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Abstract

 

The aim of this study is to apply Ricoeur’s (1913-2005) philosophical hermeneutics to the doctrine of 

the Trinity and to move and expand the doctrine from the notional sphere to the pragmatic field through 

trinitarian hermeneutics. The basic structure of this thesis is constituted by interaction between three 

fields: Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour (symbols, metaphors, and narratives), doctrine of the Trinity (the 

analogical, the immanent, and the economical Trinity) and biblical texts. This dialectic process is 

accomplished by the notion of resemblance, in other words, similarity in difference. Through synthesis 

of the interaction, this thesis promotes the realization that the Triune God is not only the purpose of 

interpretation, but is also the route of interpretation. 
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1.1 Background and problem statement 

1.1.1 Background 

Karl Rahner states that “the fact that, despite their orthodox confession of the Trinity, Christians are, in 

their practical life, almost mere ‘monotheists.’ We must be willing to admit that, should the doctrine of 

the Trinity have to be dropped as false, the major part of religious literature could well remain virtually 

unchanged” (Rahner, 1970:10). As Rahner says, the Christian faith, in the doctrine of the Trinity, has 

become very weak. For instance, some preachers treat the doctrine of the Trinity as though it is an 

untouchable mysterious theme, and they emphasize earthly blessings, supernatural experiences, and 

human religious merits, but they do not say, ‘who God is, and what God does’. Amongst the various 

themes in systematic theology, the Trinity is perceived as being a foundational doctrine (Barth, 

2004:121). However, many Christians do not see this doctrine as related to, or even relevant to their 

daily lives. The starting point of this study is the following question: Why are Christians left unaffected 

by the doctrine of the Trinity?    

Modern theologians who try to solve this problem are on common ground as they search for the Trinity 

in Scripture or in the narrative thereof. According to Vanhoozer (2007:18), one of the reasons, why the 

doctrine of the Trinity remains, merely, in the notional field, is because it is not depicted as being 

explicitly described in Scripture (cf. also: Thiselton, 2007:452; Moltmann, 1981:61-96; Pannenberg, 

1991:259-327). Moltmann also states: “Ever since Tertullian, the Christian Trinity has always been 

depicted as belonging within the general concept of the divine substance: una substantia tres personae” 

(Moltmann, 1981:16). To him, the sphere of this doctrine is in the speculative field). 

This study proposes that the way to proceed with the doctrine of the Trinity is not to explore historical 

legitimacy or epistemological clarity, but to expand and move into a hermeneutical dimension through 

interpretation of Scripture (Vanhoozer 2007:26). Therefore, practical restoration of the doctrine is 

closely related to the task of applying the doctrine to the interpretive field of Scripture.  

This study tries to solve the problems by using Ricoeur’s doctrine of philosophical hermeneutics. 

Ricoeur’s main concern focuses on literary forms such as symbols, metaphors, and narratives. He states 

that these are not literary forms, but are exclusively instruments to reveal human existence (Ricoeur 

1974:266). An explanation of human beings can only be accomplished through a detour of interpretation, 

because there are vast temporal and spatial gaps between readers and texts. Therefore, Ricoeur employs 

symbols, metaphors, and narratives as the hermeneutical detour to reveal the meaning in the existence 
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of the human race (Bohorquez, 2010:169; Blundell, 2010:551). 

This study applies Ricoeur’s philosophical methodology to theology, especially the doctrine of the 

Trinity. Whether positive or negative, theology has inevitably been in interaction with philosophy. 

Actually, applying the philosophical methodology to theology seems unable to obtain any positive 

results. According to Allen, some theologians, during the first generation of Christianity, employed 

Plato’s Idea of extreme dualism of spirit and body as ruling over Christianity. Descartes’ rationalism 

provides verification of the biblical criticism of many theologians in the 17th century, and Kant declares 

that ethics is the main aim of Christianity (Allen, 2007:3-9, 129-32, 158-163). Although applying 

philosophy to theology has, as mentioned above, incredulous results, the reason why we apply Ricoeur’s 

philosophy to theology is that his philosophy is not based on philosophical speculation, but on historical 

and existential texts.  

Texts consist of letters and words with various meanings which are not fixed by a physical, temporal 

and spatial dimension, but by literary forms such as symbols, metaphors, and narratives. These forms, 

as part of the hermeneutical detour, are mediums for finding the genuine meaning of human existence 

through the relationship between readers and texts. Also, they are tools to find similarities through the 

various historical circumstances of the biblical texts. Similarly, we know that Scripture is a ‘Treasure 

Island’ of symbols, metaphors, and narratives. Biblical interpretation uses helpful tools to discover: 

“Who is the Triune God?” and they are not merely used to investigate human existence. According to 

Ricoeur, human beings gain knowledge of the self from one another. (Ricoeur, 1992:13). However, the 

genuine meaning of human existence is revealed through the Triune God (Gen 1:27). Eventually, by 

pursuing this route, this study examines the possibility of how the doctrine of the Trinity can become 

an essential criterion when interpreting Scripture.   

1.1.2 Problem statement 

As explained above, the doctrine has mainly been described as an abstract notion, which is why it is 

hard to be considered to be applicable to daily Christian life. To solve this problem, many scholars, in 

a first attempt to change the general knowledge concerning the doctrine, suggest focusing on the biblical 

narrative. Amongst the diverse issues about the doctrine of the Trinity, the main problem is 

distinguishing between God’s transcendence, “beyondness” or “absolute otherness”, and God’s 

                                                      

1Blundell distinguishes Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour into four aspects: 1) existentialism through 

phenomenology to hermeneutics, 2) Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of explanation and understanding, 3) discussions of 

symbol, metaphor, and narrative, 4) the hermeneutics of the self. The aim of these four hermeneutical detours is 

to reveal human existence.    
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immanence or “nearness.”  

Grenz (2004) explains the eclipse and restoration of the doctrine of the Trinity as a frame or cycle of 

God’s transcendence and immanence.2 These two divine attributes are such important subjects that they 

can be even be described as being part of theological history.   

According to Vanhoozer (2007:19), the traditional concept of God’s absolute transcendence originated 

from the influence of Greek philosophy such as dualism (Pinnock, 2013:25; Ge, 2016:99; Park, 2005:6). 

Aristotle declared in his notion of the “Unmoved Mover,” that the perfect being must be immutable. 

Following this train of thought, Thomas Aquinas (1225~1274) (1500 years later) and Charles Hodge 

(1797~1878) (another seven hundred years later) defined God as an absolute being, and they stressed 

God’s attributes: God is Spirit; He is infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in His wisdom, power, holiness, 

justice, goodness, and truth (Vanhoozer 2007:19; Moltmann, 1981:10-13; Nash, 1983:21). 

The Reformers emphasized that the biblical description of God portrays Him as being personal and 

covenantal. Vanhoozer, in his evaluation of the Reformers’ revised concept of the “most perfect being” 

as a biblical depiction of God, declares that they definitely accept the concept of classical theism 

(Vanhoozer 2007:21).  

During the twentieth century, the doctrine of God was dominated by the concept of God’s immanence, 

and modern theologians constructed their doctrine of God based on human experience. Schleiermacher 

(1768~1834) embraced Kant’s idea that we cannot know God, and only God is experienced by human 

beings. (Willams, 1979:4-11). Schleiermacher (1799:50) declared that feeling is foundation of religion3, 

and “essence of religion consists in the feeling of absolute dependence4” (Schleirmacher, 1928:16). 

Thus, feeling as subjectivity of self-consciousness began to perceive novel theological methodology 

and theology became a form of anthoropology (Spykman, 1992:45). According to Grenz’ evaluation 

                                                      

2 According to Grenz, Schleiermacher (1978-1834) weakens the doctrine of the Trinity, Barth and Rahner begin 

to restore the Trinity by concentrating on God’s transcendence. Moltmann (engagement with the world), 

Pannenberg (truth of history), and Jenson (historical narrative) all stress the divine history centered within God’s 

immanence. Boff (paradigm for human community), Zizioulas (relationality of being), and LaCugna (Oikonomic 

Trinity) focus on God’s relationship with the world. 

3 “The sum total of religion is to feel”. 

4 The feeling of absolute dependence refers to the inseparable relationship between self-consciousness and 

God-consciousness. In other words, all forms of self-consciousness always take places with the feeling of 

absolte dependence (Adams, 2005:38).    
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(2004:19), Schleiermacher states that the Bible is not the Word of God, but is merely an expression of 

human religious experience.  

This theological tendency has consistently appeared and re-appeared. Through the so-called “process” 

theologians propose that “God is not “above” the world but “alongside” it, developing His, and its, 

potential”. God is strongly connected to everything good, which He causes to happen. Vanhoozer 

declares that the “process” theologians have rejected the traditional concept of God as being all-

powerful. (Vanhoozer, 2007:25). Also, Clark Pinnock, who represents the public face of open theism, 

states that God limits Himself by His relationship with the world. In his thesis, he states that God limits 

His own knowledge out of respect for human freedom (Pinnock, 1986:145-46). 

On the other hand, Karl Barth claims that “God reveals himself in Jesus Christ, and does not give any 

further information about himself” (Barth 2004:143). He deals with his doctrine of God in the doctrine 

of the Word of God. As God is the Trinity, the Word of God is also threefold: Revealer, revelation, and 

revealedness (Barth 2004:88-121). However, Barth’s theory sounds another threat to the Evangelicals, 

because, according to him, the Bible conditionally becomes the Word of God.  

Many scholars feel the need to combine classical theism and the theory of God’s immanence. (Wright, 

2013:121).5 Robert Jenson states that the problem of who God is, is not a matter of metaphysics but of 

narrative. It is not a discourse on God’s being outside of history but is specifically a discourse about the 

event of Jesus Christ’s life (Jenson, 1997:209-10; Vanhoozer, 2010:106). Vanhoozer finds the way of 

integration in the Theo-drama theory that originated from Balthasar. The integration of these two 

concepts occurs when God is seen communicating with human beings by acting and speaking through 

Scripture. In a Theo-drama, “God has acted, and God has spoken, and this is the good news” (Vanhoozer, 

2007:29). Thiselton agrees about the effect of the combination, and states that: “It is necessary to try to 

formulate a hermeneutic of divine transcendence that coheres with and supports, an understanding of 

God as holy and Other, while also revealing Himself as the God who freely and sovereignly chooses to 

love in grace” (Thiselton, 2007:478).  

The study about the doctrine of the Trinity has split in two directions, by focusing on biblical texts and 

                                                      

5 “The concept of God is necessary to differentiate between conflicting concepts of God: deistic, theistic, 

pantheistic, pantheistic, panentheistic, Trinitarian, etc”. In attempting a synthesiss of classical theism and 

Trinitarianiam, Christian theologians imported a set of theological assumptions, derived ultimately from ancient 

Greek philosophy. Classical theism’s dualistic vision of an utterly simple, transcendent, timeless, omnipotent 

and omniscient Supereme Being set over-against the world is incompatible with the Trinitarian vision of God as 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  
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on the integration of God’s transcendence and immanence. This study accepts these tendencies in the 

study of the doctrine, and examines the possibility that the doctrine may become a norm for the 

interpretation of Scripture. To accomplish this goal, this study employs Ricoeur’s philosophical 

methodology. His theories of symbolism, metaphor, and narrative are useful instruments to interpret the 

biblical texts related to the Trinity. Through this process, the Trinity is revealed as being similarity in 

difference, and God’s attribution, itself, has become a primary factor in the interpretation of biblical 

texts. In other words, the Trinity is not only the aim of the interpretation of Scripture, but also the way 

of interpretation. Therefore, the main question is as follows: “How to apply Ricoeur’s hermeneutical 

detour to doctrine of the Trinity to move and expand it from the notional sphere to the pragmatic field 

through trinitarian hermeneutics?” 

The sub-questions that are related to the main question are: 

- What is the hermeneutical detour, and why is it necessary in the interpretation of texts?  

- What is the relationship between symbol and the analogical Trinity as a traditional explanation of the 

doctrine of the Trinity? 

- What is the relationship between metaphor and the immanent Trinity? 

- What is the relationship between narrative and the economical Trinity, and what is the possibility of 

applying it to biblical interpretation? 

- What is the meaning of the Triune God as being similarity in difference, which is a concept revealed 

through employing symbols, metaphors, narratives? And how can the concept of the Triune God as 

similarity in difference be applied to biblical interpretation?  

1.2 Aim & Objectives 

1.2.1 The aim 

The aim of the study is to apply Ricoeur’s philosophical hermeneutics to the doctrine of the Trinity to 

move and expand it from the notional sphere to the pragmatic field through trinitarian hermeneutics. 

1.2.2 Objectives 

The objectives of this thesis are related to its main aim: 

 To identify the legitimacy of hermeneutical detours by means of symbols, metaphors, and 

narratives.  
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 To examine the relationship between symbols and the analogical Trinity centered on Ricoeur’s 

symbolism. 

 1.3.2.3 To examine the relationship between metaphor and the immanent Trinity centered on 

Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor 

 1.3.2.4 To examine the relationship between narrative and the economic Trinity centered on 

Ricoeur’s theory of narrative.  

 1.3.2.5 To apply the result of above study to interpretation of the biblical texts, and to attempt 

to establish that the Triune God is the aim of interpretation and is, simultaneously, the way of 

interpretation.   

  

1.3 Central theoretical argument 

The central theoretical argument of this study is that Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour such as symbol, 

metaphor, and narrative is a heuristic tool to identify the Triune God. 

1.4 Methodology 

This thesis is based on Ricoeur’s theory of symbols, metaphors, and narratives. Ricoeur’s dominant 

focus is on symbols, metaphors, and narratives as literary forms. The fundamental task of  hermeneutics 

is to be a medium whereby two totally different concepts are understood (Jung, 2004:367). Therefore, 

according to Ricoeur, in his four important books: The symbolism of Evil (1969), The Rule of Metaphor 

(1978), Time and Narrative 1-3 (1984-1988), and Oneself as Another (1992.), symbols, metaphors, and 

narratives are not different from literary forms, but, together, they become instruments used to discover 

the genuine meaning of human existence.   

When we employ Ricoeur’s literary instruments and apply them to the doctrine of the Trinity, we find 

that the Triune God is ‘similarity in difference’. The expression, ‘God as similarity in difference’, is 

nothing other than another statement of the fact that God is the Oneness and at the same time, the 

Threeness. The unity and its diversity in God can be perceived by symbols, metaphors, and narratives 

of relationality. Each divine person of God is completely different, but there are diverse similarities. 

The similarities and differences of God are revealed in the biblical text through symbols, metaphors , 

and narratives. 

According to Ricoeur (1967:347; 1980:70), the hermeneutical detour makes the world of texts wider 

and deeper in meanings because of their movement from the world of texts to real world. By using 

Ricoeur’s methodology, I intend to examine the symbolic, metaphorical, and narrative expressions 

related to the Trinity in Scripture, and, thereby, to emphasize the necessity of employing trinitarian 

hermeneutics. The purpose of biblical interpretations is to understand the Triune God, and to know 

simultaneously the route of interpretation. To accomplish this project, I connect the doctrine of the 

Trinity as a hermeneutical norm and Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour.   
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1.4.1 The hermeneutical detour and the Trinity 

Ricoeur views symbols, metaphors, and narratives as hermeneutical detour instruments to reveal human 

existence. According to him, human beings are permanently undergoing changes in time, space, cultures, 

and customs. The literary forms are exclusive tools used to find similarity in difference to places human 

beings in time and in various situations. These literary forms find similarities in differences according 

to the natures of human beings, and then reconcile the differences. Similarity in difference is a route to 

reconciliation. The intention of this thesis is to apply it to the doctrine of the Trinity, because the Triune 

God is similarity in difference. According to the traditional axiom, God is each Person, Who has their 

own economical roles, but each Person is one in similarity in being. According to the principle of 

contradiction as philosophical logic, the term, the Trinity, is itself a discrepancy, however in literary 

logic, through a metaphor, it is an entirely different concept that is integrated by similarity. Thus it 

becomes possible to acknowledge that the Triune God is similarity in difference. By means of this 

definition, human beings become aware of the meaning of their existence which is intimately related to 

the Triune God.  

Whoever studies the doctrine of the Trinity, has to perceive that there are a number of expressions and 

approaches used in the interpretations and their applications. Similarly, Ricoeur states that: “The symbol 

gives rise to thought” (Ricoeur 1974:288). Scripture expresses diverse relationships by means of 

symbols, metaphors, and narratives. He describes the relationships between God and his people; 

between God’s people; and the relationship between God’s people and the gentiles and so on. Ricoeur 

distinguishes these forms in the following ways: a symbol is at the level of a word, a metaphor is at the 

level of a sentence, and a narrative is at the level of a plot (Ricoeur 1976:99). According to Ricoeur, 

these forms do not merely reflect literary expressions, but they creatively generate, extend, and actualize 

the explanation of human beings (Thiselton 2007:66). Ricoeur’s hermeneutical tools can be used to 

establish a dimension of trinitarian hermeneutics for Scripture as follows:    

1.4.2 Symbolism and the analogical Trinity 

Ricoeur states that “The idols must die ---- so that symbols [which point to beyond] may live” (Ricoeur 

1970:427). Here, “idols” refer to “the self” in Descartes’ axiom Cogito, ergo sum, which is an enormous 

assurance for the self. However, according to Ricoeur the self is not meant, “The symbol gives rise to 

thought” (Ricoeur 1967:347). He states that the meanings of words are revealed through symbols as 

part of the hermeneutical detour; and the relationship between symbols and words is analogical. Ricoeur 

also states that the symbolic sense has an inclination to overcome the literal sense, in other words, the 

text refers to the world through its analogical ways (Vanhoozer 1990:257). Ricoeur (1976:99) states that 

the meanings of symbols occur at the level of words. Therefore, this chapter will apply Ricoeur‘s 

symbolism to the symbolic names of Triune God, the Father (Abba), the Son (Son of man), and the 
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Spirit (the Counselor). Because symbols have deep connections with analogies, here will connect the 

symbolic sense to the analogical Trinity.  

1.4.3 Metaphor and the immanent Trinity 

The heart of Ricoeur’s metaphoric theory is the creation of meaning (Strive, 2012:71). This is called 

the functional reference of metaphors. Through it, words and sentences are reorganized according to 

the temporal and geographical levels of texts. The meaning structure of metaphors is double that of 

similarity and difference, and the whole metaphor occurs simultaneously. In other words, they are both 

“is” and “is not” (Ricoeur, 1978:306; Vanhoozer, 1990:76). In this manner, metaphors re-describe reality, 

and through a new interpretation, readers meet a new world (Ricoeur 1977:10). Therefore, metaphors 

provide the fundamental clues to the ontological Trinity or the immanent Trinity (Jung, 2004:64). 

Therefore, according to the characteristics of metaphors, the Triune God exists as ‘similarity in 

difference.’ The Triune God’s “perichoresis” breaks the bonds of prepositional paradigms and systems 

and refers to the new world. Thus, the conclusion is reached that metaphors are related to the ontological 

Trinity or the immanent Trinity.  

1.4.4 Narrative and the economic Trinity 

The purpose of narratives is to promote the understanding of the self, which is revealed by symbols, 

metaphors, and narratives in the hermeneutical detours. The narratives are “mimesis” describing the 

experience of human existence (Ricoeur 1974:327). Narratives promote understanding through their 

plots. They gather complicated and scattered stories and make them universal, and they include 

accidental events arranged as probabilities (Ricoeur 1984:70).   

In Ricoeur's book, Time and Narrative vol. 3 (1984 and 1988), he proposes a framework of a threefold 

process of “mimesis” or “figurations”: prefiguration (mimesis1), configuration (mimesis 2), and re-

figuration (mimesis 3) (Stiver, 2001:66). Mimesis 1, 2, 3 each parallels “prefiguration (prejudices),” 

configuration of texts, and hermeneutic applications (Blundell, 2010:87-94) and a connection is made 

to the doctrine of the Trinity: prefiguration as the Father’s creation, configuration as the Son’s 

reconciliation, and re-figuration as the Spirit’s sanctification.  

1.4.5 The Trinity as similarity in difference and as the route of interpretation of Scripture  

In conclusion, God is the being who exists as ‘similarity in difference’. It means God’s existence can 

integrate similarity and difference by mean of a dialectic process. By means of  Incarnation, the Triune 

God receives human being as differences (cf. 6.3.1). To Ricoeur, human existence is possible because 

it perceives the meaning of human existence through symbols, metaphors, and narratives as 

hermeneutical detours. These instruments are helpful when referring to the Triune God as similarity in 
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difference. The fundamental task of the biblical interpretation is to understand the Triune God, but, 

simultaneously, to know the Triune God, who is also the route of interpretation. Through employing 

Ricoeur’s literary instruments, the doctrine of the Trinity is expanded to trinitarian hermeneutics.  
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Chapter 2. Ricoeur’s philosophy and hermeneutical detour 

 

In this chapter, Ricoeur’s life is examined as well as the hermeneutical detour and ‘similarity in 

difference’ which are important concepts in this thesis and especially in the modern studies such as in 

Thiselton’s works, which have a hermeneutical approach to the doctrine of the Trinity. Firstly, by means 

of Ricoeur’s philosophical journey, consideration is given to the proper place and meaning of the 

hermeneutical detour and ‘similarity in difference’ according to Ricoeur’s whole philosophy. Secondly, 

the hermeneutical detour is used as the tool to unfold the meaning of human existence through the 

dialectic conversation between symbols, metaphors, and narratives. Thirdly, there is an examination of 

‘similarity in difference’ as the core to the creation of new meaning, and lastly there is consideration of 

how modern hermeneutical studies of the doctrine of the Trinity tend to involve biblical narratives, in 

particular Thiselton.      

2.1 Ricoeur’s life and his works 

According to Thiselton (2009:228), “Paul Ricoeur and Hans-Georg Gadamer rank as the two most 

significant theorists of hermeneutics of the twentieth century. But although much of his theological 

work remains implicit rather than explicit, Ricoeur will have a lasting impact on the future of Christian 

theology, perhaps, even more than Gadamer.” Thiselton (1997:368) believes that this expectation of 

Ricoeur’s lasting impact has come about because he does not employ a direct way to disclose the truth, 

because he takes an indirect route by using symbols, metaphors, and narratives. This detour does not 

deal with texts as if they are fixed systems, but uses texts to open inter-subjective worlds through 

imagination and by means of literary instruments such as symbols, metaphors, and narratives. 

On February 17, 1913, Jean Paul Gustave Ricoeur was born in Valence, near Lyon, in France. His 

mother died when he was seven months old, and his father was declared missing in World War 1, on 

September 26, 1915.6 Ricoeur and his sister Alice grew up in Rennes, where their grandparents cared 

for them. His family was a very pious Protestant Huguenot family (Stiver, 2012:2), and Ricoeur was 

raised in a strict atmosphere of reading, Bible study, and going to church (Reagan, 1996:4). During his 

school years, he concentrated mainly on reading and writing. In 1928, his grandmother died and then 

his aunt, Adèle Ricoeur, cared for Ricoeur and his sister Alice. Alice had a friend, Simone Lejas, and in 

1931, Ricoeur became engaged to Lejas.     

In 1933, Ricoeur received the bachelor’s degree, Licence-ès-Lettres, at the University of Rennes. This 

                                                      

6 His father’s dead body was found in 1932 (Ricoeur, 1998:3) 
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degree gave him a qualification to teach. He excelled at Greek and Latin and planned to graduate in 

classical languages. However, his short dissertation was assessed as “too philosophical” and, after a 

week, he changed his course to study philosophy (Ricoeur, 1998:9). During the Rennes University 

period, he was preparing to enter the prestigious Ecole normale superieure (the foremost school of 

education) in Paris. However, he failed the philosophy section of the entrance examination. In October 

1933 he began to teach philosophy at St. Brieuc high school in lycée which is small fishing town in 

Brittany. Ricoeur was merely two or three years older than his students. In 1934, because he was a 

French war orphan, he received a bursary, to study for the aggrégation diploma, the highest teaching 

diploma in France, and he became a student at the Sorbonne for a year. During this period, he read 

books written by the Stoic Philosophers, Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz and, in particular, he read all 

Gabriel Marcel’s books (Ricoeur, 1998:9). During this period, Ricoeur lost his sister Alice because of 

an illness.  

During his time at the Sorbonne, he met Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973) who is generally known as a 

Catholic existentialism philosopher. Marcel had a great influence on Ricoeur personally and on his work. 

Through Marcel’s influence, Ricoeur regularly participated in philosophical conversations where he 

was introduced to Karl Jaspers and also came to read the book of Edmund Husserl: Ideas pertaining to 

a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy. Gabriel Marcel finds the genuine 

meaning of human existence in our relationship with God. The possibility of such a relationship exists 

only when there is mutual fidelity. When a human being is in a relationship with God, the human being 

is not the object, but, in contrast, he or she is the subject who has to accept responsibility for fidelity. 

However, there is no perfect fidelity and the human mind is unable to continually remain in a 

relationship with God. From Marcel’s philosophy, Ricoeur derived the problem of human subjectivity 

that it is the result of their concerns as well as from the problems arising from human finitude, fallibility, 

and guilt. According to Ricoeur, interest in these questions naturally leads to the entrance of 

phenomenology (Thiselton, 1992:345). Phenomenology breaks down the fidelity of human beings in 

their relationship with God. 

In 1935, Ricoeur succeeded in passing the aggrégation, which is the highest teaching diploma in France. 

At the time there were three hundred who sat for the examination, and only ten passed (Reagan, 1996:6). 

In the same year, Ricoeur and Lejas were married in Rennes, and Ricoeur joined the obligatory military 

service. From 1937 to 1939, he taught philosophy at the high school in Lorient in Brittany. During this 

period, he began to study German philosophy. During his school years, Ricoeur had never learned to 

speak or read German, but now he started to learn German at his college which was a high school 

attached to the University of Munich. In 1939, the year of the outbreak of World War Ⅱ, he focused on 

learning German (Ricoeur, 1998:10). 
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In 1940, during the German invasion of France, Ricoeur became a prisoner of war for almost five full 

years. In the prisoner of war camp, after the news was heard that the Soviet army had defeated the 

German army at Stalingrad, Ricoeur’s life as a prisoner of war rapidly changed by 

one hundred and eighty degrees. There were about three or four thousand prisoners in the camp, and a 

kind of social system came into existence in the camp. For instance, Ricoeur and his friends tried to 

collect every book in the camp in order to open a real library. Almost all the books were gathered from 

the prisoners’ families or the Red Cross. The prisoners established a temporary university, which had 

various programs, and, similar to a normal university, there were timetables, registration regulations, 

and examinations. The main program of the university was the study of diverse languages such as 

Russian, Chinese, Hebrew and Arabic. In 1943, Ricoeur had a chance to obtain a copy of Husserl’s 

Ideas pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy, and he began to 

translate the book from German into French using the most incredibly minuscule handwriting 

imaginable in the margins of the book (Ricoeur, 1998:17-18). During this period, Ricoeur spent much 

of his time reading the complete works of Karl Jaspers, a German existentialist philosopher. On May 9, 

1945, he joined his family at Rennes. From 1945 to 1948, Ricoeur held a position at the National Science 

Research Center, and he continued to translate Husserl’s book. In 1948, he finished his doctoral thesis, 

and in 1950, he received his doctoral degree. From 1948 onwards, Ricoeur was called professor of 

Philosophy from Strasburg. In his autobiographical writings, he spoke of the eight years at Strasburg as 

being the happiest time of his life (Ricoeur, 1998:21).  

In 1947 he published his first book as a co-author with his friend and fellow prisoner, Mikel Dufernne. 

It is a commentary on Karl Jaspers’ major, three-volume work, Philosophy. Ricoeur focuses on Jasper’s 

concept of a “situation-limit” such as death, suffering, and war. He deals with evil and transcendence in 

the human that are the main themes of his early works (Reagan, 1996:15) 

After a year he published his second book, a comparative study of Gabriel Marcel and Karl Jaspers. In 

this book he applies an existential method to certain philosophical themes such as the human condition, 

human existence, and the critique of knowledge which is related to the philosophical ideas of Marcel 

and Jaspers. In 1950, Paul Ricoeur published his translation of Husserl’s Ideen (Ideas) that he had 

translated in the prison camp. He added his commentary to the translated text and thus began his career 

as a commentator and critic of Husserl as well as a philosopher and a leading proponent of 

phenomenology (Reagan, 1996:10). During that year, he also published his doctoral theses, Freedom 

and Nature: The Voluntary and the Involuntary7. Also he projected three more books for the problem 

of the possibility of human fallacy, and he published two more books as a series of philosophy of will: 

                                                      

7 The original French version was published in 1949 and an English version in 1966. 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrIdiom.nhn?idiomId=a727e7359ce7452d93e69bb2e1454f95&query=%EC%9E%90%EC%A0%84%EC%A0%81
http://endic.naver.com/enkrIdiom.nhn?idiomId=a727e7359ce7452d93e69bb2e1454f95&query=%EC%9E%90%EC%A0%84%EC%A0%81
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‘Fallible man’ and ‘The symbolism of Evil.’8 However, the last volume was incomplete.   

In ‘Freedom and Nature’, he states that human nature is located between two poles: transcendence and 

fallacy. However, in this book he firstly declares, epoché9  concerning the problem after which he 

immediately deals with the physical body that is excluded by Cartesianism, which emphasizes Cogito. 

Ricoeur insists that the body is also an important component of the constitution of the human being 

together with Cogito, and he states further that the two components have a dialectic and mutual 

relationship. Similarly, he states that our voluntary and the involuntary responses are reciprocal rather 

than dichotomous (Reagan, 1996:18). He concludes that the problem of voluntary responses is always 

performed by the body (nature) (Stiver, 2012:5).   

To Ricoeur, the body is central to the mediation between the world and Cogito, thus, he concludes, that 

human existence is subjective because human beings also have a physical body. Therefore, he argues 

that human freedom (voluntary action) is not unconditional freedom, but is restricted by nature 

(involuntary actions) (Reagan, 1996:17). By re-establishing the significance of the body10 , Ricoeur 

attempts to overcome the Cartesian dualism which gives absolute supremacy to Cogito (Kim, 2005:7). 

Therefore, the main purpose of ‘Freedom and Nature’ is to understand the body and Cogito as one 

totality comprising human beings, by grasping the relationship between voluntary and involuntary.  

In the second book, ‘Fallible Man’, Ricoeur again deals with the suggested problem (epoché) 

concerning the human existential position between transcendence and fallacy. He explains this in the 

earlier book as a contradictory condition in which human beings exist as a result of their finitude and 

infinitude, transcendence and fallacy, good and evil. This inconsistency is, ironically, both dialectic and 

reciprocal (Stiver, 2012:5). According to Ricoeur, the contradiction occurs through human fallacy, in 

other words, there is the practical possibility of the existence of evil being present in the contradiction. 

The main goal of ‘Fallible Man’ is not to consider ideological evil, but the actual evil in human 

existence. When we empirically consider human existence, we become aware of the appealing 

possibility of natural human fallibility and evilness. However, Ricoeur senses a limitation of the 

phenomenological method applied to human existence. He realizes that the possibility of evil and 

fallacy in human beings is only revealed through the interpretation of primitive confession (Myth). In 

this way, he attempts the transition to hermeneutics.   

                                                      

8 The two books were published in French during 1960 and translated into English in 1967. 

9 The term was popularized in philosophy by Edmund Husserl. It means suspension or stopping judgments. 

10 According to Husserl, the sphere of the body is impossible to phenomenological description. In this book, he 

tries to overcome ideal tendency in Husserl’s phenomenology. .  

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=3717e24696bf42459922e06c4cec925b&query=Cartesianism
http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=acb505d8adc34de9925e92f7d3d74d2c&query=%ED%98%84%EC%83%81%ED%95%99%EC%A0%81+%EB%B0%A9%EC%8B%9D
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edmund_Husserl
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In Symbolism of Evil, Ricoeur’s third book of philosophy concerning the will, he describes evil and 

fallacy in human beings as a physical and actual experience. This experience is found through 

mythologies and symbols. He describes the growth of his interest in the interpretation of the symbols 

as follows, “I had the impression that in the area of phenomenology only the representative side of 

intentionality had been studied, and that the entire practical field, the emotional field, that is the field of 

feeling and of suffering had not really been explored” (Ricoeur, 1998:26). Furthermore, Ricoeur 

(1978:316) states, “Phenomenology tries to extract from lived experience the essential meanings and 

structures of purpose, project, motive, wanting, trying, and so on. . . (but) the consideration of the 

problem of evil brought into the field of research new linguistic perplexities.” Thus, he decided to move 

into the realm of hermeneutics to stress the empirical side of human beings. This conversion did not 

mean abandoning phenomenological methodologies, but using the dialectic method that does not imply 

compromise, but the consideration of both extreme and minor differences, thereby developing a 

progressive approach towards new ideas. This approach is his fundamental philosophical methodology. 

His hermeneutical Phenomenology refers to symbols, signs, and texts, rather than the direct approach 

to the understanding of objects or the truth. In chapter 3 there is a detailed discussion of Ricoeur’s 

interpretation of symbolism.     

