary and provisional results of historical 

processes and are thus contingent.363 

Central to Tanner’s argument is that cultural materials are not carriers of intrinsic 

meaning but are attributed with meaning by human agency. I have not found a general 

definition of what Tanner means by a “cultural material,” which she sometimes also refers to 

as a “cultural element.” 364 However, she seems to understand it as a cultural product, often a 

                                                           
360 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 175; “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern 
Cultural Criticism,” 229. In “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the Practice of 
Feminist Theology,” Tanner says that “the political understanding of culture that I employ here brings together 
the work of Gramsci and Foucault. More broadly, the approach on which I draw presents a confluence of 
Marxism and post-structuralism in contemporary social theory,” see “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social 
Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology,” in Horizons in Feminist Theology. Identity, Tradition, and 

Norms, ed. Rebecca S. Chopp and Sheila Greeve Davaney (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1997), 181. 
361 Graeme Turner, British Cultural Studies: An Introduction, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2003 [1992]), 62-65, 
166-224. 
362 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 38-58. 
363 Ibid., 56. 
364 In Theories of Culture, Tanner describes the cultural materials that Christian theologians engage with in the 
following way: “The materials with which theologians work are incredibly diverse. They include, potentially at 
least, the whole of the beliefs and values that have ever circulated in Christian social practices – in Scriptures, 
ritual activity, and all the other activities, be they economic or political, in which Christian engage. These beliefs 
and values of Christian practice cannot be limited, moreover, to explicitly religious ones – what is religious is a 
slippery matter in any case – but include the meaning dimension of social practices that Christians pursue in 
virtue of their other social commitments […]. The materials also include the Christian practices themselves, the 
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result of a selection, modification, and rearrangement of previous cultural products.365 

Nevertheless, central to Tanner is that cultural materials are polyvalent and vague in terms of 

semantic meaning. According to Tanner, the desire of attributing qualities like unity, stability, 

fixed meaning, continuity or consistency to cultural productions and culture in general is due 

to the fact that culture is an arena to be defined by historical struggle: “Human actors are 

struggling over cultural elements precisely in order to imbue them with established meanings 

and fixed interrelations and to bring them to bear in definite ways so as to support certain 

forms of social organization.”366 In this way, Tanner understands culture basically as a site of 

political struggle.367 In Chapters 5 and 7 I will discuss this hegemony-oriented and power-

critical side of Tanner’s account of culture more thoroughly. At this stage it is sufficient to 

underline that Tanner approaches culture as an arena of different historical struggles and that 

these struggles precede any clearly defined meaning, interconnection or organization of 

cultural materials/elements. 

The last point to be mentioned in this introduction to Tanner’s postmodern cultural 

criticism is the somewhat unsettled methodological and theoretical status it holds. Tanner 

underlines that her postmodern cultural criticism is not a theoretical position with a 

sacrosanct status that theology has to adjust. “It forms no uncriticizable basis for a simple 

unilateral reevaluation of theology.”368 For Tanner, postmodern accounts are simply more 

plausible than modern accounts of culture and so are worth using in reassessing theological 

concepts that build on “outdated” conceptions of culture. In other words, Tanner admits that 

postmodern views of culture are not innocent or neutral. Therefore, she also acknowledges 

that her exploratory mission of applying postmodern cultural criticism on traditional 

theological constructions is not only a methodological project but carries some fundamental 

theological convictions: 

 

Methodological questions in theology are never finally independent, however, of more 
substantive theological commitments. […] [T]he plausibility of theological 

                                                           
shapes they have taken over time – say, as urban household churches, monastic communities or isolated desert 
ascetics, as engagement with or withdrawal from political life, missionary work, heresy hunts, charitable 
enterprises, and so forth,” ibid., 87. 
365 Tanner states for example that “[a]lmost all the cultural elements in present circulation are carryovers from 
the past; most of what circulates now also circulated in the past,” “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social 
Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology,” 195. 
366 Theories of Culture, 56. 
367 This is most explicitly articulated in her article “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and 
the Practice of Feminist Theology,” but is also underscored in Theories of Culture. 
368 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 61. 
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recommendations made in light of postmodern understandings of culture depends on 
what one believes about God, humanity, and their relationship.369 

 

In this way, Tanner demonstrates the interconnection between cultural-theoretical preferences 

and theological convictions. Before I continue to position Tanner in the abovementioned 

“Christ vs Culture debate,” I will briefly indicate some of her theological convictions 

precisely about God, humanity, and their relationship, in order to see if and how this 

corresponds to her cultural-theoretical convictions.  

 

4.2.3 Theological Convictions: Divine Transcendence, God’s Free Gift-Giving, and the 

Struggle of History 

Tanner has been characterized as both a constructive and a systematic theologian.370 One of 

the reasons for labeling Tanner a systematic theologian is that she – in her own way – 

develops a rather coherent systematic system. At the outset of her book on systematic 

theology, Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity (2001), Tanner articulates two fundamental 

principles: one about divine transcendence and one about God as the giver of all gifts, freely 

committed to the world.371 According to Tanner, the principles do not just apply to specific 

theological themes such as christology, but in a variety of ways to the whole range of 

relationships between God and creation. In fact, “[t]hey are the frame […] for the whole 

God/world relationship.”372 Given this, these theological starting points are not only 

fundamental for her book on systematic theology; they can also, as Charles Mathewes, 

Christine Helmer and others have argued, be interpreted as fundamental for all her varied 

theological production.373  

Tanner, however, stresses that the principles cannot be used deductively as they 

“apply in materially different ways across the spectrum of God’s relations with us.”374 I will 

                                                           
369 Ibid., 63. 
370 Wyman Jr., Constructing Constructive Theology, 104. 
371 Kathryn Tanner, Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity. A Brief Systematic Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg 
Fortress, 2001), 1-2. 
372 Ibid., 5. 
373 Mathewes, “Tanner's Theology-logy,” 25; Christine Helmer, “A systematic theological theory of truth in 
Kathryn Tanner’s Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity: A Brief Systematic Theology,” Scottish Journal of Theology 
57, no. 2 (2004): 215; Rothchild, “Law, Religion, and Culture: The Function of System in Niklas Luhmann and 
Kathryn Tanner,” 479; Carl S. Hughes, “‘Tehomic’ Christology? Tanner, Keller, and Kierkegaard on Writing 
Christ,” Modern Theology 31, no. 2 (2015): 261. Tanner articulates and elaborates these principles already in 
her first book, Kathryn Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment? (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1988), 36-119. 
374 Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity, 6. 
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later discuss whether they, in fact, can be said to have a deductive function or not in Tanner’s 

theology, especially due to their role in her conception of tradition and her criticism of other 

theological accounts of tradition. 

Tanner defines the principle of God’s transcendence “in terms of a talk about God that 

avoids either simple identity or contrast with the qualities of creatures.”375 For Tanner, God 

can never be captured, determined or limited by human concepts or definitions, neither 

through identification nor negation. There is a fundamental difference between God and 

creation and so the Christian language is never fully descriptive to God. The Barthian 

influence from Yale is detectable in Tanner’s emphasis on the freedom of God and the non-

analogical relationship between God and the world. A free God, unconstrained by the logic of 

creation, implies that neither churches, Christian communities, individual believers nor 

theologians are able to predict the will or actions of God. Thus, theological concepts such as 

tradition must not be tools or strategies in order to conceptually limit the freedom of God, or 

to prescribe what practices and interpretations should be like in order to be in correspondence 

with the will of God. Where that happens, Tanner argues, something human is “illegitimately 

elevated to the status of God and take[s] God’s place as the focus for human obedience.”376 

Tanner’s second principle, that of God’s universal gift-giving and providential agency, 

relates to the first one: “God, who is already abundant fullness, freely wishes to replicate to 

every degree possible this fullness of life, light, and love outward in what is not God.”377 

Together with the transcendence of God, above and apart from creation, is the commitment of 

God for the creation. Tanner finds the principle of God’s free gift-giving to be implicit in the 

idea of the Trinity, as well as in categories such as creation, incarnation, the cross, 

eschatology, and in ethical response. The Triune God operates in constantly surprising ways 

in order to distribute grace and love, and this shapes and sustains Christian responsibility in 

the world. In Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity, the principle of God’s gracious gift-giving 

explicitly constitutes a particular history:  

 

The history of the world is God’s working for the fuller bestowal of such gifts, each stage 
of this history – creation, covenant, salvation in Christ – representing a greater 
communication of goodness to the creature and the overcoming of any sinful opposition 
to these gifts’ distribution.378 

                                                           
375 Ibid., 4. 
376 Theories of Culture, 136. 
377 Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity, 2. 
378 Ibid., 1-2. 
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However, Tanner continues to argue, human fallibility makes this history become a struggle:  

 

Met by human refusal to receive from God’s hands in God’s own time, by the creature’s 
efforts to separate itself and others from the life-giving fount of divine beneficence, met 
by the human refusal to minister God’s gift-giving to others, this history or process of 
God’s giving to creatures becomes a struggle, a fight to bring the graced kingdom of God 
into an arena marked by sin and death.379 

 

Thus, according to Tanner, there exists in history a fundamental conflict between humans and 

God – between the world that seeks death and God who gives life. The conflict also results in 

human struggles over the redistribution of God’s gifts in the world as well as of over 

interpretations of the gifts of God and of God’s agency in the world. I will come back to 

Tanner’s principles later in the thesis. 

 

4.2.4 Diversity and Individual Theological Judgement 

Tanner’s cultural-theoretical convictions fit well with her theological convictions, particularly 

in regard to the emphasis on diversity and conflict. The postmodern emphasis on diversity 

resembles a theological celebration of diversity: tradition cannot be a strategy in order to 

conceptually limit the freedom of God. Rather, diversity should be valued positively, as a 

resource. Theologically, Tanner conceives diversity to be “a salutary reminder […] that 

Christians cannot control the movements of the God they hope to serve.”380 Culturally, 

Tanner considers diversity in Christian practices and beliefs to be an inherent consequence of 

Christianity being a cultural phenomenon.381 Tanner also finds this cultural claim about 

diversity confirmed, or at least supported, by historical inquiry. History unmasks a great 

variety of Christian practices and beliefs: “Change, contest, and lack of consensus in efforts 

at Christian witness and discipleship, […] are the undeniable conclusions to draw from any 

honest historical inquiry into Christianity.”382  

                                                           
379 Ibid., 2.  
380 Theories of Culture, 175. 
381 “Christianity is simply too complex a phenomenon to be an easy or obvious whole: its symbols and sacred 
texts are too multivalent and diverse; its beliefs too tension-filled (for example, monotheism combined with a 
claim for the divinity of Jesus); internal inconsistencies among its practices and beliefs as pronounced as in any 
way of life developing over time in the push and pull or real life struggles,” Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity, 
xiv-xv. 
382 Ibid., xvii. 
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It follows from Tanner’s line of argument that with a variety of possible and plausible 

interpretations follows responsibility in theological judgement. There are always too many 

interpretive possibilities to make theological decision easy. Such diversity “makes clear that 

every theologian’s judgement is her or his own.”383 The theologian herself must make a 

selection of what materials to exclude, what materials to use, and how to arrange them 

internally in order to imbue them with meaning. In this way, Tanner prescribes a rather strong 

individualism. It is ultimately the individual who is responsible for how she uses and 

interprets cultural elements from the past – one cannot hand this responsibility over to either 

the community or institutions. However, Tanner is at the same time more interested in the 

interpretive community than Ebeling: “In a constructive dialogue and intellectual contest with 

all those other Christians, past and present, who have been similarly concerned, one should 

make figuring out what Christianity is all about one’s personal responsibility.”384 In other 

words, each Christian should participate in the conversation about what Christianity is all 

about and, based on that, make up her mind. Construal of Christian identity is therefore 

primarily the individual’s responsibility in Tanner’s theology. Her conception of interpretive 

community seems to be a rather formal category – a meeting place between fairly intellectual 

individuals who engage in dialogue, who argue, and who exercise judgement. Later in this 

chapter, I will come back to how Tanner understands the relation between individual agency 

and interpretive community.   

In order to sum up, one can say that theological judgement is a core concern for Tanner, 

particularly when conceptualizations of tradition are to be assessed. She stresses that tradition 

must neither be a strategy to control or predict God, nor a disclaimer of theological liability. 

Making theological judgements is a personal responsibility, according to Tanner. Thus, she 

argues that appeals to tradition alone do not legitimize any theological judgement: 

 
Faced with an incredibly disparate and complex set of materials, the theologian is always 
ultimately making meaning rather than finding it. No fixed rules or established cultural 
patterns predetermine proper theological construction or relieve the theologian from 
responsibility for the decisions he or she reaches.385 

 

For Tanner, interpretation is decision – a decision each individual needs to take responsibility 

for. 

                                                           
383 Theories of Culture, 89. 
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4.2.5  Beyond Postliberals and Correlationists: Contingent Diversity, Parasitic 

Inculturation, and Specific Christian Style 

I will now return to the “Christ vs Culture” debate and briefly demonstrate how Tanner 

applies a postmodern notion of culture in criticizing postliberal and correlationist 

methodologies and advocating a certain understanding of inculturation, diversity, and 

Christian distinctiveness.  

Tanner accuses both postliberal and correlationist/revisionist theologians of making a 

mistake as they conceive of “Christianity” and “culture” like cultures in classic anthropology, 

i.e., as self-contained systems of belief and practice that enter into relation only after they 

have been formed. For Tanner, postliberal and correlationist theologians bring relations to the 

wider culture too late into the theological reasoning and end up defining Christian identity 

with reference to cultural boundaries. 

First, the postliberals.386 Although referring quite frequently to Hans Frei, Tanner’s 

main interlocutor and representative for postliberal theology is George Lindbeck. In his book 

The Nature of Doctrine (1984), he builds his postliberal theology on an interpretation of 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion of language-games and Clifford Geertz’s “thick description” of 

cultures.387 Lindbeck advocates a “cultural-linguistic” model of understanding Christian 

identity and doctrine, in which  

 

religion can be viewed as a kind of cultural and/or linguistic framework or medium that 
shapes the entirety of life and thought. […] [I]t is similar to an idiom that makes possible 
the description of realities, the formulation of beliefs, and the experiencing of inner 
attitudes, feelings, and sentiments. Like a culture or language, it is a communal 
phenomenon that shapes the subjectivities of individuals rather than being primarily a 
manifestation of those subjectivities. It comprises a vocabulary of discursive and 
nondiscursive symbols together with a distinctive logic or grammar in terms of which 
this vocabulary can be meaningfully deployed.388 

 

                                                           
386 There is no one postliberal theological position. Therefore, referring to “postliberal theology” in this way 
risks being a caricature. Tanner is aware of this and takes precautions in using the label. See, for example, 
Theories of Culture, 104. For an account of differences as well as general features of various postliberal 
theologians, see George Hunsinger, “Postliberal theology,” in The Cambridge Companion to Postmodern 

Theology, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).  
387 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2009 [1984]), 10,19,101. See also Geertz, The Interpretation of Culture, 3-30. 
388 Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 19. 
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In this way, there is a grammar of Christianity, according to Lindbeck, that functions to 

determine which type of truth claims are meaningful within a Christian tradition and which 

are not. Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic method has thus primarily an intratextual perspective. 

It starts in the intratextual world of Christianity, which for Lindbeck is primarily the 

Scriptures, and interprets new experiences in light of this – not vice versa, as Lindbeck 

accuses liberal approaches of doing: “An intratextual reading tries to derive the interpretive 

framework that designates the theologically controlling sense from the literary structure of 

the text itself.”389 For Lindbeck, therefore, there is a Christian distinctiveness due to the 

internal grammatical logic of the Christian religion that envelopes and orients Christian 

identity and practices. 

Tanner accuses Lindbeck and postliberals of holding onto the idea of a self-contained 

and self-originating identity for Christianity.390 For Tanner, one of the main problems with 

Lindbeck’s conceptualization is how he comes to terms with diversity, as he understands it as 

a result of “external” cultural influences. According to Tanner, Lindbeck explains diversity as 

a result either of improper socialization into the Christian “essence” or as a result of 

difference in cultural contexts.391 The former means that diversity in interpretations is 

considered to be negative, as improper interpretations, while the latter renders this diversity 

harmless, holding it to be diverse and non-conflicting enculturated manifestations of the same 

self-contained Christian core. Lindbeck and postliberals, therefore, fail in coming to terms 

with the contingency of interpretive diversity, according to Tanner. 

Also correlationist and revisionist theologians end up defining Christian identity with 

reference to cultural boundaries, according to Tanner.392 She accuses diverse theologians like 

David Tracy, Gordon Kaufman, and Paul Tillich – despite their differences – of seeing the 

correlation process as “a meeting of independently generated wholes.”393Although 

correlationists oppose the postliberal method of intratextuality and instead claim that 

                                                           
389 Ibid., 106.  
390 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 105-6. 
391 Ibid., 157-59. 
392 “Correlation theology” is often ascribed to Paul Tillich as he speaks of “a method of correlation”, in which he 
correlates two poles – the Christian message and the human existential situation – and claims that the 
theological task is to display how the Christian message contains answers to the questions implied in the human 
situation. See Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 59-66. 
David Tracy develops a “revisionist model for contemporary theology” in Blessed Rage for Order (1975), in 
which he criticizes Tillich for correlating questions from one source with answers from the other. Tracy argues 
that the theological task should involve a critical correlation between the two sources of theology – Christian 
texts and common human experience (and language) – and calls for correlation and interplay of the principal 
questions and answers of each source. David Tracy, Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996 [1975]), 43-63. 
393 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 106-7. 

121



122 
 

meaningfulness and plausibility of Christian claims are validated by references to “external” 

and general cultural criteria, Tanner accuses them of holding that Christian texts somehow 

generate of themselves and provides a meaning which subsequently is to be tested in the 

process of correlation. In this way, loss of Christian identity is purportedly prevented also in 

the different correlationist models, according to Tanner.394 Another problem of correlationist 

approaches, she argues, is that they are based on universalist assumptions about culture. This 

is problematic for Tanner not only because they presuppose and claim universal structures of 

culture and the human situation but also because, in doing so, they overlook the particularities 

and specificities of Christian culture: 

 

Interpretations of symbols and categories specific to Christianity are existentially 
meaningful and have a claim on truth only to the extent they disclose and are adequate to 
common human experience, that is, basic structures of human thought and action 
fundamental to human life at all times and places. One could say then that, despite the 
interest in Christian specificity, the whole raison d’être of a method of correlation hinges 
on assumptions about culture as a summary of human universals. One can argue, 
moreover, that the conditions for making such correlations hamper an interest in 
Christian specificity.395 

 

Against the postliberal and correlationist conceptions, Tanner argues in favor of a Christian 

identity that is “essentially relational” to the wider culture which it is part of and always has 

been part of.396 She claims that the boundary between Christian culture and the wider culture 

“has already been crossed in and through the very processes by which Christians come to 

believe anything at all.”397 This makes Tanner articulate an ambiguous stance on Christian 

identity. On the one hand, she holds that Christian identity is “no longer a matter of unmixed 

purity, but a hybrid affair established through unusual uses of materials found elsewhere.”398 

On the other hand, Tanner nevertheless maintains that “there are boundaries between 

Christian and non-Christian ways of life, those boundaries are fluid and permeable.”399 

Tanner’s conception of the “essential relational” and thus hybrid character of 

Christian identity implies a specific notion of inculturation. She claims, on the one hand, that 

Christians always borrow cultural materials in expressing their own beliefs and practices. 
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According to Tanner, theological discourse is therefore parasitic, as it tropes other cultures: 

“Rather than being a self-sufficient sort of cultural production formed in isolation from the 

wider culture in which theologians participate, theological discourse is a kind of parasitic 

cultural production living off the host cultures that it finds and does not produce.”400 On the 

other hand, Tanner insists on not collapsing Christian culture and “other” culture into one 

another. There are differences and cultural distinctiveness, says Tanner, although the 

boundaries are fluid and cannot be expressed in terms of fixed rules, like postliberals try to. 

Instead of rules, Tanner speaks of “style” when she describes Christian distinctiveness.401 The 

style of Christian identity, according to Tanner, regards how borrowed materials are 

appropriated and re-articulated:  

 

The test for the proper use of borrowed materials is not whether those materials seem to 
threaten the established character of Christianity. What counts is whether that use distorts 
that to which Christians are trying to witness, and there is no easy test for that.402  

 

In other words, Tanner claims that Christian cultural productions differ from the wider 

culture in style, not primarily by differences in content.403 The style of Christian identity is a 

procedural category to Tanner. Christian identity is not self-generated but essentially 

negotiated.404 Such negotiation and ways of discussing what Christian identity is are 

eventually what characterizes Christian identity for Tanner. As I will demonstrate later in this 

chapter, Tanner extends her understanding of hybrid inculturation and style to her 

conceptualization of tradition. 

 

                                                           
400 “Theology and Popular Culture,” in Changing Conversations: Religious Reflection and Cultural Analysis, 
ed. Dwight N. Hopkins and Sheila Greeve Davaney (New York: Routledge, 1996), 113. Tanner also states this 
in Theories of Culture (p. 113): “A Christian way of life is, then, essentially parasitic; it has to establish relations 
with other ways of life, it has to take from them, in order to be one itself.”  
401 Theories of Culture, 144-51. 
402 Ibid., 150. 
403 “Theology and Popular Culture,” 114. 
404 “Because Christian and non-Christian cultural forms are not found side by side but mixed up together when 
Christianity tropes borrowed material, the logic of the relationship between the two – for instance, which ones 
takes precedence over the other – cannot be laid out explicitly. That relationship is therefore always open to 
negotiation,” Theories of Culture, 148.  
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4.3 Christian Tradition Conceptualized Negatively 

After this brief introduction to some of the key characteristics of Tanner’s theological 

reasoning, I will now describe how Tanner distances herself negatively from certain 

conceptualizations of Christian tradition before I explore how she ends up conceptualizing, in 

positive terms, her own understanding of a theological concept of Christian tradition. 

 

4.3.1 Some Models of What Tradition is Not 

Tanner’s methodology in both Theories of Culture and her three articles that deal explicitly 

with tradition as a theological concept is to categorize, very briefly, some typical and general 

accounts of appeals to tradition found in Christian theology before criticizing these accounts 

based on postmodern trends in contemporary cultural studies.405 In what follows, I will render 

Tanner’s different accounts, present her criticism against them, and briefly discuss the 

usefulness of the models and her critique. 

 

4.3.1.1  Tradition as Deposit That Remains 

At the one end of the spectrum, Tanner places the accounts of tradition that emphasize 

continuity of content.406 The first of these positions is the one where tradition is understood as 

a fixed deposit that persists and remains the same throughout time, similar to what I pointed 

to in Vincent’s approach. Tanner refers to the seventeenth-century French Catholic bishop 

Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet as an example of this stance. He stated that “[t]he Church’s 

doctrine is always the same. […] Hence, if at any time someone says that the faith includes 

something which yesterday was not said to be of the faith, it is always heterodoxy.”407 

According to Bossuet’s reasoning, there is no history of orthodoxy. If, then, diversity occurs 

in different times and places, it will only be legitimate if it can be explained as situation-

specific forms of expression of the recurring same deposit. 

Not surprisingly, Tanner writes this model off by referring to historical investigation 

that leaves no doubt that no Christian belief or practice is exempt from change across time 

and place. 

                                                           
405 The three articles are “Editorial Symposium: Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition (II),” “Postmodern 
Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” and “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural 
Criticism.” 
406 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 179; Theories of Culture, 129. 
407 Chadwick, From Bossuet to Newman, 17. 
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4.3.1.2 Organic Growth or Logical Explication  

Close to the first position, Tanner points to another understanding of self-same tradition that 

looks for identity in what is transmitted but which allows for change as long as it is self-

generated. According to Tanner, this implies that change is permitted as long as “an identity 

of content or substance in what is transmitted is retained.”408 Tanner argues that this idea of 

doctrinal development has been conceptualized either as a logical explication or as an organic 

process of growth. The logic behind the former is that the material can change over time but 

that the difference amounts only to making explicit what was previously implicit. The version 

of organic growth uses the metaphor of a plant, in which a plant is different from the seed it 

used to be, while, nevertheless, the development or change has somehow been present in the 

earlier form. What is common in both versions, Tanner argues, is that changes or new 

appearances are not genuinely new but are new manifestations of the same old body of 

Christian belief and practice. Although Tanner, rather surprisingly, does not mention him in 

this category, I believe Newman’s concept of tradition serves as an example of this account 

of tradition. 

Tanner claims that, from a historical point of view, the organic version has an 

advantage over that of logical explication. Organic positions do not, for example, necessarily 

discriminate between timeless elements and historical forms but can “view all the elements of 

Christian practice as time-bound to the same extent.”409 Nevertheless, Tanner writes both 

positions off as she finds neither of them to be trustworthy from a historical point of view. 

According to Tanner, both approaches deflate as history of Christianity cannot confirm the 

sorts of continuity they suggest. 

 

4.3.1.3 Incremental Change  

Other accounts of tradition claim that what comes later is genuinely new and not only an 

explication or organic development of the same. According to Tanner, one way of thinking 

about such change is to perceive it as gradual, incremental change.410 In such an account, a 

continuous and gradual process that builds on itself ensures the identity of the transmitted 

material. Although new, change is never uncontrolled or rapid in a way that puts the identity 

of the transmitted content at risk. Christian beliefs and practices may be different today from 

                                                           
408 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 129. 
409 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 180. 
410 Ibid.; Theories of Culture, 129-30. 
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what they used to be, but in between there is a controlled step-by-step process by which the 

former has turned into the latter. In every step of the process identity is sustained by 

conflation. The process of gradual change is thus not arbitrary. This formal view of 

continuity, understood as conflation, resonates to some extent with Ebeling’s critique of the 

Aristotelean understanding of historical continuity, as I described in 3.4.1.1.  

For Tanner, the category of incremental change surpasses that of explication because 

what is new is not necessarily implicitly present in the earlier versions. The organic 

metaphor, however, can also be used in this account of incremental change, as it emphasizes 

the organic growth as the continuous element that encompasses the seed and the plant. 

Nevertheless, Tanner declines also the model of incremental change as she argues that 

Christian practices and beliefs at different times or places are simply not sufficiently similar 

to make it plausible. Besides, she underlines, there is no obvious way of arranging Christian 

materials and practices in an ordered incremental sequence, according to their content.411 

 

4.3.1.4 Episodic and Gadamer-Inspired Models 

The last position on the tradition spectrum is labeled by Tanner as “the episodic model” or 

“the model of situation-appropriate application and interpretation.”412 What characterizes 

these accounts, according to Tanner, is that they have given up claims to continuity of content 

and focus entirely on the process of transmission itself. As a result, this position recognizes 

the vast diversity of historical appropriations and interpretations of the Christian materials. 

There is an acknowledgement that the diversity is too varied to be arranged in linear series of 

incremental change. Besides, there is also a recognition that different practices and 

interpretations might be logically incompatible with one another. 

Nevertheless, the diversity and substantially different applications are still considered 

part of the same tradition in terms of the continuity of process by which they were produced, 

Tanner claims. This means that the process of transmission is considered to be a self-same 

process: “a process in which (a) the same something – the same body of texts (the Bible), or 

Christian idea, or living impression of Jesus Christ – is (b) differently applied and 

appropriated to meet the demands of changing contexts.”413 In this way, the diversity of 

outcomes is not thought of as an internal development of the material being handed down but 

as a result of the appropriation of the material in different historical and social contexts. 

                                                           
411 Theories of Culture, 130. 
412 Ibid. 
413 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 181. 
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Tanner argues that behind this rationale there is an idea of a special richness of the material 

that makes it suitable for, and applicable to, all kinds of contexts. The material “gives itself to 

be understood differently in a way that is appropriate for a particular time and place,”414 and 

as such, it secures the process of transmission to be the same, even if it is episodic, says 

Tanner. 

Tanner exemplifies such an episodic position by referring to Ernst Troeltsch.415 What 

matters is that the rich material of tradition, such as the Bible, has the capacity to offer an 

appropriate interpretation to any specific situation – even if, in that process, earlier 

interpretations of the same material are bypassed. The legitimacy of any interpretation is 

“solely a matter of what transpires between the two: whether the Bible is allowed to speak, 

whether the interpretation meets the needs of the times.”416 

 Tanner finds a certain type of this model in theologies that carry Gadamer’s 

understanding of tradition.417 However, unlike the episodic ones, interpretations in the 

Gadamer-inspired cases by necessity relate to previous interpretations due to Gadamer’s 

concept of effective history, Tanner argues. In interpreting cultural material, one is always 

already influenced by its historical effects which involve previous interpretations of the 

material. Thus, “identity of process is assured because interpreters from every context are 

incorporated within the same overarching history of traditional material’s effects.”418 Tanner, 

however, argues that, in this version, just like that of the episodic, the legitimacy of any 

interpretation is situation specific. The different interpretations of the same material do not 

gain their legitimacy by being in accordance with one another but by being in accordance 

with the material interpreted and relevant to the specific context. What the episodic and 

Gadamer-inspired models also share is that the process of transmission is thought of as 

ensuring a higher order or deeper level of continuity when substantive continuity among the 

different historical interpretations seems to be missing. 

 

4.3.2  Tanner’s Postmodern Critique of the Models 

I believe Tanner’s scheme is useful to a certain extent. It illustrates some characteristic types 

and helps to differentiate between categories such as content and process. However, Tanner’s 

                                                           
414 Theories of Culture, 130. 
415 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 181; Theories of Culture, 130. 
416 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 182. 
417 Theories of Culture, 131; “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 182. 
418 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 182. 
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models are also very rough, meaning they are less suited for nuanced analyses. For example, 

when Tanner claims that new interpretations by necessity relate to previous ones in Gadamer-

inspired accounts of tradition, this is quite misleading, or at least requires some more 

explication, if applied to Ebeling. Another example of the roughness of the models is that 

Tanner refers to Harnack and his metaphor of “read thread” as an example of the deposit 

model.419 She seems to categorize Harnack and Bossuet – two theologians who are 

completely different than one another – in the same model.420 

Nevertheless, although the degree of precision of the models and the question of 

whether the map actually fits the terrain can be discussed, as is the case with most models, I 

think Tanner’s criticism of the different accounts is more useful than the types themselves. 

Tanner argues that all of the accounts face serious challenges because of their underlying 

assumptions, which are indebted to modern anthropological understandings of culture. 

Although some of them are more reasonable than others, Tanner accuses them all of hiding 

the fact that contestable discernments – theological as well as cultural – are part of their 

appeals to tradition and that such appeals keep the theologian from taking responsibility for 

the theological judgement being made. Tanner raises three fundamental criticisms against the 

described models of tradition, which I now will present. 

 

4.3.2.1 Insistence on Ahistorical Universality 

First, Tanner accuses all the models of trading, in different ways, on the idea of an ahistorical 

universality that guarantees continuity of tradition.421 Continuity in the traditional material or 

in the process of transmission is guaranteed either by a timeless deposit or by a universal 

appeal of the material, which secures the process of transmission. For Tanner, this is to 

postulate continuity and take it for granted, in an ahistorical fashion. Continuity becomes a 

fundamental “presumption by isolating something from the vicissitudes of history to 

guarantee it.”422 Drawing on James Clifford, Tanner states “there are no high-culture 

artefactual productions with a timeless universality.”423  

                                                           
419 Theories of Culture, 129, 88. Footnote 15. 
420 Perhaps one explanation for this is a wish to demonstrate how common the idea of deposit is as it lurks 
behind very different theological reasonings. The problem, however, is that the whole rationale of using a 
spectrum model then collapses as Harnack’s historicism and Bossuet’s traditionalism are very different precisely 
in terms of their understanding of tradition. 
421 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 131-32; “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 186-87; “Tradition and 
Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 239-40. 
422 Theories of Culture, 131. 
423 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 186. 
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By denouncing high culture classicism Tanner also criticizes the notion of a universal 

appeal of a classic text or piece of art, as I will come back to in 4.6.2. Despite the fact that 

many of those who conceptualize the classic as inexhaustible meaning recognize the 

historicity of a classic text (such as, for example, Gadamer, Ebeling, and Tracy do), Tanner 

argues that “[g]eneralizations about the universally human prevent […] the recognition that 

classic texts are historically conditioned from suggesting that those texts are historically 

circumscribed as well, limited in their appeal, that is, to a particular community of 

readers.”424 The problem, according to Tanner, is that claims to universality are simply taken 

for granted and used to undergird theological constructions of continuity. Being a purported 

feature of human understanding, this universalism is beyond any historical confirmation: 

“Because these texts are said, for example, to touch on matters of universal human concern, 

any historical evidence of their limited human appeal in fact can always be discounted.”425 As 

I will come back to in Chapter 5, I believe this criticism is relevant to Ebeling’s conception of 

Scripture’s appeal as well as of his conception of the human conscience.   

 

4.3.2.2 Maintaining Identity through Approximation 

Second, Tanner accuses the models of tradition of building on the idea that identity is 

maintained through approximation.426 Where tradition is understood as deposit, organism or 

deductive system, identity is maintained through approximation by only small amounts of 

alterations being permitted at every step in the transmitting process. What comes next is 

always approximated to its immediate predecessor in the series. This criticism resonates to a 

large extent with Ebeling’s criticism of formal historical continuity, thought of as conflation. 

However, Tanner stresses that this criticism also strikes the Gadamerian and episodic 

models. In these, she claims, approximation happens through the idea of an already set space 

of possible interpretations of the material – dictated by the material itself: 

 

The same is true in a more subtle fashion, however, of the Gadamerian and episodic 
accounts of tradition as a self-identical process. What is transmitted […] already contains 
the various results of transmission in the sense that those who interpret or apply it anew 
are merely following this material’s own directives or dictates for changing 
circumstances. What is to come is marked out in advance, everything to come has its 

                                                           
424 “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 239; “Postmodern 
Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 186. 
425 “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 239; “Postmodern 
Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 186. 
426 Theories of Culture, 133-34; “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 184-85; “Tradition and Theological 
Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 236-38. 
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place preassigned to it, so to speak, by the already constituted whole of the material to be 
transmitted. Thus, the Christian idea already incorporates all the sides of itself that will 
eventually come into view from the new perspectives of different times and places.427 

 

Again, I believe this illustrates the rough character of Tanner’s description. As I addressed in 

3.5, it can be discussed whether it is appropriate to assert that, according to Ebeling (who can 

be categorized as a Gadamerian-inspired theologian, according to Tanner’s terminology), the 

interpretive space is marked out in advance. While this is accurate in one sense, the 

continuing process of interpretation in Ebeling’s theology also leads to no intrinsically 

determinable end but rather toward always more differentiated meaning and diverse 

interpretations, as Dalferth has argued. Tanner makes it look like there is a Newman-like 

teleology in the Gadamer-inspired accounts of tradition. Besides, she actually refers to 

Newman in a footnote after the last sentence in the previous quote, thus associating him to 

this category and therefore blurring the logic of Newman with that of Gadamer-inspired 

theologians.428 

 Another argument Tanner raises against the notion of identity as approximation is that 

it “trades heavily on a picture of traditional materials as natural objects.”429 For Tanner, that 

means that cultural materials are thought of as united autonomous wholes and that human 

judgement and interpretation both enter the picture after the material has communicated its 

message to its audience. Tanner finds this assumption not only in the deposit models but also 

in the Gadamerian and episodic ones. What is transmitted in these models also seems to have 

the given unity and wholeness of natural objects, which again guide and shape the different 

interpretations so that they eventually follow the material’s own directives in changing 

circumstances. Tanner’s argument is that, when unity is thought of as similar to a natural 

object, it is assumed to be something given rather than constructed. 

 Again, I believe Tanner’s criticism is too rough and so loses some of its critical 

potential. If there is one thing that Ebeling and Gadamer, for that matter, reject for sure, it is 

to relate to tradition or a text as if it were a natural object. It is precisely such subject-object 

alienation that hinders the human being in understanding herself in relation to the tradition or 

the text, they would claim. Qua text, Ebeling does not grant the Scriptures unity. However, 

                                                           
427 Theories of Culture, 133. 
428 Ibid., 133, see footnote 22, p.189. Again, perhaps an explanation of this blend of Newman and Gadamer-
inspired theologians is a wish to demonstrate how common the idea of the richness of a classic is. Nevertheless, 
as analysis I find it more confusing than illuminating. 
429 Ibid., 133. 
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there is obviously unity at stake in his conception of the subject matter of the text. But this 

unity is conceptualized as a Sache, not a natural object. 

