PREFACE

This book compares two figures that are not often associated together
within the field of Roman Catholic theology, namely Hans-Georg Gadamer
and Hans Urs von Balthasar. This work attempts to find deep structural af-
finities in the aesthetics and hermeneutics of both thinkers, as expressed
through shared metaphysical and anthropological assumptions about the dia-
logical nature of truth and interpretation. The body of the work will be de-
voted to analyzing these assumptions of Gadamer and Balthasar, both
individually and in comparison with each other. However, this preface is
necessary to place the concerns of this book into a broader theological con-
text.

The Reception of Gadamer in Roman Catholic Theology

Few can doubt that the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer has exerted an
incredible influence on the field of Roman Catholic fundamental theology.
His thought has been applied most especially to questions of the development
of doctrine and the appropriation of tradition. This application has been af-
fected by the tension in Gadamer’s thought between an understanding of his
concept of “fusion of horizons,” in which the horizon of the past is fused
with the horizon of the present to yield new interpretations of past texts, and
his defense of “prejudice, authority, and tradition,” in which Gadamer up-
holds the enduring truth-value of received wisdom from the past.

Theologians who argue for a “revision” of the Christian tradition in light
of contemporary experience, such as David Tracy in his early work Blessed
Rage for Order and Edward Schillebeeckx in the opening chapter of Christ:
The Experience of Jesus as Lord, among others, would seem to emphasize
the “fusion of horizons” element of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, with an under-
standing of that fusion as the present exercising a decisive influence over the
interpretation of the past. In fact, such theologians have been the most
prominent in appropriating Gadamer in Roman Catholic circles.'

However, it seems to me that the above-stated “tension” in Gadamer’s
thought is partially resolved by understanding his hermeneutics through aes-
thetic and dialogical categories. Indeed, it is surprising, in the secondary lit-
erature on Gadamer, how little the first and third parts of Truth and Method
(on aesthetics and the dialogical aspects of language) enter into the interpre-
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tation of the second part (on hermeneutics proper). It is clear that Gadamer
meant all three parts to be interrelated and illustrative of the whole.

The Importance of Aesthetic and Dialogical Categories
in Interpreting Gadamer’s Hermeneutics

For Gadamer, the experience of the beautiful is one which has both im-
mediacy and enduring value. Its immediacy is displayed through the “non-
differentiated” reception of a work of beauty, which means that the inter-
preter must not place barriers between herself and the radiant truth of the
work. There is a metaphysics of radiance at work here, that links truth and
beauty and “manifestation.” There is also an anthropology which suggests
that one enters into the truth of a work only when one allows oneself to be
transformed and affected by it. This is one of the “dialogical” aspects of
Gadamer’s hermeneutics that I wish to emphasize here, namely that one en-
ters into “dialogue” with a work when one makes oneself receptive to its
truth-claims. The work is, in a sense, a Thou which communicates truth to us.
It is Gadamer’s contention that the application of reductive “methods” to the
interpretation of a work can impose too much distance upon the interpreter,
so that she cannot be receptive to the “subject-matter” that the text discloses.”

David Tracy, in his works The Analogical Imagination and Plurality and
Ambiguity, has begun to see these aesthetic categories (discussed under the
rubric of manifestation and disclosure) in the thought of Gadamer, and to
highlight them for his readers (including myself). In addition, Tracy’s col-
league Paul Ricoeur has emphasized the category of “distance” in interpret-
ing Gadamer, as well as suggesting the problematics of its opposite category,
total non-distanciation.’

In addition to this growing realization of the aesthetic categories in
Gadamer’s hermeneutics, the dialogical aspects of Gadamer’s hermeneutics
have also recently been emphasized by philosophers such as Charles Richard
Ringma and James Di Censo. Again, the text or work of art is seen as a Thou
which communicates its truth to the interpreter. In turn, the interpreter,
through appropriating it in the context of his finite and particular situation,
adds his own contribution to this dialogue.”
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Initial Similarities between Gadamer and Balthasar

My own growing realization of the necessity of aesthetic and dialogical
categories to interpret Gadamer’s hermeneutics correctly dovetailed with a
growing appreciation of those same categories in the theology of Hans Urs
von Balthasar, especially in his volumes devoted to theological aesthetics
(Glory of the Lord), and in his emphasis on the “dialogue” between divine
and human freedom in his Theo-Drama.’