In 1956, Ricoeur took the position of philosophical professor in the Sorbonne. During the following ten 

years, he gave various philosophical lectures on Kant, Nietzsche, Aristotle, Husserl, phenomenology 

and symbolic language. These lectures were extremely popular at the time (Reagan 1996:21). There 

were so many students that they sat on window frames to listen to Ricoeur’s lectures. In 1955 Ricoeur 

published the book History and Truth11 . This book consists of a collection of articles discussing 

Ricoeur’s ideas of history, his theology, and politics, which were published in Espri and other magazines.  

In 1965 Ricoeur published a book related to Freud’s Psychoanalysis12. In part one of this book, he 

explains the general principle of symbolism. In part two, he attempts to present the original text of 

Freud’s works by excluding Freud’s variety of ‘lenses’ pervading his works such as Structuralism 

Interpretation, Neo-Freudians interpretation and natural science. As he states in the preface of this book, 

it is not about Psychoanalysis, but about the pure reading of Freud’s works. He does not deal with 

Freud’s psychoanalysis from the point of view of psychology, but from a philosophical approach 

(Ricoeur, 1970: XI-XII). He summarizes this book in one sentence as follows: This book is about “the 

circuitous route by which I take up the problem left unresolved at the end of my discussion in the book, 

Symbolism of Evil, namely, the relationship between the hermeneutics of symbols and a philosophy of 

                                                      

11 English version is in 1965 

12 French version is published in 1965 and its English version is in 1974.  

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=ac9ac2774f4640e6af3fccea63a24b36&query=%EC%A0%95%EC%8B%A0%EB%B6%84%EC%84%9D%ED%95%99
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concrete reflection” (Ricoeur, 1970: XII). Also, the other purpose of this book is to insist that Cogito, 

as the first principle of Cartesian philosophy, is in a critical condition by suggesting the acceptance of 

the doubts expressed by Nietzsche, Marx and Freud. He strongly argues that the doubts are legitimate 

and that Cogito is needed to reconstruct the relationship between phenomenology and hermeneutics.  

In 1966, Ricoeur decided to become a founder member of a new university in Nanterre. In 1968 he was 

appointed as a professor of philosophy, and the Dean of the Department of Philosophy. During that year 

student revolts occurred. One year later, Ricoeur was elected by the University Council as the doyen of 

the Faculty of Letters. However, because of the continuing violence on the campus, he resigned from 

the position. During this period, he published The Conflict of Interpretation13 which is a collection of 

his 1960 articles.  

In The Conflict of Interpretation, Ricoeur states that there are many conflicts concerning interpretations. 

For instance, there are diverse opinions about human existence, i.e.: Freud’s understanding of human 

existence is based on the interpretation of dreams. Hegel bases his understanding of the development 

of the history of human beings on our dialectic development, and on a Christian, theological  

understanding and interpretation of Scripture. Ricoeur believes that to accept these differences is very 

important when attempting to understand human existence. These differences each have their own 

particular interpretive method that promotes a penetrating view of the entire human existence. However, 

there are a variety of dimensions in human life. The various interpretations are not in conflict when 

considering the same dimension. In spite of the wide variety of interpretations, there is no need to choose 

victory or defeat, or right and wrong. The main task of hermeneutics is to try to understand human 

beings as they exist in the various dimensions of human life and to mediate between each different 

interpretation. Ricoeur recognizes the roles of Structuralism, Psychoanalysis and Phenomenology of 

the mind in hermeneutics. According to Ricoeur, the conflict of interpretation is left with an unsolved 

problem and to choose any one interpretation is not the purpose of hermeneutics. The prime task of 

hermeneutics is to reveal the interpretive possibility of some texts and situations in particular contexts. 

After Ricoeur had left the University of Nanterre, he taught for a short while in Leuven before accepting 

a position at the Divinity School of the University of Chicago where he was Paul Tillich’s successor 

from 1970 to 198514. While he was at this university, he began to prepare a book on metaphor15, which 

he published in 1975. His long-standing interest in symbolic language became a fascination with the 

                                                      

13 French version is published in 1969, and English version is in 1974. 

14 Since 1954, he had taught in America in the spring and the winter terms (Reagan, 1996:41).  

15 French 1975, English 1978. 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrIdiom.nhn?idiomId=f75698b05d2a40c59caca5313e89d7b2&query=%EC%A0%9C+1%EC%9B%90%EB%A6%AC
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creative potential of language, especially of metaphoric, symbolic and narrative language. In the first 

six chapters of the book, he examines careful expositions and critique of historical and contemporary 

theories of metaphors. His main argument is developed in chapter 7 “Metaphor and Reference.” 

According to him, the use of metaphors is a creative way of re-describing the world, and creating a new 

world in the text. In this book, he focuses on the creative power of language. He expands his discussion 

on metaphors from the level of words to the level of sentences. In other words, he handles metaphor in 

the sphere of discourse. According to Thiselton, the subject of the creative characteristics of metaphor 

is not entirely new, but Thiselton admits that Ricoeur’s handling of metaphors, at the level of discourse, 

is very individualistic. Ricoeur uses metaphors to view human existence and the world from an unusual 

ontological angle (Thiselton, 1997:354).  

After publishing the Rule of Metaphor, Ricoeur published the following books: Interpretation theory 

(1976), Essays on biblical interpretation (1980), Hermeneutics and the human Sciences (1981), Time 

and Narrative (consisting of three-volumes 1983-1985). The book, which we should really pay attention 

to, during this period, is Time and Narrative. From the start, Ricoeur planned this book together with 

the Rule of Metaphor (Ricoeur, 1984:ⅸ). Through this approach, Ricoeur’s intention is to reveal how 

to create meaning or semantic innovation by analyzing the principle of metaphor and narrative. For 

instance, words of entirely different meanings take on a new meaning in a metaphor. Similarly, when 

miscellaneous events are absolutely combined in a narrative, a novel significance is created (Ricoeur, 

1998:81).  

Time and Narrative consists of four parts which is contained in three volumes. The first volume includes 

two parts and each of the other two volumes contains the remaining parts. In the first part, Ricoeur 

attempts to explain the relationship between time and narrative through a mutual complementary 

synthesis that exists between the concept of time in St. Augustine’s Confessions and the triple narrative 

theory (mimesis -mythos-catharsis) in Aristotle’s’ Poetica. His main idea is to solve the aporia of time 

through the use of the concept of narrative. Although time is invisible, narrative, by describing time, 

can reveal the significance of time. Ricoeur summarizes his theory as follows: When time appeals to us 

in its descriptive form, it is time as we understand it. When narrative has an existential characteristic, 

its genuine meaning is revealed (Ricoeur, 1984:52).  

Ricoeur divides narrative into two parts: historical narrative and fictional narrative. In part two, he deals 

with historical narrative. This simply refers to history as being derivatively connected to both history 

and narrative descriptions. In part three, he describes fictional narrative. Fiction reveals the infinitive 

possibility of time in the dimension of our imagination. Every fictional text enriches the meaning of our 

limited reality and is based on our metaphorical cognition within the dimension of our imagination. In 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=4b761d3c04c24c71b4d1b1b5b0f1e43e&query=%EC%A1%B4%EC%9E%AC%EC%A0%81
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part four, Ricoeur examines Kant’s, Husserl’s, and Heidegger’s concept of time and points out its 

limitations. According to Ricoeur, narrative can be a mediator between history and fiction. The main 

task of the book, Time and Narrative, is to explain how history and fiction, which are two completely 

contrasting elements, meet on common grounds through a narrative. This happens because both history 

and fiction aim at revealing a particular scene in time.  

In 1985 Ricoeur returned to France with the publication of Time and Narrative. During that year, he 

was requested to deliver the Gifford lectures in Scotland and, during the year, he spent time preparing 

the lectures. He chose the theme of personal identity and the relationships of individuals to one another. 

In 1986 Ricoeur’s Gifford lecture was delivered in Edinburgh. During the same year, Ricoeur published 

the book, From Text to Action16 that is a collection of his Gifford lectures and other papers. This book 

marked the turning point from his philosophical interest in hermeneutics back towards the analysis of 

human action and philosophical anthropology (Reagan, 1996:49), which was his early favorite theme. 

In 1990 he published Oneself as another as his most important philosophical work17 . This book 

originated from his Gifford lectures: “On selfhood, the question of personal identity.” The purpose of 

this book is to establish “a hermeneutics of the self” (Ricoeur, 1992:16). Here, the self refers to an 

alternate term for Cogito as a Cartesian term. Ricoeur critically restores Descartes’ shattered Cogito by 

means of reflection on the self, or on the subject. As in the title of this book, he proclaims that the 

existence of the self is bound with another, and existence of the self without another is impossible 

without the dialectic cycle between the self and another (Ricoeur, 1992:18). In his discussion of the 

relationship with another, he expands on the concept of the self towards an ethical dimension (Ricoeur, 

1998:92).   

Later he published the following books: Reading I: Around the policy (1991), Reading II: The region 

of philosophers (1992), Reading III: Border of philosophy (1994), The just (1995), Reflection: 

intellectual autobiography (1995), Ideology and utopia (1997), Love and justice (1997), Thinking 

biblically (1998), What makes us think? (1998), Memory, history, forgetting (2000), Reflections on the 

just (2001), On translation (2004), The course of recognition (2004), Living up to death (2007). In 2005, 

Ricoeur died on 20 May 2005 at his home in Chatenay Malabry, France. 

2.2 Hermeneutical detour 

This section of the study focuses on only one question: Why does Ricoeur suggest a hermeneutical 

detour? What is the meaning of the detour within the context of his philosophical background? Ricoeur 

                                                      

16 French 1986, English 1991. 

17 French 1990, English 1992. 

https://www.google.co.za/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjm0Li_2dDPAhWILcAKHWbCAKUQFgggMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FText-Action-Hermeneutics-Phenomenology-Existential%2Fdp%2F0810123991&usg=AFQjCNGdIBQ-a-NVW-JO7071eRqy6lP7vw&bvm=bv.135258522,d.bGg


Chapter 2 Ricoeur’s philosophy and hermeneutics detour 

18 

 

answers this question in the short essay: ‘Existence and hermeneutics’ which is included in his book 

‘Conflict of interpretations’ (CI) (Ricoeur, 1974:3-26). In the essay, Ricoeur states the aim of CI: “My 

purpose here is to explore the paths opened to contemporary philosophy by what could be called the 

graft of the hermeneutic problem onto the phenomenological method” (Ricoeur, 1974:3). Through this 

process, he tries to determine the meaning of human existence. He claims that the way to understanding 

the existence of human beings cannot be achieved via a direct route, but by means of a detour (Ricoeur, 

1974:11). Ricoeur considers that the detour is necessary for the following two reasons: criticism of 

objectivism, and way to understand human beings.       

Firstly, Ricoeur criticizes the baneful influences of objectivism present in the various viewpoints 

concerning hermeneutics. Objectivism is a cognitive paradigm used to stress an historical truth and to 

judge a fact or an event through the systematical and rigorous methodology of modernism. (Bernstein, 

1985:8). According to Ricoeur’s point of view, the truth in objectivism is restricted or extremely 

exclusive because it is based on such a strict and systematic methodology. The aim of philosophy 

from ancient times is not to seek abstract, relative, and ordinary knowledge (Doxa), but to find a 

universal episteme. According to Husserl (1970:65), after Galilei (1564-1642) scholars believed that 

mathematics and natural science are the universal ways to reach a proper perception of nature, and that 

ancient philosophy is not the correct method to follow. They arrived at this conclusion, because they 

perceived that all nature is created on a mathematical structure and they accepted the law of cause and 

effect as the fundamental principle of every event in whole world (Husserl, 1970:53). For these reasons, 

Descartes established his universal philosophy based on mathematical and physical rationalism. This 

philosophical tendency initiated the two directions of an improved approach in the rationalism and the 

empiricism, which greatly influenced the history of philosophy till Kant’s turning point. Therefore, 

Ricoeur (1974:7) describes objectivism as “the epistemology of the natural sciences”, “the prejudices 

of the Kantian theory of knowledge”, which is identifiable through the schema of subject and object. 

He (Ricoeur, 1974:9) explains: “In this way, there is already a field of meaning anterior to the 

constitution of a mathematized nature, and anterior to objectivity for a knowing subject. Before 

objectivity, there is the horizon of the world; before the subject of the theory of knowledge, there is 

operative life”. Ricoeur (1974:11) sees the solution for exclusivity of objectivism in the semantics of 

texts, because, as he states, every way of understanding human existence is only found through language. 

And he states that the center of semantics is symbolism or multivocal sense. Only by adopting a 

reflective approach in phenomenology does it become possible to see and understand the symbols and 

multiple or multivocal sense. Thus he (Ricoeur, 1974:3) explains that his purpose in his book, CI, is to 

graft hermeneutics onto phenomenology. He attempts to employ the epistemic dimension positively in 

order to accept theories through interdisciplinary conversation about the human being. To understand 

multivocal or symbolic expression is a chance to understand ‘the self’ (Ricoeur, 1974:11). Human 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=3d863b10a33b44a58233e971417eb8d2&query=%EB%B3%B4%ED%8E%B8%EC%B2%A0%ED%95%99
http://endic.naver.com/enkrIdiom.nhn?idiomId=a479576ffbd04813b4107c476bef86ae&query=%EC%9D%B8%EC%8B%9D%EA%B0%80%EB%8A%A5
http://endic.naver.com/enkrIdiom.nhn?idiomId=87e3cadfda434761af7928c946e1027b&query=interdisciplinary
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existence cannot be elucidated through exclusive approaches, but it inevitably needs hermeneutical 

dimensions which can embrace a number of meanings in texts. The hermeneutical dimensions, of 

symbols, metaphors, and narratives, as the hermeneutical detour, become the instruments to receive 

multivocal or multiple senses. 

Secondly, Ricoeur (1974:3) suggests the hermeneutical detour as a way to understand the reason for the 

existence of human beings. He states that the ultimate goal of hermeneutics is to understand the purpose 

of human existence. He tries to achieve the understanding of the self through the interpretation of texts. 

Therefore, in hermeneutics, the understanding of human existence is very important. The study of 

Hermeneutics includes myths, allegories, metaphors, and analogies which were the mode of aiding 

comprehension during the time when the texts were created. There is also a deep concern for the internal 

relationship of the texts, the historical context of the texts, the geographical environment of texts, the 

cultural background of the texts, and the social environment of the texts. Ricoeur (1974:3) states that 

“If exegesis raises a hermeneutic problem, it is a problem of interpretation; because every reading of a 

text always takes place within a community, a tradition, or a living current of thought”. However, 

according to Ricoeur, understanding is not only related to historical factors, but also to 

phenomenological elements.18 He (Ricoeur, 1970:42) particularly focuses on the reflective method in 

phenomenology, in which the meaning of reflection refers to thinking of the self, in other words, it is 

self-reflection. Husserl (2014:143) explains reflection as a method of phenomenology as follows: “The 

task for phenomenology here is to investigate systematically all the modifications of experience that 

fall under the heading of reflection, in connection with all the modifications that are essentially related 

to them and that presuppose them”. The premise on which reflection rests, is that the action of reflection 

is proof of the existence of mankind. Thus, in this manner, hermeneutics, based on reflection, inevitably 

meets ontology, and reflection is the intermediary stage in the study of human existence (Ricoeur, 

1974:16). According to Heidegger (1996:35), finding ontology is only possible by means of 

phenomenology. In the introduction to his book, Being and Time, he (Heidegger, 1996:8-10) moves 

from epistemological questions to ontological questions. Ricoeur (1974:6) not only accepts Heidegger’s 

hypothesis, but he also points out that Heidegger’s method directly jumps onto the stage of ontology 

without an epistemological and hermeneutical methodology. He agrees with Heidegger’s ontological 

conclusion and, simultaneously, he does not give up hermeneutical, epistemological or reflective 

                                                      

18 Ricoeur (1991:12) describes his own root of philosophical tradition as follows: “I should like to characterize 

this philosophical tradition by three features: it stands in the line of a reflexive philosophy; it remains within the 

sphere of Husserlian phenomenology; it strives to be a hermeneutical variation of this phenomenology”. 
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methodology.19 He (Ricoeur, 1981:53) states the final task of hermeneutics as follows: “it must be seen 

as an attempt to dig beneath the epistemological enterprise itself, in order to uncover its proper 

ontological conditions. According to him, the reflective method is an instrument which is used to 

converse with other disciplines such as literature theory, psychoanalysis, structuralism, textual theory, 

as well as Christian theology, other religions, psychology, phenomenology of religion, the science 

of religion, and linguistics. 

To sum up, Ricoeur uses the reflective mode as the epistemological method in phenomenology in order 

to discover an ontology to replace Heidegger’s approach. According to Ricoeur, the reason for the 

existence of human beings is revealed through interdisciplinary conversation with reflection, because 

each one of disciplines has innumerable angles, which are used to contemplate the significance of 

human beings. In this manner, phenomenology, and the reflection thereof, has become an 

epistemological route to the study of existence. Ricoeur analyzes the hermeneutical detour by 

examining symbols, metaphors, and narratives through the reflective and epistemological mode. 

Through hermeneutical and ontological approaches, he reveals the meaning of human existence by 

means of texts composed of symbols, metaphors, and narratives.20  

                                                      
19  Ricoeur (1981:43-54) assesses that Schleiermacher and Dilthey recognizes hermeneutics as a part of 

epistemology, but Heidegger and Gadamer criticize these perception, and consider that ontology is the proper 

place for hermeneutics.  

20  Similarly, the usage of reflective epistemology, dialectic understanding and explanation also controls the 

opening of the windows of conversation that reveal human existence. Actually, the concepts of understanding and 

explanation had already been proposed by Dilthey. He defines "explanation" as a perception of a phenomenon 

through the method of reduction, and "understanding" as perceiving a phenomenon through its own characteristics. 

Dilthey suggests that natural science selects the method of "explanation". The Spiritual sciences select the method 

of "understanding." Dilthey does not describe these methods as entirely different methods of cognition. However, 

Ricoeur combines “understanding” and “explanation”, which are both crucial to hermeneutics, into a coherent 

whole (Thiselton 2009:249). Ricoeur (1976:74) explains the dialectic of understanding and explanation: “I 

propose to describe this dialectic first as a move from understanding to explaining and then as a move from 

explanation to comprehension. The first time, understanding will be a naive grasping of the meaning of the text 

as a whole. The second time, comprehension will be a sophisticated mode of understanding, supported by 

explanatory procedures. In the beginning, understanding is a guess. At the end, it satisfies the concept of 

appropriateness”. “A naive grasping” as the first step for the understanding is not just a situation, but becomes a 

world of meaning (Ricoeur, 1976:80). According to Ricoeur (1976:87), this process is an attempt to solve 

existential conflicts or discrepancies. In other words, Ricoeur proposes appropriate texts for readers through a 

hermeneutical arc that is a dialectical movement from understanding to explanation and from explanation to 

comprehension again, and through this process, the readers accept a world of texts. For this reason, the dialectic 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=1eb7a51f9ffa4974806afcb5258917f7&query=%EC%A2%85%EA%B5%90%ED%98%84%EC%83%81%ED%95%99
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In conclusion, Ricoeur states that the hermeneutical detour is an instrument to reach the truth by means 

of interdisciplinary conversations, which occur through the use of the reflective mode in 

phenomenology. As mentioned above, because of the hermeneutical detour, Ricoeur is critical of 

objectivism which has an exclusive system, whereby the value of the truth is reduced when it does not 

fit in with the system on certain occasions. Ricoeur believes that there is a field of meaning before a 

field of objectivism, and that the field of meaning is needed for interpretation. Therefore, he focuses on 

texts, and their interpretation, and by means of hermeneutics and the reflective mode in phenomenology, 

he attempts to reveal human existence. According to him there are two ways to explain existence: the 

direct way and the indirect way.  

Firstly, there is direct way to reach the truth. Ricoeur refers to it as Heidegger’s ontology of 

understanding. Heidegger accurately points out that the purpose of hermeneutics is to reveal human 

existence, but he ignores reflective epistemology or the methodological requirements of exegesis, 

history, and psychoanalysis. For this reason, he (Ricoeur, 1974:6) disregards a variety of aspects of 

human existence. Ricoeur (Ricoeur, 1974:10) states that “With Heidegger’s radical manner of 

questioning, the problems that initiated our investigation not only remain unresolved but are lost from 

sight”. Thus Ricoeur (1974:7) considers “a reversal which, in place of an epistemology of interpretation, 

sets up an ontology of understanding”. To accomplish this reversal, he suggests that it must be initiated 

from the language aspect which is a long way round to reach the understanding of human existence. 

Ricoeur (1974:12) points out that analyzing language is central to the study of semantics and its symbols. 

He calls multivocal expressions “symbols”, and refers to the task of interpretation as the exploration of 

the levels of the implied meaning that is present in the literal meaning of a statement. In this way, 

“symbol and interpretation become correlative concepts; there is interpretation wherever there is 

multiple meaning, and it is in interpretation that the plurality of meanings is made manifest” (Ricoeur, 

1974:13). He (Ricoeur, 1974:15) also states that the highest task of hermeneutics is to be “a true 

arbitration among the absolutist claims of each of the interpretations”. Therefore, a detour is required, 

and not a direct way, for receiving and interpreting multivocal expressions. For these reasons, Ricoeur 

(1976:99) expresses his concerns about symbols, metaphors, and narratives as instruments of a 

hermeneutical detour. Ricoeur also analyzes the mechanism of a semantic innovation by means of the 

hermeneutical detour that declares that a symbol is at the level of a word, a metaphor is at the level of 

a sentence, and a narrative is at the level of a plot. Through these linguistic analyses of texts, he 

elucidates human existence.   

                                                      
of understanding and explanation becomes a hermeneutical arc to reveal human existence.  
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2.3 Similarity in difference 

As discussed above, the purpose of a hermeneutical detour is to clarify the reasons for human existence 

through multi-disciplinary conversations. Such a detour acts as an intermediary in controversies that 

have arisen as a result of the large variety of interpretations concerning the human existence. The multi-

disciplinary views of interpretations relating to human existence appear to be superficially filled with 

differences. However, by means of hermeneutical detours, there is a concentration on gathering 

resemblances or similarities in differences. Through this process, the reasons for the existence of human 

beings are not revealed through a system or a schema, but through colorful angles within multi-

disciplinary conversations. Thus, through the use of hermeneutic detours, there is, definitely, a respect 

for the various viewpoints of diverse and different disciplines concerning human existence. Ricoeur 

(1974:23) believes that these conversations can deepen and widen the explanations concerning the 

reality of the lives of human beings. 

Symbols, metaphors, and narratives are the specific tools used in hermeneutical detours to identify 

resemblances or similarities in differences. Ricoeur reveals resemblance or similarity in difference 

through his theory about metaphors. The creation of meaning or, alternatively, the semantic innovation 

of metaphor, forms the core of his metaphor theory21 (Ricoeur, 1978: 173-207). In his book, ‘The rule 

of metaphor’, he traces the histories of the theory of metaphor from Aristotle to modern linguists such 

as I. A. Richards, Max Black, Monroe and Beardsley. He establishes his own theory by means of 

accepting, overpowering, and combining ideas. In this section of the thesis, the main focus is on how 

resemblance is used in his metaphor theory.  

According to Aristotle, the fundamental property of a metaphor is based on the resemblance factor. 

Resemblance is, simultaneously, both ‘~is’ and ‘~is not.’ It includes similarity, but simultaneously 

rejects perfect similarity. Aristotle states that metaphors occur through the substitution of words that 

have a semantic resemblance to one another. Because of this approach, Aristotle’s concept of metaphors 

is applicable at the level of words, but not at a sentential level because of the role that resemblance plays 

in this theory. For this reason, modern theories, concerning metaphors, do not consider the concept of 

resemblance in a positive light.  

The first concern expressed in various modern metaphor theories is the recognition of metaphors at a 

sentential level; and not merely at the level of words. This change of thought aims at transforming the 

'substitution metaphor theory’ (which occurs at a verbal level) to an ‘interaction theory’ (at the sentential 

level). Ricoeur (1978:173) thoroughly examines a combination of both of these confrontational theories. 

                                                      
21 Its English version’s sub-title is “The creation of meaning in language”. 
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He is convinced that the key to synthesis is through the concept of resemblance in metaphors. 

Resemblance denies complete similarity between words, and yet, simultaneously, it supports the 

concept of similarity of meaning in words. Through his explanations of resemblance in his metaphor 

theory, Ricoeur clarifies the creation of meaning in language in three separate ways. 

Firstly, metaphors occur through the creation of meaning by means of the impertinent predicative usage 

of metaphor (Ricoeur, 1978:200). The modern metaphor theory criticizes the classical metaphor theory 

which is managed at the level of words (the substitution theory), and stresses the ‘interaction theory’ 

which deals with the metaphorical meaning at the sentential level.  In the interaction theory, a metaphor 

does not play a role as a word in a simple sentence, but it functions as the predicate that decides the 

meaning of an entire sentence. Ricoeur (1978:154) calls the predicate in a metaphor the “impertinent 

predicate”. The meaning of the word ‘impertinent’, in this context, refers to the literal significance of a 

metaphor which, superficially, does not seem to be related to the subject of the sentence in which it 

occurs. For example, in the Iliad an action of Achilles is described as a “Leap on the foe as a lion.” And, 

when the poet depicts characteristics that are part of Achilles’ nature, he employs metaphorical 

expressions such as “Achilles is a lion”22 (Homer’s, Iliad, XX 164). Homer uses this metaphor to make 

the listener or reader aware of Achilles’ power, courage, and nobility. Therefore, Achilles cannot merely 

be associated with only the word ‘lion.’ Indeed, on the contrary, we will experience difficulty in 

accepting the idea of a lion’s courage, power, and nobility without Achilles. Thus, the entire sentence: 

“Achilles is like a lion,” is needed because the words have a complementary relationship in the creation 

of the meaning of the sentence. In this manner, metaphors do not create further meaning at the level of 

words but, however, at the level of sentence, metaphors can express meaning, which is beyond the 

original literal meaning of a description or an idea. 

Secondly, the creation of meaning in a metaphor occurs through resemblance and the synthesis of 

similarity and difference. The reason why metaphors are at the center of the meaning of a thought or 

sentence is because of the logical structure of the resemblance, which allows the coexistence of 

similarity and difference, while simultaneously possessing both. Aristotle defines resemblance as the 

awareness of the similarity in difference (Metaphysics, 1018a15). Through intuition mankind discovers 

similarity in dissimilarity. Indeed, Aristotle states that the aim of a metaphor is to reveal meaning by 

examining the structure of resemblance and discovering the harmony and unity of similarity and 

difference in it. Ricoeur accepts Aristotle’s concept that that resemblance is the most important 

                                                      

22 I. A. Richards (1893-1979) divides the constitution of a metaphor into two aspects: the tenor and the vehicle. 

In this sentence, Achilles’ power and courage is the tenor of sentence, and the lion is vehicle. According to him, 

the creation of the meaning of a metaphor is based on the interaction between the tenor and the vehicle (Richards, 

1965:40). 
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component of a metaphor. According to him (Ricoeur, 1976:50) there is an interrelationship within a 

metaphor between resemblance in the central action, and the logical interaction of the two antithetical 

components, similarity and difference. This interaction breaks down the worn-out categorized meaning 

of words and constructs a new logical novel meaning. Ricoeur (1978:235) states that the power of a 

metaphor lies in finding similarity in dissimilarity.    

Thirdly, Ricoeur (1978:223) describes the creation of metaphors through the action of imagination 

during the process of interpreting similarity in difference. He got this idea from the Kantian concept 

concerning imagination. 23  Kant describes imagination as being a spontaneously creative and 

synthesizing ability that displays the precept of imagination without any direct intuition responding to 

it. According to Kant, imagination provides the mediation and synthesis between reason and emotion, 

so that it is impossible to perceive the object creatively without imagination. Kant (1998:257) divides 

imagination into two aspects: the productive and the re-productive imagination. Re-productive 

imagination uses the experiential law, while, on the other hand, the productive imagination creates new 

meaning from arbitration between emotion and reason. Of great importance in productive imagination 

is to have a reasonable meaning and to mediate between the dissimilarities through the use of reason. 

Reason is essential in the working of the productive imagination to create a legitimate or reasonable 

meaning. Ricoeur seeks this category of reason in the iconicity of language. Iconicity as a semiotic 

notion refers to a natural resemblance or analogy between the form of a sign and an object or concept 

(Iconicity in Language and Literature Society).24  

Ricoeur (1976:40) uses the act of painting a picture as an example to describe the creativity of meaning 

and resemblance in a metaphor. A picture is not merely a shadow of reality or the duplication of another 

picture. The act of painting creates more meanings for the reality of the picture through contraction and 

miniaturization. Ricoeur calls this “iconic augmentation”. He (Ricoeur, 1976:42) states that iconicity25 

is the re-writing of reality. The re-written reality establishes the category that is referred to as the 

attribution of resemblance in iconicity, and its structure does not generate repetitious meanings, but a 

                                                      

23 Immanuel Kant (1998) divides the functions of the imagination into three parts. Firstly, the imagination is 

capable of producing a novel creation by freely mixing objects. Secondly, when the degree of the mix becomes 

exceedingly disorderly, and there are deviant bonds between objects, the imagination devaluates fancies because 

of the lack of order usually provided by reason. Thirdly, imagination has the ability to mediate between sense and 

reason. Generally, the first and third of the above functions are considered to be invaluable attributes of the 

imagination.   

24 http://www.iconicity.ch/en/iconicity/index.php?subactionsshowfull&ids1197027781&archives&startffroms

&ucats2&. Date of access: 6 DEC. 2016. 

25 Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914) divides iconicity into three parts: image, diagram, metaphor. Metaphor possesses 

the trait of resemblance.  

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=fcef825fd29d4573877ba9ffe0f4b2c0&query=%EC%9D%B4%EC%84%B1%EA%B3%BC+%EA%B0%90%EC%84%B1
http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=ec5fc42dec904b1094ba76c915aa66d2&query=%EC%A6%9D%EB%8C%80
http://www.iconicity.ch/en/iconicity/index.php?subaction=showfull&id=1197027781&archive=&start_from=&ucat=2&
http://www.iconicity.ch/en/iconicity/index.php?subaction=showfull&id=1197027781&archive=&start_from=&ucat=2&


Chapter 2 Ricoeur’s philosophy and hermeneutics detour 

25 

 

new creative meaning. In this manner, our productive imagination and the iconicity of metaphors seek 

similarity in difference, rather than re-writing the original meaning, and in this way they create a new 

meaning (Jung, 2004:73).     

Ricoeur was absorbed with how meaning can be created by language. Thus, the English version of 

Ricoeur’s book, ‘The rule of metaphor’, has been given the title, “The creation of meaning in language,” 

by the translators who distinctly state that the aim of the book is to discuss creating meaning in language. 

According to Ricoeur (1978:4), the creation of meaning is performed by means of semantics, which he 

calls semantic innovation. The semantic innovation occurs in the concept of resemblance. Resemblance 

is the logical ability to overcome univocity. The conceptual structure of resemblance is to reveal the 

conflict and the synthesis between similarity and difference in a metaphor. The confrontation is visible 

when a metaphor is read or heard. It occurs in the inconsistency or irrationality of the shape and structure 

of a text. Synthesis refers to the internal meaning of a metaphor that reveals sameness or similarity 

despite the wide difference between the two. By means of the effect of the revelation of the internal 

meaning of a metaphor, resemblance reveals the approximation of the meaning despite the distance 

between the irrationality of the exterior meaning of a metaphor and the internal meaning. In a metaphor, 

two words which have never been irrelevant until now, form part of a sentence, and this new 

arrangement creates tension between the similarity and the dissimilarity of meaning. Through this 

process, the meaning is abruptly created from the sentential level, and not from the level of words 

(Ricoeur, 2008:173). Similarity and difference are not merely mixed together, but coexist with each 

other despite possessing antithetic concepts, (Ricoeur, 1978:196). Therefore, through the work of the 

resemblance, the meanings of similarity and difference are not mixed but remain separate. In a metaphor, 

and various meanings develop in a sentence, each with its own identity. After, the creation of meaning 

has occurred in a metaphor as a result of the exterior contradiction and irrationality in a metaphor, this 

is broken by the tension of similarity and difference, and the new meaning, paradoxically emerges from 

the interior of the metaphor, which is namely the resemblance.  

2.4 Hermeneutical approaches to the doctrine of the Trinity 

Hermeneutics is a rule concerning reading or it deals with the art of reading and handling texts, and, in 

particular, interpreting the texts and understanding them (Thiselton, 2009:1). Understanding a text, does 

not mean trying to find the exclusive and objective truth as occurs in Cartesian rationalism, but it refers 

to reaching the truth through conversations and by considering ambiguities, provisionalities, 

contingencies, particularities, and history (Thiselton, 2007:63). The Christian doctrine has been treated 

in historical and cultural contexts, but the doctrine is considered to be an absolute and objective 

proclamation of the Church (Gunton, 1997:3).   
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Thiselton (2007:62) asks the following question: “Can the doctrine of the Trinity, as an exclusive system 

and the guaranteed autonomy of hermeneutics, which must be cogitation, coexist together?”. He 

(Thiselton, 2007:63) answers the question: “revelation and Christian doctrine come into being within a 

temporal frame and context”. Pannenberg (1968:13-19) states that God’s revelation is deeply related to 

history and the biblical narrative, so the revelation itself is an open system according to history and its 

eschaton and is therefore an act of God (cf. Thiselton, 2018:9-10). Rahner (1974:39) also states that 

“This doctrine has not always been in existence as an explicit statement. That is to say it has ‘developed’, 

it has, in a sense still to be determined, and still has to ‘come to be’ within the course of Christian 

history”. Thiselton (2007:63) concludes this argument as follows: “to say that the doctrine is derived 

ultimately from God, is far from the suggestion that the doctrine inhabits an abstract, timeless, 

conceptually pure domain, but it underlines the temporal and narrative character of its subject matter”. 