Applied to Ebeling, Tanner’s criticism of approximation is thus unconvincing. 

Ebeling’s dialectic logic allows and implies ruptures and differences and is therefore contrary 

to the logic of approximation. Nevertheless, I believe Tanner’s criticism of the new 

hermeneuts’ position is sound as it holds interpretation to follow not the material’s own 

directives, but the appeal of the subject matter of the material. In this way, tradition can be 

criticized for being understood ultimately as a self-identical process. Contrary to this idea, 

Tanner claims that unity and appeal are not internal qualities of the cultural material but are 

something that human interpreters establish. Leaning on Hobsbawm’s and Ranger’s The 

Invention of tradition,430 Tanner argues that the interpreter selects, arranges, and organizes 

the cultural materials, as well as their interpretations, before making an effort of 

approximating them. Prior to approximation or “appeal” of a cultural material is human 

judgement, Tanner argues. 

Tradition, then, is not something self-generated, according to Tanner, but a product of 

human construction, selection, and attribution: it is construction in the way that traditional 

materials are not simply found, as given entities, but are something put together, arranged, 

and constructed in specific ways. Tradition is selection and is therefore a product of human 

decision in the way that cultural materials transmitted in history are always more numerous 

than what gets labeled and ultimately chosen as tradition. Lastly, tradition is a matter of 

human attribution in that nothing about the transmitted materials themselves requires that 

designation: “Even ongoing customary forms of action and belief do not constitute a tradition 

until they are marked as such and thereby assigned a normative status.”431 Tanner’s point is 

that “[w]hich materials are labeled ‘tradition’ is a matter for human judgement, a judgement 

that hinges on the always contestable claim of their centrality or importance to Christian 

life.”432 

 

                                                           
430 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983). See, for example, Tanner, “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 183. 
431 Theories of Culture, 133. 
432 “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 237. 
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4.3.2.3 Relativizing of Diversity and Occlusion of Conflict within Traditions 

Tanner’s third objection against the mentioned accounts is that, to a varying extent, they 

relativize conflict and diversity and render differences harmless.433 Different outcomes of 

transmission are neatly lined up in the models and explained, for example, due to differences 

of time and place and thus insulated from the significant challenge they pose to one another. 

Tanner exemplifies her argument by claiming that, from an episodic or Gadamerian point of 

view, Jesus can be interpreted as a model citizen in one context and a rabble-rouser in 

another: “So long as one can argue that in both cases the material of tradition has given itself 

to be interpreted and applied in a way appropriate to the context, the apparent contradiction in 

results need not be addressed.”434 Different interpretations might be in opposition to each 

other but as long as they are considered characteristic for their particular context, they are 

easily integrated in the same overarching tradition that remains continuous. Tanner argues 

that such a “situationalism” relativizes de facto historical differences and occludes conflicting 

interpretations found in one and the same historical context. 

As already pointed out in 4.2.5, this criticism resonates with Tanner’s objections to 

Lindbeck, who she accuses of rendering diversity harmless by assigning it to different times 

and places.435 Among postliberals, interpretive diversity is ultimately a result of “external” 

cultural influences and is not something the Christian material itself prompts. In Lindbeck’s 

cultural-linguistic system, different theological interpretations can never be exponents of 

genuine disagreement as long as they are considered to be proper interpretations, Tanner 

argues.  

Tanner stresses that another problem with the tendency of occluding diversity and 

conflict in the Christian tradition is that one is tempted to believe that there exists some kind 

of either diachronic or synchronic consensus among Christians. While Lindbeck serves as her 

main example of theologians who render diversity harmless due to differences in context, one 

of Tanner’s main discussers on the issue of consensus is the Roman Catholic theologian John 

E. Thiel. In his book, Senses of Tradition: Continuity and Development in Catholic Faith 

(2000), he argues for a retrospective understanding of tradition; a theology of tradition that he 

develops and clarifies in later articles – often with Tanner figuring as a main interlocutor.436 

                                                           
433 Theories of Culture, 134-35; “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 187-90; “Tradition and Theological 
Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 240-42. 
434 Theories of Culture, 135. 
435 Ibid., 158-59.  
436 John E. Thiel, Senses of Tradition: Continuity and Development in Catholic Faith (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 84-95. See also “Editorial Symposium: Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition (IV)”; 
“The Analogy of Tradition: Method and Theological Judgement.” 
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Thiel articulates a theology of tradition in which he sees the latter as the always 

contemporary expression of the corporate faith of the church – a faith in which the church, 

while relating to its past, recognizes differences and variations, as well as historical gaps and 

ruptures, but still claims and affirms, in retrospect, congruence with the faith of the apostles. 

Thiel’s concept of tradition is, in other words, a historical lineage of the church’s various 

historical retrospective faith-claims for continuity. By conceptually anchoring tradition in the 

faith-claim of the church, historical inquiry (and Tanner’s reasoning) becomes less adequate 

to Thiel as an argument against continuity. However, for Thiel, faith is the corporate faith of 

the church, and not the faith of the individual, as it was to Ebeling. Therefore, Thiel’s account 

of faith also presupposes some kind of synchronic consensus (among Catholics) as it is the 

expression of the Catholic Church.437 Tanner accuses Thiel of believing in some sort of 

discernment-based consensus among Christians at any one time. In Tanner’s view, Thiel 

establishes tradition retrospectively as the continuity of the different historical consensuses 

among Christians (or within the Catholic Church).438 There are obvious confessional and 

conceptual differences between Thiel and Tanner, which make the debate difficult. I will not 

assess Thiel’s argument any further as I believe it builds on a particular Roman Catholic 

conception of the church.  

What interests me, though, is Tanner’s argumentation. Although she acknowledges 

that Christians might agree on something, she argues that such agreements are semantically 

superficial and thus do not have the capacity to constitute a concept of tradition like the one 

Thiel imagines. For example, says Tanner, although all Christians can be said to believe that 

Jesus is their savior or agree on the importance of baptism or that the Bible is a norm,  

 

[a]ll Christians have never, however – even at the same time and place – agreed about all 
this at any great semantic depth – for example, agreed about how and why Jesus is 
savior, about the specific shape and import of baptism […], about the beliefs and 
practices the Bible justifies, about how the Bible is appropriately used in support of 
them.439  

 

                                                           
437 “Tradition, after all, is a corporate act of faith that the Church makes about when and where and how God’s 
Spirit has truthfully wended its way through history. This corporate claim is a consensus drawn from many 
individual acts of faith that are always situated in a present moment and which, from that present moment 
looking backward, affirm a particular belief about the presence of the Spirit through time. This retrospective 
affirmation is the Church’s belief about the continuity of tradition,” “The Analogy of Tradition: Method and 
Theological Judgement,” 370.  
438 Tanner, “Editorial Symposium: Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition (II),” 305-6. 
439 Ibid., 307. 
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For Tanner, disagreement and rivaling interpretations among Christians is as much a 

historical argument as it is a conceptual consequence of the cultural materials Christians refer 

to in their interpretive claims:  

 

The most basic Christian claims (e.g., about the nature and mechanism of salvation in 
Christ) remain systematically vague, and have the seemingly ineradicable tendency to 
fall into contradiction both with one another and with basic forms of Christian practice. 
The internal fissures of the materials handed down in Christianity are always ripe for 
opposing interpretations of what to make of them.440 

 

I will later return to how Tanner understands the internal fissures in cultural materials. By 

now, it is sufficient to state that, according to Tanner, interpretive conflicts are both a 

historical fact and a conceptual consequence. Historical inquiry shows that there has never 

existed agreement about belief or practices at a profound semantic level among all Christians. 

And, even if Christians could agree on the importance of certain cultural materials, such 

affirmation would not be enough to establish any consistency of belief and practice among 

Christians, Tanner argues.441 

Tanner’s overall argument against all the described positions concerning the 

interpretation of diversity is that real interpretive conflicts, power struggles, and substantive 

disagreements “at any one time and place among equally ‘good’ Christians who all link their 

understandings of Christianity to an authoritative past”442 are ignored and not taken into 

account in the different conceptions of theological tradition. Tanner finds a modern 

understanding of culture lurking behind the different views – they all hide the fact of cultural 

conflict under the same historical circumstance. Contrary to these views, Tanner argues that 

“when transmitted materials meet a historical context, no one interpretation naturally results 

from their confluence. Instead, an argument usually breaks out over their interpretation.”443 

According to Tanner, diversity and conflicts of interpretations are more often than not the 

fact. In other words, her argument is that culture is simply better conceived as a locus of 

conflict and contested engagement than as a cluster of shared beliefs and practices: 

“Processes of interpretation are always filtered through political conflict in the sense that 

disagreements over how life is to be lived are being fought there.”444  

                                                           
440 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 188. 
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In the next section I will elucidate how Tanner tries to come to terms with these 

stances on history, culture, and conflict in her own conception(s) of Christian tradition. 

Tanner clearly acknowledges conflict as a constitutive part of the past. However, does she 

also accept it as part of the future? 

 

4.4 Christian Tradition Conceptualized Positively 

Tanner wants to show that appeals to tradition rest on contested claims and thus cannot be 

taken for granted. However, despite her fundamental criticism of the different accounts of 

tradition described so far, there can be traced conceptions of continuity and diachronic 

identity also in Tanner’s own constructive attempts at conceptualizing Christian tradition. As 

I will demonstrate, there can be found three conceptualizations of Christian tradition in 

Tanner’s texts. 

 

4.4.1 Tradition Understood as Process of Argument 

4.4.1.1 Christian Identity Conceptualized as Community of Argument 

As pointed out above, Tanner claims that there is nothing internal to the Christian beliefs or 

practices themselves that unites them: “What holds all these diverse forms of Christian 

beliefs and practices together as a unity is nothing internal to the practices themselves; the 

center that holds them all together should remain, as Barth says, empty.”445 Independently of 

her understanding of Barth, Tanner does not, however, keep the answer to the question of 

what unites Christian beliefs and practices open. Instead, she claims that it is a common 

human effort that unites them: 

 

What holds all these different Christian practices together is, instead, their common 
reference to the God to whom they all hope effectively to witness. They are united by the 
effort Christians make to proclaim and be the disciples of God’s Word – a unity of task 
and not necessarily of accomplishment.446  
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The uniting factor, then, is not internal to the practices or materials themselves. The reference 

to God is established by human agency. Unity is constituted by an external factor, but, unlike 

Ebeling’s conception, the external factor is not the Christ of Faith but the active commitment 

and efforts of the humans involved. Based on this, Tanner claims that Christian identity is to 

be understood as the continuous task of figuring out what it means to be Christian, which she 

terms “discipleship”: “What unites Christian practices is not, then, agreement about the 

beliefs and actions that constitute true discipleship; but a shared sense of the importance of 

figuring it out.”447  

 In this way, Tanner ends up universalizing “a common concern,” “a shared sense,” “a 

task,” “a willingness of figuring it out” as the unifying and constitutive factor of Christian 

identity.448 This common concern revolves around cultural materials that are thought to 

somehow communicate the Word of God. Unlike Ebeling, Tanner does not develop a 

hermeneutical theory of how the cultural materials, be it the Bible, other texts, practices, and 

rituals, communicate the Word of God. Instead, she simply holds that the materials are 

thought by Christians to communicate this. Despite there being no consensus concerning the 

delimitation of the materials, or of their meaning or how they should be arranged, Tanner 

argues that the materials are always referred to in some way or another when Christians try to 

figure out what it means to be a Christian. She consequently labels them “materials of 

constant concerns.”449 Since there is no obvious way of how the materials should be 

appropriated, Tanner argues that extended arguments of how to interpret them are always 

required. The materials themselves, being cultural materials, prompt the need for extended 

argumentation. Therefore, Tanner claims that the process of Christian identity, diachronically 

as well as synchronically, is always argumentative:450 

 

Despite their disagreements, Christians are united in argument in that they believe that 
the project of interpretation, which leading a Christian way of life requires, is properly 
pursued by way of an extended argument with everyone else engaged in the same 
project.451 
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Since there is no universal consensus or agreement about methods, criteria or rules of how to 

bring about proper selection or interpretations of the materials of constant concern, Tanner 

emphasizes the importance of theological judgement and assessment. Given the situation of 

disagreement among Christians, there are no other options than critical assessment in the 

evaluation of a theological judgement, according to Tanner. Against Lindbeck and the 

postliberals, Tanner claims that interpretive disputes are not solved by rules.452 Against others 

who call on tradition, Tanner claims that appeals to tradition alone are not sufficient as 

support of one’s own judgements. The thin semantic assent Christians give to the content of 

materials of tradition makes everyone, stance notwithstanding, capable of appealing to 

tradition. Instead, Tanner argues, one “must explain why traditional materials should be 

interpreted and arranged, and interfaced with particular aspects of context, in the ways that 

support one’s own judgment of proper practice rather than some other.”453 Thus, what counts 

in theological judgement, according to Tanner, is assessment of the traditional materials’ 

relative merits.454  

On this background, Tanner characterizes Christian community as a “community of 

argument.”455 Legitimizing one’s theological judgements and everyday decisions by 

argument becomes a characteristic of Christian identity. 

In this way, everyone is also responsible for making their own judgements of 

theological practice and accountable for their stances, according to Tanner. Interpretation is 

decision, as outlined in 4.2.4, and so one is to take the responsibility for how one chooses to 

be a Christian, says Tanner: “Being a Christian at all, in even the simplest of circumstances, 

requires theological judgment; one must either take responsibility for that judgment oneself 

or decide to acquiesce in someone else’s judgment.”456 Individual judgement and 

responsibility is prior to community. Tanner counters a possible accusation of intellectualism 

by claiming that such an argumentative nature of Christian identity is not an elitist project. 

According to her, it does not privilege professional theologians, but instead makes 

theologians of every Christian.457 In this way, Tanner construes Christian identity as active; it 
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is characterized by a concern, a task, and, finally, by decisions of how to interpret some 

cultural materials of constant concern. 

 

4.4.1.2 Tradition as Process of Argument: Historical Willingness to Dialogue? 

By using the phrase “community of argument” Tanner communicates that Christians 

participate in a community where they are not sole individuals. On the one hand, every 

Christian is responsible for his or her own theological judgement, and, on the other hand, 

Christian judgement cannot be made in isolation from others. The process of making one’s 

own judgement happens through communication with others, not through isolation from 

others, be it contemporary voices or voices from the past: “True discipleship is more likely to 

come out of a wrangling with others about its nature than it is to spring simply from one’s 

own head and heart fully realized.”458  

How, then, does Tanner conceptualize this communication, this argumentative praxis, 

between the individual members of the community of argument? As described above, Tanner 

seeks friction and critical assessment instead of approximation of stances or practices. 

However, she ends up describing this critical “wrangling” more as a constructive dialogue 

than a conflicting quarrel. For Tanner, it is in “a constructive dialogue and intellectual contest 

with all those other Christians, past and present, who have been similarly concerned, one 

should make figuring out what Christianity is all about one’s personal responsibility.”459 

Tanner claims “[t]here are some common standards for the assessment of judgments 

about true discipleship.”460 In suggesting communicative standards, Tanner makes a 

prescriptive slide: her idea of a community of argument is not only a descriptive concept 

showing how Christian thought and life actually proceed but also a prescriptive urge for how 

it should be. I interpret this to be a continuation of her reasoning in Politics of God (1992), 

where she suggests seeing Christianity as a “genuine culture of self-criticism.”461 In this 

culture, social relations in general, but also in contexts of interpretive disagreements, should 

be characterized “by noncoercive forms of interaction, for example, relations of cooperation 

and dialogue, in which influence over others is achieved through rational argumentation and 

persuasion.”462  
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Tanner partly bases the communicative standards on an argumentative rationality. 

One should, for example, offer one’s arguments for the consideration and judgement of other, 

and disagreeing, participants. If plausible interpretations are offered, one is “obligated to take 

seriously the arguments based on them.”463 Tanner also advocates the standards partly due to 

moral reasons, for example the duty to listen to what others have to say: 

 
One […] owes others who have made the attempt of discipleship before and elsewhere a 
respectful hearing. Although one may ultimately judge that their failures require 
correction, they have – in virtue of God’s free grace, a grace that human sin cannot 
finally obstruct – a claim to be heard in the course of one’s own efforts to establish the 
meaning of Christian discipleship.464 

  

As this quotation demonstrates, awareness of one’s fallibility plays a role in Tanner’s 

reasoning on the need for dialogical standards.465 The human condition of fallibility should 

make each individual realize one’s own shortcomings, as well as those of others, and thus 

fuel mutual respect and accountability.466 Human judgement is fallible, and so correction by 

others who disagree is fruitful. Despite different stances and interpretations, Tanner argues, 

“the various parties might nevertheless come to see in one another a concern for the same 

beliefs and values.”467 Tanner, then, sees the dialogical standards ultimately as a theological 

consequence of her principle of God’s transcendence: “The transcendence of God functions 

as a protest against all absolute and unconditioned claims.”468 Tanner, thus, shares an 

emphasis on human fallibility with Ebeling. However, whereas awareness of one’s fallibility 

is a fundamental law-gospel precondition in order to experience the necessity of the kerygma, 

which results in homological and proclamatory answers (assertions) in Ebeling’s theological 

system, it is a theological argument in favor of dialogical communicative standards for 

Tanner. 

In this way, Tanner ends up with an ambiguous concept of tradition. On the one hand, 

she conceptualizes tradition as a process of argument: 
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Tradition as process is no longer, then, understood in the usual sense of a process of 
transmission, since there is no already unified body of stuff to be transmitted and the 
materials at issue include ones supplied by one’s contemporaries. Instead of a process of 
transmission, tradition amounts to a process of argument, among upholders of different 
Christian viewpoints, whether in the past or present. Or, one might say, what is now 
transmitted is the practice of argument itself.469 

 

On the other hand, due to her prescriptive slide in suggesting the communicative standards, 

tradition is more than just a history of disagreements. It is the process of the practice of 

argument according to certain communicative standards. Although Tanner renounces 

tradition as a process of transmission of unified materials, she nevertheless describes it as a 

somewhat procedural unified process. The communicative standards are not only ideals one 

could opt for. In fact, they seem to constitute a particular history of the community of 

argument:  

 

The seriousness, moreover, of sin on all sides makes the prospect of mutual correction a 
salutary one; one’s own contribution is never likely to stand just as it is. Even without 
agreement in results, unity among Christian practices is therefore sustained by a 
continuity of fellowship, by a willingness, displayed across differences of time and 
space, to admonish, learn from, and be corrected by all persons similarly concerned 
about the true meaning of Christian discipleship. All Christians are in this project 
together.470  

 

As this quotation demonstrates, it is not only the historical fact of disagreement, easily 

detectable in history, that characterizes Christian tradition, but a dialogical attitude found 

among Christians in disagreement. It is a willingness to learn from, to admonish, and be 

corrected by others that constitutes a historical continuity of the community of argument. 

The communicative standards of the community of argument also involve some limits 

to the potential disagreements between its members. Although Tanner stresses that consensus 

and agreements of interpretation are neither a goal nor necessarily possible, she does suggest 

that there has to be some agreement of how to disagree. According to Tanner, Christian 

agreements are “agreements about how to have an argument, an argument that can, at any 

particular point, turn back against what was initially agreed upon, in an effort to rework it.”471  
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This resonates with the abovementioned ambiguity of her concept of tradition. On the one 

hand, she acknowledges conflict and disagreement. On the other, she tames the potential of 

conflict by committing the members of the community of argument to communicative and 

accountable standards of argument – a procedural consensus of how to have an argument. 

The ambiguity gets illustratively manifest as Tanner recommends the virtue of the 

“proper mean” as one of her conclusions in Theories of Culture: “[T]he search for agreement 

need not be an all or nothing affair – just as the acceptance of diversity need not be total. The 

problem is to find the proper mean, in both the manner and goal of the pursuit.”472 In this 

way, Tanner ends up modifying the conflictual side of history, at least conceptually, by 

introducing the virtue of a proper mean. “[D]isagreements might be permitted but kept within 

bounds so that the result is neither chaos nor sectarian conflict.”473 For Tanner, these bounds 

regard procedure, not content. In Chapter 7, I will discuss more critically Tanner’s 

understanding of conflict within the community of argument by making use of arguments 

from Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. 

 

4.4.2 Tradition Understood as Unlimited and Destabilizing Reservoir 

4.4.2.1 A Destabilizing and Horizon-Expanding Function of the Past 

There is also another side of Tanner’s understanding of tradition. In a brief text from 2010 in 

the Chicago-based, ecumenical magazine The Christian Century, Tanner reflects on the role 

of the Christian heritage in contemporary theological work. She labels her preferred 

theological methodology and approach to history “a historically funded constructive 

theology”: 

 

A theology that starts from, and uses as its toolbox for creative ends, materials gathered 
from the widest possible purview is, in my opinion, a theology with that imaginative 
expansiveness. Such a theology looks to the Christian past not for models for simple 
imitation but for a way to complicate one’s sense of the possibilities for present Christian 
expression and action. It looks to the past not to restrict and cramp what might be said in 
the present but to break out of the narrowness of a contemporary sense of the realistic. 
[…] All that is what I mean by a historically funded constructive theology.474  
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As this quotation displays, Tanner regards contemporary context to be limited and too 

narrow: appeals to one’s contemporary context alone are as inadequate as appeals to tradition 

alone when contemporary theological judgements and constructions are to be made. This is 

partly due to her aforementioned criticism of “situationalism,” that a context is never 

homogenous and so “situation does not determine the direction of theological 

construction.”475 However, the limited value of contemporary context is also partly due to 

Tanner’s view of the function of history. 

Rather than an archive of practices to be imitated or normative directives to be 

followed, Tanner sees the Christian heritage as a diverse and almost endless reservoir of 

practices and interpretations for better or worse that never stop complicating present attempts 

of interpretation and meaning-making. This also implies that she widens the concept of 

Christian tradition to include “the full contents of history: a history that encompasses, at any 

one time and place, multiple and conflicting opinions about the received past.”476 

Conceptually, Tanner in this way understands tradition in the broadest possible sense. First, 

this means that it is an explicit aim for her to be eclectic in the use of the history of Christian 

thought in her books.477 Second, due to her relational understanding of cultural materials, it 

also means that it is difficult to decide which cultural materials belong and which do not 

belong to the Christian legacy. According to Tanner, historical materials should be gathered 

from the widest possible purview.478 

To study the history, or better histories, of Christianity is, for Tanner, to expose 

oneself to a great diversity and cacophony of Christian practices and beliefs. In this way, 

historical studies have a liberating function as they display different ways Christianity has 

been – and thus can be – put together and pulled apart for new rearrangements. This is to 

grant history a critical function. Already in her first book, God and Creation in Christian 

Theology (1988), Tanner emphasizes that theologians need a thorough acquaintance with the 

Christian heritage in order to realize that one’s contemporary understanding of theological 

concepts and categories is limited.479 In this way, Tanner also grants the past a formative 

function. It is seen as an unlimited reservoir with a constant potential to destabilize 
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contemporary assumptions and so to fuel, or, more correctly, to fund, contemporary 

theological imaginativeness and creativity. As far as I understand, this means that Tanner, to 

a certain degree, grants the past some kind of authority – otherwise it would not be able to 

destabilize present thinking. However, to be funded by history is to be given disturbing 

impulses from the past, not binding directions. That Tanner’s constructive theology is 

historically “funded” demonstrates that it is less determined and restricted by the past than if 

it were historically “founded.” 

 

4.4.2.2 Cultural Conditioning 

Tanner’s historically funded constructive theology supports her stance that Christians should 

not make judgements in isolation from others. However, in her conception of a historically 

funded constructive theology, this is not only a theological, moral or communicative-rational 

argument, as it was in her community of argument; it is also an epistemological argument. It 

relates to her understanding of Christianity as a cultural – and therefore essential relational – 

phenomenon: “One forms one’s own judgments about proper Christian practice in relation to 

what others have said and done, even if in the end one excludes the propriety of some of 

them.”480 

 This means that one is not isolated or cut off from the past. The past is part of one’s 

diachronic context. One does not stand outside of history, able to judge it independently of 

what others have done or said. Instead, one’s judgement about previous interpretations takes 

place within the course of history and is thus influenced by it: 

 

[O]ne stands at a particular place in the ongoing course of that history and, looking back 
and across to what others have understood by Christian discipleship, one forms 
judgements about the consistency of it all so far, to use in assessing the appropriate shape 
of Christian discipleship now.481 

 

To a certain extent, Tanner seems to be in line with Ebeling as well as with Gadamer at this 

point. The individual human interpreter is formally part of a larger, diachronic formative 

context. However, as already mentioned, Tanner explicitly opposes a Gadamerian concept of 

effective history, in which the influence of the past is understood as a material category. The 

inevitability of historical influence is only plausible, Tanner argues, if it is understood in the 
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most formal sense: “Gadamer illicitly slides from the claim that one is never outside tradition, 

outside the overarching history of traditional materials’ effects, to a substantive description of 

the process of transmission involved.”482 Although the past influences the present, for 

example by providing it with language and ideas, the past does not predetermine the present 

or the future in specific directions, Tanner insists: “Christianity itself may be called a 

tradition in the sense that it amounts to a whole ongoing way of life. But in that case, talk of 

tradition is just a way of formulating the questions about Christian identity […] not a way of 

answering them.”483 Contrary to Gadamer’s effective history, the formative function of the 

past in Tanner’s historically funded theology is not to determine or direct future 

interpretations but to expand and widen interpretive possibilities through complicating 

contemporary assumptions. 

Instead of effective history, then, Tanner talks of “cultural conditioning.”484 Cultural 

conditioning simply means that all cultural productions are conditioned by other cultural 

productions, or – in other words, that culture is historically conditioned but not determined: 

“One has to start somewhere and where one starts influences where one can go. As culturally 

conditioned beings, there is no help for that, because there is no human alternative.”485 In this 

way, cultural conditioning is conceptualized as a formal process. Everything is conditioned 

and everything counts as influence – “including the fiercest rejection of or indifference to the 

materials at issue.”486 Given this, an idea of cultural conditioning does not imply a cultural 

restraint or a repressive force vis-à-vis interpretive freedom and imagination. Those who 

mistakenly thinks so, Tanner argues, are colored by a modern understanding of culture, in 

which culture has the capacity, by itself, to discipline people, by an Enlightenment idea of 

pure reason, in which reason is detached from culture, or by a Romantic notion of human 

freedom, in which the human has the capability of full imagination.487  

Since cultural conditioning does not establish the shape or direction that any particular 

cultural production and interpretation should take, the idea of cultural conditioning is not 

necessarily conservative, Tanner argues. It is the humans involved who produce meaning and 

direction from the cultural materials by arranging them and interpreting them in specific 

ways. Nothing “keeps such cultural productions in place, with the shape they have, except the 
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continuing commitment to them of the participants in the culture.”488 In other words, it is 

nothing in the cultural material itself that has the capacity to direct interpretations of it. 

Interpretation and meaning-making are solely human enterprises, according to Tanner. If one, 

contrary to this, denounces the idea of cultural conditioning and instead abstracts ideas and 

cultural products from their historical processes, it is conceptually easier, Tanner warns, to 

give the impression of cultural products as enduring and timeless categories, detached from 

historical processes of change and human influence. 

 

4.4.3 Tradition Understood as Hegemonic Process 

4.4.3.1 “Raw” Materials, albeit not Mute: Polytemporal Cultural Meaning 

The third way Tanner understands tradition is as a hegemonic category. This is most clearly 

articulated in the article “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the 

Practice of Feminist Theology,” but is also addressed in Theories of Culture and her other 

articles about tradition.  

Like Troeltsch, Tanner also sees theological interpretation as a creative endeavor, and 

her historically funded constructive theology has implications for her conception of 

theological creativity. For Tanner, creativity is not abstract but relates concretely to the 

cultural materials and interpretations in history: 

 

It [theological creativity] does not seem to amount to any “pure,” freewheeling 
expression of creative drives. It seems, instead, to be the creativity of a postmodern 
“bricoleur” – the creativity, that is, of someone who works with an always potentially 
disordered heap of already existing materials, pulling them apart and putting them back 
together again, tinkering with their shapes, twisting them this way and that. It is a 
creativity expressed through the modification and extension of materials already on the 
ground.489  

 

In this way, to a certain extent Tanner shares another similar concern to that of Ebeling, 

namely that interpretive freedom is not freedom from tradition but rather the freedom to use 

tradition rightly. However, while the freedom vis-à-vis tradition for Ebeling consists in 

detecting and adopting traditions that grant the human freedom, the freedom for Tanner 

consists in freely making use of traditional cultural materials in order to deconstruct and 
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reconstruct cultural meaning so that Christian practices can become part of the solution and 

not the problem. 

However, creativity is not the only significant task in Tanner’s constructive theology. 

She declares that the basic constructive operation of any theological work is twofold:  

 

First, theologians show an artisanlike inventiveness in the way they work on a variety of 
materials that do not dictate of themselves what theologians should do with them. 
Second, theologians exhibit a tactical cleverness with respect to other interpretations and 
organizations of such materials that are already on the ground.490 

 

In order to understand how creativity and tactical cleverness relate to each other in Tanner’s 

reasoning, it is necessary to shed light on two aspects of Tanner’s conception of cultural 

materials. First, as I have underlined quite a few times so far, Tanner claims there is nothing 

in the cultural material itself that has the capacity to direct interpretations of it. Meaning is 

always attributed to the material by interpreters. As such, Tanner speaks of cultural materials 

as “raw” materials.491 Second, despite Tanner’s insistence on meaning-making rather than 

meaning finding, she also claims that one cannot make whatever one likes out of the cultural 

materials: “Instead, one must always struggle with the meanings and associations that history 

has already secured for them to some extent.”492 In this way, the cultural materials by which 

theologians work are “not the mute ones, so to speak, of ordinary artisans. They generally 

come already interpreted and at least partially organized.”493 How is this to be understood? 

What does it mean that history has “secured” meaning to cultural materials if, at the same 

time, the cultural materials themselves do not secure a specific meaning? 

The way I understand Tanner on this issue is that, first, she sees cultural materials to 

be continuously modified as they are transmitted in history. People add to, remove, or 

rearrange parts of the material on its travel in history. Secondly, Tanner claims that cultural 

materials can be conjoined and imbued with specific interpretations as part of their 

organization, inter-relation, and context:  

 

Cultural elements are indeed found with meanings and organizations already assigned. 
Meanings and organizations of these symbolic materials are part of what circulates. 
Creedal statements, for example, often order cultural elements from the Bible or 
Christian liturgies, and specify the meanings of those elements to some extent. Insofar as 
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they help constitute the practical consciousness of lived experience, certain 
understandings of and connections among cultural elements are already found articulated 
within the social practices of Christians in church settings and in the wider society at 
large.494 

 

The interpretations of cultural materials have thus been established by human actors and 

institutions at different stages in history and actively linked to the materials and transmitted 

with them through processes of power. As the agency is found in the interpreting people and 

institutions involved, established interpretations are always open to contestation, according to 

Tanner. This also means that there seems to exist a polytemporal view of cultural meaning in 

Tanner’s conception of history and culture, though she does not use this term herself – at 

least not in Theories of Culture. Cultural materials circulate in history and are actively 

remade over time by new interpreters – a multitemporality of cultural products not unknown 

to Birmingham-style cultural studies.495 Thus, Tanner differs from Ebeling, who articulates a 

transtemporal conception of meaning, in which “the same” meaning is mediated through 

history due to its own capacity. 

Tanner’s main concern is that instead of adopting, imitating or canonizing the 

different historical interpretations, which are maintained through the use of power and 

actively attributed to the materials by human efforts, one is to struggle against them as one 

strives to establish new interpretations. 

 

4.4.3.2 Tradition as Presently Secured Discursive Formation 

How, then, does Tanner conceptualize the tactical struggle against established interpretations 

and the associations history to some extent has already secured?  

As established interpretations are the results of human efforts of selecting and 

arranging different elements, values, and contexts in specific orders in order for them to 

provide meaning, human agency can also disarticulate and break established meanings and 

associations from cultural elements and rearticulate new meanings to them. This is part of the 

ongoing historical struggle.496   

However, Tanner also claims that interpretive constructions have internal fissures 

since they are put together in the course of conflict. They are bound to include inconsistencies 
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and tensions. Due to these fissures, says Tanner, theological constructions must be kept 

together through the exertion of pressure: The “internal strains may be held in check in any 

particular case through powerful material and ideological pressures.”497 While Tanner labels 

this cultural condition “hegemony” in the article “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social 

Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology,” she does not use that term in Theories 

of Culture. There is, nevertheless, still a clear notion of hegemony in Tanner’s conception of 

theological meaning production in that book.  

A conceptual consequence of Tanner’s understanding of hegemony is that established 

theological productions are always vulnerable to contestation and prone to dissolution. As 

they are products of controversy and conflict, they “fail to exhaust the domain of theological 

possibility.”498 There is always a possibility of other arrangements and other interpretations:  

 

[E]stablished interpretations and organizations of Christian materials never have those 
materials fully under their control. As postmodern cultural theory puts it, signifiers tend 
to “float”. Without active efforts to keep them fixed – efforts whose successes are always 
temporary – the meanings and associations of terms tend to drift with the changing 
circumstances of their use and the differently situated persons employing them.499 

 

As Tanner emphasizes temporariness of meaning productions, one can ask how easy, then, it 

is to achieve change – that is, how easy it is to construct new viable theological constructions 

and interpretations. According to Tanner’s reasoning, two factors seem to be decisive if 

change is to happen: numbers and sense-making. When explaining why slaveholding, for 

example, changed from a legitimate to an illegitimate practice among Christians, Tanner 

reasons:  

 
Instead of following rules for the settlement of disputes about the meaning of 
Christianity, a majority of Christians finally were in a position to make the more ad hoc 
judgement that such a practice fit uneasily with the rest of Christian beliefs and practices; 
the rest of what Christians had come to believe and to think proper as forms of action 
was finally such as to make slavery seem anomalous.500 
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Tanner argues that whether a new viewpoint or practice fits easily or not with the rest of the 

Christian beliefs and practices depends on processes of power, selection, rhetoric, and how 

one defines and delimits that “rest.” Consequently, the adequacy and success of a new 

interpretation rests on the “effort to bring about conformity with a selected range of 

meanings, values, and practices favored by a particular segment of participants in a Christian 

way of life.”501 In this way, tradition, understood as the selected and arranged elements from 

the past and the meanings and associations attached to them, is understood as a “presently 

secured discursive formation.”502 

Based on this, Tanner claims that all Christian viewpoints face potential resistance 

from other Christians holding other viewpoints and favoring other values and practices: “To 

be accepted by others, a particular Christian viewpoint will have to work actively to 

overcome or control such resistance.”503 Tanner therefore claims that particular constructions 

of Christianity, in the process of coming into being, in general work to integrate potential 

resistance in order to neutralize it. As such, particular interpretations are products of such 

dynamics of power: 

  

[A] particular account of Christianity generally does not precede resistance in a way that 
would make such resistance merely reactive. Instead, such an account itself emerges 
through the effort to incorporate potentially resistant beliefs and values in a way that will 
both ensure its attractiveness to the people who hold them while effectively neutralizing 
their capacity for trouble.504 

 

Interpretations, therefore, do not come into existence passively or accidentally, but through 

conflictual and strategic struggles of power, if one is to believe Tanner. 

