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The current scholarly trend of increased attention to spiritual or theological
interpretation of Scripture shows few signs of abating. Both by way of
underlying hermeneutical reflection and in terms of biblical commentary,
historical-critical interpretation appears to be on the wane as the dominant
mode of biblical scholarship. The articles that comprise this special issue of
Modern Theology are written in the conviction that this renewed attention to
spiritual interpretation not only represents a positive re-appropriation of
earlier modes of exegesis but also offers renewed opportunity for ecumenical
dialogue, in particular between Catholics and evangelicals. While historical
exegesis has impacted both Catholic and evangelical biblical scholarship, it is
nonetheless possible to discern differences between the two traditions.
Within the Catholic Church, spiritual interpretation has always had a privi-
leged position, and arguably the development of doctrine within Catholicism
(including at the earliest Councils) depends in part on the conviction that
historical exegesis does not provide exhaustive insight into the meaning of
Scripture. Evangelicals, partially out of concern with controls for a proper
guidance of doctrinal development, have tended to be more reticent with
regard to spiritual exegesis, and can at times be quite critical about patristic
and medieval approaches to biblical interpretation. Since the renewed
focus on theological interpretation cuts across traditional ecclesial divides,
however, it has become necessary for Catholics and evangelicals to enter
into conversation both about what spiritual or theological interpretation
should and should not look like and about possible doctrinal implications
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that this renewed focus may have for the relationship between Catholics and
evangelicals.

These considerations were the reason for the authors of this introductory
article—at the same time co-directors of the Center for Catholic-Evangelical
Dialogue (www.ccedprograms.org)—to organize a conference at Regent
College in Vancouver in September of 2011 on the theme of “Heaven on
Earth? The Future of Spiritual Interpretation.” This conference, the result of a
Lilly Research Grant of the Association of Theological Schools, brought
together Catholic and evangelical scholars in ecumenical discussion about
the question of whether the recent flourishing of theological interpretation
represents some sort of “heaven on earth” or whether we ought to be aware
also of shadow sides to this recent trend. Further, since these developments
raise important questions about the relationship between historical and spiri-
tual meaning—as well as between nature and the supernatural, reason and
faith, and earthly and heavenly realities—the conference theme conveys a
double entendre, raising explicitly the most intriguing issue at stake in the
question of theological interpretation.

In this introductory article, we want to offer some initial reflections on the
topic of spiritual interpretation. We will focus, however, not on the spatial
categories of “heaven” and “earth” but on the question of time. We have
become convinced that the way in which we evaluate the relationship
between historical and spiritual exegesis not only depends on our under-
standing of the relationship between heaven and earth but also has to do
with how we understand temporality. In particular, it seems to us that when
we look at time not just in chronological but also in sacramental fashion,
patristic approaches to spiritual interpretation become intelligible. The first
part of our article will show how this functions in the pre-modern Christian
distinction between “secular time” and “higher time.” In the second part of
this article, we will make clear that, in their discussions of the Second Vatican
Council’s Dei Verbum, various theological voices have recently appealed
to a similar sacramental understanding of time in defence of spiritual
exegesis.1

Temporality, Participation, and Spiritual Exegesis

Time, for the premodern mindset, was not simply a strictly chronological
affair. Charles Taylor, in his book, A Secular Age, draws a distinction between
“secular time” and “higher time.”2 Secular time, Taylor maintains, is some-
thing we can also refer to as “ordinary time,” seeing that the word “secular”
is derived from the term saeculum, meaning “century” or “age.” “People who
are in the saeculum,” explains Taylor, “are embedded in ordinary time, they
are living the life of ordinary time; as against those who have turned away
from this order to live closer to eternity. The word is thus used for ordinary
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as against higher time. A parallel distinction is temporal/spiritual. One is
concerned with things in ordinary time, the other with the affairs of eter-
nity.”3 Secular or ordinary time, in other words, refers to the basic chrono-
logical progression of temporal events, whereas higher time has to do with
the eternal, unchanging realm of eternity, which Europe had inherited from
Plato and Greek philosophy.