Therefore, the doctrine must go through the dialectic process between exclusive truth and openness that 

can always be established and developed through history (Thiselton, 2007:64). Thiselton (2007:65) 

states further that the dialectic of openness and exclusiveness in the search for truth can show that the 

doctrine has to be explained by means of the frame of a narrative. If this way is legitimate, then the 

doctrine is based on the biblical narrative, and the theories of hermeneutics are important for the 

interpretation of Scripture. Thiselton (2007:65) cites Aristotle’s statement as follows: “narrative is “is 

not a static, closed system of propositions, but is open to the future and temporally conditioned”. 

Narrative is the proper system that can very well receive the dialectic of exclusiveness and openness.26 

The Plot in a narrative expresses reversals, conflicts, surprises, complexities, hopes, frustrations, and 

fulfillment. These human factors in a plot and in history, as act of God, reveal the meaning of texts 

through the dialectic in narratives (Thiselton, 2007:66).  

History and community are other dimensions to the relationship between the doctrine of the Trinity and 

hermeneutics: (Thiselton, 2007: 27). Thiselton (2007:XIV) states that hermeneutics does not focus on 

the timeless, individual-centered rationalism of Descartes, but on community and history. Thiselton has 

gathered various opinions of scholars such as Ricoeur, Pannenberg, and Lindbeck, and states that 

hermeneutics is a useful instrument in the unfolding of the communal and historical characteristics of 

texts. When the doctrine, of the Trinity, which summarizes truth, and becomes a criterion of Christian 

life, meets hermeneutics, it does not operate as an exclusive criterion for other denominations, but as 

an instrument of reconciliation through historical and communal conversation. A genuine understanding 

of Christianity is acquired by gaining knowledge of a number of theological views, and finding 

                                                      

26 Thiselton firmly agrees with the need of system, but conditionally approves it: “I(Thiselton) seeks to 

distinguish between different notions of “system,” and to balance the genuine need for coherence with a 

consideration of the roles of polyphony, dialectic, and open systems that permit correction, modification, and 

further growth” (Thiselton, 2007:XX).  
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similarity in difference. Indeed, human understanding is related to human life, human experiences, 

history, and cultures. However, human understanding does not mean a reader-centered-understanding 

of texts. The understanding gained from hermeneutics considers the world which the text reveals. 

Readers gain knowledge of the world through texts, where they encounter a new world: “The aim of 

hermeneutical endeavor and hermeneutical training is to overcome narcissistic self-projections 

composed and imposed by the disguised self” (Thiselton, 2007:85). 

Thiselton (2007:453) suggests that hermeneutical approaches to the doctrine of the Trinity have two 

aspects: the level of Christian experience and the NT narratives. Firstly, the level of Christian 

experiences refers to the theological views of the Trinity through the prayers and worship of Christians 

(Thiselton, 2007:452). He states that Christian experiences are not suitable for biblical traditions, 

because they are unstable and far from any universal truth. Christian experiences are of lesser 

importance than the Scriptural narrative, and can only be accepted as a temporary and provisional 

method of exploring the meaning of the doctrine of the Trinity. According to Thiselton (2007:455), the 

main reason for studying the doctrine of the Trinity is not to argue hypothetical problems about the 

coexistence of the numerals “three” and “one,” which were the disputed controversies and formulations 

of the third and fourth centuries, and which have become a novel term for the Trinity in modern theology. 

The purpose of using the biblical narrative as a hermeneutical starting point is its power as an integrating 

tool which proves the intimate relationship between Christian life and the doctrine of the Trinity 

(Thiselton, 2007:455). Therefore, the supreme starting point to the study of the doctrine of the Trinity 

is not abstract controversy and the level of human experience, but the NT narrative as the acts of the 

Triune God. This approach overcomes tritheism as the core of the traditional trinitarian argument 

(Thiselton, 2007:459). 

Thiselton (2015:38), in his book, “Systematic theology” published in 2015, also stresses that the 

narrative is the most correct approach when studying the doctrine of the Trinity. He also states in the 

book that the economic Trinity, the immanence Trinity, and the social Trinity, which is a recent 

trinitarian term, are not absolutely necessary, but are merely useful for secondary theological reflection. 

The meaning of a little bold statement is to stress the elimination of the abstract and conceptual 

misunderstanding of the doctrine of the Trinity by means of the narrative view.    

Vanhoozer (2002:54) also states that the Trinity itself is identified through the narrative process. The 

Gospels describe the economic Trinity through certain acts of Jesus Christ which are vested in the 

actions of God, that reveal the immanent Trinity by describing the inner relationship of the Father, the 

Son, the Spirit (Jn 16-17). Therefore, the economy of the immanent Trinity is found in the biblical 

narrative, and readers undergo the process of reading it, interpreting the narrative, and receiving the 
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message of the Trinity.   

According to Thiselton (2007:457), the study of the doctrine of the Trinity in the biblical narrative is 

firstly about the appellation of ‘the Father’ whom Jesus usually refers to as ‘God, the Father’ (Mt12:50; 

11:27; 20:23; 26:29) and ‘Abba’ (Lk 22:42, Mk 14:36). These names for ‘God the Father’ are the 

important foundation which unshakably illuminate the doctrine of the Trinity (Kasper, 2012:142; 

Jeremias, 1971:37; Vanhoozer, 2007:26; Wainwright, 1962:41-50, 171-195). The best feature of this 

appellation is that it underscores the relationship of the Trinity (Thiselton, 2015:34). Moltmann 

(1981:64) also states that the relationship between the Father, the Son, and the Spirit is a form of 

narrative, when they converse about God. “In other words, as the narrative unfolds, the identity of Jesus 

is bound into the trinitarian framework” (Thiselton, 2015:34). 

Vanhoozer (2002:65) suggests that doctrine of the Trinity has to be explored in narratives even to the 

further extent of an existential dimension. According to Ricoeur, the plot of a narrative gathers 

complicated and scattered stories and combines them, which gives them a new meaning. In a narrative, 

disparate events and characters are brought together to form a new united story (Ricoeur 1984:70). In 

this way, Christianity talks about God, and invites others to join in the narrative through the relationship 

of the internal and external Trinity. Vanhoozer (2002:66) states that we can only know of the Trinity 

through the narrative, when the three Persons are distinguished and revealed through their similarities 

and differences. Vanhoozer (2002:66) suggests that the doctrine of the Trinity moves from the narrative 

to an existential view. For instance, the proclamation, “God is love” (1Jn 4:16), is not merely an abstract 

noun, but it is employed as an instrument used to express the relationship, in the Trinity, of the Father, 

the Son, and the Spirit. The Love, as a declaration, is a refreshingly different approach in the narrative 

describing the Triune God. 

Lastly, the narrative of the Father and the Son is roughly founded on the narrative of the Spirit (Thiselton, 

2007:). The holy Spirit prepared the way for Christ (Is 61:1), Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit 

(Mt 1:18), During Christ’s baptism, the Spirit descended to earth (Mk 1:10), And, by the Spirit, Christ 

suffered Satan’s temptation and was victorious 4:14), In the sermon delivered at Nazareth, Christ 

proclaimed that the prophecy of Isaiah is accomplished through Him (Lk 4:18), He prayed through the 

Spirit (Lk 10:21), and was given the Spirit without limit (Jn 3:34), He drove demons away by the power 

of the Spirit (Mt 12:28), He offered his soul (Heb 9:14), and the Spirit helped with the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ (Rom 1:4; 8:11: Jn 6:63, 1Cor 15:45, 2Cor 3:6), The Spirit who aided Christ when He came 

to earth as the Messiah, is the Spirit of God, and now ‘the Spirit of Christ’ works to complete His work 

of salvation (Rom 8:9; 2Cor 3:17; Gal 4:6; Php 1:19; Yoo, 1997:375).    

To this point our discussion has been about the proper approach to doctrine of the Trinity with specific 
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reference to Thiselton’s views when he (Thiselton, 2007:463) states that prepositional formulas such as 

the traditional approaches of the early church, or the late trinitarian terms such the economic Trinity, 

the immanent Trinity, and the social Trinity do not replace the primary principle which is the biblical 

narrative, especially the New Testament narrative. According to him (Thiselton, 2015:38), complicated 

formulas from the third and fourth centuries give, to some degree, complementary hermeneutical 

resources, but when the information exceeds a certain limit, this causes hermeneutical confusion. 

Moreover, the late trinitarian terms such as Perichoresis and Kenosis are a merely limited secondary 

aid to understanding the doctrine. Thiselton convincingly declares that the fundamental source of the 

doctrine of the Trinity is the biblical text, especially the NT narrative (Hurtado, 2010:6-7, 2003:70; 

Bauckham, 2008:57-59, 2002:204). The narrative approach to the doctrine corresponds with the view 

of this thesis. However, church historical studies should not be neglected, in particular, the answers that 

the church offers to the questions raised by the doctrine of the Trinity. Vanhoozer (2007:26) also states 

that: “The doctrine of the Trinity is not an abstract speculation but is the response of the church to the 

revelation of God in history and Scripture”. Actually, Thiselton in his book ‘The hermeneutics of 

doctrine’ uses one-third of the book to explain the narrative point of view of the doctrine the Trinity, 

and in the other two-thirds of the book he explains   the historical traditional formulas, and the later 

trinitarian terms. This emphasizes the importance of the historical studies of the church as the important 

narrative study of the doctrine. Therefore, the primary place to begin studying the doctrine of the Trinity 

is by means of the biblical narrative, but, however, the church historical studies also play an important 

role in the understanding of the doctrine. This point of view is a suitable hermeneutical feature that 

supports interdisciplinary study. However, Thiselton’s statement is unquestionably legitimate: If we 

adhere to the NT, trinitarian theology is also relatively easy to explain (Thiselton, 2015:38). Also, the 

narrative approach is a useful instrument in solving the ‘tritheism’ traditional problem (Thiselton, 

2007:459).  

2.5 Conclusion 

Until now, we have examined Ricoeur’s life, the hermeneutical detour, and ‘similarity in difference’ as 

well as the modern studies concerning the hermeneutical approach to the doctrine of the Trinity. 

Thiselton and many other scholars agree that the proper approach to the doctrine of the Trinity is not 

the classical method or the late trinitarian terms such as the economic Trinity, the immanent Trinity, and 

the social Trinity, but the correct approach should begin with the biblical narrative (Thiselton, 2007:463; 

2015:38). Actually, the approach is very clear to the Reformers: “We ought to seek from Scripture a 

sure rule for both thinking and speaking for terms such as the ‘Trinity’ and ‘Person’” (Inst. 1.8.3). 

Despite this historical background, the doctrine of the Trinity has been at times excessively biased 

towards speculative and conceptual thoughts. Because of this bias, the author of this thesis focuses on 

Ricoeur’s symbols, metaphors and narratives as a hermeneutical detour, because these tools are useful 
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when revealing the meaning of the biblical narrative.  

Ricoeur rejects the belief that there is only one way to explain human existence, and he recognizes that 

diverse interdisciplinary opinions can play an appropriate role in the investigation of human existence. 

Ricoeur hears colorful voices from diverse interdisciplinary conversations. This approach does not 

merely synthesize the variety of thoughts, but aims at finding similarity in difference. Ricoeur proposes 

the hermeneutical detour as a possibility for initiating conversations. As mentioned above, the reason 

why a hermeneutical detour has been proposed, is to avoid impetuous conclusions and, by fully 

employing epistemic methodology, open the possibilities of interdisciplinary conversation. Therefore, 

the narrative approaches to the doctrine of the Trinity means that it is open for potential of having 

various conversations about the doctrine. According to the narrative point of view, there may be 

discussions about varied classical formulations, philosophical approaches, and Church history ranging 

from the decisions of the early Church to the modern complicated arguments of modern scholars. To 

consider the doctrine from a narrative point of view does not mean to describe the Trinity directly, but 

to figure out the unity and relationship of the Trinity in Scripture which is the record of God’s actions. 

To explain this simply, the narrative view is not a direct way, but a detour to the understanding of the 

Trinity. A great number of stories about the Trinity gather as a result of the detour and the story tellers, 

converse with each other, and gradually develop many explanations for the existence of the Trinity.  

The biblical narrative is related to the culture and history of ancient time, and, yet, it is also related to 

the history and culture of the present time. The narrative approach to the doctrine includes texts, culture, 

the time gap, the historical situation and many other dimensions. The biblical Narrative is a unique 

instrument to aid conversation that includes historical and cultural dimensions.27 Ricoeur (1984:52) 

mentions an important aspect of the narrative approach: “time becomes human to the extent that it is 

articulated through a narrative mode, and the narrative attains its full meaning when it becomes a 

condition of temporal existence” (his own italics). According to Ricoeur, history and existence express 

their genuine meaning in the narrative approach. Thus, for instance, when Christians talk about Jesus 

Christ, they accurately relate His story including His life, death, and resurrection. “He is not Jesus Christ 

apart from that His story” (Frei, 1998-2004: 51). Similarly, the Triune God is outstandingly revealed 

through His attributes and His history of salvation. In this way, history and existence are intensely 

                                                      

27 Hans Wilhelm Frei (1922-1988) in his book, the Eclipse of biblical narrative, talks about reading Scripture in 

Western Christianity before the historical criticism arose in the eighteenth century. According to Frei, the Bible, 

before the historical criticism, was not merely recognized as an edited document or a dogmatic document, but 

mainly as literal and real history. The biblical narrative realistically gives the literal meaning of the text without 

any historical evidence (Frei, 1974:1). Therefore, the aim of the interpretation of Scripture is to involve the real 

world of a text through biblical thought, human experience and the biblical narrative.   
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related to the biblical narrative.  

Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour including symbols and metaphors, can explore similarity in difference 

in diverse viewpoints concerning the doctrine of the Trinity. Theories, approaches, formulations for the 

doctrine are seen as totally different from one another. However, the hermeneutical detour finds 

similarity in differences in the last moments of every conversation. The similarity perhaps will in the 

shape of consolidation between God’s transcendence and immanence (Vanhoozer, 2007:18), as the 

economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity (Rahner, 1970:21). Thiselton (2007:478), in his book ‘The 

hermeneutics of the doctrine’, also insists that the study of the doctrine has to move from a theoretical 

approach to an integrated approach through the narrative, and it must apply intimately to Christian life: 

“It is necessary to try to formulate a hermeneutic of divine transcendence that coheres with, and supports, 

an understanding of God as holy and as Other, while also revealing Himself as the God who freely and 

sovereignly chooses to love in grace. Within this horizon of understanding, an understanding of divine 

immanence in terms of perichoresis and kenosis can only enhance the sovereign freedom of God as 

Other”.  
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Chapter 3 Symbols and the analogical Trinity 

 

In the previous chapter, two points were addressed: firstly, the theological demands for a biblical 

narrative approach to the doctrine of the Trinity, and secondly, Ricoeur's suggested hermeneutical 

detours such as symbols, metaphors, and narratives, to understand more fully the meaning of the Triune 

God. From this chapter to chapter 5, each part of the hermeneutical detour will be examined in sequence. 

This chapter, in particular, attempts to find the various aspects of the doctrine of the Trinity through the 

lens of symbolism, especially the one that Ricoeur examined. The purpose of this attempt is to avoid 

speculative consideration of the doctrine, and to decipher the abundant meanings of the Trinity through 

conversations between symbolisms, theories of analogy, and the trinitarian verses in Scripture. In this 

chapter, firstly, the symbolism of Ricoeur is summarized, and then examined according to the analogical 

approaches of the doctrine found in the various controversies about the Trinity. Lastly, through the 

synthesis of these perspectives, it will be applied to the trinitarian symbols in Scripture. 

3.1 Symbolism of Ricoeur 

Why does Ricoeur talk about symbolic hermeneutics in the sphere of philosophy? According to him, a 

symbol is not merely an implement, but it is an implement which is used to seek the meaning of human 

existence in the philosophical field. He considers these symbols to be related to the problem of 

explaining the reasons for our existence (Ricoeur, 1974:11).)  

Modern philosophers value the function of human reason above everything else. They have unbounded 

confidence in human reason, and they believe that the ability of human reason includes the capabilities 

of calculating, controlling, and distributing their inner and outer resources. Ricoeur states that the 

Descartes cogito is “the own self, that is positing as the self” (Ricoeur, 1974:169). He declares, further, 

that Marx, Nietzsche and Freud are masters of suspicion, who reveal the cogito as a seriously distorted 

concept: Human cogito is not pure or transparent according to the social productive structure (Marx); 

the intention to possess power (Nietzsche); and the unconscious sexual desire (Freud).28 Ricoeur states 

                                                      

28 Firstly, Karl Marx said that the modes of production are the most important factors that help to determine the 

structure of society. If a man perceives himself as a social being, he is not autonomous because social external 

forces determine his will. Thus, this belief will eventually affect his interpretation of texts. For Marx, the author's 

genuine meaning is decided by the modes of production by his or her society. Secondly, Friedrich Nietzsche saw 

human existence as being exclusively driven by the will to possess power. This strong desire for power can cause 

the adoption of an ideology or religion which will contribute to the ability to dominate other people. On the 

contrary, the weak build a slave morality, which affirms weakness as being morally superior. According to 

Nietzsche, Christianity is a religion with a slave morality. The focus of Nietzsche's interpretation is to know 

whether one has power or a slave morality. Lastly, Freud states that the human self is distorted by the processes 

of the unconscious which makes people execute and believe in many non-Christian concepts. Therefore, 

utterances or texts are often distorted by the unconscious ego. According to Freud, when we read or interpret a 
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that genuine cogito is not the result of speculative philosophy, but has developed from the concrete 

premises inferred from language and symbolism: “A meditation on symbols is an approach to the 

birthplace of language, and represents an attempt to avoid the difficulties in the problem of finding the 

starting point in philosophy” (Ricoeur, 1974:287). Ricoeur has found a new way to use symbols to 

embrace others which is beyond Cartesian’s excessive confidence for the self, and Husserl's subjective 

phenomenological description. In other words, Ricoeur plans to move away from cogito ergo sum 

considered to be the self-subjectivity of Cartesian’s famous formula to symbol as new epistemic sphere. 

He suggests a novel formula, “symbols give rise to thought” (Ricoeur, 1967:347) which is the central 

concept in his text. According to him, in order to understand human existence, one must be willing to 

consider the diverse dimensions between languages, human experiences, history, temporality and ethics.  

To enrich the understanding of meaning, Ricoeur believes that there is a definite need for 

multidisciplinary dialogues to occur between psychoanalysis, structuralism, religious phenomenology, 

ethics, theology, hermeneutics, and so on. These conversations are mediated in the framework of 

symbols, which develops into theories of metaphors, and then the metaphor theory is extended into 

narrative theories.   

  Ricoeur wrote three important books about symbolism, which is of great importance to Ricoeur: The 

symbolism of evil (1967), Freud and philosophy (1970), and The conflict of interpretation (1974). In 

first and third books, he deals with the problem of evil as a particular symbol. In the second book, he 

defines symbols as having double meanings, and explains this according to psychoanalytic and 

philosophical perspectives. Thus, in order to understand his general symbolism, we have to organize 

his fragmented ideas in his book. In this section, after focusing on the general symbolism theory of 

Ricoeur, evil is considered as a distinctive symbol.  

3.1.1 General symbolism  

3.1.1.1 Definition of symbol 

The word “symbol” is a compound word derived from the Greek words ‘sym-’ (with) and ‘ballein’ (to 

throw) which means ‘to throw together’.29 Ricoeur analyzes the definitions of symbol as representing 

concepts in either a broad or a narrow sense and at various levels in literature and philosophy. Firstly, 

                                                      
text, we have to consider for the author's unconscious ideas (Jensen, 2007:109-112).  

29 Symbols also include the following meanings: “to juxtapose, to mate, and to connect with each other” (Kahler, 

1960: 70). From the point of view of discourse, a symbol originates from a contract motive, which ensures that 

both promisors have something that will guarantee their promises, and confirm them. Thus, symbols mean that 

different values are mediated or linked by a specific means such as promises or contracts.  
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in the narrow definition of symbols, there are symbols in literature and other symbols such as those that 

are found in Plato's analogy. A symbol in literature is a sign to indicate and to imply objects. Plato 

employs symbols to explain the relationship of two different objects through their similarity 30 

(Nottopoulos, 1944:172). The symbols in this context imply a static instruction not to move to the world 

of meaning. However, according to Ricoeur, this definition is too narrow, because he considers that 

meaning exists through symbols. On the other hand, Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945) views symbols in a 

broad sense. 31 He considers every symbol to be a universal implement to explain human experience, 

culture, and the whole of society: “Too broad a definition is one that makes the “symbolic function” the 

general function of mediation by which the mind or consciousness constructs all its universes of 

perception and discourse” (Ricoeur, 1970:10). Perceiving a symbol as a universal tool makes it useless 

so that we are unable to distinguish between univocal and equivocal meanings (Ricoeur, 1970:48). The 

universal approach to symbols can partly reveal our concern about existence but, then the linguistic 

aspect of experiencing existence, is weakened. Ricoeur sets the notion of his symbolism in the midst of 

two definitions which are neither too wide nor too narrow. In short, according to Ricoeur’s (1970:7; 

1976:88) definition, a symbol within the linguistic system, has a double meaning: A little broader 

meaning of symbols occurs within “this region of double meaning”. In the sphere of the double meaning, 

interpretation is unavoidably needed (Ricoeur, 1970:9). The double meaning, or the duality of meaning 

present in symbols, refers to the variety of meanings that differ from whatever has been said (Ricoeur, 

1970: 48). This concept is related to semantic analysis which is part of the classification of symbols and 

signs. Ricoeur states that “We say that words, because of their semantic quality, which has significance 

and, thanks to this significance, words allow further meanings. The term “to signify” covers the twofold 

                                                      
30 According to Plato, a symbol is a method of perceiving an object which is almost impossible to recognize, 

such as the problem of the nature of being or existing, such as the image of the sun and light (Notopoulos, 

1944:172). When used in this manner, a symbol becomes an expressive way to explain or reflect the world of 

nature. Plato however, regards symbols as an expression technique through representation, imitation, and mimesis. 

He states that a symbol is no more than a copy of objects. (Brittan, 2003:11). 

31 Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945) is a philosopher who deals with symbols in the field of philosophy. He was greatly 

influenced by Kant's philosophy of form, which he explains in his important book: Philosophy of Symbolic Forms 

(1923), Symbols are discussed in Kant's philosophy of Form. Kant proposed a subjective perception method that 

is not the passive rational action of accepting an object as it is, but recognizing an object through a self-subjective 

way in an emotional form (space, time) and in forms of understanding (there are 12 categories in the human mind) 

(Kant, 1996:321). His idea is called ‘the Copernican shift’. Similarly, according to Cassirer, the symbol is an 

implement to help us understand human experiences and all the developments and formations of nature (Verene, 

2011:14). 
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duality of expression and designation” (Ricoeur, 1970:12).  

Cassirer also distinguishes between signals and symbols. According to him, a symbol cannot be simply 

reduced to a signal, because signals and symbols belong to two different domains. A signal is part of 

the physical world, whereas a symbol belongs to the world of meaning. Signals are operators, and 

symbols are designators (Cassirer, 1944:32). When a signal is used, it appears as a kind of physical 

entity, but a symbol has the functional value of exposing meaning. After studying the growth process 

of Helen Keller, Cassirer stated that the function of symbols is to give life to signals, which he considers 

to be the source of words, which become meaningful through mediation. Helen Keller, made words 

meaningful by initially employing signals and gestures as her tools of communication, and after that, 

she began to use words, which are essentially symbols. She took this crucial step after realizing that 

there are names for every object. Cassirer states that, because every object has its own name, this is a 

definite indication that that the function of symbols is not limited to a special case, but that the function 

is a universal principle that applies to all areas of human society (Cassirer, 1944:36). Through Cassirer’s 

argument he establishes the symbol as a universal form or world which was, eventually, to be 

dominantly influenced by Kant’s philosophy of form. For this reason, Ricoeur (1970:10) states that 

Cassirer’s definition of symbols is obsessed with an overly narrow structure of formal subjectivism32.  

Ricoeur (1976:53) confesses that it is very difficult to define a symbol: “the problem of symbols is 

dispersed among many fields of research, and is so divided among them that it tends to become lost in 

their proliferation”. According to Ricoeur’s view, symbols are intricately intertwined in three 

dimensions: psychoanalysis, literature, and religion. Firstly, a symbol in psychoanalysis is connected to 

the psychological conflict in the hidden unconsciousness of human beings where symbols are 

                                                      
32 Saussure also describes the structural duality of meaning as signifier (signifiant) and as signified (signifié).  

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857~1913) deals with the concept of language (langue), speech (parole), signifier and 

signified in the following fundamental statement: “A language is a system of signs expressing ideas. It is therefore 

possible to conceive of a science which studies the role of signs as a part of social life. Such a science would 

investigate the nature of signs and the law governing them” (Saussure, 2013:18). Saussure sets Langue as a 

fundamental system of language which is thoroughly influenced by social factors (Saussure, 2013:16). He divides 

this system into two parts: signifier and signified. The sign consists of two sides. On the one hand, the signifier 

refers to a surface of perceived sound by sense, on the other hand, signified is a face which cannot be perceived 

by the system. The problem of the relationship between signifier and signified is dealt with in the relationship 

between sound and text, or the relationship between a spoken expression and the object of the expression. 

Therefore, Saussure’s explanation of the duality of signs is not about the duality of meaning in Ricoeur’s argument, 

but, rather, it is about the duality of the structure related to the system of language. 
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represented by dreams, other symptoms, and psychological conflicts in social and cultural collisions. 

Secondly, symbols in literature indicate or represent the world views or social and cultural desires of 

authors. Thirdly, religious symbols create meanings that transcend time and space through concrete 

entities such as trees, labyrinths, ladders, and mountains.  

Another difficulty when defining symbols is that they have linguistic and non-linguistic dimensions, 

because, they simultaneously have primary and secondary meanings. The linguistic characteristics of 

symbols can be clearly identified through their semantics, structure, and interaction between their 

primary meaning and their secondary meanings. The non-linguistic aspect of symbols refers to symbols 

which do not become expressions in language. In other words, the non-linguistic aspect of symbols is 

strongly intertwined with the names of objects and, therefore, they lack autonomy. However, the non-

linguistic dimension of symbols is much closer to objects than a linguistic one. Therefore “the non-

linguistic dimension is just as obvious as the linguistic one” (Ricoeur, 1976:54). For this reason, many 

disciplines try to understand the relationship between linguistic and non-linguistic symbols or between 

non-symbolic and pre-linguistic activities (Ricoeur, 1976:58). In psychoanalysis, symbols are 

connected with the beliefs related to human desires. Religious symbols indicate and imply non-

linguistic elements such as sacred objects, paintings, images, ceremonies, rites and so on. For instance, 

the temples of several religions are almost built according to a heavenly model that remind their people 

of heaven. How can these complicated and manifold symbolic dimensions be perceived as possessing 

an orderly semantic effect? Ricoeur claims that these complexities in symbolism become orderly and 

acceptable through the theory of metaphors (Ricoeur, 1976:54). In other words, symbols extend the 

dimension of words into the dimension of discourse by including metaphors within the dimension of 

sentences. Thus, the meanings of symbols are ordered in complex or ambiguous ways according to the 

various levels of metaphor or discourse: “We should be careful to note that these symbols do not stand 

apart from language as values of immediate expression, or as directly perceptible physiognomies; but, 

only in the universe of discourse, do these realities take on a symbolic dimension” (Ricoeur, 1970:14). 

Ricoeur has also made the following statement: “I hypothesize that these developments will provide 

enough of the missing intermediary steps to allow us to bridge the gap between metaphors and symbols” 

(Ricoeur, 1976:54). Thus the theory of symbol and the theory of metaphor must be complementary to 

each other to reveal genuine meanings.  

Ricoeur includes Plato’s definition, which is the narrowest one, in his discussions of symbolism. This 

is a concept that states that meanings in a symbol are combined through the analogy between the primary 

meaning and the secondary meaning of the symbol (Ricoeur, 1970:17). For example, evil as a physical, 

ontological symbol is connected with analogies such as defilement, sin, guilt, deviations, heavy burdens, 

and mistakes. These analogies are between primary and secondary meanings, but are not readily 
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emerged. An analogy conveys and reveals its meaning through the primary meaning, but, 

simultaneously, it expands and creates the secondary meaning. It is not a dichotomous movement, but 

a significant movement. In other words, there are not two combined functions that are a literal 

meaningful action as well as a symbolic one. There is only a convincing single movement in which a 

primary semantic action is assimilated into a secondary one (Ricoeur, 1976:55).  

Thus, there is an enormous difference between symbols and allegories: “An allegory is a rhetorical 

procedure that can be eliminated once it has fulfilled its function. Having ascended the ladder, we can 

then descend it” (Ricoeur, 1976:56). Ricoeur states that an important trait of an allegory is that it 

becomes unnecessary once the primary meaning is understood. On the contrary, there is an impossibility 

of capturing the significance of symbols within the system. According to him, the meaning of a symbol 

is exclusively revealed within the function of an analogy as it embraces similarity through the first and 

second meanings: “The symbol assimilates rather than apprehends a resemblance. Moreover, by 

assimilating various concepts and objects, it supports us in the knowledge of what is signified by the 

analogy. This is precisely what makes the theory of symbols extremely fascinating, and yet deceiving” 

(Ricoeur, 1976:56). According to Ricoeur the function of symbols is to reveal latent meanings through 

the correlation of primary and secondary meanings. Thus, in this instance, the ‘analogy’ is one of 

elements associated with the resemblance between the first signification and the second signification 

(Ricoeur, 1970: 16-17), and the meanings of symbols are revealed only through the analogy, (Ricoeur, 

1967:17). Symbols can be symbols in a double sense because of the roles of analogy. As a result of the 

number of ways the roles are played, the symbols also vary: “It is always with something that plays the 

role of an analogy as a starting point that the symbol symbolizes, and the multiplicity of the symbols is 

the immediate consequence of their subservience to a stock of analogy” (Ricoeur, 1967: 168). 

Ricoeur finally defines symbols as follows: “A symbol exists where linguistic expression lends itself 

by its double or multiple meanings to a work of interpretation” (Ricoeur, 1970:18) and it is only 

construed through the process of analogy (Ricoeur, 1967:17). He places his own definition as a double 

meaning between Plato's one as analogy in the narrow sense and Cassirer’s one as the universal 

implement in the broad category. The reason why Ricoeur strictly limits the symbol in a double meaning 

sphere is to handle the fragmented symbol that is defined by many research fields and each of its 

criterion, which are dominantly in the linguistic field. The fundamental nature of a symbol consists of 

ambiguity, and this ambiguity is clarified by combining with metaphors as an element of a sentence. 

The meanings are also revealed by Plato’s concept of an analogy as an element of resemblance in the 

relationship between the first and second significance.   
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3.1.1.2 The proper place of interpretation of symbols  

During his exploration of symbolism, Ricoeur emphasized the huge world of meaning found in 

symbolism, which is significantly more than is found in rationalism. Ricoeur did this in protest against 

the spirit of modernity (Ricoeur, 1974:285). When Ricoeur refers to the spirit of modernity he means 

Cartesian objectivism. According to him, Cartesian objectivism is a method of understanding every 

field in natural science which has fixed objective criteria. This method causes human beings to lose an 

immeasurable amount of understanding about their existence. Therefore, Ricoeur employs symbols to 

perceive what has been lost from the understanding of human existence: “This presentation [The 

conflict of interpretations] is intended to be interdisciplinary in scope” (Ricoeur, 1974:61). Therefore, 

the problem of using symbols is intimately related to the issue of equivocality: “Can philosophy 

systematically cultivate the equivocal?” (Ricoeur, 1970:41). “Can philosophy build its rigor upon 

equivocal connotations?” (Ricoeur, 1970:47), “How can thought that has once entered into the immense 

problematic world of symbolism, and into the revealing power of symbols, develop along the lines of 

rationality and rigor that have been part of philosophy since its origins?” (Ricoeur, 1974:284). Ricoeur 

repeatedly asks these questions before the start of his explanations of symbolism. Through these 

questions, he attempts to show how the antinomic aspects of philosophy and equivocality are integrated 

in symbolism. He also hopes that symbols can become a remedy for modernity that has lost all concept 

of sacredness: “The historical moment of the philosophy of symbols is both the moment of forgetting 

and the moment of restoring: forgetting hierophanies, forgetting the signs of what is Sacred, and losing 

hold of man himself as belonging to what is Sacred, is the forgetting of that which is the counterpart of 

the imposing task of nourishing men, and satisfying their needs through a technical control of nature. 