At this point, I will make three comments concerning Tanner’s understanding of the 

hegemonic dynamics of Christian meaning-making before I discuss it more critically in 

Chapter 7. First, Tanner seems to extend and generalize her concept of “parasitic” 

inculturation, as I described in 4.2.5, to her understanding of tradition and to theological 

meaning-making in general. A theologian or a particular segment of the Christian community 

must use tactical and even “military” cleverness in order to create and achieve a breakthrough 

for a new interpretation:  
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Working with materials […] requires the theologian to operate in ways that somehow 
bridge those of artistic taste, good gamesmanship, practical craftiness, and military 
tactics. The theologian senses the faultlines in the past and present theological 
productions with which it competes, vulnerabilities it hopes either to patch or to 
capitalize upon.505 

 

Second, these military tactics are something other than the dialogical standards Tanner 

requests in her conception of the community of argument. For me, it is not clear how Tanner 

combines her dialogical standards with the cultural dynamics of hegemony described here. It 

is not as if she regards the communicative standards to be normative while the hegemonic 

logic is descriptive. Tanner describes both dynamics, the willingness to self-criticism, 

listening, and rational argumentation, as well as the willingness to military tactical 

cleverness, descriptively and normatively.  

Third, Tanner, in a Foucauldian way, conceptualizes power as both repressive and 

productive.506 Like many other Foucault-inspired cultural theorists, her analysis of power and 

ideology is not concerned with discourses on the state or legal institutions but with culture 

and everyday practices as political fields: “Power cannot be consolidated effectively through 

coercion alone but requires consent.”507 Through participation in the theological power play, 

which is what participating in the Christian tradition is for Tanner, one can either contribute 

to the dissolution of established interpretations and productions, to the construction and re-

articulation of new ones, or to the maintaining of old and established ones. 

 

4.5 Tanner’s Truth and Method 

4.5.1 Tradition as a Methodological Tool for Exclusion and Inclusion.  

I have demonstrated that a core concern for Tanner is that diversity should not be ruled out or 

forced into purported consensus by means of constructed “traditions”. Rather, diversity 

should be valued positively, as a resource, not only because it is a consequence of 

Christianity being a cultural phenomenon, and that historical studies confirm diversity in 

practice and belief throughout the history of the church, but also because Tanner understands 
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diversity theologically to be “a salutary reminder […] that Christians cannot control the 

movements of the God they hope to serve.”508  

According to Tanner, to recognize plurality and seek coming to terms with it, but 

without occluding or relativizing any conflictual aspect of it, is a key task for theology. It is 

actually an ecumenical and ecclesiological concern to her, as she argues that efforts to 

uniform or streamline beliefs or practices are more likely to rupture Christian fellowship and, 

in such a way, represent a bigger challenge to Christian unity than to accept the plurality of 

Christianity and try to interpret it meaningfully.509 Tanner claims that any effort of 

streamlining Christian practices in accordance with a purported universal Christian culture 

would be nothing other than to absolutize one particular cultural formation, thus reducing the 

catholicity of the Christian materials and practices. 

For Tanner, theological reasoning on tradition should therefore be viewed as much 

more than post-reformation elaboration concerning how to weigh Scripture and tradition as 

potentially conflicting norms for theological construction and interpretation. She argues that 

appeals to tradition address a wider and more fundamental theological issue, namely the 

evaluation of diversity in Christian belief and practice.510 Therefore, Tanner argues, 

controversies concerning appeals to tradition today are as much intra-Protestant and intra-

Catholic debates as inter-confessional ones. Within both confessional families, there is a great 

variety of stances on how to interpret and evaluate interpretive plurality.511 

According to Tanner, appeals to tradition and continuity function as methodological 

strategies for constructing consistence, coherence or unity in the – both diachronic and 

synchronic – non-consistent and non-coherent diversity of Christian beliefs and practices.512 

As such, they also serve to specify conditions under which some of the differences in the 

diversity of practices and beliefs break the purported unity or coherence. Thus, the concept of 

tradition serves a political function of exclusion and inclusion, Tanner argues. 

Tanner is concerned with ideas of “continuity” and “tradition” not becoming 

strategies to limit interpretive diversity and theological creativity. To her, talk of continuity is 

just a way of organizing different parts of the past and not something that proves or disproves 

the adequacy of new interpretations: “Whether a new proposal seems continuous with what 
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went before depends on how that earlier material is put together.”513 Thus, being an attributed 

quality, continuity of the past is a quality constructed in the present. In a Foucauldian manner, 

Tanner argues that claims of tradition thus demonstrate the needs of the present, more than 

describing the past: “[W]hat is labeled ‘tradition’ always has links to a preferred course of 

Christian behaviors now.”514 Constructions of continuities and traditions are therefore not 

innocent but deeply political enterprises, Tanner argues. A result of this, she says, is that 

status quo, per se, has no higher normative status than any new interpretation. When a new 

practice, idea or belief occurs in conflict with established practices or norms, it is not obvious 

which of these will have to adjust to the other:  

 
When something new emerges that is hard to reconcile with previous ideas about the 
rules for Christian practice, there is always the option of either excluding its propriety or 
rethinking the rules so as to include the new item more easily. The question here is not 
one of law and order – Will anarchy reign or not? The question instead is a political one, 
in the broad sense – How will Christian life be organized from now on and who 
decides?515 

 

In this way, Tanner recognizes the political dynamics of tradition formation while she 

concurrently stresses the importance of interpretive diversity. What this means 

methodologically is, nevertheless, unclear. On the one hand, claims to tradition are not 

legitimate as methodological arguments, while, on the other hand, the construction of 

tradition, seen as a battlefield, matters precisely because it is used as a political and 

methodological strategy. Tanner seems to be willing to make use of “tradition” as a 

methodological strategy as long as it functions as a feminist theological strategy516 or 

nurtures creativity and diversity.517 However, how one best nurtures diversity when 

one, on the one side, recognizes interpretive conflicts and political dynamics of 

exclusion and inclusion, and, on the other side, requests dialogical standards, remains to 

be explored.  
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5.5.2 Tanner’s Theology of the Word of God 

Thus far, I have demonstrated how Tanner renounces an understanding of tradition as a 

methodological strategy to regulate and limit diversity. As such, her methodology is 

theological. According to Tanner, “Christian identity hinges on remaining open to direction 

from the free grace of God in Christ.”518 Interpretive plurality is ultimately a fundamental 

theological concern of being able to see new ways of how God distributes God’s gifts: “The 

recognition of God’s free and uncontrollable Word, which respect for Christian diversity 

spreads, desocializes Christians, so to speak; it breaks the habit of the normal, and thereby 

frees them for renewed attention to the Word.”519 

In this way, there is a significant Word of God theology also operating in Tanner’s 

conception of tradition and theological methodology. Like Ebeling, Tanner sees tradition – 

understood as a structure or strategy that is used in order to demand some sort of conformity 

or appropriation in the interpretive enterprise – as an idol that hinders the Word of God in 

being heard: “Binding the freedom of theological interpretation to a human authority in that 

way actually threatens to interrupt the obedience of Christians to the Word.”520 As such, 

Tanner strongly rejects conflating church teaching, previous interpretations, and Christian 

traditional beliefs, materials, or practices with God’s own truth. Instead, she stresses “the 

freedom of God to ask the unexpected of people in new times and places.”521 

 A question that needs to be addressed, then, is how Tanner grounds the claim of her 

own theological principles. In a way, these – like other traditions – also become templates 

that structure, regulate, and legitimize new interpretations. I will come back to this issue and 

discuss it more thoroughly in Chapter 5. At this point, it is sufficient to say that Tanner’s 

postmodern critique of tradition can also be said to be a function of her theology. 

Nevertheless, Tanner’s Word of God theology parts company with the Word of God theology 

of Ebeling by not granting the Word of God the same agency in the process of interpretation. 

Contrary to Ebeling, the Word of God is not a guarantor of authentic or true interpretations 

for Tanner: 

 

If the Word of God himself died on a cross, it is foolish to think mere witnesses to that 
Word can force its triumph in the world by their own exertions. The theologian who 
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wants to remain open to the Word must recognize that there are no human guarantees of 
faithfulness to it.522 

 

This does not mean that Tanner’s hermeneutics is not a function of her Word of God 

theology. What it does mean is that she ends up with a rather different hermeneutical program 

and conception of the scriptural principle than Ebeling. This is what I will elucidate in the 

next and final part of this chapter. 

 

4.6 Textual Interpretation and Biblical Authority 

Like Ebeling, Tanner holds that the biblical texts themselves resist fixation and interpretive 

predicament.523 However, by claiming that the theologian ultimately makes meaning rather 

than finding it, Tanner radically parts company with Ebeling and the new hermeneuts. In 

what follows, I will look into how Tanner understands and makes use of the scriptural 

principle and see how she conceptualizes biblical interpretation and authority.  

 

4.6.1  Privileging the Plain Sense as a Strategy for Diversity of Interpretations 

In one of Tanner’s earlier articles, “Theology and the Plain Sense” (1987), which is her 

contribution to the festschrift to Hans Frei, Tanner elaborates on how appeals to the plain 

sense of Scripture function within Christian community. Tanner’s explicit aim is to display 

some discursive conditions under which appeals to the plain sense of Scripture and the 

privileging of this sense in communal interpretive practices and identity formation can 

function critically towards established Christian practices and foster pluralistic and flexible 

interpretations.524  

In this way, her experiment has a clear aim: to elaborate on how a traditional 

convention within Protestant theology, namely the privileging of the plain sense, can be 

useful in order to foster interpretive plurality. She looks into history and theological traditions 

in order to see if she finds anything useful for her own theological project. Tanner’s project is 

primarily pragmatic or sociological, not philosophical or hermeneutical. She does not develop 
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a theological or hermeneutical theory of the uniqueness of the Bible or its plain sense, but 

takes such a convention as a pragmatic starting point, arguing that the discursive convention 

of privileging the plain sense has the capacity to function critically towards any interpretation 

and thus prevent appeals to the plain sense of promoting a rigid uniformity in community life. 

Her line of reasoning starts with the concept of canon: in the practice of designating a 

certain body of texts as canon, there is a demand and expectation that such a body is capable 

of communicating relevance in any circumstance despite being fixed. To close the text and 

thus prohibit contemporary reception to be incorporated in the written material is, according 

to Tanner, to force a certain degree of interpretive license upon the use of such texts.525 The 

demand for universal relevance will by necessity compel creative interpretations of the texts, 

Tanner argues, so that they can provide adequate meaning in new situations. In other words, 

with canon comes a distinction between text and interpretation. 

What, then, about the convention of privileging the plain sense of a canonic text? How 

can such a convention encourage interpretive plurality and hinder uniformity in communal 

interpretations and practices? Tanner’s answer builds on a functional and formal approach to 

the plain sense. First, Tanner approaches the notion of plain sense strictly formally. Contrary 

to Ebeling, she does not define it as a material character of the text, for example as the text’s 

immanent, intrinsic or permanent sense. Formally understood, the plain sense according to 

Tanner is nothing other than the standard sense given by a community or group at any one 

time and place.526 Second, Tanner also understands the plain sense as a function of the 

distinction between text and interpretation, understood as a difference between expository 

and applied senses.527 This means that a community’s use of a canonic text is an interpretive 

activity in which a textual interpretation, in line with what is understood to be the plain sense 

of the text, is applied in the present circumstance. It functions authoritatively in the way that 

the identity of the community is formed by appealing to the text and its plain sense.528 

How, then, is this praxis capable of functioning critically against established 

interpretive practices that have been legitimized by appeals to the plain sense? Tanner’s 

answer is that the plain sense of a text is never one and the same. It is impossible to define it 

distinctly from the text itself. Thus, it will always be irreducible to the community’s 
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specification of it. Any attempts of specifying the plain sense of a text will turn into 

interpretations over which the plain sense of the text executes critical authority. According to 

Tanner, this happens “because part of the functional import of privileging the plain sense is 

the denial of a semantic equivalence between text and interpretation.”529 In this way, Tanner 

grants the plain sense a critical function. The result of this reasoning is  

 

an authoritative plain sense that is unavailable in any form distinct from the text itself. 
The plain sense of the text becomes an independently unspecifiable locus of meaning, 
something that transcends any and all attempts to reformulate it. As such it functions 
critically even with respect to consensus readings of text; it works to evacuate the 
pretensions of communal discourse generally.530 

 

In this way, Tanner puts forward a version of the Protestant argument of separating text from 

tradition and granting the text critical power over tradition. Contrary to Ebeling’s 

hermeneutics, where the plain sense functions rather monolithically in order to facilitate 

identification, the function of it in Tanner’ experiment is to critically destabilize any 

interpretation. Unlike Ebeling, who also advocates a separation between text and 

interpretation, Tanner’s argument is pragmatic and sociological rather than philosophical or 

theological-hermeneutical. It is not based on the material property of the text, for example the 

capacity of the Word of God which the text communicates. In Tanner’s argument, the critical 

power that the plain sense exercises over contemporary interpretations is possible only to the 

extent that the plain sense, as a communal and religious convention, is privileged by the 

community and granted authority over any interpretations. The authority is thus not a 

property of the text itself – a material authority arising from the content or the Sache of the 

text. It is a formal authority anchored externally to the text – an authority appointed by the 

readers’ community. It is qua privileged that the plain sense earns its authority and lets the 

text perform its critical function over against established interpretations. In this way, Tanner 

places human agency on both ends of the interpretive process: the community hands over 

authority to the text itself so that the community is able to challenge established 

interpretations by referring to the undefinable plain sense of the text. 

The authority of the plain sense in Tanner’s conceptualization seems to be ambivalent 

in another way as well. On the one hand, she argues that it is the convention of designating 

text as canon and privileging its plain sense that actually ensures the critical and destabilizing 
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function of the text. On the other hand, Tanner nuances this by acknowledging that 

“[v]ariations are possible, however, in the degree and scope of the authority granted to texts 

working as scripture. The critical force of the scriptural text and its plain sense will vary 

accordingly.”531 It follows from Tanner’s canon argument that if a text group is to function as 

canon, then there must be enough space for creative interpretations. At the same time, she 

underlines that the “degree and scope of exegetical ingenuity necessary for a body of texts to 

function effectively as a canon depend upon the categorization of the plain sense of those 

texts.”532 Thus, the categorization of the plain sense decides the scope and degree of the text’s 

critical power and function. Tanner points to scenarios where the plain sense is identified or 

classified as either catechetical norm, general teaching, or as cultic regulation, and argues that 

in none of these examples will the notion of the plain sense necessarily function critically 

against established interpretations. Instead, Tanner suggests that the plain sense should be 

classified as narrative. Where that happens, the plain sense will not prescribe or specify 

communal practices but will leave them open:  

 

How the particularities that make up the story of a unique life [the life of Jesus] are to be 
used to form a practice of Christian behaviors and beliefs is not at all clear. A creative 
display of exegetical ingenuity is necessary, then, to answer even the most basic question 
of establishing Christian identity through appeals to canonical texts.533 

 

Accordingly, Tanner is not completely content with the notion of a plain sense as such, but 

must qualify it by categorizing it as narrative in order for it to function optimally as a 

structural indeterminacy in Christian practices of appealing to Scripture.  

The choice of narrative as category is more than a gesture to Hans Frei, who is known 

for his narrative theology. To Tanner, the genre of narrative seems to carry a unique 

characteristic of openness, although she does not specify what she means by “narrative.” 

Whether the term is narrowly understood as a specific type of narrative text or just prose text 

in general, or whether she only refers to some parts of the Bible (i.e. the narrative parts), 

remains unclear. It is the openness, not literary theory, which interests her. 
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4.6.2 Arguments against Reading the Scriptures as a Classic 

In another article, “Scripture as Popular Text” (1998), Tanner continues to elaborate on the 

relation between text and interpreter and the question of textual authority. This time she uses 

another pragmatic strategy in order to explore conceptualizations of the relationship between 

text, interpretation, authority, and plurality. She explores different literary theories that try to 

explain the phenomenon of a classic, and assesses the usefulness of these explanations for 

how theology can think of the Bible. 

Tanner is not in favor of essentialist concepts of the classic or of literary approaches 

that explain the classic by referring to intrinsic qualities of the text. Thus, she easily writes off 

models that hold the texts to be timeless.534 In such models, Tanner finds claims of universal 

textual appeal and pertinence that are explained by internal textual features or eternal values 

of the content of the text. The appeal of the text is an internal feature, understood as 

something transcendent and ahistorical, which enables it to communicate to its readers 

without their contributions. According to Tanner, holding the classic to be a timeless text is to 

neglect the historicity of the text, as well as its readers. Instead, Tanner points to other literary 

models where the classic is used for timely texts, i.e. models in which historicity is 

recognized as inescapable. The text, although claiming a universal and permanent pertinence, 

is a historically conditioned product. Thus, Tanner argues, understanding human historicity 

becomes a precondition for understanding such texts.  

Tanner establishes two subcategories of the model in which the classic is understood 

as timeliness. The first one she describes as a “timeliness of inexhaustible meaning.”535 

Tanner places David Tracy as a proponent of this understanding, and I could add Ebeling and 

Gadamer, for that matter. Understood as provider of inexhaustible meaning, the classic is able 

to speak to all contexts as a result of its semantic surplus – a quality of a depth dimension 

inherent in the text.536 The meanings generated by the text and its readers are, however, 

understood in universal terms – in order for the text to be a classic – so that in the encounter 

with its reader the text discloses some truth of what it means to be human: “It is in virtue of 
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its own internal qualities that a text contains or projects in front of it ‘a realized experience of 

that which is essential, that which endures.’”537 

The second subcategory is somehow the opposite, described as a “timeliness of 

indeterminacy” and exemplified by adherents such as Wolfgang Iser and Umberto Eco.538 In 

this model, the timeliness of the classic is explained by the gaps in the texts – by what it 

lacks. The text is able to communicate across time and place because within its ambivalence 

and gaps there is room enough for anyone to position themselves within the text and so 

complete the meaning production.  

The role of the reader in the meaning production is a significant difference between 

these two subcategories. Although the first position admits the productive contribution of the 

reader in making sense of the text, Tanner stresses that what ultimately explains the text’s 

function as a classic is internal to it.539 Contrary to this position, the idea of “timeliness of 

indeterminacy” fully depends on the reader to construct the text’s meaning. The text itself 

remains unfinished, as a field of possibilities which calls the reader to complete it by his or 

her own linguistic operation and sense-making. In this way, the distinction between text and 

reader is blurred. Nevertheless, in both categories – also the latter – the text exceeds its 

readers and resists the readers’ desire of controlling or domesticizing it. This is precisely 

what makes it a classic. Although the text itself, in the latter version, requires a reader to 

complete it, it is excessive. While the excessiveness is thought of as a surplus of meaning in 

the former position, it is understood as a surplus of signifiers in the latter.540 

It is not surprising that Tanner prefers the latter understanding. The text is neither in 

control of its reception nor carrying unity in itself: “Unity is the reader’s contribution, a 

demand the reader makes to texts which in and of themselves are constantly working to 

disturb it.”541 Accordingly, through its excessiveness, the text will constantly work to 

destabilize any interpretation of it. However, according to the model of timeliness of 

                                                           
537 “Scripture as Popular Text,” 285. In this quotation of mine, Tanner quotes from David Tracy’s reflection on 
“The Classic” in The Analogical Imagination as an example of why he belongs to this category. Tracy states: 
“My thesis is that what we mean in naming certain texts, events, images, rituals, symbols and persons ‘classics’ 
is that here we recognize nothing less than the disclosure of a reality we cannot but name truth. […] [H]ere we 
find something valuable, something ‘important’; some disclosure of reality in a moment that must be called one 
of ‘recognition’ which surprises, provokes, challenges, shocks and eventually transforms us; an experience that 
upsets conventional opinions and expands the sense of the possible; indeed a realized experience of that which is 
essential, that which endures,” David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture 

of Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1981), 108. 
538 Tanner, “Scripture as Popular Text,” 286-90. 
539 Ibid., 285. 
540 Ibid., 287. 
541 Ibid., 288. 

159



160 
 

indeterminacy, this destabilizing function is a quality of the text, and is thus a shortfall of the 

model for Tanner, as I will outline below. 

 

4.6.3 Biblical Authority similar to Popular Texts 

Tanner thinks the account of timely indeterminacy has a deficit when applied to the Bible, 

namely the association of classics with literary masterworks, which, at the end of the day, 

carries a modernist high culture view of the classic. Tanner claims that the Bible is not a 

high-culture work.542 Instead, she advocates in favor of approaching it as popular text.  

The most significant advantages of the concept of popular texts over against the idea 

of timely indeterminacy, according to Tanner, is that, unlike avant-garde texts, “texts of 

popular culture do not force their readers into an active process of meaning production.”543 

The texts themselves do not instruct the reading. They just offer themselves up to the reader 

in a down-to-earth way without presupposing any specialized competence from the reader in 

order to complete their semantic potential.  

Tanner does not apply any specific literary theory of popular text to the Bible. She 

draws on John Fiske’s distinction between writerly and producerly texts (which is inspired by 

Roland Barthes’s distinction between writerly and readerly texts) in characterizing the 

differences between popular texts and the idea of timely indeterminacy. Since there are no 

formal prerequisites for making sense of them, popular texts do not impose a new discipline 

of reading when the gaps, absences, and difficulties are noticed by the reader. Consequently, 

the interest in popular texts, Tanner argues, is not literary, as it is in avant-garde-literature, 

but social. Popular texts are met by interest because the readers can easily read their everyday 

lives into them.544 In this way, the lines between text and everyday life are blurred. 

As I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 5, it is tempting to ask whether Tanner in 

fact employs her own version of a Gadamerian prejudice in relation to popular texts, namely 

the reader’s expectation of the text to be of everyday relevance. She claims that “[t]he respect 

that readers give to popular texts is respect of a different sort, a respect that comes from 

expecting texts to be of everyday relevance, to be useful for life.”545 
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To approach the Bible as a popular text is partly a textual argument based on what 

Tanner claims to be the popular style of the Bible and its non-artistic literary quality.546 

However, it is primarily a theological argument. For Tanner, this literary approach has 

theological benefits. When understood as popular text, the textual quality of the Bible mirrors 

its unconditional and inclusive message: “The unconditional character and universal scope of 

God’s working in history – its gracious nature and radical inclusiveness – are matched in this 

way by the literary features of the Bible as a popular text.”547 Tanner’s argument is that when 

the Bible is understood as popular text the way she suggests, it reflects “a God of democratic 

power, patient persuasion, and far-reaching influence. The grace that comes to us through the 

Bible has no conditions placed on it.”548 What “a God of democratic power” means in this 

context is not clear to me, as if democracy is an unconditional endeavor. What is clear, 

though, is that Tanner dovetails an idea of unconditional grace with an idea of unconditional 

reading and meaning-making. This illustrates in another way, then, how her hermeneutics is a 

function of her theology: 

 

[W]hatever we get out of this text has certainly not been forced on us. Indeed, so much is 
this the case that the Bible seems unwilling to get us to see what it is trying to convey by 
any means that would ensure against failures of attention or shallow readings. The text 
does not demand attention to some privileged message within its pluriform complexity, 
nor does it always make any obvious claim on us, in a Gadamerian sense of Anspruch.549 

 

In other words, the message of grace and radical inclusiveness is communicated by the fact 

that the reader is not forced by the text in any interpretive direction or shattered by it as a 

condition for making sense of it. This not only differs from Gadamer’s Anspruch but also 

from Ebeling’s notion of the confrontational character of the Word of God in the 

hermeneutical process of scriptural exposition and proclamation. However, Tanner makes a 

distinction by holding that popular texts may very well shatter readers’ expectations in the 
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course of reading, although shattering or confrontation is not a condition for their ability to 

make sense. 

Tanner does acknowledge that textual authority is challenged when accounts of 

popular text are applied on the Bible in this way. However, she sees this as an opportunity to 

rethink the notion of biblical authority that traditional Protestant theology employs. Tanner 

asks: if the text depends on its readers for the production of definite sense, and if the text’s 

confrontation or shattering of the reading habits is not a condition for making sense of it, is 

textual authority in the form of critical purchase over its readers threatened?550 Her answer is 

that the authority of the text is only apparently threatened. One of her arguments is that as 

long as the text does not instruct any specific reading, diverse readings will by necessity 

emerge, which again will jeopardize any fixation of the text and thus make it play a critical 

role: “While readers’ expectations are not directly attacked by the popular text but given free 

rein at first, the plurality of possible readings always stands ready to contest the adequacy of 

any one.”551 Thus, the only way to disrespect the biblical text is to monopolize its meaning. 

In other words, plurality in itself performs a critical function and fosters interpretive 

responsibility. 

In this way, the critical function of the popular text is conceptualized differently than 

the critical function of the convention of the plain sense, as shown above. In the latter, it is 

the undisputable authority of the plain sense (as social convention) that relativizes all 

interpretations. In the former, it is the de facto plurality of readings and all the possible sense-

making operations that relativize all interpretations. Both differ, however, from the models of 

timeliness of indeterminacy and timeliness of inexhaustible meaning, in which the 

destabilizing function is an intrinsic quality to the text itself.   

Based on this approach to the Bible as popular text, Tanner concludes that instead of 

offering new interpretations or favoring specific ones from the history of biblical reception, 

the role of the professional theologian is to offer “a sketch of what it is about this text that 

invites the unending production of multiple, quite disparate interpretations.”552 Academic 

theology should not be an expertise production of singular biblical interpretations. The 

professional theologian’s task is not to advocate one specific textual interpretation but to help 

to unsettle and destabilize every reading by keeping the biblical imagination open and 
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pointing to other possible interpretations. Tanner sees academic theology as a “science of the 

possible,”553 then, and ends up articulating a notion of biblical authority in the following way:  

 

[T]heology, in this form of a science of the possible, might promote a notion of biblical 
authority that is primarily proved, not by the Christian hope of taking clear direction 
from it, but by the Bible’s ability to disturb Christian self-satisfaction and 
complacency.”554  

 

This is the kind of biblical authority that Tanner advocates: a textual authority that, based on 

the possibility of diverse interpretations, does not allow any one reading to settle. 

 

4.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have explored how Tanner understands and conceptualizes tradition. 

Negatively, Tanner rejects conceptions of tradition in which tradition is seen as a normative 

deposit or directive of the past that new interpretations have to align with in order to be 

considered true. For Tanner, this is nothing but a methodological strategy in order to regulate 

interpretive diversity, in which claims to tradition function as a tool to exclude or include 

interpretations. Whether a new interpretation is continuous with the past depends on which 

parts of the past are selected and how they are arranged. For Tanner, neither tradition alone or 

context alone are sufficient in order to determine an interpretation of the complex Christian 

cultural materials. Theological judgement and interpretive decision require extra arguments 

that are subject to assessment.  

Positively, Tanner ends up conceptualizing Christian tradition in three different 

ways. In some parts of her texts, she describes Christian tradition as a practice of 

exercising argument according to some common communicative standards. This 

deliberative practice helps to qualify interpretations and formation of Christian identity, 

although consensus is not a preferable goal. However, while seeking for a common 

understanding and a mutual enrichment, a “proper mean” is still an ideal for Tanner as 

the human condition of fallibility should make all participants in the community of 

argument humble and committed to a culture of self-criticism. In other parts of her 

                                                           
553 Ibid., 295. 
554 Ibid., 296.  

163



164 
 

texts, Tanner describes tradition as an unlimited historical reservoir of practices and 

beliefs for better or worse that function to destabilize limited contemporary 

interpretations and theological creativity. The history of Christian thought is full of 

conflicting ideas and interpretations that have the capacity to complicate contemporary 

thinking. Accordingly, conflicting interpretations belong in Christian tradition and are 

an indispensable part of human history. This resonates with the third way Tanner 

describes Christian tradition, namely as a hegemonic cultural process in which 

numbers, tactical cleverness, and various efforts to bring about conformity with a 

selected range of meanings, values, and practices favored by a particular segment of 

Christians determines the formation of Christian tradition. In this account, Christian 

tradition is seen as a site of cultural and political struggles revolving around cultural 

materials of constant concern. As interpretations are contingent constructions, 

constituted by human agency and not directed by the cultural materials themselves, 

theological claims and interpretations are always contested.  

Due to the contingency, interpretive plurality is important to Tanner. Diversity 

is not only understood as a historical fact but also a conceptual consequence of 

Christianity being a cultural phenomenon, as well as a theological imperative as it 

witnesses to the free grace and uncontrollable Word of God. To recognize the plurality 

of Christian interpretations is, for Tanner, a way of upholding the catholicity of 

Christian faith and to reduce divisions caused by false beliefs in Christian uniformity. 

To uphold and support diversity in interpretation is therefore a hermeneutical aim for 

Tanner. In this way, her hermeneutics is a function of her theology.  

In order for Tanner to secure plurality and keep the interpretive space open, she 

expresses a hesitation towards taking part in the production and advocating of specific 

interpretations of the Christian materials. Instead, she requests specialized theologians 

to do theology as a science of the possible, in which the aim is to display all sorts of 

interpretive possibilities and in such a way destabilize any one. Central to Tanner’s 

argument is that this diversity of interpretive possibilities functions as critique. Biblical 

authority, thus, relates to the Bible, as a narrative text, easily lending itself to various 

interpretive everyday-readings which destabilize any hermeneutical conceptions of 

authority that are grounded on ideas of confrontation or intrinsic textual qualities. 

All in all, Tanner seems to be ambiguous about interpretive conflict. She sees it 

as a constitutive part of the Christian past but is not clear on whether one should 

approach it through deliberative practices and dialogical communicative standards, 
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through tactical cleverness, or through deconstructive practices of offering diverse 

interpretive possibilities.  
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Chapter 5: Tanner and Ebeling Meet. Discussion and Articulation of 

some Problems 

 

In the beginning is hermeneutics. But the shared necessity of 
exegesis, the interpretive imperative, is interpreted differently by the 
rabbi and the poet. The difference between the horizon of the original 
text and exegetic writing makes the difference between the rabbi and 
the poet irreducible. Forever unable to unite with each other, yet so 
close to each other, how could they ever regain the realm? The 
original opening of interpretation essentially signifies that there will 
always be rabbis and poets. And two interpretations of 
interpretation.555    

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to compare and assess parts of Tanner’s and Ebeling’s conceptions 

of Christian tradition that are relevant for the research question, and to detect some tensions 

and articulate some problems that need further elaboration as part of my effort of reflecting 

on a theology that accommodates plurality and interpretive conflicts. 

First, I will compare and assess the mediating and hermeneutic functions of tradition 

in the theologies of Ebeling and Tanner. Then, I will analytically construe the present as a 

temporal site of its own in order to analyze the temporal and political qualities of their 

conceptions of text, reception, and interpretive authority, as well as their understanding of the 

relation between interpretive openness, plurality, and decision. 

 

5.2 Functions of Tradition 

Both Ebeling and Tanner commit themselves to history. They acknowledge that they depend 

on history in their respective theological projects but their reasons for doing so differ. In the 

following, I will compare the mediating and the hermeneutic functions of tradition in their 

theologies and assess their understanding of these. 
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5.2.1 Mediating Function(s) 

According to Ebeling, tradition, understood as language, not only constitutes human 

existence. Tradition understood as language also has a mediating function in handing over the 

Word of God. In a narrow sense, tradition as language functions as medium in the collection 

of written words canonized as Scripture. In a broader sense, tradition as language functions as 

medium in all spoken words that are part of biblical exposition, proclamation, and kerygmatic 

homology so that the Word of God comes into expression anew, in a word-event, creating 

faith. 

By using the explanatory framework of word-event in conceptualizing the relation 

between medium (ordinary words and linguistic tradition) and the mediated (Word of God), 

the relation between tradition and Word of God is ambiguous in Ebeling’s theology. On the 

one hand, his concept of Word of God is not an abstract idea. The word-event is what it 

communicates. The word-event happens in history and in and through language. 

Consequently, it cannot be separated from its historical and linguistic context and tradition. 

On the other hand, however, Ebeling also separates the Word of God from its particular 

historical and linguistic expressions. Being an eschatological Word, the Word of God 

transcends historical particularities and can never be reduced to one specific historical 

expression or tradition; the one tradition of the Word of God becomes manifest only in the 

plurality of particularities and human traditions. 

Contrary to Ebeling’s way of reasoning, there is no kerygmatic kernel wrapped in 

different cultural layers in Tanner’s theology. In her conception of cultural conditioning, she 

explicitly rejects the idea of abstracting ideas and other cultural products from cultural 

processes. Different cultural materials are handed on by human efforts through processes of 

power struggles and disagreements. The cultural materials and the different interpretations 

and applications of them make up diverse Christian traditions. According to Tanner, there is 

no constant and universal category, neither beyond nor in these cultural materials that are 

mediated – or that mediates itself by being the agent of its own exposition. However, as I 

soon will demonstrate, this does not mean that tradition does not have a mediating function in 

Tanner’s theological system.  

The difference between Ebeling and Tanner in regard to mediation also reflects a 

difference between their conceptions of newness and sameness. Ebeling’s project is to 

understand what came into expression, in and through words, in the past, so that this same 

something (the Word of God) can come into expression, in and through new words, today. 

The logic of his model of mediation is that the old or the same is mediated through new 
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words and new interpretations. The Word of God needs to constantly make use of new human 

words in order to expose and thus transmit itself. In this way, change is primarily a function 

of identity for Ebeling and a function of the Word of God itself. Tanner, on the other hand, 

also stresses the use of new words but not because she wants to communicate “the same” or 

something original. There is no sameness to be mediated or that mediates itself, she claims. 

Tanner wants to communicate new possibilities. Change is not a function of identity for 

Tanner in the same way as it is for Ebeling. For Tanner, it is a consequence of cultural 

relationality. Change is partly a function of the context, according to Tanner. However, 

contrasting Lindbeck, she does not only see it as a function of the context but also partly as a 

function of the unstable and fissured cultural material itself that prompts change. In this way, 

and contrary to Ebeling and Lindbeck, change is contingent according to Tanner’s reasoning. 

However, this has nuances. Tanner also grants change and diversity theological 

meaning. Although there are fundamental conceptual differences in how Ebeling and Tanner 

regard mediation, there are also similarities regarding their understanding of sameness and 

newness. Like Ebeling, Tanner postulates a relation between humans and God. She sees this 

as a relation of divine transcendence and God’s gracious gift giving. Tanner’s hermeneutics 

regard the various and different ways meaning is constructed and articulated. She stresses that 

there is no semantic meaning internal to the materials of constant concern, hence a lack of 

consensus or continuity in their applications, except that many of the different interpretations 

refer back to many of the same materials. Contrary to Ebeling, there is no guarantor for 

Tanner, such as the Word of God, faith, or a universal human existence (conscience), which 

secures some kind of continuity in the messy course of different and rivaling interpretations 

throughout history. However, since it is part of Tanner’s Word of God theology that God is 

always understood in surprising ways and is revealed in history in surprising ways, the 

lacking guarantee does not result in loss of theological meaning or identity, but is rather 

something that sparks further interpretations of God and makes it possible to see new sides of 

God. In this way, change as well as diversity become functions of Tanner’s theology. 

 One of the main differences between Ebeling’s and Tanner’s conceptualizations of 

tradition regards universalism. A central premise of Ebeling’s mediation-model is 

universalism. The appeal of the Word of God is universal, as is the human conscience which 

is confronted by it and responds to it. The Word of God struck the first listeners to Jesus the 

same way as it strikes people today – in any context. This universalism secures the process of 

mediation and creates continuity of faith. It is precisely such conceptions of universalism that 

Tanner criticizes. As described in 4.3.2, she holds it to be a problem that claims to 
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universality are simply taken for granted and used to undergird theological constructions of 

continuity. Tanner’s objection is that being a purported feature of human understanding, this 

universalism is beyond any historical confirmation. It is an ahistorical universalism. The 

same goes for the purported continuity it guarantees. It is an ahistorical claim for continuity. I 

believe it is reasonable to assent to this side of Tanner’s criticism. It is difficult to argue 

convincingly in favor of a historically verifiable universal appeal of the Scriptures, as well as 

of a universal response by human conscience that guarantees a continual transmission of 

something constant. 