Delving further into this comparison brought to light deeper similarities
between Gadamer and Balthasar, including similar metaphysical and anthro-
pological assumptions of the type that were described above, namely, a radi-
ance metaphysics that links beauty, truth and disclosure, and an anthropology
that emphasizes the necessity of being receptive to this disclosure of truth (in
the manner of an I-Thou encounter). This is what I have called the vertical-
ontological dimension of dialogue. Furthermore, as Marcello d’Ambrosio
had already hinted in his book on the hermeneutics of De Lubac, the dialogue
between past and present in Gadamer’s hermeneutics of tradition finds reso-
nance in the ressourcement style of theology, with which Balthasar is also
loosely associated, not least through the recovery of a patristic, lectio divina
style of reading Scripture.® This is what I have called the horizontal-historical
dimension of dialogue (i.e., between past and present).

These similarities between Gadamer and Balthasar 1 have called “aes-
thetic hermeneutics.” It should be noted, however, in the interest of com-
pleteness, that Gadamer himself used this term unfavorably to describe the
hermeneutics of Droysen, whom he accuses of having a non-integrative view
of the relationship between aesthetics and truth.’

Theological Differences in Gadamer and Balthasar

Of course, one of the problems in comparing Gadamer and Balthasar,
which I discuss in the course of this book, is that Balthasar integrates the
categories of aesthetics and dialogue with the revelation of the Triune God,
raising them into theological categories without counterpart in the philoso-
phy of Gadamer. So, for example, the aesthetics of Balthasar, even on the
level of metaphysics (let alone revelation) are integrated into the doctrine of
creation. Indeed, one of Balthasar’s contributions here is in pointing out the
“giftedness” inherent in the experience of the world (here he takes Heidegger
to task for recognizing the giftedness of Being but not the divine source of
this gift). This giftedness, which already implies self-giving (kenosis) on the
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part of the Triune God, is infinitely enriched when one takes into account the
Incarnation, Passion and Death of Christ.

Furthermore, Balthasar’s account of the relation between past and pre-
sent is integrated into a broader understanding of history as leading to and
flowing from the salvation wrought by Christ, the eternal present and center
of history. In this way, he sees history as having a specific “end,” namely the
union or recapitulation of the human race into eschatological communion
with God. Needless to say, these concerns have no counterpart in the phi-
losophy of Gadamer, despite several shared philosophical presuppositions.

Aims of the Book

One of the aims of this book, then, is to highlight the shared philosophi-
cal presuppositions of Gadamer and Balthasar in the areas of aesthetics, her-
meneutics, and dialogue. It also leaves open the suggestion that Gadamer’s
philosophy, when integrated within a theological framework, may provide an
opening for a deeper appreciation of Balthasar’s theology to an audience that
is not normally enamored of him.

It is divided into three parts. The first part is devoted to aesthetics, with
Chapters One and Two describing the aesthetics of Gadamer and Balthasar,
respectively, while Chapter Three offers a schematic comparison of their
similarities (with some attention to theological differences). The second part,
devoted to hermeneutics, follows the same format, with Chapters Four and
Five describing the hermeneutics of Gadamer and Balthasar, respectively,
followed by a schematic comparison of their similarities and differences in
Chapter Six.

While the book is largely focused on a description of ideas rather than a
historical survey, it nevertheless deals in passing with several prominent fig-
ures in the history of philosophy, and their common influence or common
rejection by both Gadamer and Balthasar. In Part One, the common engage-
ment of both thinkers with Plato, Kant and Heidegger is discussed, while in
Part Two, Hegel forms the backdrop for a discussion of both thinkers’ phi-
losophies of history.

Part Three takes a different turn altogether, and encompasses three goals
within its one chapter, Chapter Seven. The first goal is a schematic descrip-
tion of the common metaphysical assumptions that both thinkers hold, espe-
cially with regard to the disclosure of truth. The second goal is a description
and partial evaluation of the critiques that can (and have) been applied to
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both Gadamer and Balthasar, while the third goal is an attempt to discuss the
application of aesthetic hermeneutics to very specific areas of theological
dialogue.

In particular, in Chapter Seven, I focus on a third axis of dialogue that I
have called the “horizontal-spatial” (as opposed to the vertical-ontological
and horizontal-historical, which I have described briefly above as the dia-
logue with truth-beauty and with the past, respectively). This third axis fo-
cuses on questions of adjudication between conflicting interpretations within
the present, either between communities or within them. It offers broad sug-
gestions for what an aesthetic-hermeneutical approach might look like in
such dialogues.

I hope that the whole of this book reflects my appreciation for the aes-
thetic and dialogical elements in the hermeneutics of Gadamer and Balthasar,
and my appreciation for the theological integration of these elements pro-
vided by Balthasar, for whom theology flows from a profound gratitude and
wonder at the beauty of God’s loving self-revelation to us in Christ.
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