The dim recognition of this forgetting is what stirs us to restore the integrity of language. In the very 

age in which our language is becoming more precise, more univocal, more technical, and better suited 

to those integral formalizations that are considered to be precise “symbolic” logic, we, in this age of 

discourse, wish to recharge language, and use once again the fullness of language” (Ricoeur, 1974:285).   

Ricoeur, states that when studying symbolism, scholars should never abandon the tradition of pursuing 

the rationality that philosophy has developed since the time of the Greeks: “It is not at all a question of 

giving in to some kind of imaginative intuition, but rather of thinking, and of elaborating concepts so 

that they are comprehensible, and make one comprehend concepts that are woven together, in at least 

some kind of systematic order. But, simultaneously, there is also the question of transmitting a richness 

of meaning or significance, by means of this rational elaboration, that is already there, and which has 

preceded this rational elaboration” (Ricoeur, 1974:292).  

According to Ricoeur, symbols are strictly limited to the domain of double meaning. He states that the 

symbolic instrument engages in ontological characteristics. Thus, since there is a relationship with 
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ontology, it has the same intrinsic, double semantic structure. The first significant step towards 

understanding meaning in symbolism, is the engagement with the literal meanings or physical meanings, 

and the second significant step is related to the spiritual, existential or ontological meanings. Symbols 

produce existential or ontological meaning through semantic functions (Ricoeur, 1974:28). The 

interaction between the first signification and the second one, gives rise to a variety of thoughts that 

provide opportunities to discover novel meanings hidden by the literal meanings. Through the 

interaction of resemblance, symbols not only produce an abundance of potential meanings behind every 

letter, but they also persistently invoke ideas concerning new words and meanings (Ricoeur, 1974:28). 

Ricoeur deals with the problem of double meaning on three levels: hermeneutics, lexical semantics, and 

structural semantics (Ricoeur, 1974:62-75). Firstly, hermeneutics deals with the problem of double 

meanings in the dimension of a text. In such an instance the symbol represents the ambiguity of human 

existence through equivocal meanings. For example, the event of the Exodus in Scripture refers to the 

experience of human beings being released from slavery. This was an historical event, but it has become 

an historical literary event by means of words and the equivocal meaning of the symbol, that enables 

us to describe the human existential movement and its ontological dimension (Ricoeur, 1974:65). 

Secondly, lexical semantics treats the symbol on the same level as the word. The symbol, in its turn, has 

an equivocal meaning that can replace the concept of polysemy which refers to a noun having multiple 

meanings. At this level, there are signs of interactions. Every sign is elucidated by another sign, and the 

meanings become clearer through the other signs (Ricoeur, 1974:70). Thirdly, structural semantics 

describes symbols based on sememe which is lower than the concept of vocabulary. The symbol in this 

discussion is defined by the relationships between binary opposites such as long - short, broad and 

narrow. Although pairs of words, in this context are opposites, they are combined by means of a 

characteristic that has a resemblance to men and women meeting within the concept of sex (Ricoeur, 

1974:72).  

The equivocal meanings of symbols become increasingly rigorous as scientific recognition, and the 

meanings are narrowed down. When moving to a lower level, the meanings in symbols do not disappear 

completely, but they mysteriously disappear like a riddle. The reason why this mysterious disappearance 

occurs is because of the exclusion of the relationship between words and its objects. (Ricoeur, 1974:74). 

When analyzing symbolism that is present in structuralism, the mystery of the symbol and the hidden 

meaning in a symbol, disappears. Ricoeur estimates that Structural linguistics cannot play any role in 

the dual meaning and production of meanings in symbols (Ricoeur, 1974:75). In order for the mystery 

of the symbol to be maintained and the various meanings of existence to be evident in the symbol, it 

must be discussed at the level of text. In this manner, the problems of polysemy is solved by functions 

of symbol. Whether a word has one or more meanings is not a problem concerning a word but it is a 
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problem of context. When events occur, characters appear, rules are established, and complete stories 

about nature and history appear. Thus, the problem of double meanings, inevitably emerges. When a 

context refers to a specific concept or object and, simultaneously, refers to another concept, it does not 

have one single meaning, but, it appears to have only one meaning. In this way, a context becomes a 

structure that can contain diverse meanings and can give clues to interpret it. This structure produces 

semantic effects called the symbol in cooperation with the polysemy of words. (Ricoeur, 1974:90). 

Ricoeur argues that the place of symbolic interpretation should be handled at the level of texts, i.e. at 

the level of hermeneutics. In this way, a symbol can maintain its mystery without loss of meaning, and 

it will continually keep on producing various meanings during an interplay between the first and second 

significations which use analogy as resemblance.  

3.1.1.3 Reflection and symbol 

Ricoeur critically considers the relationship between the reflection in phenomenology and in symbolism. 

Reflection in phenomenology refers to the reflection of oneself: “The goal of this reflection is to try to 

understand the Ego in its effort to exist, in its desire to be” (Ricoeur, 1970:46). In other words, reflection 

is an effort to recapture the Ego of the Ego Cogito (Ricoeur, 1970:43). The self-reflection or positing of 

the self (Ricoeur, 1970:42) is hypothesized as the first truth from philosophers who are in the flow of 

European reflection philosophy, which forms part of the broad tradition of modern philosophy that 

began with Descartes, continued to develop through Kant and, was applied by Fichte. However, this 

positing of the self is “not given, it is a task” (Ricoeur, 1970:45). The question, “Why should the positing 

of the self be recaptured again through the action of reflection?”, is explained by Ricoeur who says that 

this is so because reflection rejects direct self-awareness and takes a detour to existence: “a reflective 

philosophy is in contrast to the philosophy of the immediate” (Ricoeur, 1970:43). The statement that 

reflection is not direct intuition means that Cogito is not the place for the interpretation of existence. 

According to Ricoeur, the statement “I think, therefore I am," which is considered as the first truth, is 

inexpressibly abstract and empty. (Ricoeur, 1970:42). To establish a formula in reality, it has to be 

cultivated in concrete, human, and empirical dimensions. He proposes that restoring the lost self is 

accomplished by deciphering or interpretation, which are the lost signs of the self in the present-day 

cultural world. In other words, for reflection to work properly with human experience, “it must take to 

itself the opaque, contingent, and equivocal signs scattered in the cultures in which our language is 

rooted” (Ricoeur, 1970:47). Therefore, the truth about ‘existence’ or ‘being’ must be substantialized in 

language. In language, “the Ego must lose and find itself” (Ricoeur, 1970:43). Ricoeur emphasizes that 

philosophy can include universality by considering culture, and being aware that the rigor of philosophy 
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must depend on equivocal language33.  

Ricoeur employs works of reflection as an interchangeable word with the interpretation activity: “The 

aporias of interpretation are those of reflection itself,” (Ricoeur, 1970:47), “To reflect upon these 

symbols and to interpret them is one and the same act” (Ricoeur, 1970:53). Ricoeur draws on speculative 

and notional reflection in hermeneutics. The ambiguity of a symbol is not an error or a polysemy; it is, 

instead, an instrument to interpret symbols: “Enigma does not block understanding but provokes it” 

(Ricoeur, 1970:18). The concealment of the enigma does not break the flow of thoughts, but rather 

makes them spread in many ways that manifest their diverse meanings. From this point of view, 

hermeneutics does not express the awkwardness of the ambiguity of meaning, but can understand and 

explain the fullness of meaning. However, hermeneutics should always be a reflection. The 

interpretation, without reflection, in other words, the truth which cannot be discussed or conversed with, 

is merely an ambiguous eclecticism. Ricoeur establishes ontology through reflection and restores an 

abundant meaning of existence through hermeneutics: “I wish to show how this hermeneutics, always 

in a hazardous position in a reflective philosophy” (Ricoeur, 1970:529), “there is a mystery of language, 

namely, that language speaks, says something, says something about being. If there is an enigma of 

symbolism, it resides wholly on the level of manifestation, where the equivocalness of being is spoken 

in the equivocalness of discourse” (Ricoeur, 1972:75). Ricoeur states that a symbol is an instrument to 

break the huge idol created by the positing of the self: “Thus the idols must die so that symbols may 

live” (Ricoeur, 1970:531). Therefore, “the symbolic universe is the setting for self-explanation” 

(Ricoeur, 1974:258).  

3.1.2 Symbol and interpretation  

Ricoeur defines interpretation in the historical context of two traditions: Aristotle’s interpretive theory 

and the biblical commentary. He states that Aristotle’s interpretive concept is an excessively redundant 

explanation of the definition, whereas the Bible commentary is too short explication. These statements 

are very similar to Ricoeur’s definitions of the symbol in which he places his definition in the middle 

of Cassirer’s broad one and Plato’s narrow one. According to Aristotle, interpretation is related to the 

sentences which fall within the sphere of true or false. Thus, the statement refers to the difference 

between affirmation and negation as the central theme of Aristotle’s interpretation theory. (Ricoeur, 

                                                      
33 According to logicians, a double meaning means ambiguity. They created logistics to remove the polysemy of 

double meaning (Ricoeur, 1970:48). Therefore, they propose that symbols must be removed. Ricoeur, however, 

points out that symbolism in theories of logistics is empty and cannot associate with the actual world in the fullness 

of dual meanings. 
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1970:21). However, this definition inevitably demands univocality. The monosemy of the meaning is 

ultimately obsessed with intrinsically existing as self – identification. Aristotle, on the other hand, 

admits that the concept in metaphysics cannot be defined as monosomy that merely refers to existence, 

but being is spoken of in numerous ways: “Being is multifariously predicated” (Aristotle, 1801:150). 

This means that existence is a mixed problem with several dimensions such as reality, quantity, time, 

and space. But the various ways of existence are expressed in relation to a single source: “Being is, 

indeed, predicated variously, but with reference to one, and to one certain nature and is, therefore, 

unequivocal” (Aristotle, 1801:85). Ricoeur states that Aristotle acknowledges manifold expressions of 

existence but he does not discuss the problems of the polysemy of meaning. According to Ricoeur, 

Aristotle approaches the problem of interpretation via semantics distinguished with logic, and, by means 

of this approach, he opens a slight possibility of polysemy that aids the understanding of human beings.  

Another historical tradition of interpretation is the biblical commentary tradition. According to this 

tradition, texts receive special treatment. Ricoeur, for instance, focuses on the fourfold sense of 

Scripture, which includes: literal, allegorical, moral, and spiritual interpretations. The reason why 

Ricoeur is interested in this tradition is that he can utilize the concepts in a text to create analogical 

sense (Ricoeur, 1970:25). In other words, the images and expressions in Scripture indicate or identify 

objects in the actual world. Therefore, the interpretive concept of this tradition has a mutual mediating 

element between the text and the world. (Ricoeur, 1970:26). While the biblical commentary tradition is 

centered on the text and is perceived as being able to restore the meanings of texts through messages, 

proclamations, and kerygma which are conveyed to individuals, the flow of modern hermeneutics is 

completely at the other extreme. In this stream, the meaning is an overinflated illusion and a 

mythologized one, so that the text no longer conveys illusions and myths. Ricoeur states that it is 

important to consider both the possibilities of the closeness of the text, as well as the object and the 

exaggeration of the meaning. When the tensions of these two extremes are integrated, modern doubts 

concerning meanings and reality of meanings can be solved at the same time (Ricoeur, 1970:27). In this 

context, Ricoeur suggests the urgency of the need for an equivocal meaning, and the necessity of 

symbolism: “Hermeneutics seems to me to be animated by this double motivation: the willingness to 

suspect, and the willingness to listen; as well as the vow of rigor, and the vow of obedience. In our time, 

we have not yet completely done away with idols, and we have barely begun to understand symbols. 

Possibly, this situation, in its apparent distress, is instructive or it may be that this extreme iconoclasm 

belongs to the restoration of meaning” (Ricoeur, 1970:27).  

3.1.2.1 Symbol and analogy 

The most important characteristic of symbols is its double semantic structure: its primary literal 

meaning and its secondary potential meaning. The structure does not directly indicate meanings but 
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refers to them via a detour. This indirect road to understanding symbols opens up the possibility of being 

able to discuss other objects or meanings. In the conversation, there are two dimensions: the first 

connotation and the second one. The first one is related to the second one, but this relationship is not 

very obvious at first sight. In order for a meaning to be unambiguous, there must be a certain order. To 

solve this problem, Ricoeur uses the concept of Plato’s analogy as the narrowest definition. Analogy 

plays the role of an intermediary between the first significance and the second significance of the 

symbol: “the symbolic does not reside in this or that symbol and even less so in their abstract repertory. 

This repertory will always be too poor – for it is always the same images which return; and it will always 

be too rich—for each symbol signifies potentially all the others. . . Neither is there any hermeneutic 

comprehension without the support of an economy, of an order in which the symbol signifies. Taken by 

themselves, symbols are threatened by their oscillation between sinking into the imaginary and 

evaporating in allegorism” (Ricoeur, 1970:55-56). Therefore, many symbols need some criteria or 

formality to have any plausibility.  

The semantic structure of symbols is derived through both similarity and commonality found in the first 

connotation and in the second one. According to Ricoeur’s point of view, the resemblance, which is the 

most important characteristic of an analogy, enables the relationship and dialogue between the first 

meaning and second meaning in the equivocal meaning structure of the symbol. In this order, the first 

significance may be related to second one, and through this combination, totally different meanings 

may change appropriate meanings, or produce different meanings through their resemblance. According 

to Aristotle, an analogical relationship needs the equivalent proportions of at least four terms (Aristotle, 

1906:146). For example, in mathematics, 1: 2 and 2: 4, there is an analogical relationship, because both 

have the same ratio twice (A: B s C: D). Aristotle’s well-known example of an analogy is the cup of 

Dionysus and the shield of Ares (Dionysus: glass s Ares: shield). Here the glass of Dionysus has a 

similar meaning to the shield of Ares. Through this analogical relationship, new relative expressions 

can be created such as the shields of Dionysus and the glass of Ares. Definitely, this correspondence is 

not an inclusive relationship, but has a horizontal relationship. Ricoeur argues that the analogical 

relationship of Aristotle only possessed one of the proposed terms, and He states that it is impossible to 

come out of the new relationship and ignore the terms (Ricoeur, 1970:17). In this way, the meaning of 

symbols is not deepened, neither is each term reduced or dependent, but is independently treated rather 

like the way we view water and oil. In other words, the Aristotelian analogue merely produces direct 

meanings, and other meanings do not arise through the indirect method (Ricoeur, 1970:17). Therefore, 

the way that symbols should go, namely, the way to the ontological level, is blocked.  

An analogy in a symbol does not have a readily identifiable similarity to the surface meaning, but it 

does have semantic movements between the first significance and the second one that absorb and 
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assimilate one another (Ricoeur, 1970:17). The first significance leads the reader to the second one, and 

this process makes readers blend into the text and participate in the pronouncements of the texts. By the 

semantic action of a symbol, the meanings and the objects are intimately connected and occur through 

mutual interaction in the relationship. The meaning of a symbol cannot, therefore, be readily understood 

because of its depth of meaning and its existential dimension. According to Ricoeur, “the similitude in 

which the force of symbols resides and from which they draw their revealing power is not an objective 

likeness, which I may look upon like a relation laid out before me” (Ricoeur, 1970:31). Ricoeur states 

that an analogy in a symbol does not have a superficial meaning such as Aristotle’s one, nor does it 

have a puzzle or a matching letter, but is related to the level of existence, namely, the “assimilation of 

existence” (Ricoeur, 1970:31). Thus, by introducing the concept of analogy in symbols, Ricoeur’s 

intention, that the meaning of a text and its actual object in this world can be unambiguously disclosed 

and, through this action, symbolism can proceed to the ontological sphere.  

3.1.3 Symbolism of evil 

3.1.3.1 Primary symbol for evil as defilement 

From the beginning of his discussion of the symbol of evil, Ricoeur focused largely on the question of 

a particular symbol, because evil is deeply related to the problem of human fallacy. In fact, his of 

symbolism is specifically concerned with a symbol of evil, rather than with symbolism in general. His 

book, The symbolism of evil (1967), divides the symbol of evil into two parts: defilement and myth. 

Firstly, he explains the three concepts related to defilement: stain, sin, and guilt. In the second part, he 

examines the interpretation of mythology and the biblical story of Adam. 

Firstly, there is a question about why we should, primarily, care about the problem of selecting, from a 

large number of symbols, a symbol that specifically represents evil. The use of the symbol for evil, is 

related to Ricoeur’s philosophy concerning the will of man, which is his early main theme. He argues 

that the fundamental existence of man is not in Cartesian cogito but is based on the human body, which 

is imperfect and fallible. Ricoeur recognizes that there is evil at the bottom of human imperfection. In 

other words, in modern philosophy, the fundamental element of human beings is based on the human 

cogito, which, according to Ricoeur, is evil. Therefore, the problem of evil is not a case of interpretation 

of symbols (Ricoeur, 1970:527), but it is closely connected to the problem of cogito, and also the 

problem of existence: “The symbol gives us reason to think that the Cogito is within our being, and not 

vice versa. The being which posits itself in the Cogito has still to discover that the very act, by which it 

abstracts itself from the whole, does not cease to share in the existence that challenges every symbol. 

All the symbols of guilt—deviation, wandering, captivity, all the myths—chaos, blindness, mixture, fall 

—speak of the situation of the existence of man in the world. The task, then, starts from the symbols 

which elaborate existential concepts” (Ricoeur, 1967:356).  
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How can we identify the problem of evil? To understand the problem of evil, it is necessary to interpret 

the words about evil in literature and in the commentaries of literature. Ricoeur believes that various 

symbolic languages, penitent documents, and myths that represent evil are all part of the primitive 

experience (Ricoeur, 1967:162-63). Ricoeur's book 'The Symbolism of Evil' explores the problem of 

evil in this way. Firstly, Ricoeur divides the spheres of the symbol into three parts: the universe, the 

dream, and poetry. A cosmic symbol represents a symbolic effect that implies a supernatural or spiritual 

power from the material of objects such as the sun, moon, water, and trees. The objects in the world go 

beyond their original form, and produce numerous symbols expressed in words. Religious 

phenomenology deals with these symbols. Secondly, the dream symbols are mainly related to 

psychoanalysis. The cosmic symbol seeks a symbol from the outside of human existence, and the dream 

symbol indicates symbols from the inside of the human and psychological symbol. The cosmic and 

psychological symbols are combined to express the world and human existence through themselves. 

Thirdly, the poetic symbol unifies the relationship between the cosmic symbol and the psychological 

symbol, and their mediator is imagination. Poetry plays the role of re-describing reality through 

imagination and fiction. In the dream symbol, the poetic symbol is a structure that draws the future from 

the past, and in the cosmic symbol, it becomes a tool to express that which is sacred (Ricoeur, 1967:10-

14). 

Ricoeur regards the symbolic language representing evil as the primary symbol and the myth as the 

secondary symbol. The primary symbol of the actual experience of evil, is divided into three phases: 

defilement, sin, and guilt. Firstly, defilement in a religious experience, is evil and it appears as a symbol 

of stain. This refers to breaking religious taboos. Secondly, sin is not about religious taboos through 

defilement, but is about the destruction of relationships. In this phase, the disconnection between 

personalities is revealed as sin. This is not a matter of ethical evil, but is related to the problem of the 

intrinsic level of human beings. Most of the evil in the Bible deals with sin at this level, which is a very 

fundamental problem. Finally, guilt is the symbol of evil at legal and ethical levels. The second symbol 

does not express the belief that human beings are held accountable for their sins, whereas, according to 

the third symbol, human beings are held responsible for the evil they commit according to the standards 

of the law and ethics. When human society entered the modern age, guilt symbols were developed that 

are controlled by social laws. Consciousness of sin as expressed by means of the second symbol has 

become a strict law through demythologization. Ricoeur suggests that the way of emancipation from 

evil, through hermeneutics is to restore sin as a secondary symbol in the rationality of guilt. He has a 

plan to revive religion and the sacred experience, through the symbol of sin (Ricoeur, 1967:5).   

3.1.3.2 The second symbol for evil as the myth  

Myth, the second symbol for evil, is the best place to semantically examine the empirical dimensions 
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of the primary symbols of stain, sin, and guilt. Because modern people consider myths to be fiction, 

and history to be based on facts, they may be forced to consider myths from an historical point of view 

or they may be mistaken when they think of myths as mere fiction. However, on the other hand, they 

may regard myths are as myths itself. When describing this line of thought, Ricoeur chose the term 

‘demythologization’ instead of Bultmann’s term, ‘demythization’: Thus, in this context, we never speak 

of demythization, but only of demythologization because of the thorough understanding of the 

knowledge that, what is lost, is the pseudo-knowledge, the false logos of the myth” (Ricoeur, 1967:162). 

Ricoeur defines the concept of a Myth as follows: “I shall regard myths as a species of symbols that 

have been developed in the form of narratives and articulated in a time and a space that cannot 

correspond with the time and space of history and geography according to the critical method” (Ricoeur, 

1967:19). To summarize, the myth is a symbol in a narrative form and, therefore, it cannot be observed 

rationally or, as is stated in the language of science: “we lose the myth as immediate logos, and we 

rediscover it as myth. Only at the price of, and by the roundabout way of philosophical exegesis and 

understanding, can the myth create a new peripeteia of the logos” (Ricoeur, 1967:162). Ricoeur further 

suggests that myths should be provided by the myth itself, that is, myths as narratives should be viewed 

from the perspective of symbolic language. Ricoeur suggests that the three functions of myths are placed 

within the framework of the symbols of: universality, directionality, and ontological exploration. Firstly, 

some characters in myths actually symbolize human existence. Secondly, certain tensions exist between 

the beginning and the end through the loss and rescue of human beings in myths. The narrative in the 

symbolic framework presents eschatological directions. (Ricoeur, 1974:289). Thirdly, by means of all 

these processes, myths attempt to explain the mystery of human existence: “The myth tries to 

explain/expose the enigma of human existence, namely, the discordance between fundamental reality 

— the state of innocence, which is the status of a creature, an essential being — and the actual modality 

of man, as defiled, sinful, and guilty. (Ricoeur, 1967:163). The reason why the symbol can perform all 

these propositions is because the symbols are words that have meaning in the world, and through their 

narrative form they extend the dimension of the new meaning. (Ricoeur, 1967:165). For this reason, 

myths can be clearly recognized as definite expressions and, because of their narrative form, there is a 

framework, which can be filled with human experiences, feelings, and life. Myths depict and reproduce 

the original form of human beings in order to search for their primitive shape and what they have lost. 

In this respect, a myth is an intentional reconstruction and an intentional effort to restore the original 

appearance of human beings. Therefore, as a result of these intentions, the myth becomes a symbol 

(Ricoeur, 1967:167). The reason why various myths arise from a single myth structure is because of the 

intentional reflection and the inclusion of the cultural environments of human beings into myths. 

Ricoeur acknowledges the hypothetical nature of myths and, to some degree, their fictional 

characteristics in order to be faithful to his grand scheme of seeing myths as myths: “Myth-making is 

primordial, contemporaneous with the mythical structure, since participation is signified rather than 
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experienced” (Ricoeur, 1967:168).34 

Ricoeur divides the myths about the origin and the end of evil into four categories: the drama of creation, 

the fall of mankind, the tragedy, and the exiled soul. Firstly, in the category of the drama of creation, 

the origin of evil arises from chaos, and a god that creates the world out of this chaos. The basic frame 

of this category is the identification of evil and chaos, as well as that of salvation and creation. The 

second category is the corruption of man, and how corruption leads to the possibility of the end of evil. 

The third is the tragic category. Behind the tragic fall of humanity in the mystic narrative, is the tragic 

theology in which the gods test, blind, and alienate man who appears in mythical stories. The narrative 

of the fall in Scripture is close to this category. The fourth category is the myth of the exiled soul. This 

myth is related to Western culture. It completely divides the human being into spirit and body, and 

focuses intensely on the sphere of the spirit. The human spirit comes from outside of the world of human 

beings, and is alien in this world (Ricoeur, 1967:172-74). Each myth has a mixture of these four 

categories and, therefore, in myths, they constantly struggle with one another (Ricoeur, 1974:290). On 

the one hand, there are myths that describe the origin of evil, which arose from some disaster or conflict 

before the creation of the world; on the other hand, some myths portray the origin of evil as being caused 

by human beings. In this manner, myths are divided into two streams: One considers that the origin of 

evil arose from outside of humanity and the other believes that the wrong choices made by mankind 

have led to evil and caused the unending suffering of human beings. (Ricoeur, 1974:ci: 329).  

Ricoeur states that of all the myths, the narrative of Adam’s fall has a unique humanism (Ricoeur, 

1967:233). It contains both origins of evil that are found in the myths. In other words, the story of 

Adam's fall contains the two fundamental reasons for the fall of man. Firstly, man himself was 

responsible and, secondly, the cause of man’s fall came from a temptation that was outside of himself. 

The narrative of Adam states that, on the one hand, the origin of evil is wholly the responsibility of 

mankind but, on the other hand, the origin of evil occurred through temptation, and he caused the origin 

of evil without even being aware of the results that would follow his actions (Ricoeur, 1974: 291). The 

story of the serpent is, at the very heart of the Adam myth, and represents one of evil’s faces that the 

remaining myths describe as evil, and which was already present before the fall of Adam. Thus evil 

existed before the fall and attracted and seduced man” (Ricoeur, 1974:292). Therefore, the myths 

generally portray the origin of evil as arising from a cause existing outside of human beings as described 

in the narrative of ‘Adam’s Fall’. A typical historical example of this approach appears in Gnosticism. 

                                                      
34 Refer to Ricoeur's somewhat obscure words: “the historicity of the second Adam, by reflection, conferred 

upon the first Adam a comparable historicity and an individuality corresponding to the Christ’s” (Ricoeur, 

1967:6-7). 
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The Gnostics considered that evil is out of human being, and that evil then became present universally.   

The universal presence of evil caused the souls of mankind to continually fall. When we see evil in this 

way, it becomes an entity that is transferred through infectious contact. According to the Gnostics, the 

universe is sacred but, simultaneously, Satanism is prevalent throughout it. Thus, evil is totally separate 

from humanity, and is completely unconnected to human beings. In fact, Gnostics consider evil to be 

an absolutely independent entity (Ricoeur, 1974:268). The narrative of Adam, however, is vastly 

different from that of the Gnostics and from the other myths. The difference lies in the future events 

leading to Christology that are mentioned at the end of the narrative of the Adam story: “He[her 

offspring] will crush your[serpent] head” (Gen. 3:15). These future events will eventually bring 

complete recovery, through the coming of Jesus Christ as the true Adam. The fall of Adam was caused 

through human beings yet, at the same time, the fall occurred because of external causes. Wonderfully, 

the situation will be restored through Jesus Christ, and there will be a continuation of eschatological 

hopes. (Ricoeur, 1974:301). Thus, the story of Adam is connected with eschatology, notwithstanding 

the commencement of the narrative. The story of the origin of evil is associated with the hope 

concerning the end of evil. In other words, the narrative of human sin in Scripture ends with the hope 

of human salvation. Therefore, the story of evil is not only a story of the past, but also of the present. It 

is the eschatological narrative that reveals how evil becomes the symbol of reconciliation. (Ricoeur, 

1970:527).  

Ricoeur states that there are three categories of hermeneutical reconciliation. The first is ‘in spite of.’ 

The operating aspect of this stage is not logic, but history, and it must be directly interpreted in the 

language related to the covenant, the gospel, and the sign of kerygma. Secondly, the first one is made 

possible by the second category which is: ‘thanks to’. The Apostle Paul says, "Where sin increased, 

grace increased all the more" (Rom. 5:20). The apostle describes God’s grace as a result of: ‘in spite of’ 

and ‘thanks to’. There is no absolute knowledge of Hegelian in this reconciliation category. Thirdly, 

through the first and the second categories, the third one raises the eschatological prospect of ‘much 

more’. Ricoeur describes this as the best rational symbol of reconciliation (Ricoeur, 1970:528). 

3.1.4 Summary 

Ricoeur states that a symbol possesses a double meaning, and the double meaning has a dual structure: 

firstly, it depicts significance, and secondly it portrays mediation. This dual structure is an analogy of 

resemblance. Through this analogy, the meaning of the symbol is revealed. Symbols at the level of the 

word become clearer by meeting metaphors at the level of sentences. So the symbol must be handled in 

the dimension of a text, because the meaning is always in a context, and not merely within a word. 

Ricoeur uses reflections in phenomenology to strengthen the epistemological dimension of symbolism. 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=df1ec21ac2d74a6b8730924fe09bc13a&query=%EC%82%AC%EB%9D%BC%EC%A7%90
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Through reflection, the ontological dimension of a symbol is exposed. In addition, the meaning of the 

symbol and its relationship with an object are clarified through analogy which mediates within the 

double structure of the symbol. In this sense, Ricoeur considers symbols to be ontological tools, not 

literary techniques. Ricoeur repeatedly emphasizes in his book ‘The symbolism of evil’ that the myth 

must be interpreted by means of the language of myths. Myths cannot be deciphered through the 

framework of reasonable thought resulting from fundamental relationships, causes and explanations. 

They should, be interpreted by the openness and the discovery of the myths themselves. Symbols open 

several dimensions of experience hidden behind words. When there is no symbol, experience is 

confined and hidden. Ricoeur, by considering evil as a particular symbol, respects the original depth of 

symbols, while simultaneously attempting to show how the equivocal meaning in symbols responsibly 

declares its own free meaning and accomplishes this (Ricoeur, 1974:296). 

Modern people are forced to demythologize Scripture because of their rational thinking. So they refuse 

to accept symbols. In fact, they go further, and refuse to open up and discover a new world through any 

symbol. For this reason, their interpretation of symbols has remained allegories. As evidenced by the 

problem of evil, in the sphere of rational thought, where the delicate difference between defilement and 

sin all relate to the problem of guilt inside individuals. Therefore, we cannot see the eschatological 

dimensions of reconciliation in sin. However, when symbols are embraced in the language of symbols, 

the secondary meaning in the symbol is clear. Adam's fall is not information that simply informs us 

about the origin of sin, but it tells us of the despair of human existence resulting from evil, which has 

caused the need for human salvation. Therefore, through the symbols of evil, we know that the 

beginning of evil exposes the end, of evil, which will be annihilated through Jesus Christ. The 

eschatological hope is accomplished in Him. In this way, we experience the past in symbols and hope 

for our future salvation. 

3.2 The Trinity and symbolism   

This section is a discussion about the relationship between the symbolisms of Ricoeur and the doctrine 

of the Trinity. When considering the ambiguous symbols present in the framework of the doctrine, the 

documents are contradictory. However, Ricoeur is concerned about rationality and objectivity being the 

methods used for recognition in natural science, and which are, therefore, rather less appropriate when 

considering the reasons for human existence. In this sense, a symbol with a double meaning is a good 

instrument with which to consider the various dimensions of existence. There are many difficulties 

when trying to find, in the history of interpretation of the Trinity, any discussion related to theories of 

symbols. On the other hand, an analogy, which is the subordinate concept of a symbol, has emerged 

from the past and is now part of the present interpretations of the doctrine of the Trinity.  
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Above all things, in theology, the term, analogy refers to God’s perceptibility and limitations. In 

medieval theology, the analogy of being, anlogia entis, is an analogy that assumes the similarity in the 

nature of the creatures and the Creator, thus, the knowledge of God infers the Creator through the 

creature. The analogy of being has become the theological foundation for natural theology. However, 

Barth, who is opposed to analogia entis, speaks of the analogy of faith, analogia fidei (CDⅡ/1, 225: “I 

regard the analogia entis as the invention of the Antichrist” (CD Ⅰ/1, ⅹⅲ). To Barth, theo-logia cannot 

be obtained from the creature, but only from God’s revelation. The Roman Catholic theologian, 

Söhngen (2012:59), argued that the two analogies are in an interdependent relationship regardless of 

any priority.Both anologies signify that the creature participates in the divine life. However, Barth 

completely blocked the link between the two analogies and completely separated them from the natural 

theology of Scholasticism (Johnson, 2010:11-12).  

In philosophy, an analogy contains both the self-identity and the non-identity of two other objects based 

on resemblance and, furthermore, new meanings are suggested through subsequent development and 

movement. The purpose of an analogy is not self-identification, but self-transcendence: “An analogy is 

established as a participatory being which is related to whatever is above-and-beyond” (Przywara, 

2014:213). When an analogy refers to the meaning of human beings or objects, it does not create a 

meaning naively by using the superficial meaning of a word, but uses the mobility of a meaning that is 

moving towards a certain purpose (Przywara, 2014:216).  

In short, in philosophy, an analogy is a medium that enables another ontological movement beyond self-

identity, and in theology, analogies make statements about the possibilities and limitations of 

recognizing God. The next section will examine some relevance between the analogical approach of 

the doctrine of the Trinity and Ricoeur’s symbolism.  

