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INTRODUCTION 

Guardini's Challenge 

American liturgist David Stosur, in an article entitled "Liturgy and (Post)Modernity: A 

Narrative Response to Guardini's Challenge"1 has touched upon both the starting point and 

envisioned end of the present work. On the one hand, he brings to the fore the crisis of 

meaning that according to twentieth-century "Liturgical Movement" pioneer Romano 

Guardini plagues modern engagement in liturgy. This is expressed in the latter's famous 

question: "Would it not be better to admit that man in this industrial and scientific age, with its 

new sociological structure, is no longer capable of a liturgical act?" On the other hand, Stosur 

suggests that the thought of the late Paul Ricoeur may offer resources for responding to this 

crisis of meaning—that it may serve as a philosophical "handmaiden" to postmodern liturgical 

theology. Guardini's concern devolves around a perception that radical changes in the 

twentieth century have compromised the intelligibility and viability of traditional liturgical 

praxis, eviscerating its meaningfulness for his contemporaries. According to Stosur, this is a 

postmodern challenge inasmuch as it recognizes the problem at hand as less one of ritual 

revision, or of fostering a more active participation by the laity in the celebration of the liturgy, 

than one of confronting a Zeitgeist whose epistemological and ontological critiques challenge 

the very coherence of the liturgical entreprise as such. Stosur candidly voices this challenge (as 

1. David A. Stosur, "Liturgy and (Post)Modernity: A Narrative Response to Guardini's Challenge," Worship 77, 
no. 1 (January 2003): 2 2 ^ 1 . 
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a gloss on the dominical saying, "The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind 

for the Sabbath") as follows: "The liturgy was made ostensibly for humanity but really by 

humans, probably to deceive or control other humans, most of whom for centuries were 

expected or forced to take it. Now individuals can take it or leave it, submit to it completely or 

remain indifferent to it, critique it or remake it in any or all of its aspects. In any event, the 

liturgy means different things to different persons, and its power to signify is an illusion if our 

notion of signification assumes any stability in the reality signified."2In this comment, we see 

an indication of the kinds of questions to which Ricoeur's labours enable a productive 

response: inter alia, the nature and importance of authorial intent, the conflict engendered by 

interpretive pluralism, the machinations of ideology, the relationship between authority and 

freedom, or tradition and innovation, and the reference of religious language. Ultimately, the 

underlying problem concerns veracity and verification—can one arbitrate definitively in regard 

to the meaning of what is transacted in liturgy, and if so, how? 

While only rarely reflecting on liturgy, Ricoeur maintained a particular interest in 

biblical hermeneutics throughout his career, which has in turn rendered it a salient theme in 

the works of his interlocutors. Our own quod est demonstrandum is whether, and how, Ricoeur 

may be analogously exploited in the interpretation of the ritual phenomenon that is Christian 

liturgy, as this is embodied in a characteristic service of the Byzantine tradition. Hence the two 

questions which will accompany the course of this study: what are the implications of the 

oeuvre of Paul Ricoeur for liturgical theology in general? and how does the adoption of a 

Ricoeurian hermeneutic shape the study of a given rite, namely, the "Great Blessing of Water" 

(GBW)? These questions express our adherence to Nicholas Lash's prescription for 

contemporary theologizing, namely that "each theology must genuinely be a 'particular' 

theology, expressive of some particular context and circumstance, seeking to mediate between 

2. Ibid., 30. 
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that context and some other particular 'place' or places of experience, meaning and value."3 

What follows, therefore, is intended as a theological mediation between the context of the 

Byzantine tradition, and the "place" represented by the manifold of Ricoeur's thought. 

Because of its structure and content, the GBW, celebrated annually on the eve and day 

of the feast of Theophany/Epiphany (January 6) is paradigmatic of the liturgical tradition as a 

whole. While not formally regarded as a sacrament, it is explicitly imitative of the two central 

sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist; although only one of a myriad of blessing rites, its 

significance in the calendar, as well as its role as the sacramental prerequisite for almost all 

other liturgical blessings (inasmuch they routinely employ holy water), give it both a 

theological as well as a practical preeminence among them.4 Before proceeding any further, it 

will be worthwhile to outline the shape of the service as reflected in the textus receptus.5 

3. Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus (London: SCM Press, 1986), 32-33. 

4. The most comprehensive historical-theological study of the GBW has recently been conducted by Nichlas 
Denysenko. I would like to express my gratitude to Dr. Denysenko for kind permission to consult and cite his 
doctoral dissertation, a copy of which was readily provided to me upon request. 

As he ably contends in the introduction to his work: "The rich theological language of the sanctification of waters 
and its striking similarity to Baptism warrants [sic] its characterization as a sacramental event. Its uniquely 
Christological orientation and precise expressions of Trinitarian operation offer a framework for ecumenical 
discourse. The consistent elaboration of events and ideas expressed by prayers and hymns constitutes a model for 
interpreting heortology. Altogether, a systematic explication of the history and theology of the sanctification of 
waters in the Byzantine rite has the potential to advance comprehension of Byzantine sacramental theology" ("The 
Blessing of Waters on the Feast of Theophany in the Byzantine Rite: Historical Formation and Theological 
Implications" [PhD diss.: Catholic University of America, 2008], 16). 

It is important to remember that in the Christian East the Feast of Theophany is considered, alongside Pentecost, as 
the feast of the Trinity par excellence, the occasion when the Church commemorates the revelation of the true nature of 
God to the world. Along with Pentecost, it was the primary occasion, other than the Easter Vigil, when baptism was 
administered, viz. when catechumens were sacramentally initiated into a life of communion with the Trinitarian 
God. We see that this is so already in the late fourth-century homily On Baptism of St. Gregory of Nazianzus, who 
reproaches his flock for delaying reception of the sacrament with such excuses as, "I am waiting for Epiphany; I 
prefer Easter; I will wait for Pentecost" (Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series II, Vol.. VII, XXIV). The custom of 
administering baptism on the feast of Theophany was forbidden, however, in the West, by Pope St. Leo the Great, 
who insisted upon the Easter and Pentecost seasons as the only fitting times for celebrating the sacrament. See 
Thomas Carroll and Thomas Halton, Liturgical Practice in the Fathers (Wilmington, Delaware: Michael Glazier, 
1988), 186-7. 

5. Given that there are, in point of fact, several recensions of the GBW, proper to specific Churches (e.g., the 
Vatican-issued Recensio Ruthena for Ukrainian, Ruthenian, Slovak and Hungarian Greco-Catholics), I am using this 
term in the broad sense. As Denysenko observes, the only significant differences between the majority Greek and 
Slavic traditions concern the prescription to repeat the blessing on the day of the feast, and the recitation of the 
prologue to the "Great Are You" prayer, both omitted in the ritual books of the latter (Denysenko, op. cit., 2). One 
must qualify Denysenko's distinction, however, by mentioning that the Churches adhering to the Recensio Ruthena— 
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The rite begins in the church, at the end of Vespers on the eve of the feast of 

Theophany, or of Matins or Divine Liturgy on the day, with the clergy and servers processing 

out from the altar (with cross, bells, incense and torches) into the nave itself (when the blessing 

is celebrated indoors); alternatively, exiting the church proper, and followed by the 

congregation, they continue on to a nearby body of water, to the singing of the opening 

hymns.6 When the blessing is celebrated in the church, the community gathers rather around 

the font or vessel containing the water to be blessed.7 After the font/body of water (the church) 

and the people have been censed, the readings begin. There are three from Isaiah,8 followed by 

a brief Psalm response9 and an Epistle, from First Corinthians.10 Next the Alleluia is sung,11 and 

the Markan baptismal Gospel12 proclaimed with the usual solemnity. Thereafter come the 

general intercessions, followed by the great prayers over the water. These concluded, the 

theme-songs of the feast are sung, while a cross is immersed three times into the water. Finally, 

everyone is sprinkled with the holy water and approaches to partake of it, also taking some 

into their own containers for domestic use throughout the rest of the year. Such use includes 

consumption and the blessing of family members, in keeping with the identity of the Christian 

as well as the Russian Old Believers—actually follow Greek usage in both respects, with the addition of a significant 
ritual element not treated by Denysenko, and generally unknown to both modern Greek and Russian practice, 
namely, the immersion of three triple-branched candlesticks during the respective recitations of the first line of 
"Great Are You." Because the present dissertation does not address the historical-critical concerns of Denysenko, but 
rather appropriates his research in the service of a hermeneutical inquiry, we have chosen to refer to the English 
translations of Archimandrite Ephrem Lash, generally well-respected for their literalness, theological accuracy and 
sensitivity to patristic allusions. His rendering of the GBW, provided in full in the Appendix below, is available on­
line: http://anastasis.org.uk/megagiasm.htm (accessed Dec. 31, 2009). 

6. According to the Greek rubrics: "During the singing of the sticheron, The Voice of the Lord upon the Waters, the 
clergy and people proceed in procession to a nearby river or spring, or to the sea shore, and the Blessing is held there 
in the open air" (Mother Mary and Kallistos Ware, trans., The Festal Menaion [London: Faber & Faber, 1977], 387). 

7. Kallistos Ware notes: "If there is a permanent font in the church, the Blessing takes place there. In normal 
practice today, a large vessel of water is prepared on a special table in the centre of the church" (Mother Mary and 
Ware, op. cit., 348nl). 

8. Isaiah 35:1-10; 53:1-13; and 12:3-6. 

9. Psalm 26:1. 
10.1 Corinthians 10:1-14. 
11. Intercalated with Psalm 28:3. 

12. Mark 1:9-11. 

http://anastasis.org.uk/megagiasm.htm
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home as a "domestic church" (ecclesiola). This identity is reinforced when, in the weeks 

following Theophany, the priest of the parish conducts a visitation of all his parishioners, at 

which time he solemnly blesses their homes with Theophany water. As mentioned above, 

"Theophany water" is conserved in the precincts of the church as well, for use in the manifold 

blessings of persons, objects and places. 

The present analysis of the GBW does not pretend to an exhaustive appropriation of 

Ricoeur, but rather an evaluation and application of select works, chosen for their pertinence to 

liturgical theology. In keeping with the dialectical elan of his hermeneutics, I have, on the one 

hand, based my choice of Ricoeurian sources on the ambit of said theology as delineated by 

such Orthodox luminaries as Alexander Schmemann; on the other hand, those very sources 

have served to enlarge this ambit in the measure they probe its terminological and thematic 

contours. Hopefully, the reader familiar with Ricoeur will discover, in the course of our 

inquiry, new detours for which he may act as guide; the reader familiar with liturgical 

theology, new criteria by which to reflect on the meaning of the Orthodox lex orandi—and its 

corollary lex credendi. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Why Ricoeur? 

A Contemporary Ancilla Theologiae? 

The question may well arise: why is it at all necessary to employ the frame of reference 

and method of any particular philosophy in order to do liturgical theology?1 Any response 

must in turn countenance the perennial, intractable question of the rapport between theology 

per se and philosophy. Max Charlesworth schematizes the history of this relationship in five 

phases, only one of which, the medieval Thomistic tradition, actually thematizes it in the 

complementary terms suggested by the analogy of a "handmaiden." In classical antiquity, he 

argues, philosophy was rather considered as comprehending religion itself; in the wake of the 

Enlightenment, it has been seen consecutively as "making room for faith," serving the 

"analysis of religious discourse" and fostering the "postmodernist critique of the religious 

domain."2 Ricoeur's oeuvre, however, is in this respect difficult to locate; all three of these post-

Enlightenment entreprises feature in its panorama and, as the course of our study will 

demonstrate, one would be hard pressed to deny that his approach ultimately, if 

unsystematically and perhaps even unwittingly, fulfills the threefold task assigned to 

1. Certainly, it is not evident from the history of the discipline as such that philosophy has explicitly or consistently 
been considered a sine qua non Whether in the domam of patristic mystagogy or of the Liturgiewissenschaft of the past 
century and a half, one does not find an explicit delineation of the role that philosophy might play Yet it would seem 
that today the liturgical theologian, no more than any other, may ignore the challenge of articulating his or her 
philosophical frame of reference 

2 Max Charlesworth, Philosophy and Religion From Plato to Postmodernism (Oxford Oneworld Publications, 2002), 6-
9 
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philosophy by St. Thomas, according to Charlesworth, in respect of religious faith: "First, 

philosophy helps faith to express and systematise its truths; second, philosophy justifies the 

preambles or presuppositions of faith; and, third, philosophy defends the truths of faith from 

sceptical objections."3 

In this regard, Dominican Aidan Nichols is most appreciative of Ricoeur's thought, 

regarding it as well-suited to the contemporary service of theology: "Concern with the manner 

in which Christian truth descends through time has [recently] been enlivened by the stimulus 

of hermeneutical philosophy—the philosophical investigation of the process of interpretation— 

as represented by, most notably, Paul Ricoeur [inter alia]... [Such thought is] clearly pertinent to 

Christian theology, since that theology can be thought of as the continuous interpretative 

reappropriation of a religious tradition, a tradition which sees itself as the carrier of a divine 

revelation, for which our primary metaphor is the Word, precisely, of God."4 

Nichols proceeds to praise the contribution of Emmanuel Levinas as a "highly original 

philosophy [being] worked out in our lifetime," whose significance for theology has yet to be 

fully determined. Ricoeur, however, is surely peer to the latter: as a Christian who was always 

careful to distinguish his primary philosophical work from his avocation to biblical exegesis 

(and his occasional forays into theology), it is similarly true of him that "revelation directs the 

philosopher's interests but not the methods or ideas."5 Indeed, there is a growing consensus 

that Ricoeur's interests, as well as his methods and ideas, are in fact germane to the theological 

task, not least because of Ricoeur's constant endeavour to occupy a "mediating position"— 

Nichols' term for the role played by the great philosophical systems upon which Christian 

theologians have drawn over the centuries. 

While the Ricoeurian corpus does not form a unified system or contain a definitive 

magnum opus, consisting rather of a diffuse collection of texts composed over almost three 

3. Ibid., 68. 

4. Aidan Nichols, The Shape of Catholic Theology (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1991), 51. 

5. Ibid., 49. 
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quarters of a century, its variegated strands have been woven into a tapestry by several 

interpreters.6 What is displayed therein, alternatively termed "hermeneutical phenomenology" 

and "philosophical anthropology" does not perhaps aspire to the status of a philosophia perennis, 

in the vein of Aquinas; Ricoeur, indeed, would likely have regarded such an achievement as 

chimerical. Nonetheless, oriented as it is to comprehending both epistemology and ontology, 

the realms of both thought and life, the work of Ricoeur does appear to hold out the promise of 

serving, to quote Nichols once again, as "a fundamental way of reading the structure of the 

universe ...[into which] we can then go on to insert extra elements drawn from alternative 

philosophies."7 

Thus Joyce Ann Zimmerman, the principal liturgist to have interpreted Ricoeur, can 

assert that an advantage of his hermeneutical theory is the provision it makes for the inclusion 

of different methods within the "explanatory moment" of the interpretive process.8 

Zimmerman finds in Ricoeur a comprehensive heuristic for the contemporary study of liturgy, 

one informed by a spectrum of disciplines, contending that he has enabled her to provide "the 

most complete philosophical framework for a viable liturgical hermeneutics that can capitalize 

on both critical and post-critical methods." She explains: "Drawing heavily on his textual 

hermeneutics, I have also profited hermeneutically from his works on symbolism, metaphor, 

narrative, imagination, action theory and return to the subject, to name a few. In each case, 

nevertheless, I have always been careful to place the particular aspect of his theory with which 

I might be working within his larger philosophical framework."9 A goal of the present study 

will thus be to evaluate and extend Zimmerman's accomplishment, discerning where it admits 

6. For example: John van den Hengel, The Home of Meaning (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1982); 
Mario Valdes, ed., A Ricoeur Reader: Reflection and Imagination (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991); David M. 
Kaplan, ed., Reading Ricoeur (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2008). 

7. Aidan Nichols, op. cit., 54. 

8. Joyce Ann Zimmerman, Liturgy and Hermeneutics (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1999), 38-39. 

9. Joyce Ann Zimmerman, Liturgy and Hermeneutics (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1999), 99. 
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of further development in the light of the later writings of Ricoeur not treated in her 

publications. 

Outside of liturgical studies, the theologian who has arguably done the most to mine 

the riches of Ricoeur's thought is Dan Stiver, whose Theology after Ricoeur makes for an 

invaluable vademecum. His appraisal is that Ricoeur furnishes "as comprehensive a philosophy 

as any in the twentieth century."10 This philosophy, moreover, is one that is particularly 

respectful of the irreducibility of the discourses of faith, seeking as it does to illuminate, by its 

own lights, the phenomena elucidated otherwise by theology. Hence, "Ricoeur's notion of 

philosophy as at best being able to 'approximate' affirmations of theology is a promising 

model. It allows for a relationship that is one of neither absolute domination nor absolute 

distinction."11 It forms, therefore, what could perhaps be regarded as a sixth category in the 

taxonomy of Charlesworth adduced above, for in it we find a dialectical relationship between 

the philosophical and the religious domains, in which each contributes to exploiting the full 

potential of the other. 

Eastern Theology and Western Philosophy 

While several Western scholars have made exploratory endeavours regarding the 

relevance of Ricoeur for theology in general and liturgy in particular, Eastern Christians, 

whether Catholic or Orthodox, have yet to really join in the conversation. As the latter become 

ever more rooted in a Western context, however, it would seem imperative that they adapt to 

its intellectual ecology, as it were, if indeed the transplantation of their tradition is to succeed. 

This process impels a coming to terms with the full spectrum of postmodern thought, including 

hermeneutics. 

Rowan Williams applauds, for instance, the efforts of certain Orthodox to engage in 

dialogue with twentieth-century philosophy, especially contemporary Greek theologians 

10 Dan R Stiver, Theology After Ricoeur New Directions in Hermeneutical Theology (Louisville, KY Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2001), 248 

11 Ibid, 238 
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Christos Yannaras12 and Metropolitan John Zizioulas:13 

"On the philosophical front, Zizioulas' recent work suggests the possibility of useful 

interaction between this kind of ecclesiology [i.e., one involving 'new possibilities for 

interchange'] and various Western attempts at 'postmodern' or 'posthberal' schemes, in 

its critique of a metaphysic of unrelated substances and an epistemology based on the 

myth of a detached or neutral subjectivity. Orthodox theologians have shown 

willingness to engage with Heidegger, but it is perhaps time for a comparable 

engagement with Gadamer14 on the one hand and Wittgenstein on the other."15 

While he does not explicitly mention Ricoeur, the latter certainly fits in the cohort of thinkers 

commended. Yannaras and Zizioulas follow in the wake of several generations of Russian 

theologians committed to the entreprise of religious philosophy. Williams singles out Ivan 

Vasilievich Kireevsky (1806-56) and his canvassing of Pascal and Schleiermacher as well as 

Eastern monastic writers, "for a perspective neither intellectualist nor voluntarist, for a 

doctrine of the formation of historical persons in action and relation, an integral view of the 

human." One almost hears a description of Ricoeur in Williams' observations that reasoning, 

for Kireevsky, "is concrete and committed, not ahistorical," and that the latter presents a figure 

"something like Kierkegaard and something like Heidegger."16 

12 See, for example, Christos Yannaras, On the Absence and Unknowabihty of God Heidegger and the Areopagite 
(London Continuum, 2005), Postmodern Metaphysics (Brookline, MA Holy Cross Press, 2004) and Freedom of Morality 
(Crestwood, NY Samt Vladimir's Semmary Press, 1984) 

13 See John Zizioulas, Being as Communion (Crestwood, NY Saint Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985) 

14 For a contemporary Orthodox engagement with Hans Georg Gadamer, see Andrew Louth, Discerning the 
Mystery An Essay on the Nature of Theology (Oxioid Clarendon Press, 1983)Andrew Louth, Discerning the Mystery An 
Essay on the Nature of Theology (Oxford Clarendon Press, 1983) 

15 Rowan Williams, "Eastern Orthodox Theology," m The Modern Theologians An Introduction to Christian Theology 
Since 1918, ed David Ford and Rachel Muers (Maiden, MA Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 587 

16 More significant than Kireevsky is the figure of Vladimir Soloviev, smce the story of twentieth-century 
Orthodox theology, accordmg to the author, is that of the ambivalent reactions to Soloviev's legacy on the one hand, 
of those who felt comfortable with his philosophical idealism, such as Sergei Bulgakov, on the other, of those 
committed rather to a patristic retrieval of the particularity of historic Orthodoxy, such as George Florovsky 
(Williams, op a t , 573) 
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The upshot of Williams' survey is that the mavericks like Yannaras and Zizioulas point 

to the kind of work that can, and remains to be, done. He ends, however, with a caveat: "For 

this sort of development to go forward, Orthodox theology at large has to overcome a certain 

suspicion of (at worst, contempt for) the world of Western philosophy, a suspicion that is part 

of the inheritance of the debates in the Russian emigration earlier this century."17 That such a 

suspicion continues to cloud the dialogue between theology and philosophy within Orthodox 

precincts is vividly illustrated in the lively debate generated by the work of theologian David 

Bentley Hart. John McGuckin, in a generally appreciative review of the former's magisterial 

The Beauty of the Infinite,18 advances the startingly brusque, even captious, accusation that 

"though the book is written by an Orthodox theologian, it is not Orthodox theology; rather one 

of the best examples to date of Euro-American neo-orthodoxy redivivus."19 To this cavil, Hart 

responds with customary pertness and perspicacity: 

I do, I confess, take exception to the claim that the book "is not Orthodox theology." Of 

course it is. Admittedly it does not much resemble the sort of "neo-Palamite," "neo-

patristic" books which have dominated Eastern theology since the middle of the last 

century, when the great ressourcements movement that has done so much to define 

modern Orthodoxy was inaugurated. But Orthodox theology has taken many forms 

over the centuries - mystical, scholastic, mystagogical, idealist, neo-patristic, even 

"Sophiological"—all of which have been perfectly legitimate expressions of the Eastern 

Church's mind. And frankly, I think that the theological idiom to which Orthodox 

theology has been confined for the last fifty years or so has largely exhausted itself and 

has become tediously repetitive. It has also, to a very great extent, done much to distort 

17. Williams, op. cit., 587. 

18. David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 2003). 

19. John A. McGuckin, "(Article Review) David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian 
Truth," Scottish Journal of Theology 60, no. 1 (2007): 93. 



12 

the Orthodox understanding of the traditions of both East and West.20 

In the spirit of Hart's apologia, the present work seeks to be a genuine exercise of Orthodox 

theology, if perhaps in a novel idiom. 

"An Orthodox Hermeneutic in the West" 

One who has, like Hart, taken up Williams' summons for an irenic engagement with 

Western philosophy, and whose work discloses an awareness of Ricoeur, is literary theorist 

cum theologian Anthony Ugolnik. For him, the question of hermeneutics serves as a foil for 

methodological reflection upon the inculturation of Orthodox theology: 

Largely because our historical development has caused us to perceive time somewhat 

differently, Eastern Christians have not dealt with the problem on the same terms. 

Hermeneutics in general, and especially the "new hermeneutic" since Karl Barth, has 

not engaged the Eastern Orthodox mind. The hermeneutical issue, perhaps more than 

any other, brings the question of differences in methodology into sharp focus. 

Contemporary Orthodox writers tend to assert or imply that they differ in methodology 

from those in the West, even from our Roman Catholic counterparts. As many of us 

become, geographically speaking, westerners ourselves, we will be challenged to view 

this hermeneutical question from an Orthodox perspective.21 

In what respect then, does an Orthodox Weltanschauung imply differences in methodology; in 

what consists an "Orthodox hermeneutic in the West"? 

To begin with, the author argues that such is characterized by a sense of continuity with 

the past. Not perceiving its own history to be punctuated by the caesurae axiomatic to Western 

historiography, such as the Renaissance or the Reformation, it has not felt, in turn, the corollary 

20 David Bentley Hart, "(Article Review) Response from David Bentley Hart to McGuckin and Murphy," Scottish 
Journal of Theology 60, no 1(2007) 96-97 

21. Anton Ugolnik, "An Orthodox Hermeneutic in the West," St Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 27, no 2(1983) 93-
94 
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burden of retrieving something lost. The past has rather been seen as flowering in the on-going 

life of the Church. The process by which this occurs is not passive, however, as each generation 

must assume afresh responsibility for the transmission of tradition; nonetheless, it does not 

result in an atavistic struggle such as that to which the West seems susceptible: "Its own history 

has given the West a dynamic and particularly 'anxious' relationship to its own past....[I]n 

contemplating the classic text it seeks to restore or revive, or even in seeking to recover the 

oral, communal emphasis on gospel proclamation that had been lost, Western inquiry loops 

back upon a record of its own identity, confronts a 'text' and proceeds forward through the 

encounter. In this 'figurative knot' of critical encounter, we find a crisis of identity hidden in 

the quest for meaning."22 The hermeneutical entreprise, then, is for Ugolnik fundamentally 

bound up with the questions of identity and the nature of our being in time—with this Ricoeur 

would surely agree. And the locus of hermeneutics? Here we apprehend more precisely the 

crux of the alleged difference between East and West. 

