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Reading the Bible Theologically

Theological interpretation of the Bible is one of the most significant

debates within theology today. Yet what exactly is theological reading?

Darren Sarisky proposes that it requires identification of the reader via a

theological anthropology, an understanding of the text as a collection of

signs, and reading the text with a view toward engaging with what it says of

transcendence. Accounts of theological reading do not often give explicit

focus to the place of the reader, but this work seeks to redress this neglect.

Sarisky examines Augustine’s approach to the Bible and how his theo-

logical insights into the reader and the text generate an aim for interpret-

ation, which is fulfilled by fitting reading strategies. He also engages with

Spinoza, showing that theological exegesis contrasts not with approaches

that take history seriously, but with naturalistic approaches to reading.

dr. darren sarisky is currently Departmental Lecturer in Modern The-

ology at the Faculty of Theology and Religion, University of Oxford. His

publications on scriptural interpretation include Theology, History, and

Biblical Interpretation: Modern Readings (2015) and Scriptural Interpretation:

A Theological Exploration, Challenges in Contemporary Theology (2013).
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For David Ford and the late John Webster,

for whose guidance, encouragement,

and inspiring examples I will be forever grateful.

By the time I finished this book

David had retired and John had died,

but I could not have written it without both of them.
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Preface

I was guided by two convictions when I began the research that

stands behind this book about theological exegesis. The first con-

viction holds firm, while the other also remains with me, though in

a qualified form. The belief that remains with me is that in the

current discussion it is often quite unclear what theological inter-

pretation signifies, even as its merits, demerits, history, and promise

are all the subject of vigorous debate. As W. T. Dickens has recently

and rightly said, “The term theological interpretation needs some

explanation.”1 This book aims to explicate what theological reading

entails with a view toward clarifying the issues at stake.

I also set out with the intuition that the main ideas underlying

the current discussion of theological reading marked out a territory

in which interesting and valuable work might be done.2 From my

point of view now, this still seems true, but with a caveat, namely

that some of the principles animating aspects of the discussion need

to be brought to light and critically examined.3 A key issue needing

1 W. T. Dickens, “The Uses of the Bible in Theology,” in The New Cambridge History of

the Bible, ed. John Riches, Vol. 4: From 1750 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2015), 184.
2 This is despite there being quite a variety of ideas in the debate, and in spite of the

unfortunate reality that recently published theological commentaries are only

sometimes compelling. For critique of both the commentaries themselves and the

associated literature, see Mark W. Elliot, The Heart of Biblical Theology: Providence

Experienced (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 3–36.
3 I thus do not entirely agree with Stephen E. Fowl when he says, “As a relatively recent

arrival on the scholarly scene, there was a period of time when theological interpreters
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reconsideration is the very understandings of theology that many

in the discussion of theological exegesis are presupposing. Discus-

sion about theological interpretation can advance by giving close

attention to what theology is and what tasks it may properly

perform within an account of interpretation. In this connection,

John Webster is right to insist that it is crucial to attend to the way

that debates about the Bible and its interpretation are framed and to

give close examination to some of the assumptions that are most

deeply embedded within them, all the while allowing oneself free-

dom to question the adequacy of the terms by which debates are

conducted.4 I intend to pursue such questions here. I consider the

issues that the current ferment raises by setting the discussion in the

larger context of the history of biblical interpretation and hermen-

eutical reflection, thus decentering the present discussion and

offering new insights to it.5

needed to engage in a period of self-definition. A part of this self-definition included a

good deal of criticism of other more established interpretive methods, as well as

rigorous marking of disciplinary boundaries. It is my view that such a period is now

over.” See “Editor’s Notes” Anglican Theological Review 99 (2017): 645. Fowl makes it

clear that he does not see it as entirely out of place now to continue to reflect on what

theological interpretation is, for he also says “the boundaries of theological

interpretation should be contestable, flexible, and porous” (“Editor’s Notes,” 645). Yet

his point seems to be that the main time during which it was necessary to consider

fundamental questions of self-definition has passed. I concur that part of what makes

necessary a discussion of the nature of theological reading is ensuring that there is

institutional space in which it can be pursued, and it is good that there have been

positive developments recently here – thanks in part to the efforts of Fowl himself.

