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INTERPRETATION OF RELIGIOUS
SCRIPTURES FROM ASIAN CONTEXT

Thomas Kadankavil"

1. Introduction
The thrust of this essay is to explore the possibilities of evolving a new
universal hermeneutics for the Sacred Scriptures of world religions, giving
importance to the distinctive factors of the living context of the nations in
which these religious texts have been accepted as sacred. This may lead us
to the distinction of a restrictive sense of the text related to the author, the
cultural background, the life style and the self-training of the listeners, the
exigencies of the time which urged the prophets to be very emphatic, and
selective in their spiritual utterances and a significance which an
interpreter identifies as having a universal appeal cutting across the
barriers of place and epoch. If this assumption could be recognized as a
functional hypothesis the new hermeneutics would become the meeting
point of the world religions as well as the followers of these religions.

The hermeneutical task is, of course, both scientific and pneumatic at
the same time. The pneumatic element makes it a search into one's faith. A
committed believer in a deposit of faith undertakes the historical
hermeneutical process with the attitude of Anselm, namely, "I believe so
that I may understand." Here one can only speak from within the circle of
his faith-content. But as a scientific method, if evolved through a
comparative study of different religious hermeneutics, a larger area of
common agreement on principles of interpretation in understanding the
scriptures of world religions could be hoped for.

Hermeneutics may be understood as formulating a set of canons of
exegetical interpretation or as exegesis itself as the operation of decoding,
along with its result or simply as theology. All religious faiths have
developed their theologies and if we restrict our understanding of
hermeneutics as theology, it is possible to have a number of particular
hermeneutics in the context of Jewish, Hindu, Christian, Islam, and other
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Americans and Native Americans were excluded both for their
concerns and as producers of knowledge?

The term 'Third World' referred to here is a theological neologism for
God's own people. It is not merely a geographical connotation referring to
the countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, but it is something that
happens wherever and whenever socio-economic exploitation and
dependence in terms of race, class, or sex generates political and cultural
slavery, fermenting thereby a new peoplehood.' This indicates that today
hermeneutics has to address the wider context of religious pluralism and
the 'third world' of the new people.

4. Biblical Interpretation
4.1. Message and Audience
Most of the languages of the Sacred Scriptures in which they were written
are already dead, though the message they contain are still alive, a message
that claims to speak to all generations of all times. It is unlikely that the
hermeneutists from among those who have accepted the faith vision
behind the Bible and those who are outside the circle of believers to see
the purpose, method, and the findings they arrive at as identical or even
similar. While the believers who hold a universalistic outlook concerning
the ambience of biblical texts accept it, the non-believers are naturally
tempted to challenge the wisdom of such an interpretation.

4.2. Insider and Outsider
Let us take, for example, the interpretation given to John 12:24: "Truly,
truly I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it
remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit." The Greeks who wanted
to meet Jesus were gentiles outside of the Jewish circle of faith. Jesus'
prophetic declaration of his death is interpreted in a hermeneutical context
as his desire to transcend the limitations of his human condition of
Jewishness. "He did not want his Jewishness to become a limiting factor
for his elevated and transformed human nature to operate beyond the
barriers of his own religion.?" Neither for a Jew nor for a non-Christian
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4.4. Concerns and Presuppositions
What should be the method adopted for the interpretation of the Bible is an
open question even today. While the fundamentalist approach finds the
true meaning in the obvious literal sense, the scientific method, looks for
true meaning of biblical text in its author-setting, that is in the meaning
which was intended by its original author. But, of late, this critical method
gives way to the awareness that it is not really adequate for interpreting a
text, which is not scientific, but religious, a text meant for personal
transformation of the reader through his response of faith. The same is true
of the other methods of biblical interpretations current during these years,
such as the New Hermeneutics, Bible Structuralism, and Rhetorical
Criticism, etc. The texts were given birth with an emancipatory intent and
the methods employed for interpretation seem to abandon the raison d'etre
of the birth of the very texts themselves.

Scholars themselves have started to criticize the present day biblical
scholarship which has become a luxury, largely unrelated to the real
struggles of the people of our times fighting for liberation and a dignified
human living. As to the lopsided vision of the biblical scholarship a critic
has the following to say:

The ever-increasing technical complexity of biblical studies, with its
formidable apparatus of textual and historical criticism, comparative
grammar and philology, reconstitution of the historical background
through geography, archeology, papyrology, its recourse to source
criticism, form criticism, tradition criticism and redaction criticism,
all tend to display a sense of complacency characteristic of a group of
people who take it for granted, either that they do not have to think of
a world outside of their own, or that their only task is to ke~
themselves busy with endlessly vivisecting the living Word of God.