However, Tanner herself does not escape accusations of universalism. Although she 

emphasizes the particularities of history, Tanner still interprets them and arranges them 

according to her universal theological principles. For example, her assertion concerning the 

divine gift-giving nature templates and structures “the oddly similar but materially different 

gift-giving relations that bring together or unite God and the world.”556 As Christine Helmer 

has pointed out, Tanner’s reasoning “could be enhanced by a discussion of particularity. If 

God loves with a love directed to the particular, then the gifts God gives are also 

particular.”557 This is not to criticize Tanner for using universal concepts in her theological 

sense-making of the diversity of history – I think it is difficult to avoid involving some level 

of universalism in theological reasoning. However, it is worth highlighting that the criticism 

Tanner directs at classical attempts of constructing continuity somehow applies to her own 

methodology as well, although she does not use claims of universality as a guarantee for 

historical continuity.  

Despite its dated features, one of the commendable things about Ebeling’s theology of 

mediation is that it is rather transparent and clear, which of course also makes it vulnerable to 

criticism. Tanner, on the other hand, evades some problems by explicitly rejecting the 

mediating function of history the way Ebeling understands it, but faces other problems by this 

rejection. First, it remains a question whether Christianity for Tanner is nothing but its 

historical and cultural expressions. If it is something more, what is it then? Second, as I have 

briefly pointed out, Tanner also has some first-order claims about God and a particular Word 

of God theology. Tanner’s Word of God is free and resists fixation. But it does not expose 

itself, and it does not mediate itself through history and guarantees continuity between Jesus 

of Nazareth and believers of today. If her claims about a transcendent and gift-giving God 
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had not been mediated through history, how, then, does Tanner have these ideas about God 

and God’s Word? 

My interpretation of Tanner is that she neither anchors her first-order claims of God in 

a priori reason, nor her own or the community’s contemporary experience or religious 

feelings. Instead, she seems to anchor them in history. Her project in God and Creation in 

Christian Theology where she first articulates her principles, is to study “a number of 

historical cases of theological discourse about a transcendent God who creates, governs and 

saves the world.”558 The book is full of historical examples of theological discourses 

concerning a transcendent and gift-giving God. So are her two books in systematic theology, 

Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity and Christ the Key. It is as if she collects documentation for 

her two principles in the history of Christian thought. Part of Tanner’s project is to 

demonstrate how the principles are interpreted and applied differently in different historical 

discourses and contexts. Nevertheless, the principles somehow become the core of her 

theological tradition. Or, to use Tanner’s own words from the introduction in Jesus, 

Humanity and the Trinity: “I offer in this short book the kernel of my own attempt, on this 

historically-informed basis, to say what Christianity is all about.”559 

In this way, history does not only have a destabilizing function in Tanner’s theology, 

as she claims herself, but also a slightly more confirming function. Although history still 

destabilizes present interpretations by demonstrating the vast diversity of different 

interpretations of the principles and thus expanding the range of imaginative possibilities, it 

nevertheless confirms the principles as such. Thus, it is as if Tanner maps a historical 

consensus concerning her two principles. Tanner can always argue that the “consensus” at 

stake and its semantic content are so thin that the principles themselves do not constitute a 

concept of tradition like the one, for example, Thiel argues in favor of. Nevertheless, to me it 

still looks like parts of the criticism she directs against Thiel also apply to herself: either the 

consensus is so semantically vague that it does not make much sense to talk of it, or, if it is 

considered to be thicker, it is hard to find proof of it in history unless one decides to exclude a 

certain amount of interpretations and practices from the vicissitudes of history. 

To me it is not quite clear how Tanner thinks of this. However, it is apparent that she 

finds the two principles meaningful enough to serve as structuring nodal points not only for 

her book on systematic theology but also for her overall theological reasoning and system. In 
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this way, the principles become a template or a prism that present theological claims are 

assessed in light of and, as such, are something that to a certain degree regulates, 

conventionalizes or streamlines the diversity of theological interpretations. 

I will not evaluate the materiality of the principles as such or Tanner’s application of 

them. Neither will I assess whether the two principles are reasonable distillates if one is to put 

the history of Christian thought into a formula. All of this is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. What I want to demonstrate, however, is that parts of Tanner’s sharp criticism 

against claims of continuity also apply to her own constructed theology and that the problem 

of tradition is not solved – neither by her efforts. It is, however, worth mentioning that 

Christine Helmer, while applauding Tanner’s systematic theology for its coherence in the 

structuring principle of God’s gracious gift-giving, nonetheless points to a questionable side 

of the principle as it lacks analogical correspondence to the tragic and cruel sides of history 

and reality. How are these parts of life to be explained according to the principle of divine 

gift-giving, asks Helmer.560 The consensus regarding the principles is, in other words, 

perhaps not complete after all. 

 

5.2.2 Hermeneutic Function(s) 

Ebeling claims that the function of sola scriptura is to exclude the hermeneutic function of 

tradition. I have, however, demonstrated that Ebeling has a more complex relation to tradition 

than this. One can only agree that Ebeling rejects the hermeneutic function of tradition if one 

understands “tradition” to mean church institution or authorized interpretations, and 

“hermeneutic function” to mean the authority to determine interpretations of Scripture.  

In fact, tradition seems to have a variety of hermeneutic functions for Ebeling. First, 

understood in a broad sense, tradition nurtures interpretive skills and theological judgement – 

not in order to transfer doctrinal answers, but to expose the contemporary interpreter to the 

historicity of tradition, as well as the historicity of her own understanding and existence. 

Ebeling thus pinpoints that the task for systematic theology is not to mediate Christian 

doctrines but to impart an ability of judgement in theological reasoning – the continuous task 

of distinguishing between authentic and inauthentic interpretations. As I pointed out in 

Chapter 3, all texts of history are relevant for Ebeling in the critical effort of interpreting and 

understanding Scripture. Scripture needs friction from other texts and thereby to be 
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continuously met by other experiences and new questions in order for the Word of God to 

expose and be the answer to human existence over again. 

Second, understood in a narrow sense, i.e. as the history of biblical exposition, 

tradition demonstrates the unlimited wealth of the Word of God in its various interpretations 

throughout history. As such, Ebeling argues, tradition ministers to the church’s understanding 

of itself and its own witness to an extent the biblical text alone cannot do. It serves the 

understanding of the Word of God as a Sache that comes into expression in diverse ways and 

is characterized by manifold witnesses. In other words, for Ebeling, the function of tradition 

is ministerial, not magisterial. 

This resonates to some extent to Tanner’s interpretation of the diversity of Christian 

practices found in history. Although there is (purportedly) no kerygmatic kernel to be 

mediated, or, more precisely, that mediates itself, something is clearly imparted by history in 

Tanner’s theology, namely diverse interpretations of the two theological principles. History 

demonstrates and imparts diversity. Thereby, tradition can also be said to have a theological 

function in Tanner’s theology, as it witnesses to a diversity that ultimately is a salutary 

reminder of a God that cannot be controlled. Understood as “the full content of history,” 

Tanner understands tradition as an expansion of the limited horizon of contemporary 

interpreters.  

However, while the hermeneutic function of biblical reception in Ebeling’s theology 

is to provide a clearer understanding of Christ, the hermeneutic function in Tanner’s theology 

is to destabilize present interpretations by offering other interpretive possibilities. The former 

is a logic of looking to the past in order to consolidate and help understanding, while the 

latter looks to the past in order to complicate present understanding. In Tanner’s universe, it 

is the contemporary imaginative space which is opened, not primarily the understanding of 

the Word of God. In her theology, the hermeneutical function of tradition consists in keeping 

contemporary interpretations open and resisting fixation. For Ebeling, the hermeneutical 

function of biblical reception history, as long as it points to Christ, is to contribute to 

representation and contemporaneity with Christ. 

This difference between Ebeling and Tanner also demonstrates how they delineate 

tradition differently. Ebeling clearly distinguishes between a narrow and broad tradition, and 

ascribes different qualities to them. While the broad tradition only plays an indirect 

hermeneutical function in providing critical interpretive skills, it is only the narrow part of 

tradition that has a direct hermeneutic function of significance to him as it witnesses to the 

richness of the Word of God to an extent Scripture is incapable of. Tanner, on her side, does 
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not operate with such a distinction. There is no qualitative distinction between biblical 

reception history and other history. In her conceptualization of the hermeneutic function of 

history, Tanner broadens tradition, including in it “the full contents of history”. Thus, the 

scope of her tradition by far extends that of Ebeling’s. Although Tanner conceptually 

understands tradition in the broadest possible sense, it is, however, in practice more of a 

theological vision than a feasible task to her. Tanner’s texts mainly keep to the Western 

traditional canon of theologians, of which she admittedly has an impressive historical 

knowledge, siting church fathers as readily as medieval or modern theologians. 

Nevertheless, conceptualized as “the full contents of history,” which constantly 

destabilizes the present, Tanner’s notion of tradition carries an infinite quality. Tradition in 

all its variety is never exhausted. There is an excess of interpretations. Charles Mathewes has 

argued that “[a]s Tanner reads the tradition, there is a theological energy that perpetually 

escapes complete representation, and ceaselessly fuels the perichoretic dynamism that 

continually overturns our expectations.” 561 

The question, then, is whether the vast tradition, according to Tanner’s 

conceptualization of it, becomes a provider of inexhaustible meaning, capable of 

destabilizing any contemporary fixation anywhere as a result of its semantic surplus, or 

whether it opens for diversity like a popular text – not by confronting its interpreters but by 

offering itself as a potential for diversity? Tanner prefers the account of popular text over 

against that of the classic, understood as inexhaustible meaning, when she elaborates on text 

and authority. If one applies this logic to the question of history, the authority of tradition 

apparently resides in history’s de facto diversity, which relativizes present fixations by 

demonstrating different interpretive possibilities. Such authority, however, is rather weak. 

Will it be strong enough to actually destabilize present interpretations? At the same time, 

however, Tanner’s diversity of the past also funds and nurtures present creativity. In a way, it 

seems to be capable of destabilizing any contemporary fixation anywhere. 

One question that needs further clarification, then, is whether tradition in Tanner’s 

reasoning, qua reservoir of diversity, to some extent serves as a conceptual guarantor against 

the fixation of established interpretations. When I assess Tanner’s conception of hegemony in 

later chapters, I will therefore ask if there exists an “energy”, to use Mathewes’ term, in 

Tanner’s description of the diversity of history that is strong enough to destabilize and 

complicate present interpretive constructions. 
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5.3  Politics of the Present  

5.3.1 The Temporality of the Present   

As illustrated in the beginning of this thesis, Hannah Arendt expanded the site of the 

present in her analysis of Kafka’s struggle against the forces from the past and the 

future. She conceptualized the present as a non-time-space, in order to reflect on how 

the human being can think freely and act politically. In a slightly different way, Helge 

Jordheim, in the article “Transformative Pasts, Transformations of the Future, and the 

Question of the Present” (2015), argues in favor of applying the temporality of the 

present as an analytical category in order to explore political dynamics of conceptions 

of history.562 In this last part of the chapter, I will apply Jordheim’s analytical approach 

in order to sharpen the temporal analysis of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s conceptions of 

categories such as text, reception, interpretive authority, as well as their understanding 

of the relation between interpretive plurality, decision, and openness.  

Jordheim’s point of departure is a criticism of the conceptual paradigm of history as 

formation or Bildung, in which the past is conceptualized as formative and the future is 

something to be formed. According to Jordheim, this paradigm carries a modernist 

philosophy of history conceptualized as progress and development, and to a certain extent it 

takes stability of cultural patterns and historical continuity for granted. The paradigm is 

characterized by the dichotomy of continuity and discontinuity, so that history is either seen 

as coherent and continuous or ruptured and discontinuous.563 

Jordheim’s argument is that these competing views of history, i.e. continuity vs 

discontinuity, both fall short in addressing the temporal field of the present as long as they 

approach it primarily as a site of passage wedged between a past and a future. Whether one 

insists on continuity or discontinuity, one builds on the paradigm of formation in which the 

present is a borderline between the past and the future. Instead of seeing the present as a 

temporality eclipsed by the past and the future, Jordheim argues in favor of conceiving it as a 

temporal field, which has an extension of its own. 
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Part of Jordheim’s argument is that synchronic and diachronic elements of culture and 

language are always interwoven with each other: “Inherent in the synchronic moment of the 

present there are always diachronic elements, remnants from a distant or not so distant past, 

anticipations of a distant or not so distant future.”564 Consequently, in conceptualizing the 

present as a temporal field with its own extension, he argues in favor of seeing the 

synchronicity of the present as an instance of “the synchronicity of the non-synchronous”565 – 

a term he ties to Reinhart Koselleck’s notion of Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen. With 

this analytical approach, Jordheim investigates the present as a heterogeneous, multilayered 

and multitemporal category:  

 

Far from representing a modernist insistence on the new and a rupture with the past, the 
re-evaluation of the present in terms of a synchronicity of the non-synchronous opens up 
a more complex and heterogeneous concept of historical time, not as linear, homogenous 
and absolute, but as multilayered, multifaceted and heterogeneous. To claim that the 
present is the site where the new breaks with, even expels, the old is a simplification; 
rather, the present is the “temporal field” where the relationship between the old and the 
new is renegotiated.566 

 

An analytical category of the present, understood as a site of renegotiations of the past and 

the future, not only makes it easier to analyze temporal qualities of specific concepts but also 

sharpens a political analysis of constructions of the past and anticipations of the future. In the 

rest of this chapter, I will analyze the temporal and political implications of Ebeling’s and 

Tanner’s conceptions of text, reception, and interpretive authority, and explore how they 

understand the relation between interpretive plurality, openness, and decision in an 

interpretive community. 

 

5.3.2 Politics and Temporality of Text, Reception, and Interpretive Authority 

Ebeling’s conception that tradition and church history are the history of biblical exposition, 

demonstrates an ambiguity in his distinction between text and history. Qua textual product, 

Ebeling relates to Scripture as a historical complex composition that has been written and 

modified over centuries. However, although he grants (reception) history a hermeneutical 

                                                           
564 Ibid., 78. 
565 Ibid. 
566 Ibid. 

175



176 
 

role in displaying diversity and thus enriching understanding, Ebeling does not employ a 

multitemporal conception of the biblical text. Instead, he understands it as a transtemporal 

medium. As such, it has two contexts: one in the past, to which it bears witness, and one 

contemporary in which the subject matter once again exposes itself. Understood as mediating 

canon, the same Word of God repeatedly exposes itself from Scripture throughout history. 

 Ebeling’s conception of the transtemporality of Scripture faces some problems. First, 

Ebeling distinguishes sharply between the Word of God as the subject matter of Scripture, 

and Scripture in its historical form. In order to secure the canonicity of Scripture, he is in 

principle open to the possibility of textual revisions so that the textual quality does not 

become an obstacle for its subject matter. Therefore, there is a separation between form and 

content, although the subject matter (Sache) is not content in a textual sense. Second, 

Scripture, while being a historical document, is also firmly separated from its reception in 

Ebeling’s conception of sola scriptura. Understood in this way, it is a rather fixed object. His 

strict boundary between text and interpretation (in order for the latter not to be a substitute for 

the former), is problematic in light of contemporary biblical reception theory. Scholars like 

Brennan Breed have challenged the boundaries set by modern biblical studies and argued that 

it is impossible and meaningless to decide where the biblical texts stop and where the 

reception begins. Breed argues:  

 

The biblical literature is itself a changing process. It was built up over a lengthy span of 
time and continued to develop and transform until well after any supposedly “original” 
period. In the form of translations, critical editions, and innovative readings, it continues 
to change still.567 

 

In other words, while scholars like Breed emphasize the fluidity of the text, Ebeling 

emphasizes the fixity of its subject matter. 

Third, a consequence of Ebeling’s explanatory framework of word-event is that 

previous manifestations of the word-event lose their significance in the current moment of 

exposition. After the Word of God has exposed itself from Scripture, in a word-event, the 

exposition is no longer interesting as interpretation. Qua interpretation it has turned into 

tradendum – it has become an interpretation of yesterday. However, qua moments of faith in 

history, previous word-events are important as they materialize continuity of faith. In 

Ebeling’s system, then, previous expositions of the Word of God are more important as 
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historical events than as textual events. They are not formative to contemporary 

interpretations, but crucial as mediating moments of faith. The importance of scriptural 

reception history is, for Ebeling, a historical and theological argument, not a textual one. In 

this way, Ebeling faces a problem when, on the one hand, he wants to free the text from its 

previous interpretations by strictly distinguishing between text and interpretation, and, on the 

other hand, he maintains the historical function of previous interpretations as faith-events. 

The latter argument implies that previous interpretations of Scripture have mediated faith in 

history, confirmed people’s expectation to the canon, and further transmitted this expectation. 

In other words, the previous interpretations of the text have brought the text to where it is 

today. Given this, it is problematic to distinguish so strictly between interpretation and text – 

according to (parts of) Ebeling’s own reasoning, too.  

While Ebeling faces a problem in deciding where the text stops and the reception 

starts, Tanner sees meaning production as a multitemporal endeavor and thus evades some of 

the problems that Ebeling encounters. There is no definite limit between text and reception in 

Tanner’s understanding of Scripture or other cultural materials. This not only means that she 

sees cultural materials as modified and complexly constructed products with layers from 

different historical periods; Tanner also stresses that reception history itself is formative of 

the cultural materials. It is a site of hegemonic struggle that exerts pressure on the materials 

by keeping inconsistent parts together in order to secure certain meanings and associations to 

the cultural productions.568 In this way, there is no one or two contexts – for example, one 

behind and one in front of the text – involved in the meaning production of a text but several, 

according to Tanner’s theoretical reasoning. Given this, there are some fundamental 

differences between Tanner’s and Ebeling’s understandings of what a (biblical) text is: for 

Tanner it is a political product, formed by constant hegemonic struggles in history, and whose 

authority is constituted by its social contexts; for Ebeling, the biblical text is a historical but 

nevertheless an a-political product. Understood as Scripture it is fixed and separated from its 

own reception history, which has brought it forth due to its appeal and authority. 

On the one hand, I believe Tanner has an advantage in emphasizing that a text is not 

isolated or “pure.” Reading a text, according to Tanner’s rationale, is an encounter with a 

political product, and a historical, multilayered, and polyvalent cultural material. On the other 

hand, I believe Tanner is less clear in explaining how meaning and associations are “secured” 

by history and how this affects contemporary meaning-making, interpretive negotiations, and 
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struggles. While encouraging struggles against historically “secured” meanings and 

associations, Tanner only offers a few concrete examples of what such struggles might look 

like. At one point in Theories of Culture, she describes the struggle against historically 

secured meanings and associations as a struggle of “establishing symbolic connections 

between these beliefs and values […] while breaking their associations with other ideas.”569 

The establishing of certain symbolic connections and the breaking of others, Tanner argues, 

determines whether the retelling and interpretation of the story of Mary, for example, is 

associated with submission to the will of superiors or with the reversal of high and low in the 

Magnificat. However, Tanner does not explain more concretely how this establishing or 

breaking of symbolic connections between certain beliefs, values, and ideas is actually 

executed or what theoretical premises such a practice rests on. This is also something I will 

explore further in the coming chapters. 

Nevertheless, there seems to be a historical continuity of expectations also in Tanner’s 

theology. This is implicit in her concept of materials of constant concern: the materials are 

expected to somehow communicate The Word of God and God’s grace. Besides, in her 

recommendation of relating to the Bible as popular text, she argues that the reader expects it 

to be of everyday relevance: “The respect that readers give to popular texts is respect of a 

different sort, a respect that comes from expecting texts to be of everyday relevance, to be 

useful for life.” Where does this expectation come from? Does Tanner, in fact, employ her 

own version of a Gadamerian prejudice in her conception of “materials of constant concern” 

and her approach to popular texts? I believe the answer is no. Although Tanner also talks 

about expectations to the text, she stresses that these are not caused by the text itself but are 

results of social conventions. It is neither an aesthetic nor a theological quality of the text that 

causes the expectations people have towards it but expectations brought forth and sustained 

by human efforts in history, understood as complex power struggles. Therefore, the “effective 

history” at stake in Tanner’s theology differs from that of Gadamer and Ebeling. Tanner’s 

“effective history” is social, political, and non-aesthetic. There is a temporal interdependency, 

however, without any directedness involved due to the capacity of the cultural materials. 

Like Ebeling, Tanner wants to criticize and challenge previous interpretations of the 

text despite these interpretations partly having brought the text to where it is today. However, 

this is not as problematic according to Tanner’s own logic as it is to Ebeling’s. For Tanner, it 

is not a quality of the text or its Sache that has prescribed a specific interpretation or brought 
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it forth – it is social conventions and issues external to the text. As such, the text can more 

easily be separated from its previous interpretations and still be expected to make sense, 

according to Tanner’s logic. 

This, however, does not mean that Tanner evades all problems. While Ebeling faces a 

problem in separating text and reception, Tanner faces a problem in so strictly separating text 

and context – although she understands context as being multitemporal. In conceptualizing 

meaning production, Tanner inflates context in order to deflate text. The recipient of cultural 

products is granted rather exceptional interpretive powers while the text is entrusted little. In 

this way, the text is largely deprived of its autonomy and authority. Tanner’s 

conceptualization of interpretive authority is a contrast to dialectical theologies like 

Ebeling’s, in which the text is granted extraordinary power. However, I do not think Tanner 

solves the problem by inverting Ebeling’s solution. Although Ebeling’s hermeneutics of a 

self-exposing Word obviously faces some problems, Tanner’s reasoning does not offer any 

satisfactory or clear answers to how and why texts resonate through time.  

Theologically, I believe it is reductionist to say that old texts still matter only due to 

institutional inertia and socio-political conventions of power. The way I interpret Tanner, she 

tends toward this stance. Thus, I cannot understand how or whether she thinks it is possible to 

be struck by a text or to experience some kind of transformation in the encounter with a text. 

She does not, for example, elaborate on what affective bonds a text might call into being, or 

what kinds of emotions it elicits. In this way, Tanner does not offer any credible answer to 

the question Rita Felski raises in her criticism to the Birmingham School’s strong emphasis 

on context: “How much light do such theories [cultural theories emphasizing context] shed 

on why people are willing to drive five hundred miles to hear a band playing a certain song, 

or spend years in graduate schools puzzling over a single novel?”570 

It is not within the scope of this dissertation to reflect any further on how interpretive 

agency can or should be conceptualized, for example, within the frames of a text vs context 

debate.571 However, what I think is imperative to reflect further on – and what I will do in the 

next chapters – is to ask how theology can relate to and accommodate interpretive claims that 

are de facto rooted in strong, certain, and/or emotional appeals to a certain text or a cultural 
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material. How can such claims, also when they are conflicting, be handled and negotiated 

within a community of interpreters? 

 

5.3.3 Plurality, Openness, and Decision  

Thus far, I have demonstrated how Tanner understands text, reception, and interpretive 

authority as political categories constituted by social relations, while Ebeling understands 

(biblical) texts, reception, and interpretive authority as theological categories isolated from 

social relations of power and political negotiations. This fundamental tension between a 

theological and a political understanding in the theologies of Ebeling and Tanner has 

consequences also for how they conceive of the relation between interpretive openness and 

decision in the interpretive community. 

As demonstrated in Chapters 3 and 4, Tanner and Ebeling share a strong commitment 

to interpretive diversity. They seek to conceptualize tradition in ways that keep 

interpretations of Scripture open. As the Word of God always exceeds any interpretation of it, 

it becomes imperative for them to reject any strategies that seek to cement interpretations, as 

well as to oppose any institutionalization of interpretive authority. Both Ebeling and Tanner 

stress that there are no hermeneutical methods or procedures that guarantee true 

interpretations. Nevertheless, despite their different efforts of conceptually securing openness 

and interpretive plurality, I believe both of them face some challenges regarding how they 

understand the relation between plurality and decision. 

In Tanner’s claim that “the theologian ultimately makes meaning rather than finding 

it,”572 a central hermeneutical difference between herself and Ebeling is displayed. Tanner is 

the poet, while Ebeling is the rabbi, if one applies Derrida’s metaphor quoted in the 

beginning of this chapter. According to Ebeling, the individual is always in the process of 

interpreting and constructing meaning. However, the individual can be an active interpreter 

only because she has been interpreted by the Word of God and been offered interpretations. It 

is the tradition itself, in its power and authority upon the present, that calls for selectivity and 

human decision about the past. For Ebeling, the authentic meaning of a text (Scripture) is not 

to be found in the possible different readings of it but in the one that brings itself to the fore 

and illuminates the human existence in a particular moment so that the individual understands 

herself coram Deo. In this way, Ebeling’s concept of interpretation carries the structure of 
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realism. The interpretive endeavor leads to full identification with the Sache of Scripture in 

the event of faith. Ebeling’s emphasis of historicity all of a sudden comes to an end as the 

contemporaneity of the past occurs, and the present becomes the locus where history and 

eschatology meet. According to Ebeling, the present becomes a site of transformation of the 

individual, of “Herrschaftswechsel,” in which the person of faith is handed over from herself 

to God. It is a transformation of the human being, not of the past.  

I believe one of the decisive questions to ask is to what extent this theological and 

dogmatic identification determines the various material text interpretations. Is the 

overarching dogmatic template so definite and singular that it overrides the particular textual 

interpretations, or can the particular interpretations also be open to new experiences and thus 

not be materially given in prior? 

Ingolf Dalferth has argued that the theological realism of the event of identification in 

Ebeling’s theology also implies a hermeneutical absolutism of the event of interpretation and 

understanding.573 The hermeneutical logic of being encountered by a Word that exposes itself 

and creates true presence implies a dynamic in which the claim of identification with the 

subject matter also becomes a claim of how the subject matter must be understood if it is to 

be understood correctly. Thus, the normative and universal concepts of God, faith, and the 

human existence which undergird Ebeling’s hermeneutics determine the particular 

interpretive processes of the subject matter of the text:  

 

These normative concepts and the appeal to understanding wrapped up with them result 
from specific decisions about contents, the appropriateness of which is justified by 
reference to the self-interpretation of the subject matter itself that is under 
consideration.574 
 

There is, in other words, a dynamic in Ebeling’s hermeneutics in which claims concerning the 

aptness of a particular interpretation are anchored in dogmatic claims about God, faith, and 

human existence. As no criteria, Dalferth argues, are offered in order to qualify the assumed 

identification or to evaluate the diverse interpretations, such decisions and claims of 

interpretive appropriateness “in fact appear to be little more than the subjective and arbitrary 

preferences of a given theologian.”575 
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According to Dalferth, this dynamic is problematic and largely justifies accusations of 

decisionism and conservatism raised against hermeneutical theology in general. I agree with 

Dalferth that this side of Ebeling’s hermeneutics is obviously vulnerable to criticism. There is 

no guarantee that the interpretive work is critical rather than selfconfiming. Thus, one of the 

problems with this part of Ebeling’s reasoning is that he makes a necessity into a premise: 

from acknowledging the necessity of critical assessment, he infers its effectiveness. In 

theologizing a Gadamerian concept of tradition, in which tradition and authority rest on 

knowledge, realization, and acknowledgement,576 Ebeling is also struck by the ideology-

criticism against Gadamer’s conservative hermeneutics, famously articulated by Jürgen 

Habermas, among others.577 

On the other hand, in combining a theological anthropology, an interpretation of 

Lutheran relationality, the doctrine of law and gospel, and an understanding of language as 

word-event, Ebeling has been categorized by people like George Lindbeck as a 

methodological liberal theologian.578 According to Lindbeck, Ebeling stands in the liberal 

tradition of Schleiermacher, emphasizing openness to human experience as the 

methodological starting point in his relational ontology. Yet, other critics like Werner 

Jeanrond have characterized Ebeling as ultimately a neo-orthodox theologian.579 According 

to Jeanrond, Ebeling turned away from Schleiermacher’s development of an independent 

philosophical hermeneutics, so that his hermeneutical model became fundamentally dogmatic 

and a function of his Word of God-theology. Jeanrond thus argues that Ebeling has ultimately 

more in common with Barth than with Bultmann. For Jeanrond, this implies that Ebeling’s 

hermeneutics is not as critical as Ebeling claims. Ebeling does not include the whole world in 

the interpretive enterprise but reads the world and history dogmatically, based on (his 

interpretation of) the Bible’s witness. In line with Jeanrond’s reasoning, Dalferth has 

criticized Ebeling for understanding the divine Word-event in a personalist and intentionalist 

way.580 Because of God, who is ultimately the one acting in the word-events, the word-events 

of yesterday and today are identical. This logic not only presupposes the unchangeableness of 

God, Dalferth argues, but also a dogmatic hermeneutics, in which one can only understand 

                                                           
576 “This is precisely what we call tradition: the ground of their validity,” Gadamer, Truth and Method, 281. 
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the divine word-events if one understands the intention of God who makes the word-events 

what they are. And, as God’s intention with humanity is disclosed in the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus, a specific christology and soteriology become the fundamental 

standpoints from which the biblical texts, as well as all human experience, are interpreted, 

Dalferth argues. 

It is obvious that Ebeling does have a neo-orthodox side as he interprets the biblical 

texts according to his own dogmatic standpoints. The conservative downside of this 

hermeneutics is that new experiences, conceptually speaking, are interpreted in light of a 

specific dogmatic template, or tradition, one could say, and so risk losing their potential of 

being able to critically modify or correct the theology at hand. However, in defense of 

Ebeling, I will emphasize that he does not primarily understand hermeneutics as a textual 

methodology but as a way of being-in-the world. Hermeneutics is a function of theology only 

in the sense that faith becomes a mode of understanding – a standpoint from which to 

understand human existence, and thus also texts. I believe this dynamic to some extent is part 

of an unavoidable hermeneutical circle. It is inevitable that a certain christology or 

soteriology of any kind provides the framework for the interpretation of biblical texts, 

whereas the interpretation of such texts concurrently corrects, confirms, and provides 

premises for a more nuanced understanding of the christology and soteriology at stake. 

 I find Ebeling’s idea of the agency of the Word to be more problematic than his 

standpoint-hermeneutics, although these cannot be studied entirely separately. In handing the 

interpretive power over to the subject matter itself, Ebeling not only eschews the social or 

political responsibility for his interpretations, he also risks executing a rather self-confirming 

instead of a self-critical interpretation. Having said that the conceptualization of the human 

being as a receiver in the interpretive process is one of the difficulties of Ebeling’s 

hermeneutics, it is, however, also one of its intriguing sides as it encourages certainty and 

decision-making. Admittedly a difficulty, I do believe the idea of an uncontrollably occurring 

interpretation is also one of the advantages of Ebeling’s theology. Believers do not control 

the event of the Word of God that affects them, and the factual identity cannot be determined 

by others. It is solely an instance between the individual and the Word. To use the words of 

Dalferth again: 

 

The identity of what is to be explained theologically is not to be found in some definable 
content, but rather only in the repeated, freely occurring amen with which humans 
acknowledge that what has been made known to them in the communication of the 
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gospel is the truth about their lives, an acknowledgement that is never forced but is 
compelled by the inner conviction that “I can do no other.”581  

 

That identification is relational, rather than based on a definable content, opens the possibility 

for a plurality of interpretations. In other words, there is a conceptual relation – as well as an 

ambiguity – between a hermeneutical absolutism and interpretive openness in Ebeling’s 

theology. In this way, an interesting difference between Ebeling and Tanner is displayed: 

while Tanner advocates theology as a science of the possible and hesitates to proclaim 

specific interpretations of the cultural materials in order to best secure openness and diversity, 

Ebeling does not see any conflict between interpretive openness and decisive proclamation. 

Anthony Thiselton and Amos Wilder have criticized the new hermeneuts for offering 

a semantically empty concept of faith.582 Although Ebeling’s concept of faith is more 

complex than what Thiselton claims, I believe, contrary to Thiselton and Wilder, that the 

semantically “empty” side of his concept – what I would call its relational instead of 

substantial side – is one of its theological benefits. There are no criteria that determine what 

faith is and what its true interpretations are other than the two standards Ebeling explicitly 

points to and that Dalferth forgets to mention, namely that authentic interpretations must be 

life giving and realized freely. Although vague, I believe it is difficult to imagine other 

criteria. Although risking interpretive conservativism and arbitrary self-confirming 

subjectivity, the lack of procedural and content-based criteria is reasonable if one grants the 

Word as much power as Ebeling does. The opposite of this is Sheila Davaney, who, in lack of 

a Sache, needs a public deliberative consensus on material criteria for the evaluation of 

theological interpretations. Tanner, on the other hand, rejects consensus but is still in need of 

“thick” procedural criteria in her community of argument. Given this, I think that the 

semantically “vague” side of Ebeling’s concept of faith also has an inclusive benefit: 

vagueness and ambiguity make it easier for people with different experiences of faith to 

recognize their own concerns in a common set of affirmations. 

Ebeling’s theology allows for truth assertions and claims of identity, however, without 

any procedural mechanisms of verifying or regulating the interpretive claims. The advantage 

of this side of Ebeling’s theology is that it conceptually has the capacity to generate, as well 

as include, various and conflicting interpretations. There are no ideals of consensus seeking, 
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compromises or common understanding. Each interpretive claim is nothing more than an 

individual interpretation and at the same time nothing less. Interpretations can be based on 

experiences or arguments just as well as on passions and affections in order to claim 

legitimacy. Due to the upgrading of the power of the Word, and the downgrading of 

collective interpretive procedures, diversity and rivaling interpretations are not seen as real 

problems. Although, as Tanner correctly argues, this also implies a minimizing or ignorance 

of conflict and an idea of a supposed unity where such a quality perhaps does not exist, it can, 

nevertheless, be understood as a strategy of relating to de facto plurality without making any 

efforts of streamlining or regulating it. 

This advantage is, however, also a disadvantage. First, as Ebeling is concerned with 

the relation between the individual interpreter and the Word, the interpretive community is of 

less importance to him. It is not social or political dynamics that characterize the context in 

which interpretation happens. The authenticity and aptness of an interpretation are matters of 

correspondence and identification for the individual, not of it being recognized as such by 

members in the interpretive community. Ebeling’s hermeneutical theology thus does not 

provide any concrete resources as to how communication and struggles between individuals 

that claim different interpretations should be regulated in an interpretive community. Second, 

Ebeling relates an idea of absolute singularity to an idea of absolute plurality: the one 

tradition of the Word of God can only come to expression in the plurality of traditions and 

interpretations, he argues. However, as he understands diversity as a function of sameness, 

the relation between interpretive claims and diversity is ambivalent. Whether Ebeling’s 

interpretive decision is understood as one among others is crucial for the credibility of his 

theology. 

There is an interesting difference between Ebeling and Lindbeck. In Ebeling’s 

theology, the interpretive authority and legitimacy are anchored in the theological category of 

Sache. Lindbeck, on the other hand, moves in the direction of dissolving the boundary 

between the theological and the political by locating the source of doctrinal authority, and 

thus interpretive appropriateness, in the interpretive community.583 Aptness and authenticity 

are constituted by the recognition of the community, according to Lindbeck. However, as 

Hugh Nicholson has argued, Lindbeck does not take the full consequences of his social-

political stance. In his cultural-linguistic model, the intra-textual world of religion has the 

power to socialize and mainstream interpretations and practices so that the authenticity of 
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Christianity is preserved in the social dynamic: “The notion of an inner logic of a tradition 

analogous to a language’s prescriptive grammar functions to insulate a system of religious 

meaning from the contingency and antagonism of the social world.”584 In this way, Lindbeck 

constitutes a middle position between Ebeling and Tanner.  

Does Tanner, then, take the full responsibility of her political approach? Like 

Ebeling’s, Tanner’s hermeneutics is ultimately theological – although not as explicit as his. 

As already pointed out, Tanner interprets history theologically and leans on a specific Word 

of God theology in her theological system. Although she wants theology to be a science of 

the possible, Tanner has some clear first-order theological claims that ultimately influence 

her methodological and theoretical choices. Her pragmatic use of theory, be it literary theory 

or postmodern cultural theory, fits well with, and supports, her theological convictions. In 

this way, Tanner’s hermeneutics also has a deductive and apologetic side. She uses insights 

from postmodern cultural theory in order to destabilize and criticize traditional theological 

interpretations and concepts of tradition and continuity, however, without destabilizing her 

own theological convictions. From this perspective, I believe her Word of God theology is 

strong and her postmodernism accordingly weak. Or, put differently, I believe that Tanner 

renegotiates her Barthian Yale heritage from a Chicago perspective, although criticizing both 

traditions. 