The Sitz im Leben of the Orthodox tradition, according to Ugolnik, is constituted by the 

liturgy. That is to say, it is the worshipping assembly that provides the normative context for 

an encounter with Scripture.23 There the "icon" of the bejewelled Gospel book manifests the 

22. Ibid., 96. 
23. Regarding the role of Bible study, the author writes: "Private reading of the Bible is analogous to private 

devotion; it is profoundly important, yet supplementary to the proper arena, the communal and liturgical 
environment which we understand as the central context for our encounter with the Word. It is here that we forge 
meaning. Thus, however much we stress the Bible as a common bond among Christians, we approach the 
interpretative act with a different set of axioms. The axioms are threefold: that our act of interpretation is not private 
but social in nature, that our response to the gospel is a collective act of assent, and that the environment for its 
dissemination is oral and public rather than private and written" ("An Orthodox Hermeneutic," 109). 

Part of what makes this contention problematic is that the Byzantine liturgical tradition does not provide for a 
communal encounter with a great many texts of the Bible, as they are not prescribed in the lectionary. Only a small 
portion of the Old Testament, for example, is read throughout the course of the liturgical cycle. Robert Taft has 
argued that one of the distinctive features of the Byzantine Rite is precisely its historical tendency to supplement 
liturgical hymnography for the reading of Scripture—even where the original purpose of the latter was to serve as a 
gloss upon the former. Not only at the Eucharist—which no longer has any reading whatsoever from the Old 
Testament, save for the select use of psalmody (itself greatly pared back in respect of former practice)—but in the 
other offices as well, the liturgical reading of Scripture has suffered attrition, and this not only in practice, but also in 
the prescriptions of the Typicon, the manual that prescribes the order for Orthodox worship. See Robert F. Taft, 
Beyond East and West: Problems in Liturgical Understanding (Rome: Pontifical Oriental Institute, 1997), 175-76. 
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Word of God, as it is carried in procession, offered homage in the form of kisses, candles and 

incense, and welcomed by the prostrations and sung acclamations of the faithful: 

"Thus, our engagement with the gospel is dialogic, realized in the context of pravoslavie, 

the 'right praise' which is the liturgical heart of our communally realized faith....Our 

Orthodox hermeneutic is thus not a private quest constituted in critical response, but a 

communal search for meaning, expressed anthropologically in socially organized 

prayer. The text loses all autonomy. The self-sufficient 'reader' is no more. Our vision of 

the gospel centers it literally and figuratively amidst the people to whom the Word is 

addressed and among whom, in their common assent, the Word is reconstituted."24 

In this connection, Ugolnik's reference to the Slavonic word for orthodoxy, pravoslavie, 

warrants elucidation. Jaroslav Pelikan explains that the Greek term lying behind pravoslavie 

was itself ambivalent, its suggestive polysemy being only intensified in the Slavic caique 

created by Ss. Cyril and Methodios in the ninth century: 

The noun doxa means "opinion," and the noun orthotes means "correctness." Therefore 

Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics, without actually using the relatively rare term 

orthodoxia, can propound the definition: "Correctness of opinion is truth [doxes orthotes 

aletheia]." But when the opinion of others about someone is favourable, doxa already in 

classical Greek has the meaning of "good reputation" or "honor," and therefore of 

"glory"....In Church Slavonic, and then in the other Slavic languages, doxa...is translated 

with slava, and Orthodoxia becomes Pravoslavie. It means simultaneously the right way of 

believing or teaching and the right way of rendering glory to God, for ultimately the 

24. Anton Ugolnik, op. tit., 107. 



15 

two are seen as identical.25 

"Ultimately the two are seen as identical." It is because of this perception that Ugolnik can 

freight the liturgical experience with such theological import. The imperative for his apologia 

on behalf of a liturgical hermeneutics, if not yet of a hermeneutics of the liturgy, results from a 

putative unity between the content of faith and the form of its expression. 

Perhaps the anecdote which illustrates this claim most dramatically—to the point of 

having become a topos in Orthodox theology—is that remarkable episode in the founding 

narrative of East-Slavic Christianity, namely the tenth century visit of the emissaries of Prince 

Vladimir of Kiev to the Church of Holy Wisdom, Hagia Sophia, in Constantinople. The object of 

their hitherto unfulfilled quest was evidently to determine which of the great religions 

espoused by the rival powers of the day was true, in order that Vladimir and his people might 

in turn become its converts. Having been disappointed successively by their experience of 

Judaism, Islam and Latin Catholicism, the emissaries are overwhelmed by the beauty of the 

worship they witness in Hagia Sophia, this liturgical epiphany serving in turn as the catalyst for 

the conversion to Orthodoxy.26 

Ugolnik is rehearsing a venerable pattern, then, in his apology for the truth disclosed by 

the symbols of the liturgy, wherein the "communal search for meaning" unfolds. This pattern 

is to be contrasted with the dominant motif of the Western tradition, in which a "self-sufficient 

reader" engages a text in solitude; for Ugolnik, this latter is captured by the image of St. 

Augustine being mysteriously beckoned to "take and read" (tolle, lege).27 The author considers 

25. Jaroslav Pelikan, Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition 
(New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2003), 407-8. 

26. Kallistos Ware provides a lively discussion of this event in T7te Orthodox Church (London: Penguin Books, 1964). 
A precis of the meaning and role of liturgy in Orthodox theology is offered by Hilarion Alfeyev in "Orthodox 
Worship as a School of Theology," accessed July 7, 2009, http://orthodoxeurope.Org/print/12/l.aspx. 

27. "[AJugustine's dramatic setting creates a powerful hermeneutical paradigm. This confessional model underlies 
the encounter with the text. Certain axioms of interpretation emerge through the model: the encounter is with a 
written text (lege); its motivation is personal, private need (Augustine's tears); it occurs in isolation (Augustine's 
withdrawal into solitude); and the encounter's subject is a 'theological persona/ a first person singular respondent 
who constitutes the 'interpreting self'"(Anton Ugolnik, op. cit., 97). 

http://orthodoxeurope.Org/print/12/l.aspx
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that this model remains regnant, being espoused by Ricoeur himself, who is seen to stand in an 

auspicious line of thinkers following upon Augustine—Luther, Kirkegaard, Bultmann, Barth— 

for whom the text engenders an individual, not to say solipsistic, striving after meaning, in 

which community as such plays a tangential, even detrimental role; such a striving is manifest, 

according to Ugolnik, in Ricoeur's famous claim that "the right of the reader and the right of 

the Text converge in an important struggle that generates the whole dynamic of 

interpretation."28 

If Ugolnik does concede that Orthodox might profitably take account of the Western 

hermeneutical tradition, he remains apprehensive nonetheless, lest the "psychological" 

character of Western interpretation eclipse the "anthropological" contours of its Eastern 

counterpart. Hence he warns: "To take up scripture on terms born in the West, defined by 

Schleiermacher and Hegel, is to adopt as normative a particular model of human being. We 

share with other Christians a common text. What we as Orthodox must differentiate first is our 

radically different notion of audience. Ours is a dynamic, dramatically defined relationship 

between a community of interrelated 'selves' and a text. It is anthropologically rather than 

psychologically centered."29 

The author would seem to paint with too wide a brush, however, in descrying a 

monolithic ontology amidst the "terms born in the West." To his caveat one must respond that 

the model of human being which Ricoeur, for example, has elaborated over the course of his 

philosophical itinerary has actually been marked precisely by an anthropological rather than 

psychological orientation; it is something of a straw man to construe the Western model simply 

as defined by Schleiermacher and Hegel, when their contributions have been, and continue to 

be, subject to thorough critique, not least by Ricoeur himself. In fairness, Ugolnik, at the time of 

writing, did not have our current advantage of being able to take the entirety of Ricoeur's work 

28. Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth, TX: Texas Christian 
University Press, 1976), 32. Cited in Anton Ugolnik, op. cit., 115. 

29. Anton Ugolnik, op. cit., 110. 
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into consideration. The former would perhaps be gratified to find that the two modern Western 

exegetes who do receive his explicit approbation (as akin in spirit to the Orthodox), namely, 

Gerhard Ebeling and Ernst Fuchs, both figure prominently in Ricoeur's own biblical 

hermeneutics. This latter will, in fact, come out strongly in favour of a communitarian 

perspective, as the introduction to Thinking Biblically categorically declares: "The text exists, in 

the final analysis, thanks to the community, for the use of the community, with a view to giving 

shape to the community."30 

Indeed, in this same volume's discussion of the Song of Songs, Ricoeur demonstrates a 

remarkable sensitivity to the "dynamic, dramatically defined relationship between a 

community of interrelated 'selves' and a text" promoted by liturgical celebration: 

The liturgy makes use of a dialogical structure, where the participation of the 

worshippers is constitutive of the working of the liturgical action under the imprint of a 

convocation that generates a new "us." The practice of language within the liturgical 

framework has one specific intention, that of drawing near to a 'mystery' that is as 

much enacted as said. Consequently, when the liturgy cites the texts of Scripture, the 

participants reassume the movement of involvement and commitment through the 

words and in the dialogue of the protagonists of the originary dialogue. In this way, the 

liturgy becomes a privileged place for the reproduction of the text.31 

This is not to say that Ricoeur's hermeneutics does not also stress a critical stance toward 

tradition, as Ugolnik rightly alleges, but simply that such a stance must not inescapably end in 

a "fundamentally private struggle."32 Ricoeur's mature thinking on this matter emerges in the 

series of interviews published in 1998; clearly, although his fundamental paradigm remains the 

30 Andre LaCoque and Paul Ricoeur, Thinking Biblically Exegetical and Hermeneutical Studies, David Pelllauer 
(Chicago The University of Chicago Press, 1998), xin 

31 Ibid, 279 

32. Anton Ugolnik, op cit., 114 
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act of reading, he intends thereby a much more holistic activity than ordinary use of the term 

might imply: "I know [the biblical] word because it is written, this writing because it is 

received and read, and this reading is accepted by a community, which, as a result, accepts to 

be deciphered by its founding texts; and it is this community which reads them."33 He thus 

indicates in this connection the priority of the communal frame of reference—has he not often 

designated himself as a "listener" of the Word?—which abides even at the heart of the practice 

of lectio dmina. 

In sum, the wager of the present study is that the Orthodox "theological persona" is not 

perforce to be seen in contradistinction to the "interpreting self" of the Western tradition, pace 

Ugolnik's criticism, Ricoeur's later works articulate a form of selfhood that can be attained only 

in a peregrination through social landscapes such as liturgy, inter aha, may compel. Indeed, the 

full extent of the otherness of the Orthodox "theological persona" may prove to be discoverable 

only along the course of the "interpreting self." We shall see whether it is not a matter of 

choosing between an Orthodox persona and a Western self, but rather of finding a mediation 

between them—of discerning their mutual dependence.34 

33 Paul Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction Conversations with Franqois Azouvi and Marc de Launay, (originally 
published as La critique et la conviction Entretien avec Francois Azouvi et Marc de Launay Paris Calmann-Levy, 1995), 
Kathleen Blarney (New York Columbia University Press, 1998), 145 

34 In this article, Ugolnik is ostensibly addressmg Orthodox who have experienced a rupture with Tradition, 
namely the moment of doubt or even criticism To invite such to adopt a liturgical hermeneutic surely cannot mean to 
renege on the insights that he himself has gained in his interpretive detour through Western philosophy He calls for 
a distinctive Orthodox vision vis-a-vis the West, one not based on the experience of private reading, and yet he 
requires the medium of private reading to issue this hermeneutical challenge In fact, it is not a simple matter of 
Eastern sobornost versus Western individualism 

Ugolnik's endeavour at providing an apologia for an Orthodox hermeneutics fails to acknowledge the important 
role played therein by the kind of individual reading of whose axiomatic status in the West he is critical To pretend 
that the Orthodox hermeneutical entreprise obtains apart from a dialectical engagement with texts, that individual 
readmg is not, in principle, necessary on account of the performative scenario of the liturgical encounter with the 
biblical text, is to undermine the very medium through which this scenario remains accessible from generation to 
generation, the liturgy is not simply a function of oral memory, as the history of the Typicon, the regulative manual 
for Byzantine services, makes evident After all, if one is to take the patristic example as normative, as Orthodoxy 
insists, one must confront the fact that the Fathers were first and foremost exegetes, that theology was principally, if 
not exclusively, sacra pagina, carried out through the individual contemplation of Scripture 
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A Hermeneutics of Liturgy 

If the liturgical hearth makes a home for the Orthodox "theological persona," it is a 

foyer known from within by the existential act of belonging to it; it is known from without, 

however, by the schematics according to which it is set in motion. The mise-en-scene of the 

liturgy follows the indices of a script which both transcribes the tradition, and prescribes it. 

While Ugolnik refreshingly contrasts the individualism of a reader-text paradigm with the 

communitarianism of an aural/oral liturgical celebration, therefore, he obscures the fact that 

this very celebration still proceeds on the basis of a text which must be interpreted: a rite enacts 

a text, albeit one displaying the sedimentation of past ritual action. The liturgy, that is, is itself in 

need of a hermeneutical interrogation; it does not simply obtain as a context for the "reading" 

of Scripture but also must be taken as an interpretive datum in its own right. An Orthodox 

hermeneutic must therefore attempt to incorporate an appraisal of its very frame of reference, 

namely the liturgical tradition, and not merely presume it as an immutable structure within 

which the dynamics of biblical interpretation unfold.35 

Pelikan clarifies this distinction in his discussion of the "symbolical books" of Orthodox 

Christianity. He asserts that the text of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, the usual 

eucharistic formulary of the Byzantine Rite, despite its distinctive genre, finds itself included in 

collections of these "books" (the creeds and canons of church councils as well as the 

35. One must remember that the Byzantine Rite, while fairly uniform today, was only finally standardized as a 
result of the publication of printed editions of Byzantine liturgical books in Venice in the sixteenth century (for a 
succinct history, see Robert F. Taft, The Byzantine Rite: A Short History, American Essays in Liturgy Series 
[Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1992]). This standardization marked the nadir of local Orthodox traditions; the 
whole Byzantine East which had erstwhile proudly had a variety of usages came to be almost entirely dominated by 
a single ritual recension—arguably a veritable triumph of the written word. To be sure, this uniformity has come to 
be cherished by Orthodoxy as an expression of its unity, although it has not gone unchallenged, as the notorious 
schism of the Old Believers bears witness. On a practical level, deacons must interpret the rubrics of the Typicon, 
cantors, the books of chant. Alexander Schmemann indicates something of the diversity of interpretation that can 
occur even with a uniform textus receptus in his dual indictment of "liturgical 'rigorists,' i.e., those who stress long 
services, compliance with rubrics and the Typicon, and liturgical 'liberals,' always ready and anxious to shorten, 
adapt, and adjust" (For the Life of the World [Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2002], 133). If one keeps in 
mind Ricoeur's explanation of the polyphonicity of Scripture, that each distinct genre in the Bible is nonetheless 
affected by the intertextuality of being juxtaposed to others, one can see how the omission or shortening of a given 
liturgical text certainly has an effect upon the interpretation given to those to which it is otherwise juxtaposed. 
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"confessions" of Orthodox hierarchs) because it is regarded as a theological source.36 He goes 

so far as to quote Paul Meyendorff to the effect that Orthodox revere the Divine Liturgy as a 

veritable source of revelation, a datum in a certain sense equivalent to the Scriptures 

themselves.37 This is not to say that the unique character of a liturgical text as such is without 

import. To the contrary, while properly regarded as a "compendium of doctrine," Pelikan 

insists that it irreducibly signifies an event: "[T]he liturgy is intended not primarily to be read 

or even sung but to be celebrated in action as leitourgia. Therefore its constant point of reference 

is the setting provided by the sacred space in which the celebration is being carried on, as 

defined by the iconostasis and the icons."38 

In the Orthodox tradition, therefore, the text and context of liturgy exist in symbiosis. 

This generates in turn the notion of liturgical theology, the elaboration of which was the goal of 

Alexander Schmemann's life work. For him, the liturgy itself, rather than Scripture, is the 

fundamental object of interpretation; since the Gestalt of the liturgy enables the very perception 

of Scripture as the Word of God, one must give a certain methodological, if not theological, 

primacy to the interpretation of the liturgical action as given in its texts. The liturgy, for 

Schmemann, is at once the existential site of all authentic theology, as well as an inscribed 

phenomenon in need of interpretation. Indeed, it has proven historically to be the theatre of a 

36. Pelikan, Credo, 405. 

37. Ibid., 406. 

38. Pelikan, Credo, 412. Apposite to this connection is the challenge of a hermeneutics of the sung word. Given that 
classical liturgy in both East and West was sung in its entirety, and remains so in the Eastern Churches today, how is 
it possible to interpret the words of a rite apart from their embodiment in song. Naomi Cummings has begun to 
broach this inquiry in her remarkable book, The Sonic Self, but it is not at all evident how the semiotics of music she 
undertakes there, on the basis of the thought of Charles Sanders Peirce, can in turn be extended to a liturgical 
hermeneutics, given the myriad musical traditions represented even within the Byzantine tradition, and the distinct 
fusion of text and melody that constitutes sacred song. Hermeneutics needs must return to the interpretation of texts, 
even where it is recognized, as it is in liturgical studies, that the phenomenon under consideration is only ever 
grasped in a fragmentary way by the liturgical text. 

A similar challenge faces the interpretation of dramatic works, of course, inasmuch as both liturgy and such works 
presume an enactment of their respective "scripts." It is beyond the scope of the present study both to explore the 
musical dimensions of the liturgical rite under consideration and to entertain an inquiry into the potential of 
Ricoeur's thought in regard to the relationship between hermeneutics and music. Nonetheless, it would seem to be a 
fruitful avenue for further research, especially as Peirce is referenced occasionally in Ricoeur's oeuvre. 
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Ricoeurian "conflict of interpretations." Schmemann himself, for instance, displays a specimen 

of the "anxiety" Ugolnik attributes to "Western inquiry" in his own quest to reify the correct 

interpretation of what he calls the or do of the liturgy—out of a solicitude for a correct 

interpretation of Orthodox Christianity. Pace Ugolnik's optimism then, it appears that the 

liturgical context postulated as a stable frame of reference is a task, and not simply a given. It 

does not simply abide but is constructed and contested, circumscribed by the conditions of 

history. 

Thus Schmemann can excoriate the manner in which a correct understanding of the 

Byzantine Divine Liturgy has historically been obfuscated by the idiosyncratic interpretations 

of patristic commentaries. He argues that such view the discrete actions, as well as the totality, 

of the Eucharistic rite, as "symbolic representations, i.e., acts 'representing,' 'signifying,' and 

thus 'symbolizing/ something else, be it an event of the past, an idea, or a theological 

affirmation."39 This is problematic for the author due to "the absence of virtually any reference 

to such symbols and symbolic meanings in the liturgy itself, and this means primarily in the 

prayers in which the different rites and liturgical actions are given their verbal expression and 

thus their meaning."40 There obtains, therefore, a "radical discrepancy between the lex orandi as 

expressed and embodied in the liturgy itself and its symbolic interpretation, which 

nevertheless is commonly held to be an organic part of the Orthodox tradition and which 

permeates the manuals of liturgies as well as the common piety of churchgoers."41 Schmemann 

admits that in certain instances the lex orandi does countenance an illustrative symbolism, but 

contends that this is so only in regard to "secondary rites and representations," which should 

be set aside on account of their late reception into the liturgy and their thematic incongruence 

39. Alexander Schmemann, "Symbols and Symbolism in the Byzantine Liturgy: Liturgical Symbols and Their 
Theological Interpretation," in Liturgy and Tradition: Theological Reflections of Alexander Schmemann, ed. Thomas J. 
Fisch (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1990), 115-16. 

40. Ibid., 117. 

41. Ibid., 119. 
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with it.42 

The thesis of "Symbols" is that the Divine Liturgy has consistently been misunderstood 

throughout Orthodox history, not only by the common participants in the rite but also, more 

egregiously, by those charged with explicating it. Schmemann considers, on the one hand, that 

the rite is transparent, affording an immediacy of understanding of its "essential symbolism," 

even across the centuries; on the other hand, he opines that it has been habitually misconstrued 

by the majority of its adherents, for the majority of its history. He may thus be taken as an 

ambivalent exemplar of what Ricoeur calls the "hermeneutic of suspicion," with respect to the 

claims made by Ugolnik on behalf of continuity in the Orthodox tradition, and the concomitant 

stability of its interpretative stance. In the latter's estimation, Orthodox have been able to 

eschew, in regard to the Bible, the kind of hermeneutical conflict engendered in the West by its 

recalcitrant individualism. Yet Schmemann shows that the liturgical context lauded by Ugolnik 

as the sine qua non of an authentic and distinctive Orthodox approach to Scripture has itself 

been subjected to the distortion of ideology, its "pristine meaning" rendered opaque. For there 

has been a "discontinuity in the comprehension, i.e., in the understanding and, deeper, in the 

experience of the liturgy by the ecclesial society at large."43 If the liturgical lens has been thus 

skewed, how can one not expect that the perspective on Scripture afforded by it would be 

similarly compromised? 

42 In this connection, Schmemann displays a kmd of circular reasoning the commentary tradition is not to be 
trusted because it does not respect the meanmg of the liturgical text, where it does so, the liturgical text is m turn not 
to be trusted inasmuch as it reifies meanings already determined to be illicit One could raise a question as to how the 
difference between primary and secondary "rites and representations" is to be determined Schmemann, for example, 
takes the Prayer of the Entrance to belong to the former category, 1 e, to be an authentic part of the lex orandi, the same 
historical-critical method that distinguishes what Schmemann calls the "eschatological" interpretation of the 
Entrance found therein from the illustrative interpretation given in the commentaries, however, can be applied, in a 
historical reductio ad absurdum, to the effect that the Prayer of the Entrance is also secondary, being a symbolic 
interpretation of what was originally the practical action of entermg the church building to begm the service 
Schmemann also ignores the fact, in his apologia on behalf of this prayer, that its allegedly true meaning—"The 
liturgy, we may say, happens to us The liturgical entrance is our, or rather, the Church's entrance to heaven" (127)— 
is not borne out by the lex orandi, smce today it is only the clergy who (re)enter the altar, and not the whole 
congregation that enters the church building together as m former times 

43 Schmemann, "Symbols and Symbolism," 121 
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Schmemann freely admits that the commentators—many of whom are canonized saints 

in the Orthodox Church—have "imposed" their own meaning upon the liturgy, and that the 

faithful have been taken in, such that "even to question it is, in the eyes of an overwhelming 

majority, tantamount to subversion and heresy."44 This ignorance is not to be further 

sanctioned, however, but rather overcome by the restoration of a putatively original, univocal 

interpretation. In this fundamentalism he would seem to mimic Ugolnik's stereotypical 

Western inquiry, which "loops back upon a record of its own identity, confronts a 'text' and 

proceeds forward through the encounter," in which we find a "crisis of identity hidden in the 

quest for meaning."45 Not coincidentally perhaps, the two sources upon which Schmemann 

bases his challenge to the received wisdom of his own Orthodox tradition are of Western 

provenance.46 

If an Orthodox hermeneutic in the West will rightly privilege the role the liturgy can 

play as the matrix in which the interpretation of Scripture—and by extension, of life—can be 

conducted, it is nonetheless true that an Orthodox hermeneutic in the West will have to reckon 

with a critique of that matrix itself. Being what Ricoeur would call a "document of human life" 

it finds itself subject (like any text) to the crucible of interpretation. For while it is easy to 

sympathize with Ugolnik's complaint that "it is the post-Enlightenment era in the West that 

finally isolates the "interpreting self" so completely that, to the Orthodox mind, the theological 

persona becomes an exile, cut off by its very methodology from the very community it once 

sought to address," and his conclusion that "existential isolation can identify that exile from 

contemporary community with an acutely estranging 'historical distance'"47—for Ricoeur 

himself has acknowledged that there yawns before us a "desert of criticism, beyond which we 

44 Ibid, 119 

45 Anton Ugolnik, op cit, 96 

46 Robert Taft, The Great Entrance A History of the Transfer of Gifts and Other Pre-Anaphoral Rites of the Liturgy of St 
John Chrysostom (Rome Onentalia Christiana Periodica, 1975), Rene Bornert, Les Commentaires Byzantins de la Divine 
Liturgie Du Vile au XVe Steele (Pans Archives de l'Onent Chretien, 1966) 

47 Anton Ugolnik, op cit., 99 
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yearn to be called again"48—it is facile to presume the Orthodox can remain immune to a 

similar challenge. As Schmemann's critique suggests, there has occurred even within the 

Orthodox mind a certain scission between the liturgy and those who pray it, a negative 

distanciation between the originary tradition and its historical transmission. Even in 

Orthodoxy, it would seem, one cannot abide in a "first naivete," but must rather assume the 

arduous itinerary of the "interpreting self—if not, to be sure, on one's own. 