It has been accepted that the dynamics of contextualization is the best
method to recognize the openness of an ancient text to the present and to
the future. "Contextualization here means the transcending of the original
context by which the text is made to speak to the context of the reader and
the interpreter.:" In this presupposition the text has not only a past history
accessible to historical criticism, but also openness to the present and to
the future, which far surpasses the past. As a matter of fact, the objectivism

6pathrapankal. Text and Context. 4.
1Pathrapankal. Text and Context. 5.
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privileged or marginalized? Will it lead us to a dilemma of tradition and
contemporary relevance of sacred scriptures? It is, in fact, by continuous
interpretation that the tradition is to be kept alive. Moreover, the rich
resources of the tradition are indispensable for the religious traditions to
address relevantly the issues of humanity today. But the religious
traditions seem to have isolated themselves from the issues and concerns
of the society to move about in a self-enclosed world of beliefs and
rituals.'? The need of the hour is, therefore, to bring out the deep
humanistic potential contained in the religious heritages.

The three main issues the underprivileged face in 'Third World'
countries, especially in India, are pollution (discrimination on the basis of
the rank in birth - jiiti) , poverty, and powerlessness.!' Today this section is
designated in theological discussions as subaltern groups. In India a
section of this people, the most discriminated group, is known as dalits.
Any meaningful interpretation of the ancient religious texts should reflect
the experiences and concerns of these people at the bottom of the society.

When dominant hermeneutics in the field swing to the pole of
transcendence or eternal life, the other side of the polarity, that is a life that
is human-centred, liberated, contextualized, and in temporality slip into
shadowy existence. A hermeneutics that would emerge from out of the
lowly, inferiorly, or marginally placed situation of any group in the society
will certainly be welcomed by all genuinely religiously minded people in
our country as well as in all other countries in the 'Third World'. This
hermeneutical move in the interpretation of religious tradition is today
known as subaltern hermeneutics.

The need to develop such a hermeneutics in the present scenario of
religious interpretation is now recognized among the theologians from the
'Third World'. Felix Wilfred identifies a few factors that distinguish the
subaltern hermeneutics from the traditional one.12 Among these the
question who interprets occupies the centre-stage. When the right and
authority to interpret the religious texts are transferred from 'experts'
invested with public recognition to the subalterns, a 'de-construction', as
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conditioning factor in determining the meaning of the text. This has come
about from the traditional belief that Vedas are divinely inspired and are
eternal (Sanatanay. impersonal (apauruseyai, and infallible.

(2). The very term Sruti, meaning, 'that which is heard', or the eternal
voice of divine knowledge heard by certain holy men called Rsis, testifies
to the belief that what is heard has to be orally transmitted. If committed to
writing, they were written down exactly as heard, without any intervention
of human authorship. Though the term Rsi is fancifully connected with the
root dris (darsana, to see), meaning that the truth is seen by the seer, the
more authentic term to designate the text of the divine knowledge is Sruti,
coined in connection with the theory of the eternity of sound and the belief
that the ear was the proper channel for communication.

(3). The great bulk of hermeneutical literature in Indian religio-
philosophical systems came out in connection with Mtmamsa tPurva
Mimiimsa) and Vedanta (Uttara Mimiimsa). The classical interpretations
of Vedanta, also called Brahma-Siitra of Badarayana, by the great teachers
like Sankara, Ramanuja, Madhva, Nirnbarka, and Vallabha reflect one or
the other form of modern biblical criticisms. But the interpretational
attempts of Mimiimsa seem to be something unique in the genre of literary
criticism and so we shall take it up for a brief review.

(4). The text as absolute: Mtmamsa of Jaimini is a system of ritualism. It
concerns itself with a correct interpretation of the rituals of the Veda and
the solutions of doubts and discrepancies in regard to Vedic texts caused
by the discordant explanations of opposite schools. It can be taken as an
early form of hermeneutics, because of the special methodology it had
adopted. This hermeneutics consisted in its mode of interpretation of the
given text, namely the Vedas, the topics being arranged according to
particular categories, such as authoritative, indirect precepts, etc., and
treating the topic according to a kind of logical method, that is concerning
the proposition to be discussed, the doubt arising about it, the first portion
tpurva-paksay; the prima facie and wrong view of the question and the
refutation of the wrong view (uttara-paksai, and the conclusion. The
nature of interpretation given here is an exposition of the obvious literal
sense and not of any supposed occult meaning underlying the text as in the
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Upavarsa, Sabara, Kumarilabhatta, his disciple Prabhakara, and others
speak of six valid means of knowledge (Pramanasy, including the verbal
testimony (sabda pramiirui), Bhartrhari, one of the earliest commentators,
had developed the philosophy of Brahman as eternal sound from the
pramiinii of verbal testimony. Later, Mimamsakas have developed various
forms of linguistic philosophies including spota theory to explain the
origin of the eternal connection between sound and meaning. All these
later developments in search after meaning attained through sound and
other means of knowledge had their seminal inspiration in the aphorisms
of Jarnini.