In Tanner’s theology, the temporality of the present is the field of judgement and 

decision. It carries both an epistemological and a political dimension being a field of 

knowledge production as well as of decision and action. The present is also a site of 

transformation for Tanner, however, not of the individual, as it is to Ebeling, but of past 

interpretations. Old materials and interpretations are struggled with, tinkered with, and 

rearranged so that theology and Christian practices “can be part of the solution – rather than 

part of the problem – on matters that make a life-and-death difference to people, especially 

the poor and the oppressed.”585 

Seen as judgement, decision, and something the individual must take responsibility of, 

an interpretation is always one among many possible to Tanner. An interpretation is, 

conceptually speaking, less absolute in Tanner’s system than it is in Ebeling’s. This is so, 

firstly, because an interpretation is not a result of an event of identification. Contrary to 

Ebeling, Tanner wants to destabilize and challenge identification. Secondly, an interpretation 
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is less absolute in Tanner’s than in Ebeling’s system because it is a result of a social and 

deliberative process. In the interpretive process, the participant in the community of argument 

assesses various arguments for and against and makes a conclusion based on what she 

believes is best and most adequate.   

However, in this contemporaneity of judgement, anticipations of the future are also 

present. The future makes itself present not as eschatological identification as with Ebeling, 

but through expectations of dialogical standards, style, and discipleship. In her emphasis on 

Christian discipleship and style, though, Tanner ends up drawing a relatively “thick” concept 

of tradition. Unlike Ebeling, Tanner does not ascribe the unity of Christian diversity to an 

abstract and semantically thin category such as faith. Instead, she assigns unity to a common 

social commitment; to a joint willingness characteristic of the citizens in the community of 

argument. Tanner construes Christian identity as something active, as a style that is 

recognizable in the social reality – not in terms of the content of belief but in terms of the way 

one practices and acts out disagreement about such beliefs. In this way, interpretive 

procedure is a central aspect of Christian discipleship and identity in Tanner’s system. 

Tanner is more concerned with the interpretive community than Ebeling, although the 

relation between the individual responsibility of judgement and the communal deliberative 

process is ambiguous in her theology. She understands the interpretive community as a 

community of argument, in which the aim is not consensus but a joint effort of figuring out 

what it means to be a Christian. Although not encouraging consensus, Tanner, however, does 

not embrace conflict. While diversity is a reminder to Tanner of the God one cannot control, 

interpretive conflicts are not such reminders. Interpretive conflicts are primarily seen as an 

inevitable cultural phenomenon and a consequence of history being a place of struggle. 

Conflict as such does not have any theological or hermeneutical value. In this way, while 

strongly emphasizing interpretive conflicts as a constitutive part of the past, Tanner’s idea of 

style and communicative standards do not grant conflicts an important part of the future. A 

conflict about interpretation is ultimately something the Christian disciples with their 

dialogical standards should try to tame, although they are not able to overcoming it entirely. 

Based on this, I believe Tanner’s conception of the community of argument faces two 

problems. Understood descriptively, I think it is unclear how tradition and Christian identity, 

on the one hand, unfold as self-critical argumentation, while, on the other hand, they are 

negotiated in the context of hegemonic dynamics and power ridden conflicts. Understood 

prescriptively, I wonder whether Tanner’s communicative standards and the procedure of 

critical assessment ultimately become mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion – procedural 
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norms – that determine whether an interpretation is legitimate within the community of 

argument or not. 

In a paradoxical way, then, it seems like Tanner, who explicitly recognizes the 

political dynamics of interpretation, risks regulating interpretive plurality quite strictly in 

terms of procedural rules, while Ebeling, who explicitly denounces the political dimension of 

interpretation and claims it to be a purely theological and dogmatic endeavor, might be more 

open to interpretive contestation and plurality. 

 

5.4 Problems that Need further Elaboration 

In this chapter, I have compared, analyzed, and assessed parts of Ebeling’s and Tanner’s 

conceptions of Christian tradition that are relevant for my effort of reflecting on a theology 

that accommodates plurality and interpretive conflicts. I have first compared and assessed the 

mediating and hermeneutical functions of tradition in their respective theologies. Then I have 

explored political, theological, and temporal qualities of their conceptions of text, reception, 

interpretive authority, and their understanding of the relation between interpretive plurality, 

decision, and openness. 

I believe Tanner’s and Ebeling’s accounts of Christian tradition result in different 

conditions for theological interpretive work and negotiations in the present. The comparison 

demonstrates some clear tensions between approaches that emphasize political sides of 

Christian tradition and identity and approaches that emphasize theological sides of these 

categories. In line with this, I have addressed what I think are the advantages as well as the 

disadvantages with both conceptions concerning their ability of coming to terms with 

interpretive plurality and conflicts. 

Based on my assessment of Ebeling, I believe some relevant questions to be asked 

are: How can theology relate to and accommodate diverse interpretive claims that are de facto 

rooted in strong and certain appeals to Scripture or tradition? How can such claims from 

individuals be handled and accommodated within a community of interpreters? How can the 

relation between interpretive openness and assertoric proclamation be conceptualized 

plausibly in a social context? In other words, how can interpretive conflicts be regulated in 

order to be productive and spur plurality in an interpretive community? 

Based on my assessment of Tanner, I believe the temporal and synchronic quality of 

her hegemony should be further analyzed. What kind of hegemony does she conceptualize? Is 
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it one that sparks plurality or merely fixation? How does Tanner understand the relation 

between hegemony and plurality? And, how does she come to terms with interpretive 

conflicts in her community of argument given her dialogical standards and her conception of 

hegemony? 

While they may not provide satisfactory answers, I believe both Ebeling and Tanner 

contribute to a reflection on how one can think of the relation between interpretive conflicts 

and interpretive plurality in a constructive way. Can interpretive conflicts be granted some 

sort of theological value or function, and thus also be part of an anticipated future? In the next 

chapter I will take a closer look at Chantal Mouffe’s understanding of radical democracy and 

agonistic pluralism in order to see whether these concepts have anything to offer my 

questions. 
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Chapter 6:  Antagonism, Hegemony, and Plurality in Chantal Mouffe’s 

Radical Democracy and Agonistic Pluralism 

 

It becomes necessary to stabilize precisely because stability is not 
natural […]. Now, this chaos and instability, which is fundamental, 
founding and irreducible, is at once naturally the worst against which 
we struggle with laws, rules, conventions, politics and provisional 
hegemony, but at the same time it is a chance, a chance to change, to 
destabilize.586 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will continue to elaborate on the questions raised in the previous chapter. As 

shown in Chapter 4, Tanner claims that when transmitted cultural materials meet a particular 

historical context, no one interpretation naturally results from their confluence. Instead, an 

argument usually breaks out between upholders of different interpretations. The reason for 

this, according to Tanner, is that neither the historical context nor the cultural material itself 

is sufficient to establish an appropriate application of the transmitted material. Interpretive 

constructions must, therefore, be held together through external pressure in order to be 

maintained. In this way, Tanner argues, theological productions are results of hegemonic 

power conflicts between competing participants in the community of argument. 

In holding that culture is a product of power struggles, and that any transmitted 

cultural material therefore has to be actively articulated to the situation, Tanner refers to the 

book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (1985).587 

The book (referred to as HSS in the following) is written by the political theorists Chantal 

Mouffe (1943–) and Ernesto Laclau (1935–2014). The purpose of this chapter is to elucidate 

the theoretical concepts of hegemony, antagonism, and pluralism, first within the framework 

of HSS’s radical democracy, and then within the framework of Mouffe’s post-HSS agonistic 

pluralism. Mouffe’s reasoning, both from HSS and her post-HSS texts, will be used as a 

methodological resource in order to criticize Ebeling and Tanner in Chapter 7, and to 

                                                           
586 Jacques Derrida, “Remarks on Deconstruction and Pragmatism,” in Deconstruction and Pragmatism, ed. 
Chantal Mouffe (London: Routledge, 1996), 83-84. 
587 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 2014 [1985]). Tanner refers explicitly to this book in Theories of Culture, 47, 
53, 56, 165; “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 189; “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of 
Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 242; “Theology and Popular Culture,” 106, 108; and several times in “Social 
Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology.” 
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contribute to a conception of a Christian theology that accommodates plurality and conflict in 

Chapter 8. 

In this chapter, I start by introducing the theoretical framework of antagonism and 

hegemony in HSS. I then outline some key aspects of Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism and her 

main critique of liberalism. 

 

6.2 The Concept of Hegemony According to Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy   

6.2.1  The Context of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy 

HSS was written in 1985 in the context of a political, intellectual, and social crisis of the 

political left in the West. The new liberal-conservative right was on the rise in many West-

European countries and the United States, in which neo-liberal economy was combined with 

anti-egalitarian social conservatism. At the same time, ideas of “social totality” which 

underpinned traditional Marxism and other socialist movements were challenged by 

intellectuals who accused these ideas of essentialism. In addition, new social movements had 

emerged, in which not primarily class but social categories such as gender, sexual orientation, 

and ethnicity – as well as liberal rights – were constitutive of the struggle. According to 

Laclau and Mouffe, traditional class-oriented socialism had not been able to respond 

adequately to the emergence of these movements.588 

In this context of fragmented political struggles, the authors of HSS wanted to 

“identify the discursive conditions for the emergence of a collective action, directed towards 

struggling against inequalities.”589 A core argument in HSS is that the liberal discourse on 

individual rights is not necessarily linked to capitalism. The reason for this is that qua 

discourse, it cannot be absolutely determined or fixed. The link between liberalism and 

capitalism is not given by either God or by nature, but is established by hegemonic 

articulations, and as such is also open to contestation and re-articulation. Thus, Laclau and 

Mouffe insist, instead of fragmenting the struggle against inequalities, the different social 

                                                           
588 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, xxi-xxii, 142-43, 55-59. 
589 Ibid., 137. 
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struggles should join forces to be a powerful counter-hegemonic articulation over against 

liberal-conservativism.590    

 

6.2.2 Radical Negativity, Contingency, and Antagonism 

The concept of hegemony articulated in HSS concerns the contingent formation of power 

relations, their fundamental relationality, and, consequently, their openness to contestation. 

Antonio Gramsci’s (1891–1937) notion of hegemony, in which he insisted on the primacy of 

political and ideological relations over economic structures, serves as a reference point in 

HSS. However, in developing their own concept of hegemony, Laclau and Mouffe add post-

structural analyses of the relational and unstable character of all social identities, especially 

influenced by Derridean deconstruction, ideas of power and discourse from Foucault, and 

Lacan’s interpretations of psychoanalysis. Thus, their theoretical position in HSS has been 

labeled “post-Marxist” by themselves and by others.591 On the one side, Laclau and Mouffe 

retain a focus on power, conflict, and domination. On the other, they break with central 

aspects of the conceptual framework of Marxism, both Hegelian and later naturalistic 

versions of it, for example by rejecting its conception of subjectivity and classes, its view of 

historical development, and the economic logic that configured society as a coherent and 

transparent object: a positive totality with a stable essence. 

In HSS, Laclau and Mouffe trace the genealogy of the concept of hegemony within the 

Marxist movement and claim there is a “logic of the contingent” in each historical phase of 

the development of the concept.592 Contingency, however, is more than a historical 

observation. It is a conceptual necessity of their poststructuralist understanding of discursivity 

as this refers to an idea of radical negativity: 

 

Hegemony will allude to an absent totality, and to the diverse attempts at recomposition 
and rearticulation which, in overcoming this original absence, made it possible for 
struggles to be given a meaning and for historical forces to be endowed with full 
positivity. The contexts in which the concept appear will be those of a fault (in the 
geological sense), of a fissure that had to be filled up, of a contingency that had to be 
overcome. ‘Hegemony’ will be not the majestic unfolding of an identity but the response 
to a crisis.593 

 

                                                           
590 “The task of the Left therefore cannot be to renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to 
deepen and expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy,” ibid., 160. (All of the original 
quotation appeared in italics). 
591 Ibid., ix, xxiv. 
592 Ibid., 1-2. 
593 Ibid., 1. 
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That society is not an intelligible totality, a single self-identical and transparent whole, is the 

main premise for the theorizing in HSS. This “absent totality” reveals as well as constitutes 

limits, splits, and frontiers not only in society at large, i.e. between different social actors or 

fields, but also within any social field, subject, and identity:  

 

The limit of the social cannot be traced as a frontier separating two territories – for the 
perception of a frontier supposes the perception of something beyond it that would have 
to be objective and positive – that is, a new difference. The limit of the social must be 
given within the social itself as something subverting it, destroying its ambition to 
constitute a full presence. Society never manages fully to be society, because everything 
in it is penetrated by its limits, which prevent it from constituting itself as an objective 
reality.594 
 

Central in the conceptualization of this non-totality and its splits is the concept of 

antagonism. The authors of HSS label the limit of the social “antagonism”, or, more 

precisely, they define antagonism to be the discursive presence of the “‘experience’ of 

the limit of all objectivity.”595 This means that antagonism, according to HSS, is a 

concept that, first, problematizes any identity. It reflects the impossibility of full 

objectivity and represents a crisis of identity. Second, as the limit of the social is 

internal, antagonism is not something that occurs between two already defined and 

fixed objects. Antagonism is the impossibility of any stable difference. It has a 

subversive function in destabilizing attempts of fixation and hinders closure: 

“Antagonism escapes the possibility of being apprehended through language, since 

language only exists as an attempt to fix that which antagonism subverts.”596 Third, 

antagonisms are not objective relations. They have discursive presence and cannot be 

completely localized or fixed:  

 

Insofar as there is antagonism, I cannot be a full presence for myself. But nor is the force 
that antagonizes me such a presence: its objective being is a symbol of my non-being 
and, in this way, it is overflowed by a plurality of meanings which prevent its being fixed 
as full positivity.597  

 

Fourth, being the discursive presence of the limit of all objectivity, antagonism, however, is 

also the relation on which all social identities are discursively constituted. In this way, the 

                                                           
594 Ibid., 113. 
595 Ibid., 108. 
596 Ibid., 111-12. 
597 Ibid., 111. 
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limit is also external. This means that social identities are constituted relationally through acts 

of exclusion, although such identity construction is precarious as it is always, to a certain 

extent, impeded and never completely realized. Consequently, efforts of constructing identity 

are contested, according to HSS. 

While antagonism was interpreted as conflict of class in traditional Marxism and seen 

as the driving force in a teleological view of history that would eventually reach its utopian 

end in a socialist society, Laclau and Mouffe pluralize antagonism and give it a constitutive 

or “ontological” function, to use their own terminology.598 On the one hand, antagonism is 

not something one can overcome, but something ineradicable. On the other hand, by having 

discursive presence, antagonisms are not totally fixed. Frontiers can change and constitute 

new social identities. There is always the possibility of other frontiers and other hegemonic 

relations. This not only means that pluralism is a conceptual necessity given the constitutive 

character of antagonism. It also means that the construction of any social entity is ultimately a 

political enterprise, as it depends on exclusion and power. Power is therefore not conceived 

of as an external relation taking place between two preconstituted social objects – such 

objects do not exist – but as the relation that constitutes the objects themselves. 

 

6.2.3 Articulation and Hegemony 

Laclau and Mouffe’s refusal to accept society as an intelligible totality or a coherent whole 

relates to their understanding of the social as a “field of discursivity,” i.e. that the social only 

exists as discursive presence. This is not to be understood as linguistic idealism but reflects a 

stance that “every object is constituted as an object of discourse, insofar as no object is given 

outside every discursive condition of emergence.”599 In HSS, discourse is defined as “the 

structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice.”600  

As indicated above, there is no underlying, extra-discursive principle or point of 

reference that fixes the whole field of differences in the social. Social categories are 

intrinsically relational and so ultimate fixation of meaning and identity is impossible, 

according to Laclau and Mouffe. They label this ever-present potential for other relational 

                                                           
598 Laclau and Mouffe refer to antagonism as an “ontology of the social,” ibid., xiv. 
599 Ibid., 93. Laclau and Mouffe situate their concept of discursive formation close to that of Foucault in his 
Archaeology of Knowledge, as well as to Derrida and Wittgenstein (see pp. 91-98). However, unlike Foucault, 
Laclau and Mouffe do not distinguish between discursive and non-discursive practices and rejects Foucault’s 
few attempts at this. See Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith, 
Routledge Classics (London: Routledge, 2008 [1969]). 
600 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 91. 
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arrangements “a condition for possibility” or “a surplus of meaning”. However, there has to 

be some sort of partial discursive fixation of the flow of differences, otherwise 

communication and meaning would not be possible at all: “A discourse incapable of 

generating any fixity of meaning is the discourse of the psychotic.”601 Laclau and Mouffe 

label the discursive practice of partial fixation as articulation, defining it as “any practice 

establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is modified as a result of the 

articulatory practice.”602 

Central to the practice of articulation in HSS is the term “nodal points”. It plays on 

Lacan’s points de capiton, in which privileged signifiers fix the meaning of a signifying 

chain. In this way, the privileged signifiers gain hegemony over the chain through the means 

of articulatory practices that establish partial order in the flow of differences. However, the 

fixation will only be temporary as the discursive field is never fully closed. The discourse 

will only exist “as a partial limitation of a ‘surplus of meaning’ which subverts it.”603 

 

The practice of articulation, therefore, consists in the construction of nodal points which 
partially fix meaning; and the partial character of this fixation proceeds from the 
openness of the social, a result, in its turn, of the constant overflowing of every discourse 
by the infinitude of the field of discursivity.604 

 

In other words, central to HSS’s concept of hegemony are contingent and unifying 

articulatory practices. Social identities and other cultural constructions are contingent in the 

way that there is nothing that predetermines the different elements to enter into one type of 

arrangement rather than another. The partial fixations of elements are results of articulatory 

practices, which establish hegemonies. However, due to antagonisms and the ever-present 

possibility of other arrangements, hegemonic articulations are subject to repeated contestation 

and re-articulation. Hegemony, according to HSS, is therefore conceptually a temporary 

category. 

It is this idea of hegemony that serves as Tanner’s theoretical background for claiming 

that transmitted cultural materials have to be actively articulated to any situation. I will 

continue to outline how this account of hegemony relates to pluralism in HSS before I move 

on and study how Mouffes develops her reasoning in post-HSS texts. 

                                                           
601 Ibid., 99. 
602 Ibid., 91. 
603 Ibid., 97. 
604 Ibid., 100. (All of the original quotation appeared in italics). 
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6.2.4 Hegemony, Contaminated Universality, and Pluralism 

According to Mouffe and Laclau, the very condition of a hegemonic relation “is that a 

particular social force assumes the representation of a totality that is radically 

incommensurable with it.”605 Therefore, the concept of hegemony in HSS has a specific 

meaning that differs from the meaning of the term in everyday language where “hegemony” 

is often thought of as “the social, cultural, ideological, or economic influence exerted by a 

dominant group.”606 The latter definition is more in line with a “majestic unfolding of an 

identity” rather than a “response to a crisis,” which the concept of hegemony is associated 

with on the first page of HSS. In the following, I will analyze this conceptual difference 

further and elaborate on how Laclau and Mouffe’s specific understanding of hegemony 

relates to other central concepts of theirs, such as representation, universalism, and pluralism. 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the specific type of universality that an assumed 

representation of a totality is stems from a dialectic between what they label a “logic of 

difference” and “a logic of equivalence”.607 On the one hand, the logic of difference implies 

that all social actors are, strictly speaking, particularities. Being particularities, they have 

autonomy. On the other hand, due to social antagonism and different interests particularities 

organize themselves in chains, what the authors of HSS call “relations of equivalence”, vis-à-

vis other particularities and chains. Then, a need of representation arises: a part of the chain 

starts to function as a privileged signifier, a nodal point, representing the totality of the chain.  

The last chapter of HSS explains this hegemonic logic and necessity in a less abstract 

manner by relating it to the abovementioned political and social context of the 1980s, namely 

the emerging new social movements. Laclau and Mouffe believe it to be insufficient with a 

mere alliance between the particular struggling groups. They claim there is a need to establish 

a hegemonic unity between them, so that, for example, workers’ rights are not made at the 

expense of women’s rights or immigrants’ rights. Instead of individualistic and fragmentary 

struggles that do not respect the right to equality of other subordinate groups, Laclau and 

Mouffe stress that relations of equivalence are always hegemonic, insofar as they imply “the 

construction of a new ‘common sense’ which changes the identity of the different groups, in 

such a way that the demands of each group are articulated equivalentially with those of the 

                                                           
605 Ibid., x. 
606 Merriam Webster Dictionary, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/hegemony (Accessed 
18.10.2017). 
607 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 166. 
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others.”608 In this way, the concept of hegemony in HSS refers both to the formation of chains 

of equivalence and to the struggle between such chains. As such, a hegemonic collective 

identity is always based on the exclusion of a competing identity. Thus, there is necessarily a 

dynamic between the hegemonic construction of collective identity and the hegemonic 

struggle against competing collective identities. The way I understand HSS, this means that 

its concept of “hegemony” primarily refers to collective identity formation, in which a part 

assumes the representation of the whole chain, whereas it also involves struggles of 

domination against other chains of equivalence. The struggle of domination between 

competing hegemonies is part of HSS’s rationale as the explicit aim of the book is to mobilize 

a collective identity which is strong enough to challenge liberal-conservativism and 

capitalism. 

The formation of collective identity has political and ethical implications. Politically, 

hegemony is related to the need of (assumed) representation and makes communication and 

action possible in a fragmented social reality of different particularities. Ethically, HSS’s 

hegemony is ambivalent. On the one hand, part of its rationale is to unite social groups or 

particularities in solidarity so that the struggle for equality is not made at the expense of 

anyone in the chain. On the other hand, the construction of a new collective identity also 

modifies the former identities of the particularities in the chain. Full equivalence is therefore 

problematic to the authors of HSS. It would be the same as giving up on autonomy. Laclau 

and Mouffe address this challenge by conceptualizing the tension between autonomy and 

equivalence as a tension between competing logics instead of absolute systems that seek to 

dominate the social as a totality.609 A total system of difference would have implied a total 

autonomization, in which communication between the particularities would not have been 

possible. Full equivalence, on the other hand, would imply the dissolution of autonomy of the 

different particularities and be a system of total transparency, which again would have been 

totalitarian, according to the authors of HSS. Instead, conceptualized as “logics” and 

“horizons”, not totalizing “systems” or “foundations” of the social, Laclau and Mouffe 

theorize the logics of difference and equivalence as two different logics that intervene side by 

side, rather complimentary than incommensurable, in the constitution of the social: “every 

equivalence demands that it be complemented/limited by the logic of autonomy.”610 

                                                           
608 Ibid., 167. 
609 Ibid., 166-67. 
610 Ibid., 168. 
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This also reflects their view of antagonism. Since the means of representation is a 

particularity whose body is split, any representation will only be partial. Therefore, complete 

representation is nothing but an assumption. Because of the surplus of meaning in the social, 

“total equivalence never exists.”611 In the political imaginary of Laclau and Mouffe, thus, the 

relation between particularity and universality is conceptualized as “a contaminated 

universality”.612 Any attempts of hegemonic representation will be contaminated due to the 

tension between equivalence and autonomy of the particularities. 

In this way, the conceptualization of hegemony in HSS differs from that of Gramsci. 

According to Gramsci’s account of hegemony, a part not only partly or assumedly stands in 

for the whole but “tends to prevail, to gain the upper hand, to propagate itself over the whole 

social area.”613 The interest of one group becomes the interest of other groups. A problem 

with Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is thus, according to Laclau and Mouffe, that it 

postulates that social formations are structured around one single hegemonic center and seek 

domination of the totality of the social.614 Gramsci’s attempt at totalizing the social and 

reducing diverse hegemonic practices to a singularity is conceptually incommensurable with 

Laclau and Mouffe’s postulated inevitable plurality of the social:  

 
[N]o hegemonic logic can account for the totality of the social and constitute its centre, 
for in that case a new suture would have been produced and the very concept of 
hegemony would have eliminated itself. The openness of the social is, thus, the 
precondition of every hegemonic practice.615 
 

First, this means that hegemony cannot dominate the totality of the social, according to HSS. 

This is as much a descriptive and conceptual postulate as a normative stance. Laclau and 

Mouffe’s conception of pluralism is a basis for this line of reasoning. As described above, 

pluralism is a consequence of the radical negativity and contingent dynamics of antagonism. 

Laclau and Mouffe thus talk of a radical pluralism: 

                                                           
611 Ibid. 
612 Ibid., xiii. 
613 “A third moment is that in which one becomes aware that one’s own corporate interests, in their present and 
future development, transcend the corporate limits of the merely economic group, and can and must become the 
interest of other subordinate groups. This is the most purely political phase, and marks the decisive passage from 
the structure to the sphere of the complex superstructures; it is the phase in which previously germinated 
ideologies become ‘party’, come into confrontation and conflict, until only one of them, or at least a single 
combination of them, tends to prevail, to gain the upper hand, to propagate itself over the whole social area – 
bringing about not only a unison of economic and political aims, but also intellectual and moral unity, posing all 
the questions around which the struggle rages not on a corporate but on a ‘universal’ plane, and thus creating the 
hegemony of a fundamental social group over a series of subordinate groups,” Antonio Gramsci, in D. Forgacs, 
ed. A Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings 1916–1935 (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1988), 205.  
614 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 124. 
615 Ibid., 128. 
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Pluralism is radical only to the extent that each term of this plurality of identities finds 
within itself the principle of its own validity, without this having to be sought in a 
transcendent or underlying positive ground for the hierarchy of meaning of them all and 
the source and guarantee of their legitimacy.616 

 

In other words, according to HSS, “radical pluralism” means that no social order is 

determined or given. There is always a possibility of other social constructions. This also 

means that the social exists as a multitude of fields, and that pluralism is not only an 

empirical or historical fact but a conceptual necessity. 

Second, hegemony and pluralism are not conceived of as contradictory but as 

mutually dependent categories. On the one hand, radical pluralism depends on hegemony, 

otherwise one risks a “disappearance of the political” and “an implosion of the social and an 

absence of any common point of reference.”617 As such, it is not only possible but also 

necessary to unify particular identities through hegemonic articulations. Hegemony is not a 

threat to pluralism, but a necessity given the radicalness of pluralism. On the other hand, 

hegemony presupposes radical pluralism, otherwise it becomes totalitarian. The unifying 

hegemonic logic of equivalence is only to be considered as the construction of “one political 

space among others.”618 

Third, the need for hegemonic articulation in the context of contingency and radical 

pluralism means that hegemony cannot be referred to the specific logic of a single social 

force: “Hegemony is, quite simply, a political type of relation, a form, if one so wishes, of 

politics; but not a determinable location within a topography of the social.”619 

In this way, the continuous tension between the logic of equivalence and the logic of 

difference, or the complementarity of these logics which also implies a mutual limitation of 

each, is never fully settled. Qua tension, it functions as a driving force within the radical and 

plural democracy of HSS: 

 

Between the logic of complete identity and that of pure difference, the experience of 
democracy should consist of the recognition of the multiplicity of social logics along 
with the necessity of their articulation. But this articulation should be constantly re-
created and renegotiated, and there is no final point at which a balance will be 
definitively achieved.620 

                                                           
616 Ibid., 151. 
617 Ibid., 172. 
618 Ibid., 169-70. 
619 Ibid., 125. 
620 Ibid., 172. 
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Laclau and Mouffe base their theorizing of radical democracy on this tension between the 

logics of difference and equivalence. Writing political theory, they locate the logics of 

equivalence and autonomy to the respective sociopolitical values of equality and liberty, 

which they see as the two main principles that Western democracies have been structured 

upon after the French revolution.621 In this way, they argue that the tension between liberty 

and equality cannot reach a final consensus or reconciliation, and they conceptualize the 

history of modern Western democracy as the struggle between these competing logics. 

Manifesting the logics of difference and equivalence, the sociopolitical values of liberty and 

equality need to be constantly negotiated, and the conceptual tension between them is what 

keeps radical democracy going. The aim of HSS’s account of radical democracy is thus to 

keep the field open, as there is no final point in which a balance between liberty/autonomy 

and equality/equivalence will be reached: “This moment of tension, of openness, which gives 

the social its essentially incomplete and precarious character, is what every project for radical 

democracy should set out to institutionalize.”622 

 

6.2.5 The Reception of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Hegemony vs Pluralism? 

The tension between hegemony and pluralism has been discussed in the reception of HSS – 

both as a conceptual discussion of whether or not the two categories are compatible, and as a 

discussion of how to understand HSS’s concept of hegemony.623 One question, which is 

relevant for my analysis, has been to what extent the conception of hegemony presented in 

HSS allows for pluralism, either within the chain of equivalence, or toward other competing 

hegemonies. What exactly does it mean that a particular social force assumes the 

representation of a totality that is radically incommensurable with it? Is the concept of 

hegemony in HSS a “weak” hegemony, i.e. merely a temporary fixation of meaning or 

collective identity articulated in contrast to different meaning or different collective identity? 

                                                           
621 Ibid., 138-39. Laclau and Mouffe refer to de Tocqueville’s idea of “the democratic revolution” in their 
assertion.  
622 Ibid., 174. 
623 While critics like Mark Wenman and Stefan Rummens have criticized the concept of hegemony in HSS for 
being unclear or rather singular, others, like Alastair Davidson, have pointed to its plurality and embraced it. 
See, for example, Mark Anthony Wenman, “Laclau or Mouffe? Splitting the difference,” Philosophy and Social 

Criticism 29, no. 5 (2003); Stefan Rummens, “Democracy as a Non-Hegemonic Struggle? Disambiguating 
Chantal Mouffe’s Agonistic Model of Politics,” Constellations 16, no. 3 (2009); Alastair Davidson, “Reviews: 
E. Laclau and C. Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (Verso, 
London, 1985),” Thesis Eleven 16, no. 1 (1987). 

200



201 
 

Or, is it – despite HSS’s critique of Gramsci’s singularity – ultimately more in line with a 

Gramscian “strong” hegemony that seeks to dominate other hegemonic positions and by that 

also delegitimizes the minorities that lose the hegemonic struggle? 

The interpretation of the concept of hegemony in HSS is contested. One reason for 

that is because hegemony is primarily conceptualized in spatial terms: as the reasoning in the 

book oscillates between openness and closure, contingency and necessity, identity-formation 

is explained by spatial metaphors so that primarily relations between inside and outside, 

inclusion and exclusion, are emphasized.624 Thus, it is understandable that questions 

regarding the degree to which identity can encompass or even coexist with otherness occur. 

Further, the strong spatial focus also makes the temporal aspect of hegemony vague. Except 

from communicating a presentism of hegemony, the book does not elaborate on how long the 

effect of articulation lasts – on the duration of hegemony. The temporary quality of 

hegemony, which is emphasized by HSS, is primarily a function of the contingency of 

closure. It is because of “ontologized” contingency that hegemony necessarily is open to 

contestation. 

Another reason for the various interpretations of hegemony in HSS, I believe, has to 

do with the question of whether HSS itself is a coherent text or not. Mark Anthony Wenman 

has argued that there is a split within HSS itself between the part where hegemony is 

theorized, allegedly written by Laclau, and the part where radical democracy is theorized, 

allegedly written by Mouffe.625 Wenman claims that the intellectual positions in these 

chapters are, to a certain extent, internally contradictory and that the differences can be traced 

in Laclau’s and Mouffe’s respective post-HSS texts. 

Nevertheless, as I am not primarily interested in the study of HSS, I do not venture 

further into this debate. However, at various instances I will refer to criticism that has 

surfaced in the wake of the book as it is relevant for my assessment of Mouffe as well as for 

my further elaboration on a theology that accommodates interpretive plurality and conflict. I 

                                                           
624 This is argued by Mary G. Dietz, “Merely Combating the Phrases of this World: Recent Democratic Theory,” 
Political Theory 26, no. 1 (1998), and Clive Barnett, “Deconstructing radical democracy: articulation, 
representation, and being-with-others,” Political Geography 23 (2004): 507. 
625 Wenman has argued that Laclau retains strong elements from the Marxist tradition in his later texts while 
Mouffe, on the other hand, develops the radical democratic pluralism in the direction of civic-republicanism in 
her post-HSS texts. In a close reading of HSS, Wenman also argues that this split, or tension, is found within 
HSS itself, especially between chapter three, where hegemony is theorized, and chapter four, where radical 
democracy is theorized. See Wenman, “Laclau or Mouffe? Splitting the difference.” I appreciate Wenman’s 
criticism but believe it serves as a stronger criticism of Laclau’s later works than of the coherence of HSS. 
Indeed, in 2000 the second edition of HSS was published, to which Laclau and Mouffe again wrote a joint 
preface, in which they repeated their commitment to HSS. I therefore chose to relate to HSS as one coauthored 
and coherent text. 

201



202 
 

will also continue to analyze and characterize conceptualizations of hegemony as strong or 

weak, according to this distinction in HSS. 

 

6.3  Mouffe’s Agonistic Pluralism 

In the following I will briefly outline how Mouffe develops and clarifies her conception of 

the relation between antagonism and pluralism in her post-HSS texts. After HSS, Mouffe has 

elaborated on her account of radical democracy, advocating an agonistic model of 

democracy. I refer to this as “agonistic pluralism” in the following.626 In most of these texts, 

Mouffe to some extent leaves the tradition of post-Marxism and moves in the direction of 

liberal-democratic discourse, in which Habermas, Benhabib, Rawls, and other liberal 

theorists – not primarily Gramsci – act as her main interlocutors. It becomes clearer that her 

account of agonistic pluralism takes place within a broader framework of liberal democracy, 

although constantly articulated in opposition to well-established liberal-democratic 

traditions.627 

The new context of Mouffe’s post-HSS texts is the post-cold war era. This is 

characterized by what Mouffe labels “a post-political vision,” which neglects real political 

conflicts and proclaims that “‘[t]he free world’ has triumphed over communism and, with the 

weakening of collective identities, a world ‘without enemies’ is now possible. Partisan 

conflicts are a thing of the past and consensus can now be obtained through dialogue.”628 

Mouffe thinks such a political imaginary is an illusion and wants to redraw the attention to 

the basic dynamic of the political, namely conflict. 

 

6.3.1 From Ontological Antagonism to Agonistic Politics 

It follows from HSS that antagonism is an ontological category, not a moral one. According 

to Mouffe, the main deficiency of the various forms of liberalism – be them deliberative 

models or aggregative ones – is that they fail to understand the antagonistic aspect of society, 

                                                           
626 Most comprehensively done in Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London: Verso, 2000), 80-107. 
There exists different models of agonistic democracy or agonistic pluralism, carried out by other political 
theorists such as William Connolly, Bonnie Honig, and James Tully, among others. By referring to “agonistic 
pluralism” in this text, I refer to Mouffe’s conception.   
627 See for example “Religion, Liberal Democracy, and Citizenship,” in Political Theologies: Public Religions 
in a Post-Secular World, ed. Hent de Vries and Lawrence E. Sullivan (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2006), 318-19. 
628 On the Political (London: Routledge, 2005), 1. 
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and so do not respond adequately to it. While aggregative liberalism envisages politics as a 

space of compromises between competing agents that maximize their self-interests, a model 

based on individualistic and economic rationality, deliberative models instead aim at 

replacing this instrumentalist logic with communicative rationality in a way that links 

morality and politics.  

