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ABSTRACT

Communities of faith as texts in the process of biblical interpretation

In this article the author illustrates that the relationship between the Bible 
and the Church could also be described from the post-modern perspective 
o f intertextuality. He argues that communities o f faith are texts in an all- 
encompassing network of textuality. However, these texts, as all other 
texts, are involved in clusters of related texts that show an affinity with one 
another. Within these clusters the related texts become more prominent and 
significant than texts “further away” in the network o f textuality. He uses 
this view to argue that the Church, along with the Synagogue, has a special 
responsibility in the process of interpretation of the written biblical texts.
He also argues that all the approaches that biblical scholars have utilized 
through the ages, when viewed as different perspectives on the network of 
textuality, could assist in our reading of communities of faith as texts.

1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years renewed attention has been given to the relationship 
between the Bible and the Church, that is, the Christian communities of 
faith. A number o f publications2 in the recent past show that there is a 
growing concern that the Bible has lost its voice for communities of faith, 
and that it has to be reclaimed. The points of view expressed in these pub
lications are, o f course, differently motivated. Without elaborating on each 
of the following, and without attempting to be exhaustive, the following 
divergent convictions can be mentioned:

1.1 W riters with fundamentalist convictions want to liberate the Bible 
from the so-called tyranny o f historical enquiry which dissects the Bible 
and destroys it as a document o f faith. They want to guard the Bible as the 
inerrant, authoritative Word o f  God3.

1.2 Some writers from mainstream churches, without confessing to fun
damentalist principles, express their concern about, what they would call,
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the degrading of the doctrines on the authority and inspiration of Scripture 
when the human dimensions of the Bible are emphasized4.

1.3 Other publications react against an overly-analytical approach to bib
lical criticism. In many of these publications it is historical criticism, in 
particular, that is scrutinized critically. It is not historical criticism as such 
that is criticized, but the so-called insufficiency of this approach to promote 
theological interpretation. Criticism is also directed at many historical- 
critical studies which devote all their attention to Literarkritik and 
Formkritik (the analytical methods) without paying attention to 
Redaktionskritik (the synthetical method)5.

1.4 Still other publications pay renewed attention to the relationship 
between the Bible and the Church from the point of departure that the role 
of the reader has to be appreciated. Since scholars have realized that read
ing is a creative process in which the reader contributes to the process of 
interpretation from a certain perspective, the focus of attention has shifted 
to the communities of faith as readers of the Bible.

1.5 Some scholars express their appreciation of the interpretations of 
marginalized and ordinary readers6. They emphasize the fact that biblical 
interpretation is not only the enterprise of a privileged, academic guild of 
scholars, but also the prerogative of ordinary and marginalized people of 
faith. Some even say that we have the ethical obligation to side with 
marginalized and ordinary readers to learn from them7.

1.6 In certain contexts the democratization and popularization of 
academic studies also play an important role in the revival of the discussion 
on the relationship between the Bible and communities of faith. Scholars 
are increasingly realizing that biblical studies and exegesis cannot be prac
tised in an ivory tower8.

1.7 Still others are interested in the relationship between the Bible and 
communities of faith, because they appreciate and they want to celebrate a 
plurality o f interpretations. These people are normally committed to the 
post-modern notion that texts do not bear only one, fixed meaning, but that 
a plurality of meanings is created when texts are read in different con
texts9.

Closely associated with the last-mentioned conviction, namely that of post
modernism, some scholars have recently introduced the notion of inter-
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textuality as a possible mode of description of the relationship between the 
Bible and communities of faith10. These scholars are in favour of rethink
ing this relationship from the post-modern perspective that communities of 
faith are part o f the intertextual network in which biblical texts operate. I 
associate myself closely with this perspective, and I will try to elaborate on 
some aspects of this view in the present article.