The Turn to Ricoeur in Liturgical Theology I - Joyce Ann Zimmerman 

Only three major monographs have sounded the depths of Ricoeur's thought in order to 

chart a passage for liturgical theology, namely Joyce Ann Zimmerman's Liturgy as a Language of 

Faith,i9 and Liturgy as Living Faith,50 and Bridget Nichols' Liturgical Hermeneutics,51 none of 

which, published in 1988,1993 and 1996, respectively, had opportunity to take into 

consideration the final works of the philosopher. Each of these volumes has, however, made a 

significant contribution to the task at hand, and warrants a close examination. It is principally 

from these three works that the status quaestionis emerges. A review of the other pertinent 

sources will follow forthwith. 

Liturgy as a Language of Faith 

Synopsis. Zimmerman's Liturgy as a Language of Faith, her doctoral dissertation 

completed at Saint Paul University (Ottawa), sets out to develop a contemporary tool for the 

study of liturgy, fashioned from Ricoeur's hermeneutics. To this primary goal is joined a 

second: the application of this tool in the analysis of a particular liturgical service, namely the 

Eucharist of the (Modern) Roman Rite, as enshrined in its canonical text, the Roman Missal. 

48. Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, (originally published as Philosophic de la volonte. Finitude et Culpabihte. II. La 
symbolique du mat [Philosophie de l'esprit]. Paris: Aubier, 1960), trans. Emerson Buchanan (Boston. Beacon Press, 
1967), 349. 

49 Joyce Ann Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language of Faith: A Liturgical Methodology in the Mode of Paul Ricoeur's 
Textual Hermeneutics (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988). 

50. Joyce Ann Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith A Liturgical Spirituality (Scranton: University of Scranton Press, 
1993). 

51. Bridget Nichols, Liturgical Hermeneutics' Interpreting Liturgical Rites in Performance (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1986). 
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Zimmerman argues that while diachronic methods have hitherto prevailed among liturgical 

scholars—and rightly so, given the rich fruits they have yielded—there are, nonetheless, 

certain problematics to which diachronic methods cannot, by their very nature, respond. The 

findings of the social sciences favour a synchronic approach to texts, via the pathways of 

structuralism, semiotics and reader-response criticism, to name but a few.52 

Zimmerman makes a case for the relevance of Ricoeur in this connection, based on his 

ability to incorporate various "analytics" into the explanatory moment of the hermeneutical 

process, itself conceived in tripartite terms as participation, distanciation and appropriation. It is 

the form of Ricoeur's hermeneutics that proves compelling to the author; recognizing texts as 

documents of life, as repositories of the sediment of human action, he is able to conceive of the 

movements leading up to, and away from, the engagement with a text as equally germane to 

the task of interpretation. In brief: participation refers to the phenomenon of pre-understanding, 

or belonging, that enables one to bring a certain prescience to the reading of a text; distanciation 

indicates, by contrast, the role played by analysis in attempting to explain the text qua text—to 

engage it objectively, using any number of analytical devices; appropriation, finally, is the act of 

incorporating the insights gained through distanciation, as a refinement of the antecedent pre-

understanding, into one's existential situation, i.e., to allow the import of a text to bear upon 

the redescription of one's own experience of reality. Hence Zimmerman's thesis: "Ricoeur's 

hermeneutics is known as a textual or methodical hermeneutics whereby he is able to address 

the question of text and the relation of written texts to human cultural existence. Ricoeur's 

textual hermeneutics suggests a framework in which a written text, in our case a liturgical text, 

52. As she duly expounds elsewhere: "[T]oday, as never before we have methodological tools at hand that permit 
us to delve deeper and ask other questions. Until recently scholarship and pastoral approaches have consistently 
'asserted' and 'described' the relationship of Jesus Chrisf s redeeming actions and our participation in it....As soon as 
we ask the 'why' question, we have stretched the limits of the traditional historical-critical methods and push 
ourselves to take advantage of the methodological tools of the post-critical methods. Far from merely an academic 
endeavour, moving into this new methodological direction offers us fresh insight into how we might existentially 
grasp our own participation in the paschal mystery" (Joyce Ann Zimmerman, "Paschal Mystery—Whose Mystery? a 
Post-Critical Methodological Reinterpretation," in Primary Sources of Liturgical Theology: A Reader, ed. Dwight W. 
Vogel [Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000], 303). 
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can be studied analytically without relinquishing 'understanding' which Ricoeur sees as a 

mode of human existence. Thus his hermeneutic allows the placing of a textual analytic within 

a framework of understanding."53 The use of the terms "explanation" and "understanding" 

have a technical meaning in the field of hermeneutics, referring to what have been construed as 

the different methodologies appropriate to the natural and human sciences, respectively. 

Ricoeur is not content with this dichotomy, however, which he rather sees as a constructive 

dialectic. 

For Zimmerman, accordingly, liturgy is a structure fixed by tradition through a written 

text that shapes the worshipping community; this text is both descriptive, inasmuch as it is the 

trace of the liturgical action of the past, and prescriptive, as it constitutes the script according to 

which worshippers enact a rite that places them in continuity with the past. The emphasis on 

action is key—as we shall see below, it is an alleged lack of such an emphasis that impels 

Bridget Nichols to claim that Zimmerman "misappropriates Ricoeur's theory of the text"—and 

results from the following conviction: 

Shaped by tradition, the text itself also gives shape to the liturgical tradition: it molds 

the present historical community which, in turn, becomes part of the shaping tradition 

for subsequent generations. Liturgical texts are not isolated bodies of literature. They 

have an arche and telos derived from their relationship to Christian tradition which is 

normative liturgical action. This relationship originates from the fact that liturgical texts 

are a fixation of worshipping communities' liturgical action Thus liturgical action is 

primary, but it gives rise through cumulative tradition to fixed texts which, in turn, shape a 

present liturgical action. The dynamism is action - written text - action.54 

The liturgical text is thus an index of action since ultimately its word is not "the printed page 

53 Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, xm 

54 Joyce Ann Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language of Faith A Liturgical Methodology in the Mode of Paul Ricoeur's 
Textual Hermeneutics (Lanham, MD University Press of America, 1988), xi (emphasis mine) 
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but that which is proclaimed and lived." While the fullness of liturgy is only evident in its 

celebration, the written liturgical text permits a certain access to the meaning of liturgical 

celebration.55 In other words, while it is imperative to always remember that a liturgical text is 

meant to be enacted, one does not have access to the meaning of this action in any other way 

than through the text itself.56 Zimmerman observes, moreover, that the text itself, by means of 

its rubrical instructions, perforce directs an interpreter toward the action-context of the text, 

leading outside, as it were. 

Zimmerman explains that while Ricoeur invites the use of synchronic methods of 

analysis in the explanatory moment, he has not been wont to engage in them himself. Her 

response is to integrate one such method, the communication theory of Roman Jakobson, into 

her methodology, not least because it is a method approved by Ricoeur, if not exercised by him. 

The scope of her study, in turn, is limited and defined by this choice: its foci are two aspects of 

liturgical language, action and communication, and not any others (e.g., intention, poetics, etc.). 

Such exploration of other aspects she reserves to others, asserting that if indeed her 

methodology is sound, it will prove able to facilitate the application of other analytics to the 

explanatory moment of interpretation of other texts. 

In the first chapter of the work, Zimmerman traces both the various contemporary 

debates concerning liturgical language: sacral vs. vernacular, exclusive vs. inclusive, the 

pertinence of linguistics (e.g., speech-act theory), the relationship between first-order liturgical 

speech and second-order theological discourse, and so on, and then provides a brief history of 

the twentieth-century "Liturgical Movement." She concludes that the structure of the 

"language of faith," i.e., the liturgical idiom, has not been sufficiently interrogated in terms of 

55. Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 25. 

56. Obviously, Zimmerman is here placing implicit parentheses around the kind of qualitative research done by 
anthropologists and others who conduct empirical studies of given ritual events; such studies have the merit of 
assessing liturgical action in all its observable dimensions, and thereby attending to the fullness of a particular 
celebration, and the corresponding demerit of being defined by that very particularity. A focus on liturgical text is a 
methodological decision to privilege rather the universal, i.e., that which is ostensibly common to diverse celebrations 
within a given tradition, all things being equal. 
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the various language issues that have emerged in recent times; her odyssey will thus be to 

uncover the "intelligibility structure of a text without sacrificing access to textual features that 

point to extra-linguistic implications."57Chapter 2, "The Recovery of Meaning" presents a 

review of Ricoeur's hermeneutics, specifically the manner in which he combines the objective 

focus on the code of language with a subjective concern for its use in discourse by persons; this 

is framed in terms of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure's famous distinction between langue 

and parole. Where structural analysis is limited by its concentration on words as individual 

signs within an ahistorical system, Ricoeur points toward the creativity of words as composed 

into a sentence by a given person; as he insists, language is first and foremost to be understood 

as "someone saying something to someone about something." Zimmerman explains: "The shift 

in focus from word to sentence is crucial for the process of the recovery of meaning. This shift 

implies that recovering meaning from a system of signs capitalizes on only one aspect of 

language. In actuality, language does not begin with signs. We do not begin saying words by 

consulting a dictionary. We begin to use language because we have something to say, 

something to communicate."58 

The author continues with a presentation of some of the critical dialectics employed by 

Ricoeur, namely, event and meaning; identification and predication; the three levels of linguistic 

performativity (which Ricoeur derives from speech-act theorists such as J.L Austin):59 the 

locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary; and sense and reference Subsequently, she 

examines the way in which Ricoeur understands the difference between, on the one hand, a 

discourse and a text and, on the other hand, a text and a written text. Here the key point is that 

Ricoeur has clarified the distinct features of speech as it occurs spontaneously between two 

interlocutors; as a discourse configured according to an intended structure; and as a discourse 

57. Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 36. 

58 Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 47 

59 The key work m this connection is J.L Austin, How to Do Things with Words The William James Lectures Delivered 
at Harvard University in 1955 (Oxford Clarendon Press, 1963) 
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which, having been written, is separated from its originary context, author and audience, and 

hence subject, in a way that oral discourse is not, to the "conflict of interpretations." The upshot 

of the chapter is that a liturgical text is an entity sui generis: as a written text destined for 

repeated performance—"the 'reading' of a liturgical text is, in actuality, its celebration"—it 

begs the question of the degree to which its meaning is inherent, as opposed to being brought to 

it by the particular community by which it comes to life. 

Chapter 3 elaborates Ricoeur's overarching method, adumbrated above according to the 

axial terms participation, distanciation and appropriation. For Ricoeur, one brings to a text a 

"guess" as to its meaning, based upon one's experience of life, one's sharing in the common lot 

of man from which any text originates. This guess has to be validated critically, however, in the 

moment of distanciation, by unpacking the composition, genre and style of a text and thereby 

coming to appreciate what it is in and of itself; the knowledge gained through this validation 

must then be reintegrated by a reader, in terms of a corresponding transformation of the 

antecedent self-understanding, with all the risks that this process entails. Thus Zimmerman 

asks, "Is not the purpose of a liturgical text in a worshipping community to present possibilities 

for self-understanding in the community? Further, is it not the challenge to let go of the ego 

that is brought to the celebration (one side of the text) in order that, through the text's 

celebration, a new self might emerge (the other side of the text)?"60 

The fourth chapter is a highly technical elaboration of a "theoretical analytic" intended 

for application in the explanatory moment of the interpretative process. Zimmerman adduces 

Ricoeur's semantics of action, and fuses them with the "factors" and "functions" of Roman 

Jakobson's communication theory. This taxonomy allows for a text to be analyzed in terms of 

its addresser, addressee, context, message, contact and code. Zimmerman moulds Jakobson's 

criteriology to suit the analysis of a liturgical text, by incorporating certain correctives 

suggested by Ricoeur's semantics. What emerges is a pattern for schematizing a liturgical text 

60. Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 90. 
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so as to assess the total act of communication engendered by it, all the while assuming an ideal 

performance.61 Chapter 5 in turn applies this model to the Novus Ordo Mass, i.e., the "Ordinary 

Form" of the Eucharist of the Roman Rite, enabling the author to observe the communication 

dynamics of the rite and critique them in regard to their coherence and consistency. 

The sixth and final chapter of Liturgy as a Language of Faith summarizes the course of 

reflections in light of the role of liturgical practice in Christian existence: "The written text is an 

objectification of our normative tradition of lived Christian experience. Rooted deeply in life's 

experiences, liturgy expresses the community's accumulated, structured expression of their 

bonding with life."62 While expressing this bonding, it also critiques it—the liturgical text is a 

"double-edged sword" —by calling the community to a greater actualization of its potential, to 

become what it claims to be. In conclusion, Zimmerman reflects upon the ontology that 

undergirds liturgical practice, the theology it professes, the transformation it envisions and the 

pastoral issues attendant upon it. 

Evaluation. Zimmerman is to be commended for having broken the ice, as it were, as 

the first liturgist to have explored the reach of Ricoeur's insights. Her work has the rare quality 

of actually demonstrating, rather than assuming, what it sets out to prove, namely that both the 

form of Ricoeur's hermeneutics and its contents are pertinent to the study of liturgy, offering the 

potential for new resources hitherto unexploited by liturgical scholars. She is also aware of the 

lacunae in her approach: 

While the results of our specific analytic are promising, we admit that the method is 

limited by the choice of analytic tools. Other aspects important for a fuller explication of 

61. Zimmerman's appropriation of Roman Jakobson results in a viable method for the explanatory moment of a 
Ricoeurian hermeneutic; no doubt, it could be productively applied to other liturgical rites. A useful comparison to 
this entreprise, and one pertinent to the liturgical datum that is our concern, may be found in Mark Searle's 
structuralist treatment of the blessing of water in the Ordinary Form of the Roman Rite: "Fons Vitae: A Case Study in 
the Use of Liturgy as a Theological Source," in Fountain of Life, ed. Gerard Austin (Washington, D.C.: The Pastoral 
Press, 1991), 217-42. 

62. Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 175. 
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the meaning of the eucharistic rite cannot be addressed without going outside our 

chosen analytic. Thus, our method does not take into account the full dynamic of an 

actual celebration nor does it evaluate what is done with a text in that celebration. It 

brackets the text's historical development with its inherent theological and pastoral 

weaknesses. It brackets the thematic content of the text and the sources for the content 

and it does not capitalize on the richness of the text's metaphoric prayer language.63 

In this list of omissions, Zimmerman has effectively offered a program for further research. It 

has already been suggested that the "full dynamic of an actual celebration" cannot be 

ascertained without field work of the kind practiced by anthropologists. Presumably, even 

findings of this sort would not tell the whole story, since this dynamic is uniquely constituted 

anew in every actual celebration, in respect of the irreducible particularity of the given 

community of worshippers. At the limit, their internal disposition remains a phenomenon 

opaque to any attempt at exhaustive examination, even if it can be descried to some degree. 

Surely the adage, "One never steps into the same river twice," is here apropos: every liturgical 

celebration is, in point of fact, unique, and field work of even the most rigorous sort could only 

ever but comment upon the specific features of the celebration under consideration, and the 

manner in which a common text or tradition is concretized in a particular context. 

Zimmerman notes above that her study does not treat the "thematic content" of the rite, 

nor the sources of this content, nor again the "metaphoric prayer language" in which this 

content is expressed. Unlike her concern with capturing the "full dynamic of an actual 

celebration," these issues would seem to lend themselves readily to further elaboration 

through recourse to Ricoeur. Metaphor has been a recurrent theme in his philosophical journey 

and will hence figure prominently in the present endeavour. Moreover, inasmuch as the 

thematic content of liturgical celebrations inevitably raises questions of the nature and 

63. Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 187. 
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operation of symbols as well as questions concerning the relationship between history and 

fiction, between the originary events of a tradition and their ritual representation—matters to 

which Ricoeur has also devoted no small amount of attention—there would appear to be ample 

scope for further reflection. 

Another major issue, which curiously does not emerge in Zimmerman's directives for 

further research, is the problem of selfhood. What is the nature of the liturgical subject, as 

conceived in the light of Ricoeur's hermeneutics? One reviewer of Liturgy as a Language of Faith 

suggests that "the major difficulty in the final analysis...as other critics of liturgical theology's 

use of Ricoeur have pointed out, is whether his anthropology and his accompanying view of 

the self is adequate."64 However, Zimmerman's book was completed before the publication of 

Ricoeur's later works, most notably Oneself as Another (OAA),65 whose explicit hypothesis is the 

problem of selfhood. While this criticism may stand with respect to her former work, therefore, 

its general import must be challenged. In cursory fashion, Zimmerman has in fact attempted to 

do so, probing the potential of a liturgical reading of OAA in "Liturgical Assembly: Who is the 

Subject of Liturgy?"66 The treatment of OAA below will incorporate the seminal but 

undeveloped insights placed on the table therein. 

Liturgy as Living Faith 

Synopsis. In her more recent Liturgy as Living Faith, Zimmerman sets out to elaborate a 

liturgical spirituality, approaching the main elements of the Ordinary Form of the Roman Rite 

(Eucharist, Baptism and the principal hours of the Office, Lauds and Vespers) from the 

perspective of how their structure corresponds to the shape of the Paschal Mystery, taken as the 

common referent of both Christian liturgy and Christian life as a whole. Her goal is to 

64. Michael B. Aune, "(Review) Liturgy as a Language of Faith: A Liturgical Methodology in the Mode of Paul 
Ricoeur's Textual Hermeneutics," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 58, no. 4 (Winter 1990): 734-35. 

65. Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, (originally published as Soi-meme comme un autre [L'ordre philosophique]. 
Paris: Seuil, 1990), trans. Kathleen Blarney (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 

66. Joyce Ann Zimmerman, "Liturgical Assembly: Who is the Subject of Liturgy?" Liturgical Ministry 3 (Spring 
1994): 41-51. 



33 

overcome a dualism between liturgy and life, showing how what are often taken to be discrete 

domains are in fact part of a single hermeneutical continuum: "In this volume we draw on the 

gains of specific linguistically based methods to support our thesis that the deep, dynamic 

structure of liturgy is identical to the deep, dynamic structure of Christian living....What we 

celebrate in liturgy is none other than what we live as Christians committed to entering into the 

ongoing redemptive work of the Risen Christ."67 

The book is divided into two parts, "Methodological Perspectives" and "Pastoral 

Interpretations," with the combined goal of conducting a "postcritical methodological 

exercise." Chapter 1 offers a reading of Deuteronomy, drawing upon historical-critical findings 

to posit the intrinsic connection between the liturgical commemoration of the magnolia Dei 

wrought for the Israelites, and their being enjoined to execute justice on behalf of the 

"sojourner, the fatherless and the widow." Liturgical memory does not involve mere recall, but 

rather praxis. Zimmerman concludes that while the historical-critical method can thus 

demonstrate an ontological link between liturgy and life, it cannot explain it—such will be the 

task of a postcritical method.68 

Chapter 2 is an analogous reading of the subapostolic period wherein works of mercy 

(diakonia) were similarly integrated into worship. For the early Church, "doing for others is 

itself an extended liturgical activity. Concerned human activity is so basic to being Christian 

that it is an integral part of ritual expression."69 In particular, such activity—a response to the 

injunction of the Gospel to do good works so that others may glorify the Father in heaven—is 

directed toward Christ hidden in the poor, and realized in terms of fasting and almsgiving; the 

latter flows from the former as an expression of stewardship since the money saved from 

67. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, viii. 

68. Zimmerman observes that "critical methods are limited in that they cannot search beyond the context in which 
a text was produced. Postcritical methods bracket (set aside) original contexts to focus on meaning in a new context" 
(Liturgy as Living Faith: A Liturgical Spirituality [Scranton: University of Scranton Press, 1993], 53). Liturgical history, 
that is, is not equivalent to liturgical theology. 

69. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, x. 
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fasting was to be lavished upon the poor. Zimmerman treats the Eucharist, which engenders 

diakonia, under the figures of "unity," explicated according to the monoepiscopal theology of 

Ignatius of Antioch; "presence," i.e., the liturgical community's solidarity one with another as 

one Body in and through the celebration of the Eucharist, as recounted by Justin Martyr; 

"sacrifice," in terms of the early sources' attestation to a sacramental fulfillment in the Church 

of Old Testament sacrificial practice as well as to a conflation of the Eucharist and martyrdom 

(e.g., that of St. Polycarp); and finally, of "eschatology," the promise of the resurrection and 

eternal life heralded by the Eucharist.70 

The third and fourth chapters mark a shift to the delineation of a postcritical method 

able to attend to the depth structure of texts. This is carried out through dialogue with 

language philosophy, hermeneutics and scriptural exegesis, particularly the thought of 

Ricoeur. Chapter 3 rehearses Ricoeur's tripartite method of textual hermeneutics, described 

above (participation, distanciation and appropriation). Liturgical celebration, in this 

connection, becomes the moment of distanciation, a reflective/critical moment vis-a-vis a 

continuous commitment to Christian living.71 Liturgy is a moment "out of time" that allows for 

a critique of the way we live the Christian mystery: "The celebration of liturgy presents the 

meaning of our whole Christian living to us in a concrete and manageable ritual moment. To 

discover the inner dynamic—the deep structure—of Christian liturgy is to discover the inner 

dynamic—the deep structure—of Christian living. We see ourselves in the liturgy both as we 

are and as we can become."72 In this chapter, Zimmerman also outlines Ricoeur's application of 

70. "Eucharist is a vertical movement of offering, praising and blessing God. It is a horizontal movement of unity, 
sharing and caring for others. Jesus is one with his community and at the same time he leads the community to the 
Father. We cannot reach the Father except through Jesus who is visible in his Body and shared in thanksgiving. 
There is a dynamic relationship between these moments..." (Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 32). 

71. "Distanciation is a distinct moment of interpretation directed toward the internal structure of the work in itself 
without any regard to the subject who produced the text or the one who interprets it. A text has its own 'world' of 
possibilities that opens up alternatives for human living" (Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 40). Zimmerman does 
not appear to perceive, or at least consider, the potential discrepancies between Ricoeur's hermeneutical and 
narrative arcs, as analyzed by Dan Stiver in Theology After Ricoeur, nor the way they may affect the applicability of 
Ricoeur's moments to the study of liturgy. 

72. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 42. 
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the paradigm of the text to action, that is, "meaningful human activity"; action in this respect 

has a fourfold quality of pertaining to the ethical-political sphere, manifesting human freedom, 

being susceptible of interpretation according to "ideology" and schematization in terms of 

"praxis." 

In Chapter 4 the author conducts a reading of the Lucan narrative of the Last Supper, 

seeking to uncover therein the form of the Paschal Mystery. She first addresses the typical 

practice of meals in Jewish culture, the use of meal scenarios in Luke generally (featuring table 

fellowship with the outcast) and then, the specifics of the Lucan account of the Last Supper. 

The "table-talk" of Jesus with his disciples implies the need for them to participate in his 

Passion, to appropriate it for themselves even before it occurs; it provides for an interpretation 

of the Last Supper in the light of the imminent Passion. Her structural analysis displays two 

dynamics: the "not yet" and the "already." The Paschal Mystery is to be understood as a 

phenomenon situated between two kingdoms, a dialectic in the truest sense, an enriching 

movement back and forth between the fact of redemption and its process. Hence it is not 

simply a past event, since it figures in the constitution of our reality here and now, or rather, we 

figure in the constitution of ourselves by means of it: 

To understand the Paschal Mystery in terms of a soteriological-eschatological tension 

brings us face-to-face with the fact that the Paschal Mystery cannot be relegated to a 

past historical event. Hardly, for the P.M. has very much to do with our own 

relationship to God and to others in the concrete, everyday here and now. There is 

nothing "automatic" about Jesus' redemptive activity; that activity always demands an 

interaction with our own activity....[0]ur ongoing appropriation of redemption is 

played out in the choices we make in our everyday lives. That is what we celebrate 

when we do Eucharist "in memory of me." The structure of Jesus' death and 

Resurrection is not only interpretive of his actions at the Lord's Supper, it is also a 
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perfect analogue to our Christian living.73 

Part Two of the book conducts an investigation of particular rites in light of Ricoeur's 

three methodic moments, through an application of the concept of meaningful action to the 

liturgical domain. Thus Chapter 5 explores the basis of participation, namely the self-

understanding of Christians as members of the Body of Christ. The sixth through eighth 

chapters are pastoral interpretations of the "moments of distanciation" constituted by Lauds 

and Vespers, Sunday Eucharist and the liturgical year, respectively. Chapter 9 treats the 

moment of appropriation, that is, of choosing between new existential possibilities. 