Although implicit in HSS, it is in the post-HSS texts that Mouffe explicitly 

conceptualizes the distinction between, on the one hand, the constitutive and ineradicable 

antagonistic dimension of society, and on the other hand, the political practices carried out in 

society as distinctions between “the political” and “politics”.629 Mouffe defines the political 

as “the dimension of antagonism.”630 According to Mouffe, different advocates of political 

liberalism, such as Jürgen Habermas and John Rawls, but also Hannah Arendt, as pointed to 

in the opening scene of this dissertation, envisage the political as a space of public 

deliberation or freedom instead of a space of power, conflict, and antagonism. Therefore, 

Mouffe accuses them of reducing politics to a set of technical moves and neutral procedures, 

instead of approaching it as practices and institutions aiming to organize human coexistence 

in the context of conflict.631 

In criticizing liberalism and theorizing antagonism, Carl Schmitt (1888–1985), 

although critically scrutinized, becomes a theoretical interlocutor to Mouffe.632 In Schmitt’s 

book The Concept of the Political (1932), his criterion of the political deals with collective 

forms of identification. However, Schmitt conceptualizes antagonism as a friend/enemy 

discrimination, in which the relation of enmity is concretely, not metaphorically, 

understood.633 Unlike Schmitt, Mouffe does not believe that collective forms of identification 

necessarily take the form of a friend/enemy discrimination. She parts company with Schmitt 

as she wants to develop the we/they binary in a direction which is compatible with 

democratic pluralism, i.e. which embraces pluralism inside a democratic political 

                                                           
629 For example, The Democratic Paradox, 101, and On the Political, 8-9. By applying Heideggerian language, 
Mouffe outlines the difference between the two concepts by placing “the political” on the level of ontology, 
namely the way in which society is instituted, while “politics” refers to the ontic level and has to do with 
political practices. 
630 On the Political, 9. 
631 Ibid., 9, 34. 
632 The Return of the Political (London: Verso, 2005 [1993]), 105-34; “Carl Schmitt and the Paradox of Liberal 
Democracy,” in The Challenge of Carl Schmitt, ed. Chantal Mouffe (London: Verso, 1999); The Democratic 

Paradox, 36-59, 98-105; On the Political, 10-21; Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (London: Verso, 
2013), 5. 
633 Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996 [1932]), 25-37. 
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community.634 Mouffe’s alternative to Schmitt’s antagonism is a relation of agonism, in 

which conflicts exist between adversaries rather than enemies.635 Unlike Schmitt’s enemies, 

situated in a context ultimately characterized by the possibility of war and physical killing, 

Mouffe’s adversaries recognize the legitimacy of their opponents although they acknowledge 

that there is no rational solution to their conflict. Unlike different accounts of liberalism, 

which regard antagonisms as something that can be reconciled, rejected, repressed, or 

neutralized, Mouffe’s agonistic democracy acknowledges the permanence of the antagonistic 

dimension, while at the same time aims to give it a democratic outlet by taming or 

sublimating it.636 

Here, I want to articulate four points that become important for my argument later on. 

First, I believe there is a slight change in the concept of antagonism from HSS to Mouffe’s 

post-HSS texts. In HSS, antagonism is described and defined as the discursive presence of the 

experience of the impossibility of a final suture, i.e. the impossibility of full objectivity – a 

limit of the social that is given within the social itself as something that destroys its ambition 

to constitute full presence.637 As I outlined in 6.2.2 and 6.2.4, antagonism is primarily an 

internal limit – although also an external one. The limit belongs to both of the elements that it 

separates. In her post-HSS texts, however, Mouffe seems to further emphasize the external 

dynamic of antagonism, describing antagonism more as a relation of enmity or hostility. This 

is probably influenced by her reading of Schmitt. Although Mouffe still describes antagonism 

as a “symbol of what makes any ‘us’ impossible,”638 nevertheless, in her post-HSS texts she 

frequently refers to the phenomenon as an ever present possibility of hostility that can emerge 

in social relations: a we/they relation that can become antagonistic.639 It is as if her idea of 

antagonism, in a Schmittean way, has become a structuring concept about the ever-present 

possibility of violence: 

 

                                                           
634 Contrary to Schmitt who stated that “[d]emocracy requires, therefore, first homogeneity and second – if the 
need arises – elimination or eradication of heterogeneity,” The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, trans. Ellen 
Kennedy (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1985 [1923]), 9.  
635 Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 102-3; On the Political, 20; Agonistics, 1-18. 
636 In HSS, Laclau and Mouffe use the psychoanalytical term “sublimate.” In her post-HSS texts, Mouffe more 
frequently uses terms like “tame” or “defuse.” 
637 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 108-13. 
638 Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 13. 
639 For example in quotations like this: “[W]e are, I think, in a better position to understand Schmitt’s point 
about the ever present possibility of antagonism and to see how a social relation can become the breeding 
ground for antagonism,” On the Political, 15, and  “By ‘the political,’ I refer to the dimension of hostility and 
antagonism that is an ever-present possibility in all human society, antagonism that can take many different 
forms and emerge in diverse social relations,” in “Religion, Liberal Democracy, and Citizenship,” 323.  
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[T]he constitutive outside allows us to tackle the conditions of emergence of an 
antagonism. This arises when this us/them relation, which until then was only perceived 
as simple difference, began to be seen as one between friend and enemy. From that 
moment on, it becomes the locus of an antagonism, that is, it becomes political (in 
Schmitt’s sense of the term). If collective identities can only be established on the mode 
of an us/them, it is clear that, under certain conditions, they can always be transformed 
into antagonistic relations. Antagonism, then, can never be eliminated and it constitutes 
an ever-present possibility in politics.640 

 

While antagonism can certainly have hostile consequences in HSS, I will argue that 

antagonism as such is not coterminous with hostility in HSS. 

Second, in distancing herself from Schmitt’s idea of a homogenous identity of the 

demos, Mouffe draws on Derrida’s analysis of Schmitt, in which Schmitt is criticized for 

naively trying to stabilize tradition against flux in a rigorous distinction between private and 

public, friend and enemy. Derrida argues that Schmitt’s discourse collapses as the outside is 

part of the inside, and the enemy is part of the friend or my own self.641 In her post-HSS texts, 

as the quotation above indicates, Mouffe expresses this renouncement of any complete or 

homogenous identity by drawing on Henry Staten’s Derrida interpretation and his metaphor 

of “constitutive outside,” in which the outside is also constituent of the inside and 

contaminates it.642 While the argument against full identity in HSS was put forth via the 

concept of antagonism, Mouffe post HSS uses the metaphor of constitutive outside in order to 

argue – against Schmitt – that the antagonistic dimension is also present within the 

boundaries of the political community, so that the inside is not homogenous but pluralistic. 

The political scientist Arash Abizadeh has, however, argued that Mouffe confuses 

Derrida’s concept of difference with Schmitt’s understanding of alterity.643 Accepting that 

identity formation might well depend on difference, Abizadeh’s point is that Derrida’s figure 

of the constitutive outside does not allow “the outside” to be understood as concrete 

individuals: “[T]he Derridean category of the constitutive outside is not coterminous with an 

empirically specifiable set of concrete individuals.”644 Whether his criticism actually affects 

Mouffe or not can be discussed. On the one side, Mouffe holds that the “we” and the “they” 

are primarily metaphorical categories and not empirically stable and detectable groups. As 

early as in HSS, “the identification of ‘society’ with an ensemble of physically existing agents 

                                                           
640 The Democratic Paradox, 13. 
641 Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship, trans. George Collins (London: Verso, 1997 [1994]), 85-88. 
642 For example in Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 12, 53-57; On the Political, 14-15; Agonistics, 44-45. See 
also Henry Staten, Wittgenstein and Derrida (Oxford: Blackwell, 1985), 15-19.   
643 Arash Abizadeh, “Does Collective Identity Presuppose an Other? On the Alleged Incoherence of Global 
Solidarity,” The American Political Science Review 99, no. 1 (2005): 55-58. 
644 Ibid., 57. 
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who live within a given territory” is renounced.645 In later texts, Mouffe also underlines that 

the idea of the constitutive outside should not be reduced to a dialectical negation, meaning 

that the other is not simply something asserted or negated by another something – that would 

be a dialectical opposite.646 On the other side, Mouffe repeatedly emphasizes that any 

formation of collective identity presupposes a construction of a “we” by the demarcation of a 

“they.” Mouffe’s point is not that the demarcated groups are concrete, but that the boundaries 

are temporary and politically contestable. Collective identities can always be constructed 

differently, the “them” is not a permanent outsider: “what is ‘outside’ is not simply the 

outside of a concrete content but something which puts into question ‘concreteness’ as 

such.”647 

Independently of the question of whether collective identity presupposes a concrete 

other or not, I believe that Mouffe’s understanding of the unity of the people, in terms of 

representation, is not empirically given, as it was to Schmitt. In Mouffe’s reasoning it is a 

metaphorical category, and a result of an open-ended rhetorical hegemonic struggle between 

different collective identities. As the “them” is not a permanent outsider, the people can never 

be fully constituted. Mouffe argues against Schmitt: “[N]o limited social actor can attribute to 

herself or himself the representation of the totality.”648 And further: “[The people’s identity] 

can never be fully constituted, and it can exist only through multiple and competing forms of 

identifications. Liberal democracy is precisely the recognition of this constitutive gap 

between the people and its various identifications.”649  

Third, in clarifying the impossibility of full representation of the people, Mouffe also 

parts company with post-HSS Laclau, as referred to in 7.2.5. According to some critics, post-

HSS Laclau (and perhaps also HSS-Laclau?) seems to remain closer to Gramsci’s account of 

hegemony and representation, as he identifies the new hegemonic popular identity with the 

people as a whole, the populous, in some of his post-HSS texts.650 Laclau, then, delegitimizes 

                                                           
645 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 112. 
646 For example in Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 12. 
647 Ibid. Mouffe adds: “This is what is involved in the Derridean notion of the ‘constitutive outside’: not a 
content which would be asserted/negated by another content which would just be its dialectical opposite – which 
would be the case if we were simply saying that there is no ‘us’ without a ‘them’ – but a content which, by 
showing the radical undecidability of the tension of its constitution, makes its very positivity a function of the 
symbol of something exceeding it: the possibility/impossibility of positivity as such,” The Democratic Paradox, 
12. 
648 Ibid., 22. 
649 Ibid., 56. 
650 Argued by Wenman, for example, in “Laclau or Mouffe? Splitting the difference,” 583-84, 90; Rummens, 
“Democracy as a Non-Hegemonic Struggle? Disambiguating Chantal Mouffe’s Agonistic Model of Politics,” 
380-81. See, for example, Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005), 86, 93-94, 107, 224-25. 
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those who lose the hegemonic struggle as representatives of the people, according to these 

critics. 

Fourth, as Mouffe tones down the dialogue with Gramsci in her post-HSS texts, she 

also writes less about hegemony as a logic of equivalence, in which a part stands in and 

assumes the representation of a totality that is radically incommensurable with it. When she 

applies the term hegemony in her later texts, it is less specific, and primarily serves as a 

general term indicating any fixation and articulation of temporary meaning and social order 

in the context of contingency: “We call ‘hegemonic practices’ the practices of articulation 

through which a given order is created and the meaning of social institutions is fixed. 

According to this approach, every order is the temporary and precarious articulation of 

contingent practices.”651 In other words, Mouffe seems to emphasize a “weak” concept of 

hegemony in her post-HSS texts. 

 

6.3.2 Non-Consensus in a Common Symbolic Space: A Driving Force for Democracy 

While Schmitt’s enemies do not share a common ground, Mouffe’s adversaries do. Central to 

Mouffe’s line of argument is that adversaries, despite being in conflict, recognize the 

legitimacy of their opponents. They inscribe their confrontation in a democratic framework. 

The adversaries, thus, while in conflict, “see themselves as belonging to the same political 

association, as sharing a common symbolic space within which the conflict takes place.”652 

The democratic framework is not, however, seen as static or absolute. It is subject to being 

redefined through hegemonic struggles.653   

For Mouffe, this common symbolic space is the recognition of the sociopolitical 

values of liberty and equality, as already pointed out in HSS. Even though the tension 

between the logics of liberty and equality is contingent from a historical point of view, 

Mouffe nevertheless recognizes the importance of both as a conceptual necessity in order to 

guarantee the open and pluralistic liberal democratic community. Both principles are 

necessary, while at the same time mutually incompatible. In fact, Mouffe to a larger extent 

describes the tension between the two principles as “mutually incompatible” in her post-HSS 

                                                           
651 Mouffe, Agonistics, 2. See also: “The articulatory practices through which a certain order is established and 
the meaning of social institutions is fixed are ‘hegemonic practices,’” On the Political, 18, and “This point of 
confluence between objectivity and power is what we have called ‘hegemony,’” The Democratic Paradox, 21. 
652 On the Political, 20. 
653 Ibid., 32-34. 
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texts than what is done in HSS, where the tension is described in terms of complementarity.654 

This is probably a result of her reading of Schmitt, who stressed the incompatibility of the 

principles.655 

By stressing mutual incompatibility and an irreconcilable tension between the two 

principles, Mouffe distances herself, on the one hand, from Habermas and Rawls whom she 

accuses of trying to reconcile the principles by granting priority to one of them. On the other 

hand, she also distances herself from Schmitt as she stresses that the irreconcilable tension 

constitutes and fuels a vibrant democracy rather than tearing it apart, as Schmitt claimed. 

Without the upholding of the conflict between these two principles, pluralist democracy 

disintegrates, Mouffe argues. This does not mean, however, that she holds political 

compromises to be impossible. Rather, she sees compromises as temporary respites in an 

ongoing confrontation.656  

Stefan Rummens has accused Mouffe of universalism in her definition of the common 

symbolic space. Although Mouffe frequently underlines the historical and thus contingent 

nature of the socio-political values of liberty and equality and their mutual conflicting 

relation, she nevertheless prescribes these values and the model of agonistic pluralism to 

political contexts anywhere, also to contexts outside of Western liberal-democratic 

traditions.657 In this way, she makes particular socio-political values that have evolved in a 

Western democratic discourse (and largely from French republicanism) a conceptual 

necessity for a universal model of agonistic pluralism, Rummens argues.658 I find this 

criticism to be sound, and will return to it in the next chapter. What constitutes a common 

symbolic space has to be contextualized as it is hegemonically produced and a result of 

historical processes.  

Nevertheless, the conceptualization of a common symbolic space illustrates that 

Mouffe does set some limits for pluralism: “Consensus, of course, is necessary, but it should 

be limited to the institutions that are constitutive of the democratic order.”659 An agonistic 

and plural democracy requires a common symbolic space: a hegemonic agreement on the 

necessity of liberty and equality for all, which acknowledges and supports dissent on the 

                                                           
654 Compare, for example, The Democratic Paradox, 4-5, 42-45, with Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy, 138-39, 68. 
655 Schmitt, The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, 15-16. 
656 Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 102. 
657 For example in On the Political, 115-18, 23-30. 
658 Rummens, “Democracy as a Non-Hegemonic Struggle?,” 384. 
659 Chantal Mouffe, “Deconstruction, Pragmatism and the Politics of Democracy,” in Mouffe, Deconstruction 

and Pragmatism, 8. 
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interpretation and implementation of these values.660 In this way, Mouffe on one level 

acknowledges a “conflictual consensus” despite constantly renouncing the ideal of consensus 

within the common democratic space.661 

 

6.3.3 Critique of Deliberative Rationality and Individualism 

According to Mouffe, various forms of liberalism are incapable of grasping the pluralistic 

nature of the social world and its conflicts, partly because of their rationalistic logics, partly 

because of their individualistic logics. 

Concerning rationality, Mouffe directs her criticism against Habermas, among 

others.662 In his theory of communicative action and discourse ethics, the political is seen as a 

space where morality is applied so that it is possible to create a rational moral consensus by 

means of free discussion.663 According to Mouffe, Habermas’s concept of “ideal discourse” 

advocates impartiality and openness in such a way that the better argument is thought capable 

of generating generalizable interests that can be accepted by all relevantly affected. For 

Mouffe, this means that liberalism believes in the possibility of rational argumentation, in 

which power has been eliminated and legitimacy is based on rationality. Although Habermas 

in later works admits the unlikeliness of the full realization of an ideal discourse, Mouffe 

accuses him of still thinking of it as a “regulative ideal” as primarily empirical and practical 

reasons hinder its realization.664 For Mouffe, on the other hand, consensus, ideal discourse, 

and a fully inclusive “we” are impossible categories – not on account of empirical or 

historical reasons, but conceptually: partly because of the antagonistic dimension that 

constitutes the social, and partly because the principles of liberty and equality mutually 

exclude each other. As long as consensus and collective identity are based on acts of 

exclusion, full reconciliation is impossible, Mouffe claims. Unlike the pluralism of 

liberalism, agonistic pluralism imagines a pluralism in which a final reconciliation of all 

views cannot be reached. For Mouffe, consensus is not only conceptually impossible; it is 

also a false ideal that threatens democratic engagement. As such, she holds it to be a self-

                                                           
660 On the Political, 121. 
661 Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 103; On the Political, 31, 52; Agonistics, 8. 
662 The Democratic Paradox, 88. 
663 See, for example, Jürgen Habermas, Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, trans. Christian 
Lenhardt and Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990 [1983]). 
664 Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 88. For Habermas’s revising comments on previous work, see, for 
example, Jürgen Habermas, “Further Reflections on the Public Sphere,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. 
Craig Calhoun (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992) and Justification and Application: Remarks on Discourse 

Ethics, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge, MA: Polity Press, 1993 [1991]), 163-64. 
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refuting ideal, “because the very moment of its realization would coincide with its 

disintegration.”665 

Mouffe’s second fundamental criticism of liberalism is its individualistic logic, 

through which it fails in grasping the mode of creation of political identities. In opposition to 

liberalism, Mouffe emphasizes the need for collective identification: it is the us/them 

distinction that is constitutive of politics. Collective forms of identification will never 

disappear, she claims, not even in societies that are deeply individualistic, since such forms 

are “constitutive of the mode of existence of human beings.”666 Mouffe advocates an 

anthropology and a theory of agonistic politics that acknowledge the affective side of the 

human and the social. She argues that affective bonds play a decisive role in collective 

identification and its process of symbolic differentiation – thus, affective bonds and not 

“rational” arguments are key components in political mobilization. Legitimate, agonistic 

confrontations should therefore “provide collective forms of identification strong enough to 

mobilize political passions. If this adversarial configuration is missing, passions cannot be 

given a democratic outlet and the agonistic dynamics of pluralism are hindered.”667 In other 

words, Mouffe is concerned that if human passion is not channeled into an agonistic 

democratic framework, it can easily take non-democratic and violent forms. 

 In Mouffe’s critique of the deliberative rationality and individualism of liberalism 

there is, thus, a strong concern for democratic inclusion. She accuses liberal democracy of not 

being able to include its citizens in political participation. People are excluded from political 

participation due to rationalistic rules, deliberative procedures, and non-negotiable moral 

stances. Contrary to this, Mouffe argues, a well-functioning democracy is constituted by a 

plurality of competing political articulations, which also welcomes collective and affective 

forms of identifications and adversarial dynamics. Then, possible exclusions will be based on 

political terms, not procedural terms: 

 

Indeed, there is no hegemonic articulation without the determination of a frontier, the 
definition of a ‘them’. But in the case of liberal-democratic politics this frontier is an 
internal one, and the ‘them’ is not a permanent outsider. We can begin to realize, 
therefore, why such a regime requires pluralism. Without a plurality of competing forces 
which attempt to define the common good, and aim at fixing the identity of the 
community, the political articulation of the demos could not take place. We would be in 
the field either of the aggregation of interests, or of a process of deliberation which 

                                                           
665 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, xviii. 
666 Mouffe, On the Political, 28. 
667 Ibid., 30. 
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eliminates the moment of decision. That is – as Schmitt pointed out – in the field of 
economics or of ethics, but not in the field of politics.668 

 

Now, the question is: How can Mouffe’s concepts of antagonism, hegemony, and agonistic 

pluralism shed critical light on Tanner’s and Ebeling’s reasoning, and contribute to a 

theology that accommodates interpretive plurality and conflicts?  

                                                           
668 The Democratic Paradox, 56-57. 

211



212 
 

Chapter 7: Assessment of Tanner and Ebeling in Light of Mouffe 
 

7.1 Introduction 

I will now assess and criticize some aspects of Tanner’s and Ebeling’s theologies in light of 

Mouffe’s reasoning on radical democracy and agonistic pluralism. The purpose of this 

chapter is to continue the elaboration of the questions articulated in 5.4 and to perform a 

critique of Tanner and Ebeling which can help me in my further scrutiny of a theology that 

accommodates interpretive plurality and conflict. 

A reading of Tanner and Ebeling in light of Mouffe does not mean, however, that 

Mouffe is an undisputed norm on which Tanner and Ebeling are to be judged. Rather, it is an 

attempt to see if Mouffe can contribute towards shedding critical light on parts of Tanner’s 

and Ebeling’s reasoning and bring about new questions. Critique of Mouffe will follow in the 

next chapter. 

I start with Tanner, since she draws explicitly on HSS and its theoretical premises in 

some of her texts, and since her theology is ideationally closer to HSS and Mouffe than 

Ebeling’s seemingly is.669  

 

7.2  Critique of Tanner in Light of Mouffe 

7.2.1  Unclear Synchronic Quality of Tanner’s Hegemony: Neutralizing Opposition vs 

Articulating Opposition 

Like Mouffe, Tanner sees history as a struggle. As demonstrated in Chapter 4, Tanner 

interprets this struggle theologically, underpinning it with historical observations, as well as 

explaining it as a conceptual necessity of Christianity as a cultural phenomenon. Her main 

line of argument is that Christianity, in the capacity of being a cultural phenomenon, prompts 

diversity in theological interpretation. The cultural materials of Christianity, whose limits are 

not agreed upon, are too multivalent and too vague to direct one specific interpretation. There 

is clearly an echo of HSS’s concept of articulation, as well as an explicit reference to it, when 

Tanner claims that there is nothing internal to the Christian materials that determine their 

                                                           
669 Tanner refers explicitly to HSS in Tanner, Theories of Culture, 47, 53, 56, 165; “Postmodern Challenges to 
‘Tradition’,” 189; “Tradition and Theological Judgment in Light of Postmodern Cultural Criticism,” 242; 
“Theology and Popular Culture,” 106, 108; and several times in “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social 
Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology.” In this latter article, Tanner also refers to Mouffe’s The 

Return of the Political. This is the only post-HSS reference to Mouffe in Tanner’s texts (p.183, note 16).  
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application, while instead “[h]uman actors are struggling over cultural elements precisely in 

order to imbue them with established meanings and fixed interrelations and to bring them to 

bear in definite ways so as to support certain forms of social organization.”670 How, then, 

does Tanner understand hegemony? 

Tanner explicitly uses the term “hegemony” and links it to HSS in her article “Social 

Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology,” 

while she hardly uses the term in other texts, for example in Theories of Culture. 

There is, however, a clear notion of hegemony in these texts too, and Tanner refers to HSS a 

few times in them. She expresses an idea close to HSS’s radical negativity in claiming that 

“objectivity” is not inherent in things themselves, and that identity and meaning are 

essentially relational categories. For Tanner, “[h]istorical struggles precede any clearly 

defined meaning or organization of cultural elements; and these definitions are never so firm 

as to stop their flow.”671 As pointed out in 6.2.2, the concept of hegemony in HSS is situated 

in a context “of a fault (in the geological sense), of a fissure that had to be filled up, of a 

contingency that had to be overcome.”672 Tanner claims that theological constructions, which 

are produced in the conflict of history, are bound to include internal fissures and fault lines: 

“[E]stablished productions have internal fissures or fault lines that make them vulnerable to 

revision,”673 and that, due to these fault lines, theological constructions must be kept together 

with “the exertion of pressure.”674 Tanner’s use of terms like “fault lines,” “internal fissures,” 

and “pressure” resemble the understanding of negativity and the concept of articulation 

expressed in HSS. The cultural condition is characterized by contingency, and the internal 

fissures imply that hegemonic articulations and “pressure” that keep theological constructions 

stable are merely temporary. The possibility of other interpretations and rearrangements of 

the cultural materials is pervasive. In Tanner’s own words: 

 
Signifiers tend to “float.” Without active efforts to keep them fixed – efforts whose 
successes are always only temporary – the meanings and associations of terms tend to 
drift with the changing circumstances of their use and the differently situated persons 
employing them.675 
 

                                                           
670 Theories of Culture, 56. 
671 Ibid. 
672 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 1. 
673 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 164. 
674 Ibid. 
675 Ibid., 165. 
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As Christianity is not given as such but articulated in many different ways by different groups 

of people, Tanner claims that the logic when articulating new interpretations is “to bring 

about conformity with a selected range of meanings, values, and practices favored by a 

particular segment of participants.”676 For Tanner, this implies that new interpretations 

always face potential resistance from people favoring other selections and constructions. 

Therefore, the tensions are not only internal to the materials and interpretive constructions. 

The dynamic of “antagonism” in Tanner’s reasoning seems to have an external dimension as 

well. She claims that “internal to any account of how Christian beliefs, values, and actions 

hang together is the active effort to wrest such materials from their contrary interpretation and 

organization at the hands of other Christians.”677 However, such wresting is not primarily a 

reactive effort, according to Tanner. It does not occur in the wake of a counter-interpretation 

but rather precedes it: “[T]he fact of counter-interpretations usually has to be taken into 

account in the very process of constructing a viable version of Christianity for general 

dissemination.”678 For Tanner, thus, conflict has a constitutive and productive function as it 

stimulates creativity and sparks new interpretations. 

In her understanding of tradition as a hegemonic process, Tanner seems to recognize 

the dynamic between the internal and the external side of a limit as emphasized in HSS. Due 

to internal fissures in any interpretation, all interpretations are contested and face friction 

from other materialized or possible interpretations, according to Tanner’s reasoning. Similar 

to the reasoning in HSS, Tanner’s logic of hegemony concerns both the fixation of an 

interpretation and the struggle against other and competing interpretations. However, there 

are also some significant conceptual differences. In holding that a new interpretation always 

faces potential resistance from competing interpretations, Tanner claims that a struggle of 

domination occurs: “To be accepted by others, a particular Christian viewpoint will have to 

work actively to overcome or control such resistance.”679 Instead of describing the emergence 

of an interpretation as a demarcation from its possible or materialized counter-interpretation, 

Tanner, in Theories of Culture, describes the conflicting dynamic as a process in which new 

interpretations not only seek to dominate but also to neutralize and incorporate their counter-

interpretations. Contrary to her article “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social 

Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist Theology,” in which there are also interpretive 

                                                           
676 Ibid., 160-61. 
677 Ibid., 165. 
678 Ibid., 161. 
679 Ibid. 
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struggles between groups of Christians about the use of cultural elements, part of the strategy 

of overcoming and fighting a rivaling interpretation in Theories of Culture is to neutralize and 

incorporate possible resistance. The construction of a Christian claim is thus not primarily 

constituted on the establishing of a frontier against a competing claim (as it is in the article) 

but on “overcoming,” “controlling,” “incorporating,” and “neutralizing” the competing 

alternative(s): 

 

Instead, such an account itself emerges through the effort to incorporate potentially 
resistant beliefs and values in a way that will both ensure its attractiveness to the people 
who hold them while effectively neutralizing their capacity for trouble. That might be 
done, say by establishing symbolic connections between these beliefs and values and its 
own while breaking their associations with other ideas and forces of potential 
opposition.680 

 

First, this displays that the relation between hegemony and pluralism is unclear in Tanner’s 

reasoning. When rivaling interpretations are sought incorporated or neutralized, the 

hegemonic dynamic loses its function as catalyst for diversity. Tanner’s incorporation and 

neutralizing of competing stances differ from that of HSS and post-HSS Mouffe, who stresses 

the plurality of voices and multiple forms of identification. 

Second, this also implies that Tanner’s theological creativity becomes a strategic 

creativity of how to win a struggle, not an opening creativity, in which the purpose is to 

expand the theological imaginativeness – as was outlined in Chapter 4. The challenge 

according to Tanner’s strategic creativity consists in how to articulate new interpretations so 

that other and potentially counter-interpretations are eliminated. Thus, despite Tanner’s 

explicit embrace of diversity in theological imaginativeness, formulations like those above 

make it unclear how the dynamics of hegemony actually relate to pluralism in her reasoning. 

On one side, Tanner often describes processes of power and fixation as “weak” logics 

of hegemony – that is, as productive articulation and partly fixation of meaning through 

rearrangement and modification of established orders of meaning. In these descriptions, 

hegemonic interpretations and practices coexist, although in conflict, with opposing 

theological hegemonies in the plurality of Christian interpretations. Nevertheless, other parts 

of her texts, like the abovementioned quotations, carry a “strong” notion of hegemony that is 

more in line with Gramsci. The use of terms like “incorporate,” “neutralize,” and “work 

actively to overcome or control” leans in a more repressive direction, in which there is a 

                                                           
680 Ibid. 

215



216 
 

desire for sublimating opposition. Instead of distancing herself from the singularity of 

Gramsci, which the authors of HSS explicitly do, Tanner adds in an endnote that “[t]hey 

[Laclau and Mouffe] (and I) are describing what Antonio Gramsci means by hegemony.”681 

Unlike HSS and Mouffe, Tanner does not explicitly stress that pluralism is a conceptual 

precondition for hegemony and vice versa.    

 I believe this lack of clarity in Tanner’s description of cultural hegemonic struggles 

displays a weakness in her theoretical ground work. This makes her texts, particularly 

Theories of Culture, vulnerable to parts of the criticism that has been raised against HSS, 

namely the ambiguity of its concept of hegemony and whether it actually hinders pluralism 

instead of sparking it.682 The parts of Tanner’s texts that carry the “strong” notion of 

hegemony allude to a dynamic of dialectical Aufhebung, in which the different positions are 

integrated and neutralized in a synthesis, quite similar to her notion of parasitic inculturation. 

Such incorporation of diversity in a new totality has a repressive side, at least conceptually. 

As long as Tanner does not emphasize that a hegemonic articulation constitutes one particular 

theological position among others, and that hegemony is a dynamic rather than a system or 

foundation, I believe her reasoning on hegemony and diversity differs from those parts of 

HSS and Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism where hegemony is conceptualized as “weak.” 

Tanner’s strategic creativity and “strong” hegemony end up closer to Gramsci’s or post-HSS 

Laclau’s singularity than the plurality conceptualized by Mouffe and in parts of HSS. Instead 

of upholding differences and maintaining interpretive conflicts as productive tensions that 

clarify interpretive alternatives and spur meaning production, theological imaginativeness, 

and involvement, Tanner emphasizes neutralization, incorporation, and overcoming of 

competing interpretations. The dialectics of neutralization are not capable of coming to terms 

with opposition other than to incorporate it. In this way, Tanner ends up with a hegemonic 

logic that narrows the interpretive space rather than expanding it. 

 

7.2.2  Unclear Temporal Quality of Tanner’s Hegemony 

From the perspective of temporality, I believe there are some other difficulties in Tanner’s 

tendency towards a “strong” notion of hegemony. I will outline two. 

                                                           
681 Ibid., note 68, p. 182. In “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the Practice of 
Feminist Theology,” Tanner leans explicitly on Gramsci, and without distancing herself from his “strong” 
notion of hegemony. 
682 For example, Rummens, “Democracy as a Non-Hegemonic Struggle?,” in which he accuses HSS and 
Mouffe’s later texts of not going clear of the “strong” notions of hegemony. 
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First, as to HSS, it is unclear how long a hegemonic fixation lasts in Tanner’s 

theorizing. In some parts of Theories of Culture, Tanner describes hegemony as if it lasts for 

quite some time, for example where she states that history has, to some extent, “secured” 

meanings and associations to cultural materials. In such places, hegemony seems to be a 

rather protracted phenomenon. At other places, Tanner stresses that interpretive constructions 

must be held actively together by pressure. This implies that a hegemonic articulation lasts 

only as long as someone actively articulates it or upholds such pressure. And, as Tanner 

underlines, efforts to keep interpretations fixed are always temporary, as signifiers and 

circumstances tend to float. In other places still, Tanner explains the duration of a hegemony 

according to a logic of majority power. In referring to the shift among Christians in the 

opposition to slavery, for example, Tanner simply states that it took place when a majority of 

Christians were in a position to claim that slavery was an inhumane practice and therefore not 

legitimate. When enough people were persuaded, the old hegemony of slavery was broken 

and replaced by one of none-acceptance. In other words, it is not only the synchronic quality 

of hegemony that remains unclear in Tanner’s reasoning, but also the diachronic. Tanner is 

tacit concerning what makes some hegemonies last for a long time, while others are easily 

fought down. This is, nevertheless, understandable, as the diachronic quality of hegemony is 

probably not one and the same in all situations. However, Tanner does not clarify, 

problematize or nuance these differences or their preconditions sufficiently. 

Second, in those places where Tanner describes hegemony as strong, diversity risks 

becoming more of a diachronic quality than a synchronic one. Read sympathetically, 

Tanner’s project is to claim that established Christian interpretations are always prone to 

dissolution, and that there is always potential for change through new hegemonic 

articulations and constructions. Part of this reasoning is to say that one theological 

interpretation can oust and replace another. However, a strong notion of hegemony easily 

alludes to, or implies, an idea of sequential hegemonies, in which one hegemony seeks to 

replace another instead of coexisting with others. Although Tanner stresses that established 

hegemonic positions “never exhaust the theological field,”683 this can be understood as a 

statement concerning diachronic diversity, especially since she adds that “rival interpretations 

and organizations are rarely entirely routed; they at least remain historically pieces of the 
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past.”684 In this way, it is also unclear how history – being an archive of diversity – functions 

in destabilizing the present, as Tanner argues elsewhere. 

 

7.2.3 Critique of Tanner’s Deliberative Rationality 

Thus far, I have criticized those places in Tanner’s texts where “strong” notions of hegemony 

can be traced. Now I will turn to her conception of community of argument, as described in 

Theories of Culture and some of her articles, in which logics of hegemony seem surprisingly 

absent.685 In light of Mouffe’s criticism of liberalism, I will assess the extent to which 

Tanner’s community of argument builds on a deliberative communicative rationality and 

whether the dialogical standards she requests are consistent in light of her understanding(s) of 

hegemony. 

Tanner holds that extended arguments are required in order to decide between rivaling 

interpretations. In deciding on one particular interpretation rather than another, one needs 

critical assessment. For Tanner, it is not sufficient simply to appeal to tradition, Scripture, or 

selected parts of contemporary context to legitimize one’s interpretation. Instead, one “must 

explain why traditional materials should be interpreted and arranged, and interfaced with 

particular aspects of context, in the ways that support one’s own judgment of proper practice 

rather than some other.”686 For Tanner, interpretive decisions need to be legitimized by 

reasons and the reasons need to be argumentatively grounded. Legitimizing one’s theological 

judgements and decisions by argument is the characteristic of Christian identity, according to 

Tanner’s description of the community of argument. Consequently, she also conceptualizes 

Christian tradition as a process of argument among upholders of different Christian 

viewpoints.687  

Tanner’s conceptualization of the community of argument carries two connotations of 

the term “argument.” The term is understood as quarrel and dispute, as well as reasoning and 

explanation. On the one hand, Tanner conceptualizes the community of argument in 

accordance with a logic of conflict and dispute. This is most evident in those contexts where 

she emphasizes disagreement and describes processes of hegemony. On the other hand, there 

                                                           
684 Ibid. 
685 In her article “Social Theory concerning the ‘New Social Movements’ and the Practice of Feminist 
Theology,” in which I think Tanner demonstrates a clearer understanding of hegemony than she does in 
Theories of Culture, she mentions neither the community of argument nor its communicative standards. 
686 “Editorial Symposium: Roman Catholic Theology of Tradition (II),” 309.  
687 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 192. 
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seems to be a strong argumentative rationality at stake in Tanner’s community of argument. 

She trusts the better argument although she frequently underlines that she does not believe in 

consensus or regard it to be an aim. Tanner is thus more argumentatively oriented than 

Mouffe. Unlike Mouffe, Tanner does not, for example, emphasize the role of affect in order 

to mobilize and include different groups in the conflicting argument. Instead, Tanner stresses 

the responsibility of the individual in assessing each argument when passing judgement.  

In this way, there is not only a logic of argumentative reasoning in the community of 

argument, but also confidence in the individual’s ability to make judgments and in a 

communicative transparency. Tanner’s conception of human agency carries, therefore, a 

notion of rationality and individualism that is characteristically – and ironically – more 

modern than postmodern.688 Even if consensus might not be reached, Tanner stresses that one 

should strive for “mutual understanding […]. In the course of argument, one simply begins to 

understand better the nature of one’s disagreements.”689 This also demonstrates that the 

community of argument is a rather formal category in terms of communal qualities. The 

communal factor does not concern identity formation, generating of passion, or establishing 

of collective frontiers but of prescribing procedures for the disagreement between 

argumentative-oriented individuals as well as standards for their assessment. 