However, a major working assumption of this book is that further discussion of what

theological reading is becomes justified if additional light can be shed on its nature.
4 John Webster, “Biblical Reasoning,” Anglican Theological Review 90 (2008): 734. The

way this project is set up owes something to the suggestive remarks about the nature of

theological reading in John Webster, “One Who Is Son: Theological Reflections on the

Exordium to the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in The Epistle to the Hebrews and Christian

Theology, ed. Richard Bauckham et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 69–70.
5 I draw the term decentering from Rowan Williams,Why Study the Past?: The Quest for

the Historical Church (London: Darton, Longman, and Todd, 2005), 110.
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This book is distinctive in that it is (at the time of writing this

preface) the first monograph to deal with theological reading

against the background of the current discussion. More import-

antly, the substance of my argument is distinctive: I argue that

understanding theological reading requires coming to grips with

the deep difference it makes for biblical interpretation to be based

on a theological construal of reality itself. If one understands

existing things, and especially the realities involved most directly

in reading – the reader and the text above all else – in the light of

their relation to God, rather than eliminating theological descrip-

tion in order to think from an exclusively immanent point of view,

then certain entailments follow as a matter of course. In A Secular

Age, Charles Taylor rightly says: “Belief in God is no longer axio-

matic. There are alternatives.”6 I contend that the direction reading

takes is a consequence of the reader’s beliefs about God (or denial of

God’s existence): one’s stance here carries implications for the aim

of interpretation as well as for the interpretive strategies that seek to

fulfill that goal. Theological exegesis is an interpretive response to

the Bible that is the product of construing the reading subject and

the object to be read in connection with God. A crucial aim of this

book is to argue that there are such entailments, and therefore that

the doctrinal perspective on the reader and text is not simply pious

language invoked at the outset of thinking about interpretation, but

a way of understanding the reading subject and the interpreted

object that has substantial hermeneutical implications.

The case I make in this book should be of interest to anyone

wanting to think about theological reading, whether or not such

readers think of themselves as part of the Christian tradition.

Offering a proleptic summary of the argument in the form of three

bare-bones propositions will assist in explaining how this is so.

I contend, first, that the reader is one who responds to the text’s

6 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University

Press, 2007), 3.
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mediation of divine self-disclosure in faith; second, that the text of

the Bible constitutes a set of signs pointing beyond itself to the God

who opens the eyes of the interpreting subject; and third, because of

the prior two points, the text should be read with reference to God.

Quite a bit more than this needs to be said, and is in fact said, in the

following pages to unpack and defend each of the three propositions

that form the core of the constructive argument; this bald summary

will not accomplish a great deal by itself. Yet what I intend for this

summary to do is simply to indicate something crucial about the

form of the overall argument. In the constructive chapters of this

work, I argue for both of the first two propositions, and I seek to

demonstrate that norms for reading do indeed follow from these

ontological affirmations. One reading audience, then, is those who

themselves have a faith commitment matching up to the initial two

affirmations, or at least something very much like them. Such readers

will be engaged by the argument I am making because they can

identify with its starting points: they see them as true or at least

verisimilitudinous, for they operate within the same tradition of

thought. However, anyone can engage in what I am saying about

the first two propositions with a view toward critically considering

whether the interpretive entailments actually do follow from them.

Anyone can assess whether the hermeneutical implications are genu-

inely implications. Readers seeking to evaluate the argument in this

way will at least learn how one proposal for a Christian biblical

hermeneutic works. Both of these audiences are important for me,

just as in writing this book I have learned important things from

those who are within my own tradition as well as those who are not.

This project is a sequel to my first monograph, Scriptural Inter-

pretation: A Theological Exploration.7 In this second book, I am

building on some of the research into patristic and modern the-

ology that I did for the first volume, and in both I make a

7 Darren Sarisky, Scriptural Interpretation: A Theological Account, Challenges in

Contemporary Theology (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013).
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determined effort to think theologically about reading the Bible.

However, the two books deal with different focal questions, and this

second one does more to develop its constructive position. In

Scriptural Interpretation, the query is: What is happening, in theo-

logical terms, when the Bible is read in the church, and what

presuppositions does this make about the text and the reader? In

the present book, I ask what theological reading is and pursue

questions of how reading strategies ought to fulfill the aim of

interpretation.

To be sure, a great deal more remains to be done in the whole

area of theological exegesis. Roughly thirty years ago, Joseph Rat-

zinger said that giving theology a greater role in exegesis, while not

falling into a docetic view of the Bible – in his words, finding “a

better synthesis between the historical and theological methods” –

was the work of at least a generation.8 My inclination is to say that

this will surely take several generations. It is no easy task. I hope

that the proposal here to anchor reading strategies in theological

ontology represents one step forward along that path. There are

some signs that theological interpretation is entering a new phase,

in which it is less reactive to perceived opponents and increasingly

able to speak constructively. Only time will tell what this will finally

amount to, but this book is written with the confidence that,

however much this or that venture appears to be a mere fad, the

ultimate issues at stake are worthy of careful attention and deep

consideration.

8 Joseph Ratzinger, “Biblical Interpretation in Crisis: On the Question of the

Foundations and Approaches of Exegesis Today,” in Biblical Interpretation in Crisis:

The Ratzinger Conference on Bible and Church, ed. Richard John Neuhaus, The

Encounter Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 5–6.
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