2 INTERTEXTUALITY: A PLURALITY OF VIEWS

Without repeating in full everything that has been said about intertextuality 
elsewhere11, and without elaborating on Bakhtin’s and Kristeva’s work 
here, I will firstly deal with different views on textuality in this section. 
Thereafter, I will clarify which view of intertextuality I will apply in this 
article.

Degenaar12 has provided a useful summary of different views on lan
guage, text, textuality and intertextuality. I will here concentrate on his 
categorization of the different views on text. He mentions seven pos
sibilities:

2.1 The first view refers to the etymology of the word “text” . The Latin 
word texere means “to weave” . The word text would then entail the weav
ing of words13. According to this view a text is then the interweaving of 
signs, a web of relationships between signs which stand in need o f inter
pretation.

2.2 From a psychological perspective a text is regarded as a document 
that informs the reader about the state o f mind o f the author. According to 
this view the intention of the author becomes the final source of authority 
regarding the meaning o f signs in the text.

2.3 Structuralism regards the text as an autonomous whole, a self
enclosed structure of meaning. The authority for the meaning is inherent in 
the text itself.

2.4 Structuralism can also function in a different way by viewing the text 
as a manifestation o f a depth structure which constitutes the authority for 
the meaning.

2.5 Semiotics emphasizes the role o f the reader, and holds the view that 
meaning is manifested in the act o f reading the signs o f a text. The rela
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tionship between the text and the performance of the act of reading con
stitutes the authority for the meaning.

2.6 In terms of a deconstructive reading, a text is an intertextual event14. 
Two views could, however, be distinguished here, a narrower and a 
broader one. According to the narrower view intertextuality refers to the 
interrelationships between texts in the normal sense of the word, text as 
referring to the interweaving of signs in a book, article or poem. Inter
textuality is then concerned about the way in which a text refers to other 
texts15, and how these texts relate to one another16. According to the 
broader view intertextuality refers to the interrelationships between texts in 
the abnormal sense of the word text as referring to any object of 
understanding. It includes the textuality of all things - “A text becomes an 
episode in an all-enclosing textuality” 17.

2.7 From a political perspective the text is regarded as a site o f strug
gle18 - “By viewing society and history as texts one becomes conscious of 
the relationships of power between signs which reverberate through all 
texts, also literary texts. The understanding of meaning is not a neutral 
affair, but an involvement in a struggle in which choices have been made 
and are to be made”19.

In my description of the relationship between the Bible and com
munities of faith I want to link up with the broader deconstructionist view 
on textuality, as well as with the political view o f the text as a site o f strug
gle - “Since the term text is not limited to written texts, the term intertext 
enables one to bring into play appropriate signs taken from different areas 
of human experience. These signs come into play, not as external factors, 
but as part of textuality which enriches the meaning of the written text”20.

This broader notion of textuality therefore allows one to propose that 
communities of faith can be regarded as texts in the process of biblical 
interpretation. Communities of faith are part of the intertextual network of 
relationships in which biblical texts are involved. However, when dealing 
with religious texts as part of culture, one can also regard these texts as 
sites of struggle. How communities of faith as texts are involved in this 
struggle will be elaborated on in a later section.

3 COMMUNITIES OF FAITH AND WRITTEN RELIGIOUS 
TEXTS

What role do biblical texts play within different communities of faith? And 
what influence do different communities of faith have on the meaning of
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biblical texts? These questions already suggest that the relationship 
between communities of faith and biblical texts should be regarded as 
reciprocal. On the one hand do communities of faith orientate themselves 
according to biblical texts. They also understand themselves in the light of 
these texts; they find their identity formulated by these texts. On the other 
hand, different communities of faith also contribute to the understanding of 
these biblical texts. Because of the above-mentioned creative role of the 
reader, one should also recognize that communities of faith shape these 
texts “according to their image” . That means that communities of faith, as 
ideologically biased readers, bring along a tradition of interpretation, 
certain convictions, norms and values, etc. when they engage in reading 
biblical texts. The reciprocal relationship between biblical texts and com
munities of faith thus entails: (i) that the written religious texts have an 
identity-shaping and life-orientating effect on the communities of faith; and
(ii) that the communities of faith have a meaning-shaping effect on the writ
ten religious texts.