According to Mouffe, one of the mistakes of Habermas’s communicative rationality is 

that he links morality and politics as he prescribes reasonable ways of performing a political 

argument and debate. As described in Chapter 4, Tanner too prescribes how the argument 

within the community should be performed: 

 

Despite continuing diversity and conflict, community of argument about the meaning of 
true discipleship is nevertheless assured to the extent competing judgements about it 
claim to be based on plausible interpretations of materials in which all parties put some 
stock. What all parties are fighting over form normative reference points for the 
argument, even if their interpretation is part of what is subject to debate.690 

 

A consequence of this argumentative normativity is that there are some “common standards” 

for the assessment of theological judgements and for the practice of argument – even if 

“those standards are vague and subject to review as the argument continues.”691 The 

“conflictual consensus” in Tanner’s community of argument is therefore thicker than it is in 

                                                           
688 This is also Volpe’s main critisism of Tanner, see Rethinking Christian Identity, 41-42. 
689 Theories of Culture, 175. 
690 Ibid., 154. 
691 Ibid. 
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Mouffe’s agonistic democracy. For Tanner, the common standards regard interpretive 

procedure as well as standards of assessment. 

Tanner legitimizes the communicative standards rationally when she claims that 

everyone should offer their argument up for the consideration and judgement of disagreeing 

debaters, and that everyone is obligated to take seriously any argument based on plausible 

interpretations of the “materials of constant concern.” The standards, nevertheless, also seem 

to be a moral concern for Tanner, as she claims: “One owes all others the initial respect of 

consideration, and the respect of argumentative engagement where disagreement exists.”692 In 

addition, Tanner also justifies and explains the necessity of these standards theologically by 

pointing to the human condition of fallibility. Awareness of one’s own fallibility should make 

everyone realize one’s own shortcomings and those of others and fuel a humble and more 

dialogical attitude. Fallibility seems to constitute a certain type of epistemology for Tanner, 

which has communicative implications. Human judgement is fallible, correction by others 

who disagree is therefore fruitful: 

 
The seriousness, moreover, of sin on all sides makes the prospect of mutual correction a 
salutary one; one’s own contribution is never likely to stand just as it is. Even without 
agreement in results, unity among Christian practices is therefore sustained by a 
continuity of fellowship, by a willingness, displayed across differences of time and 
space, to admonish, learn from, and be corrected by all persons similarly concerned 
about the true meaning of Christian discipleship.693  

 

As stated in Chapter 4, I find it unclear whether Tanner is prescriptive or descriptive on this 

point. At one level, and most likely, she refers to the common standards as a prescriptive 

category. At another level, however, she also tends towards descriptiveness in her 

formulations, for example when she conceptualizes tradition as a transmission of the practice 

of argument. If understood as a descriptive argument, I believe that Tanner’s suggestion to 

regard tradition as a continuity of a willingness to be corrected and learn from others creates 

more questions than answers. Is there any historical data supporting such an assertion? I 

believe the argument collapses as the history of Christianity cannot confirm that sort of 

continuity – which is precisely one of Tanner’s own criteria used to renounce concepts of 

tradition and theological imaginaries. 

                                                           
692 “Postmodern Challenges to ‘Tradition’,” 192. 
693 Theories of Culture, 155. In this context, Tanner does not distinguish between the terms “sin” and 
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It is certainly more viable to regard the willingness to learn from and be corrected by 

others as a prescriptive appeal than to find proof of it in history. Understood prescriptively, 

then, Tanner holds the common standards as communicative ideals concurrently admitting 

that they are not easily achieved due to the messy course of history. In this way, however, her 

argument of fallibility becomes analogous to Habermas’s abandonment of consensus due to 

practical and empirical reasons. Therefore, the common standards function as a regulative 

ideal for the community of argument. Dialogical standards and argumentative transparency 

become the communicative ideal in Tanner’s community of argument, and not adversarial 

and affective conflict as in Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. In the quotation above, Tanner 

constitutes unity among Christian practices on a willingness to listen, admonish, learn from 

and dialogue with others, not on a willingness to articulate new interpretations by the 

establishing of frontiers and to uphold interpretive conflicts in order to spark meaning 

production and involvement and to expand the interpretive space. From a Mouffean 

perspective, Tanner’s regulative ideal thus faces some conceptual challenges. Given Tanner’s 

conceptualization of the productive side of hegemonic logic in theological meaning-making, 

her regulative ideal of common dialogical standards becomes a self-refuting ideal: the 

realization of the standards will coincide with the disintegration of the disagreeing 

community, which is upheld by a productive logic of (weak) hegemonic meaning-making. 

If, at this point, one also considers Tanner’s strong account of hegemony, it remains 

quite unclear how this account corresponds to her request for communicative standards. I do 

not think she intends her dialogical standards to be understood as a strategy for neutralizing 

other viewpoints. But this is still what is conveyed if these different logics in Tanner’s texts 

are held together. 

The regulative ideal of common communicative standards does, however, correspond 

to another of Tanner’s normative requests, namely that of a proper mean, as described in 

4.4.1.2. Tanner subordinates diversity to the category of proper mean in the concluding part 

of Theories of Culture. By doing that, she tames the conflicting potential of Christian 

diversity that she has so strongly emphasized elsewhere in the book. A virtue of proper mean 

does not correspond to a Mouffean virtue of agonistic pluralism. Instead of maintaining 

diversity and paradoxes, and insisting on disagreement and tensions between different 

conflicting interpretations, the idea of proper mean functions to harmonize Tanner’s 

theology. For example, as pointed out in Chapter 4, even if she distances herself from George 

Lindbeck’s “situationalism,” in which theological diversity was seen to be a function of 

cultural diversity, Tanner’s wish for proper mean places her adjacent to Lindbeck when she 
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explains that “[g]iven the existence of cultural diversity, […] [d]ifferences of situation will 

always warrant some diversity in Christian practice.”694 And, although she has criticized 

various models of theological tradition of occluding conflict and relativizing diversity, her 

own ideal of proper mean leads to statements like: “those differences may be just that – 

differences, without amounting to any fundamental disagreement in what Christianity stands 

for.”695 In this way, Tanner herself ends up relativizing conflict and diversity – precisely what 

she criticized Lindbeck, Gadamer, and Thiel, among others, for doing. The virtue of proper 

mean even leads her to rubricate differences under the umbrella of sameness – although not 

to the same extent as Ebeling did – as she concludes that “the various parties might 

nevertheless come to see in one another a concern for the same beliefs and values.”696  

 

7.2.4 Diversity by Articulating Conflictual Interpretations or by Presenting Interpretive 

Possibilities? 

Read in light of Mouffe, Mouffe demonstrates that one of the key challenges with Tanner’s 

reasoning is the vagueness in how she understands the relation between hegemony and 

plurality. On the one hand, Tanner seems to lean towards a strong notion of hegemony, in 

which interpretive plurality is narrowed when efforts of fighting alternative interpretations 

become efforts of incorporating and neutralizing such opposing views. On the other hand, 

Tanner seems to advocate a culture of deliberation, which not only holds consensus as a 

regulative ideal – and as such also constricts interpretive plurality – but also advocates 

theology as a science of the possible, in which the theologian’s primary task is to unsettle 

existing Christian interpretations by referring to other interpretive possibilities rather than 

favoring or proclaiming specific ones. The logic of this latter strategy is, as far as I can 

understand, that interpretive diversity is best cultivated and sustained by avoiding 

confrontations. Conflict is not a prerequisite for meaning production – an argument Tanner 

actually theologizes by dovetailing it with the unconditional grace of God in her reasoning on 

Scripture as popular culture.  

All of these rather internally opposing approaches found in Tanner’s texts differ from 

Mouffe’s agonistic plurality. Mouffe’s argument is precisely that interpretive plurality is best 

nurtured by practices of weak hegemonic articulation. Contrary to strong notions of 

hegemony, such practices do not seek to incorporate rivaling positions but rather to establish 
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a frontier against them and, as such, let the competing positions remain as adversarial 

positions that spark involvement. And, contrary to the rather distancing pathos of Tanner’s 

science of the possible, individuals or groups that are involved in interpretive conflicts 

participate in the struggle with their convictions and commitment, that is by practicing weak 

hegemonic articulations and assertions. They do not detach themselves and keep a distance to 

the different truth claims by merely offering other interpretive possibilities. 

Mouffe advocates a plurality of competing voices, in which each one aims at fixing 

the identity of the community. Her argument is that in order for plurality to exist, someone 

actually has to make up and fill the space with different voices. As hegemony is understood 

as a response to a crisis, plurality is not best secured by abstaining from concrete hegemonic 

articulations but rather by the production of diverse (weak) hegemonic articulations. 

Based on this, I believe Tanner’s conceptualization of a community of interpretive 

diversity, in which plurality is upheld by destabilizing practices of referring to other 

interpretive possibilities instead of encouraging the multiple production of diverse specific 

interpretations, has some shortcomings. First, it does not take into account that the 

articulation of theological interpretation is not primarily a sophisticated game. For the 

persons involved, there is too much at stake in order to just offer “a sketch of what it is about 

this text that invites the unending production of multiple, quite disparate interpretations.”697 

This also displays the limitation of Tanner’s reasoning in taking religious passion seriously. 

Second, Tanner’s science of the possible does not come convincingly to terms with the 

productive side of articulation. Contrary to Mouffe, Tanner does not offer convincing 

arguments of how and why hegemony is a prerequisite for plurality. I regard this not only as a 

theoretical or conceptual limitation in Tanner’s system, but also a theological limitation. The 

articulation and proclamation of specific theological interpretations, for example of what 

Christianity means in a particular situation, is not only a derivate of faith but is instrumental 

in nurturing faith. It is, as I will return to in Chapter 8, a creative part of the formation of faith 

itself and of Christian tradition. 
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7.3 Critique of Ebeling in light of Mouffe 

I will now expose Ebeling to HSS and Mouffe and see how Mouffe’s reasoning can shed 

critical light on his conception of conflict, the relation between antagonism and pluralism, 

and his understanding of language and relationality.  

Ebeling is, conceptually speaking, farther away from the theoretical universe of 

Mouffe than what Tanner is. As Tanner explicitly leans on the cultural premises and 

theoretical concepts in HSS, it makes more sense to assess her thinking in light of HSS and 

Mouffe than it does to expose Ebeling to this reasoning. Nevertheless, I still believe it is 

fruitful to read Ebeling in light of Mouffe and HSS. Such a reading displays interesting 

similarities between them, draws attention to the agonistic sides of Ebeling’s theology, and 

sheds critical light on sides of his reasoning. 

 

7.3.1 Qualifying the Conflict 

As underscored in Chapter 5, I believe one of the intriguing sides of Ebeling’s theology is 

that he expects theological interpretations to be articulated as assertions. In favoring a 

polemical and confrontational form, rather than a deliberate one, Ebeling’s theology shares 

some traits with Mouffe’s agonistic reasoning. Both acknowledge that interpretive conflicts 

are unavoidable and neither tries to tame the conflict by seeking compromises. Both write 

and argue polemically, and clarifies their stances by contrasting them with different positions. 

Can Mouffe’s reasoning, however, shed any critical light on Ebeling’s understanding of 

conflict? 

 For Mouffe, conflicting articulations are necessary in order for democracy not to 

implode. Democracy is sustained by, and constituted on, the socio-political values which are 

mutually irreconcilable. Conflict, in Mouffe’s context, is both productive, as it contributes to 

the production of different articulations, and preventive of violence, as it contributes to 

channeling social antagonisms and passion into legitimate democratic forms of struggle. For 

Ebeling, on the contrary, polemics and conflict-oriented assertions are necessary because 

what is at stake is belief versus disbelief. To proclaim the theological truth about salvation 

and the human condition requires confrontation with, and unmasking of, what is false and 

corrupt, for example the human illusion of autonomy. This is part of Ebeling’s Protestant 

heritage from Luther and Schleiermacher. The reason for controversy is a concern for clarity 

and for the Christian faith. 
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 Part of Mouffe’s reasoning is precisely that politics is not about non-negotiable 

eternal truths but concerns the shifting interpretations of liberty and equality. While Mouffe 

has been accused of nihilism because of this,698 one can ask whether Ebeling, on the other 

hand, risks cementing interpretive theological conflicts by absolutizing them. 

As Mouffe (and also Tanner) holds, there is a need to qualify a conflict. What 

distinguishes, then, a destructive interpretive conflict from a constructive and productive 

conflict in theology? I believe one key factor is to avoid the cementing of a conflict, which 

deadlocks the situation and hampers contestation, creativity, and new interpretations to 

emerge within the rivaling groups. One way of cementing a conflict is to see it as an 

entrenched conflict between homogenous groups. This is precisely what Mouffe warns 

against in her criticism of Schmitt. It is a warning against violence but also against the 

unproductivity of conflict. If an interpretive conflict is absolutized and seen as a conflict 

between static collective identities representing fixed ideas, then the conflict does not 

function as a critical impulse to the different groups’ self-understanding. Instead, the conflict 

becomes entrenched between purportedly homogenous and insulated groups, and is more 

likely to nourish self-congratulating conservation within the groups than internal interpretive 

contestation. The conflict itself – the fact of contestation – ought to be a witness to the 

possibility of other interpretive choises and thus the undecidability of any interpretive 

decision. 

By stressing that collective identities in conflict are not stable, that the “us” and 

“them” are not fixed categories and that the outside impedes the inside, Mouffe makes an 

effort of qualifying the conflict in order for it to be productive. Ebeling, however, is less 

occupied with such questions. He does not make any efforts of preventing his polemics and 

truth claims of fueling strong and homogenous group identities. 

Standing in a Protestant tradition, which values theological polemics, I believe it is 

crucial to stress internal heterogeneity and undecidability of decision – as prerequisites for 

polemical assertions – in order to qualify a conflictual theological situation. As I will come 

back to in 8.2.5, a precondition for welcoming conflict and regarding it as constructive in 

theology is that the legitimacy of one’s opponents are recognized and that the conflict is 

inscribed in a common symbolic space.699 

                                                           
698 See, for example, Paul Nonnekes, “The Nihilism of Resistance and Freedom,” Canadian Journal of Political 

and Social Theory 11, no. 3 (1987), 135. 
699 This is certainly also a criticism of Luther’s reasoning in De servo arbitrio. Luther serves not only as an 
example of a particular agonistic entrepreneur who managed to construct new hegemonic positions. He also 
serves as an example and reminder of the risks and dangers of certain types of polemics. The last few decades’ 
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7.3.2 Antagonism, Hegemony, and Plurality 

As in HSS and Mouffe’s later reasoning, Ebeling also understands the human subject to be 

split. In Ebeling’s anthropology, the human being exists as one who is not identical with 

herself, but whose essence it is to be questioned about her identity with herself. In HSS, the 

human subject experiences herself as something that cannot be fully herself, which results in 

antagonism, or is a consequence of antagonism, depending on how one interprets the book, 

and consequently leads to the necessity of political articulation and the responsibility of 

making hegemonic decisions. In Ebeling’s theology, the split of the subject makes the human 

conscience experiencing it as necessary to respond to the appealing Word and to take 

responsibility for proclamation to others.   

In this way, Mouffe’s hegemonic articulations and Ebeling’s assertions are responses 

to crises, however in different ways. According to HSS and Mouffe, hegemony is a response 

to a radical negativity, to a contingency that needs to be overcome. For Ebeling, assertions 

and proclamation are partly responses to the human condition of fallibility, and partly to the 

encounter with the appealing Word of God. While the radical negativity in HSS is not 

overcome, but remains and contaminates any identity and hegemonic articulation, the split of 

the subject is not overcome in Ebeling’s theology either. The human condition of fallibility 

remains although the human being is identified by the Word of God. Despite the salvific 

event of faith, the split remains constitutive for Ebeling’s anthropology. Consequently, the 

hermeneutical quest of distinguishing between what is human and what is God is not over but 

remains a continuous task to Ebeling, working as a constant motive force in his interpretive 

and existential endeavor. However, does the split, then, destabilize the assertoric responses in 

Ebeling’s theology, as it does to Mouffe? 

As argued for in 5.3.3, Ebeling does not see any contradiction between interpretive 

openness and decisive interpretive assertions. The question, however, is whether hegemony 

and plurality presuppose each other in Ebeling’s reasoning as they explicitly do for Mouffe. I 

do not necessarily think so, as the relation between split, hegemony, and plurality is 

differently conceptualized in HSS than it is in Ebeling’s theology. 

                                                           
critical engagement with the political consequences of Luther’s polemics, for example against the Jews, displays 
some deeply problematic aspects of this polemical tradition. See, for example, Thomas Kaufmann, Luthers 
Juden (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2015), or my own critique of the danger of the polemic side of Christian theology at 
large, in Sven Thore Kloster, “Hvor kommer vi fra og hvor skal vi hen? Om kristent hat mot jøder og 
muslimer,” in Dialogteologi på norsk, ed. Beate Fagerli, et al. (Oslo: Verbum Akademisk, 2016). 

226



227 
 

Although Ebeling recognizes interpretive diversity, as it witnesses to the richness of 

the Word of God, his embracement of diversity is far less radical than what HSS and Mouffe 

underscore. While the plurality of HSS is a radical plurality in that there is no ultimate 

positivity to ground it on, Ebeling’s argument for openness to diverse interpretations is 

grounded in the inexhaustible abundance of the Word of God. He does not recognize the 

human experience of the split of the subject, the precarious side of human existence, as an 

argument for plurality. Rather, diversity of interpretations is a consequence of a radical 

positivity – of the surplus of the Word of God. Contrary to HSS and Mouffe, who 

counterbalance hegemony with antagonism, Ebeling does not have to the same extent a 

conceptual category that challenges and counterbalances the certainty of an interpretive 

assertion. Although the human split is an argument for Ebeling for the need for assertions, it 

is not an argument that destabilizes the assertions. Ebeling’s interpretive and hegemonic 

decisions do not take place in “a terrain of undecidability” as they do for Mouffe.700 Given 

this, I believe his assertions are conceptually “stronger” or less “weak” than the hegemonic 

articulations of Mouffe. Ebeling’s assertions are structured around one single center and 

claim a validity over the totality of human understanding and existence. 

Consequently, I believe Ebeling’s quest and strive for distinguishing between God 

and human is not fully utilized as a critical hermeneutical resource. Ebeling recognizes the 

need for interpretive decisions but grounds this need on certainty instead of on undecidability. 

In this way, Mouffe sheds critical light on the absolutist side of Ebeling’s hermeneutics. The 

interpretive hegemonic assertions in Ebeling’s system are not contaminated, as in Mouffe’s 

system, but are rather singular and monolithic. 

 

7.3.3 Language and Power: An Undeveloped Relationality? 

As shown in Chapter 3, Ebeling builds on a critique of substance metaphysics, in which 

human existence, theologically as well as ontologically speaking, is understood properly only 

when understood relationally. Like Mouffe, Ebeling holds that identity and meaning are 

fundamentally relational categories.701 How can Mouffe’s discursive understanding of the 

social reality, then, shed critical light on Ebeling’s conception of relationality? 

                                                           
700 Mouffe, “Deconstruction, Pragmatism and the Politics of Democracy,” 9; The Democratic Paradox, 12. 
701 As shown in Chapter 3, Ebeling insists on Luther’s relational ontology and argues against substantialist 
ontology. See, for example, Ebeling, Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens: Band I, 220, 348, 51-55. 
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Ebeling’s relational understanding of reality builds on his conception of language. 

According to Ebeling, reality carries the character of word-events. As word-event, language 

is primarily understood as speech and carries the structure of dialogue. Ebeling is therefore 

unconcerned with language as a formal sign system, but is concerned with concrete and 

situated events of communication. In this way, his conception of language differs from that of 

structuralism as it does not focus semantically on the langue or see meaning as a function of 

the text’s structure. Instead, Ebeling is concerned with the parole and sees language as a 

rather pragmatic process of word-events. However, it also differs from poststructuralist 

understandings of language: for Ebeling, language is not primarily communicative 

possibilities. Authentic meaning is not found in one of the many possible readings or 

understandings open to a conversation partner. Instead, language is a conveyer of truth. 

Ebeling’s linguistic relationality differs from that of Mouffe (as well as that of 

Tanner). Although Ebeling holds that language is subjective, and thus acknowledges that 

diverse interpretations are a conceptual necessity, his emphasis is on authentic understanding, 

not on reading/hearing possibilities or on the political features of language. Even if Ebeling 

acknowledges historicity and contingency of language, this acknowledgement does not make 

him elaborate on the social or political sides of theological interpretation. Rather, seeing 

language as a medium for representation and a conveyer of truth, he ignores the political and 

social dynamics of language and interpretation – contrary to Mouffe (and Tanner), who 

emphasizes language’s political nature precisely because of its contingency. For Ebeling, the 

Word of God trumps the historical and contingent sides of language. 

  Given this, I believe Ebeling does not fully take the consequences of his own 

understanding of language, mainly because language in Ebeling’s system is not only event 

but also participation. For Ebeling, language is dialogue, in which the human being 

participates in her relation to the Word of God, as well as to others. As such, the human 

individual also chooses some words at the expense of others as linguistic tradition always 

holds more words than one can use. Ebeling, thus, misses the opportunity of reflecting on the 

relationship between linguistic contingency and socio-political dynamics of power. As power 

is a theological category to Ebeling, he ignores power as a social category, and therefore 

misses the opportunity of developing theological resources for understanding social dynamics 

of interpretation. 

In Mouffe’s reasoning, power and relationality are two sides of the same coin. For 

Mouffe, discursive relationality implies that social reality is constituted on acts of power. By 

failing to recognize power’s constitutive role in the linguistic reality, Ebeling’s understanding 
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of relationality is not sufficiently developed. His concept of relationality becomes a rather 

one-dimensional one. It concerns God and the individual, and the individual seems unaffected 

by the social context, even if she is constituted by linguistic tradition. In this way, Ebeling’s 

concept of relationality becomes a rather artificial category, isolated from social dynamics of 

reality. 

  

7.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have criticized and assessed parts of Tanner’s and Ebeling’s theologies from 

the perspective of HSS’s radical democracy and Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism.  

In relation to Tanner, I have demonstrated that she is heavily influenced by HSS and 

shares many of the concerns expressed there. Tanner recognizes that interpretive conflicts are 

inevitable and that the existence of conflict “must be honestly recognized if its possibly 

harmful effects on Christian fellowship are to be averted.”702 Tanner agrees with Mouffe that 

there have to be some limits to the disagreement and diversity, and that the limits themselves 

are prone to revision. Both Mouffe and Tanner believe that serious division within the 

community is prevented by the way conflict is handled. 

I have also criticized Tanner, first, for being unclear about how her conception of 

hegemony relates to pluralism. Parts of Tanner’s reasoning indicate a strong account of 

hegemony, in which differences are sought to be neutralized instead of being recognized as 

fruitful tensions that keep the interpretive space open and spark pluralism. Second, I have 

argued that the temporal aspects of Tanner’s hegemonies are unclear – as they also are in HSS 

and in Mouffe’s work. I believe Tanner’s reasoning does not contribute sufficiently to a 

reflection on how tradition and interpretations from history’s archive can be mobilized as 

rhetorical resources for the generating of contemporary diverse interpretations. Third, I have 

argued that Tanner bases her community of argument on a deliberative communicative 

rationality, and that consensus and common understanding – although frequently dismissed as 

goals by Tanner – still function as regulative ideals as she requests dialogical standards from 

the participants. The procedural agreement in Tanner’s request for common standards is thus 

far thicker than the “conflictual consensus” in Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. In line with this, 

I have criticized Tanner for subordinating diversity, conflict, and disagreement to the virtue 

of proper mean, which tames the conflictual logic and harmonizes the tensions within the 

                                                           
702 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 174. 
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community of argument. I have also criticized Tanner’s request for common dialogical 

standards of being out of step with her account(s) of hegemony. The request to listen and 

learn from others easily becomes a self-refuting ideal as it risks to deflate the productive logic 

of the “weak” account of hegemonic meaning-making, or it risks to be a crafty strategy of 

neutralizing and controlling other viewpoints in a “strong” account of hegemonic struggle 

that narrows the interpretive space instead of expanding it. Fourth, I have criticized Tanner’s 

claim that diversity is best secured by displaying other interpretive possibilities instead of 

encouraging the multiple production of diverse specific articulations. Due to this, I also 

believe Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism is more suited than Tanner’s in taking religious passion 

seriously. 

In relation to Ebeling, I have underscored that his practice of polemical theology has 

several agonistic qualities. He tries not to tame conflicts by seeking compromises. Rather, he 

argues polemically and constructs differences in order to better contrast and clarify his 

assertions against other rivaling stances. 

I have also made use of Mouffe’s reasoning to criticize Ebeling. First, I have criticized 

Ebeling for not reflecting sufficiently on how an interpretive conflict can be qualified in order 

to be productive and constructive in theology. Ebeling’s practice of conflicting polemics risk 

nurturing destructive dynamics of conflict. If conflict is portrayed as an entrenched conflict 

between homogenous groups, the conflictual dynamic becomes insulated and is more likely 

to nourish self-congratulating conservation within the groups rather than stimulate new 

interpretations. Second, I have criticized Ebeling for not having a category that challenges 

and counterbalances the certainty of his theological assertions. His interpretive decisions are 

not contaminated and do not happen in a terrain of undecidability, at least not to the same 

extent as they do for Mouffe. Ebeling’s assertions are therefore more singular and monolithic 

than Mouffe’s. Third, I have criticized Ebeling’s conception of relationality as being a rather 

abstract category, isolated from social dynamics of reality. Despite Ebeling’s 

acknowledgement of human participation in language, he pays little attention to social and 

political dimentions of power and language. As a result, he misses the opportunity of 

reflecting on the relationship between linguistic contingency and power, and of reflecting on 

what this means for theology. 
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Chapter 8:  Community of Conflict – Towards an Agonistic Theology 

 

True disagreements are very hard to achieve. What is more, they are 
even harder to maintain, for the ghost of agreement constantly haunts 
and dissipates them.703 

A formal definition [of Christianity] is both banal and boring. 
Christianity only becomes interesting as a concept when someone has 
the courage to spell out in greater or lesser detail one or other of the 
contestable possibilities which the definition permits.704 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to contribute to an understanding of how Christian theology 

can accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts. I offer a preliminary sketch of an 

agonistic theology, in which I rethink the political function of tradition in theological 

methodology. I base the sketch on my elaboration on Tanner and Ebeling and the critical 

scrutiny of them in light of Mouffe’s radical democracy and agonistic pluralism. 

As I think there are also problematic sides to Mouffe’s reasoning, as indicated in Chapter 6, I 

will also need to critically scrutinize parts of her reasoning in order to use it as a theoretical 

and normative resource for my constructive project. 

  

8.2 Towards an Agonistic Theology 

8.2.1 Non-Singular Explanations of Identity: Receptivity vs Decision 

In elaborating on how agonistic pluralism can contribute to theology, the first thing I will 

problematize is the function of binaries in Mouffe’s theorizing. Mary G. Dietz, among others, 

has criticized Mouffe’s philosophy for leaning too heavily on binaries, reducing complex 

political processes to singular explanations and solutions.705 Similarly, Clive Barnett has 

criticized Mouffe for applying a singular conception of the political and a singular 

explanation of identity formation, claiming that she ontologizes antagonism and sees 

exclusion as the only possible way to form political identity. Barnett argues that formation of 

identity based on exclusion is only one of several ways that collective, political identity can 

                                                           
703 Sergey Dolgopolski, What is Talmud? The Art of Disagreement (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2009), 238. 
704 Sykes, The Identity of Christianity, 256. 
705 Dietz, “Merely Combating the Phrases of this World: Recent Democratic Theory,” 114. 
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be constructed. A consequence of Mouffe’s singular explanation, according to Barnett, is that 

relations of solidarity or generosity are seen as derivations from the more fundamental 

relations of hostility. According to Barnett, this is not only a continuation of a Hobbesian 

idea, in which hostility is understood to be the most basic mode of human relation; also, “the 

singular definition of the political in terms of antagonism and exclusion is rendered into an 

ahistorical fact beyond dispute.”706 In opposition to Mouffe, Barnett draws on Derrida and 

suggests that political identity can also be constituted on a foundational receptivity – on an 

appeal that invites a response, not on acts of exclusion executed by “vitalistic” autonomous 

subjects.707 

Barnett’s criticism demonstrates that Mouffe postulates assertions and “dogmas” 

about human anthropology and community in her imaginary of the political. Although 

stressing the openness of the social, Mouffe’s political philosophy is permeated by binaries in 

such a way that singular explanations and strategies dominate her texts, at least regarding 

how collective identity is formed. When understood as an exhaustive and all-defining theory 

of anthropology and collective identity formation, I believe radical democracy and Mouffe’s 

agonistic pluralism face some critical challenges. Understood as criticism, however, and as 

alternative ideas about collective identity, political plurality, and conflict, I believe Mouffe’s 

thoughts are interesting and valuable. In my view, Mouffe primarily contributes by criticizing 

an established political system, rather than constructing a new one. She criticizes different 

accounts of liberalism which have gained hegemonic position, not in order to abolish liberal 

democracy but to improve it. It is qua critique I believe Mouffe’s reasoning is most fruitful – 

also to theology.     

Barnett’s question of receptivity versus decision resonates with parts of Ebeling’s 

criticism of Bultmann. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Ebeling sees the human being primarily as 

a receiver, as someone spoken to, contrary to Bultmann’s conception of the human being as a 

doer. Although the human agent in Ebeling’s theology takes part in the interpretive work with 

her own words and based on her own experiences, her Grundsituation is to receive and be 

addressed by the Word of God. 

According to Ebeling, this primary condition of being addressed by the Word makes it 

legitimate and necessary to proclaim and articulate interpretive assertions. As Christian 

identity is ultimately granted and constituted by an external Word, the identity of the 
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Christian interpretive community also exceeds the conflicts within it – it is always more than 

the disputes and dissent. Nevertheless, despite a theological insisting on the receptive 

character of Christian identity, the articulation of what this identity is and what it means in a 

particular situation is an act of interpretive decision, as Tanner stresses. What Christian 

identity is and what it actually means in a specific context can always be articulated 

differently. To live as answers, to use Ebeling’s terminology, involves choices of some words 

and exclusion of others.  

Agonistic pluralism is based on a sort of decisionism. However, this does not 

necessarily need to be vitalistic, à la Schmitt. According to Mouffe’s reasoning, the decisions 

are not executed by transcendental subjects but by subjects who are split. For Mouffe, as for 

Derrida, decisions take place in a “terrain of undecidability.”708 Both stress that 

undecidability is not something one overcomes through decisions. On the contrary, 

undecidability contaminates any decision and relativizes it: “Politicization never ceases 

because undecidability continues to inhabit the decision.”709 In other words, an interpretive 

decision could always have been different. While this is an argument for deliberation and 

careful listening for Tanner, it is an argument concerning the political nature of, and so the 

need for, hegemonic articulations and interpretive decisions for Mouffe. 

 According to Kevin J. Vanhoozer, postmodern theologies that rely on cultural studies 

face a problem in approaching Christian identity as a human construct: “The church does not 

construct its identity so much as receive it,” Vanhoozer claims.710 Seemingly, he tries to solve 

the problem by suggesting that doing theology is to participate in God’s work, in the way that 

participation is both active and passive. I believe Vanhoozer’s attempt at solving the conflict 

reduces its intriguing problem. A theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and 

interpretive conflicts should therefore maneuver differently. Instead of harmonizing the 

obvious tension and deflating it by suggesting a compromise, one should let the contradictory 

claims of Christian identity act out, let them stand side by side, unresolved and in conflict. 

Christian identity is, on the one hand, fully granted. It is something one receives. On the other 

hand, Christian identity is a result of articulation and thus of competing hegemonic 

theological struggles. As such, it depends on human contingent decisions and is thus political. 

In Christian identity, the theological and the political contaminate each other. 

                                                           
708 Mouffe, “Deconstruction, Pragmatism and the Politics of Democracy,” 9; The Democratic Paradox, 12. 
709 “Deconstruction, Pragmatism and the Politics of Democracy,” 9; The Democratic Paradox, 136. 
710 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Scripture and tradition,” in The Cambridge Companion to Postmodern Theology, ed. 
Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 164. 
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8.2.2 Plurality and Conflict 

In reflecting on how theology can accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts, an 

obvious question needs to be addressed: Why is coming to terms with plurality and 

recognition of conflict imperative to theology? 

I base my stance about plurality on the tenet that theology has an incomplete and 

precarious character. Christian theology is an enterprise that deals with major and urgent 

questions, however, whose answers are not ultimate but preliminary and contested. In order 

to take the openness of its questions seriously, it is imperative for theology not only to allow 

the emergence of diverse answers, but also to encourage them. Plurality in theological 

interpretation is thus not only an empirical fact but also a strong normative assertion.  

I believe such a normative position has become a rather conventional thought in much 

contemporary theology, although it is legitimized and explained in various ways. Jason 

Wyman has accentuated that one of the characteristics of constructive theology is to value a 

plurality of interpretations.711 His stance is based on the recognition that normative Christian 

statements are, and always have been, issued in contexts of diversity. Judith Gruber, as 

described in Chapter 2, argues that the plurality of interpretations demonstrates the ultimate 

inconceivability of the Christian message. Ebeling conceptualizes plurality of interpretations 

as a necessary consequence of the coming into being of the strictest singularity in different 

times and places. Tanner emphasizes that the Christian symbol system is too multivalent to 

be fixed or to provide firm direction for theological interpretation. The rich polyvalent and 

open character of the Christian cultural materials, to which there is no firm agreement on 

limitation, selection, or prioritization, is not a shortcoming or threat to Christian theology but 

rather a hermeneutical and creative benefit and opportunity. 

Emphasizing interpretive plurality is not, however, to say that anything goes in 

theology. Neither of the above-mentioned theologians, nor I, argue in favor of a radical 

postmodern contingency or fluidity saying that all kinds of interpretations are equally 

adequate or plausible. There certainly must be limitations to the diversity, otherwise theology 

would be an amorphous mash and its questions (and preliminary answers) would not be 

interesting at all. The point is, as Tanner and Mouffe stress, that the necessary limitations of 

the diversity are results of hegemonic decisions and are thus part of the theological struggle. I 

will return to the limits of diversity in 8.2.5.  

                                                           
711 Wyman Jr., Constructing Constructive Theology, 155. 

234



235 
 

Moving from the necessity of plurality to conflict, the questions are: What is meant by 

conflict and why emphasize it? In Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism, the basic argument for the 

nexus between conflict and plurality is that the two constituting sociopolitical values of 

liberty and equality are mutually irreconcilable – or complementary, as in HSS. 

Consequently, there is no rational, deliberative or consensus-based solution to conflicts 

concerning the implementation of these values. However, since theological interpretation is 

not about the implementation of these two sociopolitical values, reasoning on the relation 

between conflict and plurality has to be argued differently in a theology that seeks to 

accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts. 

In criticizing Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism, Arash Abizadeh has argued that “there are 

no metaphysical grounds for thinking that a relation of difference is necessarily a relation of 

antagonism (i.e., for thinking that the possibility of war is always effective and 

structuring).”712 According to Abizadeh, this is to confuse Derrida’s understanding of 

difference with Schmitt’s understanding of alterity. I believe this criticism is sound as it 

points precisely to the Schmitt-inspired slide in Mouffe’s description of antagonism. 

Therefore, in reflecting on how theology can accommodate plurality and interpretive 

conflicts, one cannot simply import Mouffe’s understanding of agonistic pluralism 

uncritically. In Mouffe’s conception, agonism is derived from Schmitt’s concept of 

antagonism and so becomes a political strategy of taming the ever-present possibility of 

violent hostility by transforming it into democratic legitimate struggles. Another way of 

conceiving agonism would be to simply understand it as a term meaning “conflict” or 

“struggle”, which its Greek root agōn can be translated as.713 Therefore, the premise of 

conflict in my reasoning is not that an ever-present possibility of antagonism and violence 

structures theological interpretive work and Christian identity formation. Rather, it is simply 

that theological concepts and interpretations are sites of contestation and struggle. They are 

sites of contestation for the rhetorical mobilizations of hegemonic struggles, in which new 

interpretations can come into being through differentiation from other imagined or 

materialized interpretations. 