3.2.1 Augustine of Hippo (354 ~ 430)  

Augustine’s psychological analogy of the Trinity assumes the resemblance between the Creator and the 

creatures created in “the image of God” (Gen 1:17). His explanation puts more weight on pastoral 

teaching, than on the logical and rational evidences of the Trinity. His De Trinitatis’s sequence for the 

search of triadic formulas begins with the creatures and then attempts to reach the human mind. In the 

ninth book of De Trinitatis, Augustine explores the Trinity within human beings who are created in 

the image of God as follows: The mind in love, love in knowledge and knowledge in the mind are one 

and all are equal (De Trin. 9.5.8). In Book 10, he describes a triadic formulae present in the memory 

of the mind, in comprehension, and in the will, which is in the mind of human beings (De Trin. 

10.11.18). In book 14, he once again emphasizes that the most appropriate place to seek the Trinity is 

in the mind of human beings who have been created in the image of God when he writes: “Behold! 
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the mind, therefore, remember itself, understands itself, and loves itself; if we perceive this, we perceive 

a trinity, not yet God indeed, but now finally an image of God” (De Trin. 14.8.11). Through the 

psychological analogies referring to the human mind, Augustine proves that he is devoted to the unity 

of the essence of God, and at the same time explains the distinction of the divine Persons (Yoo, 2010:51). 

There are two reasons why he insists on addressing the question of the doctrine of the Trinity and the 

resemblance between the Creator and creatures as well as the limitation of human language.  

Firstly, according to Augustine, truth cannot be found in variable objects, but only in an immutable and 

enduring one, therefore he suggests that we should investigate the possibility of finding the image of 

God, specifically inside the mind, or in the rational and intellectual soul, of human beings, and not 

outside of them: “Image of the Creator, that has been implanted immortally in its own immortality, must 

be found in the soul of man, that is, in the reasonable or intellectual soul” (De Trin. 14.4.6). According 

to Augustine, the human mind is very similar to the Trinity (De Trin. 14.12.15). This approach 

originated from his book, Soliloquia .in which he states that the purpose of man is “to know God and 

the soul” (Soliloquia 1.2.7). Thus, Soliloquia is a kind of prelude to De Trinitatis (Mac Cormack, 2012: 

399). The aim of De Trinitatis is not to prove the existence of the Trinity, or a doctrinal writing 

describing the Trinity, but it is a whitepaper expressing the love that a soul seeks from God (Hill, 

1985:80-81): “You were more inward to me than my most inward part; and higher than my highest” 

(Confession 3.6.11). According to him, God is in the soul that is within human beings, and He transcends 

to the territory beyond the soul, where we cannot search for God in external or sensory things, but only 

within the inner part of human beings who have been created in the image of God. He repeatedly claims 

that these analogies best describe the mystery of the Trinity (De Trin. 14.8.11; 11.5.8; 15.7.11).  

Secondly, according to Augustine’s Central statement, “The Father and the Son together do not have a 

more real being than the Father singly or the Son singly. Therefore, both together in the Trinity are not 

greater than each one by Himself alone” (De Trin. 8.1.2). In order to explain the Trinity, we have to be 

aware of the limits of human expression and reason, which we do not come across, “because the super-

eminent excellence of the divinity transcends all the limits of our wonted manner of speaking” (De Trin. 

7.4.7). Because of the impossibility of producing a direct description of the mystery of the Trinity, 

Augustine chooses the soul of human beings as that which most resembles the image of God. (De Trin, 

9.5.8). The soul is a triadic formulae of the Trinity, but is not the Triune God: “Human being is called 

an image in this sense that He is made to the image, that is he is not made equal by parity, but approaches 

it by a kind of similarity” (De Trin. 7.6.12). The resemblance is neither entirely the same, nor completely 

different. Human beings created in the image of God fulfil their analogical role in the center of the 

relationship between similarity and difference, and between God and human beings. The reason why 

Augustine applied ‘Imago Dei’ to the doctrine of the Trinity is to correlate the doctrine with daily 
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Christian life (Hill, 1985: 76-77; Park, 2016: 94). Indeed, most of his book, De Trinitatis, is pervaded 

with pragmatic elements such as love, the duty of human beings created in the image of God, the 

incarnation, faith, and wisdom: “Being retained, seen, and loved, produces a kind of trinity” (De Trin. 

14.4.6). In conclusion, Augustine is able to articulate the unity of God and the equality of the Triune 

God by using an analogy, which efficiently clarifies the inseparable cooperation in the divine Persons 

(Ayres, 2010: 67).  He appropriately integrates the Trinity and Christian life through the psychological 

analogy made in the image of God. 

An analogy has secondary meanings based on certain similarities of entirely different objects. The basic 

functions of analogies are to indicate differences and to explain the relevance of the differences. 

According to Augustine, the human mind and love are trinitarian analogies which are present in the 

Trinity and which explain the relationship of the three Person. However, because both analogies still 

maintain a relationship with the Trinity after finishing the works of the analogies, Augustine’s analogies 

do not belong to the category of allegories. Augustine’s usages of analogies fall in the category of 

symbol, because the analogies keep explaining the existence of the Triune God. The role of a symbol is 

to bring trinitarian analogies onto the ontological level with the aid of resemblance in the analogy. 

Augustine’s love and mind as trinitarian analogies are not merely to indicate God’s attribution, but to 

proclaim God’s action in the ontological dimension. Ricoeur (1970:31) calls this process an 

“assimilation of existence” which refers to the movement of analogy or the movement of being to being.  

For example, the analogy of love directly indicates and relates to the Trinity, the Father, the Son, and 

the Spirit (De Trin. 8.10.14). The trinitarian analogy, love, is assimilated with the Triune God 

ontologically because the love expresses the fundamental nature of the Trinity. Furthermore, Augustine 

focuses on the act of love that is an interacting performance by the lover, the beloved, and the love. The 

prime characteristic of love is to bind existences of one to another (Ayres, 2010:284). Love represents 

the Triune God, who is seeking similarities in differences and embracing them. Ricoeur’s concept, 

assimilation of existence, emphasizes that Augustine’s trinitarian analogies are not simply connections 

of similarity between two objects but relationships between beings and their actions.  

Augustine’s psychological trinity is indeed an effort to explain a monistic account of the Trinity (Ayres, 

2010:22), but at the same time, it refers to existential assimilation between the Trinity and the divine 

action. The various acts and their interactions in Augustine’s love serve as a trinitarian hermeneutics to 

express the mystery and the redemptive history of the Trinity. Ricoeur’s contribution to theology is to 

emphasize not the closed dogmatic system based on rationality and reason, but the new perspective of 

an open-text-world through hermeneutical detours such as symbol, metaphor, and narrative.  
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3.2.2. Karl Barth (1886~1968)  

Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity is based on delicate analyses of the revelation of the Trinity. He proposes 

the analogy of faith, which is a tool to express God and man, based on revelation (Palakeel, 1995:20). 

By means of the analogy of faith, he emphasizes that the most appropriate trinitarian analogy is the 

Word of God (CDⅠ/1, 121), and the revelation is absolutely rooted in the doctrine (CDⅠ/1, 347). He 

suggests the threefold revelation: The Revealer (the subject of the revelation), the Revelation (the action 

of the revelation), and the Revealedness (the accomplishment of the revelation) (CDⅠ/1, 295; Deddo, 

2015:19). These three are not only unimpaired distinction from one another but also unimpaired unity.  

Barth considers the threefold form of the Word of God to be a unified organization. He emphasizes that 

the Word of God has three different forms, but these are not three different Words of God. Therefore, 

Barth declares that the Word of God is one Word only, and that, there is no difference in the value or 

status in the threefold form. We will never understand the Word of God in the threefold form unless we 

realize that the components are independent of one another (CDⅠ/1, 120-21).  

In the Word of God, there is the unique analogy to the Trinity (CDⅠ/1,121); the Father represents the 

revelation, the Son represents Scripture, and the Spirit represents the proclamation. The revelation also 

yields another correspondence related to the Trinity; the Father is the Revealer, the Son is the revelation, 

and the Spirit is revealedness. We can easily find these formulae in Scripture: “In the Word of God, 

there is the Revealer of the Word, the revelation itself, and the effects of the revelation” (CDⅠ/1, 304). 

Each component is undoubtedly distinct from the others, but they are the whole revelation. Also, the 

threefold form of the Word of God is interdependent relationship: The Father as the Speaker of 

revelation is known only in the Son as revelation and the Spirit as proclamation of revelation, vice versa 

(Powell, 2001:184).  

Within the category of the revelation, Barth also suggests another analogy for the Trinity: The Father 

refers to the Speaker, the Son refers to the word of the Speaker, and the Spirit refers the meaning of the 

Word (CD 1/1, 363-4). Therefore, the revelation bears threefold and coincidental traits in a seemingly 

contradictory situation, but at the same time, the Trinity is also in an uninterrupted unity as the threefold 

‘mode of being’35 (CDⅠ/1, 299; cf. 4.2.2.4.2; The distinction of the divine Persons: mode of being).  

Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity is based on God’s revelation. The possibility to speak about God does 

                                                      

35 ‘Mode of being’ is an alternative term for the ‘person’ as in the classical Trinitarian term in the early Church. 

The term of the ‘person’ in the notion of modern psychology, strongly expresses the concept of self- consciousness, 

and Barth is concerned that the use of this term will place the doctrine of the Trinity at the risk of tritheism, and 

thereby cause the weakening of the doctrine (CDⅠ/1 359). In 4.2.3.2, the term, mode of being, will be described. 
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not come from nature or any creature, but is only possible through God’s self-revelation. In the light of 

his analogy of faith, he could design his doctrine of the Trinity based on God’s self-revelation. 

According to Barth, the analogy of faith, analogia fide, is the analogy of revelation, analogia 

revelationis (CD III/3, 51). The analogy of revelation can be an epistemological implement of the 

analogy of faith (Kim, 2010:198). Because of this possibility, Barth examined the relationship between 

the revelation and God’s existence by terms used in the revelation (Spencer, 2015:187): Revealer-

revelation-revealedness, Speaker-revelation-proclamation, and Speaker-word-meaning.  

According to Ricoeur (1970:18), polysemy needs interpretation. Similarly, Barth states that the doctrine 

of the Trinity requires “exegesis of the text” because of the implications and explication of the biblical 

texts concerning the doctrine (CDⅠ/1, 333, Spencer, 2015:186). In this procedure of interpretation, 

Christological perspectives have an important position because God’s revelation as self-communication 

is Jesus Christ (CDⅠ/1, 138). When the Word of God links with Jesus Christ in an analogy, the 

assimilation of existence in the symbolism of Ricoeur emerges. The fullness of being is the last goal 

that must be accomplished by symbolism or hermeneutics (Gregor, 2019:17-18). According to Balthasar 

(1992:55), “the problem of analogy in theology must finally be a problem of Christology”. This 

Christological interest is the so-called Christocentricism. The Christocentric reading of the Bible reveals 

God’s dialogical interaction for the salvation of humankind (Hogue, 2008:196). When biblical texts are 

read by means of Christocentric interpretation, the analogy of faith becomes integral with the analogy 

of revelation, in that it is an assimilation of existence. In John 1, the Word presents the Creator, and the 

giver of the fullness of grace and truth. Jesus Christ is the Word, the Father is the Speaker of the Word, 

and the Holy Spirit is the meaning of the Word. Thus, from the viewpoint of Ricoeur, in trinitarian terms, 

the Word of God can be a trinitarian symbol which is based on the richness of the linguistic and 

ontological aspects. Jesus Christ, as the Word, is the beginning of understanding the Trinity and at the 

same time the center of  trinitarian hermeneutics. 

3.2.3. Kevin Vanhoozer (1957~ ) 

Vanhoozer considers the doctrine of the Trinity according to J.L Austin’s the speech-act theory. Austin 

divides the speech-act into three parts: the locutionary act (a linguistic form such as a statement, a 

question, or an imperative), the illocutionary act (the intentions of speakers), and the perlocutionary act 

(the effects of the utterance). The methodology of the speech-act theory deals with the word ‘action’, 

as though it is similar to the methodology that Scripture uses in language when describing the covenant 

and fulfilment of the Word of God (Vanhoozer, 2002:163).  

According to Austin, promising is an action of commission (Austin, 1977:10). God is described as a 

promising, and acting God to his people with whom He has made a covenant, and God continually acts 



Chapter 3 Symbols and the analogical Trinity 

55 

 

in accordance with this covenant. Vanhoozer calls this act a covenantal communication (Vanhoozer, 

2002:160). The communicative God who communicates through the speech-act in His covenant, is the 

Triune God. He explains that God is the communicative Triune God who is infinitely free, but who is 

simultaneously bound to His own people by His Word. His schema is that: the action of the Father is 

the locution, and He expresses this through the Son (He 1:1). The action of the Son is the action of the 

speaker, the illocution, and the action of the Spirit is the perlocution. The Father makes us accept the 

covenant of the Son through His Word. In the covenantal communicative act, there is the corresponding 

analogy of the Trinity: the communicative agent is the Father/ the author. The communicative action is 

the Son/ the Word, and the communicative result is the Holy Spirit/ the power of reception (Vanhoozer, 

2002:163). In this way, Vanhoozer finds the analogy of the Trinity in the speech-act theory and the 

communicative act, which he applies to the revelation of the covenant.  

Vanhoozer finds another trinitarian analogy in Aristotle’s three rhetorical categories: ethos, logos, and 

pathos, to the Triune God: The Father parallels ethos, the Son-logos, and the Spirit-pathos (Vanhoozer, 

2009:63). Ethos refers to the performer’s ethical disposition. Words (Logos) are communicated by the 

performer’s attitude. The Son conveys the content of salvation as depicted through history. pathos refers 

to the effect on readers. Pathos is related to conviction and the obedience of readers through the works 

of the Spirit (Vanhoozer, 2009:63). Aristotle’s three rhetoric categories such as ethos, logos, and pathos 

of rhetoric do not differ a great deal from locution, illocution, and perlocution of the speech-act theory. 

Vanhoozers’s linguistic analogies are symbols depciting the Trinity as communicative.   

Vanhoozer uses that Balthasar’s Theo-dramatic theory strengthens aspects of actions in the speech-act 

theory. Through Balthasar’s theory, the communication of the Triune God extends to the redemptive 

drama. This theory gives pride of place to the speech and action of the divine personae. (Vanhoozer, 

2010:25). The script of a play consists mainly of dialogue. The dialogue usually refers to actions 

occurring in the play, and is indicative of the form of acting, because this is a form of communication 

(Vanhoozer, 2010:277). The most significant feature of drama is the “action.” (Vanhoozer, 2005:44). 

Drama shows rather than tells. In drama, the words are part of the action, because drama is the language 

of action (Vanhoozer, 2005:50). The reason why Vanhoozer uses this theory is to emphasize God’s 

actions described in the biblical text.  

The principle of the doctrine of the Trinity, as Theo-drama, portrays God in communicative action: The 

Father initiates communication; the Son is the content of the communication; the Sprit is the efficacy 

of the communication. Theo-dramatic analogy for the Trinity stresses not only God, the author, but also 

the reader who is the audience. The drama theory has brought about a more active role for the audience 

(Vanhoozer, 2005:79). Vanhoozer employs linguistic theories to emphasize God's communicative acts, 
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and he presents them directly as trinitarian analogies. 

Vanhoozer’s doctrine of the Trinity focuses on God’s self-communication based on Scripture. He 

creates a trinitarian analogy that connects the Trinity to the speech-act theory and relates the divine 

Persons of the Trinity to specific parts of a communicative act (Storer, 2014:8). Ricoeur, on the other 

hand, emphasizes the theories of discourse. The theories of communication and discourse differ with 

regards to the method of description. The term discourse refers to all forms of oral and written 

communication as language-events (Ricoeur, 1991a:145). Communication is an act that conveys 

information in any form. The two forms are the means whereby information is delivered, and they are 

in an interdisciplinary relationship. 

There are four characteristics of discourse: Temporality of discourse, the self-referential process of 

discourse, the world-referential process of discourse, and the establishment of a dialogue (Ricoeur, 

1991a:77-78). These four traits of discourse describe discourse as events that originate from analogies 

between text and action (Ricoeur, 1991:128). Vanhoozer (1998:226) also asserts that texts are 

communicative actions to which we should respond (Treier, 2008:144). Thus, Vanhoozer (1998: 216) 

and Ricoeur (1991a: 144) focus on the behavioral elements of texts. 

In the case of Barth’s trinitarianism, the foundation is based on the analogy of faith, and the root of 

Vanhoozer’s trinitarianism is the analogy of text-action or analogy of word-deeds (Vanhoozer, 2005:74). 

Since Vanhoozer perceives texts as movements, he proposes a dynamic communicative act by the 

Trinity. The communicative inclination of the Trintiy is the practical place of the trinitarian 

hermeneutics. According to Vanhoozer (2002:160), God is the triune communicative agent: “What God 

communicates is not merely information (truth) but energy (life) and purpose (the way) – in a word, 

himself: ‘The Word made flesh, Jesus Christ’”. The Bible is also a product of God’s triune 

communicative work (Vanhoozer, 2010:24). The notion of God as the triune communicative agent is an 

approach that states that the Trinity strengthens the Bible as the written locus of God’s communicative 

action, and that the biblical interpretation is a form of participation in God’s communicative acts 

(Vanhoozer, 2002:38; 2013:13, 32). Vanhoozer's trinitarian hermeneutics is to sufficiently reveal the 

Triune God’s communicative act in the biblical text.  

Vanhoozer (1990:257) accepts Ricoeur’s symbolism that symbols embrace the ontological background 

in historical actuality. In this sense, the Bible is a symbol that contains the existence of God as the triune 

communicative agent and portrays God’s immanence and economic communicative acts (Vanhoozer, 

2010:247). Vanhoozer extends the communicative analogy in the Bible to a dramatic analogy. The 

biblical text is like a play script that describes God’s dialogue and acts. This notion strengthens God’s 

triune communicative action and God’s redemptive drama. In light of the symbolic perspective, the 
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Bible as the canonical script has multilayer meanings that contain the drama of God’s economic and 

immanent communicative acts.   

In conclusion, Vanhoozer’s linguistic analogy of the Trinity developed from the analogy of text and 

action based on the notion of communication. He makes analogies by connecting the Trinity and speech-

act theory, and the Trinity and the theory of drama. These analogies are hermneutical tools to strengthen 

the communicative action of the Trinity. In these analogies, Scripture as events has a double meaning 

that becomes symbols: God’s self-communication and God’s triune redemptive drama.  

3.2.4 Paul Tillich (1886 ~ 1965)  

Paul Tillich perceives the language of Scripture and myth to be a religious symbol. The ultimate concern 

of human beings can only be expressed in symbolic language: “One should never say only a symbol, 

but one should say not less than a symbol” (Tillich, 1957:45).  

Tillich discusses five aspects of symbolism. Firstly, he states that symbols refer to something beyond 

the symbol itself. Secondly, he says that the symbol is part of  the meaning of an object and its 

significance, but, on the other hand, the symbol never refers to an unreal object.36 Thirdly, according to 

Tillich, a symbol fully reveals the level of existence of human beings which we cannot perceive.37 

Fourthly, ha states that a symbol grows from, and is accepted by individual or collective 

unconsciousness (Tillich, 1957:41-43). Fifthly, he declares that symbols grow and decrease with a living 

creature (Tillich, 1951:239). Through these explanations of symbols, he presents and describes the 

Trinity as symbolism.  

Tillich does this to provide an answer to the three predicaments of human beings : “finitude with respect 

to man’s essential being as creature, estrangement with respect to man’s existential being in time and 

space, and ambiguity with respect to man’s participation in life universal” (Tillich, 1963:285-86).  

Tillich presents the answers of three predicaments of human beings through trinitarian perspectives. 

Firstly, God and the symbol, which Tillich uses, are the answers to human finitude. Man is finite and is 

in a condition of anxiety because human beings are aware of their finitude (Tillich, 1957:39). When 

human beings accept and acknowledge their finitude with courage, they overcome their anxiety 

concerning their finitude (Tillich, 1957:84). It is the power of existing that enables us to possess courage, 

                                                      

36 For instance, a national flag participates in the power and authority of its country, so the harm to the flag is felt 

as an attack on the country. 

37  The symbol does not refer to anything unreal, it only refers to something that exists in reality (Gadamer, 

1989:146-147). 
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which comes from the Father who is the almighty and supreme Being:38 “Courage needs the power of 

existence, a power that transcends non-existence which is experienced in the anxiety related to fate and 

death, and which causes anxiety arising from feelings of emptiness and meaninglessness, which are 

effective because of guilt and condemnation” (Tillich, 2000:155). Therefore, the symbol of the Being, 

the Father, and the Creator, is the answer to the anxiety arising from the fear of human finitude.   

Secondly, Christology and the symbols referring to Jesus, the Christ, are the answer to human 

estrangement. As mentioned above, a human being who recognizes his finitude can overcome his 

finiteness by participating in the existence of the Father, who is the Supreme Being. Similarly, human 

existential estrangement is overcome by participating in the existence of the Christ who is able to 

overcome this existential estrangement. Tillich accepts Jesus as the Christ, 39  a new being who 

overcomes the estrangement of human existence (Tillich, 1957:112). He defines ‘a new being’ as 

follows: “New Being is essential being under the conditions of existence, conquering the gap between 

essence and existence” (Tillich, 1957:136). Jesus, as the new being, has an estranged existence and at 

the same time has a unique essential element of the Supreme Being.40 Thus, the new being does not 

experience separation between essence and existence. Due to the new being’s indestructible unity with 

God, the Being, Jesus Christ has the possibility of conquering human estrangement because He has: 

“The character of taking the negativities of existence into the unbroken unity with God. Estrangement 

is conquered in Himself and a permanent unity is kept with God” (Tillich, 1957:154-55). Christ solves 

the estrangement of actual human existence in the dimension of history. He gives an example to the 

story of the temptations of Jesus (Mt 4:3-11). He analyses this story as three aspects of human 

estrangement: unbelief, hubris41 , and concupiscence. These three aspects of human estrangement 

correspond to the three temptations. Each aspect of alienation corresponds in turn to the three 

temptations in sequence (Tillich, 1957:146-50). In other words, Jesus in an unbreakable unity with God, 

namely the Being Himself, who conquers all three aspects of human estrangement, and the novel 

existence of human beings, emerges by participating in the existence of Jesus Christ. Paul, the Apostle, 

                                                      

38 God is not merely a symbol. He has non-symbolic descriptions such as the ultimate substance, the existence 

itself, the fundamental being, the power of being, and He is the highest Being who exists in the most perfect way.  

39 Tillich states that Christianity originates from Jesus Christ. However, he asserts that the names, Jesus and 

Christ must be separate from each other, Although the appropriate title is Jesus Christ, from the moment when 

one of his disciples declared, “You are the Christ” (Mt 16:16). the title Jesus Christ was no longer a proper noun, 

and its actual meaning refers to a Jesus who is recognized as the Christ (Tillich, 1957:112-13).      

40 Heidegger distinguishes between Being and beings (Heidegger, 1996:62-67). ‘Beings’ originated from Being. 

According to Tillich, Heidegger’s concept of ‘Being’ refers to the doctrine of God; God is the source of existence, 

therefore God is the Being, but human beings have lost the source, thus they are beings. Jesus Christ is the new 

being and as a new being He experiences estrangement between the Supreme Being and the beings. However, at 

the same time He is the source of being or existence. 

41 It means that the self-elevation of the great beyond the limits of its finitude.  
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also proclaims that Christians become entirely new creatures (2Cor 5:17) through participating in Jesus 

Christ, the new being: “For the same idea Paul uses the term “new creature,” (2Cor 5:17) calling those 

who are “in” Christ “New creature.” “In” is the preposition of participation; he who participates in the 

newness of being which is in Christ has become a new creature” (Tillich, 1957:137). Therefore, The 

Son and the symbols expose the existential experience of human estrangement and demand participation 

in the symbol of the Son.    

Lastly, the Spirit is the answer for the ambiguity of human life. I need to explain the term of ‘life’ and 

the ‘ambiguity’ because Tillich defines these differently. Firstly, the term of ‘life’ is not the antonym of 

death, but it presents the actuality of existing. According to him, life is composed of two entities, namely 

the essence of existence as a potential component and existence as an experience component. As 

mentioned above, Jesus Christ has both essence and existence as two components of existence, and He 

is not in conflict with the two because of the unbreakable unity of the Trinity. However, human beings 

have a great gap between the two components of existence. Because of this split, there is ambiguity in 

the lives of human beings.42 This ambiguity is restored through the Holy Spirit. The Spirit reestablishes 

human life through love: “Love is the drive toward the reunion of the separated; this is ontologically 

and therefore universally true. It is effective in all three life processes; it unites in a center, it creates the 

new, and it drives beyond everything given to its ground and aim. It is the ‘blood’ of life and therefore 

has many forms in which dispersed elements of life are reunited” (Tillich, 1963:134). The presence of 

the Spirit creates the spiritual community, namely the new community (Tillich, 1963:149). Through the 

power of life and love in the Spirit, ambiguity and human estrangement is restored, and the symbols of 

the Spirit are extended from individual dimensions to community dimensions.   

Tillich believes that the traditional terms expressing the Trinity are unnecessary and cause confusion 

(Tillich, 1963:289). He completely abandons the application of something more than the number one 

to God. The ‘three’ is merely a symbol of departure and return in the progress of the three Persons 

(Tillich, 1963:293). In other words, the Persons are likely to be symbols for three stages in one entity. 

However, the problem of modalism in Tillich’s doctrine of the Trinity remains unanswered. 

Vanhoozer (1990:232-33) points out that Tillich cannot clearly show the relation between symbols and 

their references, in other words, the relationship between literary structure and existential event that 

Ricoeur called the ‘hermeneutical arch’. Schlitt (2016:311) admits the uniqueness of Tillich’s 

                                                      

42 According to Tillich, there are three movements in the description of life: self-integration, self-creativity, and 

self-transcendence. The first one is a movement meaning to maintain self-identity. The second one refers to 

movement towards growth. The last one is a movement to transcend the level of the self. However, it there is some 

ambiguity in these movements: In self-integration there is ethical ambiguity, self-creativity has cultural ambiguity, 

and self-transcendence has religious ambiguity (Tillich, 1963:32-98).    
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trinitarianism, but it may seem ambiguous (Lai, 1994:154-59). According to him, Tillich’s Trinitarian 

theories is still underdeveloped and prolegomenous, as it needs more organization and presentation.  

The fruit of Tillich’s theology as an answer to the ontological situation of human beings, is made when 

the text sufficiently reflects reality. However, the reason why the ambiguity is mentioned is because his 

trinitarian symbolism is absent from the analogical process. Ricoeur (1970:55) states that the 

relationship between texts and reality is enriched, and creative meanings occur because of the dialectic 

process of analogies. According to Ricoeur (1978: 306), symbols have double meanings through 

similarities in two different objects.  

Similarly, Tillich applies the Trinity directly to the realm of ontology without the hermeneutic process 

of the Trinity. Tillich directly applies the three predicaments of human beings to the Trinity as mere 

analogical pairs. Trinitarian hermeneutics reveal the ontological aspect of the Trinity, but Tillich hastily 

deals with the Trinity from an anthropological perspective. This problem appears in Heidegger’s 

approach to existentialism. Ricoeur (1974:6) points out that Heidegger hastily rushes to deal with the 

human existence without explaining the process of understanding, in other words, without 

epistemological and hermeneutical methodology. In a similar way, Tillich hastily symbolizes the divine 

Persons in the Trinity to explain the existential situation of human beings without mentioning the stages of 

understanding and the dialectical process of analogies. This situation could be the cause of the gap between 

texts and reality. Indeed, by overlooking this process of understanding and of epistemological methodology, 

Tillich’s trinitarianism becomes a philosophical and speculative explanation for the doctrine of the Trinity.    

3.2.5 Karl Rahner (1904 - 1984)  

Karl Rahner suggests symbols as an ontological heuristic tool (1974: 11). The basic framework of his 

symbolism is that “being is plural in its unity”: “All beings are by their nature symbolic because they 

necessarily express themselves in order to attain their own nature” (Rahner, 1974:224). The unity of a 

being is accomplished through an ‘inner agreement’ of its plurality: “These plural moments in the unity 

of a being must have an inner agreement among themselves on account of the unity of the being, even 

though the plurality of moments in a being must be constituted by the reciprocal diversity of these 

moments” (Rahner, 1974:227). The plurality of beings reveals that being contains intrinsic otherness 

(Rahner, 1974:231). Rahner directly applies the ontological symbolism to the immanent Trinity (Rahner, 

1974:226,235). When the unity and the plurality in being become fully one, it is the ontological ultimate 

(Rahner, 1974:227). The Trinity shows this ontological ‘one’ of unity and plurality. The unity of 

plurality in the Trinity is accomplished through ‘agreement’ in the divine Persons, and God is the 

ultimate of the self-communicating unity itself (Rahner, 1974:228).  

Rahner distinguishes each divine person of the Trinity by the theology of the Logos. The Logos is the 
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symbol that expresses the divine plurality in the Trinity. The Logos is the ‘expressive presence’ to 

describe God’s action of the economic Trinity and the relationship of the immanent Trinity (Rahner, 

1974:237). The agreement of the Trinity accomplishes the divine communication between the Father as 

the speaker and the Son as the meaning of communication (Rahner, 1974:238).  

Rahner establishes the ontological symbolism as his theological methodology rather than analogies of 

being (Palakeel, 1995:235). His symbolism does not function as an interpretive tool, but it is an 

ontological concept. His symbolic Trinity has a flat structure, along the lines of sequential logic. In this 

manner, Rahner’s ontological symbolism missed out the diverse semantic and hermeneutic dimensions 

of the symbology because he, like Heidegger, ignores the semantic process in symbols and immediately 

moves to ontology. Ricoeur's symbolism, on the other hand, requires an analogical process. In order to 

understand the concept of evil, Ricoeur tries to find and examine interactions of similar concepts 

(analogies of evil), such as defilement, stain, sin, and guilt.  Through the examinations, evil could be 

perceived at various levels, such as religious, moral, social and cultural. Thus, the process of analogy 

in symbols is essential at the semantic level. When symbols contain the diverse experiences of human 

beings, symbols develop into existential assimilation (Ricoeur, 1970:31). Thus, Rahner’s symbolism 

provides the conceptual suggestions, “being is plural in its unity” and “inner agreement’ of the plurality” 

without hermeneutical process.    

3.2.6 John Zizioulas (b. 1931-)  

According to Zizioulas, the symbol’s constitution is a paradox: “Symbol is not fully identified with the 

reality and the symbol is not entirely foreign and unrelated to the reality” (Zizioulas, 2011:83). Similar 

to Rahner, Zizioulas also begins with an ontological perspective. In the ontological perspective, the 

symbol is a bridge to connect the infinite and the finite, and the created and the uncreated (Zizioulas, 

2011:84). The intervention is executed by the divine Persons as communion (Zizioulas, 2011:86). 

According to Zizioulas (1985: 36), the Person is priority over existence (Zizioulas, 1985:36): 

“Cappadocian Fathers argued about the ontological priority of Personhood over substance” (Zizioulas, 

2006:166). The concept of the person should be understood as the concept of relationship, communion, 

or fellowship (Zizioulas, 1985:87). In order to emphasize the communication of personality, Zizioulas 

proposes a term, ekstasis, standing outside something, as an important element of communion. The term, 

ekstasis is “an express and fulfilment of nature’s inherent energies” (Zizioulas, 2006:71).  

The term, ekstasis refers to the fullness of existence, which is realized through aspects of the trinitarian 

life, such as the Father’s ecstatic love, the incarnation of the Son, and the fellowship of the Spirit. In 

particular, the incarnation of the Son is connected with the interventional function of symbolism. The 

incarnation of the Word is a historical event in which the symbol actually works (Zizioulas, 2011:86). 
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The Son’s loving relationship with the Father is a symbolic reality that forms a bridge between God and 

the world. Thus, the incarnation of the Son is the actual fulfillment of the ekstasis of the Trinity as 

communion (Bingaman, 2011:32).  

Zizioulas’ symbolism is described in his book about liturgics, Symbolism and realism in Orthodox 

worship (Zizioulas, 2011). The main function in his symbolism is not the discovery of similarity through 

analogy of two objects, but the intervention of two objects. Ricoeur’s symbolism focuses on the creation 

of meaning through semantics, but Zizioulas’ symbolism is a secondary concept to the notion of the 

person as communion. The mediation in his symbolism refers to the Son’s historical event in an 

ontological dimension, not on a semantic one. The Son’s mediation as historical event is the real symbol 

to take the place of ‘assimilation existence’ (Ricoeur, 1970:31) of God’s love. However, Zizioulas 

overlooks the semantics of his symbolism and directly connects symbolism and ontology. In this way 

his logical process is similar to Heidegger’s ignorance pointed out by Ricoeur (1974:2). The concept of 

the mediation functions as a hermeneutic tool for the incarnation of the Son, but it is too subsidiary.    

3.2.6 Summary 

So far, we have approached the Trinity with analogical methods such as love, the Word, and language. 

These analogical approaches of the Trinity are an attempt to explore God’s vestiges in creation, based 

on the problem of the possibility of understanding and knowing God, and also as a challenge to express 

who God is within the limits of language. From Augustine to Vanhoozer, because of applying motile 

inclination to the Trinity as an analogical approach, the works of the Persons are contained in a strong 

dynamic concept.  