Evaluation. Zimmerman's scriptural exegesis in this work, as well as her interpretation 

of Roman liturgical rites, are rich and evocative. Nonetheless, they seem disconnected from the 

chapters where she treats Ricoeur. Her overall project of elaborating a liturgical spirituality 

does not appropriate Ricoeur's thought, so much as employ one element, namely the 

hermeneutical arc, as an organizing principle. 

A case in point is Chapter 4, which strangely makes no mention of Ricoeur, even 

though it follows upon a highly technical presentation of participation-distanciation-

appropriation and the theory of meaningful action in the preceding chapter. Given that the 

burden of the chapter is to establish the nature of the Paschal Mystery, specifically 

interrogating the connection between past events and their meaning for us today, one might 

have expected the author to have adduced Ricoeur's reflections on the reality of the historical 

past or narrative identity. Zimmerman also fails to clarify the connection between the Lucan 

account of the Lord's Supper and present liturgical practice, i.e., why it should be seen as 

paradigmatic for our understanding of the Paschal Mystery, and not the narratives of the other 

Gospels, not to say the theology of the Epistles. Here, an incorporation of Ricoeur's insights 

73 Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 69. 
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into the polyphonicity of biblical genres, and an attempt to discern the modalities of the notion 

of Paschal Mystery elsewhere in the Bible, would have proven beneficial. 

A similar discrepancy is evident in Chapter 5, where Zimmerman seeks to adumbrate 

the shape of participation in the Christian tradition by probing several "visages": Paschal 

Mystery, Baptism, Body of Christ, Ministry of the Assembly (Priesthood of the Faithful, Gifts of 

the Spirit), Community (Liturgical Community - Sociological Community) and Prayer 

(Liturgical and Devotional). Although claiming to have used the "methodological 

considerations presented in chapter 3 to interpret what we have called visages of Christian 

identity,"74 this chapter contains effectively no references to Ricoeur beyond the first paragraph 

and before the last, and no explanation of how the hermeneutical arc or theory of meaningful 

action applies specifically to the theological data discussed: one simply does not encounter the 

promised "innovative use of [Ricoeur's] insights."75 A Ricoeurian analysis would arguably 

proceed by regarding the "visages" as axial metaphors of the Christian tradition, and adducing 

Ricoeur's theory of metaphor to unpack their import. 

Thirdly, Zimmerman is not consistent in her professed intention to apply a postcritical 

method to the interpretation of liturgy. She contends that "critical methods are limited in that 

they cannot search beyond the context in which a text was produced. Postcritical methods 

bracket (set aside) original contexts to focus on meaning in a new context."76 Given this 

premise, one would expect a privileging of the matter of the liturgical text, what Ricoeur calls 

the "world of the text" that opens out in front of it. Instead, we find the author opining, for 

instance, that the praying of the Psalms in a liturgical context should not be Christologically 

focused: "To pray the Psalms Christologically is to distort them because we have taken them 

out of their cultural context. It also shortchanges us because Israel's history stands on its own 

74. Ibid., 87. 
75. Ibid., 75. 

76. Ibid., 53. 
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as our history."77 

This is a curious interpretation not only because the recitation of the Psalms in classical 

Christian liturgical usage, including that of the Roman Rite, is almost invariably concluded 

with a Trinitarian doxology, but also because the Psalms as presented in the revised Liturgy of 

the Hours—the object of the author's criticism in this connection—include not only 

Christological subtitles but the novel element of "Psalm prayers" (to be recited after the 

doxology) whose rationale is precisely a typological interpretation of the preceding text. In 

other words, the "new context" of Christian liturgy makes it all but impossible not to pray the 

Psalms Christologically. Furthermore, as indicated above, Ricoeur, for his part, regards the 

liturgical reinterpretation of Scripture as a positive function of the "surplus of meaning" 

inherent in it as a poetical text.78 

Moreover, since Zimmerman's thesis is that the Paschal Mystery is not simply a past 

event but one which actively refigures our present, it seems a non sequitur to suggest that 

"Israel's history stands on its own as our history": surely, it is "our history"— and expressly 

does not "stand on its own"—precisely because the Church, following the example of Christ, 

has interpreted it as typifying the Paschal Mystery. The import of Zimmerman's discussion of 

Deuteronomy and the Lucan Last Supper, after all, was expressly to show that events of 

revelation are meaningful in the measure they come to fulfillment, in the midst of those who 

celebrate. This view, however, is at odds with her suggestion that even when a psalm is 

attributed to David, it should be seen rather as the corporate voice of Israel, an expression of 

the latter's self-understanding, given the fact that it was incorporated into a volume destined 

for communal worship ("There is a dynamic in the psalms, then, that draws us into a larger 

framework"79). Here one is at a loss to account for why she can approve of the Old Testament 

77. Ibid., 95. 

78. It is worth noting that in the revised Roman offices of Lauds and Vespers there are no "fixed psalms," and 
therefore any attempt to plumb their "deep structure" must attend rather to the ordinary elements (such as the 
Trinitarian doxology) into which the variable elements (such as the Psalms themselves) are integrated. 

79. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 95. 
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cult's reinterpretation of a psalm, but take issue with an analogous appropriation on the part of 

the early Church—especially when, as indicated above, she countenances favourably the 

reinterpretation of Old Testament sacrifice effected in sub-apostolic Eucharistic theology. 

Zimmerman's discussion of the Psalms in fact manifests an assimilation of them to the 

structural analysis of the Paschal Mystery afforded by her reading of the Lucan Last Supper. 

The eschatological-soteriological dialectic she uncovers in this analysis seems to be imposed 

upon the Psalms with the effect of reducing the specificity of the genre in question, and its 

subgenres. Thus she writes: 

Psalmody—an idealized and comprehensive recitation of the relationship between God 

and God's people—captures an eschatological moment in which we liturgically 

experience the fullness of God's love and fidelity. Psalmody is a reassuring moment of 

hope in which we identify with all the promises God has already fulfilled. Their 

narrative genre, therefore, is essential to grasping the eschatological character of the 

psalms. By drawing us into God's story of relationship with God's people, the psalms 

bracket chronological time and enable us to enter into liturgical time during which 

God's past, present and future deeds on our behalf are all experienced as 'at hand' and 

fulfilled. The eschatological hope that can be released by the psalms has as its basis the 

witness to God's unwavering love and fidelity.80 

There are several issues here. Firstly, the notion that the Psalms render God's future deeds 'at 

hand' surely implies, in a Christian context, the inclusion of the Christological referent, which 

Zimmerman has already disavowed. Secondly, Ricoeur would not agree that the Psalms should 

be categorized as "narrative"; to the contrary, he finds them to exemplify the lyric form and be 

irreducible to another. Hence he writes in their regard: "The praise addressed to God's 

prodigious accomplishments in nature and history is not a movement of the heart which is 

80. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 98. 
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added to narrative genre without any effect on its nucleus. In fact, celebration elevates the story 

and turns it into an invocation....Under the three figures of praise, supplication, and 

thanksgiving human speech becomes invocation. It is addressed to God in the second person, 

without limiting itself to designating him in the third person as in narration, or to speaking in 

the first person in his name as in prophecy."81 While Zimmerman is undoubtedly correct to 

suggest that the Psalms may "capturfe] an eschatological moment in which we liturgically 

experience the fullness of God's love and fidelity," that cannot be the whole of the matter; as 

Ricoeur notes, the Psalter also contains the genre of supplication, which category includes 

psalms of deprecation. It is difficult to understand how such texts can be seen as offering a 

"reassuring moment of hope"; they present the voice of one caught in medias res, in a 

soteriological flux as yet unresolved. I would suggest, pace Zimmerman, that it is only by 

reading such texts Christologically that they acquire an "eschatological hope."82 It would have 

been helpful also, in this connection, for the author to have developed her distinction between 

chronological and liturgical time. Time is a theme to which Ricoeur has devoted much 

reflection, and the complexities of his thought do not emerge in the simple distinction 

rehearsed here. 

Finally, Zimmerman's presentation of Ricoeur's notion of "meaningful action" in Part 

One presents interesting possibilities, but is ultimately under-exploited in the course of Part 

Two's pastoral interpretations.83 The treatment of given rites remains an exegesis of the 

81. Paul Ricoeur, Essays on Biblical Interpretation, ed. Lewis S. Mudge (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 88-89. 

82. Zimmerman creates a neat dialectic by viewing the Psalmody of the Office as an eschatological moment, and 
the intercessions which follow, a soteriological one; she categorizes the intercessions as expressing an "unfinished 
need" vis-a-vis the reassuring hope of the Psalms. 

83. Her resume of Ricoeur's notion of meaningful action, with its fourfold taxonomy, does not carry over to her 
actual analysis of the rites under consideration. For example, it is hard to understand how liturgy can provide for the 
critique of its own ideology; how, that is, one can simultaneously affirm belonging in and through the act of 
participating in a rite, and critique its legitimacy. If, "Liturgy functions as a kind of normative will that shapes the 
meaning of Christian living without hindering our own freedom of choice (arbitrary will)," nonetheless, the arbitrary 
will comes into focus rather outside of the liturgical context, when the corporate language of the "first-person plural" 
is replaced by the resumption of the first-person singular of ordinary discourse (Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living 
Faith, 137). 
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respective liturgical texts: specifically, of the non-rubrical elements therein. We do not find 

here, as in her earlier work, a demonstrable concern to attend to the non-textual dimensions of 

liturgical celebration, to its embodied character. She clarifies, on the one hand, that meaningful 

action—in this case ritual—can be construed as text, inasmuch as it is susceptible of 

interpretation in a manner analogous to that of text. On the other hand, this operative 

assumption does not lead to a consideration, for example, of the musical, kinetic, tactile, 

olfactory, gustatory, iconographic or architectural aspects of celebration. It is not the case, of 

course, that these can be very easily categorized, but that they, rather than the verbal elements, 

are the dimensions of the liturgical "text" arguably most subject to modulation within a given 

tradition. It is somewhat confusing then, that Zimmerman oscillates between two meanings of 

text in this regard: the stricter sense of the liturgical script, and the wider, of its embodied 

celebration. She appears to have the latter sense in mind in asserting, "Liturgy differs from 

most kinds of other texts because liturgy is constantly being produced. Liturgy is never a fixed 

text as are, for example, classic works of literature or art. The text of liturgy is necessarily fluid 

because its 'authors' are subjects who live through a tradition. We celebrate liturgy as part of a 

tradition which we, in turn, are helping to constitute."84 But it is the former sense that guides 

her pastoral interpretations, which are based simply on the skeletal structure of the liturgical 

texts themselves.85 

It is also worth questioning the soundness of Zimmerman's overall application of 

Ricoeur's hermeneutical arc in the present connection. Dan Stiver has suggested that many 

interpreters of Ricoeur unwittingly conflate his hermeneutical and narrative arcs, despite the 

fact that the second moments of each, distanciation and configuration, involve opposite 

84. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 89. One could contend that dramatic works of literature are, on the 
contrary, subject to a very similar dynamic as liturgy, inasmuch as the performers and spectators of a Shakespearean 
play, for example, "author" the "text" presented on any given occasion—but not in any substantial sense the Bard's 
script itself. 

85. In other words, Zimmerman considers the invariable features of a given service (i.e. its "ordinary") rather than 
as informed by a given set of propers. 
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epistemological operations.86 It would seem that Zimmerman is complicit in this regard 

inasmuch as she situates liturgical celebration as a moment of distanciation between the 

moments of belonging to the Christian tradition (participation), and of reconstituting that 

belonging through transformative praxis (refiguration). Liturgical celebration functions, in her 

estimation, as a critical moment that challenges the first naivete of Christian identity propelling 

it to rediscover itself as a dynamic becoming. Hence, "Tradition refers to the moment of 

participation. When we critique that tradition [i.e. by participating in liturgy], we have entered 

a reflective moment of distanciation."87 

It is not at all clear, however, that liturgical celebration provides for such distanciation 

as understood by Ricoeur, who appears instead to regard the "religious moment" as one of 

profound conviction, intercalated with the moment of critique offered by the philosophical 

entreprise. For he considers "the religious moment as such not being a critical moment; it is the 

moment of adhering to a word reputed to have come from farther and from higher than 

myself, and this occurs in a kerygmatic reading within a profession of faith. At this level, one 

finds, then, the idea of a dependence or a submission to an earlier word...What seems to me to 

be constitutive of the religious is, therefore, the fact of crediting a word, in accordance with a 

certain code and within the limits of a certain canon."88 One could well argue, therefore, again 

pace Zimmerman, that it is the existential critique posed by pluralism, or by the experience of 

suffering or other "limit experiences," if not the less common route of avowed philosophical 

reflection, that issues the challenge to dare a mature appropriation of faith, expressed in a 

renewed commitment to engage in liturgical praxis. Rather than Zimmerman's model of "life -

liturgy - life," we could see the process as "liturgy- life - liturgy": in this latter, liturgy funds the 

86. "[T]he analytical, semiotic mode of explanation does not appear to allow for a configured narrative world of the 
text. The configuration of a fictive world is an act of the synthetic imagination. The critical analysis of such a world 
into its parts is quite a different process. Thus there seems to be a distinction between a configurative moment and an 
explanatory moment" (Dan. R. Stiver, op. cit., 71). 

87. Zimmerman, Liturgy as Living Faith, 89. 

88. Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 144-^5. 
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moment of participation, in which Zimmerman's "visages" of Christian identity come into 

focus; life, in turn, is the arena where recognition of oneself in these "visages" is challenged. To 

return to liturgy is to pass from doubt to faith. 

Furthermore, where Ricoeur's arc takes the reader and text as its point de depart, cult is 

arguably better understood not as a work which we encounter as a discrete phenomenon, but 

rather, like language and culture more broadly, something that interprets us before we come to 

the act of interpretation.89 Certainly, in the case of those raised in a given tradition, reflection 

on that tradition occurs "too late." As Ricoeur avers: "To be a religious subject is to agree to 

enter or to have already entered into this vast circuit involving a founding word, mediating texts, 

and traditions of interpretation" (emphasis mine). He muses further concerning his own faith 

journey that it is an instance of "chance transformed into destiny by continuous choice....I 

would agree to say that a religion is like a language into which one is either born or has been 

transferred by exile or hospitality; in any event, one feels at home there, which implies a 

recognition that there are other languages spoken by other people."90 The distinction between 

being born into a tradition and entering it as an adult is perhaps significant; does the religious 

moment, and hence liturgical celebration, function differently in each case? 

The Hermeneutical Arc vs. the Narrative Arc 

Aside from the two major texts treated above, Zimmerman has explored the pertinence 

of Ricoeur for liturgical studies in several articles. In "Paschal Mystery, Whose Mystery," we 

see a reprise of the contours of the life-liturgy-life arc elaborated in Liturgy as Living Faith. Here, 

however, it is the narrative arc elaborated in Time and Narrative,91 rather than his earlier 

89. In regard to the liturgical year, Zimmerman observes that it operates as a "text" in Ricoeur's analogous sense, as 
a "document of human life" that leaves traces upon history. The liturgical year, as a phenomenon present to us in 
and out of the ritual moment, shows how liturgy explodes the cultic occasion. It is not an event but rather a state 
ordered by the liturgical texts but not bound to them. 

90. Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 145. 

91. Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Volume 1, (originally published as Temps et recit. Tome I [L'ordre 
philosophique]. Paris: Seuil, 1983), trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer (Chicago & London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
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hermeneutical arc, that provides the interpretive paradigm. The narrative arc involves a 

tripartite variation upon the Aristotelian concept of the redescription of human action in 

poetry, namely mimesis: Ricoeur's mimesis1 (prefiguration); mimesis2 (configuration); and 

mimesis3 (refiguration). This model lends itself much more readily to the liturgical application 

afforded it by Zimmerman, in my opinion, since it moves from an initial "guess" at meaning, 

through a "following" of a story, to a transformation of action in the light of the world 

proposed in front of the "text"—in the case at hand, the celebration of liturgy. 

Zimmerman's principal questions are "How do we participate in a historical event that 

is past and not yet come?" and "How do we live this mystery today?";92 like David Stosur, she 

perceives in Ricoeur's narrative theory a model for responding to the temporal aporias they 

imply: "The narrative approach directly addresses the recurring challenge of the relationship of 

liturgy and life. As Ricoeur remarks, 'narrative has its full meaning when it is restored to the 

time of action and of suffering in mimesis3' (T& N, vol. 1, 70). Liturgy, then, from the purview 

of narrative theory, has its fullest meaning only when the emplotment of action that liturgy 

celebrates actually refigures the lives of those who celebrate. In such a way is Christ's mystery 

our mystery."93 

Since the reader's response, according to Ricoeur, forms a critical part of the mediation 

of narrative, so liturgy cannot be understood as such without including our appropriation of its 

story in our lives. As Stosur neatly puts it, "[OJne's true identity—one's real life—can be found 

only in living for and with others, 'refiguring' our stories in the power of the Spirit along the 

lines of narrative transformation 'configured' in the story of Christ's paschal mystery."94 

Zimmerman elsewhere reiterates that liturgy merely "ritualizes what, in fact, Christian living is 

all about";95 it reaches fulfillment beyond the assembly, in Ricoeur's "just institutions." Such 

92. Zimmerman, "Paschal Mystery," 304. 
93. Zimmerman, "Paschal Mystery," 310. 
94. Stosur, op. cit., 37. 

95. Zimmerman, "Liturgical Assembly," 51. 
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ethical engagement, moreover, is not only the currency of refiguration, but also the stock on 

which further prefiguration trades, in a continuous mimetic economy leading back to ritual 

configuration. 

We will have occasion to reflect further on this trajectory later on. At present it suffices 

to note that while the paradigm is promising, what does not emerge in the considerations of 

Zimmerman is the question of the followability of the narrative at hand; in other words, there 

seems to be an implicit assumption that the story of Christ's Paschal Mystery is itself readily 

comprehensible and that, moreover, any plurality of interpretations is effectively free of 

conflict. Graham Hughes finds such optimism to be the hallmark of what he terms the "church 

theology" approach to liturgical theology. By contrast, he contends—in the vein of Guardini's 

discontentment—that postmodern (in Hughes' lexicon, "late modern") worshippers actually 

suffer from an impaired capacity to grasp liturgical meaning: that they follow only with 

difficulty the narrative presented by liturgy. He thus contests the conviction shared by scholars 

such as Alexander Schmemann, Aidan Kavanaugh and Geoffrey Wainwright, that "the 

church's traditional liturgical formulations...when joined with an appropriate performance of 

them, may confidently be relied upon to effect their own meanings."96 To the contrary, he 

argues, it is clear that "the precepts of modernity have seriously undermined for vast numbers 

of people in the western world...their confidence in a theistic reading of reality." We suffer 

from a "religious disenchantment"; our societies "function without recourse to religion"; and 

for many people's existence, "the question of belief or disbelief is simply not an issue."97 The 

conclusion of his analysis is that those who practice "church theology" need to be disabused of 

their naivete; the problem of the retrieval of meaning is acute, and cannot be resolved simply 

by a repristination of the liturgical status quo ante.98 

96. Graham Hughes, Worship as Meaning (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2003), 222. 

97. Ibid., 230-31. 

98. "My discussion of the 'church' liturgical theologians should make it clear that it seems to me there is no future 
in an 'old' or 'first' naivete that simply wishes modernity were not a factor. This seems to me to eviscerate everything 
we know...about the work of meaning-completion which readers of texts, recipients of signs and interpreters of 
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One may suggest, however, that Hughes' characterization of "church theology" is 

perhaps simplistic. Alexander Schmemann, as we have seen, was well aware that the due 

celebration of liturgy did not lead automatically to its proper interpretation, not to say, 

appropriation. Rather, he held, with Zimmerman and Stosur, that the liturgies handed down in 

the classical traditions of the Church—in his case, the Byzantine Rite, in theirs, the Roman— 

ultimately exemplify that, as Ricoeur famously put it, "the symbol gives rise to thought." 

Schmemann's confidence that liturgy not only generated but articulated all authentic theology 

fits well with Ricoeur's conviction that "what the symbol gives rise to is thinking. After the gift, 

positing. The aphorism suggests at the same time that everything has already been said 

enigmatically and yet that it is always necessary to begin everything and to begin it again in 

the dimension of thinking."99 If Hughes does well to indicate the caesura in thinking that can 

obtain as a result of modern disenchantment, he arguably underestimates the resilience of the 

liturgy, taken as a compound symbol, its remarkable potential to redeploy meaning in the face 

of doubt and indifference. 

Summary 

Zimmerman argues that a distinction must be maintained between Ricoeur's 

philosophical hermeneutics as a framework out of which a given study might be carried out, and 

the use of a particular heuristic tool applicable to a specific text.100 She views this distinction 

between theory and method as critical to ensuring the preservation of Ricoeur's dialectical, 

indirect approach to ontology, which remains open-ended, oscillating between poles of 

interpretation rather than collating them. Within the basic dialectic of participation-

distanciation-appropriation, there remain almost limitless possibilities. Hence her critique of 

one theologian's assessment of Ricoeur's project: 

reality undertake in the construction of meanings In our time, the recipients of liturgical signs are inhabitants of this 
modern culture and complete their meanmgs from withm it" (Hughes, op cit., 253) 

99 Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, 349 

100 Joyce Ann Zimmerman, "(Review) Fodor, James Christian Hermeneutics Paul Ricoeur and the Refigunng of 
Theology (Oxford Clarendon Press, 1995)," International Philosophical Quarterly 38 (1998). 87 
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What [James] Fodor101 portrays as problematic—"Ricoeur also attempts to incorporate 

the emphases and contributions of literary and philosophical analyses which are, in 

character, fundamentally anti-referential"—is exactly the point of Ricoeur's dialectical 

method: the ontological moment is located in the moments of participation and 

appropriation; the moment of distanciation is epistemological and admits of any 

number of possible methods, even "anti-referential" ones. This is an important 

distinction for actually applying Ricoeur's hermeneutics to real texts (which Ricoeur 

rarely does, as Fodor rightly points out): exegesis of texts requires an analytic moment, 

and Ricoeur allows for any number of methods to be used. Different texts (e.g., biblical 

text or liturgical text) may best be interpreted by very different analytical tools 

(including semiotics, structuralism, etc.) without sacrificing reference because of the 

dialectic between sense and reference (or, if you will, between configuration and 

refiguration, or between epistemology and ontology).102 

As we have seen, Zimmerman has developed several devices to service the explanatory 

moment of distanciation, while leaving room in the toolkit for new implements. 

The Turn to Ricoeur in Liturgical Theology II - Bridget Nichols 

Bridget Nichols' monograph, Liturgical Hermeneutics: Interpreting Liturgical Rites in 

Performance, while not explicitly oriented exclusively toward Ricoeur in the manner of 

Zimmerman's Liturgy as a Language of Faith, carries out a similar entreprise of discerning how 

hermeneutics, particularly the work of Gadamer and Ricoeur, applies to the interpretation of 

liturgy. Nichol's subtitle, however, "interpreting liturgical rites in performance," evinces her 

conviction that liturgical hermeneutics has hitherto privileged the interpretation of the 

liturgical text. She intends rather to comprehend the manner in which meaning obtains in the 

course of the enactment of said text. Nichols treats three services in the Anglican liturgical 

101. James Fodor, Christian Hermeneutics: Paul Ricoeur and the Refiguring of Theology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). 

102. Zimmerman, "Fodor (Review)," 88. 
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tradition, namely the Eucharist, Baptism and the funeral service, and aspires to give 

consideration to both the liturgical text and the spatio-temporal implications of rubrics. 

Liturgical Hermeneutics 

Synopsis. At the outset, Nichols points to a discrepancy which will recur like a 

leitmotif in the course of her study: 

The distinctive duality in the nature of liturgy has engendered a clear division between 

theory and practice. On the one hand, there are professional liturgists who have traced 

the history and origins of rites, and whose findings continue to enrich the 

understanding of liturgical practice as it has developed over the course of the centuries. 