Conflict in this context, therefore, means non-violent contestation, dispute, dissent, 

and disagreement in theological interpretation. The terms disagreement and dissent, however, 

can easily allude to an argumentative process of deliberation. Given this, I prefer the term 
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conflict. This term also signals that there can be a lot at risk in the controversy. Contestation 

and disputes over interpretations of what Christianity is or what it means in a particular 

situation are more often passionate clashes of deep personal convictions and belief than 

intellectual arguments of pros versus cons. 

One way of perceiving interpretive conflicts in theology is to regard them as historical 

facts. This is a pragmatic and realistic acceptance of the existence of conflicts and 

disagreements implying that one should not neglect them but rather make the best of their 

existence. This is what Tanner does when she describes interpretive conflicts and human 

struggle as results of human fallibility. Such a conception of conflict ultimately implies that 

one wishes the conflict had not taken place. This attitude, therefore, holds non-conflict to be a 

future ideal, albeit not a realistic one. Contrary to Tanner, I believe interpretive conflicts are 

not only something to be accepted or something one cannot avoid, but something to be 

recognized and regarded valuable and important – despite their possible negative and 

disturbing sides. As such, conflict also belongs to the anticipation of future. As I will outline 

in the following, my argument for claiming that we should not necessarily be seeking to 

overcome interpretive conflicts is that disagreements, spurring from the open questions of 

theology, have the capacity to expand the interpretive leeway and stimulate theological 

plurality and creativity, help in clarifying differences and distinctions, and involve and 

engage people to participate in theological interpretive work. 

 

8.2.3 Extension of Interpretive Space, Clarification, and Spurring Involvement 

First, conflicting interpretations can contribute to expanding the interpretive leeway in 

theology. I believe different weak hegemonic articulations have the capacity to expand the 

theological space and keeping it from settling. Contrary to attempts at consensus, agonistic 

pluralism can help theology in acknowledging that different and rivaling articulations have 

the capacity to stretch out and enlarge the theological space and in such a way enable it to 

accommodate a greater variety of theological interpretations and practices. Weak hegemonic 

articulations are not only alternative theological interpretations to other and competing 

hegemonies. They are also productive practices that constitute plurality. 

In this way, rivaling interpretations are creative parts of theology’s formation. 

Interpretive conflicts are not merely a consequence of polyvalent theological materials 

(Tanner) or witnesses to the richness of faith (Ebeling). Theological friction and rivaling 

interpretations are instrumental in the formation and nurturing of faith – not only a derivate of 
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faith. Without a plurality of competing voices that attempt to articulate what it means to be a 

Christian community in a particular situation, and thus aim at (partially) fixing the identity of 

the community, theological formation stagnates. 

To acknowledge one’s own fallibility is crucial. I share Tanner’s reasoning that 

awareness of fallibility is an argument for an attitude of openness – an acknowledgement that 

nobody owns the truth. However, I do not think this openness is best secured by either 

requesting a non-confrontational destabilizing practice of displaying interpretive possibilities 

(science of the possible) or requesting a communicative style that functions as a regulative 

ideal by hoping for a future common understanding, although not a materialized one. Instead, 

I think the logic of agonistic pluralism offers a more adequate strategy in order to maintain 

this openness as it encourages the articulation of multiple and competing theological 

assertions in order to nurture, uphold, and widen theological interpretation and creativity. 

Contrary to Tanner’s logic of common standards, which has a disciplining and limiting 

function, the logic of agonistic pluralism has an opening function. It actively seeks to 

maintain paradoxes and interpretive conflicts rather than trying to reconcile them by seeking 

for a proper mean. 

As I will argue more thoroughly in 8.2.5, the productive logic of hegemony, however, 

rests on a weak conception of hegemony, not a Gramscian strong one. As argued in HSS, the 

logics of weak hegemony and pluralism are mutually dependent. On the one hand, numerous 

different articulations are needed to constitute, uphold, and expand the theological space. On 

the other hand, the different hegemonic articulations need to be constantly challenged by 

other articulations so that they do not dominate the field entirely. In this sense, the 

overarching aim is not to realize one particular theological interpretation but to make it 

possible for competing voices to coexist. However, in doing that, one actually has to 

contribute in the articulation of particular interpretations. This is what Ebeling’s assertions 

and proclamation do. They are precisely efforts of articulation, and function thus as 

contributions to the making and widening of a theological space (although they, however, 

conceptually speaking are intended as “strong” articulations). 

 Second, I believe conflicts can have a clarifying function. By juxtaposing and 

contrasting different and rivaling interpretations, differences and distinctions become visible 

and hopefully clearer. Instead of encouraging a “military tactic” and strategic creativity, as 

Tanner advocates, in which interpretations come into being through absorbing, incorporating, 

and neutralizing other interpretations, I believe there are good reasons for striving for 
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transparency and letting the different interpretations remain, side by side, so that they shed 

light on each other and display contrasts and nuances. Difference is a teacher.714 

Third, I believe agonistic pluralism demonstrates that conflicts and contestation can be 

a driving force for participation, involvement, and inclusion in theology. I also think it is 

conceptually more suited than deliberate-oriented approaches to acknowledging the role of 

desire and passion in theology.715 Theological conflicts and claims are not always reducible 

to rational language and capable of mobilizing people by means of deliberate processes of 

argumentation.716 Given this, I believe Tanner’s deliberative criteria in the community of 

argument not only rest on individualistic and intellectualistic conceptions of human agency 

but also close the door on creativity and participation rather than opening it. 

This is not to say that theological claims and interpretations do not need to be well-

founded. Well-founded and reasonable arguments are still important in a theology that seeks 

to accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts. Appealing to reason play a role when one 

struggles in getting support for an interpretation. Whether or not something is seen as 

rational, plausible, coherent probably influences whether or not an interpretation is supported 

and approved by other people. The decisive point is that a theology that seeks to 

accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts recognizes that appealing to reason is only 

one of many ways theological interpretations do appeal. People embrace theologies for a 

number of reasons. Besides, reason is always culturally determined; there are many reasons 

in play at the same time. Interestingly enough, Lindbeck also seems to recognize that there is 

no one rational way of argumentation suited for theology as the field is so fragmented and 

consists of many different conventions of assessment: “[E]ach type of theology is embedded 

in a conceptual framework so comprehensive that it shapes its own criteria of adequacy.”717 

The theological position being sketched out here seeks to advocate and legitimize 

collective identifications and the construction of affective bonds in order to include and 

                                                           
714 I borrow this sentence from Hannah Gadsby, stated in her show Nanette in 2018. 
715 Here, I concentrate on passion, as a contrast to deliberate rationality. However, I also think agonistic 
pluralism is conceptually more suited than deliberate-oriented approaches to acknowledging the role of desire in 
theology. Acknowledging desire in theological meaning-making is ultimately a theological argument. As Medi 
Ann Volpe has argued, by drawing on Rowan Williams, the human condition of fallibility – the experience of 
being a split subject – stirs the human being to desire a God who she does not control. See Volpe, Rethinking 

Christian Identity, 67ff. This raises several exciting issues, however, which are not within the scope of this 
thesis.  
716 See, for example, Ole Jakob Løland, “Biskoper mellom agonisme og deliberasjon - Om to modeller for 
politisk teologi,” Teologisk tidsskrift 5, no. 4 (2016), in which he argues for an agonistic and political theology 
that does not translate its passion and message into a rational and secular language.  
717 Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 99. 
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mobilize people in theological meaning-making. Facilitating for passions to be played out 

serves to include a larger spectrum of human life in theological practices. 

Due to these three points, the agonistically informed theology I advocate here differs 

from other agonistic accounts of theology. For example, it differs from ideas of agonistic 

theology found in the works of Kristen Deede Johnson, Charles Mathewes, and Bradford E. 

Hinze, in which the church or Christians are seen as contributing with certain interpretations, 

values or practices in public, agonistic, political contexts.718 To these thinkers, agonistic 

theology is a kind of public theology, where the church is a political or value-based 

community participating in public political struggles. It also differs from the agonistic 

theology envisaged by Mark L. Taylor, in which the oppressed people of the world are called 

to passionate agonistic struggle against dehumanizing political structures, including churches 

and traditional theology.719 Despite their significant differences, all these agonistic theologies 

lean toward a conception of the church, Christians or oppressed people as one group in a 

larger social and agonistic political context. Indeed, I believe churches and Christians should 

participate in agonistic political struggles in society. However, the point I am making is that a 

Christian community is not homogenous, neither in terms of political nor theological 

interpretations. Christian identity is (also) a result of articulation and thus of competing 

hegemonic theological struggles. Any attempt at fixation of the Christian message will 

always be contested, not only by “those outside” but by different groups internal to the 

community. I will come back to this in 8.2.5 

 

8.2.4 The Political Function of Tradition Reconsidered: Tradition as a Rhetorical 

Strategy to Maintain Conflict and Widen the Interpretive Space  

The struggle between upholders of different interpretations also has a diachronic perspective. 

As Kafka’s parable reminds us, part of the human struggle is to fight against the past and the 

future. How can the political function of tradition be conceived of in a theology that seeks to 

accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts? 

                                                           
718 Kristen Deede Johnson, Theology, Political Theory, and Pluralism: Beyond Tolerance and Difference 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Charles T. Mathewes, “Faith, Hope, and Agony: Christian 
Political Participation Beyond Liberalism,” The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics 21 (2001); Bradford E. 
Hinze, “Decolonizing Everyday Practices: Sites of Struggle in Church and Society,” CTSA Proceedings 71 
(2016). 
719 Mark Lewis Taylor, The Theological and the Political: On the Weight of the World (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 2011). 

239



240 
 

I believe the political function of tradition can be used as a rhetorical strategy in at 

least two different ways. Arash Abizadeh, in his criticism of Mouffe, has suggested that 

difference should be constructed temporally rather than spatially, i.e. on frontiers against past 

interpretations, instead of on the exclusion of other existing groups of people.720 This is one 

way of rhetorically making use of the political function of tradition. Interpretations of the past 

can be actively brought forth in contemporary discussions in order to function as discursive 

contrasts. As contrasts, previous interpretations can clarify contemporary viewpoints, 

generate involvement and mobilization, as well as forming collective identity by representing 

something to distance oneself from. This form of diachronic exclusion might be important in 

contexts where there is a weak common symbolic space that does not allow for extensive 

contemporary conflicts of interpretation. Nevertheless, I believe the weakness of this 

approach is not only an indirect premise of progress but also that it easily constructs the past 

as a common adversary and through that also nurtures an illusion of present unity in which 

contemporary disagreements and tensions are ignored or believed overcome. 

Another and more intriguing political function of tradition, then, is when previous 

interpretations are used rhetorically to challenge and question contemporary interpretations 

and to fuel contemporary disagreements. Interpretations of the past can be actively brought 

forth in contemporary discussions in order to challenge contemporary hegemonic 

interpretations. In fact, I believe this happens all the time in theological controversies. This is, 

for example, what Tanner does when she argues in favor of ecclesial reform and new rites for 

blessing or marriage of same-sex couples in the Episcopal Church USA, by rearticulating 

thoughts of Richard Hooker – the sixteenth-century authority of Anglican identity, reason, 

and tradition – in which he critiques the puritans’ universal and literal understanding of 

divine laws.721 In this way, Tanner mobilizes (parts of) Hooker’s arguments against the 

opponents of same-sex marriage in the Anglican Communion today, labeling them the new 

puritans. Another quite similar example of the practice of re-articulating tradition in order to 

destabilize contemporary interpretive hegemonies is when some of the members of the task 

force group of Church of Norway Bishops’ Conference argued in favor of developing 

liturgies for same-sex marriage by drawing on trinitarian theology as well as mobilizing 

(parts of) Luther’s teaching on the marriage – despite the fact that he would obviously not 

                                                           
720 Abizadeh, “Does Collective Identity Presuppose an Other?,” 58. 
721 Tanner, “Hooker and the New Puritans.” 
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welcome same-sex marriage.722 Yet another example, is Pope Francis, when he argued in 

favor of allowing divorced Catholics to take part in the Eucharist, by retrieving teaching from 

Thomas Aquinas, in his 2016 exhortation Amoris Laetitia.723 In all these examples, traditions, 

understood as the re-articulation and reconstruction of theological reasoning, narratives, 

imaginaries, and assertions from the past, have functioned as resources for the rhetorical 

mobilization in contemporary interpretive conflicts. 

What I am describing here certainly echoes Tanner’s description of the hermeneutical 

function of the reservoir of history, as outlined in 4.4.2. In her account of a historically 

funded theology, Tanner argues that traditions are practices for better or worse and that 

constructive theology should look to such, not in order to align with them but to complicate 

one’s limited contemporary context and to expand one’s theological creativity. However, in 

granting previous interpretations such political and hermeneutical functions one also grants 

tradition authority. Otherwise, there is nothing to struggle against. If tradition is solely seen 

as a non-committal ingredient to be tinkered with in a theological game, why bother to tinker 

with it at all? In a theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts, 

then, previous interpretive traditions should be mobilized rhetorically and ascribed authority 

in a way other than just being interpretive possibilities demonstrating alternative 

arrangements of cultural materials. 

To ascribe previous interpretations authority also implies a recognition of their 

function of inclusion and exclusion – a function Tanner, as well as Byrne, dislike. Contrary to 

what Tanner holds, the excluding function of tradition is not necessarily problematic from an 

agonistic point of view. Efforts of exclusion are, in fact, part of the productive articulatory 

work of constructing theology. Hugh Nicholson has argued that one of the key functions of 

theological doctrine is political: the formation of doctrines mobilizes and constructs identity 

through selections and articulations that establish contrasts with one’s proximate rivals.724 

The same goes for the rhetorical mobilization of past interpretations in contemporary 

interpretive struggles. To articulate a specific interpretation is to demarcate it from a possible 

or existing other interpretation. In that struggle, one also selects and mobilizes certain 

interpretations of the past – as well as selections of contemporary context and selected 

experiences – in order to undergird one’s interpretation. I believe it is far more excluding to 

                                                           
722 Samlivsutvalget for Bispemøtet i Den norske kirke, “Sammen. Samliv og samlivsordninger i et kirkelig 
perspektiv,” 32-33.  
723 Gerald O’Collins, Tradition: Understanding Christian Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 
vi. 
724 Nicholson, “The Political Nature of Doctrine.” 
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conceptualize tradition as a specific argumentative procedure and a communicative obligation 

of listening to the best argument, than to recognize this political function of tradition. 

Conceived as mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, i.e. as attempts at weak 

hegemonic articulations, I believe the re-articulation of previous interpretations can challenge 

contemporary interpretive hegemonies, widen the contemporary theological space, and spur 

interpretive conflicts and involvement here and now. The re-articulation of a previous 

interpretation will be one among several interpretive articulations in a theological interpretive 

struggle. In this way, rearticulating and bringing forth interpretations from the past becomes a 

theological practice – a hermeneutical techne. Similar to what the Talmudist and literary 

theorist Sergey Dolgopolski has suggested, the past, then, is not primarily conceived as the 

content of history, but as a hermeneutical attitude that an interpreter practices in his or her 

interpretive endeavor.725 Dolgopolski wants to include voices from the past in order to better 

maintain contemporary, genuine disagreements. Such disagreements are, according to 

Dolgopolski, difficult to achieve, and even more difficult to maintain. Interestingly enough, 

and as an apropos to Kafka’s parable, Dolgopolski argues that to regard a true disagreement 

as a goal in itself and not just a clarifying starting point on the way to a possible and 

anticipated agreement or deeper understanding, is to deny the future to be the primary 

temporal modus in hermeneutics.726 Hermeneutically speaking, it is therefore the past that is 

open and full of possibilities, whereas certain anticipations of the future block the road ahead, 

according to Dolgopolski’s reasoning. I find this hermeneutical perspective helpful, also to a 

Christian conception of time that holds the future to be the primary temporal modus 

theologically speaking. 

Lastly, a brief comment on Scripture. In a Protestant context, Scripture is 

hegemonically held to be the utmost articulation of tradition and granted authority (for 

example as norma normans). From an agonistic point of view, one can say that there is a 

hegemonic conflictual consensus in much (not only Protestant) theology, in granting 

Scripture some kind of authority, and that the internal Christian struggles often gravitate 

around how Scripture is to be interpreted and what kind of authority it should be ascribed. To 

regard Scripture as criticism is one reading strategy and one way of granting it authority. 

Tanner reflects this way of reasoning when writing on the plain sense. She establishes the 

                                                           
725  “The past is no longer only the content of what has historically been, but is also and even more importantly a 
form, an intellectual attunement, and a hermeneutical attitude that a thinker practices in his or her approach to 
the things,” Dolgopolski, What is Talmud?, 267. 
726 Ibid., 238. 
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category of plain sense as a strategy that challenges and criticizes any interpretation of the 

text. This is not based on a quality inherent to the text but on social conventions; a quality 

attributed to the text by its readers. This is one way of granting Scripture, and so tradition, 

authority, and thus a way of complicating present interpretive hegemonies and spurring 

theological disagreements. I find this strategy more compelling than the one Tanner suggests 

in her article about Scripture as popular text, in which she conceptualizes authority as a non-

confrontational presentation of diverse interpretive possibilities.  

Another compelling way of granting Scripture authority is, as described in 2.2.5, to 

approach the Christian canon as a symbol of de/stabilization, like Gruber does. The canon can 

be a tool not only for criticism and destabilization of traditional interpretations, but also for 

the reconstruction and stabilization of new articulations. This approach acknowledges two 

pivotal points: first, that canonization, understood as processes of deciding which texts or 

social expressions are the most important or representative for a group, is unavoidable, and 

second, that canonicity is thus a product of human activity.727 Canonicity, then, says Gruber, 

leaning on Terje Stordalen and Jorunn Økland (who leans on Wilfred Cantwell Smith), is a 

way of constructing collective identity; Scripture is something the canonical community 

does.728 However, by emphasizing that the canon is both a product and producer of collective 

identity, and is thus a product and producer of inclusion and exclusion, efforts of interpretive 

stabilization – of weak hegemonic articulation – expose that ambiguity and contingency is at 

the very heart of the articulatory enterprise. Using Scripture in such a way ought to remind 

the interpretive community that the power and legitimacy of the canon are not functions of 

qualities inherent to the text. Rather, this practice displays the agency of the canonical 

community and its institutions and mechanisms of power.729 As such, it can also nurture 

practices of tracing differentiations instead of purported “essential” differences. 

For a theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts, the key 

question is how the past can be used and not primarily what its content is. How can tradition 

function as a rhetorical, hermeneutical, and political practice? How can one circulate and 

recycle symbolic resources from the past in the present in order to generate more voices, to 

                                                           
727 Jorunn Økland and Terje Stordalen, “Canon / Canonicity / Canonization,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the 

Bible and Gender Studies, ed. Jorunn Økland and Terje Stordalen (Oxford Biblical Studies Online), 
http://www.oxfordbiblicalstudies.com/article/opr/t453/e3 (Accessed 10.02.2019). 
728 Gruber, Intercultural Theology: Exploring World Christianity after the Cultural Turn, 141; Økland and 
Stordalen, “Canon / Canonicity / Canonization.” 
729 “Canon / Canonicity / Canonization.” 
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construct contrasts, to spur involvement, and to question and challenge contemporary 

attempts at hegemonic articulations? 

 

8.2.5 Regulation of Diversity: The Art of Conflict within a Common Symbolic Space 

Neither Tanner nor Mouffe advocate a conceptually unlimited plurality. Regulations of 

diversity are necessary also in a theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and 

interpretive conflicts. However, I think the regulation should be conceptualized differently 

than Tanner’s common standards for argument. The normative requirement of agonistic 

pluralism also puts some constraints on the struggles. I believe Mouffe’s conflictual 

consensus within a common symbolic space is a more adequate concept of regulation of 

diversity than what Tanner offers. In the following I will argue that the necessary limitations 

should consist in, first, a (strong) hegemonic establishing of a common symbolic space, and 

second, approval of (weak) hegemonic agonistic pluralism within that space. This implies a 

recognition of the legitimacy of theological opponents and the temporary nature of the 

exercise of power and theological articulation.  

In his criticism of Mouffe, Stefan Rummens argues that there are qualitative 

differences between the hegemony that constitutes the common symbolic space and the 

hegemonic struggles that take place among the adversaries within that space.730 His argument 

goes like this: the hegemonic construction of the common symbolic space excludes those who 

do not agree to the thin consensus about equality and liberty, while recognizing the 

legitimacy of the political adversaries within the common space by not excluding them in the 

same way. Therefore, according to Rummens, the political struggles within the common 

space should not be conceptualized as hegemonic but as non-hegemonic struggles that allow 

for coexistence and plurality. It seems likely to me that there, conceptually, has to be a 

qualitative difference between the hegemony that constitutes the common symbolic space and 

the different hegemonic struggles that take place within it. However, whether the adversarial 

struggles within this space should then be regarded as truly hegemonic or not depends on 

how one defines hegemony. Whether Rummens’s criticism is adequate thus depends on the 

interpretation of the rather ambivalent description of the concept of hegemony in HSS, as 

well as in Mouffe’s later texts. Contrary to Rummens, I believe hegemony can be 

conceptualized in different ways. Thus, I prefer to advocate a distinction between a strong 

                                                           
730 Rummens, “Democracy as a Non-Hegemonic Struggle?,” 383-86. 
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logic of hegemony that establishes a common symbolic space, and a weak logic of hegemony 

that allows for coexistence and plurality within that space.  

Contrary to Rummens, I believe it is decisive to conceptualize the adversarial 

struggles within the common space as hegemonic in order to accentuate the productive 

character of interpretive articulation in a context of contingency. The productive side of weak 

hegemonic articulations is what nourishes a plurality of interpretations and prevents the space 

from implosion. It is also the productive side of weak hegemonic articulations that generates 

thought-provoking interpretations and makes it stimulating to identify with the common 

symbolic space – that is, that makes it an interesting space. To put it in Stephen Sykes’s 

words: “A formal definition [of Christianity] is both banal and boring. Christianity only 

becomes interesting as a concept when someone has the courage to spell out in greater or 

lesser detail one or other of the contestable possibilities which the definition permits.”731  

As already underscored in 8.2.3, this logic presupposes that the hegemonic 

articulations within the common symbolic space are conceptualized as weak hegemonies. The 

theological adversaries must recognize the legitimacy of each other and, by that, recognize 

that their respective assertions are some among many. In this way, the diversity inside the 

defined community is regulated by the acceptance of weak hegemonic articulations, and the 

external boundary of the community itself is regulated by a strong hegemonic articulation 

that excludes those who do not share the common principles, the common ground, or 

whatever it is that constitutes the common symbolic space. Of course, the articulation and 

decision of what this is is also subject to agonistic struggles and objects of, for example, 

ecclesiological debates. 

Nevertheless, Rummens’s criticism of Mouffe raises a question of how a common 

symbolic space can be strong enough to accommodate conflicting hegemonic struggles. This 

question is pivotal for a theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and interpretive 

conflicts. According to Rummens, in order for the adversaries to understand the symbolic 

space as a common space, they need to be situated in a continuous discursive field, not a 

ruptured one.732 The latter was claimed in HSS with reference to the contaminated 

universality. I acknowledge the challenge of defining the common space in such a way that it 

is symbolically strong enough to unite and commit people, and flexible enough to allow for 

interpretive plurality and bear conflict. I believe Mouffe has not answered sufficiently the 

                                                           
731 Sykes, The Identity of Christianity, 256. 
732 Rummens, “Democracy as a Non-Hegemonic Struggle?,” 383. 
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question of how it is possible that very different adversarial participants in liberal-democratic 

societies understand the symbolic space as a common and committing reference. My 

suggestion is that it might be easier to imagine and experience a common space in theology 

than it is in political theory. The churches have rich and various resources like collective 

rituals, worshiping practices, symbols, narratives, and articulation of faith that constantly 

insist on, and remind its members, that Christian identity (also) exceeds the social Christian 

community and its internal conflicts. This does not mean, however, that common liturgical 

worship is what unites Christians, as Stephen Sykes has suggested. But it means, as Sykes 

has also put it, that Christian identity can be “conceived as a body with unavoidable and 

restless internal conflicts.”733 

This leads me to make a brief comment on ecumenical and interreligious dialogue at 

the end of this dissertation. As stated several times, internal interpretive conflicts and 

struggles, within defined groups, is what interests me in this thesis. I believe an agonistic 

reasoning is fruitful only to the extent that it does not articulate conflicts between strong 

group identities defined by strong hegemonies, for example between Christians, Muslims, 

and Jews, or Protestants and Catholics, or blacks and whites, etc. Constructions of such 

differences and “external” adversaries are sources for destructive populism and identity 

politics, as they do not recognize internal heterogeneity and the undecidability of decisions. 

Contrary to this, understood as conflicts between adversaries holding different interpretations 

within a defined community or group, for example within Christianity or within a particular 

denomination or church, the interpretive conflict is a struggle of defining what that particular 

community or group is. 

As identity is not merely an internal category, but is essentially relational and a 

construction based on a constitutive outside, what constitutes a common symbolic space will 

be contested in many situations. Indeed, people belong to multiple symbolic spaces. Which of 

these symbolic spaces is the primary one in a specific conflict is not given. Depending on 

how broadly a group of people manage to articulate the common symbolic space, then, an 

agonistic approach can also empower hegemonic struggles across denominational or 

religious borders. That would precisely be an attempt to construct political or theological 

identity across assumed essentialist divisions. An example of this is interreligious struggles 

for liberation, or alliances for or against gender justice, climate justice, the rights of 

                                                           
733 Sykes, The Identity of Christianity, 8. (My emphasis). 
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LGBTQI+, etc., as described by Oddbjørn Leirvik in his book Religionspluralisme: 

Mangfold, konflikt og dialog i Norge (2016).734 

The recognition of a common symbolic space and the legitimation of adversarial 

struggles within this space also means that the sketch of a theology accommodating plurality 

and interpretive conflicts, like I have presented here, ultimately can be seen as a sort of 

dialogical theology. I think Mouffe caricatures the term “dialogue” by taking it as 

coterminous with consensus, neutrality, or deliberation.735 There is clearly a dialogical 

interest in seeking to spur non-violent democratic conflicts in order to stimulate political 

change and inclusion in a diverse society. Mouffe has therefore been accused of ultimately 

advocating a conflict-preventing project rather than a conflict-stimulating one.736 This, 

however, is a criticism which I believe strengthens her project rather than weakens it. 

 

                                                           
734 Oddbjørn Leirvik, Religionspluralisme : mangfald, konflikt og dialog i Norge, 3rd ed. (Oslo: Pax Forlag, 
2016 [2007]). Leirvik himself suggests a principle of “concern for the vulnerable other” as a shared symbolic 
space in Christian Muslim dialogue, however slightly more deliberatively than agonistically construed: “As long 
as interfaith partners recognise that divergent moral judgements are ‘well-grounded’, such controversies will not 
be antagonistic,” in “Global Ethics and Moral Disagreement After September 11, 2001,” Studies in 
Interreligious Dialogue 13, no. 1 (2003): 27. 
735 Mouffe says, for example: “The fundamental difference between the ‘dialogical’ and the ‘agonistic’ 
perspectives is that the aim of the latter is a profound transformation of the existing power relations and the 
establishment of a new hegemony. This is why it can properly be called ‘radical’. To be sure, it is not the 
revolutionary politics of the Jacobin type, but neither is it the liberal one of competing interests within a neutral 
terrain or the discursive formation of a democratic consensus,” Mouffe, On the Political, 52. 
736 For example by Stanley Fish: “Taming politics is finally what Mouffe has in mind, despite her 
pronouncements to the contrary,” Stanley Fish, The Trouble with Principle (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 236. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 
 

Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 
When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck 

him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he 
wrestled with him. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” 

But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.”737 

 

9.1 What I have done, and why 

The purpose of this study has been to explore the assumption that tradition is a 

methodological category in theology, and against such a background to analyze the 

conditions for a concept of tradition that accommodates theological plurality and interpretive 

conflicts. In line with this, I have elaborated on how Gerhard Ebeling’s and Kathryn Tanner’s 

theological conceptions of Christian tradition – critically scrutinized with the help of Chantal 

Mouffe’s concepts of radical democracy and agonistic pluralism – can contribute to a 

theology that accommodates plurality and interpretive conflicts. 

In this way, I have carried out a constructive theological work by exploring how 

Mouffe’s concepts of radical democracy and agonistic pluralism can be resources for 

theological methodology and a theological concept of tradition. I have also made an effort to 

contribute to the reception of Tanner through a comprehensive analysis of her conception(s) 

of Christian tradition and have assessed Ebeling’s reasoning on tradition as a resource for a 

contemporary agonistic theology. 

 I believe new theological interpretations and practices do not occur without friction 

and struggle but rather are results of articulation in social contexts characterized by 

conflicting interests and disagreements about constructions of the past and anticipations of 

the future. Departing from Kafka’s parable, I have struggled with how one can settle in the 

gap between past and future and consider the battlefield a home, and asked: How can the 

fight result in a blessing, like it did for Jacob? 

One of the underlying causes of my study has been an interest in the nexus between 

plurality and conflict. One of my reasons for engaging in that issue relates to the larger social 

and political context in which I find myself. This context is characterized by what seems to 

be an increasing conflictual level in public identity politics. That has convinced me of the 
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necessity to elaborate on how an acknowledgment of interpretive conflicts can function 

constructively and be a resource for theological plurality. 

Another underlying cause of the study has been the historical fact that Christian 

theology and practices are in constant change, which has sparked my interest for tradition, 

plurality, and interpretive conflicts. I believe the struggle within the church to conduct same-

sex marriages or to allow ordination of ministers living in same-sex relations, which has 

dominated much of the theological debate in the Church of Norway over the last few decades, 

demonstrates that new interpretations and practices do not occur without struggle and that 

theological interpretive conflicts are hegemonic struggles. Looking back today at this struggle 

within the Church of Norway, I think it illustrates how an agonistic conflict can materialize 

quite fruitfully in a church context: despite some attempts at hegemonically establishing 

deliberate communicative standards for the conflict,738 the different parties have used all 

kinds of rhetorical strategies, as well as various strategies of affective and conflictual 

mobilization. The disagreement has actively concerned the lives of many people; it has not 

merely been an object of discussion. At some point, one party was in the position to change 

the official view of the Church of Norway, by bringing its interpretation in conformity with a 

selected range of interpretations, values, and practices favored by a majority of church 

members, however, without excluding the opponents from the community but recognizing 

them as legitimate adversaries. 

I have not primarily emphasized conflict for conflict’s own sake but for the sake of 

the Christian community and its traditions. If Alasdair MacIntyre is correct in asserting that 

“[w]hat constitutes a tradition is a conflict of interpretation of that tradition, a conflict which 

itself has a history of rival interpretations,”739 then interpretive conflicts are important for a 

lively Christian community. Although I think formations of identity and constructions of 

tradition hardly occur without conflicts, Christian tradition and Christian identity are certainly 

not only about conflict. There is also something one fights about. What that is, however, has 

not been the scope of this study. Rather, the focus of this thesis has been to elaborate on how, 

methodologically speaking, theology can accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts, 

and how tradition can play a role in that endeavor. 

 

                                                           
738 I believe the attempt to dissolve the conflict in Lærenemnda during the 1990s was an attempt at a deliberative 
process.  
739 MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the Philosophy of Science,” 460. 
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9.2 Summary of the Argument of the Thesis  

I have asked how Ebeling’s and Tanner’s conceptions of Christian tradition can contribute to 

a theology that accommodates plurality and interpretive conflicts. In relation to Ebeling, I 

have argued that his recognition of confrontation in theological interpretation is an important 

contribution. Ebeling acknowledges that interpretive conflicts are unavoidable and tries not to 

tame the conflict by seeking compromises or deliberate rules of communication. He writes 

and argues polemically, and clarifies his stances by contrasting them with different positions. 

He is concerned with the proclamation of faith and believes theological interpretations should 

be articulated as assertions. As such, he does not see any contradiction between interpretive 

assertions and interpretive openness. 

 In relation to Tanner, I have argued that all her conceptions of Christian tradition have 

valuable insights for a theology that seeks to accommodate plurality and interpretive 

conflicts. First, she sees culture as a site of historical struggles and recognizes a Christian 

community as a culture of disagreement and argument rather than of consensus. Second, she 

sees Christian tradition, understood as the full content of history, as a reservoir of practices 

and interpretations for better or worse that can function to destabilize contemporary limited 

imaginativeness and spur diversity. And lastly, Tanner sees the construction of the past as a 

history of the present, and so sees tradition to be a hegemonic process in which human actors 

fight over cultural materials in order to imbue them with established meaning and fixed 

interrelations. 

However, with the help of Mouffe’s reasoning from HSS, as well as her post-HSS 

texts, I have also criticized Tanner’s and Ebeling’s reasoning. First, I have criticized Tanner 

for suggesting communicative standards in which consensus functions as a regulative ideal 

and thus regulates the interpretive plurality due to rather thick procedural rules. Second, I 

have criticized Tanner for being unclear in her understanding of culture as a product of 

hegemony. She is tacit about the temporal quality of hegemony, and it is unclear whether she 

prescribes a Gramscian “strong” notion of hegemony, in which opposition is sought 

neutralized, or a “weak” notion, in which differences remain as productive positions that 

spark plurality and nurture clarification and involvement. Third, I have criticized Tanner for 

holding a non-confrontational practice of presenting interpretive possibilities to be a more 

effective way of stimulating plurality than the production and assertion of concrete weak 

hegemonic articulations. 
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Ebeling, on the other hand, who supports the practice of articulating concrete 

interpretive assertions, has been criticized for not operating with a category that challenges 

and counterbalances the certainty of his theological assertions. His interpretive decisions are 

not contaminated and do not happen in a terrain of undecidability, as they do for Mouffe. 

Ebeling’s assertions are therefore rather singular and monolithic. Secondly, I have criticized 

Ebeling for not paying sufficient attention to how an interpretive conflict can be qualified in 

order to be productive and constructive in theology. I have argued that Ebeling’s practice of 

conflicting polemics risk nurturing strong collective identities. Thirdly, I have criticized his 

conception of relationality as being a rather abstract category isolated from social dynamics 

of reality. Despite Ebeling’s acknowledgement of human participation in language, he pays 

little attention to social and political aspects of power and language. As a result, he misses the 

opportunity of reflecting on the relationship between linguistic contingency and power. 

Based on this critical scrutiny of Tanner and Ebeling, I have suggested that a theology 

that seeks to accommodate plurality and interpretive conflicts should encourage the 

articulation of multiple weak hegemonic interpretations in order to expand the interpretive 

space, to help clarify theological differences, and to mobilize people in theological meaning-

making and involve larger parts of human life in theological work. My argument has been 

that assertions and weak hegemonic articulations are not a threat against plurality but rather a 

precondition for it. Without a plurality of competing voices that attempt to articulate what it 

means to be a Christian community in a particular situation, and thus aim at (partially) fixing 

the identity of the community, theological formation stagnates. 

 I have also suggested that one way of stimulating and nurturing contemporary 

interpretive conflicts is by actively re-articulating and bringing in interpretations, reasoning, 

and imaginaries from history’s archive and ascribing them authority, not necessarily in order 

to align with them, but in order to complicate and challenge contemporary interpretive 

hegemonies. A necessary condition in order for a conflict to be constructive and spur 

interpretive plurality, however, is that it is inscribed in a symbolic common space. What such 

a common symbolic space is, is also subject to hegemonic struggles, and will differ from 

context to context. In this way, I suggest a practice of establishing common symbolic spaces 

and inscribing theological conflicts to these spaces so that interpretive conflicts can be acted 

out agonistically and be productive. 
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