Augustine’s psychological trinity explains the Trinity through the structure of elements within love and 

within the inner human mind. This explanation is considered to be in the immanent dimension of the 

Trinity. Barth enhances the motile notion as God speaking through analogy as the revelation: The 

Speaker, the Word of the Speaker, and the meaning of the Speaker. Vanhoozer emphasizes the aspects 

of God’s communication and covenant through the theories of the speech-act, rhetoric, and Theo-drama. 

Based on these results, the analogical approach to the Trinity is not dealt with in the immanent Trinity 

but in the economic Trinity. In other words, he takes up the analogy in the realm of the economic Trinity. 

Tillich traces the Trinity within the category of symbols, and his analysis is not about the descriptions 

of the Trinity itself, but are explanations cantered on anthropology and a philosophical approach that 

the three Persons is the answer for eliminating human estrangement. Rahner’s symbolism is an 

epistemological tool for the plurality in the Trinity. God’s self-communication is God’s activity from 

the divine plurality in the world. However, Rahner’s symbolism stays in the somewhat speculative and 

philosophical sphere. For Zizioulas, symbol plays a role of mediation between infinite and finite. Then, 
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Incarnation is the real symbol of the movement of the trinitarian ekstasis. In this manner, Zizioulas’s 

symbolism functions in the sphere of ontology.  

3.3 Trinitarian symbols in Scripture 

In this section, I examine the divine titles such as the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. These titles do not 

only refer to the divine nature of God, but function in symbolic dimensions in manifold ways. The 

interaction between the double meanings of symbols does not merely formalize the divine name of God 

but enriches it. The divine names of God as the Father is explained in plural ways in the Gospels (Soulen, 

2011:233).   

The main trait of symbol is to participate with objects in such ways that they indicate relationships and 

names, the titles of the Trinity reflect the deep relationship between the titles and their origins. At the 

very beginning of the Gospel of John, Jesus Christ as the Son of God (huios) emerges as a very important 

theme. His identity predicted that his sonship would also apply to those who believe in him after His 

time on earth: “And to all who receive him, and who believe in his name, He gives the power to become 

children (tekna) of God” (Jn 1:12). Being adopted as a child means to be a member of a certain family 

according to the law. Thus, the Incarnation of Jesus Christ and His sonship, represents the right of every 

Christian community to possesses a permanent relationship in the family of God (Van der Watt, 

2000:179). When we call on the trinitarian titles of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, there is a factual 

relationship beyond the literal meaning of the titles. Symbols for God make it possible to describe the 

mystery of the Triune God, which cannot be expressed in human language. Therefore, as Tillich states, 

the language of faith should never say “only a symbol,” but “at least a symbol” (Tillich, 1957:45). 

3.3.1 The Father in the trinitarian symbol 

Generally, in Greek Πατήρ and in Aramaic, Abba, means a father of a family, and sometimes the word 

refers to the great-grandfather, or the “forefather,” or the “progenitor.” In the Jewish tradition, it is also 

used to refer to “the old or honorable man.” The usage of the word, ‘Father’ was part of the Greco-

Roman world, used in mythology, philosophy, and Gnosticism, that is largely related to the sovereignty 

of the world (Schrenk, 1972:948). In the Old Testament, when the word ‘Πατήρ’ is used in connection 

with God as in: Ps 89:27; Isa 63:16; 64: 8, it has to do with covenantal relationships with Israel and 

with relationships within the whole nation (Fitzmyer, 1985:24-25). In later Judaism, the word became 

a frequent word in synagogues. However, the term lays stronger emphasis on the holiness, dominion, 

power, and presence of God than on His fatherliness” (Schrenk, 1972:981). Therefore, the difficulty lies 

in seeing the vivid meaning of God caring for his people like a Father. In conclusion, it was not common 

to call God the Father of Israel before Christ’s incarnation. Even when this title is used in the Old 

Testament, it often appears as a one-sided revelation on God's part, and the Israelites very seldom used 

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=4c6ea9e85b4443c29872a52bc963c77e
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the title. Also, in that time, no one personally called God ‘Father’’. This means that the Old Testament 

Israelites had little understanding of God as the Father (Fitzmyer, 1983:20-32; Jeremias, 1971:65; Kittel, 

1964:5). The uniqueness of calling God ‘Father’ is clearly revealed in the text when Jesus uses the 

Aramaic word Abba (Mk 14:36). There are approximately 19 verses where Jesus uses the word Abba 

to refer to our heavenly Father.43 Jesus shows a unique relationship with God through the title, Abba 

that was a term used by little children addressing their father in that time. However, Jesus applies the 

term Abba to God (Kittel, 1964:5). The title is closely related to the kingdom of God, the main message 

of Jesus’ preaching. The Kingdom of God is the main theme of the proclamation of Jesus, and the title, 

‘Abba’, is freshly presented through a narrative in the form of a parable, in a totally new relationship 

with Jesus, and with this new title of the Father (Ratzinger, 2007:49). For instance, Jesus introduces the 

love of the heavenly Father through the famous parable of the prodigal son (Lk 15:11-32). The Father 

allows the son to die, and the Father gives life to the dead son (Lk 15:24). The death of the son reminds 

us of Israel's captivity (Ez 37). The Son wins the Father’s favor, and the Son is given the best robe, ring 

and sandals as gifts such as Joseph received (Gn 37:3), who is the son of Jacob (Lk 15:22; Green, 

1997:583). This best robe represents Jesus Christ (Rom 13:14). The narrative of the prodigal son 

expands into a festival which includes the whole village and is a remembrance of the festival of the 

Eucharist and the eternal banquet in heaven (Jn 15:25; Ratzinger, 2007:206), and the new fathership of 

God is introduced to the audience through the proclamation of Jesus. God’s forgiveness has been 

described before, but Jesus tells of the totally new understanding of God drawing the sinner completely 

into His Holy Family (Ratzinger, 2007:207). Jesus preaches that God is the king, and God is proclaimed 

as the Father.  

By placing the new title of ‘Abba’, in the kingdom of God, Abba's intimacy, which may weaken the 

infinite divinity of God into a subjective experience, is complemented by the concept of the kingdom 

of God (Bassler, 1992:1049). Jesus declares that the Kingdom of God is imminent, and in the kingdom, 

God is presented as the Father. Jesus’ open relationship with God, introduces the possibility that 

believers in Christ will become children of God (Tekna) (Jn 1:12). Thus, in this way, Jesus entirely 

reinterprets the first of the Ten Commandments, "you shall have no other gods before me" (Ex 20: 3), 

when He says of the Father: “And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father the one in 

heaven” (Mt 23,9).  

The relationship between Jesus and the Father is manifested in Jesus’ own mission, which is to adopt 

us in the Holy Spirit as belonging to the family of the heavenly Father. This title implies the 

                                                      

43 Mt 11:25, 26; 14:36; 26:39, 42; Mk 14:36; Lk 10:21; 22:42; 23:34; Jn 11:41; 12:27, 28; 17:1, 5, 11, 21, 24, 25.  
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understanding of being a son and the assurance of God’s inheritance (Eph 1:14). The title Abba also 

reveals the harmful effects of mechanical legalism. Jewish legalism emphasizes merits, and exposes the 

uselessness of faith-building self-merits, which deprive the title, Father, of its depth and vitality. By 

using the title Abba, Jesus declares that legalism, which limits freedom, has come to an end and human 

beings are no longer in the position of being slaves of the law (Schrenk, 1972:1006). In conclusion, the 

title ‘Father’, as a symbol, is proclaimed from the mouth of Jesus Christ and God the Father is newly 

introduced as the Father in the Kingdom of God. Through this introduction, people who believe in 

Christ become members of the new Family of God, and this symbol, Abba, represents believers who, 

in Christ, are no longer the servants of the law (Gal 5:1). Thus the title of Father, as a symbol, bears 

abundant meaning.  

3.3.2 The Son as trinitarian symbol  

In the Old Testament, the sons of God are the Israelites (Ex 4:22). Jesus Christ is the firstborn Son of 

God, the beloved Son (Jer 31:20), and the Israelites are the beloved people (Jer 3:19). Thus, the whole 

nation could have called God their Father (Is 63:16, 14:17; Mal 2:10) (Lohse, 1972:362). However, in 

Greco-Roman and Jewish contexts, the terms of divine and god had gradually been applied to human 

beings in expressions such as “the son of God,” (Dunn, 1989:22). The title, the son, has an extremely 

complicated historical influence, more so than the title of ‘Father’, and particularly, the term: Divi filius 

/θεοῦ υἱός, which referred to the Roman emperor, and was a well-known expression. (Peppard, 2011:16). 

Thus, people who lived in the time of Jesus, would have known that this term referred to the Roman 

Emperor as the son of God (Wright, 2003:724). When Christians, in the first century, from very early 

on, applied the title of ‘Son of God’ to Christ, it would have been heard: by many, in the Greco-Roman 

world, as a challenge to Caesar: By calling Jesus the ‘Son of God’ within this context, they declared 

themselves, by implication, to be a collection of rebels within Caesar’s empire, who expressed their 

loyalty to a different monarch, a different kyrios” (Wright, 2003:730). Thus, this title, as a political term, 

implied a confrontation with Caesar, and caused Christians to be misunderstood and accused of being 

an anti-imperial group. 

N. T. Wright states that the title, the Son of God, reveals the deep relationship to Jesus’ resurrection.   

(Wright, 2003:719-38). Early Christians confessed the transcendental faith that Jesus Christ is the Son 

of God, and He is the Unique Son apart from any other gods. The title not only refers to Jesus as the 

Messiah of Israel, or the king of the real world, but also reveals Jesus as the personal embodiment and 

revelation of the one true God (Wright, 2003:731). Wright points out that when Paul calls Jesus, the 

Son of God, and this relationship to God, it is often connected to His resurrection: “For if, while we 

were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more surely, having been 

reconciled, will we be saved by His life” (Rom 5:10; Wright, 2003:732). And, the resurrection of Christ 
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is occasionally connected with the resurrection of Christians (Rom 6: 8). Through the relationship 

between the Son of God and the resurrection, they, together, are considered to be a directive to for His 

people, because the title, the Son of God, refers to both the identity of Jesus Christ and, at the same time, 

the identity of the Christian community. 

The title, μονογενής which is an adjective, is also an important word related to the intercessory role of 

Christ (Jn 1:14, 3:16; 1Jn 4:9). This word is often translated as the word, avgaphto,j in the Septuagint, 

and therefore it can be considered to be parallel with the beloved Son (Mk 1:11, 9: 7; o` ui`o,j mou o` 

avgaphto,j) in the Synoptic Gospels (Köstenberger, 2008:79). Μονογενής appears only three times in 

relation to Jesus in the Gospel of John and the first Epistle of St. John (Jn 1:14, 3:16; 1Jn 4:9). Firstly, 

according to Peppard (2011:144), the phrase of John 1:14, “do,xan w`j monogenou/j para. patro,j” is 

difficult to translate because of a lack of a noun for the adjective, ‘μονογενής’ to describe. Thus, the 

word, son, has been added often, for semantic reasons, to the translation. Peppard argues that the 

meaning of this phrase is not about Jesus’ sonship or about His being begotten by God, but it is about 

the Word and Light, revealing the glory of the Father in a unique way through the incarnation.” Peppard 

states that this inclusion of the word, ‘son’, is not only meant for the Son and his sonship but is also a 

trinitarian expression. Similarly, John 1:18 describes the unique relationship of Jesus Christ with the 

Father: “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and only, (μονογενής) who is at the Father’s side, 

has made him known.” Peppard (2011: 144) states that this verse does not merely refer to the Son or his 

sonship, because θεος is modified by μονογενής. He understands this phase as referring primarily to the 

combined transcendence and immanence of God in the Incarnate ‘Word/Light.’ The relationship 

between God and people is entirely redefined through Jesus the Messiah (Wright, 1991:133). In other 

words, through the symbol of the Son, we can see and understand the images describing the relationship 

between the Father, the Son and the newly created community: “For those whom he foreknew he also 

predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a 

large family” (Rom 8:29). Wright (1991:44) says that “the people of Jesus see Him as the Son, the 

Christ, and the Messiah, who represents and draws to Himself the physical family of Abraham in order 

to be the focal point of the new community, the renewed people God” (Wright, 1991:44).  

In conclusion, the Son symbol expresses the unique relationship with the Father, and reveals the 

meaning of the Incarnation. Therefore, the purpose of Christ’s coming is closely linked with His 

relationship with the Father (Dunn, 1975:27; Mk 1:9-11; Mt 4:1-11). The main task of Jesus Christ is 

to gather God’s people and to create them anew through His death and resurrection. If the relationship 

between Jesus and God is expressed as the μονογενής, the concept of the adoption applies to Christians. 

In the Greco-Roman culture, anyone could move to a socially higher status through adoption (Peppard, 

2011:175). Christ renewed the old covenant people, who were slaves of the law, through His crucifixion 



Chapter 3 Symbols and the analogical Trinity 

67 

 

and His resurrection. He gathered them to be the adopted children of the Father. Through this process, 

Jesus creates the new covenant people of God, and He, Jesus Christ, is the Only Begotten son, who is 

the Mediator for us (Köstenberger, 2008:79). 

3.3.3 The Spirit as trinitarian symbol  

As mentioned above, the title of the Father and the Son, are not direct descriptions of divinity, but are 

relationship titles. Therefore, they have analogical and metaphorical symbolism. If the Father and the 

Son are circuitous expressions of the divine being, then the name of the Spirit is also a relationship title, 

which is similar to another title or, the name may be a direct expression for the divinity. 

In the Old Testament, the Holy Spirit literally appears twice (ruach, Ps 51:13 (English version 11; Is 

63:10). In Psalm 51:13, David, who sinned, prayed that the Holy Spirit of the Lord would not leave to 

dwell in the presence of YHWH. In Isaiah 63:10, grieving the Holy Spirit is like a rebellion against 

YHWH. Thus, in the Old Testament, the Spirit is the symbol of YHWH's presence and is the seed of 

life, that introduces the God who creates the relationship between Himself and human beings. (Johnston, 

1970:22; Yoo, 1997:379). The new relationship between God and man becomes possible through the 

omnipresent presence of the Spirit: “Then afterward I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and 

your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions” 

(Jl 2:28).  

Jesus addresses the Spirit as the Advocate, para,klhtoj, which clearly shows the relationship between 

God and His people: “But the Advocate44, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name” (Jn 

14:26). This title was originally applied to Jesus, but he also employs it to describe the work of the   the 

Spirit (1Jn 2:1): “He will give you another Advocate” (Jn 14:16). The literal meaning of this word is 

“person called in to help, summoned to give assistance,” and “help in court” (Behm, 1967:801). Thus, 

it refers to an advocate or spokesperson. The title, another Advocate, also explains the intimate 

relationship between the Spirit and Christ, while at the same time the work of the Spirit is in close 

relationship with the ministry of Jesus Christ. In this respect, it is not wrong to give an allegorical 

interpretation stating that the Father’s two hands are the Son and the Spirit: “the Son and the Spirit act 

as the two hands of the Father” (Razinger, 2007:207). So the Holy Spirit, as the Spirit of truth (Jn 14:17), 

always works with Christ (Mt 1:18 the Annunciation, Mk 1:10 the Baptism, Lk 4:14 the temptation, Lk 

4:18 the proclamation of the kingdom of God, Mt 12:28 speaks of exorcism; and Heb. 9:14 deals with 

death, Rom 1:4 describes the resurrection, Rom 8:9 tells of the Spirit of Christ, and  Is. 11:2 is all about 

the preparations for the coming of Christ). Therefore, very clearly, the Holy Spirit is not a replacement 

                                                      
44 There are various translation for the English version of the Bible; Comforter (KJV), Counselor (NIV, RSV), 

Advocate (NRSV).  
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of Jesus, but the Holy Spirit works with Christ for the redemption of human beings in the mutual 

reciprocity of the Triune God. Christ and the Holy Spirit, both arms of the Father, reveal and testify, the 

Father (Thompson, 2001:181). So the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God (Rom 8:14), the Spirit of Christ 

(Rom 8: 9), and the Spirit from the Father (Jn 15:26), and God is also the Spirit (Jn 4:24), of the risen 

Lord. Christ is the Spirit (2Cor 3:17), and The Spirit of Christ is a life-giving Spirit: “the last Adam 

became a life-giving spirit” (2 Cor 3:17). Therefore, the phrase, “God is spirit” (Jn 4:24) means that the 

common attribute of the three divine Persons is spirit. The Spirit as God’s attribute, enables the 

experiential dimension of Christians. Dunn (1975:326) states that the first century Christians knew that 

they were in a position, at the foundation of the triangular relationship of, the Father, the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit. Above all, they experienced the Spirit of God (Rom 8:9; the Spirit of God, and the Spirit 

of Christ). Therefore, in the first century Christian community, the doctrine of the Trinity was “grounded 

in experience – and in the experience of the Spirit, as the Spirit of the sonship, and the Spirit, as Spirit 

of the Son.45” But we must clearly distinguish the Spirit between Christ and the Holy Spirit, especially 

as the Triune God’s attribute. For instance, II Corinthians chapter 3 describes the contrasts between the 

old and the new generation: Adam and Christ, the Law of Moses and the Holy Spirit of Christ. Therefore, 

the unity of Christ and the Spirit are in relationship with the redemptive and eschatological agreement, 

and not with the ontological identification (Yoo, 1991:390).  

My first question was whether the title of the Spirit is relational or ontological. My answer to that 

question was that the title of the Spirit is basically a symbolic one. The Spirit shares the attributes of the 

Father and Son and implies a fellowship between the Holy Spirit and the soul in human beings. (3Jn 1: 

2). Thus, the symbolic dimension of the Spirit is connected to Christian life. The most representative 

work of the Spirit is the communion, namely Koinonia: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love 

of God, and the communion (Koinonia) of the Holy Spirit be with all of you” (2Cor 13:13). We cannot 

know Christ, cannot believe in Him, and cannot enter fellowship with Him without the Holy Spirit 

(Rom 8:9, 16). Similarly, we cannot go to God without Christ (Jn 14:6). God creates Christian 

fellowship with Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit (1Cor 1:9), and we are able to participate in God's divine 

nature in the Spirit (2Pt 1:4). Because of this participation, we can joyfully participate in the sufferings 

of Christ (1Pt 4:13) Thus the Christian becomes a divine temple, and this is a new temple that has been 

renewed through the resurrection of Christ (Jn 2:21, Jn 1:14). And then the Holy Spirit dwells in us 

(Konsmo, 2010:120). In this way, the believers, who are the divine Presence of the Holy Spirit, are the 

dwelling place of the Triune God (2Cor 3:16; Ex 40:34; 2Chr 7:1-2). The Holy Spirit Himself witnesses 

through us that we are children of God (Rom 8:16). Indeed, the Holy Spirit makes Christians unite as 

                                                      

45 It is more accurate to say that Dunn's intention is that the first-century Christians experienced God as the 

Spirit rather than experiencing the Trinity.  
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one, and draws us into the divine unity of the Father, the Son and the Spirit: “that we may all be one. 

“As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us” (Jn 17:21). Our fellowship also 

depends upon the Triune God: “truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” 

(1Jn 1:3).  

The title of the Spirit is very symbolic and there are hidden meanings in the title. The symbols of the 

Spirit have many meanings related to the permanent relationship between Christians and God: children 

of God, temple of God, fellowship with God, church of God. The Spirit is a symbol of the bond of the 

love of the Father and the Son, and a bond of koinonia that enables fellowship with Christians and with 

the Trinity. In the Holy Spirit, Christ is the head of all, and God is all in all (1Cor 15:28; Yoo, 1991:388).  

3.3.4 Summary 

Each title of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are symbolic because the main trait of symbols is to 

contribute towards other objects, in other words, symbols aim at the participation of relationships. The 

divine titles embrace not only the inner relationship within the Trinity, but also the relationship to the 

salvation of the Christian. Jesus proclaims that God, in the new Kingdom of God, is portrayed as an 

intimate father who forgives sinners and embraces them. Jesus is the only Son, and the Father adopts 

us in the name of the Son. The Spirit as Paraclete is in us as God’s temple, and testifies that we are 

children of God.  

The symbolic titles of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit refer to the new humanity and the new holy 

family of which Jesus Christ is the head (Eph 1:22). Thus, when each title in the Trinity is related to 

each other in a sentence, they reveal the inner relationship of the Trinity and the nature of the three 

divine Persons. There are three levels that appear to have double meanings in symbols: language and 

cultural situation, language and its polysemy, and language and its real referent (cf.3.1.1.2). According 

to Ricoeur, the dual meaning of symbols is to promote the comprehension of the self, and the various 

levels and interactions of symbols deepen one’s comprehension of the self (Bourgeois, 1975:82). 

Ricoeur emphasizes the ontological character of symbols. Indeed, symbolism is manifested in various 

ways through the interactions of the levels of the double meanings of symbols. Thanks to the interaction, 

symbols develop to a metaphorical dimension (Jn 10:30; “the Father and I are one” cf. 4.3.2). Because 

the Son called the Father, Abba, the unity and the distinction of the three Persons is revealed; “No one 

knows the Son except the Father, and no one know the Father except the Son and the one to whom the 

Son wills to reveal him” (Mt 11:27) (Gaái, 2010:122). Ricoeur (1974:491) also said “The audacity of 

addressing God as Abba breaks the reserve to which the whole Bible testifies . . . The audacity is possible 

because a new time has begun”. The interactions of divine titles generate new meaning, and also new 

interactions. Thus, the symbolic interpretation is not the acceptance of haphazard self-interpretation like 
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deconstructionism, but the symbolism embraces the meanings that are revealed through the interaction 

of texts.  

The difference between allegory and symbolism is revealed by the answer to the question of whether 

language and reality are related or not (Ricoeur, 1976:56). An allegory can be dismissed after it served 

its function, but a symbol does not evaporate, its relationship to reality remains. Therefore, the symbols 

of the Father-the Son-the Spirit are not temporary quotations for explanation, but are titles that 

continuously express the redemptive dimension of the Triune God. 

3.4 Conclusion 

Thus far, this chapter have been examining Ricoeur’s symbolism, the analogies related to the Trinity, 

and the titles of God. Ricoeur, firstly, defines symbols as having double meanings, and the analogy as 

being located in the middle of the double meaning. The analogy intercedes in a symbol’s double 

meaning and reveals the creative connotations, which originate from the meaning of one word used in 

a conversation. The creative connotations move towards the ontological dimension. According to 

Ricoeur, a symbol is a dynamic hermeneutical pathway that is beyond a definite fixed thought, and 

which leads to the discovery of creative meanings. Ricoeur first discusses the special symbol - the 

symbolism of evil - and he explains that there are numerous levels of meaning in the word. Then he 

develops the process of the implementation of creative meanings by integrating, developing and 

separating the meaning of the symbol of evil, including defilement, sin, and guilt, from the salvation of 

Christ to eschatological redemption. 

Ricoeur’s methodology of interpretation does not seek an answer, or a proposition that ties the whole 

together, or a rational acquisition of facts, instead his approach is to listen to the various sounds on one 

subject and search for the understanding of human existence in historical horizons as well as through 

interplay between the conversations. ‘Being’ can never be defined as a sentence or a proposition. So 

Ricoeur’s approach is a hermeneutical detour. The detour begins with listening and communicating, and 

not with an exclusive rationality or an absolute system. The purpose of the conversation about the detour 

is not aimed at compromise, but at understanding. This understanding is not to achieve an outcome of 

reason and rationality, but of understanding that occurs through the grace of God. The conversations 

concerning the existence of human beings rooted in history can gradually open the door of 

understanding by conversing on historical situations and contexts. 

Likewise, the study of the doctrine of the Trinity needs a diversity of conversations to connect the past 

and present in order to understand the Trinity. However, there have been various ways of studying the 

Trinity, and theologians have often shown inclinations to condemn or to ignore the past approaches. 
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The doctrine of the Trinity, based on history has been discussed largely in three domains: the analogical, 

the immanent, and the economic Trinity.  

The analogical approach is an attempt to understand the mystery of the Trinity centered on the common 

denominator existing between God and creatures. Many theologians have pointed out in one voice that 

the tendency of the doctrine, is centered on the immanence of God, and that the doctrine becomes a 

speculative theory that is thoroughly separated from aspects of Christian daily life. Therefore, they 

consider that a reasonable way to study the Trinity is by means of the economic Trinity which is an 

explanation of the redeeming history of God. When new approaches emerge, the old ways are 

considered to be outdated, and some scholars rapidly claim that the new ways can replace the old ways. 

However, according to Ricoeur, all these approaches are meaningful in the search for the understanding 

of the Trinity. Even though all these methods appear to be reasonable, they are absurdly insufficient to 

understand God, who is incomprehensible and more infinite than human existence.  

Ricoeur insists that any direct deciphering of existence or the Trinity is impossible. (Ricoeur, 1970:92). 

He claims that understanding existence or the Trinity will only occur through detours. Although the 

direct path to understanding existence may seem rational on the surface, however, due to its rationality, 

it may miss many aspects. Thus a more thorough approach is needed, to go through devious routes, but 

this will take a long time. However, we will become aware of elaborate features such as symbols, 

metaphors, and narratives that cannot be observed on the shortcut route. The hermeneutical detours 

include their own important messages and, through the conversations between the detours, the 

understanding of the Trinity gradually becomes accessible. To examine the Trinity as a symbol is to 

acknowledge the various dimensions of meaning in the trinitarian expressions. Also, symbols are not 

merely stagnant. but are completed, integrated and eliminated along with the historical context (Ricoeur, 

1974:497). 

Augustine states that the analogy to the understanding of the Trinity to be based on the famous phrase 

“God is love” (1Jn 4:8). Richard of St. Victor (?-1173) actually receives inspiration form Augustine’s 

De Trinitate. He develops the concept of love that is the analogy of Augustine's theory. Richard states 

that love premises a plurality of Persons, and its nature has openness towards another, and, because love 

is reciprocated by other persons, it is the source of supreme happiness (St Victor, 1979:384-385). 

Augustine looks into love itself and finds triadic formulas as vestiges of the Trinity, but Richards is 

interested in in the concept of sharing as being the real nature of love. He explains how love as a scheme 

evolves into love as a relationship. The scheme is stagnant, but the relationship yields many symbols. 

So, the phrase “God is love” means that “the essence of God is love” (Grenz, 2000:76; Pannenberg, 

1991:424; Zizioulas, 1985:46). According to Augustine, love is divided into lover, loved, and love itself, 
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and this triadic formula corresponds to the Father, the Son, and the Spirit According to Richard’s 

explanation, through the nature of love towards others, the Trinity reciprocates with each Person in love.  

This is similar to the concept of the social Trinity that perceives God as three distinct persons, united as 

one through mutual indwelling. This love as an attribute of God provides the ethical dimension of 

Christians. In fact, love is related to most of the ethical demands in the New Testament. Love comes 

from the Father and the Son: “our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1Jn 1:3). 

The word, love in its essence already involves the relationship between the Father, the Son, and the 

Spirit. The term, ‘spirit’ is another word to describe the fundamental nature of God as being entwined 

with the term, love: “God is spirit” (Jn 4:24). Spirit in the Old Testament means life (Schweizer, 

1967:389). God as a spirit is life itself and He gives life. The dialectic of love and life can be detected 

easily in Scripture. Life can be used as love, and vice versa. Even if they do not appear literally together, 

love contains life, and vice versa. Therefore, God is love and at the same time God is life. Love dwells 

in life: “Such a one, who has stood the test, will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to 

those who love him” (Jas 1:12). These symbols create new meanings such as the life and love of the 

Trinity and eternal life to us.  

Another category of analogy is the word (Barth) or the language (Vanhoozer). Barth divides the 

revelation into three aspects: Revealer (who), revelation (what is being done), and revealing (effect) 

(CD Ⅰ/1, 121). By using this system, he creates another analogy; the Father is the Speaker, the Son is 

the Word of the Speaker, and the Holy Spirit is the meaning (CDⅠ/1, 364-4). Barth construes his 

doctrine of the Trinity based on his analysis of the revelation (Marmion & Van Nieuwenhove, 2011:158). 

Similarly, Vanhoozer brings the triadic formula into the speech-act theory: the locutionary act, the 

illocutionary act, and the perlocutianary act. This corresponds with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

(Vanhoozer, 2002:163). Vanhoozer claims that God's Word is an act based on the speech-act theory. 

There are strong impressions of action in the analogy of revelation and language. Through the dynamics 

of these words, Scripture is, clearly, not a book of static truth, but the instrument of God's 

communication (Vanhoozer, 2002:154-55; Work, 2002:93). The Father is the Speaker (locutionary act), 

and the Son is the incarnation of the Word, proclaiming the truth of the word of the Father as a covenant, 

commandment, blessing, curse, prophecy (the Word of the Speaker – the illocutionary act). The Spirit 

proceeds to demonstrate the effects of the Word of the Father and of the Son, and also reveals the 

meaning of God's Word (the meaning – is the perlocutionary act). Thus the analogy represents the Word 

of God itself as the present communicative act of the Trinity. For instance, declaring God’s love, is the 

covenant of God to love. 

Likewise, the proclamation that God is spirit, is a covenant that He will give life to those who love Him. 
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The Father, the Son, and the Spirit speak, and They make a covenant, and They always fulfill the 

covenant. Therefore, the term, Word, is embedded in the meaning of the Trinity: God’s utterance, His 

covenant, and the fulfillment thereof. Thus, symbols such as those in the analogical approach to the 

revelation, gradually have more and more meanings through the integration and development of 

concepts.  

Ricoeur explains the development process of meanings in symbols by portraying evil as a special 

symbol. He collects the subordinate concepts of evil such as defilement, sin, and guilt, and merges and 

develops them. In this way, he develops meanings present in the symbol of evil, and furthermore, he 

sees the concept of hope developing, paradoxically, from the symbol of evil (Ricoeur, 1970:527). 

Ricoeur's interpretation is not about finding the most reasonable meaning among the various meanings. 

He looks at the connections and developments of meanings in symbols, and finds the dimension of 

creative meanings beyond the surface meaning. I have applied this symbolism of Ricoeur, to the 

trinitarian symbolic titles: The Father, the Son, and the Spirit.  

The titles are the most fundamental symbolic language of the Trinity. The Father is the source of love 

and the Word is the only answer to the question of the existence of human beings. Only the Father gives 

us true love and eternal life. The Son is the One who preaches the Word, shows us the true meaning of 

love in the Incarnation, and is with us in our hope for the future. The love and the covenants, ensure 

that those who believe in the Son, will become entirely new creations (2Cor 5:17). Therefore, Christ is 

the only answer to the estrangement of human beings. The Holy Spirit applies the Word to us, and 

guides us to act in love in the name of the Father and the Son. In the Spirit, we become new creatures, 

temples of God, and children of God. Also, our faith guarantees our inheritance that will emerge in the 

future. (Eph 1:14; 1Jn 3:1). Thus the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one being in love and 

interdependence (Erickson, 1995:221).     

The symbols of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit possess their own independent meanings, and 

simultaneously create new meanings through merged and interrelated trinitarian symbols. In particular, 

love (1Jn 4:8), the Word (Jn 1:14), and fellowship (1Jn 1:3) are the trinitarian symbols that best reveal 

God’s identity and God’s works of salvation described in Scripture. Love explains the oneness of the 

Triune God, the Word reveals the glory of the Father and the Son, and the fellowship reveals the intimate 

relationship of the three Persons before the creation of the world. In this manner, the trinitarian symbols 

abundantly reveal the immanent relationships of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, as well as the 

external, redeeming works of the Triune God.  
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Chapter 4 Metaphors and the immanent Trinity  

 

Scripture consists of symbolical and metaphorical language. If human beings were to have the 

possibility of speaking to God, they would probably have to use linguistic forms. Scripture proclaims 

the Triune God by means of symbols, metaphors, and narratives. This chapter is about the relationship 

between the Trinity and the theory of metaphor. The connection is related to the theory of discourse, 

known as metaphorical statements which is a term introduced by Ricoeur. The opposite of a 

metaphorical statement is a speculative statement, or thought, both of which, have consistently 

maintained a confrontational relationship in history (Vanhoozer, 1990:74). However, figurative 

statements must reflect the theological statements, as well as the literal meanings at the same time. 

According to Ricoeur (1978:303), metaphorical thought is not inferior to speculative cognition, and he 

states that neither should be viewed from a logical point of view, but from the view of hermeneutics, 

which he attempts to integrate through symbols, metaphors, and narratives. 

Ricoeur (1978:44) recognizes that metaphors can listen to very colorful voices as far as possible. He 

develops the theory of metaphors from the level of words to the level of sentences, and finally to the 

level of discourse. His theory of metaphors is a useful tool for examining the doctrine of the Trinity and 

trinitarian statements in Scripture. Based on his theory of metaphors, this study examines the immanent 

Trinity that has been the mainstream of trinitarian studies in church history, and finally, the synthesis of 

the theories is employed to interpret metaphorical statements related to the Trinity in Scripture. 