On the other hand, there are countless Christians who have conducted their worship 

according to prescribed forms over the same period, and whose lives are directly 

affected as a result. Their awareness of the processes they engage in represents another 

potentially illuminating approach to ritual.103 

At issue here is a concern to balance the critical study of liturgical texts, with reflection upon 

the meaning they have as celebrations in the life of actual people—in other words, to mediate 

between a deductive, qualitative methodology, and an inductive, quantitative one. What does 

it mean to interpret a liturgy in or as a "performance," as opposed to as a text? We will return 

to this below, as it forms the substance of the critique that has been levelled against Nichols' 

work. 

She sees in the early twentieth-century Anglican Benedictine Dom Gregory Dix a shift 

from a historical-critical to a hermeneutical approach to the study of liturgy: "Dix's pioneering 

achievement then, is to shift the ground of liturgical research. Instead of dwelling on 

considerations of the meaning of liturgy, he paves the way for an investigation of what it is that 

103. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 15. 
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makes liturgy a meaningful practice."104 For Nichols, the meaning of liturgy is to be found in a 

personal negotiation between one's own faith, and the propositions of the Christian Faith itself, 

as these latter are dynamically presented through the process of the liturgical event. 

Nichols begins with a review of the origins of hermeneutics and an expose of the 

thought of Gadamer—specifically his well-known idea of the "fusion of horizons"—as this is 

developed by Ricoeur. In this connection, she observes that Romantic hermeneutics, which 

sought to connect the reader with the authorial genius behind a given text, proves particularly 

fruitless where anonymous texts are concerned. Following Ricoeur she asserts that the original 

context and audience of a text are similarly tangential to its contemporary power to propose a 

world which can be appropriated by the reader, in keeping with which his or her own life 

situation can be transformed. 

The author proceeds to establish a dialectic, which will govern her interpretation of the 

rites in question, between two meanings of faith, as written with a majuscule or miniscule "f." 

The former is the tradition "handed down through the medium of scriptural writing, and 

distancing the congregation of the present time from the original producer of the biblical 

utterance. It is understood here as a credal position based on biblical evidence, and amplified 

by the Church's doctrinal pronouncements. These are summed up, for example, in the tenets of 

the Apostles' and Nicene Creeds."105 The latter, by contrast, "evades confident definition. It 

104 Ibid, 18 

105 Bridget Nichols, op a t , 26 Nichols approaches the Creed as a datum in itself, rather than as an element of the 
liturgy In this respect, she neglects the performative quality of the Creed, l e , the fact that it presents its propositions 
in the form of an attestation "I believe in " Not only for Byzantine-Rite Christians, who recite the Creed at every 
Divine Liturgy, Baptism and Office of Compline, as well as in the course of their prescribed daily prayers; but also 
for Western Christians, who traditionally recite the Nicene Creed at Mass, and the Apostle's Creed devotionally (e g , 
as part of the Rosary) and—in the Anglican tradition—at evensong, the Creed serves as a prayer, rather than chiefly a 
referent for prayer In the terminology of J.L. Austin, which Nichols finds to be highly instructive, the Creed has both 
illocutionary as well as perlocutionary force, and thus is perhaps not to be taken as a decontextuahzed reference point, 
as Nichols does Indeed, the Creed has veritable perlocutionary force as well, inasmuch as it is traditionally the act of 
reciting the Creed on the part of a catechumen (or his sponsors) that allows him to be admitted to baptism. 

It is doubtful that Ricoeur would countenance this distinction, as he regards the encounter with "Faith" to be an 
encounter with the primary texts of Scripture, theology being taken as a second order entreprise. He warns against 
abstraction from the onginary word of revelation, and hence prefers to interpret the polyphonic discourse of the 
Bible rather than the works of theology 
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belongs instead to each individual worshipper and has its being in the individual's 

appropriation of the community's proclamation of the Faith."106 "The Faith" and "faith" subsist 

in a dialectical relationship that comes to light in the liturgical act: "Liturgy is therefore a 

discourse, or better, a practice, generated by the tension between faith and the Faith. This is a 

version of the hermeneutic circle to the extent that neither can properly be identified as the 

origin of the discourse."107 It is, moreover, a locus of "risk"; the structural divisions in the 

services studied reveal a recurring pattern of "separation, transition and incorporation," 

through the ebb and flow of which participants must continually confront the existential 

challenge of trusting in the world proposed.108 

Critique of Zimmerman. Early on in Liturgical Hermeneutics Nichols issues a mercurial 

dismissal of Zimmerman's work, accusing the latter of "misappropriating] Ricoeur's theory of 

the text by implying strongly that liturgical texts carry an implicit and predetermined meaning, 

which is rendered explicit in performance."109 Hence, "Zimmerman's structural-semiotic 

interest predisposes her to find objective meaning in the liturgical text. Treating liturgy as a 

"closed system of discourse" with its beginning and end connected by an 'internal logic,' she 

identifies the task of hermeneutics as being to '[uncover] this inner logic as a structure unique 

to that text.'"110 

What is perplexing about this criticism is that Zimmerman's approach actually mirrors 

Ricoeur's own, in its effort to cede due place to the structural moment of explanation which can 

compass the range of objective meanings constituted by the formal features of a text.111 

Surprisingly, Nichols tends to describe her own project in the very terms with which she 

castigates Zimmerman. For her, "A structural method related to eucharistic language in its role 

106. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 26. 

107. Ibid., 27. 

108. Ibid., 59. 

109. Ibid., 32. 

110.Ibid. 

111. Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory, 87-88. 



51 

as a threshold language opens up a route towards the hermeneutical concerns of the ASB 

[Alternate Service Book] rite;112 and she attests, "The liturgical rite is itself a closed system, 

comprising a variety of religio-literary genres that includes prayer, psalmody, prose narrative, 

prophecy, exegetical and homiletic forms, and credal statements."113 

Nichols then elaborates upon her initial objection with a remark bordering on the 

incoherent: 

Zimmerman derives a whole metaphor of liturgical interpretation from the primacy of 

the text: "The 'reading' of a liturgical text is, in actuality, its celebration. From this, 

certain questions arise: Is the recovery of the meaning of a liturgical text a wholly 

subjective venture depending on its particular celebration by a local worshipping 

community? Or is there an objectivity about its meaning that threads its way into each 

celebration, minimizing the conflict of interpretations?" Such a distortion shows how 

easily misappropriations might occur and how little resistance Ricoeur's textual 

hermeneutics offers to an ideal of objective meaning.114 

Unfortunately, Nichols does not seem to note the irony of accusing Zimmerman, on the one 

hand, of misappropriating the meaning of Ricoeur's texts, and suggesting, on the other that 

texts do not in fact contain an "objective meaning"; if there is no objective meaning, one might 

riposte, on what basis is Zimmerman's said misappropriation, i.e., misinterpretation, of Ricoeur 

to be judged? Moreover, it is Ricoeur himself, not Zimmerman, who has posited the text as a 

metaphor for the interpretation of "meaningful action."115 

In any event, Zimmerman is not in this context speaking metaphorically as such but 

rather—again, ironically, given the thrust of Nichols' own work—arguing that liturgical texts 

112. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 91 (emphasis mine). 

113. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 122 (emphasis mine). 
114. Bridget Nichols, op. tit., 33. 

115. Cf. Paul Ricoeur, From Text to Action, trans. Kathleen Blarney and John B. Thompson, Essays in Hermeneutics 
(Evanston, 111.: Northwestern University Press, 1991), 144-67. 
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are not meant to be read privately as literature but enacted corporately, even as a dramatic 

script is intended to be realized in theatrical production. Indeed, Zimmerman is, in my opinion, 

making precisely the same point as Nichols, that a liturgical rite needs must be interpreted in and 

as performance. Furthermore, her query regarding the way in which meaning is negotiated 

between the shape of the text and the penumbra of possible celebrations, and her 

acknowledgement of what Ricoeur calls the spectre of the "conflict of interpretations" gives 

further evidence that she does not regard the text as having a univocal, ideal meaning, but 

rather as proposing a world subject to a hermeneutical plurivocity in respect of the plurality of 

liturgical participants. 

Nevertheless, Nichols persists in this line of attack, indicting Zimmerman for allegedly 

privileging the interpretation of the liturgical text rather than performance: 

Yet a clear priority of the written text over the liturgical performance emerges from her 

analytical premises. Thus Zimmerman treats the celebration of a written liturgical rite 

as the text's means of imprinting its status as "event" on the course of history. Under 

these conditions, the performance has its principal function in "lending [the text] an 

historical dimension [which is] part and parcel of its meaning"....Viewed thus, the 

performance does not propose a world to the worshippers or, better still, allow the 

worshippers to assist in proposing the world of the rite. On the contrary, its purpose is 

to demonstrate that there is a meaning to be extracted.116 

It is hard to sympathize with Nichols' objections in this connection; how else can the 

performance of the liturgical text allow for the proposing of a world, if not on account of the 

fact that there is meaning in said text, a meaning which is "extracted" through its dynamic 

realization as ritual—or at least, to use Gadamer's terms, a definite horizon which can fuse 

with that adduced by the worshipper? 

116. Bridget Nichols, op. tit., 32-33. 
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Ultimately, given the categorical rejection of Zimmerman's work (it is not mentioned 

again in the course of Nichols' work, nor is there any attempt to engage the substance of her 

thought), it is ironic to find Nichols also ceding primacy to the liturgical text. She offers the 

disclaimer that despite her intention to treat performance, she has been obliged, for sake of 

methodological economy, to "presuppose at all times an ideal performance."117 This ideal 

performance is derived from none other than the written rite itself, text and rubrics. There is no 

pretension of conducting empirical research into actual performances, nor even—less 

excusably—to posit an ideal setting (architecture, vesture, music, choreography, etc.) for the 

rites under consideration, nor yet to consider how contextual variables might affect the 

transaction of meaning accomplished in the performance. 

It is true that in one instance, namely a comparison of the 1552 and 1662 orders for the 

Eucharist, Nichols demonstrates convincingly how an alteration in the arrangement of the 

altar-table and seating of congregants would condition the interpretation given to the rite, but 

this adversion to non-textual factors is far from consistently practiced. In fact, the author 

acknowledges that she is not in a position to take account of the "other features of liturgical 

performance which have equally important structural claims, preeminently music and physical 

gesture," and thus adheres to the liturgical text as given in the editio typica of the Anglican rites 

in question. Revealingly, she describes her own approach as follows: "The trend in the 

methodology which this thesis establishes, with its reliance on Ricoeur, Gadamer, and in due 

course, Derrida and Austin, is towards issues of language. This dictates the scope of its 

considerations."118 

117. Ibid., 46. 

118. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 91. What makes Nichols' criticism of Zimmerman all the more astonishing in this 
regard is that the latter actually does endeavour to assess the significance of the performative dynamism of a 
liturgical text. This is after all the rationale for her synthesis of the communications theory of Roman Jakobson with 
the semantics of Ricoeur; by applying the Jakobsonian "codes" and "functions" to the rubrics of her chosen service, 
the Eucharist of the Roman Rite, Zimmerman seeks to elucidate the indicators of action represented by the rubrics. 
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Evaluation. Notwithstanding the discrepancies just mentioned, Nichols does offer 

insight into the way in which the liturgy provides for self-interpretation, in keeping with 

Ricoeur's insistence that interpretation has an "ontological vehemence." For Nichols, the limit-

expression of "the Kingdom" promotes a Ricoeurian "reorientation through disorientation" by 

being incorporated as the reference point for the liturgical services under consideration. She 

stresses that this is a dynamic process, occurring over time as congregants are repeatedly 

exposed to the narrative of the liturgy, producing a hermeneutical circle: "We now enter an 

interpretative circle that denies any one point of origin for the practice of liturgy. The matter of 

whether worshippers continue to participate in liturgical action because they believe in the 

textually enshrined promise of the Kingdom, or whether they gain glimpses of the Kingdom as 

a consequence of their belief in the validity of the act of worship is not a case for decision, but 

for an act of faith."119 

As her criticism of Zimmerman illustrates, Nichols is vulnerable to a certain 

obscurantism, leading her to contradict herself on several occasions. I adduce below Martin 

Stringer's critique of Nichols' notion of "performance," which supplements that given above in 

regard to her reading of Zimmerman. Another instance of where she gives back with one hand 

what she has taken away with the other is with respect to her ambiguous notion of "faith." 

While challenging Zimmerman for allegedly suggesting that there is meaning in the liturgical 

text itself, she approvingly cites Ricoeur's observation that "what in theological language is 

called 'faith' is constituted in the strongest sense of this term, by the new being that is the 

'thing' of the text."120 It is the "threshold" quality of this "new being," in turn, that provides the 

guiding thread for her reading of the select Anglican services, in which she seeks to identify 

how the given ritual configuration of texts and actions does or does not successfully promote 

its appropriation. She takes as a point de depart, in other words, Ricoeur's understanding of 

119. Bridget Nichols, op. tit., 37. 
120. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 37. The quote is taken from "Philosophical Hermeneutics and Biblical Hermeneutics," 

in Ricoeur, From Text to Action, 99. 
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biblical faith (the "new being" fomented by the biblical text), saying that it provides the 

"ground" of liturgy.121 The biblical text in this instance is evidently taken to have a meaning of 

its own. And yet she alternatively claims that it is important to progress from "questions of the 

meaning of liturgy, to a concern with what makes liturgy a meaningful action," and then to 

attain to the determination of "the ground or referent for meaningful action, as distinct from an 

endorsement of reified meaning."122 

One wonders why the meaning of the biblical text is seen to possess a hermetic 

meaning, namely the "faith" which will serve as the ground for liturgy, while the liturgy must 

be defended against being besieged with such: is the acquisition of biblical faith not a 

performative entreprise in its own right, similarly subject to the dynamics of action? Certainly 

an Eastern Christian perspective would not see biblical faith as obtaining apart from its 

cultivation within the liturgical act, inasmuch as the liturgy is seen as the very arena within 

which the Bible is encountered.123 Nichols perhaps betrays a Protestant bias in this connection, 

in her presumption that the liturgical subject has an a priori biblical frame of reference.124 

This presumption is further exacerbated in her attempt to posit "the Faith," as one of 

the poles between which the negotiation of liturgical meaning unfolds, on the basis of the 

Creeds; if meaning is not to be found in texts, how can the Creeds, apart from a performative 

context, serve as monuments of "the Faith"? Again, within an Eastern Christian context, the 

Creed functions as a prayer, an element within the liturgical performance, rather than a discrete 

site of meaning; but Nichols inconsistently assumes the Creed to have a meaning (i.e., the 

representation of "the Faith") instead of asking what makes it meaningful. It is at least 

questionable that the meaning of Creed should be isolated from its performance, especially 

121. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 39. 
122. Ibid., 35-36. 

123. Cf. our discussion above of Anton Ugolnik, op. cit. 
124. A question could also be raised with respect to the notion that faith is the "ground" of liturgy. It would 

perhaps be better, in a Ricoeurian perspective, to suggest that liturgy is grounded in anthropology, inasmuch as we 
are epistemologically predisposed to narration, on account of our natural faculty for grasping the world 
symbolically. We must tell stories to make sense of our actions. 
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when it features as a part of the liturgy also in the Anglican eucharistic rites considered by 

Nichols. Hence the ambiguity of her hypothesis: "My founding premise is that, through the 

cognitive propositions of the Faith, worshipers find themselves placed in the prospect of the 

Kingdom in what I have defined as threshold positions. From these positions, the individuals 

who make up the congregation are empowered to make their personal appropriation, in faith, 

of the promises set out in the rite."125 

A final criticism relates to Nichols' disclaimer concerning the serviceability of an "ideal 

performance."126 She avers, "Always, it must be emphasised that little profit will accrue from 

treating services as illustrative models for the methodological hypotheses of liturgical 

hermeneutics,"127 yet does not explain why this is so. To the contrary, this quote aptly describes 

Nichols' own programme: on the hypothesis that Ricoeur and Gadamer can tender a richer 

comprehension of the nature of liturgical performance, she scrutinizes a series of Anglican rites 

to determine how they mediate between "the Faith" and "faith," by placing worshipers in a 

"threshold position" wherein they can encounter the world of "the Kingdom." Indeed, I would 

advise that liturgical hermeneutics, unlike, for example, the historical-critical practice of 

Liturgiewissenschaft, adheres precisely to this pattern, at once embraced and disavowed by 

Nichols; where the latter discipline, being inductive, begins with the collation and codification 

of liturgical manuscripts, the former starts with a heuristic and proceeds deductively, testing it 

upon extant liturgical material, with a view to elaborating a new mode of understanding. It 

seems to be an instance of the proverbial cutting off the branch upon which one sits, for 

Nichols to assert that liturgical hermeneutics can be anything other than the application of a 

125. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 87. 

126. "At all times, I have had to be content with a notion of the 'ideal performance'. This assumes a rite which 
follows the provisions of the written liturgy closely, and does not fluctuate according to the whim of the priest or the 
congregation. Such an assumption does not, of course, exactly reflect the procedures carried on day by day in 
Anglican churches. Equally, it does not seek a platonic liturgy on which all other liturgical rites are modelled" 
(Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 46). 

127. Bridget Nichols, op. tit., 46. 
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given method to a liturgical text/performance, with a view to illustrating how the former lends 

perspicuousness to the latter. 

Several aspects of Nichols' work, however, should be retained, the above criticisms 

notwithstanding. Firstly, her treatment of J.L. Austin's categories of "speech acts" resumes the 

important discussion concerning the manner in which speech and action are related; just as 

Ricoeur sees "meaningful action" as susceptible of being treated as "text," so Austin's work 

brings into relief the fact that speech is never simply propositional (the locutionary act), but 

results from an illocutionary impetus, conveying perlocutionary effects in its wake. As we will 

see further on, this reciprocal construal of text and action according to each other's criteria 

proves an important theme in Ricoeur's work. Nichols' invocation of Derrida's concept of the 

"written performative" is a welcome cross-reference in this connection.128 

Secondly, she makes a valuable observation regarding the manner in which Ricoeur's 

notion of the polyphonic discourse of Scripture—the varied voices with which it speaks in 

respect of its plurality of genres—is compounded exponentially by being situated amidst the 

similar polyphony of the liturgical idiom, which in the latter case includes both verbal and non­

verbal forms of expression. As mentioned earlier, Ricoeur, especially in Thinking Biblically, 

exhibits an awareness of how Scripture's surplus of meaning is increased by liturgical 

configuration; in this connection, the twin challenge is to avoid, on the one hand, a 

homogenization of the scriptural/liturgical discourse such that its polyphony is reduced to a 

monophony and, on the other, to recognize the interpretive gain that obtains through a 

harmonization of the voices. Nichols persuasively argues: 

128. Derrida's concept of the "written performative" suggests that a text not ostensibly addressed to a given person 
will, by the very act of its being read, cause that one to interpret it as in some way addressed to him personally, and 
to unwittingly assume the role of the recipient. Accordingly, Nichols notes that a group of individuals becomes a 
congregation though mutually unsealing the "letter" enclosed in the liturgical rite: "The further the congregation 
proceeds in the action, the greater are the commitments they find themselves making in the dialogic responses, 
which, like the 'program' of Derrida's letter, do not seem to be overtly dictating any pattern of behaviour" (Bridget 
Nichols, op. cit., 105-6). 
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Each time a passage from the Bible is incorporated as a reading within an act of 

worship, or referred to in a prayer, a double movement takes place. The new situation 

draws, first of all, on the force of the borrowed utterance in its original position to give 

power to its reference. This calls upon the whole range of background knowledge of 

biblical contexts which participants in liturgy are presumed to bring with them. In the 

next stage of the movement, the original force undergoes a transformation brought 

about by its new relationships with other utterances which might resonate with it 

typologically, thematically, or even by the seeming inappropriateness of the enforced 

proximity.129 

We might add that in an Eastern Christian context, the priority in this movement is typically 

inverted, since, as Ugolnik contends above, the Bible is principally encountered within the 

liturgy, secondarily (if at all) as a discrete "closed system." The liturgy is seen to be the 

"original position" of biblical texts, its dynamics the source of their "original force." Thus 

biblical theologian John Breck can insists that for Orthodox, following patristic precedent, 

"[EJvery proper (i.e., 'orthodox-catholic') reading of Scripture [is] an ecclesial act. The Liturgy 

is the first and most basic context within which the Word of God comes to expression. While 

personal meditation on the Biblical texts is essential, there is no such thing as a 'private' 

reading. This is because every reading must be governed by Church Tradition, with its 

particular dogmatic and liturgical stance."130 

Thirdly, Nichols' contention that liturgy shows itself to be receptive to interpretation 

under the sign of "threshold, appropriation and risk" is well founded; as we shall see in our 

examination of the GBW, the liturgical idiom explicitly acknowledges the kinds of temporal 

aporias which, according to Ricoeur, render all interpretation provisional. Inasmuch as it opens 

129. Bridget Nichols, op. tit., 128. 

130. John Breck, Scripture in Tradition: The Bible and Its Interpretation in the Orthodox Church (Crestwood, NY: Saint 
Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2001), 76. 
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out onto an eschatological horizon, as that which is to be repeated until the Lord's parousia, the 

liturgy's meaning can never be said to be fully yielded but rather held in abeyance, 

paradoxically, until the epiphany of that by which it will be entirely eclipsed. Nichols 

summarizes: 

So, because of the essentially promissory nature of liturgical meaning, there is no 

"exhaustively definable context" for acts of worship. There is always an element of 

incompleteness, in that the Kingdom will come, but not yet. Liturgical action is 

therefore provisional, conducted on that threshold which marks its responsibility to the 

demands of the present, and to the demands of an order which must still come into 

being. Since the rite can be repeated, and indeed must be repeated "in memory of 

[Christ]" and "until his coming again," it is never total. Thus there can be no "free 

consciousness present for the totality of the operation," and fully in possession of an 

intention for that operation. Finally, the "full meaning" of the rite cannot be achieved 

until rites themselves are no longer performed.131 

In this connection, Austin's categories for "speech acts" also acquire a certain tentativeness; 

who can measure, after all, the full extent of liturgical language's perlocutionary import? How 

may one gauge the ultimate result of prayer? The perlocutionary aspect of language is not, as 

Ricoeur concedes, simply that which is least amenable to inscription;132 it also evinces 

language's fundamental dynamic to be that of a parabola, whose trajectories can be 

countenanced but not delimited. 

131. Bridget Nichols, op. tit., 256-7. 

132. "But the perlocutionary action is precisely what is the least discourse in discourse. It is the discourse as 
stimulus. It acts, not by my interlocutor's recognition of my intention, but sort of energetically, by direct influence 
upon the emotions and the affective dispositions. Thus the propositional act, the illocutionary force, and the 
perlocutionary action are susceptible, in a decreasing order, to the intentional exteriorization that makes inscription 
in writing possible" (Ricoeur, From Text to Action, 147). 
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Fourthly and finally, and related to the previous remark, Nichols ably demonstrates 

that liturgical hermeneutics has a fundamentally praxiological orientation. The performance of 

liturgy is not a singular event, not even one bound to a self-contained cycle of repetition, but 

rather a forum, or better an agora, in which the sacred and secular transact their affairs.133 For 

Nichols, the marriage rite exemplifies such commerce, as a human reality upon which liturgy 

confers a divine dimension, but the principle applies, mutatis mutandi. Thus, "In worship, the 

horizons of ordinary contemporary experience are continually encountering the horizons of 

Christian tradition, so that ordinary life is newly evaluated under the proposals of ritual action, 

while the terms of Christian tradition are carried out into the everyday world at each liturgical 

gathering."134 This dynamic is not, of course, to be thought of as immune to the dialectic of 

ideology and Utopia central to Ricoeur's ethical and political reflections. Nichols admits that 

liturgy is vulnerable; an exclusive focus on the future, and one trained solely on the present, 

can be equally paralyzing. Yet it abides as a viable site for contemporary Utopian discourse, 

which can subsequently translate into a critique of the ideological status quo—although liturgy 

too must be open to critique. It opens up the possibility of a productive tension with potential 

to refigure the public sphere.135 

Liturgical Text vs. Liturgical Performance 

Martin Stringer extends a trenchant critique of Nichols' project in his "Text, Context 

and Performance: Hermeneutics and the Study of Worship,"136 in which he also takes 

opportunity to respond to her summary criticism of his own earlier work in the area. Following 

133. Nichols muses whether the very continuance of sacred vocabulary—for example, "pray" or "bless"—in the 
standard lexica of ordinary languages, in an age of alleged unbelief, does not witness to the irreducible presence of 
the numinous in the prefiguration of human action. 

134. Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 264. 