Taylor then makes the crucial move of insisting that the notion of “higher
time” enabled various chronological moments in “secular time” to be linked
to each other. Taylor mentions the example of the sacrifice of Isaac and the
Crucifixion of Christ as two moments in secular time that are somehow
linked together or, we could almost say, become contemporaneous:

Now higher times gather and re-order secular time. They introduce
“warps” and seeming inconsistencies in profane time-ordering. Events
which were far apart in profane time could nevertheless be closely linked.
Benedict Anderson in a penetrating discussion of . . . some of the same
issues I am trying to describe here, quotes Auerbach on the relation
prefiguring-fulfilling in which events of the Old Testament were held to
stand to those in the New, for instance the sacrifice of Isaac and the
Crucifixion of Christ. These two events were linked through their imme-
diate contiguous places in the divine plan. They are drawn close to
identity in eternity, even though they are centuries (that is, “aeons” or
“saecula”) apart. In God’s time there is a sort of simultaneity of sacrifice
and Crucifixion.4

The “simultaneity” of two chronologically distinct moments in time is a
remarkable feature of premodern Christianity. And it is no coincidence that
Taylor uses the example of the sacrifice of Isaac and the Crucifixion of Christ.
Somehow, it appears, the two sacrifices are joined together at a “higher time,”
in eternity.5 Two historical events, one of which we could describe as Old
Testament type and the other as New Testament antitype are linked and
become simultaneous because together they participate in the “higher time”
of God’s eternity.

This distinction between secular and higher time had obvious and signifi-
cant implications for the interpretation of Scripture. The typological and
allegorical exegesis of the church fathers generally did not result from an
arbitrary imposition of alien meanings onto the biblical text, so as to avoid its
more obvious historical meaning. Rather, premodern theological or spiritual
interpretation resulted from the conviction that Old Testament events occur-
ring in “ordinary time” were contiguous with (in fact, in an important sense,
linked in with) their Christological fulfillment in the New Testament. This
connection resulted from the fact that both events were linked in the provi-
dential rule of God in eternity. We have described this participatory under-
standing of time elsewhere as follows: “When history is understood as a
participation in God, the words and deeds depicted in John’s Gospel take on
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what for Christians is recognizable as their true and deepest meaning. Jesus
Christ constitutes the center of linear and participatory history as the incar-
nate Word, the one Mediator, in whom human beings receive the Holy Spirit
and are led to the Father.”6 Participatory exegesis assumes that chronologi-
cally disparate events participate, in and through the Christ event, in the
“higher time” of eternity itself.

Charles Taylor rightly points to St. Augustine as an example of an exegete
who recognizes that “all times are present to [God], and he holds them in
his extended simultaneity. His now contains all time.”7 Augustine, however,
is not the only one for whom time functioned in this manner, and for
whom, as a result, exegesis both distinguished and linked historical and
spiritual levels of meaning. We find much the same in several places in
Gregory of Nyssa’s writings. We will restrict ourselves to just one example.
In his Easter homily De tridui spatio (On the Three-day Period), Gregory
depicts for us the neophytes entering the church, each of them holding a
burning candle. St. Gregory maintains that the light of the many candles is
derived from the one light of Christ himself. The one light of Christ thus
sheds its light forward to the many lights of the neophytes. As he reflects on
the many Old Testament passages that foreshadow this one light of Christ,
Nyssen maintains that they, too, function like many little candles that derive
their light from the Christ candle himself. Thus, the one light of Christ also
sheds its light backward to the many lights of the Old Testament Scriptures.
Comments Gregory: “And just as in the scene before our eyes one light
blazes about our vision, though constituted by a multitude of candles, so
the whole blessing of Christ, shining by itself like a torch, produces for us
this great light compounded from the many and varied rays of scripture.”8

It appears that for Gregory, both the many lights of Old Testament history
and the many lights of today’s neophytes participate in Christ, while in and
through him they participate in the “higher time” of the eternal light of
God’s providential life.