4.1 Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor 

The previous chapter examined Ricoeur’s method on how to cultivate the structure of symbols. He 

investigates the problem of evil as a special symbol. In this process, he collects various symbolic 

dimensions of evil and develops the concepts through their interactions. He sees the level of hope, 

beyond evil, while in the process of development through conversations between the manifold 

dimensions of evil. Ricoeur deploys the theory of metaphors in a similar way. In other words, he listens 

to the sound of metaphors in various dimensions such as classical rhetoric, linguistics, structuralism, 

and hermeneutics. In particular, in his book, The rule of metaphor (Ricoeur, 1978, hereafter cited as 

RM), there are main concepts: the metaphor at the level of a word in classical rhetoric, the metaphor at 

the level of a sentence based on semantics described in linguistics, and the metaphor at the level of 

discourse in hermeneutics. He argues that metaphors are tools for semantic innovation, and that they 

have cognitive value and are not, simply decorative phrases used in literature (Ricoeur, 1976:45). 

According to Ricoeur, his main task is, by means of many conversations about metaphors, to establish 

the semantic innovation of metaphors, linked to the creativity of the meaning of language. 
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RM consists of eight studies: In the first and second studies, Ricoeur examines the theory of metaphors 

and tropology at the level of the word and centering on Aristotle's classical rhetoric. In the third study, 

there is an important shift of emphasis in his study of metaphors, and he discusses metaphors as the 

dimension of word transitions in relation to the dimension of the sentence structured according to 

semantics. The fourth study is about Saussure's position, and the fifth is about the possibility of a new 

rhetoric based on Structuralism. From the sixth study to the eighth study, Ricoeur discusses metaphors 

at the level of sentences, moving from the theory of metaphors to the level of discourse. At this point, 

Ricoeur endeavors to prepare aspects of the ontology of metaphors by examining similar works, and 

the function of reference of metaphors (Jung, 2004:376). These eight studies on the metaphor are largely 

divided into three dimensions: word, sentence, and discourse. According to Ricoeur, metaphorical 

movements occur from word to discourse as a complementary and developmental relationship, not as 

an isolated study: “These studies do not refute one another, but rather seek to justify each approach 

within the limits of the corresponding discipline, and to demonstrate the systematic continuity of 

viewpoints by following the progression from word (rhetoric) to sentence (semantics) and from sentence 

to discourse (hermeneutics)” (Ricoeur, 1978:7, 44). This section is organized according to the 

developmental relationship of metaphors.  

4.1.1. Metaphor at the level of the word 

Broadly speaking, the metaphor is a poetic language that is distinct from literal language. Metaphors 

are considered to be suitable for use in poems as a trope or an ornament in language usage, which is 

quite the opposite to literal language, because of the definite difference in its usage. This is similar to 

the conflict between philosophy and rhetoric. Rhetoric is not as old as philosophy, and it is, also, the 

oldest enemy of philosophy, as well as its oldest alliance. However, it is very dangerous from a 

philosophical point of view, because, by means of rhetoric, political orators in ancient Greece can 

practice arts of illusion and deception to audiences. Plato speaks of rhetoric through borrowing the 

mouth of Socrates in his book, Gorigias. Plato considers the rhetorical oratory as belonging to a world 

of deception and points out the problem of the various ambiguities in rhetoric: “I call it flattery. . . This 

part seems to be a craft, but it isn’t a craft; it is a knack, and a routine” (Gorgias, 463a-c). Likewise, the 

antagonism of the metaphorical language, in contrast to the literal language is deeply embedded in 

Western philosophy. John Locke (1632-1704) speaks of the futility of metaphorical language: “But if 

we want to speak of things as they are, we must allow that all the arts of rhetoric (except for order and 

clarity)—all the artificial and figurative application of words that eloquence has invented, serve only to 

insinuate wrong ideas, move passions, and thereby mislead judgment; and so they are perfect cheats” 

(Locke, 2007:189). Because of the preponderance of literal language, the problem of using metaphors 

has caused the elimination, from philosophical themes, of one of the important philosophical 

mainstream thoughts in modern times (Ricoeur, 1978:13). In other words, the metaphor was ignored 
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for centuries due to the rational thought that it cannot produce objectivity. Ricoeur reinterprets 

Aristotle’s rhetoric and poetics to seek the theory of metaphor in RM, because he is the first person to 

conceptualize the field of rhetoric (Ricoeur, 1978:9). Aristotle deals with metaphors in two areas: 

rhetoric and poetics. 

4.1.1.1 Metaphor as interplay between rhetoric and poetics 

Rhetoric was a weapon to gain the effect of persuasion through speech, and it became a technique in 

oratory. Aristotle’s rhetoric was already a familiar discipline in that time and could be connected with 

philosophy because of the schema of argumentation (Ricoeur, 1978:10). Although rhetoric emphasizes 

logic through argumentation, philosophers still regard rhetoric as dangerous. Aristotle, however, 

integrated the philosophy of rationality and the rhetoric of plausibility in order to establish a rhetorical 

framework through the legitimate uses of forceful speech, for the rationality between its use and misuse, 

and the valid sphere of philosophy and rhetoric (Rhetoric, 1978:11). In short, Aristotle secures the logic 

of rhetoric by adding logos to pathos-oriented rhetoric: “The great merit of Aristotle lies in developing 

this relationship between the rhetorical concept of persuasion, the logical concept of the probable, and 

in the construction of the whole edifice of a philosophy of rhetoric in this relationship” (Ricoeur, 

1978:12). Despite these attempts, however, rhetoric has consistently been evaluated by the eyes of 

philosophy, and due to this perspective, the area of rhetoric has been greatly reduced.  

  On the other hand, poetics is the art of constituting poems, particularly tragic poems. If rhetoric 

pursues persuasion through the logos, poetry exposes real human beings entirely through pathos and 

through mimesis. (Ricoeur, 1978: 12). It is the purpose of poetry to arouse awe and fears. “Thus, poetry 

and rhetoric mark out two distinct universes of discourse” (Ricoeur, 1978:12). According to Aristotle, 

problems arise because metaphors are included in both domains, and thus metaphors have a dual 

structure: “Metaphor will therefore have a unique structure and two functions: a rhetorical function and 

a poetic function” (Ricoeur, 1978:2). Thus, to reveal the true function of metaphors and to restore its 

status, it has to be complemented in the dual structure of rhetoric and poetry. Ricoeur explains that lexis 

(diction) is useful for the integration of the dual structure, because Aristotle treats metaphor as being 

common in the lexis section of his book, Poetics and Rhetoric (Ricoeur, 1978:13). The Greek word, 

lexis, is variously translated as style or diction, but Ricoeur perceives it as the whole field of language 

expression. Lexis has various characteristics when used within rhetorical and poetic functions. In 

rhetoric there is a variety of modes of speech such as commands, simple, statements, threats, questions, 

answers, and so on. Poetics, on the other hand, is about parts or constituents of diction which are linked 

to the letter, the syllable, the conjunction, the article, the noun, the verb, the case, and the speech [logos]. 

The parts of diction are present in segments of discourse, sentences, and smaller units (Ricoeur, 

1978:13-14). By making this distinction, metaphor as lexis in rhetoric, have become the common term 
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for the enumeration of parts of speech, and metaphors as lexis, in poetics, are related to names or nouns. 

This distinction made by of Aristotle, proves that the connection between poetics and rhetoric in 

metaphors is not at the level of discourse, but at the level of a segment of discourse or the level of names 

or nouns. Thus, metaphor in rhetoric and in poetics meet at the intersection of nouns or names. 

Metaphors as level of nouns include certain actions, phenomena, and movements which results in the 

production of unfamiliar and deviate terms. Ricoeur states three aspects of the motility of metaphor: 

deviation, borrowing, and substitution. Firstly, deviation is the use of unusual words or alien names: 

“strange (rare) words, which are metaphorical, or lengthened, by anything and everything that deviates 

from the ordinary modes of speech” (Poetics, 1458a23-25). Secondly, words that are replaced by 

deviations are borrowed from other categories, such as alien categories or alien domains. Thirdly, the 

notion of alien usage in metaphor evolves the idea of substitution. This does not mean that they are 

replaced within the same category, but that they are a dimension of a category mistakenly taken from 

an alien category (Ricoeur, 1978:16-20).  

  Ricoeur explains the logical process of this substitute theory (Tropology) as follows: Certain names 

are included in appropriate categories whether they are species or genus. When these terms have 

meanings within appropriate categories, they are called ‘proper meaning.’ However, metaphors also 

have improper or figurative meanings. This occurs when metaphors twist categories of names, and the 

categories for the names disappear. Thus, there is a shortage phenomenon in discourse. The shortage is 

named the ‘postulate of sematic lacuna’. The lacuna is fulfilled by borrowing an unusual term – the 

postulate of borrowing. There is a twist phenomenon between the borrowed word as having an improper 

or figurative meaning and the proper word. The borrowed words have figurative meanings, which 

substitute the absent proper meaning. This is the axiom of the substitution theory (Ricoeur, 1978:46). 

There is a reason for transposing the figurative meaning of the borrowed word and the proper meaning 

of the absent word. The transposition constitutes a paradigm for the substitution of terms. In metaphors, 

the paradigmatic framework is the resemblance that is the ‘postulation of the paradigmatic character of 

the trope.’ The words replaced by the reason or resemblance of metaphors are thoroughly paraphrased 

as the postulation of an exhaustive paraphrase. In this manner, metaphors are nothing more than the 

substitution or transposition of words that do not give any further information. Therefore, metaphor as 

substitution theory merely have an ornamental function (Ricoeur, 1978:45-46). Thus, Aristotle’s theory 

of metaphor applies only at the level of words, or at the level of fragmentary discourse. Although his 

theory does not apply entirely to discourse, his theory possesses the potential characteristics for 

discourse. Because of this trait found in metaphors, we can speak of movement at the level of the word. 

Also, due to the latent motility of metaphors, the metaphor at the level of a word does not completely 

collapse (Ricoeur, 1978:14). This movement is more prominent in the mimesis theory of Aristotle.  
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4.1.1.2 The theory of mimesis in Poetics 

Aristotle divides core elements of tragedy into six categories: Plot (muthos), Characters (ethos), Diction 

or verbal expression (lexis), Thought, Spectacle or Visual adornment, and Melody or Song-composition 

(Poetics, 1450a9-10). In this context, lexis is one of the pivotal elements of tragedy, and metaphors are 

a part of lexis. Thus, metaphors are employed at the level of words through the mediation of lexis 

(Ricoeur, 1978:36). One of the other fundamental attributes of tragedy is mimesis which means “to 

imitate the actions of others” (Poetics, 1448a29). Amongst the cardinal six elements of tragedy, the 

objects that mimesis represents, are muthos, ethos, and thought, as well as the instruments of mimesis: 

lexis, melody, and spectacle (Poetics, 1550a10-14). The purpose of tragedy is to reproduce human 

behavior and expose human reality (Ricoeur, 1978:33). Mimesis is a process: “the process of forming 

each of the six parts of a tragedy,” from muthos through to spectacle (Ricoeur, 1978:38). And the 

catharses is the object of the whole process (Poetics, 1449b21-28).  

Ricoeur explains the logical structure of imitation in two ways: the creativity of imitation, and the 

extension of imitation (Ricoeur, 1978:39-43). Firstly, muthos (plot) is responsible for the creativity of 

poetry. Imitation is the structure of this plot, and imitation constitutes the plot. Aristotle emphasizes the 

difference between history and mimesis. History restates what has happened in reality, and poetry states 

what could have happened. History is based on particular details, but poetry depicts the universality of 

an event. Accordingly, “poetry is more philosophical and serious than history” (Poetics, 1451b5-6). So, 

audiences accept events and people, portrayed on stage, as universal. Thus, there is tension between 

reality and fiction: “tension, when revealed, is at the very heart of mimesis, and lies between the 

submission to reality (history) and the creative action (poetry)” (Ricoeur, 1978:39). Thus, tension opens 

up the creative dimension of meaning: “the creative dimension is inseparable from this referential 

movement. Mimesis is poiesis, and poiesis is mimesis” (Ricoeur, 1978:39). Secondly, plot is not simply 

the rearrangement of human behavior, but it uplifts the behavior and schema structures, and causes 

double tension to occur. Owing to creativity and the extensibility of imitation, the intrinsic image of 

human beings is represented, and, simultaneously, their image is depicted as being higher and greater 

than they are” (Ricoeur, 1978:39-40). Ricoeur directly connects metaphors and imitation (Simms, 

2003:62). The tension between the dual tension in mimesis, the direction of reality and the elevation of 

meaning constitutes the directive function of the metaphor in poetry. The referential function of 

metaphors in poetry replaces the dual tension in mimesis, and the tension which occurs between the 

reference to reality and the elevation of meaning.  

Plato applied mimesis to nature as an imitation of Ideas, but Aristotle considers mimesis to be a 

reference to human behavior through the composition of poetry (Ricoeur, 1978:42). Since metaphors 

are in contact with the referential dimension of mimesis, this proves, slightly, the latent reference to the 
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reality of the ontological dimension. Moreover, because of the mobility of this imitation, metaphors are 

no longer seen as emerging at the level of the word, but as generally emerging at the level of poetry as 

a whole. 

4.1.1.3 Tropology  

The previous section describes how Ricoeur traces the common usage of metaphors as lexis in poetics 

and rhetoric and tries to expand this beyond the level of the word through the notion of mimesis. This 

process, however, does not remove metaphors completely from the level of word, and Ricoeur develops 

the movement to transcend the exclusive level through tropology. Trope means a figure of speech, 

different from the usual use of words, and is “a verbal embellishment of language” (Simms, 2003:65). 

This use of trope arises from the tension between a substituted figurative word, and an absent proper 

word (cf. the logical process of the substitution theory of 4.1.1.1). This tension initiates three aspects: 

metonymy, synecdoche, and metaphor.  

  Firstly, metonymy has a horizontal semantic correlation, for instance, in the sentence, “Shall we have 

another bottle”, the word ‘bottle’ refers to the contents in the bottle. The schema of the word, metonymy, 

refers to the cause’, or effect’, as well as the ‘instrument used to execute a purpose’, and a ‘sign for 

signification.’ Secondly, synecdoche has a vertical semantic connection, as in the sentence, “I see a 

sail!’’, in which the word ‘sail’, refers to the ship.” The relationship of the connection is that of ‘a part 

to a whole’, ‘a species to a genus’, and ‘species to an individual.’ The former refers to the exclusive 

relationship with an object, and the latter refers to an inclusive relationship with the object. “There is a 

total symmetry between metonymy and synecdoche such as the exclusion or inclusion, and the 

horizontality and the verticality” (Ricoeur, 1978:56-57). Lastly, metaphors are related through 

resemblance, for instance, in the sentence, “Go for it, tiger! The word ‘tiger’ refers to a particular person” 

(Ricoeur, 1978:56; Simms, 2003:66). In this respect, Ricoeur describes the uniqueness of metaphors as 

follows: “There is a total symmetry between metonymy and synecdoche such as exclusion or inclusion 

and horizontality and verticality” (Ricoeur, 1978:57). Metaphors are related to all the words that belong 

to its domain, which is unlike metonymy and synecdoche which are related only at the level of nouns 

or names. Furthermore, the sphere of a metaphor extends to a whole sentence. At the level of a whole 

sentence, “metaphors do not name, but characterize that which has already been named” (Ricoeur, 

1978:57). Ricoeur describes the nature of metaphors as ‘seeing-as,’ which means that metaphors not 

only describe an object, but also newly recreate their image (Ricoeur, 1978:61). ‘Seeing-as’ is a 

phenomenological psychological term, that complements the semantics of creative speech. ‘Seeing-as’ 

is the heart of a sensible aspect, which is related to poetic imagination (Kearney, 2004:52). Unlike literal 

language, figurative language is free, and this freedom is a creative element of human inventiveness 

(Simms, 2003:68). Through trope, Ricoeur states that metaphors do not only contain individual words, 
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but also extend to the whole sentence. 

4.1.2 Metaphor at the level of the sentence 

According to Ricoeur, a metaphor is not an ornamental function in literature, but a productive 

instrument for creating meaning in semantic innovations. For this most important transition, metaphors 

should not be treated at the level of words, but at the level of sentences, that is, at the level of semantics 

and discourse (Kearney, 1984:17; Vanhoozer, 1990:63). Ricoeur suggests that metaphorical statements 

should be at the level of discourse. The creation of meaning, at the level of sentences, through metaphors 

is named the ‘interaction theory’. However, Ricoeur does not consider the interaction theory to be a 

complete alternative to the substitute theory, since the individual words in discourse, can also embody 

a metaphorical meaning. He considers that the coordination between the substitute theory and the 

interaction theory is an important task (Ricoeur, 1978:66). The important transition from the substitute 

theory to the interaction theory is dealt with in chapter three of RM. He also analyses the discourse 

theory of Emile Benveniste (1902-1976), the rhetoric of Richards (1893 ~ 1979), the logical grammar 

of Max Black (1909~ 88), and the literary criticism of Monroe Beardsley (1915 ~ 85). Through this 

significant transition, he establishes a linguistic, literary, philosophical, and aesthetic foundation at the 

level of sentences through metaphors. Ricoeur suggests the legitimacy and foundation of metaphors at 

sentence-level according to the theories of scholars. 

4.1.2.1 Semantics and semiotics  

Emile Benveniste (2012: 22-23) divides meaning into two aspects or two modes of meaning: semiotics, 

referring to signs and symbols, and semantics, founded on sentences and, simultaneously, on discourse 

(Ricoeur, 1978:69). However, semiotics and semantics dominate a variety of areas and have restricted 

meanings (Ricoeur, 1978:69). These two linguistic spheres move in opposite directions, and sometimes 

cross each other (Ricoeur, 1978:68). The most important premise when trying to distinguish between 

these two domains is that the semantics of discourse is not reduced to a lexical meaning.  

Ricoeur divides Benveniste’s distinction into five parts: Firstly, discourse always occurs as an event. 

Discourse or language is actualized when a speaker utters words. Secondly, the subject in a sentence 

has a universal, existential nature, and the predicate has a particular or circumstantial character. In this 

manner, there is tension between the subject and the predicate in discourse. Thirdly, discourse has a 

structure based on acts. John Langshaw Austin (1977:27) distinguishes statements as constructions and 

performatives. The structure of discourse occurs through acts and performatives. Performative 

statements appear in verbal acts such as promises, whereas the constructive statements represent 

psychological behavior such as belief, desire, feelings, and a corresponding mental act. Fourthly, signs, 

on the other hand, only direct another sign in an equivalent system. Discourse, however, has the 
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referential capacity of the self-transcendence of language. This trait is the fundamental difference 

between semantics and semiotics. Fifthly, because of the work of reference in the world of discourse, it 

also refers to its own speaker. For instance, the personal pronouns are meaningless in themselves, but 

in discourse, they have the important function of indicating who is speaking. Demonstrative pronouns 

usually indicate a point in the opposite direction of the speaker. Thus, the speaker is inevitably engaged 

in the discourse, and the personal pronouns depend on the predicate. Finally, Benveniste redistributes 

the paradigmatic and the syntagmatic, and associates them with semiotics and semantics, respectively. 

Paradigmatic relations are engaged with signs in the same system, and this is kind of a semiotic order. 

On the other hand, syntagmatic relations are engaged with the sentences and this almost becomes a 

semantic order. Therefore, metaphors in discourse or, metaphorical statements are practically syntagma, 

because of the semantic traits. If the meaning is present because of the interaction between the words 

within a sentence, then the correct course would be to consider the metaphorical statement as the whole 

discourse (Ricoeur, 1978:70-76).  

4.1.2.2 Interaction theory  

In the previous section, the statement was made that Ricoeur argues about, which is the inevitability of 

the level of sentences in metaphors according to Benveniste’s discourse theory, that, he analyzes as the 

interaction theory through three scholars: the literary theorist Richards, the philosopher Max Black, and 

the aesthetician Monroe Beardsley.  

4.1.2.2.1 Ivor Armstrong Richard (1893 ~ 1979) 

Richards insists that “the proper meaning superstition”, of words that have their own meaning is mere 

superstition, because words cannot possess their own meaning. He states that superstition is the most 

important cause of misunderstanding (Richards, 1965:11). Words cannot possess any meaning by 

themselves, and they only have meaning through their relationship with a specific discourse or context 

as an undivided whole. Words operate as part of a context, and the discourse is composed of questions 

and answers. In addition, words, as the lowest unit in discourse, obtain their meanings through the 

phenomenon of delegated efficacy (Richards, 1965:32). According to Richards’ theory the meaning of 

a word is determined by its context, and the proper meaning disappears in the sentence. The 

phenomenon that replaces the meaning of the missing part is referred to as the delegated efficacy: “What 

a word means is the missing parts of the contexts from which it draws its delegated efficacy” (Richards, 

1965:35). The context here does not facilitate understanding by making familiar sense in a literary 

context, but works as though in “the context theory of meaning” (Richards, 1965:32, 40). Unlike the 

literary context, the context theory of meaning makes us expect ambiguity in the widest extent. In 

classical rhetoric, ambiguity is a false and restricted language, and is a language to be removed. 

However, in the new rhetoric, it is a fundamental factor: “the new rhetoric sees ambiguity as an 
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inevitable consequence of the powers of language and as the indispensable means of most of our very 

important utterances” (Richards, 1965:40). Therefore, the meaning of context is “the interplay of the 

interpretative possibilities of the whole utterance” (Richards, 1965:55). In this context, metaphors occur 

in the mainstream of the context, and penetrate deeply into the meaning through the interaction of words. 

In this sense, metaphors have two separate thoughts that are ‘active together’ in one statement, and the 

meaning of the statement is “the result of the interaction of the two ideas.” In other words, metaphors 

are the result of a convergence of ‘two different missing parts’ from various contexts that affect the 

meaning, because of the “transaction between contexts” (Ricoeur, 1978:80).  

Richards refers to the two aspects of the meaning as the ‘tenor’ and the ‘vehicle’ (Richards, 1965:96). 

For instance, in the sentence: “Achilles is a lion,” the tenor (underlying idea) represents the strength, 

courage and nobility of Achilles through the idea of a lion as the vehicle but, however, the traits related 

to the lion do not directly represent something related to Achilles. Understanding is achieved when 

reading the sentence as a whole. The words, tenor and vehicle produce separate meanings through their 

interaction: “the metaphor is not the vehicle alone, but it is the whole made up of the two halves” 

(Ricoeur, 1978:80). “They prevent one from talking about the tenor separately from the figure of speech, 

and from treating the vehicle as an added ornament. The simultaneous presence of the tenor and vehicle 

and their interaction, produce the metaphor” (Ricoeur, 1978:81).  

Ricoeur points out the limitations of Richards' theory of metaphors in three aspects: distinction between 

literal and metaphorical meaning, a resemblance between tenor and vehicle, and the ‘ontological’ status 

of metaphors. Firstly, according to Richards, the “literal meaning has no connection any longer with its 

proper meaning” (Ricoeur, 1978:81). Therefore, the literal meaning becomes non-existent, and it 

becomes difficult to compare it with the metaphorical meaning. However since, according to Ricoeur, 

the tension between literal and metaphorical meanings is a very significant factor, the ambiguity of the 

distinction between the two meanings is a huge problem. Secondly, although the interaction between 

the tenor and the vehicle is presupposed, the relationship of comparison and resemblance are not well 

portrayed: “A very broad division can be made between metaphors which work through some direct 

resemblance between two things such as the tenor and the vehicle and those which work through some 

common attitude, of which we may take note.” (Richards, 1965:118). Thus, the first tension of meaning 

between the tenor and the vehicle has vanished. Finally, Richards mentions metaphors and the real 

world: “our world is a projected world, shot through with characters lent to it from our own life. A 

command of metaphors as well as a command of the interpretation of metaphors – can fall very deeply 

into the control of the world that we make for ourselves to live in” (Richards, 1965:108, 135). However, 

Ricoeur evaluates Richards’ analysis but lacks the actual explanation of the relationship between 

metaphors and reality. Ricoeur's explanation lacks orientation concerning the problem of the 



Chapter 4 Metaphors and the immanent Trinity 

83 

 

relationship between metaphors and reality (Ricoeur, 1978:83). 

4.1.2.2.2 Max Black (1909 ~ 88)  

The main concern of Black is the possibility of establishing a logical grammatical system consisting of 

metaphors and words that have related meanings (Black, 1962:25). He approaches this problem in three 

ways: Firstly, he suggests the focus and frame to examine the true structure of metaphorical statements.  

For instance, in the metaphor, “the chairman plowed through the discussion,” the word, ‘plowed’, is 

being used metaphorically in the sentence, but the remainder of the words are used literally. The word, 

‘plowed’, is the focus of the metaphor, and the rest of the sentence is the frame in which the metaphor 

occurs (Black, 1962:28). Thus, a metaphor is “a sentence or another expression in which some words 

are used metaphorically, while the remainder are used non-metaphorically” (Black, 1962:27). Similarly, 

to Richards, Black also recognizes that metaphors, as a whole, generate meaning through the interaction 

of two parts, the focus and the frame (Simms, 2003:70). Secondly, the crucial progress at this point is 

to elucidate the distinction between the interaction theory and the classical theory. Black distinguishes 

the two concepts of metaphors as substitution and comparison. The classical rhetoric metaphor belongs 

to the substitute theory, and the interaction theory belongs to the comparative theory, which has a logical 

structure in itself. Thirdly, he proposes that the main task of the interaction theory is to produce new 

meanings. For instance, in the sentence: “Man is a wolf’, the focus of the metaphor refers to the ‘wolf,’ 

and, no longer functions according to its literal lexical meaning. The meanings of words are revealed 

only when they are read in a linguistic community. In other words, the interpretation of a metaphor is 

accomplished through the operation of a ‘system of associated commonplaces’, not lexical definitions 

(Black, 1962:40). When a man is called a ’wolf’, the word has a lexical meaning, or an image related 

to a wolf. Some of the images vanish, whereas others remain. Indeed, the formation of the meaning of 

metaphors is systematized through screens or filters in a ‘system of associated commonplaces.’ In other 

words, through this process, a particular point of view for human beings is organized. In this manner, 

and the “metaphor confers insight” (Ricoeur, 1978:87). Thus, metaphors cannot be thoroughly 

deciphered by means of substitution, comparison, and paraphrasing (Simms, 2003:88).  

Black suggests two solutions to establish the logical grammar of metaphors: the interaction focus and 

frame as well as the ‘system of associated commonplaces.’ Ricoeur acknowledges the great merit of 

Black’s theory, but he expresses the regret of the creativity of the meanings and their expandability. 

Ricoeur suggests an implicit system to supplement the extensibility in this theory. Through the system 

of associated commonplaces, the meaning of metaphors is created by social, cultural, and conventional 

circumstances, and some metaphors are filtered and screened. On the other hand, the implication is 

based on immediacy, temporality, creativity, and the production of a riddle. The riddle creates various 
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novel meanings beyond the bounds of the previous old laws. Accordingly, Ricoeur, through the theories 

of Richards and Black, provides the theoretical basis for the level of a sentence containing a metaphor, 

but theories, do not have the capacity to answer to a final destiny, namely the “semantic innovation of 

metaphors.” Thus Ricoeur, transfers his support from Black’s theory to Beardsley’s theory in order to 

find an answer to a final destiny. 

4.1.2.2.3 Monroe Beardsley (1915 ~ 85) 

According to Beardsley “a literary work is a linguistic entity that is homogeneous with a sentence, 

which is ‘the smallest complete unit of a discourse’ (Ricoeur, 1978:90). Because of this definition, 

literary criticism takes place at the level of semantics in sentences. Beardsley divides the meaning of 

sentences into a primary meaning and a secondary meaning. The primary meaning is what the sentence 

‘states’, the secondary meaning is what it ‘suggests.’ Thus, for example, the sentence “Napoleon, 

himself, who recognized the danger to his right flank, led his guards against the enemy.” This sentence 

‘states’ that Napoleon ‘recognized’ the danger and ‘led’ the army. This sentence also includes aspects 

of ‘suggestions’ of a secondary sense: Firstly, there is the suggestion, that the operation or the maneuver 

took place, and secondly, that the execution of the maneuver occurred because of Napoleon's awareness 

of the danger. In other words, Napoleon’s recognition of the danger suggests that this caused the 

operation (Beardsley, 1958:123). The innateness of the ‘suggestion’, as the secondary meaning, is not 

the result of lucidity, but because the sentence has these implications as part of its fundamental 

characteristics. Every sentence has a suggested implication as part of its secondary significance. 

(Ricoeur, 1978:91). Thus, Beardsley perceives literary works as a whole to be based on the semantics 

of sentences.  

Beardsley speaks of two aspects of literary works: the world of work and work as discourse (Ricoeur, 

1978:92). Firstly, the world of work consists of plots, characters, feelings, attitudes and so on. Because 

of these elements present in the world of works, readers will ask questions about this world of works. 

Secondly, the principle literary work is associated with discourse, and the possibility of understanding 

the meaning depends on the schema of the discourse which, in turn, is based on the semantics of the 

sentence (Ricoeur, 1978:92). Beardsley defines literary works from the point of view of semantics: “A 

literary work is a discourse in which an important part of the meaning is implicit” (Beardsley, 1958:126). 

Thus, he deals with the notion of the link between interpretation and meaning at the level of the sentence, 

and not at the level of the word. Furthermore, understanding continues at the level of discourse. 

Beardsley’s theory emphasizes the level of discourse that Richards and Black have not fully considered. 

Because Beardsley discusses metaphors at the level of sentences or discourse, the metaphors seen to 

move into the ontological dimension that directs reality. Therefore, Beardsley’s metaphorical theory 

develops at the level of discourse. He defines discourse as follows: “It is discourse that says more than 
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it states, by cancelling out the primary meaning in order to make room for the secondary meaning” 

(Beardsley, 1958:138). In discourse, the reader can assume a second level of meaning which did not 

appear in the text. The main reason for this clear understanding of the meaning is ‘logical absurdity’ 

(Beardsley, 1958:138). In other words, a secondary dimension of the meaning of the statement is opened 

by logical absurdity.  

Beardsley explains metaphors as being logically absurd or as having a twisted phenomenon between 

the subject and the modifier in a sentence. In a sentence, there is a subject and a modifier. The modifier 

in a metaphor is logically incompatible with the subject in same sentence. For instance, in the phrase, 

“metaphysical streets,” the modifier, ‘metaphysical’, is in conflict with the subject, ‘streets’, because 

the word ‘streets’ according to the lexical meaning is only defined as a physical subject, and not as a 

metaphysical one (Beardsley, 1958:141). The interaction between the subject and the modifier yields a 

strange new meaning or, to be exact, a hitherto unnoticed connotation of the modifier (Beardsley, 

1958:144). The modifier could possess connotations as indirect and possessing self-contradictory 

attributes related to the subject. This attribution is a metaphorical attribute, or a metaphor. Thus, the 

reader is stimulated by a ‘twist’ in the sentence resembling a contradiction, and the reader is challenged 

to resolve the contradiction. The task is to identify what is the meaning or the connotation in a modifier 

associated with a subject through the implications or the interaction between the subject and the modifier. 

Beardsley calls his metaphorical theory ‘the controversial theory’ (Beardsley, 1958:138).  

Beardsley defines a metaphor as a miniature poem. This description of a metaphor is a model of a 

complete explanation (Beardsley, 1958:144). He suggests two principles as a logical explanation to 

transpose a metaphor from being a figure of speech to becoming an entire poem by means of congruence 

and plenitude. Firstly, the principle of congruence means that the connotations related to the modifier 

are appropriate for the subject. In this situation the metaphor refers to all the connotations. Secondly, 

the principle of plenitude means that all connotations are coordinates in the whole poem, and the 

remainder of the context reveals all meanings. These principles are intended to maximize meanings in 

order to obtain as many meanings as possible. This logical structure maintains the tension between 

getting meanings from a poem and reading meaning into the poem. Ricoeur speaks of two advantages 

of his theories: prevailing over the limitations of Black and his explanation that is centered in semantics. 

Firstly, Beardsley proposes a solution to problems which Black cannot do. Black defines metaphors as 

the interaction which occurs within an entire sentence through focus and frame, and then metaphors 

also work within a system of associated commonplaces. His logical absurdity accentuates the inventive 

and innovative character of metaphorical statements. In other words, Beardsley's theory has many more 

opportunities than Black’s theory. Ricoeur by means of. Beardsley’s theory finds new definitions for 

the proper meaning and the figurative meaning of metaphors. The proper meaning, which is the lexical 
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meaning he obtained from an explanation given in a dictionary. On the other hand, the figurative 

meaning is not the simple derived meaning from the focus and the frame but arises from the generation 

of meanings through interaction within the whole sentence. In other words, the figurative meaning 

acknowledges the attributes of the connotative values of the modifier of the principal subject. 

Furthermore, metaphors exist as an ‘emergent meaning’ within a whole context (Ricoeur, 1978:96). 

Secondly, Beardsley suggests the semantic trait of metaphors. The semantic collision between lexical 

and connotative meanings causes the metaphorical characteristics that originate from the foundation of 

metaphors. According to Beardsley’s theory, metaphors exist only in discourse.  