135. "Under the guidance of Ricoeur's practical sense that a realistic expectation of Utopia can give rise to 
productive action, however, there is another possibility to consider. Forms of worship which not only promise the 
Kingdom, but promise it as a model whose prospects can augment the existing resources of its users, can equally 
help to interpret secular experience" (Bridget Nichols, op. cit., 272). 

136. Martin Stringer, "Text, Context and Performance: Hermeneutics and the Study of Worship," Scottish Journal of 
Theology 53, no. 3 (2000): 365-79. 
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this critique will assist us in situating our own project amid the text vs. performance debate 

which, as we have found with Zimmerman and Nichols, is both imperative and intricate. He 

begins with what he deems an emerging perception that the method used to interpret liturgy 

hitherto, based as it has been on the liturgical text, has proven unequal to the task at hand, 

namely, the evaluation of what is fundamentally a performative phenomenon: "It treats the 

liturgy as a literary/theological text and ignores the fact that the liturgical text is only one small 

part of a much wider act of worship."137 

Nichols is singled out as representative of those scholars endeavouring to alter the 

status quo, although acknowledgment is made of the work of Joyce Ann Zimmerman, as also of 

Kieran Flanagan.138 Stringer indicates that his own approach has been ethnographic and 

diagnostic: in researching the experiences of several Manchester congregations, he determined 

that ordinary people "did not 'understand' the liturgy in theological terms at all. Rather, their 

understanding was based on very different criteria which have more to do with their own life 

problems, visual and performative aspects of the rite and their personal relations with other 

people taking part."139 Liturgical meaning, in consequence, is to be found rather in the minds of 

those participating in a rite, than in the rite itself. This finding insinuates, in turn, that 

hermeneutics can only be of limited significance in the entreprise of liturgical interpretation, 

since it is by nature focused on the text. 

Having reviewed the hermeneutical tradition up to and including Ricoeur, Stringer 

then moves on to his critique of Nichols. He takes issue firstly with the Ricoeurian notion that a 

text projects a "world," and that it is this world that transforms the reader who encounters it. 

Below I shall indicate why Stringer seems to misunderstand Ricoeur; his principal objection, as 

it emerges at this point, is to the manner in which Nichols claims, prima facie, to attend to the 

137. Ibid., 365. 

138. Kieran Flanagan, Sociology and Liturgy: Representations of the Holy (London: Macmillan, 1991). 

139. Stringer, op. cit., 366. 
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world of the text as manifest in performance, while prescinding from all the variables implied 

by a performative context in restricting herself to the model of an "ideal" performance: 

Each new order [i.e., each actual instance of an order of service] would clearly change 

the dynamic of a specific reading, along with the nature of the world projected by that 

text....The same is true for hymns, sermons and other interpolated texts that Nichols 

also puts to one side for ease of analysis. However, the actions and setting of the rite are 

also overlooked in Nichols' conception of the "ideal" performance and this cannot be 

dealt with quite so easily. A liturgy can be conceived of that has no hymns, no sermon 

and sticks slavishly to the order of the text. No act of worship, however, can be 

imagined that has no setting and no action (i.e., does not involve the participation of 

real people). Setting and action make worship a performance.140 

If real people are thus necessary to any consideration of liturgy as performance, reasons 

Stringer, then it is consequently implausible to suggest that the "world" projected by the rite is 

not in some respect a function of its participants. Stringer cogently draws a parallel in this 

connection with the notorious anthropological dilemma concerning the participant-observer: to 

wit, there can be no strictly objective ethnographic account of a given culture inasmuch as the 

prejudices of the anthropologist necessarily condition the determination and interpretation of 

the data in question. 

Stringer objects, furthermore, to the ideal worshipper presupposed as a corollary of 

Nichols' notion of the ideal performance; he doubts that the average participant in liturgy 

actually keeps to the itinerary of meaning mapped out in an order of service. For Stringer, 

hermeneutics is bound to eventually implode under pressure of the variables of a performance-

based model of liturgical interpretation; there are simply too many factors to consider. This 

crystallizes in his reprimand to Nichols for her unwitting neglect of the "perlocutionary" 

140. Ibid., 371-72. 
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aspect of the liturgical idiom, viz. the manner in which, when re-realized as discourse, it results 

in the production of effects in the world that perdure beyond the context of the rite itself.141 For 

Stringer, hermeneutics cannot hope to capture the spectrum of action, working as it does with a 

textual brush: 

[Nichols] has to construct an "ideal" performance of the liturgies she is discussing in 

order to apply hermeneutical interpretative methods to them. However, this is a 

"textual" construction. It is the "writing" of the original discourse or action of the rite, 

the "performance," into "text" in order to interpret it. This illusion can be created 

because the liturgy as performance is based on a text (the text which Nichols actually 

chooses to use). In its use within performance, however, that text is, we might say, 

"unwritten," and moves back along Ricoeur's journey from discourse to writing, to 

become discourse once again, with all the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary 

force of that discourse.142 

The import of this statement is that each performance is unique, and so too, a fortiori, the 

"world" encountered by each participant. As Stringer admits, his critique, "taken to its logical 

conclusion would suggest that each individual attending the liturgy—each with their own 

context, their own perspective, their own levels of engagement with the rite and so on—will 

have their own interpretation of, or construct their own meaning for, the rite in question. This 

would suggest that there are as many interpretations, or 'meanings,' for any liturgical act as 

there are people attending."143 Only a methodology, therefore, willing to venture forth into the 

empirical flows, as it were, will be able to construe with any adequacy the horizon of meaning 

encountered in liturgical performance. 

141. He cites, for example, the way in which the baptismal, ordination and marriage liturgies cause their candidates 
to acquire a new status that extends outside of the celebration (Stringer, op. cit., 376). 

142. Stringer, op. cit., 376-77. 

143. Ibid., 377-78. 
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This basically amounts to an apologia on behalf of the ethnographic approach taken by 

sociologists and anthropologists and, more recently, by liturgists who have compassed the field 

of ritual studies in search of an adequate vantage point from which to survey their own 

terrain.144 For Stringer is understandably unwilling to allow his "logical conclusion" to become 

a solipsistic reductio ad absurdum. While maintaining, therefore, that liturgical meaning as such 

can never be determined apart from the experience of a given participant, he nevertheless 

grants that "the different strategies by which that meaning is derived, negotiated or 

constructed" can be, and that these are thus the proper object of liturgical study.145 One 

wonders if this is an obscurantist instance of making a "distinction without a difference," 

because it is not at all apparent why such strategies should prove any less idiosyncratic and 

inscrutable than the meaning of which they treat. It seems doubtful, moreover, that Stringer 

would be willing to extend his radical dubium and perspectivism to other forms of 

communication. Why, for example, may liturgy effectively mean anything, but Stringer's own 

essay not be similarly plurivocal? 

As Graham Hughes has noted, "questions might be directed to Stringer about the 

selective use of Ricoeur on which he bases (some at least) of his criticisms."146 Hughes does not 

itemize these, but the following come to mind. Firstly, Stringer does not seem to properly 

understand how Ricoeur conceives of the deployment of the "world of the text." If Ricoeur did 

indeed hold to the notion that the text unilaterally proposes a world—i.e., without the reader 

bringing his or her own situation to bear upon the act of reading—it is difficult to see how he 

would conclude that hermeneutics cannot eschew the "conflict of interpretations." Rather, 

because a text means all that it can, there will always be a plurality of interpretations reflecting 

144. See, for example: Margaret Mary Kelleher, "Liturgical Theology: A Task and a Method," in Foundations in 
Ritual Studies: A Reader for Students of Christian Worship, ed. Paul Bradshaw and John Melloh (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2007), 201-22 and "Hermeneutics in the Study of Liturgical Performance," Worship 67, no. 4 Quly 
1993): 292-318; as well as Nathan D. Mitchell, Liturgy and the Social Sciences (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 
1999). 

145. Stringer, op. cit., 378. 
146. Hughes, op. tit., 124n20. 



65 

the fusion of horizons between the world of the text and the world of the given reader, with the 

result that the meaning that obtains is not singular. Yet this does not signal "to each his own" 

because, in truth, every interpretation must reckon with the exigencies of a work's structure. 

Stringer seems to miss Ricoeur's emphasis that texts (including liturgies) are structured works, 

and that while interpretations may be legion, they must appear before the tribunal convoked 

by the sense of the text. 

In other words, Stringer's liturgical participant seems to pass directly from the moment 

of prefiguration, of a guess at the meaning of the act, to refiguration, the moment of 

appropriating a meaning for his or her own life; what is missing, however, is the moment of 

configuration, wherein he or she is summoned to follow the narrative presented. If the modes 

of prefiguration and refiguration are in truth all but limitless, the site of meanings "too 

personal to be expressible in a form that people could communicate to the analyst,"147 surely 

this is not the case in regard to the mode of configuration, subject as it is to the canons of 

rationality. As Hughes observes, "There cannot be a response without something to respond to 

(in this case [i.e., in liturgy], the pattern of the 'typical story') which thus makes [the 

construction of meaning in liturgy] a collaborative arrangement."148 Hughes insists that while 

Stringer acknowledges in his actual ethnographic work that meaning is forged from both the 

world proposed by the liturgy and the worlds adduced by its participants, his theoretical 

predilection is to situate meaning firmly within the minds of the latter. One sees this ambiguity 

in the conclusion to "Text, Context and Performance," where he declares, "The meaning of the 

rite is situated in the minds of the participants rather than in the liturgical text. Or, to rephrase 

this in a way that Nichols might approve, priority in the relationship surrounding the 

negotiation of meaning lies not with the text but with each individual participant. If this is true 

then we can never state the 'meaning' of the liturgical performance in any generalised, official 

147. Stringer, op. cit., 378. 
148. Hughes, op. tit., 212. 
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or objective sense."149 On the premise that the discernment of meaning of liturgical rites in 

performance is thus a quixotic quest, one is faced with the option, it seems, of adopting in toto 

the methods of ritual studies. Is there no room then, for liturgical hermeneutics? 

Ritual Studies and/or Liturgical Hermeneutics? 

What is at stake in the preceding debate is the question of how best to take account of 

what Zimmerman calls the "full dynamic of an actual celebration." In this connection, Martin 

Stringer is not alone in questioning the pertinence of Ricoeur's thought. Margaret Mary 

Kelleher remarks, "Although Ricoeur's influence has been widespread, there are some who 

point to the inadequacies of using the notion of the text as a model for studying human action. 

They express concern about the loss of the acting subject, the inability of the text analogue to 

deal adequately with the nonverbal and affective dimensions of human action, and the ease 

with which the sociocultural context of the action can be ignored." Since "bodily movements, 

sound, facial expressions, interactions, use of space" are also "mediators of meaning," Kelleher 

holds that "it is necessary to explore models beyond that of the text when searching for 

principles of interpretation that will do justice to the complexity of performance."150 

It is arguable, however, that the terra incognita of "models beyond the text," is 

inexorably destined to become a colony of hermeneutics. Even an anthropological 

methodology has eventually to face the challenge of interpretation in regard to its 

ethnography,151 a challenge recognized by none other than anthropology pioneer Clifford 

Geertz himself. According to Kelleher, "Interpretation plays a major role in [Geertz's] 

understanding of ethnographic description and his presentation of the ethnographer as one 

who 'inscribes' social discourse and then tries to rescue and fix the 'said' of such discourse 

149. Stringer, op. cit., 378. 

150. Kelleher, "Hermeneutics & Performance," 303. 

151. Ethnography, in anthropological parlance, refers to field work itself, as well as to the documentation of one's 
research—documentation which requires the work of configuration on the part of the author himself, as well as 
interpretation on the part of those who read his work. See Kelleher, "Hermeneutics & Performance," 293. 
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discloses the influence of...Ricoeur."152 Kelleher notes further that the "turn to the subject" 

within anthropology has generated controversy concerning the perception/description of 

Otherness, the subjectivity of the ethnographer and the role of prejudice and ideology in the 

writing of ethnography, inter alia, although she does not make mention of Ricoeur's critical 

reflections on these matters.153 If we think of the potent influence of the proto-ethnography 

recorded in the Primary Chronicle discussed above, i.e., the immense importance that the 

account of the Kievan emissaries' experience of Hagia Sophia's liturgy has had and continues 

to have, we can readily appreciate how ethnography occupies no neutral position. 

In Ricoeur's estimation, any text has a "surplus of meaning"; it is not simply a matter of 

counterposing textual univocity to performative plurivocity since, being by nature an event, a 

performance—like an instance of discourse—passes away, while the text, as the referent for 

performance, abides for further reactualization. Thus the liturgical text is a witness to 

performance in its own right, inasmuch as it exhibits a sedimentation of past action. Not only is 

the very existence of a liturgical text in some respect a witness to a tradition—whether actual or 

provisional—of performance, but its rubrics inscribe traces of the "meaningful action" by 

which it is recognizable as verily a liturgical text, as available for potential performance.154 To 

explore the "world" that opens out "in front" of liturgical texts, is thus already to consider 

"liturgical rites in performance," or rather, to consider liturgical performance as transcribed in 

its rite, "meaningful action" in its textual inscription. As Stiver assesses, apropos of the great 

events of salvation history: "What we have in these events is a rich interplay between actions 

and texts that interpret the events. Actions already involve meaning." In turn, "The 

interpretation of an action is, as such, a text that calls for its own history of interpretation."155 

152. Kelleher, "Hermeneutics & Performance," 294. 
153. It is in the cognitional theory of Bernard Lonergan that Kelleher finds the most comprehensive tool-kit for 

arbitrating between objectivity and subjectivity in the empirical researching of liturgical performance. 

154. Of course, this is not always the case. As recent research has contended, the erstwhile much-lauded Apostolic 
Constitutions of Hippolytus may attest to a liturgical tradition never actually in force. Even here, however, a liturgical 
text arguably still witnesses to past action, namely, such liturgical practice as it countenances reforming. 

155. Dan. R. Stiver, op. cit., 98. 
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Furthermore, given Ricoeur's understanding of narrative as mimesis, as the 

representation of action/passion, a consideration of the narrative shape of a liturgical text 

affords an entry into its configuration of past divine and human "performance"—that very 

"meaningful action" whose repercussions are felt along the historical continuum constituted by 

a given liturgical tradition. To quote Stiver again, "Hermeneutics...cannot be understood apart 

from action. Likewise, hermeneutics enriches the understanding of action."156 With respect to 

liturgy, we could substitute in this connection "performance" for "action." If hermeneutics as 

such is typically defined precisely by its orientation toward the interpretation of texts, 

Ricoeur's work demonstrates that the hermeneutical operation is not for that reason isolated 

from the world of action. In a certain sense one could perhaps contend that a liturgical text 

subsumes the horizon of all possible performances for which it serves as script; while any 

individual celebration of a rite is, by nature, a phenomenon that goes beyond the text, this 

transcendence is already countenanced by the liturgical shape of the "world" proposed by it. 

Finally, it is worth remembering that there is a peculiar "textuality" to Christian liturgy 

as such. Recall the observation of Jaroslav Pelikan above concerning the status of the Divine 

Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom as one of the "symbolical books" of Orthodoxy.157 It is surely 

not the case that the rites of just any culture are definitively transcribed, much less that they 

come to take on, as texts, a life of their own. Given that, as Aidan Nichols indicates, the 

paragon of Christian revelation is the Word of God,158 it is not surprising that Christian liturgy 

has ever given primacy to language, and condoned its reification in liturgical texts. In his essay 

"Manifestation and Proclamation," Ricoeur displays keen insight into the cosmic symbols 

shared by Christianity and other religions, but also into the unique manner in which, from the 

Old Testament onward, such symbolism is transformed by being assimilated to the 

proclamation of the word, re-emerging as co-determined by its own "bound" character and by 

156. Ibid., 99. 

157. Pelikan, Credo, 405. 

158. Aidan Nichols, op. cit., 51. 
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the scriptural narrative.159 Any attempt, therefore, to interpret liturgical rites "in performance" 

must exercise caution lest it allow hierophany to usurp the due place of kerygma; is it 

insignificant that the anaphora of the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom identifies its 

eucharistic action as logike latreia, "rational worship"? 

In sum, it is not a matter of "either/or," but "both/and," in regard to the roles of text and 

performance in the interpretation of liturgy. Since the potential performances of a given rite are 

infinite, there will always be room for an analysis directed toward the specificity of a given 

instantiation of the tradition. This analysis, however, needs to be inscribed; ethnography, in 

other words, brings one full circle back to the imperative of hermeneutics. As Kelleher 

indicates, the collection of empirical data still leaves the ethnographer with the outstanding 

challenge of assuming "the role of a mediator between the world of the liturgical assembly and 

that of the academy in an attempt to interpret the performance of the former to the latter."160 

More acutely, as she later acknowledges, the ethnographer must confront the reality that 

"interpretation itself is a performance which includes among its central tasks self-

appropriation on the part of the interpreter."161 

Nicholas Lash concurs, arguing that all interpretation is performative, although the 

form of the performance depends on the kind of text interpreted. "The fundamental form of the 

Christian interpretation of scripture is the life, activity and organization of the believing 

community." He continues, "The poles of Christian interpretation are not, in the last analysis, 

written texts...but patterns of human action: what was said and done and suffered, then, by 

Jesus and his disciples, and what is said and done and suffered, now, by those who seek to 

share his obedience and his hope."162 If all of Christian existence is in some sense a 

"performance" of the Gospel, an enacting of the text that solicits a corresponding labour of 

159. Paul Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative and Imagination, ed. Mark I. Wallace, trans. David Pellauer 
(Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1995), 48-67. 

160. Kelleher, "Hermeneutics & Performance," 308. 

161. Ibid., 316. 

162. Lash, op. cit., 42. 



70 

interpretation—providing the raison d'etre for the various disciplines of theology—it does not 

for all that preclude attention to the biblical text qua text; moral theology, for example, involves 

attention not only to actual human behaviour—to the performance of this or that discrete a c t -

but to the moral "world" proposed by the its textual resources. Similarly, I would submit that 

the methodology of ritual studies, its fecundity notwithstanding, does not efface the relevance 

of a hermeneutical enquiry into the meaning of liturgy as given in its texts. And for this 

enquiry, there would appear to be no better contemporary guide than Paul Ricoeur. 

The Turn to Liturgy in Ricoeurian Philosophy 

Interestingly, advocates for the pertinence of Ricoeur's work to the theory and practice 

of liturgy can be found not only among those whose chief concern is liturgy, but also among 

Ricoeurian scholars proper. Near the end of his life, in an interview conducted on the occasion 

of his visit to the ecumenical community of Taize, Ricoeur mused: 

We are overwhelmed by a flood of words, by polemics, by the assault of the virtual, 

which today create a kind of opaque zone. But goodness is deeper than the deepest evil. 

We have to liberate that certainty, give it a language. And the language given here in 

Taize is not the language of philosophy, not even of theology, but the language of the 

liturgy. And for me, the liturgy is not simply action; it is a form of thought. There is a 

hidden, discreet theology in the liturgy that can be summed up in the idea that "the law 

of prayer is the law of faith."163 

This intuition, that liturgy discloses both thought and action, that it comprises what we may 

call a unique mode of being-in-the-world, was unfortunately never to become the object of 

systematic, critical investigation. Only one very short text is devoted explicitly to the 

question.164 It is not surprising, therefore, that thus far meagre attention has been paid by 

163. Available on-line: http://www.taize.fr/en articlel02.html (accessed Dec. 31, 2009). 

164. Paul Ricoeur, "Postface," in Taize et I'Eghse de Demain, Jean-Marie Paupert (Paris: Fayard, 1967), 247-51. 

http://www.taize.fr/en
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students of Ricoeur to explicating the potential meaning of a liturgical practice as a "form of 

thought." Nonetheless, a few sketches have been laid out, to which we now turn. 

John van den Hengel 

John van den Hengel confirms, in "From Text to Action in Theology," the importance 

of pursuing a liturgical trajectory in regard to the application of Ricoeur's hermeneutics. He 

begins by positing the relevance of Ricoeur to theology taken as an entreprise conducted 

"under the sign of the dialectic of the Same and the Other." That is to say, van den Hengel 

esteems Ricoeur's recognition, on the one hand, of the importance in theology of the via 

negativa, or apophatic method, in the vein that this has been developed by various twentieth-

century Jewish theorists, preeminently Emmanuel Levinas; but also his insistence, on the other 

hand, upon the preservation of an ontology or realism in discourse about God, inasmuch as the 

metaphorical language of Scripture opens up a vista that truly "let[s] see the Same in the Other 

or the Other in the Same."165 Briefly put, whereas Levinas begins with the concept of God and 

ends with a chimerical "Dire sans dit, a Name without theology," Ricoeur begins with a 

reflection on the polyphonic naming of him in Biblical language and discovers therein an 

authentic and actual revelation of the divine. 

Van den Hengel continues by outlining the features of a theology in the wake of 

Ricoeur. A barrage of modifiers is released, such a theology being termed at once 

hermeneutical, biblical, metaphorical, ontological, practical (narrative) and reflexive. The 

essential point in the final modifier is that the self that engages in theology is what Ricoeur has 

elsewhere called a "summoned self," i.e., one aware of being constituted by its response to the 

initiative of the Other, an initiative extended as gift. And here we come to the threshold of the 

present consideration, for the author offers the following, intriguing suggestion in regard to the 

potential sources of theology thus conditioned: 

165. John van den Hengel, "From Text to Action in Theology," in Memory, Narrativity, Self and the Challenge to Think 
God, ed. Maureen Junker-Kenny and Peter Kenny (Munster: Lit Verlag, 2004), 127. 
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Theology's task is to let the superabundance of the gift—the excess that is articulated in 

"God is love"—the hyperbole of the language and its forms, find its release in human 

action...[in] acts that reorient human action in response to the excess, disproportion or 

extravagance of the Naming of God, such as proclamation, liturgy, praise. For theology 

this has far-reaching repercussions. It would mean to give priority in our theological 

entreprise to the praxis of faith-life rather than to theoretical discussion of meaning.166 

In other words, as van den Hengel concludes, "a practical theology will have to explore further 

what Ricoeur has identified as the hyper-ethical acts that flow from the Gospel. It might 

encourage us to return perhaps to the acts which the Church originally identified as her 

response to the Gospel: kerygma, koinonia, leitourgia and diakonia: the acts of proclamation, 

communion, giving praise and service as hyper-ethical acts."167 

Similarly, in an essay on the implications of Ricoeur's Time and Narrative for 

Christology, van den Hengel suggests that liturgy may prove to be the site par excellence for an 

appropriation of the "historical intentionality" of the Gospels. He argues that the Gospel genre 

configures the life of Christ, by means of fictive devices, with a view to the "refiguration of the 

field of human action and temporality."168 The text is oriented toward the world in front of it, 

through the mediation of the believing community, revealing, according to the author, as much 

about the incipient Christian community as about Christ. There is nothing insidious in this fact, 

however, since it simply demonstrates the way in which historiography proves meaningful: by 

incorporating our own response to the action of the past. The genesis of history, indeed, lies in 

our narrative pre-understanding, as the faculty enabling our collection of disparate events into 

a coherent whole; if historical-critical research can adumbrate the contours of the events that 

inspired the Gospels, it is nonetheless the Gospel text that offers the "historical Jesus," i.e., that 

166. van den Hengel, "From Text to Action," 132 (emphasis mine). 
167. van den Hengel, "From Text to Action," 133. 

168. John van den Hengel, "Jesus Between Fiction and History," in Meanings in Texts and Actions: Questioning Paul 
Ricoeur, ed. David E. Klemm and William Schweiker (Charlottesville, VI: University Press of Virginia, 1993), 147. 
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"makes the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus intelligible and followable."169 In response to 

van den Hengel's Ricoeurian reading of the Gospel genre, we might perhaps think of the 

Gospels as presenting a textual equivalent of the Mobius strip: there is only one side to the 

protagonist of the Gospels, one surface upon which to encounter the "Jesus of history" ever 

already known as the "Christ of faith. 