Temporality in Francis Martin, Joseph Ratzinger, and Denis Farkasfalvy

In their discussions of Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum, several
contemporary theologians present understandings of time that are remark-
ably similar to that of Gregory of Nyssa. The biblical scholar Francis Martin
credits his fifteen years in a Cistercian Monastery with giving him the aware-
ness that “the native home of Scripture is the Liturgy.”9 Martin, like Gregory,
in convinced that saving realities revealed in Scripture continue to be present
today in a way that strictly time-bound realities could not be. Drawing upon
a range of thinkers, including Henri de Lubac and Matthew Lamb, Martin
proposes thinking of history in terms of “temporality” and thus of presence.10

He notes that modern historiography conceives of time solely as a succession
of moments, whereas from a more biblical perspective Augustine argues that
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time is a participation in infinite presence: “Temporality, the proper mode of
creation’s existence, is not just succession; it is succession with the dimension
of presence.”11 Martin’s claim is that when time is understood as “temporal-
ity” in Augustine’s biblical sense, the saving mystery can be seen to be
intrinsic to the event that occurs in history.

What about historical-critical reconstructions that seek to move behind the
biblical text in order to explore critically the text’s historical referents (or lack
thereof)? Indebted to his teacher Luis Alonso-Schökel, Martin finds these
reconstructions to be valuable, so long as one recognizes that the biblical
authors’ narrative techniques are the means by which the Holy Spirit enables
humans to interpret the actions of God in history. These narrative techniques
disclose the mystery in the event, the way in which the temporal reality
participates in God’s infinite presence. Martin observes that it is this relation-
ship between word and event that Dei Verbum describes as follows: “This
economy of Revelation is realized by deeds and words, which are intrinsi-
cally bound up with each other. As a result, the works performed by God in
the history of salvation show forth and bear out the doctrine and realities
signified by the words; the words, for their part, proclaim the works, and
bring to light the mystery they contain.”12

On this view, historical-critical reconstructions can illumine the biblical
text but cannot, if interpretation is to succeed, become a norm that displaces
the biblical text. Historical reconstruction can set forth hypotheses about the
temporal progression but cannot (unlike the inspired narrative) mediate
understanding of temporality’s presence to God. This is all the more the case
when the temporal moment involves the Word incarnate, the Creator of all
things who sustains all things by his presence and who guides all things by
his providence, and whose actions thereby constitute the very center of
history.13

The approach taken by Joseph Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI) moves
along lines quite similar to Martin’s. Ratzinger describes Dei Verbum as “a
decisive step forward” in terms of the relationship between theology and
historical-critical method in Catholic biblical interpretation.14 Agreeing with
Dei Verbum §12, he argues for the necessity of the historical-critical method,
especially since the historicity of God’s saving work is a central claim of the
Christian faith. At the same time he notes that the historical-critical method,
given its understanding of history as a succession of temporal moments
with no metaphysical or providential relationship to God, must leave the
history that it seeks to reconstruct strictly in the past. Although it can dem-
onstrate the intra-biblical exegesis that relates the texts to each other, the
historical-critical method cannot defend the unity of the diverse texts as one
“Bible.” In the ability of biblical words to be appropriated by later biblical
authors, Ratzinger identifies an openness of the words themselves to a ful-
fillment or deeper value unknown to the original authors. This openness of
the words corresponds to the openness of the community in which they
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were written: the people of God journeys forward in faith, and the sacred
writings live within this community of believers. The words have their full,
trans-historical meaning within the presence of God to his people and of his
people to God.

In an earlier essay, Ratzinger argues that the modern understanding of
history as “pure facticity, which is composed of chance and necessity,”15

needs to be augmented by a metaphysical understanding of time as partici-
pating in God’s eternity, with a resulting openness to providential teleology
and to analogous relationships between past, present, and future events.
Indebted to Thomas Aquinas, he finds that this understanding of history
allows for God’s action (above all God’s action in Christ) to be recognizable
as “the principle of the intelligibility of history.”16 Given this understanding
of history, one can affirm in faith that “the deeds that occurred in the Old
Testament have their basis in a future deed.”17 Among other things, this
perspective unites word and event as participating in God’s creative and
providential work and thus recovers the teleological unity of Scripture with
Christ at the center.