(3). Perpetual connection between a word and its meaning
The fifth aphorism of Jairnini, as paraphrased by Monier Williams, reads
as follows: "The connection of a word with its sense is contemporaneous
with the origin of both. In consequence of this connection, the words of
Vedas convey unerring instruction in the knowledge of duty.,,17 Some
singular speculations occur in Jaimini' s system. He asserts the absolute
eternity of the Vedas and declares that only eternally pre-existing objects
are referred to in it. This theory is supported by affirming that sound is
eternal, or rather an eternal sound underlies all temporary sounds. Based
on aphorism 18, commentators propose the following two arguments in
favour of the eternal nature of sound: (1) sound must be eternal because its
utterance (exhibition) is intended to convey a meaning to others. If it were
not eternalit would not continue till the hearer had learned its senses and,
thus, he would not learn the sense, because the cause had ceased to exist.
(2) If on the other hand, it continues to exist for any period, however short,
after ceasing to be perceived, it is impossible to assign any other instant at
which there is any evidence of the discontinuance of its existence, whence
its eternity is inferred. 18

6.3. The Six Vedangas"
We have six limbs (angas) for supporting the claims of Vedas, especially
the Piirva Mimiimsa. They are KaZpa (ceremonial directory), Siksa (the

17Williams, Indian Wisdom, 118.
18Williams, Indian Wisdom, 119.
19Williams, Indian Wisdom, 171-212.
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composed by Yaksa is the only typical representative of the whole class of
this literature. The first part of this work is a list of words and the second is
an explanation of words in the list. When words are explained, Vedic
passages are quoted in illustration and the author often enters into curious
etymological investigations, which are, however, difficult to understand
from the extreme brevity and obscurity of their style.

(5). Grammar (Vyakara!la): Usually, the grammar of Panini is taken to
represent this Vedanga, It contains 3996 siitras or aphorisms. It is fabled
that Panini has seen rather than composed his grammar and the aphorisms
have been supernaturally revealed to him. For brevity and economy of
words nothing can be more successful than the system in which this entire
immense and intricate subject is explained. Though in the modern culture
people look on a grammar of any kind as a necessary evil to be tolerated or
to be accepted as a mere passage to its literature, the ancient Indian
tradition, however, regarded it as something to be studied and elaborated
for its own sake. Since the grammar had been developed as a limb (anga)
of Vedas, Panini allowed manifold forms and irregularities both to defend
his rule and the overarching freedom of Vedas to be different due to its
divine origin.

(6). Jyotisa Yediinga: The object of Jyotisa Yeddnga is to fix most
auspicious days and seasons for commencing sacrifices. One of the
important. ancient astronomical ideas is the belief in the importance of
choosing auspicious days and lucky moments for the performance of rites
and ceremonies: The influence of the sun upon atmosphere and soil made
itself so manifest that it was only natural to infer that similar influences
belonged to moon, planets, and stars. The supposed power inherent in their
rays intensified the superstitious belief of dependence up on their
favourable aspects for the success, not only of religious acts, but also of all
the affairs of life.

6.4. Brevity and Eternity
Over and above the direct purport of the given text, the text may acquire
additional nuances when reactivated in the contemporary context, for there
were other accompanying factors such as the literary preoccupations for
being in Siitra form and other dogmatic assumptions, namely the text
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philosophers. This will lead one to a modest claim on the finality of one's
own position as regard his truth claim.23

The pre-understanding appropriate for the knowledge of God is faith.
Though faith is taken as a starting point, great care must be exercised to
avoid its distorting influence. Though Ricoeur, through his concept of
'distanciation', stands out as an exception, it is generally agreed that some
clearly articulated hermeneutical approach - a self-consciously chosen pre-
understanding - is essential for the meaningful interpretation of a given
text. The recognition of the presence of a pre-understanding in our
interpretation of Sacred Scriptures and its limiting influence constitute the
first step to accept parallel sacred texts and their hermeneutical struggles.
It is true that the interpreter of faith must begin the task with a single
limited perspective. But to be able to welcome a plurality of perspectives
in search of knowledge of God through the interpretation of ancient texts,
one has to acknowledge the truth that the 'intemalist' position of a believer
would be in many ways opposed to the 'extemalist' view, which would
endeavour to maintain impartiality and objectivity in the interpretation.

Bible is seen as the locus of revelation. Christian hermeneutics
proceeds with the assumption that faith and history constitute the
minimum requirements for a hermeneutic that makes possible a 'full
understanding of the Christian faith'. There are, however, so many voices,
so many competing traditions. How could one piece together a meaningful
faith orientation that meets my spiritual needs and has integrity? Do the
claims that.there is God's presence in universal history render the special
action of God in the history of Israel, and for that matter, in any other
religion, meaningless? It need not be so. After all, the coordinating theme
of the Bible, as well as of the all religious scriptures is the
acknowledgment of the kingly presence of God in his creation and it could
form the coordinating faith for a universal hermeneutics beyond specific
religions and their individuating claims.

Two important issues the hermeneutics of today has to face are the
reality of spiritually rich world religions and the urgent need of liberation
of the marginalized. Do the Scriptures of the world religions give us the
knowledge of God's rule where the oppressed are freed? The major
religions, however, seem to remain very much outside the history of the

23Ferguson, Biblical Hermeneutics, 6-22 offers a detailed discussion on the
issue of pre-understanding and its conditioning influence on our interpretations.
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