However, one should not view this reciprocal relationship only from 
a synchronical perspective, that is, a description of the contemporary inter
action between biblical texts and communities of faith. This relationship 
can also be described from a diachronical perspective. Through the ages 
this relationship has existed on different levels. This relationship is 
manifested not only on the level of textual reception, but also on the level 
of textual production. Communities of faith, within the political and 
cultural world of their time, formulated their religious experiences into ini
tially oral, and later written, texts. These texts exercised an influence in 
the ever-new attempts at reinterpreting old texts and producing new texts. 
Textual interpretation or reception triggered renewed textual production. 
As soon as these texts gained authoritative status among the communities 
of faith, they became the expression of religious identity, as well as an 
identity-forming force for later generations. In post-modern language one 
could say that all texts (written or otherwise) carry traces of other texts 
(written or otherwise). All these texts exhibit a dialogic character - they are 
in constant dialogue with other earlier and contemporary texts. All these 
texts are intersections o f other textual surfaces.

The reciprocal processes o f textual production and textual reception 
in ancient and contemporary contexts tend to obliterate the boundaries 
between these processes. Textual production becomes textual reception, 
and vice versa. The boundaries between texts and their interpretations 
become irrelevant. Even the boundaries between what is inside a text, and 
what is outside, start to vanish. It is on this point that we can utilize the
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post-modern language of intertextuality. biblical texts and the communities 
of faith that produce and interpret them become part o f an all- 
encompassing textuality - part of an intertextual network of relationships 
that span not only contemporary reality, but also the ages.

4 THE STATUS OF COMMUNITIES OF FAITH AS TEXTS

The important questions, of course, are now: “What is the status of com
munities of faith as texts in this intertextual network of textuality? Do com
munities o f faith have any privileged position within the network of tex
tuality in which biblical texts are involved?” .

In terms of a purely deconstructionist view of intertextuality, one 
would say that no text has any privilege over against other texts. All texts 
are equal. As Miscall21 puts it: “ ...textual authority and status are always 
in question since texts are interdependent and use each other. No text is an 
island” . This would mean that communities of faith would have no 
privileged position with regards to the written biblical texts over against 
any other text in the all-encompassing network of textuality. The interac
tion between communities of faith and their written religious texts would 
be on a par with any other community’s interaction with these texts, or 
other texts. What is important are not the participating texts, but their 
interrelationship, their intertextuality.

At this point I would like to agree with Beal22, Nielsen23, Van 
Wolde24 and others that such a view would make reading impossible. As 
Beal25 puts it: “ ...no intertextual reading can choose the ‘general text’ - 
everything, all at once, everywhere - as its object o f interpretation” . Or as 
the often-quoted Fish26 has indicated: “ ...while relativism is a position one 
can entertain, it is not a position one can occupy. No one can be a 
relativist, because no one can achieve the distance from his (sic!) own 
beliefs and assumptions which would result in their being no more author
itative for him (sic!) than the beliefs and assumptions held by others..." 
(his italics). According to Fish, understanding always takes place con
textually. Although there is a plurality of meanings, the beliefs and 
assumptions of the reader/hearer determine which one of these meanings 
becomes prominent27. However, these beliefs and assumptions “are not 
individual-specific or idiosyncratic, but communal and conventional”28. 
Fish therefore introduces the now well-known notion of interpretive com
munities.

If these qualifications of intertextuality by Beal, Fish and others are 
true, it then follows that a certain degree of framing, or matrixing (as

84 COMMUNITIES OF FAITH



Voelz29 calls it), is inevitable in intertextual interpretation (over-against 
intertextual theory). To quote from Beal30 again: “For the practice of inter
textual reading, however, as opposed to theories of intertextuality, one 
must have such lines of delimitation, no matter how arbitrarily they may be 
set, and no matter how quickly they may be transgressed. ...the practice of 
intertextual reading must find its place somewhere between the closed 
structure of a single text (however defined) and the uncontainably surplus- 
sive fabric of language (called intertextuality)” .