Indebted to Brevard Childs’s canonical exegesis, Ratzinger envisions two
phases of interpretation, the first of which seeks to understand the texts’
ancient near-Eastern contexts, while the second of which locates the texts
within “the entire historical movement and in terms of the central event of
Christ.”18 Without openness to completion in the second phase, the first
phase of interpretation—which, it should be noted, cannot prescind from
metaphysics—can see only parts rather than the whole. The exegete of the
Bible, which is a whole, does not therefore “occupy a neutral position above
or outside the history of the Church.”19

A third significant contemporary effort to develop the insights of Dei
Verbum for Catholic biblical exegesis comes from Denis Farkasfalvy. Citing
Oscar Cullmann, he remarks that “[t]he literary heritage of the apostolic
Church represented by the books of the New Testament is so closely and
organically related to the Eucharist that one is entitled to state that all New
Testament Scripture has a Eucharistic provenance.”20 The Gospels were
written and proclaimed within the context of early Christian worship, as
believers assembled to hear about Jesus and to share in table fellowship with
him through the breaking of the bread. In this way, the encounters with Jesus
depicted in the Gospels extend to the community of believers. Jesus is the one
who comes and who is coming, not only to persons in his earthly life but now
eucharistically to believers. Farkasfalvy also argues for the liturgical frame-
work of the Book of Revelation, which he links with the Resurrection appear-
ances presented in the Gospel of John. The Book of Revelation confirms the
New Testament’s emphasis on “the coming of God in the coming of Jesus,
both complete and to be completed,” an emphasis that locates interpretation
of the texts within the eucharistic task of building up the Church in relation-
ship to the Lord.21
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Conclusion

Several conclusions may be drawn from the above reflections. First, each of
the authors discussed holds that from a Christian viewpoint, one cannot limit
a proper understanding of time to a purely linear, chronological progression.
God’s providential action in history—and particularly in Jesus Christ—opens
up spiritual registers that are not limited to a purely historical progression of
events. Second, several of the authors reviewed above point to the liturgy as
the event through which time is opened up, as it were, to a deeper dimension.
Or, to put it in terms of the conference theme, it is particularly through the
liturgy that heaven impinges on earth, and that earthly, historical events can
be said to participate in heavenly realities. Third, the implication of such an
understanding of time would appear to be that historical exegesis is incom-
plete when the Christological, spiritual dimensions of historical events are
ignored. Spiritual exegesis, then, is founded on the conviction that the biblical
events recorded in Scripture find their climax and true reality in God’s
self-revelation in Jesus Christ. It is in him that heaven and earth are truly
joined together.

Of course, in developing this argument, we are not speaking on behalf of
the authors of this issue of Modern Theology. As the various articles will make
clear, while each of the authors supports spiritual interpretation in one form
or another, they do not all arrive at their respective positions in the same way,
and differences remain about what constitutes legitimate theological exege-
sis. Nonetheless, it is our hope that by reflecting on the notion of temporality
in Gregory of Nyssa and various contemporary theologians, we have pre-
sented an approach to temporality that offers a potentially fruitful way of
dealing with spiritual interpretation.

With respect to the articles that follow in this issue, we will be brief. We
have asked five Catholics (Lewis Ayres, Brian E. Daley, Matthew Levering,
Francesca A. Murphy, and Michael Maria Waldstein) and six evangelicals
(Hans Boersma, David Lyle Jeffrey, Peter J. Leithart, Peter W. Martens, Kevin
J. Vanhoozer, and Jens Zimmermann) to contribute an article on the topic of
spiritual interpretation. Part I (“Reading the Fathers”) deals with patristic
exegesis. Brian Daley argues from a broad-ranging discussion of patristic
authors that while we are to take original authorial intent as the starting-point
and guide for our exegesis, we are to look also for the greater depth of
history, which is rooted in God’s reality, comes forth from God, and leads to
God. Lewis Ayres looks to the second-century Christian adaptation of clas-
sical reading practices in order to discern what reading the letter of the text
meant for subsequent patristic exegesis. In the process, he argues that we
need to read doctrinally not only the establishment of the canon per se, but
also the emergence of the Christian community’s practices and patterns of
reading that allowed people to see Scripture as Scripture. Peter Martens
subjects the objections to Origen’s alleged neglect of history to detailed
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analysis and critique. He argues that these criticisms of Origen have rarely hit
their intended target, and that when they have, they do not appear to be
particularly troubling. Hans Boersma turns to the issue of slavery in Gregory
of Nyssa and notes that his opposition to slavery is one of the fruits of his
spiritual exegesis. Thus, his theological approach to Scripture does not imply
a disinterested otherworldliness but a genuine concern to bring heaven to
earth.