Such an encounter, however, does not obtain in isolation; if the very inscription of the 

Gospel attests to "a worldview and life pattern of an ecclesial community,"170 then, a fortiori, its 

reception solicits an analogous context. Van den Hengel thus asserts, citing an unspecified text 

of Ricoeur, that it is within the performative arena of liturgy that such a context is effectively 

constituted: "Finally, at the level of appropriation I would agree with a more recent text of 

Ricoeur where he proposes liturgy as the most adequate setting for the reading of the scripture 

text. Liturgy includes not only the proclamation of the Word in preaching but the refiguration 

of the death and resurrection of Jesus in a ritual reenactment as well. The configuration of the 

life, death and resurrection in the Gospel text finds its fullest appropriation in its liturgical 

remembering."171 Liturgy, he continues, offers a nexus for the melding of narrative time with 

what Ricoeur calls chronological or cosmic time, bringing one back "from text to action," from 

a narrative mediation of the temporal, to a temporal mediation of the narrative. He concludes, 

evocatively: "In line with Ricoeur's concept of history, a liturgical appropriation that makes use 

of the symbols of nature, regeneration, sustenance, covenanting, space and time is more 

attentive to the cosmic temporality. It transcends the narrative identity and appropriation and 

is a freer testing of the real."172 

Peter Kenny 

Pace van den Hengel's optimism, Peter Kenny, while echoing the former's estimation of 

liturgy, questions whether Ricoeur himself came to a full realization of the matter. In a reprise 

169. Ibid., 148. 
170. Ibid., 149. 

171. Ibid. 
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of the line of argument proposed by Ugolnik above, Kenny contends that Ricoeur has 

consistently valourized the reader-text model to a fault, bespeaking in the process a 

characteristically Protestant hermeneutic that fails to do justice to the manner in which the 

Catholic (and we can add Orthodox) Christian traditions experience the biblical revelation 

beyond the text. Critiquing Ricoeur's alleged assumption that reflection on religion ought to be 

based on texts, Kenny writes: 

While philosophical or theological discussion about religion will use language to 

describe it and interpret it, it does not follow that "the most appropriate place to 

interpret it on its own terms is to inquire into its linguistic expression." This is 

reductive: it is just as important to discuss and interpret its activities, its liturgies, its 

recommended lifestyles, as well as its sacred texts. The creative interaction between 

what is textual...and what is non-textual (liturgical rites and/or following a way of life 

guided by specific practices) is here not properly appreciated. The non-linguistic and 

non-textual religious expressions may be more difficult to describe and evaluate 

philosophically, yet they are just as real as textual expressions.173 

Kenny probably overstates his case. For Ricoeur not infrequently does countenance a dialectic 

between the verbal and the non-verbal—in his own terms, between "manifestation and 

proclamation." There is a "subtle equilibrium" at work, he says, expressed historically in the 

Church as "a dialectic of preaching and sacraments": "[In] preaching the kerygmatic element 

carries the day with its concern to 'apply' the word here and now both ethically and politically. 

In the sacrament, symbolism has the upper hand. We need only recall the correspondences 

172. Ibid. 

173. Peter Kenny, "Conviction, Critique and Christian Theology: Some Reflections on Reading Ricoeur," in Memory, 
Narrativity, Self and the Challenge to Think God, ed. Maureen Junker-Kenny and Peter Kenny (Miinster: Lit Verlag, 
2004), 103. Curiously, Kenny does not treat Ricoeur's understanding of "meaningful action" as text, i.e., his attempt 
to include an interpretation of non-textual phenomena alongside textual, precisely by elaborating a paradigm that 
can serve to integrate them both. 
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baptism awakens between the primordial waters, where all form is abolished, the flood, the 

water of death, and the water of purification...The sacrament, we could say, is the mutation of 

sacred ritual into the kerygmatic realm.174 

Furthermore, Ricoeur's reflections in Critique and Conviction, on his friendship with that 

master of Religionswissenschaft Mircea Eliade, display a keen sensitivity to the merit of an 

approach that begins with the ritual embodiment of meaning. Despite his ambivalence 

concerning Eliade's actual accomplishments, Ricoeur applauds the latter's methodological a 

priori: "The liturgical sense of Orthodoxy nevertheless allowed him to affirm that before 

doctrine come belief, before belief the rite, before the rite the liturgy."175 Of course, to give 

theoretical primacy to the liturgy, to Kenny's "non-linguistic and non-textual religious 

expressions," is one thing; quite another is to work out in practice how these expressions can be 

rendered susceptible of interpretation—hence the debate adumbrated above concerning the 

contiguity of liturgical texts and their performances. 

Ricoeur, at any rate, appears to provide approbation, if more in the way of suggestion 

than scrutiny, for the present analysis. That he ended his career with a text that itself concludes 

with a meditation on the uniqueness of the phenomenon of the ceremonial exchange of gifts is 

perhaps telling;176 where might he have gone with his nascent insights into the power of ritual, 

had he had opportunity to further extend his speculations? Would he have been eventually 

impelled to plot the course of hermeneutics through the high seas of liturgical experience? His 

interview at Taize, quoted above, intimates an answer in the affirmative. Ricoeur's counsel that 

liturgy is a kind of language, distinct from that of theology, implies that it invites a distinct 

mode of interpretation, irreducible to that proper to the biblical "form of thought" to which it is 

nonetheless related - a form Ricoeur regards as an authentic, if "non-philosophical manner of 

174 Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 67. 

175 Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 32 

176 Paul Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, (originally published as Parcours de la reconnaissance Trois etudes [Les 
Essais] Paris Editions Stock, 2004), trans David Pellauer (Cambridge, MA & London, England Harvard University 
Press, 2006), 225-46 
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thinking and being."177 This is so, not simply because liturgy employs, as explained above, 

idioms other than the linguistic, but also because its linguistic dimension incorporates 

something of the speculative language that while nascent in the Bible itself, undergoes a 

notable maturation in the patristic attempt to reconcile biblical and philosophical discourse.178 

As we shall see below, the GBW is exemplary in this respect, in appropriating within a 

narrative context the apophatic terminology of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. It is to this 

terminology that Ricoeur is surely alluding, in Critique and Conviction, when he speaks of the 

"half-philosophical, half-theological speculation on the divine names," opining that "the 

critique of the names that are unsuitable for God is at once the philosophical injected into the 

religious, but also a sort of asceticism internal to the religious that seeks to rid itself of what is 

unworthy of God."179 

Summary: The Topography of a Ricoeurian Detour 

Bridget Nichols proclaims that "liturgical hermeneutics is responsible not only for 

finding an adequate way of approaching this unique form of discourse, but also for seeking an 

ever more precise means of discussing liturgical faith."180 But this precision can surely only be 

achieved piecemeal, by a response to specific questions. As Kelleher argues, in "Liturgical 

Theology: A Task and a Method," method develops in tandem with the quest to explain that 

which is as yet unexplained. It is the nature of the object under investigation which contours 

the method to be used in any given exercise. She proposes that there are at least three areas 

that require attention in any sound liturgical theology, for "in accord with the social, symbolic 

177. Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 149 

178 Of course, the question of the legitimacy of this maturation has engendered a venerable pedigree of debate 
Ricoeur's thoughts on the matter are well-known, if also subject in their turn to controversy "I have always been 
mistrustful with respect to speculation termed ontotheological, and I had a critical reaction to any attempt to fuse the 
Greek verb to be and God, in spite of Exodus 3 14 My mistrust of the proofs of the existence of God had led me 
always to treat philosophy as an anthropology" (Critique and Conviction, 150) For an thoughtful critique of this 
"dualism" (which in the same paragraph, Ricoeur describes as pushing him at one period of his life "to the pomt of 
excluding any encounter of God in philosophy), see Dan R Stiver, op cit, 229-52Dan R Stiver, op. a t , 229-52 

179 Ricoeur, Critique and Conviction, 164 

180 Bridget Nichols, op a t , 37 
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and processual nature of liturgy, a particular method constructed for the purpose of 

objectifying the public horizon that is mediated in liturgical praxis will have to include 

questions about the assembly or ritual subject, the ritual symbols,181 and the ritual process."182 

Although she expressly presents these criteria in terms of an ethnographic methodology 

more in keeping with the quantitative research of ritual studies than with the qualitative 

interrogations of hermeneutics, I believe that they also obtain, mutatis mutandi, in the domain of 

the latter. Language and subjectivity are certainly twin concerns of Ricoeur, which come 

together in his considerations of the narrative operation, of which the ritual process is arguably 

a species. Hence our Ricoeurian detour will attend to an exploration of his work in these three 

interrelated areas, before concluding with an application to the GBW. 

What will prove to be the unifying theme in our investigation? David Kaplan explains 

that while Ricoeur's diffuse output is neither readily nor easily categorized—such that even he 

himself found it difficult to do so—there is nevertheless a "guiding thread" through the 

labyrinth: the notion of "human capability" (I'homme capable).183 In an eloquently capacious 

paragraph, worth quoting despite its inordinate length, Kaplan offers a remarkable summation 

of the Ricoeurian corpus, under the sign of homo capax: 

Unraveling the interrelated threads of the concept of capability has taken Ricoeur a 

lifetime. It is not difficult to see why; the concept of capability implies a web of related 

phenomena. It implies a notion of the will as embodied, free and receptive. It implies an 

existential and material relation to the world, what Ricoeur once characterized as "the 

fault" (lafaute). It implies a relation to language through which we relate to the world, 

initially described in terms of symbols, then texts, then narratives, then translation as 

successive models of the linguistic mediation of experience. Capability implies a 

181. Words, for Kelleher, are a genre of symbols, alongside "objects, actions, relationships...gestures, and 
arrangements of space." 

182. Kelleher, "Liturgical Theology," 211. 

183. Kaplan, op. cit., 2. 
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relation to the unconscious and other structured systems, above all language and 

systematically distorted communication. It implies a relation to the imagination that 

figures into action and language at the most fundamental condition of possible speech 

and action. It implies a relation to creative realms "as if" they could exist, including the 

realism of literature, poetry, and the divine. Capability implies a relation to the other 

with whom we live and without whom we would be unable even to understand 

ourselves. It implies moral relationships with others to whom we are accountable. 

Capability implies the imputability of actions undertaken and endured, as well as the 

quest for recognition of ourselves, other selves, and multiple forms of alterity. It implies 

a relation to memory, to history, and to forgetting, the interrelated concepts that attest 

equally to our human capacities as to our human vulnerabilities.184 

In line with these implications, it is the question of how to construe the liturgical faculty of 

I'homme capable—how to discern in such a one the form of Schmemann's homo adorans—that 

will impel our reading and reflection upon Ricoeur. Obversely put, it is the question of how 

liturgy, as an instantiation of Ricoeur's principle that "the symbol gives rise to thought," 

manifests I'homme capable specifically as homo capax Dei. 

By following this line of inquiry, we implicitly endeavour a response to the query of 

Guardini with which introduced our project, namely whether humanity in the modern age is 

"no longer capable of a liturgical act." This very question also animates Ricoeur's brief but 

poignant postface to Taize et I'Eglise de demain.185 He asks, almost in the language of the former, 

whether the liturgy of Taize, based as it is on the classical liturgical traditions of the Church, is 

not destined, in our industrial age, together with them to suffer obsolescence; whether a 

rootedness in the agrarian and pastoral symbols of a former era does not necessitate their 

becoming a museum piece, a specimen of cultural exoticism, deprived of relevance to the 

184. Ibid., 3. 
185. Ricoeur, "Postface.' 
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contemporary world. Taking up his own admittedly grave challenge, he ventures that liturgical 

symbolism, in its function as memorial, combats the forgetfulness of a technological age that 

expends itself and expires in a utilitarian mode of being. Liturgy, however, like poetry, offers a 

means to resist the loss of memory; Ricoeur thus invites modern man to conclude a new "pact" 

between technology and poetry, to embrace progress but be founded, through poetry, in the 

"archaic." He proposes further that the archaic is, in Christian liturgy, explicitly oriented to the 

eschatological, that the gathering of the community through the symbolic tends toward its very 

sending forth unto effective action in the world. And he concludes by insisting that the 

liturgical symbol fulfills a role analogous to hermeneutics itself by enacting, on the level of 

representation, the theoretical passage navigated by the former from a first to a second naivete. 

Most intriguing, however, is Ricoeur's appreciation of the paradoxical role of liturgy in 

the (de)constitution of the self: 

Je suis reconnaisant a la liturgie de m'arracher a ma subjectivite, de m'offrir, non mes 

mots, non mes gestes, mais ceux de la communaute. Je suis heureux de cette 

objectivation de mes sentiments eux-memes; en entrant dans l'expression cultuelle, je 

suis arrache a l'effusion sentimentale; j'entre dans la forme qui me forme; en reprenant 

a mon compte le texte liturgique, je deviens texte moi-meme, orant et chantant. Oui, par 

la liturgie, je suis fondamentalement depreoccupe de moi-meme....Voila le depaysement 

salutaire qui remet le moi dans la communaute, l'individu dans l'historie et I'homme 

dans la creation.186 

In light of these remarks the present entreprise seems a fair wager. It is clear that for Ricoeur, 

186. "I am grateful to the liturgy for delivering me out of my subjectivity, for offering me, not my words or 
gestures, but those of the community. I am happy with this objectification of my emotions; in entering into the ritual 
idiom, I am delivered from emotional effusion; I enter into a form that in turn forms me; by taking up in my own 
way the liturgical text I become text myself, in prayer and song. Indeed, by the liturgy, I am fundamentally divested 
of preoccupation with myself....Behold the salutary disorientation that resituates the "I" amidst community, the 
individual amidst history and the human person amidst creation [translation mine]" (Ricoeur, "Postface," 249-50). 
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liturgy opens a vista within which specific features of homo capax can be descried. What 

remains in the following chapters is to explicate how. 
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CHAPTER 2 

"No Tongue Can Hymn Your Wonders" 

The Naming of God in Liturgical Language 

"The Linguistic Turn" 

Our project of harnessing the work of Paul Ricoeur in the service of liturgical theology, 

and specifically the interpretation of the Great Blessing of Water (GBW), needs to be situated in 

the context of a much broader intellectual trend, namely the appropriation within philosophy 

and theology of what has been called the "linguistic turn." I would agree with the suggestion 

that this movement is proving to be as axial as the "turn to the subject" initiated by Descartes 

and consolidated by Kant, challenging the received view of language as a secondary, 

expressive phenomenon by bringing into relief its primacy in the constitution of knowledge.1 

Thus, according to Michael Scanlon, "The most important lesson to be learned by the linguistic 

turn...[is] that language is primarily a vocal actualization of the tendency to see reality 

symbolically." The symbolic vision effected by language is taken in this connection to be the 

"key to the specifically human," thus retrieving Aristotle's classic conception of the human 

person as a "speaking animal" (to zoon logon echon).2 

1. A comprehensive guide to this movement can be found in Dan Stiver, The Philosophy of Religious Language Sign, 
Symbol and Story (Maiden, MA Blackwell Publishers, 1996) 

2 George Kilcourse, ed , The Linguistic Turn and Contemporary Theology Essays on the Theme with an Introduction by 
Michael J Scanlon, Current Issues m Theology (Macon, GA Catholic Theological Society of America, 1987), vin 
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Echoing the seminal insight of contemporary liturgical theologians, such as David 

Fagerberg, regarding the distinction between theologia prima and theologia secunda,3 Scanlon 

asserts that the linguistic turn has brought into relief the difference between originary religious 

discourse and derivative theological discourse: "Narrative (with symbol and myth as its 

building blocks) is the primary language of religion and faith. The 'speech acts' of religion are 

worship, liturgy, and ritual, and here the speech is that of symbol and story. Theological 

discourse is secondary."4 In sum, the distinction is between the language of faith and the 

language about it. 

Since religious discourse as such emerges preeminently in liturgical action, it brings to 

light the essential intersubjectivity of language, as well as its performativity—both salient 

concerns in contemporary philosophy. Scanlon notes in this regard that Aristotle already 

grasped the social dimension of language, and the political implications of defining the human 

person as a "speaking animal"; the linguistic turn also entails, therefore, a rehabilitation of the 

latter's notion of phronesis, "that practical knowledge that liberates people for responsible living 

in community."5 Scanlon concludes that all theology is bound henceforth to be both 

hermeneutical and praxiological: "It is difficult to overstate the import for theology of the 

contemporary linguistic turn. It is in no way a continuing chapter of the modern 'turn to the 

subject.' It is, rather, a 'horizon shift' of seminal significance for the future of theology. As a 

horizon shift, the linguistic turn is fundamentally sublative of previous antinomies, such as that 

between theory and praxis."6 

While a Ricoeurian analysis of the intersubjectivity and performativity of liturgical 

language will occupy us in Chapter 3, the present chapter delves into the attributes of liturgical 

speech, operative, in Scanlon's terms, as "symbol and story." In doing so, we take up one of the 

3. David Fagerberg, Theologia Prima: What is Liturgical Theology? (Chicago: Hillenbrand Books, 2004). 

4. Kilcourse, op. cit., ix. 

5. Ibid., x. 

6. Ibid. 
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tasks that Zimmerman's methodology consciously "brackets," namely to "capitalize on the 

richness of the text's metaphoric prayer language "7 Metaphor exemplifies, for Ricoeur, the 

fundamental creativity of language, and serves as a mediating term between symbolism and 

narrative. Not only did he dedicate an early monograph to the study of metaphor per se, but he 

has continually returned to the phenomenon of metaphoricity in his later works—such that one 

can consider it a Ricoeurian topos.8 

Religious Language and Experience 

It must be remembered that to consider the metaphorical processes of liturgical 

language is decidedly not to depart from a practical concern for liturgy as enacted. Ricoeur's 

understanding of metaphor provides warrant for Scanlon's claim that interpretation is 

essentially praxiological, since what is at stake is an imaginative construal of human action that 

may result in its effective redeployment. Zimmerman observes that of the three general 

methodologies adopted by contemporary approaches to language, the one represented by 

Ricoeur exhibits the greatest concern with the reference of speech.9 She categorizes the trends 

within Anglo-American analytic philosophy, and the work of such linguists as Noam 

Chomsky, as being solely preoccupied with the sense of language, its internal operations as a 

system. Communications theorists, by contrast, go a step further in their focus on linguistic 

usage; in this school she places the later Wittgenstein, and his heirs (e.g., J.L. Austin, J. Searle 

7 Zimmerman, Liturgy as a Language, 187 

8 The key works are "Metaphor and the Mam Problem of Hermeneutics" in Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, 
ed and trans John B Thompson [Pans Cambridge University Press Editions de la Maison des Sciences de 
l'Homme, 1981], 165-81), The Rule of Metaphor Multi-Disciplinary Studies of the Creation of Meaning in Language, 
(originally published as La metaphore vive [L'ordre philosophique] Pans Seuil, 1975), trans Robert Czerny, Kathleen 
McLaughlin, and John Costello (Toronto and Buffalo University of Toronto Press Inc, 1978), and "The Metaphorical 
Process as Cognition, Imagination, and Feeling," Critical Inquiry 5, no 1 (Autumn 1978) 143-59 A valuable summary 
of Ricoeur's thought on metaphor is given by Mary Gerhart in "The Live Metaphor," which he approves and clarifies 
in the "Reply to Mary Gerhart" that follows (Lewis Edwin Hahn, The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur [Chicago Open 
Court, 1996], 216-32, 233-35) 

9 "Reference is that logically prior source of meaning (experience) which is brought to language and is uncovered 
in the interpretive act as an extrahnguistic dimension of discourse" Joyce Ann Zimmerman, "Language and Human 
Experience," in The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship, ed Peter E Fink (Collegeville, MN A Michael Glazier 
Book, Liturgical Press, 1990), 645 
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and R. Jakobson) who, elaborating the notion of "language games," have clarified the 

modalities of performativity, i.e., the relationship of language to its users. But it is the third 

group, broadly termed "philosophers of language" (e.g., Husserl, Heidegger and Ricoeur) who, 

in Zimmerman's estimation, truly confront the enigma posed by language. Such thinkers "are 

not content to say simply that language expresses human experience. Rather, they wish to 

uncover the determinate relationship between language and human experience and its 

ontological significance. They seek to explain how language discloses being in new ways. For 

them, language not only expresses human experience, but in fact constitutes a creative 

redescription of reality."10 

Ricoeur's own views in this connection are well articulated near the end of Oneself as 

Another where, considering the ontology connoted by linguistic analysis, he sees fit to issue a 

note of caution: 

[Paradoxically, the linguistic turn, despite the referential twist of philosophical 

semantics, has often signified a refusal to "go outside" of language and a mistrust equal 

to that of French structuralism with respect to any extrahnguistic order. It is even 

important to emphasize that the implicit axiom that "everything is language" has often 

led to a closed semanticism, incapable of accounting for human action as actually 

happening in the world, as though linguistic analysis condemned us to jumping from 

one language game to another, without thought ever being able to meet up with actual 

action.11 

He proceeds to reiterate his commitment to the "ontological vehemence" of all language, even 

those uses which, prima facie, appear non-referential—for example, metaphor and narrative 

fiction. 

10. Zimmerman, "Language and Human Experience," 644. 

11. Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 301. 
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Such uses display how meaning obtains not so much in a realm of antecedent 

experience, subsequently disclosed by language, but rather in the very interpretation of 

experience afforded by ordinary languages, consequently rendering hermeneutics an 

existential act. As Zimmerman summarizes, concerning the outlook of Ricoeur et alia: 

"Interpretation of discourse is a process whereby meaning emerges as new possibilities to be 

lived, with and through its potential redescription of reality. This process delivers an 

extrahnguistic import that effects an ontological claim on language-use and its relationship to 

human experience."12 

In this contention we rejoin the debate with which we concluded Chapter One 

concerning the role of performance in liturgical hermeneutics; while it is clear that liturgy, as 

realized ritually, manifests its "ontological vehemence" most efficaciously, it is also the case 

that empirical study of actual celebrations does not exhaust the surplus of meaning borne by a 

liturgical text.13 To adduce a musical analogy: the study of a symphony can proceed both 

inductively, through attendance at performances, or at least analysis of recordings of them; but 

also, deductively, through attention to the orchestral score itself—an attention neither devoid 

of awareness of its concert destiny, nor again circumscribed by such performances as have 

already taken place—in quest of discovering new dimensions of the musical "world" proposed 

by its score. 

In point of fact, Ricoeur adduces this very analogy on multiple occasions, when 

discussing the way in which the text, distanciated from its original context by the sheer fact of 

inscription, awaits performative reactivation on the part of the reader(s). Thus in "Naming 

God," he can declare, "Writing, in its turn, is restored to living speech by means of the various 

12. Zimmerman, "Language and Human Experience," 645. 

13. "While the ontological as such is never directly accessible, it is recoverable in narrative through the relationship 
of the world given in the literary language and in the redescription of the world of the readers by means of their 
having entered into the story and having thus appropriated new possibilities to their experience....In a sense, the 
reading/hearing of a story is none other than a reshaping of human action" (Zimmerman, "Language and Human 
Experience," 648). 
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acts of discourse that reactualize the text. Reading and preaching are such actualizations of 

writing into speech. A text, in this regard, is like a musical score that requires execution."14 

And in Interpretation Theory, he elaborates: 

With writing, the verbal meaning of the text no longer coincides with the mental 

meaning of intention of the text. This intention is both fulfilled and abolished by the 

text, which is no longer the voice of someone present. The text is mute. An asymmetric 

relation obtains between text and reader, in which only one of the partners speaks for 

the two. The text is like a musical score and the reader like the orchestra conductor who 

obeys the instructions of the notation. Consequently, to understand is not merely to 

repeat the speech event in a similar event, it is to generate a new event beginning from 

the text in which the initial event has been objectified.15 

To treat the phenomenon of metaphoricity in liturgical language, therefore, is to elucidate the 

process, at its point of origin, by which a "new event" is generated in a given 

reading/performance, since it is the power of metaphor for innovation (in which act the 

interpreter plays no small part) that allows interpretation to eschew mere repetition. While it is 

certainly legitimate to also study and transcribe actual instances of the text's being reactivated 

(actual liturgical celebrations), such instances perforce refer back to the textual mediation 

through which they are recognized to belong to a given tradition. 