How is this matrixing, or framing, done? And what status do com
munities of faith have in this process of delimitation? Although one could, 
as Beal, Fish, Nielsen and others do, refer to the beliefs, values, assump
tions, etc. of the interpretive community, such a view would locate the 
decision-making authority solely within the text of the communities of 
faith. I do not want to deny that the interpretive interests of a community of 
faith do play an important role in this process. However, I would rather 
like to focus not on the interpretive communities alone, but on the interac
tion between texts within the intertextual network.

I would like to suggest that, although one cannot deny the all- 
encompassing nature of the network of intertextuality, one can detect 
certain clusters of related texts in this network31. All texts are equal, but all 
texts do not have an affinity for each and every other text. This does not 
mean that each and every other text does not influence the intertextual rela
tionships. This does also not mean that the intertextual network becomes 
stable and solid again. To use a metaphor from astronomy: although there 
are an unknown number of heavenly bodies that constantly influence one 
another, and that are because of this influence in constant motion, there is 
also a solar system such as ours. Within the all-encompassing universe 
there are clusters o f related bodies that we call solar systems.

This metaphor tries to explain that one should not shy away from 
acknowledging that within the all-encompassing network of textuality, 
communities of faith do relate more closely to religious texts as express
ions of faith than they do to other texts. Exactly because of their inter
textual interaction, they have a closer affinity with one another. There is 
nothing strange about this cluster of related texts32. As Kort33 puts it: 
“Since all communities have language and practices, it can even be said 
that all languages and practices have their own ‘communities’ and that 
there is nothing strange or unusual about the peculiar words and actions of 
religious communities. Religious communities no longer need think of 
themselves as exceptional in this regard, since no one reads anything 
without being located somewhere” .
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How are these clusters of related texts formed? In this regard I want 
to refer back to the political perspective on texts as sites of struggle34. To 
quote Degenaar35 again: “By viewing society and history as texts one 
becomes conscious of the relationships of power between signs which 
reverberate through all texts, also literary texts. The understanding of 
meaning is not a neutral affair, but an involvement in a struggle in which 
choices have been made and are to be made” . These choices are made in 
and through the clustering of related texts. The choices are made in the dif
ferent texts’ struggle to be heard. With regard to communities of faith, 
these choices are made in the struggle for identity and meaningfulness 
within a world of other texts36.

O f course one should keep in mind that not all communities of faith 
feel an affinity for all written religious texts. The Jewish community, for 
example, operates as text within the cluster of texts of which the Hebrew 
Bible is a part. The Christian community partly operates within the same 
cluster of which the Hebrew Bible is a part, but this cluster already 
becomes transformed because of this community’s affinity with another 
text, that of the New Testament. These cluster-forming processes as strug
gles for identity and meaningfulness are of course not only something of 
the past, o f ancient times. These processes continue through the ages so 
that contemporary communities of faith are still part o f the same inter- 
textual network. This point again illustrates how the boundaries between 
textual production (as a struggle for identity and meaningfulness) and tex
tual reception (as a struggle for identity and meaningfulness) are 
obliterated.