Part II (“Reading Scripture”) consists of three articles that focus specifically
on biblical and exegetical matters. Here, Peter Leithart finds typological links
between the book of Revelation, on the one hand, and the Song of Songs and
Daniel, on the other hand. He argues that the political hope expressed in
Revelation is for an imperial lover whose love is better than wine and who
confers his kingdom upon his saints. David Jeffrey shows that many of our
contemporary Bible translations reduce theological mysteries to mundane
analogies. The result is a tacit desacralization of Scripture, which hinders our
ability to engage in spiritual interpretation. In light of Paul’s typological
exegesis, Matthew Levering argues that typological exegesis cannot be
denied its place as a valid way of interpreting Scripture in the Church, not
only for the purposes of moral exhortation but also for instruction about the
realities of salvation history. The truth of particular instances of typological
exegesis requires the discernment provided by the Church’s liturgy and
magisterial tradition.

Part III (“Reading in Contemporary Context”) looks at the functioning of
theological or spiritual interpretation in today’s context. Here, Michael Wald-
stein sets the stage by drawing attention to Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger’s 1988
Erasmus Lecture. Waldstein builds on Ratzinger’s critical engagement with
Raymond Brown’s use of historical criticism, and he cautions against the
narrowing of our epistemological horizons inherent in Brown’s approach.
Francesca Murphy sheds light on how to read the Psalms of abandonment by
drawing on analogies taken from the cinema. She concludes that we need to
read these Psalms both in their historical setting as referring to David and
also as having a further Christological reference. Jens Zimmermann draws on
Dietrich Bonhoeffer to argue for the legitimacy of theological interpretation,
as he shows that Bonhoeffer offers a consciously sacramental and Christo-
logical hermeneutic. Finally, Kevin Vanhoozer lucidly defends Protestant
typological exegesis. He argues that such “transfigural” interpretation does
not add additional meanings to the literal sense but rather extends the latter,
so that spiritual interpretation renders the Spirit’s intended transfigural
meaning, an intention that includes the reader’s own transfiguration.

The first and last articles originally functioned as the two keynote
addresses in the conference where this collection originated. Brian Daley, as
the Catholic keynote speaker, makes a significant observation toward the end
of his article: “To read Scripture figurally, as well as critically and analytically,
is not to abandon a modern sense of the history in which we live, but simply
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to see history in greater depth, as having ‘spiritual’ significance—as rooted in
God’s reality, coming forth from God, leading to God.” Vanhoozer, our
evangelical keynote presenter, comments poignantly in his article: “Christ’s
physical body is to his transfiguration what the literal sense is to its spiritual
rendering. It is not a matter of leaving the body, or the verbal sense behind,
but of penetrating more deeply into their intrinsic nature. The glory (i.e., the
divine discourse) that was formerly implicit has become explicit.” The two
comments show a remarkable convergence. Where Daley refuses to abandon
history, Vanhoozer declines to leave behind the body. Where Daley maintains
that a figural reading means to recognize history’s “greater depth,” Van-
hoozer suggests that spiritual reading penetrates “more deeply” into the
intrinsic nature of the verbal sense. This is not to suggest that no differences
remain, either between these two authors or among the various articles in this
Modern Theology issue. Nonetheless, it seems fair to suggest that this ecu-
menical endeavour has arrived at a great deal of convergence regarding the
need for Christian biblical exegesis to find ways of recognizing the work of
the living God in the very fabric of history and temporality. If some of this
may be achieved also among our readers, our editorial labour will have been
worth the effort.
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