As we suggested above, it may well be that this feature of textuality, ubiquitous in 

liturgy in correspondence to the particular "scripturality" of Christianity, is what distinguishes 

it, in principle, from the phenomena historically considered in the field of ritual studies: for 

14 Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 219 

15 Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory, 75 In a sense, the analysis of a text is also a performance, smce it requires an 
existential engagement with its "matter" or "tissue " Naturally, as Zimmerman points out on multiple occasions, the 
form of performance envisioned by the liturgical text, as analogously by a theatrical script, is that of embodied, 
communal celebration. This end does not exclude from the interpretive process, however, a critical moment—of 
which the present work, as a second-order discourse about liturgy, rather than a first-order instance of liturgical 
speech, is an example 
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example, the paradigmatic treatment of the Balinese cockfight by anthropologist Clifford 

Geertz,16 or the various case studies collected by Ronald Grimes in his Ritual Criticism.17 Where 

ritual studies stresses the primacy of ritual over myth/narrative, and rightfully draws attention 

to the absence of linguistic mediation—written, if not oral—in given instances, liturgical 

theology must situate itself within a ritual matrix grounded in a tradition of inscription. Mutatis 

mutandi, Ricoeur's declaration concerning the centrality of the Bible to Christian faith is 

apposite also to a hermeneutics of liturgy: "What is presupposed is that faith, inasmuch as it is 

lived experience, is instructed—in the sense of being formed, clarified, and educated—within 

the network of texts that in each instance preaching brings back to living speech. This 

presupposition of the textuality of faith distinguishes biblical faith ('Bible' meaning book) from 

all others. In one sense, therefore, texts do precede life. I can name God in my faith because the 

texts preached to me have already named God."18 

One can even analogously extend this contention to the primacy of liturgical text over 

liturgical celebration; if, in the first instance, the liturgy was orally transmitted, existent only as 

"living speech," its sedimentation through inscription has resulted in its becoming a similar 

"network" that actual celebration now restores to life. Liturgical texts, in this sense, do precede 

(liturgical) life; whatever the interplay between the descriptive and the prescriptive functions 

at their point of origin, the game is surely determined by the latter for those who live a 

tradition in the wake of its inscription. That is to say, the textuality of the liturgy, to the extent 

that such perforce begs the question of its own status, ineluctably demands the labour of 

interpretation. As Schmemann wryly observes, with respect to the regulative character of the 

Orthodox typicon (ordo), it presents itself as a hermeneutical sine qua non for diametrically 

16. Clifford Geertz, "Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight," in Myth, Symbol and Culture, ed. Clifford Geertz 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1971), 1-38. 

17. Ronald Grimes, Ritual Criticism: Case Studies in Its Practice, Essays on Its Theory (Columbia, SC: University of 
South Carolina Press, 1990). 

18. Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 218. 
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opposed liturgical camps.19 

A parallel may be drawn, therefore, between Ricoeur's insistence on maintaining the 

dialectic between a reification of the text and a reification of spoken discourse: accordingly, we 

may suggest that a study of liturgical performance needs to be held in tension with a 

hermeneutics of the liturgical script.20 Ricoeur helpfully observes that if it be true, as in Plato's 

Phaedrus, that something is lost when oral communication is committed to writing—that which 

"belongs to the voice, the facial expression, and the common situation of interlocutors in a face-

to-face setting"—it is also true that the reconversion of writing into speech, while legitimately 

aspiring to a dialogical situation of communication, can not for all that pretend to identify the 

post-scriptural experience with the pre-scriptural, since the "scriptuary" step introduces an 

irreducible moment of mediation.21 

Construing Metaphor 

To return to the gravamen of this chapter, namely the operation of religious language, 

and the role played therein by metaphor, we must consider the properties of the latter, by dint 

of which it undertakes the portentous "redescription of reality" with which Zimmerman, 

following Ricoeur, credits it. To navigate this major current in Ricoeur's thought, we will 

proceed in three stages. First, we will follow the course of his exegetical works, to gain an 

appreciation of how his general theory of metaphoricity relates specifically to religious 

discourse: to wit, the way in which the scriptural naming of God functions in a manner 

analogous to that of the metaphor. Secondly, we will consider prominent attempts both at 

19. Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 132-33. 

20. Since liturgy is scripted, one must attend to particular scripts—in our case, that of the GBW—and not simply the 
performance, as if the performance obtained apart from the mediation of text. While ritual theory may, in the study 
of non-Christian rites, be able to identify examples wherein a scriptuary step has not been taken, this is manifestly 
not the case as concerns Christian liturgy. Ricoeur explains the "independence" of the text, and its importance, as 
follows: "The triple independence of the text with regard to its author, its context, and its initial audience explains 
why texts are open to innumerable 'recontexrualizations" through listening and reading that are a reply to the 
'decontextualization' already contained in the very act of writing or, more exactly, or publication" (Figuring the 
Sacred, 219). 

21. Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 219. 
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validating and discrediting Ricoeur's theory, in terms of their pertinence to liturgical theology. 

Finally, we will propose that a metaphorical dialectic only marginally developed in Ricoeur, 

namely that inhering between apophatic and kataphatic discourse, lies at the heart of the 

Byzantine liturgical idiom, to the effect of its becoming a "mixed" genre between the primary, 

pre-theoretical discourse in which Ricoeur places the biblical texts and the secondary, 

derivative genre to which he assigns theology as such. This idiom, we will suggest, is also 

mixed on account of its incorporation of a further dialectic beyond that of primary and 

secondary discourse, to wit, that which obtains between the naming of God in the formulae of 

the text itself, and the recognition of him in the extrahnguistic, sacramental phenomena to 

which the formulae advert. This triple line of inquiry will serve to orient the first third of our 

analysis, in Chapter 5, of the GBW itself. 

"Naming God" 

The intersection between the work of metaphor and that of religious discourse can be 

readily attained via the seventh and eighth of Ricoeur's Gifford Lectures,22 which were not 

published alongside the others in Oneself as Another, due to their explicitly religious orientation. 

(Ricoeur has been very concerned, throughout his career, to separate his philosophical from his 

exegetical, not to say theological, entreprise, a fact to which he often referred ambivalently 

himself, and which has received criticism from Ricoeurian scholars).23 These latter lectures will 

also prove germane to the effort undertaken in the next chapter to apply Ricoeur's philosophy 

of the self to liturgical subjectivity, given that they bring into relief the implications of said 

philosophy to the question of the biblical subject. Since they hearken back, however, to 

22 For the seventh, see "The Self in the Mirror of the Scriptures," trans David Pellauer, in The Self in the Mirror of 
the Scriptures, in The Whole and Divided Self, ed. David E Aune and John McCarthy (New York The Crossroad 
Publishing Company, 1997), 201-20, as well as the repetitio, with a distinct introduction, "Experience and Language 
in Religious Discourse," in Phenomenology and the "Theological Turn" The French Debate, Dominique Janicaud, et al 
(New York Fordham University Press, 2000), 127-^46. For the eighth, see "The Summoned Subject in the School of the 
Narratives of the Prophetic Vocation" in Figuring the Sacred, 262-78 

23 Dan Stiver, for example, remarks "Ricoeur's sometime view that his philosophy is separable from his religious 
beliefs seems naive and curiously 'modern' It is espeaally ironic since the main tenor of his thought runs against 
such a separation" (Theology After Ricoeur, 241) 
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Ricoeur's earlier exegetical explorations of the way in which Scripture "names God," it is to 

these that we first must turn. 

Ricoeur begins a principal exegetical essay, "Naming God," with an apologia: "Shall I 

tolerate the fact that thinking, which aims at what is universal and necessary, is linked in a 

contingent way to individual events and particular texts that report them? Yes, I shall assume 

this contingency, so scandalous for thinking, as one aspect of the presupposition attached to 

listening."24 In other words, if one wishes to understand the operations of language, it does not 

suffice to treat them in abstract categories: an engagement with specific examples is required. 

Ricoeur sees the language of Scripture as a field ripe for the harvest of hermeneutical insights, 

and wagers that gleaning therein will furnish him with a fuller comprehension than otherwise. 

Faith as such is not accessible to hermeneutics, since it is at once the opaque origin and limit of 

interpretation; the linguistic mediations of faith, however, are certainly accessible, and it is in 

their confines that Ricoeur intends to carry out his investigation. 

This investigation is impelled by the question of how best to categorize religious 

discourse as such. His initial strategy is to consider it as a species of poetic discourse, but the 

course of his ruminations results in ascribing to it particular attributes, in respect of which this 

categorization is subject to a unexpected reversal, recapitulated in "Philosophical 

Hermeneutics and Biblical Hermeneutics."25 There Ricoeur argues that the ontological 

vehemence of the Bible is such as to claim the prerogative of serving as the first principle or 

organon of all interpretation, over and against a philosophical pretension to take it as a mere 

case study in general hermeneutic theory. As will become evident, religious discourse 

conceives a similar mutiny upon the poetic discourse to which it is ostensibly subservient. 

Ricoeur distinguishes poetic discourse from several others, including "ordinary," 

24. Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 218 

25 Paul Ricoeur, From Text to Action Essays in Hermeneutics, II, trans Kathleen Blarney and John B Thompson, 
foreword by Richard Kearney (Evanston, IL Northwestern University Press, 2007), 89-104 



91 

quotidian discourse, scientific, historical and sociological.26 Anticipating criticism concerning 

the lack or unreality of reference in poetic discourse, he argues that such discourse does not 

celebrate only itself, despite appearances to the contrary that, in the absence of an empirical 

correlate, it is "without any bearing on true knowledge of the world."27 Conceding the criticism 

at first, in order to then beg the question, Ricoeur contends, in a passage worth quoting at 

length: 

In this sense, it is true that poetry is a suspension of the descriptive function. It does not 

add to our knowledge of objects. But this suspension is the wholly negative condition 

for the liberation of a more originary referential function, which may be called second-

order only because discourse that has a descriptive function has usurped the first rank 

in daily life, assisted, in this respect, by science. Poetic discourse is also about the world, 

but not about the manipulable objects of our everyday environment. It refers to our 

many ways of belonging to the world before we oppose ourselves to things understood 

as "objects" that stand before a "subject." If we have become blind to these modalities of 

rootedness and belonging-to (appurtenance) that precede the relation of a subject to objects, 

it is because we have, in an uncritical way, ratified a certain concept of truth, defined by 

adequation to real objects and submitted to a criterion of empirical verification and 

falsification. Poetic discourse precisely calls into question these uncritical concepts of 

adequation and verification. In so doing, it calls into question the reduction of the 

referential function to descriptive discourse and opens the field of a nondescriptive 

reference to the world.28 

26 Pace Graham Ward's criticisms below ("Biblical Narrative and the Theology of Metonymy," Modern Theology 7, 
no 4 [July 1991] 335-49), Ricoeur does not m fact remam vague about what ordmary discourse is, even if one could 
question whether saentific discourse itself does not depend upon metaphors for its own intelligibility, a la Thomas 
Kuhn This is precisely the drift of Sallie McFague, m Metaphorical Theology Models of God in Religious Language 
(Minneapolis, MN Fortress Press, 1982) 

27 Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 221. 

28 Ibid,222 
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Now the claim that the descriptive function is most appropriately equated with scientific 

discourse has been contested in several quarters.29 It is important to grant the point to Ricoeur, 

however, for the sake of argument; if anything, he entrusts too little to poetic discourse, rather 

than too much, in the bailiwick he allots it, inclusive of narrative fiction, lyricism and even the 

essay. 

If religious discourse is to be initially broached as a species of poetic discourse, as a 

form of language whose truth is to be termed "manifestation" rather than "adequation," what 

differentiates it from other such species? According to Ricoeur, it is the "naming of God" that 

"specifies the religious at the interior of the poetic."30 Religious discourse, however, is not on 

this account to be confused with theology, whose recourse to speculative philosophical 

concepts disbars it from claiming the title "originary" after the manner of Scripture itself.31 To 

listen to originary discourse is to eschew the ontotheological amalgamation of God and Being 

to which the theological tradition has historically borne witness, if not to execrate it as a 

legitimate endeavour in its own sphere. 

In his later work we see that Ricoeur, while personally sympathetic to the disdain of 

many modern theologians towards ontotheology, steadfastly refuses to condemn the 

29 Ricoeur presumes that poetic discourse suspends first-order reference—whether ordinary or scientific Several 
theorists, however, have appealed to the essential metaphoricity of scientific models themselves Ricoeur's argument 
only stands to gam, however, rather than lose force, from the assertion that metaphor is operative not only withm, 
but also beyond, the bounds of poetic discourse 

A key text in this connection is Owen Barfield, Saving the Appearances A Study in Idolatry (New York Harcourt, Brace 
& World, Inc, 1965) Barfield's thesis is that in modernity, we have ceased to experience "participation"—equivalent 
to Ricoeur's notion of "our many ways of belonging to the world before we oppose ourselves to things understood as 
'objects' that stand before a 'subject'"—since language has ceased to be encountered as providing "representations" 
of the "unrepresented " He challenges the ensumg loss of an "iconic" mode of perception 

30 Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 223 

31 Ricoeur will eventually qualify this distinction, in the volume produced with exegete Andre LaCoque, Thinking 
Biblically There he probes the "veritable event in thinking" displayed in the Septuagint's translation of Exodus 3 14 
the encounter of Moses and the Burning Bush (Thinking Biblically, 331) In that instance, he sees the originary biblical 
discourse already countenancing the ontotheological tradition, inasmuch as the history of Greek philosophical 
speculation on Being makes an entree into the forum of God's self-revelation The unnameable Name is thus 
irrevocably defined according to a heterogeneous frame of reference 
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intellectual labour that has struggled, from the translation of the Septuagint onward, to 

mediate between the Hellenic and Hebraic worlds of thought. Indeed, he is uncertain that it 

would even have been possible to avoid this labour, given the exigencies of translation: "There 

is no innocent translation; I mean one that could escape the history of reception of our texts, a 

history that itself is immediately a history of interpretation. To translate is already to 

interpret."32 And he finds evidence, up to the high Middle Ages, of circumspect minds who 

maintained a dialectical approach to the ontotheological question, preserving, in the midst of 

their analogical postulates, the relativizing critique of the apophatic tradition. Hence he can 

laud the efforts of Aquinas and other Scholastics, even if he considers that another "event in 

thinking"—in which the ontotheological tradition will have to be unthought, as it were—may 

rightly be demanded by our contemporaries: 

They [the scholastics] held that Being could be spoken of in affirmative statements, at 

the horizon of an elevation to the highest point of the most sublime titles and attributes 

encountered along the road of not just rational speculation but also spiritual 

purification. These two ways, the apophatic and the analogical, mutually presupposed 

each other insofar as, on the one hand, what one negates is always something that one 

represents to oneself, even when it is a question of the most sublime attributes of God, 

and, on the other hand, the elevation to the highest point of these titles and attributes by 

the way of eminence is equivalent to negating what we ordinarily affirm concerning 

such attributes.33 

As we shall see later on, this commendation of the dialectic of the kataphatic and apophatic 

favours the peculiarity of the "naming of God" as it occurs in the liturgical idiom. 

32. LaCoque and Ricoeur, op. tit., 331. 

33. Ibid., 342. 



94 

The Polyphonicity of Scripture 

Ricoeur's concern with distinguishing theological discourse from the originary religious 

discourse displayed in the biblical texts, derives not from a principled objection to the 

discipline of theology, to which he on several occasions cedes due rights and responsibilities, 

but rather from a sense that the self which puts itself in the position of listener must be divested 

of the kind of systematic integration to which theology is inclined, if not necessarily bound—in 

order to confront the real dissonances articulated by Scripture's denomination of the divine.34 

For Ricoeur considers it an often overlooked but immensely important fact that the naming of 

God is not simple but multiple; discrete biblical genres name God in different ways, with the 

result that each genre produces a particular style of the confession of faith. 

Ricoeur calls this phenomenon the "polyphonicity" of Scripture, and he defends it 

against any attempt to reduce the music, as it were, to a monophony. Several "voices" emerge 

in his analysis: narrative is preponderant, with a naming of God in the third person, as the 

primary agent of history; prophecy speaks instead in the first person, doubling the ego of the 

prophet with that of the divine "I"; hymns and laments address God as the dialogue partner of 

prayer; wisdom literature, in turn, also speaks of God in the third person, but chiefly the 

inaugurator of a impersonal cosmic order rather than as one who interrupts the ordinary 

course of affairs to intervene on behalf of his people: 

Thus God is named in diverse ways in narration that recounts the divine acts, prophecy 

that speaks in the divine name, prescription that designates God as the source of the 

imperative, wisdom that seeks God as the meaning of meaning, and the hymn that 

involves God in the second person....The word "God"...presupposes the entire context 

34. For Ricoeur, true listening equally requires a letting go of onto-theological "knowledge" and a disavowal of the 
narcissistic self-founding ego of Descartes and Kant: "This double renouncing of the absolute 'objecf and the 
absolute 'subject' is the price that must be paid to enter into a radically nonspeculative and prephilosophical mode of 
language" (Figuring the Sacred, 224.) We will develop our reflection on the "summoned self" that results from this 
renunciation in the next chapter. 
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of narratives, prophecies, laws, wisdom writings, psalms, and so on. The referent "God" 

is thus intended by the convergence of all these partial discourses. It expresses the 

circulation of meaning among all the forms of discourse wherein God is named.35 

In this perspective, the unity of Scripture appears as fundamentally canonical, in the sense that 

the disparate books are, prima facie, only co-ordinated in their very difference by having a 

common divine referent. At the risk of sounding tautological, this means that although God is 

named differently by the biblical genres, it is nevertheless God who is named. Ricoeur deems it 

essential that the different means of naming God be brought into a "living dialectic" that will 

display their "interferences" with each other.36 The provocation that ensues exemplifies the 

alterity of God himself, who cannot be circumscribed by any one mode of discourse, but 

constantly escapes coherent determination.37 Hence Ricoeur cites the contrast between the Old 

Testament narratives which found the identity of the people of Israel, and the prophecies 

which jeopardize that identity, by proclaiming it vulnerable to the wrath and judgment of the 

"Day of the Lord"; what is secured by one genre, is menaced by another. 

The scrambling that results from the juxtaposition of biblical genres inhibits the reader 

from forming a clear picture of who God is, and hence from being able to matte and frame such 

a picture; what is displayed, therefore, is a definitive indefiniteness, as it were. As the referent 

of the different discourses of Scripture, God is also "the index of their incompleteness": the 

figure which escapes them all.38 In consequence, "God" becomes what Ricoeur terms a "limit-

35. Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 227-28. 

36. Ibid., 226. 

37. Ricoeur argues, however, that the overarching schema of Scripture is narrative: God, named as the one who 
accomplishes magnalia, both in Old Testament and the New, grounds the interpretation of time itself: "God is the God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and is, therefore, the Actant of the great gesture of deliverance. And God's meaning as 
Actant is bound up with the founding events in which the community of interpretation recognizes itself as enrooted, 
set up, and established. It is these events that name God....God is designated by the transcendence of the founding 
events in relation to the ordinary course of history....To the extent that the narrative genre is primary, God's imprint 
is in history before being in speech. Speech comes second inasmuch as it confesses the trace of God in the event" 
(Figuring the Sacred, 225). 

38. Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 226. 
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expression," i.e., an expression which cannot be fully thought, specifically because it dwells at 

the frontier of thinking. Limit-expressions simultaneously attract and resist the work of 

interpretation; they reveal and conceal, in dialectical fashion. The naming of God, therefore, 

cannot reasonably lead to a reification of the idea of God who, inasmuch as he gives himself, 

also withdraws: the Deus revelatus is at one and the same time a Deus absconditus. 

The revelation of the Divine Name in Ex. 3:14 serves, in Ricoeur's estimation, as the 

paragon of this paradox. The pericope brings the ultimate unnameability of God into focus, 

precisely in its disclosure of a name which is not really a name. Rather than accomplishing an 

ontotheological "capping off" of other narratives, Ricoeur argues that the passage refers the 

Name back to the narratives of the patriarchs—"He-Who-Is" is "the God of Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob"—such that the speculative is subsumed by the historical. 

The New Testament, however, offers an analogous "recession into infinity of the 

referent 'God,'"39 in the naming of God under the ciphers of "the Kingdom of heaven" and 

"the Kingdom of God." This kingdom can only be signified by "parables, proverbs and 

paradoxes" whose cumulative connotations, according to Ricoeur, are as puzzling as the 

multiplicity of images of the divine in the Old Testament. The metaphoricity of the parables 

also parallels the previous dialectic, since here, as there, there is both affirmation and negation: 

to the extent that "the Kingdom" is like that which is recounted in the parables, there is 

revelation; to the extent that it is only like unto it, rather than being equivalent, a veil is drawn. 

As Ricoeur explains: "Paradoxes and hyperboles dissuade hearers in some way from forming a 

coherent project of their lives and from making their existence into a continuous whole....In the 

same way that the proverb (submitted to the law of paradox and hyperbole) only reorients by 

first disorienting, the parable (submitted to what I call the law of extravagance) makes the 

extraordinary break forth in the ordinary."40 By "law of extravagance" Ricoeur intends the 

39. Ibid., 228. 

40. Ibid., 229. 
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element of the implausible in parables that confounds a facile interpretation of them; the 

tension between the implausibility of their plots and the quotidian realism of their details 

compels the hearers to acknowledge the "Wholly Other": 

If the case of the parable is exemplary, it is because it combines a narrative structure, a 

metaphorical process, and a limit-expression. In this way, it constitutes a short 

summary of the naming of God. Through its narrative structure, it recalls the original 

rootedness of the language of faith in narratives. Through its metaphorical process, it 

makes manifest the poetic character of the language of faith as a whole. And finally, in 

joining metaphor and limit-expression, it furnishes the matrix for theological language 

inasmuch as this language conjoins analogy and negation in the way of eminence: "God 

is like..., God is not..."41 

Ricoeur anticipates the Christological concern of those who might, on the one hand, be 

persuaded by his analysis of the Gospel genres but also, on the other, feel apprehension at its 

apparent displacement of the character of Jesus. He is disinclined to assuage this concern by 

any move that will simply substitute, in a Monophysite fashion, the naming of Christ for the 

naming of God.42 Christ himself names God by praying to him, as well as speaking about his 

kingdom, complexifying the various namings of the Old Testament. But Christ is also 

associated with God in a unique way, and this places further pressure on the fragile consensus 

of those namings; now the conflict is intensified, to the degree that the limit-expression "God" 

is impelled to accept an equivalence with the Christ-figure. Ricoeur concedes that it is equally 

difficult to write Christology from above and from below, since it needs must comprehend 

41. Ibid., 230. 

42. As we shall see, one of the features of Byzantine liturgical discourse is precisely its tendency to do just this, 
namely, to give voice to a neo-Chalcedonian ethos, "a development in Byzantine Christology after the Council of 
Chalcedon which caused the Byzantines to disproportionately emphasize the divinity of Christ (at the expense of his 
humanity) in an attempt to win back the non-Chalcedonians" (Peter Galadza, "Canadian Ukrainian Catholic 
Worship: Towards a Framework for Analysis," Logos: A Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 34, no. 1-2 [1993]: 256nl4). 
Of course, this aspect of the "world behind the text" is tangential to the dynamics of the "world in front of the text." 
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"under the form of the most extreme tension and conflict—God's determining the existence of 

Jesus and the naming of God by all the biblical texts"43 

Our review of Ricoeur's exegetical work on the naming of God concludes with his 

momentous reversal, anticipated above, in the categorization of religious discourse. We have 

seen that at a certain level he insists it to be a species of poetic discourse, manifesting the 

latter's characteristic traits: a break with ordinary discourse on account of the primacy of 

metaphor, for example, and the opening up of a new world, "constituted in the crucible of 

semantic innovation," which serves to inspire biblical readers, through a new self-

understanding, to become the sort of persons capable of inhabiting this world. 

Nevertheless, religious language transcends the poetic, precisely because the naming of 

God has a sui generis potential to refigure the world, deploying, as it were, a phalanx of ultimate 

concerns.44 Ricoeur proffers an original account of how Scripture capitalizes on this potential, 

arguing that biblical genres are established not at the level of concepts but rather that of the 

Kantian schema: that is, they provide "models" for the Divine Name, "rules for producing 

figures of the divine" which are not in fact principally figures of the divine, but rather figures of 

God's presence in the midst of his people.45 

The import of this distinction is that the biblical figures of the divine themselves are the 

source of the meaning of the name "God," long before speculative thought brings to the table 

43. Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred, 231. 

44. Ibid., 232. 
45. Ricoeur does not develop, in this context, exactly what he intends by reference to this notoriously convoluted 

term of Kant. He seems to wish to emphasize, on the one hand, the importance of the biblical figures, over and 
against a view which would categorize them as secondary or derivative; for Ricoeur, one does not go around 
Scripture, but through it. As he elsewhere declares: "The literary genres of the Bible do not constitute a rhetorical 
facade which it would be possible to pull down in order to reveal some thought content that is indifferent to its 
literary vehicle" (On Biblical Interpretation, 91). On the other hand, he is chary of attaching preeminence to any one 
figure or set of figures, as if such could be taken on their own rather than being set in dialectic with all others. 

According to Kant, the schema of a pure concept—such as "God" is, being by definition immune to empirical 
observation—serves as the model according to which images of said concept are represented to the mind (Howard 
Caygill, A Kant Dictionary, The Blackwell Philosopher Dictionaries [Maiden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1995], 360-
62). But in regard to God, Kant does not begin with Scripture, but rather with the exigencies of the ethical imperative 
(A Kant Dictionary, 215-16). By contrast, Ricoeur privileges originary discourse and thus accords primacy to its 
models. 