After this lengthy discussion I would like to conclude this section by 
answering the question: “What is the status of communities of faith?” The 
status of communities of faith should be understood within the clusters of 
related texts. For the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible two communities 
of faith certainly have a more prominent status, namely Judaism and 
Christianity37. Although these communities are not homogeneous, they 
share certain religious texts as expressions of their identities and meaning
fulness. This in itself emphasizes that these two communities of faith as 
texts are also inevitably in a dialogic relationship. However, Christianity’s 
understanding of the Hebrew Bible takes place in an adapted cluster of 
texts, a cluster that also includes the New Testament. Within this cluster 
the Christian Church (in all its variety) has a special responsibility38 as the 
context within which the Bible as Old and New Testaments has to be inter
preted39. The relationship between the Bible and the Church should thus be 
cultivated, because they are both texts within a certain cluster of related
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texts. However, this relationship should also be cultivated with acknowl
edgement of the fact that this cluster of related texts in part overlap with 
another cluster of related texts, and that they are all part of an all- 
encompassing network of textuality. Davies40 puts it as follows: “In a very 
obvious sense, the religious institutions and communities of Judaism and 
Christianity have a claim on their bibles. This claim is valid within those 
communities, but to try and universalize it is to deny that these bibles 
should play any part in study of the cultures of the ancient Mediterranean 
world, or of Western culture, whose domains include but also extend 
beyond church or synagogue”41.

5 READING COMMUNITIES OF FAITH AS TEXTS

A text as a set of signs is always in need of interpretation. This is, of 
course, also true of communities of faith as texts42. Communities of faith as 
texts, as we have seen above, are intertextually woven into the network of 
textuality - within clusters of related texts, as well as within the all- 
encompassing textuality. The reading of communities of faith as texts is 
therefore necessary for the intertextual understanding of other related texts, 
such as the written biblical texts.

Through the ages various approaches to the reading o f written bibli
cal texts have been developed. The modern approaches vary from the 
historical-critical approach that seeks to illuminate the origins, develop
ment and transmission of the written texts, to narrative and structuralist 
analyses that seek to “unlock” the presumed structures within the written 
texts themselves, and to reader-orientated approaches that seek to illumi
nate the contexts in which the written texts are read. Drenched in the spirit 
of modernism, biblical scholars have often regarded these approaches as 
means to obtain “objective” meaning, be it from the world behind the 
texts, the world o f the texts, or the world in front o f the text. Therefore, 
scholars often treat these approaches as rigid methods - often coupled with 
claims o f exclusivity. Within such a modernist perspective on these 
approaches, one would be tempted to regard only the reader-orientated 
approaches as suitable to investigate communities of faith in their interac
tion with the written biblical texts.

However, when these approaches are regarded as various perspec
tives, sometimes complementary and sometimes contradictory, on the all- 
encompassing network o f textuality, or even as still another set o f texts 
involved in this network, it becomes clear that all o f these approaches 
could also be used to read communities of faith as texts. A historical-
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critical approach would then, for example, assist in determining the ten
sions within a not at all homogeneous community of faith. It would also be 
able to assist in tracing the development of the tradition(s) of interpretation 
in that particular community of faith. A structuralist-semiotic approach 
could assist in the description of the interrelationships within that com
munity of faith that determine the prevalent conventions on interpretation, 
as well as the value systems, beliefs and convictions. A narrative analysis 
could, for example, assist in determining the themes, characters, elements 
of tension, etc. that constitute the “plot line” of that particular community 
of faith.

These approaches, when viewed in this way, then do not have the 
function of producing “objective truths” , but rather serve as different per
spectives on the all-encompassing network of textuality, or better still, as 
participants in the intertextual interplay between, amongst other things, 
communities of faith and the written biblical texts.

6 CONCLUSION

In this article I have attempted to illustrate that the relationship between the 
Bible and the Church could also be described from the post-modern per
spective of intertextuality. I have argued that communities of faith are texts 
in an all-encompassing network of textuality. However, these texts, as all 
other texts, are involved in clusters of related texts that show an affinity 
with one another. Within these clusters the related texts become more 
prominent and significant than texts “further away” in the network of tex
tuality. I have used this view to argue that the Church, along with the 
Synagogue, has a special responsibility in the process of interpretation of 
the written biblical texts.

I have also argued that all the approaches that biblical scholars have 
utilized through the ages, when viewed as different perspectives on the 
network of textuality, could assist in our reading of communities of faith as 
texts.
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