In summary, we have examined three scholars who have attempted to explain the move from the level 

of the word to the level of the sentence. They criticized the substitute theories of metaphors and 

suggested a theoretical foundation at the level of sentences for metaphors. The metaphor is not a 

substitute for names, but its meaning is revealed through various interactions in the text as well as 

through the context of the vehicle and the tenor, the focus and the frame, the modifier and the principal 

subject. Richards and Black argue? about the metaphorical effects in the semantic field, but both lack 

acceptable explanations for the creativity of the variety of meanings found in metaphors. Beardsley 

vaguely speaks of the reference and the creativity of metaphors in the hermeneutical dimension: “One 

of the most puzzling and important features of metaphors, is its capacity to create new contextual 

meanings, which occur because the connotations of words are never fully known. Metaphors do not 

create the connotations, but they bring them to life” (Beardsley, 1958:143). Up to the present, Ricoeur 

has attempted to explain the level of discourse as the final stage which emphasizes the creative and 

innovative meanings of metaphors.   

4.1.3 Metaphor at the level of discourse  

The discourse theory, exclusively, can explain the yielding, emergent and novel meanings in language 

(Vanhoozer, 1990:80). Ricoeur suggests hermeneutical and ontological dimensions of metaphor through 

the work of resemblance and reference within metaphor. Every metaphor is constituted within a network 

or hierarchy depending on where it is used. Metaphor create meanings at various levels of a linguistic 

structure, depending on how and where they are used, which may be in a sentence, in a single poem as 

a whole, in a large cultural area called Christianity, or in a particular community or culture: “Certain 

metaphors are so radical that they seem to haunt all human discourse” (Ricoeur, 1976:65). 

Fundamentally speaking, human beings think metaphorically (Vanhoozer, 1990:65). The semantic 

innovation of metaphors occurred in old diverse structures. Thus, metaphors are inevitably related to 

questions asked by human being such as the problems of ontology and, specifically, Dasein, or ‘Being-

in-the world’ which is Heidegger’s term. Hence, metaphors in various cultures, contexts, and discourses 

essentially need a hermeneutical dimension.  



Chapter 4 Metaphors and the immanent Trinity 

87 

 

4.1.3.1 The work of resemblance 

According to Beardsley’s terms, metaphors are meaningful, self-contradictory, and self-destructive 

statements that yield the mutation of meaning through the works of resemblance (Ricoeur, 1978:194).  

To accomplish these effects, metaphors must deviate thoroughly from the notions of semiotics and the 

substitute theory, and in the field of semantics, through resemblance. Metaphors must be explored at 

the level of discourse and contain diverse levels of the sentences. Therefore, resemblance is a kind of 

traits of the predicates and not of the substitution of names. This predicative relevance is also similar to 

the semantic proximity that generates the new meaning despite the distance that separates them. The 

distance between the meanings suddenly becomes less and there is a new semantic relationship. Ricoeur 

calls this relationship a family resemblance, which means the logical status of resemblance which is 

related to the semantic process of metaphors (Ricoeur, 1978:194). The logical structure of the metaphor 

is based on similarity. The metaphor is perceived as being similar to the primary meaning despite the 

difference or contradiction through resemblance. Thus, the resemblance is a logical category that 

responds to predicative phenomena: “Resemblance, therefore, is the logical category corresponding to 

the predicate operation in which approximation (bringing close together) meets the resistance of being 

distant. Through words, metaphors display the effects of resemblance because the literal contradiction 

preserves the difference within the metaphorical statement. Same and different are not just mixed 

together, they also remain contrasting to each other. Because of this specific trait, enigma lives on in 

the heart of metaphors. In metaphors, the same operates in spite of the difference.” (Ricoeur, 1978:196). 

In this logical structure, metaphorical statements are described as the ‘categorical mistake.’ In other 

words, “metaphor is a planned category mistake” (Ricoeur, 1978:197). The categorical mistake concept 

opens the possibilities of uttering the philosophical and ontological dimension of a metaphor within the 

logical category as the function of resemblance. The general usage of resemblance is to express 

similarity between two objects, but the resemblance in metaphors applies to similarities found amongst 

very different ones. Ricoeur (1978:197) suggests that the power of metaphors establishes a new category: 

“the power of metaphor would be to break an old categorization, in order to establish new logical 

frontiers on the ruins of their forerunners”.  

Ricoeur describes resemblance in relation to the iconicity which refers to image interpretation. It is the 

first aspect of metaphorical reference that indicates through denotation certain objects in the physical 

world. The iconic function is the second aspect of metaphorical references (Mac Cormac, 1985:193). 

The act of drawing means to reproduce or re-describe a real object. Ricoeur links the act of drawing 

and writing. In a strict sense, writing has an iconic character, and iconic images have the dimension of 

words (Ricoeur, 1978:199). Due to this relevance of language and iconicity, it is possible to apply 

metaphors to iconic functions. As with drawing pictures, writing a discourse is not a mere copy of the 
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conversation, but transforming or characterizing the discourse (Ricoeur, 1976:42). The iconicity is not 

only a transformation of reality, but it is also a metaphor. According to Ricoeur (1978:199) “metaphors 

are established as the schematism in which the metaphorical attribution is produced”. This schematism 

is a framework for producing the figurative meanings that suddenly emerge by means of the interaction 

of identity and difference as well as through imagination. The iconicity is also a framework that has 

similarity in spite of the difference that is similar to the effects of resemblance in metaphors. Metaphors 

in the structure of discourse reveal new meanings through the interaction of similarity and difference, 

or the act of the predicate. In metaphorical schematism, the identity and the difference do not melt 

together but confront each other (Ricoeur,1978:199). The reason that Ricoeur applies the iconicity to 

the resemblance of the primary meaning is that it is the re-description of the real object that has 

resemblance despite the differences which are present simultaneously. Also, when the iconicity is 

applied to a metaphor, it can be an epistemological foundation for the metaphysical reference to reality. 

Finally, Ricoeur suggests a ‘seeing as’, as a theory for another epistemological foundation and for the 

referential function of metaphors. This theory places the center of both between the iconicity and the 

semantics of metaphors. The factor of ‘seeing as’ is the theory of meaning that occurs which is based 

on the reading act. ‘Seeing as’ is based on visual and image elements as well as on iconicity. Hester 

(1967: 172) emphasizes the attribute of imaginitive language in poetry. Reading poetic language 

awakens the ability to a picture-thinking. The pictorial capacity produced by language makes it possible 

to observe the characteristics of an object more closely. For instance, “My heart is crying like a flag of 

the air,” the ‘seeing as’ theory applies aspects of ‘a flag’ in ‘my heart.’ In the case of metaphors, to 

depict ‘my heart’ in terms of the characteristics of ‘a flag’, is to see ‘my heart’ as a flag. This is an 

imaginable phenomenon that occurs when approaching metaphors through the ‘seeing as’ theory (Hester, 

1967:172-75; Ricoeur, 1978:212). The ‘seeing as’ missions are considered to be the sensible aspect of 

poetic language. The 'seeing as’ is an intuitive relationship that has half thought and half empirical 

dimensions, and which also contains both meaning and image, as a result of its selective character. 

Therefore, “Seeing as is an experience and an act at one and the same time” (Ricoeur, 1978:213). The 

‘seeing as’ theory of experience and action implies ‘resemblance’ in metaphors. The similarity is the 

result of the experience-act of the ‘seeing as’ theory. However, the “seeing as” theory’’ defines the 

resemblance, and not the reverse” (Ricoeur, 1978:213). Another important characteristic of the ‘seeing 

as’ is the integration between the verbal and the non-verbal characteristics in the imaginative function 

of language (Ricoeur, 1978:213). Ricoeur proposes the epistemological foundation of the metaphorical 

reference through the work of resemblance in metaphors. He composes the epistemological structure of 

resemblance with the iconicity and the ‘seeing as’ theory which are responsible for aspects of imagery. 

Through this logical and epistemological basis of the resemblance in metaphors, he prepares the 

referential dimension in metaphors which indicates the physical entity.  

http://endic.naver.com/enkrEntry.nhn?entryId=4f12efa2d94e440da4dedeba0fd47eeb&query=%EC%9D%B4%EB%AF%B8%EC%A7%80%ED%99%94
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4.1.3.2 The work of reference  

The problem of reference in discourse was presented in the essay “On sense and reference” by Gottlob 

Frege (1984-1925) and introduced into modern philosophy (Ricoeur, 1976:65). In this title, the term 

‘sense’ refers to the pure predicative relationship, and the term of ‘reference’ refers to what is a specific 

object, event, discourse in reality, that is, the true value (Frege, 2010:37; Ricoeur, 1976:66). Therefore, 

“language has both a reality-reference and a self-reference and which is the same entity that has this 

twofold reference, which is both intentional and reflective, thing-bound and self-bound”(Mac Cormac, 

1985:211-215; Ricoeur, 1974:98). This metaphor has the nature of reference to the world, and it reveals 

the ontological dimension as the next step through the effect of reference in metaphors (Ricoeur, 

1976:66).  

Ricoeur questions the possibility of the reference of metaphors based on the resembling connection of 

the proximity of meanings and the proximity of objects: He asks: “Why would this proximity of 

meaning not be at one and the same time a proximity between the things themselves?” (Ricoeur, 

1978:230). He argues that the openness of the function of reference of metaphors is accomplished 

through the notion of the category of mistakes. In other words, if the resemblance can refer to the 

proximity of the meanings, it can also indicate the proximity of objects, and discourse. Thus, he claims 

that through the category of mistakes, it is possible to shift from the reference of meanings to the 

reference of objects in the physical world. Ricoeur prepares the theoretical frame of the reference in 

metaphors through the theories of Nelson Goodman’s theory of exemplification and Max Black’s model 

theory.  

4.1.3.2.1 The theory of exemplification 

Ricoeur employs the theory of exemplification to integrate the contrasting relationship between 

denotation and connotation, as well as the links between denotation and references of metaphors 

(Ricoeur, 1978:231). In the first step, reference and denotation have such a close relationship with each 

other, that they can be considered to be synonyms. One way of denoting is to assimilate the relationship 

of two objects, specifically, the subject and the object such as occurs between a picture and its original 

one (Ricoeur, 1978:232). To assimilate is a process that is not imitating or copying but characterizing. 

Perceiving a picture is not about what is just denoted or represented, but how to distinguish it from the 

others (asking which species it is) (Ricoeur, 1978:233). In other words, the denotation or significance 

of the picture is not merely obtained through a simple copy, but it is a characterization of its attribution. 

In the next step, Ricoeur integrates the contradiction of denotation and connotation through the concept 

of exemplification. The referential function integrates representation and expression. Firstly, the central 

function of representation is the reference to the visual aspects. Some picture are not simple imitations, 
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but they refer to an object (Goodman, 1968:27-28). On the other hand, expressions possess attributes 

related to objects that are described metaphorically. This exemplification has simultaneously the 

functions of reference and possession (Goodman, 1968:53).  

Goodman explains the theory of exemplification by describing a tailor’s booklet consisting of small 

swatches of cloth. The swatches show samples of color, weave, texture, and pattern, but do not indicate 

the size, shape, weight, and value of the final cloth. The swatches, representing exemplification refer to 

the final cloth, and at the same time, they possess the properties. Accordingly, “Exemplification is 

possession plus reference for the object” (Goodman, 1968:53-53). And, to continue with the comparison, 

each swatch becomes a ‘sample’, and the characteristics of the sample such as the color blue, the pattern, 

and the texture all become ‘labels’ replacing the swatches: “The sample possesses the characteristics 

(color, texture, etc.) designated by its label” (Ricoeur, 1978:234). The exemplification can denote the 

objects through the samples and the labels. Thus, the notion of ‘exemplification’ has both reference of 

representation (denotation) and the possession of expression (connotation) and can explain the 

interaction of both aspects.  

Ricoeur applies this theory to metaphor, and describes the profound relationship between the familiar 

labels, which possess the attributes of the swatches. This metaphor is linked to the unusual reference of 

labels, as well as the use of the impertinent Predicate, and the category mistake: “The literal falsity, 

through misassignment of a label, is transformed into metaphorical truth through reassignment of the 

label” (Ricoeur, 1978:235). According to Ricoeur, “Goodman’s notion of exemplification is a useful 

tool to integrate the various categories that have long been divided in philosophy and rhetoric such as 

denotation and exemplification (label and sample), description and representation (verbal and non-

verbal symbols), possession and expression (literal and metaphorical)” (Ricoeur, 1978:238). Ricoeur 

states that, through the notion of exemplification, the possibility of describing non-existent objects 

arises. In particular, Goodman offers a first step by finding a connection between fiction and restatement, 

which is related to Max Black’s model theory (Ricoeur, 1978:239).   

4.1.3.2.2 Max Black’s theory of model 

The central argument in Black’s theory of model describes the relationship between metaphors and 

reality. Metaphors are part of poetic language, whereas a model is explained in scientific language. 

Ricoeur considers the possibility of the development of the function of metaphors as a reference by 

reconciling the model and the metaphor. The model has the dual structure which is similar to metaphors. 

Ricoeur calls the referential function of the model a heuristic function. The model as expressed in the 

language of science is essentially a heuristic procedure, and a tool of description that allows new 

discoveries to abolish previously inadequate theories and to establish innovative and appropriate 
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interpretations (Ricoeur, 1976:66). Black arranges the hierarchy of models into three levels: scale 

models, analogue models, and theoretical models. Firstly, the lowest stage is the scale model. This is a 

model (mostly, miniature) of something, close to its original, and, which is a reproduction of it. This 

model helps to arrive at the properties of the original by analyzing it (Ricoeur, 1978:240). Secondly, the 

analogue model shares their traits through the relevant similarity between two objects such as hydraulic 

models of economic systems or electrical circuits in computers and so on. The model and the original 

resemble each other in their structures and not in their minute details (Ricoeur, 1978:241). Finally, there 

is the theoretical model which is the real model according to the epistemological point of view. This is 

a framework to support and justify a theory. This model is not indicatable, but produces a new language, 

dialect, or idiom, through a description or a re-description (Ricoeur, 1978:241). This model regards 

traits in an imaginary object as being responsible for traits in reality and perceives an imaginary one in 

the domain of reality. In other words, the model consists of heuristic fictions to make the access of   

objects different by employing practical language (Ricoeur, 1976:67). The huge interest of Black is 

about the existential status of the model theory, and the model accomplishes this task within the 

linguistic convention, and, in particular, ‘speaking.’ Speaking is related to the far-reaching scientific 

imagination of models. This imagination produces an interplay through the rules of correlation and 

between the secondary domain and the original domain (Ricoeur, 1978:241). The scientific imagination 

can view a new connection via the detour of the linguistic convention of the model.  

Ricoeur applies the model theory to the metaphorical theory. In this application, he looks at the 

relationship between the model's heuristic function and its redescription of metaphor. The poetic 

language has a unity with the model in that it can access reality by abolishing the literal meaning. The 

poetic language and the scientific language aim to acquire a more truthful reality than the revealed 

phenomenon. First of all, the metaphorical re-description can open the reality and a dimension of truth 

through the tension and the interaction between the differences and similarities in a sentence. Ricoeur, 

on the other hand, explains the creative meaning of the model’s heuristic fiction as Aristotle’s mimesis 

and muthos. If mimesis is a metaphorical reference, Muthos allows human life to see: “Mimesis 

constitutes the denotation of muthos” (Ricoeur, 1978:245). If this metaphor's redescription comes from 

the tension in the sentence, then the model’s heuristic function creates a new poiesis through the 

mimesis of poetic discourse and the interaction of muthos (Ricoeur, 1978:245). The model revealing 

scientific languages is more closely related to reality and the physical world than metaphors. The model 

attempts to give a more complete reference of reality through heuristic fiction (Ricoeur, 1976:66). By 

using the model as scientific language the imagination is accepted as a metaphorical value, and its 

fiction transits the domain of reality which produces novel meanings through re-description. So, the 

model is an instrument of heuristic fiction and redescription. In this way, the metaphor and the model 

can speak of the innovative and creative meaning through urgency and schematism (Ricoeur, 1978:245). 
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4.1.3.3 Metaphorical truth 

In Western thought, the problem of truth has traditionally been associated with the present existence or 

what is, or actuality. According to Ricoeur, metaphorical truth can open possibilities describing 

ontological dimensions based on a theory of tension. Metaphorical truth broadens our thinking that was 

limited to the concept of truth as objectivism (Vanhoozer, 1990:70). Ricoeur refers to three kinds of 

tensions related to metaphors. Firstly, there is tension in a sentence, which is part of the interaction 

theory that occurs: “between tenor and vehicle, focus and frame, principal subject and secondary 

subject.” Secondly, there are two tensions in the interpretive dimension: which is “between literal 

interpretation and metaphorical interpretation.” Thirdly, there is tension in the relationship of a copula 

in a sentence and “between identity and difference in the interplay of resemblance” (Ricoeur, 1978:247). 

Ricoeur’s metaphorical truth deals with the third one of these. For instance, “nature is a temple where 

living columns”. In this sentence, the verb ‘is’, as the relative copula, is impossible to directly and 

semantically to be connected to the subject ‘nature’ with the predicate a ‘temple’. Thus, the ‘is’, as the 

relative copula, does not only serve as a grammatical relationship, but as a re-description through 

imagination. Thus, the significant argument, concerning metaphorical truth, is that the relational copula 

can also play a role as an ontological function (Ricoeur, 1978:248). In this sense, what is impossible in 

literary interpretation is possible in a metaphorical truth, so that the word, ‘is’, as an ontological copula 

has, simultaneously, the double structure of ‘to be’ and ‘not to be.’ The legitimation of the notion of 

metaphorical truth begins with the convergence of these two associated meanings arising from the 

relative copula (Ricoeur, 1978:249).  

Ricoeur analyzes the theories of three scholars: Philip Wheelwright (1901 ~ 1970), Colin Murray 

Turbayne (1916 ~ 2006), and Douglas Charles Berggren (1930 ~ 2017). Firstly, Wheelwright describes 

ties between ontology and imagination through metaphors, that apply these ties to semantics. By means 

of this process, the ontological qualities of metaphors become part of the language and, this aspect, of 

language is tense and alive. This tense characteristic of language is deeply immersed in the metaphorical 

opposing relationship between the concepts of epiphor and diaphor. To begin with, epiphor is a logical 

concept that states and converges the similarities between the well-known and less-known concepts at 

the level of imagery (Wheelwright, 1962:73). Diaphor, on the other hand, refers to mediated objects 

and concepts through the harmonization of dispersed concepts. According to Wheelwright, Metaphors 

cause the ‘is’ the tension between epiphor and diaphor. This tension guarantees the transference of 

meaning and opens new aspects, new dimensions and, new horizons of meanings that originate from 

the semantical characteristics of poetic language. Ricoeur named this feature of language, tensive 

aliveness (Ricoeur, 1978:250). This tensive feature of language is part of semantics and includes both 

reality and ontological characteristics: “The reality brought to language by metaphors is termed 

‘presential and tensive’; ‘coalescent and interpenetrative’; ‘perspectival and hence latent’; in brief, 
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‘revealing itself only partially, ambiguously, and through symbolic indirection’” (Ricoeur, 1978:250). 

In this process, Wheelwright suggests a tensional conception of truth through his semantic conception 

of the tension between diaphor and epiphor (Ricoeur, 1978:250). But his notion of truth is not a 

conceptual ontology but a poetic ontology. Ricoeur names Wheelwright’s ontology as ontological 

naivete and analyzes Turbayne to supplement his theory.  

Secondly, if Wheelwright deploys the poetic ontology through the theory of tension, Turbayne devotes 

to the conceptual ontology of metaphors. According to Turbayne’s point of view, metaphors are likely 

to be abused. The abuse points to the ‘myth’ in the title of his book, The myth of metaphor. The reference 

function in the metaphor originated from metaphorical inappropriateness in terms of semantics such as 

the category mistake, a calculated error, and sort-crossing. According to Turbayne (1962:22), it seems 

that the sort-crossing becomes a sort-trespassing, and the category-fusion becomes category-confusion. 

Thus, this usage of metaphors is similar to deception and pretense. According to Turbayne (1962:13), 

the heuristic tool is not purely “an innocent pretense,” but it is abuse. Therefore, what is needed, is an 

epistemological and schematic level of metaphorical theory. The concept of proximity for use and abuse 

will solve this problem. The cognitive law of metaphor is similar to Hester's ‘seeing as’ theory, rather 

than social concepts like Black’s a filter which is a screen, and a lens. According to him, it is also a 

mask that disguises (Ricoeur, 1978:252). He convincingly expresses his preference for the scientific 

model instead of the poetic metaphor: He states that, “To explode a myth is to expose the model as a 

metaphor” (Ricoeur, 1978:253). Thus, the tension between metaphorical and literal meanings is absent 

from the beginning and does obliterate metaphorical language. In short, Turbayne does not support the 

distinction or abolition of the use and abuse of metaphors but supports the re-use of metaphors in the 

endless search for other metaphors. Turbayne integrates scientific facts and the poetic language of 

metaphors through the notion of ‘as if’ (Ricoeur, 1978:254). According to him, the legitimacy of truth 

is placed in the domain of ‘as if’ and ‘seeing as’, which is halfway between scientific language and 

literary language (Ricoeur, 1978:254).  

Ricoeur ensures that Berggren’s theory can arbitrate Wheelwright’s ontological naiveté and Turbayne’s 

critique of mythified metaphor. Berggren shifts the tension theory of the internal semantics into a 

tension between metaphorical truth and literal truth (Ricoeur, 1978:255). This tension theory not only 

affects meanings, but it also refers to the poetic truth that contains the inner meanings and the reality of 

the text in a poetic structure: “the possible metaphorical truth of poetic schemata is simultaneously 

established by the possibility of textural reality in general” (Berggren, 1962:257; Ricoeur, 1978:255).  

Ricoeur asserts that through the theories of the three scholars, metaphorical truth is simultaneously 

acquired, and therefore includes: the poetic truth and the conceptual truth, which he links to the theory 



Chapter 4 Metaphors and the immanent Trinity 

94 

 

of tension. He specifically focuses on the relative copula such as the verb ‘is.’ He states that the notion 

of the truth of speculative, objective, and philosophical truth, has no capacity to simultaneously have 

both ‘to be’ and ‘not to be’. However, a metaphorical truth, has the ability to converge ‘to be’ and ‘not 

to be’ together. The ‘is’ as the ontological copula, identifies the ontological truth of metaphor which 

includes the tension of possessing similarity and difference (Jung, 2004:98). Accordingly, the 

metaphorical truth is not the objective truth of science, but the truth of ontological resemblance in the 

hermeneutical dimension. 

4.1.3.4 Metaphorical ontology  

The French original edition title of RM is literally translated “a living metaphor”. The term vive (living) 

demonstrates not only an epistemological and political imagination, but also, more fundamentally, a 

linguistic imagination based on the resources of rhetoric through generating and regenerating meanings, 

and thus refers to, the living power of metaphoricity, which is called creative mutations and 

transformations (Kearney, 1984:17). It is also clear that the word ‘living, certainly implies ontology 

(Ricoeur, 1978:7). Frege argues that metaphor cannot be satisfied only with meaning, but should 

postulate reference, and that the ultimate intention is to assumes existence (Frege, 2010:42; Ricoeur, 

1976:21). For example, when we see a bud, we can imagine that the bud will bloom. As such, the 

concept of existence includes possibilities (Vanhoozer, 1990:71), and language is a frame to express the 

values of existence. In particular, Ricoeur analyzes the ontology of metaphors within an argument of 

metaphorical discourse, which is, specifically, the correspondence of two discourses: speculative 

discourse and poetic discourse. He has proposed and integrated a dual edifice including schemata and 

textures, diaphor and epiphor in RM. The reason he connects existence with this integration is because 

there are several ways of existence (Ricoeur, 1978:260). In other words, Ricoeur considers that by 

integrating philosophy and metaphors, it is possible to establish schematics to enable the identification 

of the various sounds of existing (Ricoeur, 1978:303).  

Firstly, language possesses a reflective capacity, and thus it is possible for speculative discourse to occur. 

This reflective knowledge, creates the possibility of language embodying existence. The reflection of 

phenomenology is essentially an ontological action toward the self: “Living existence demands living 

language to express itself and to achieve self-reflexivity, and to make relatedness possible” (Letiche et 

al., 2011:391). He makes this reflection an epistemological basis for the existential question of language. 

Through this reflection, language can be aware of itself through the self-expression of existence. This 

knowledge through reflection, which is present in language refers to the function of discourse. In other 

words, because there are various ways to express existence in speech, language must be part of discourse. 

In this sense, knowledge gained from linguistic discourse is no longer an intra-language, but an extra- 

language. This action moves from being to being-said, which simultaneously moves from sense to 
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reference (Ricoeur, 1978:304). Thus, speculative discourse in the realm of philosophy speaks of being 

through discourse through reflection. On the other hand, poetic discourse brings language closer to the 

primitive world. This language is rooted in us, but it projects the possibility of our innermost depth. For 

the primitive languages to emerge, the objective world must be dismantled, and the innovative and 

creative language must be restored. Ricoeur connects poetic discourse with the notion of metaphorical 

truth. He employs the notion of ‘as if’ to integrate the two notions of metaphorical truth such as 

Wheelwright’s ontological naiveté and Turbayne’s critical vigilance of the metaphor. The concept of 

‘as if’ is similar to the function of the relative copula ‘to be’ that incorporates ‘to be’ and ‘not to be’ 

based on the function of resemblance. Here, Ricoeur states that the concepts of ‘being as,’ ‘being’, and 

‘not being’, coexist at the same time (Ricoeur, 1978:306).  

Ricoeur connects speculative and metaphorical discourse through Heidegger's celebrated statement: 

“The metaphorical exists only within the metaphysical” (Ricoeur, 1978:280). Metaphors and 

metaphysics both have the prefix, ‘meta’. This idea proposes that both disciplines have the meaning of 

transference, to an equal degree. Several concepts are implied here: “Firstly, that the ontology implicit 

in the entire rhetorical tradition, is that of Western meta-physics of the Platonic or neo-Platonic type, 

where the soul is transported from the visible world to the invisible world; secondly, that metaphorical 

means transferring from the proper sense to the figurative sense; and, finally, that this transfer 

constitutes one and the same transmission” (Ricoeur, 1978:280). Likewise, the two ideas of discourse 

are combined in ontology: “The ultimate meaning of the reference to poetic discourse is articulated in 

speculative discourse: indeed, actuality has meaning only in the discourse on being” (Ricoeur, 

1978:307). Therefore, Ricoeur examines metaphorical ontology on a framework which coincides with 

poetic discourse that is considered to be the treasure house of creative meanings, as well as speculative 

discourse known as schematics. In other words, because the meaning of existence is expressed in 

various ways, speculative discourse alone cannot express every aspect of existence. Therefore, the 

problem is that truth, must inevitably require metaphorical truth. In particular, the concepts of 

resemblance and tension produces creative meanings. By existing as an ontological resemblance, the 

meaning becomes not only being, but also not being. The meaning of being is fully revealed through 

speculative discourse as philosophical schemata, and metaphorical discourse as the theory of tension. 

In conclusion, existence can only produce innovative and creative meanings within metaphorical truth. 

4.1.4 Summary 

Ricoeur does not seek a single voice about metaphors, but endeavors to hear various sounds of it. This 

route is not a direct path to metaphors, it is a devious route. Although this path takes a long time and is 

a rough way, Ricoeur is able to expose reference, to the truth of metaphors and finally a door to existence 

by means of metaphorical direction, truth, and by existing through this metaphorical detour. In this 
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detour, he has discovered various tensions that are fundamental factors of metaphors. According to 

Ricoeur there are a number of tensions in RM: tension between subject and predicate, between literal 

interpretation, and metaphorical interpretation, between identity, and difference, and tensions at the 

semantic level such as tenor and vehicle, focus and frame, principal subject and secondary subject, 

between epiphor and diaphor, between mimesis and muthos, between speculative discourse and poetic 

discourse, between philosophical and metaphorical truth, and tension of resemblance, and tension of 

‘seeing-as,’ and tension of the copula ‘is,’ and tension of ‘existing’ as, etc.’ These tensions are mediated 

by semantics, discourse, imagination, the concept of truth, philosophy, and ontology. Through these 

metaphorical tensions and schematic mediation, the creation of new meanings occurs in resemblance. 

So metaphors make narratives about existence through the composition of complex networks of 

meanings (Letiche et al., 2011:392). The creation of new meanings of metaphors reveals the fuller 

meanings of being and refers to reality as the realm of philosophy.  

4.2 The immanent Trinity and the trinitarian metaphor 

The early doctrine of the Trinity begins with the problem of the divinity of Logos and then expands to 

the incompatible mystery of the unity and distinction of the whole Trinity. In spite of everything, the 

intense controversies of the doctrine converged on the issue of the harmonious understanding of the 

oneness and threeness of the Trinity. The solution to this problem was the formula which was developed 

at the Council of Nicaea (325): one ousia, and three hypostases. In this council, the problem of the 

subordination of the deity of Son was solved, but the possibility of Sabellian interpretation still remained, 

since ούσια and ὑποστασις were used in the same sense (Yoo, 2007:39). The two trinitarian terms, ousia, 

and three hypostases, were recognized as synonyms (Lienhard, 2011:105). Basil of Caesarea (330-379) 

was the first to attempt to distinguish explicitly between ousia and hypostasis to avoid a Sabellian 

interpretation of homoousios (Hildebrand, 2007:89). In epistle 214, Basil (1930:235) explains the 

distinguishing characteristics of the terms: “So even here the concept of existence or substance, ousia, 

is generic, like goodness, divinity, or any other abstract concept; but the person is perceived in the 

special character of fatherhood, or sonship, or of holy power”. Through this distinction, Basil of 

Caesarea attempted to escape the fallacy of modalism while maintaining the homoousios of Nicaea. By 

establishing the concept of ousia and hypostasis, the deity of the Son and the Spirit was also 

distinguished and confirmed (Studer, 1994:148-49; Woo, 2006:158): “Such a distinction enabled Basil 

to be more precise in speaking about the sameness and the difference in the Godhead” (Toom, 2007:130). 

In this way, the celebrated formula was proposed and named ‘the Cappadocian settlement’: “mia ousia 

treis hypostaseis46” (Prestige, 2008:162).  

                                                      

46 “In the East, the word trias, God, his Word, his Wisdom, is first used by the apologist Theophilus of Antioch 
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However, the conundrum of God’s oneness and threeness was not completely clear yet at the time of 

the Cappadocian Fathers’ settlement. Some theologians have repeatedly challenged this dilemma, God’s 

eternal inner-life, in various ways.  Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor offers a new hermeneutical 

perspective on the classical trinitarian controversy. The notion of the resemblance of the metaphor can 

contain two contradictory objects such as ‘~is’ (unity of Persons) and ‘~is not’ (Disticntion of Persons), 

without any inconsistencies. Metaphors simultaneously refer to opposites with no discrepancies in their 

meaning and existence. This trait of metaphor is a hermeneutic instrument to express that God is the 

same, but different. This section finds metaphors in the doctrine of the Trinity and examines their 

relevance with regards to Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor. 

4.2.1 St. Bonaventure (1217-1274) 

Bonaventure’s trinitarianism develops in the close relationship between God as the Trinity and creation: 

“The main point of Bonaventure’s trinitarian theology is that the very nature of God is relation and that 

it is only in and through meditation on this basic relational nature of God that one can formulate the 

Trinity of Father, Son and Spirit” (Osborne, 2011:119). 

The reason for establishing a close relationship between God and the created world is to propose that 

God is supreme goodness“No one is good but only God” (Lk 18:19), and the world emanates from this 

goodness. According to Bonaventure, the goodness of God is the fundamental nature of God, and in the 

Neoplatonic perspective, God’s goodness is diffusive. Bonaventure uses the concept ‘self-diffusion’ to 

relay that God communicates with creatures by His goodness: “Good is said to be self-diffusive” 

(Bonaventure, 1960:49). The original concept of self-diffusion is from Pseudo-Dionysius, and 

Bonaventure appropriates the term (Dreyer, 2007:158). The term, self-diffusion, is about God’s self-

communication. The purpose of the creation is to communicate with God because of the nature of God’s 

self-diffusiveness (Warner, 2013:10).  

Bonaventure suggests a variety of metaphors to describe the relationship between the Trinity and the 

created world. Firstly, the world is a metaphoric book to reveal God and His purpose. Secondly, this 

world is a mirror to present the character of God. The third metaphor is a circle as movements of divine 

life having a relationship with the created world. Fourthly, God’s love is a fountain. Creation is a river 

that flows from the divine fountain. Itspreads out the world, and makes it fertile. Fourthly, the universe 

is a harmonious song. The musical traits, such as pitch, rhythm, and tone, represent the inter-relations 

                                                      
(died c. 183). In the West, the third-century African theologian Tertullian coined the word trinitas and used 

substantia and persona as equivalents of ousia and Prosopon (or hypostasis) respectively” (Phan, 2011:8).  
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between the different entities of the created world. Lastly, light is a familiar metaphor for the Trinity. 

The universe is a window to receive God’s grace from divine light (Warner, 2013:10). The trinitarian 

metaphors of Bonaventura explain the relationship between God and the created world rather than 

explaining the intra-divine life of the Trinity. All these metaphors point to God’s goodness and self-

diffusion (God’s communication).  

Bonaventure’s trinitarian term, goodness, has metaphorical motion. God’s goodness does not refer to 

mere absolute ethical righteousness, but God’s voluntary self-diffusion. Through metaphorical 

movement, God’s goodness presents the act of God’s communication. The other two divine Persons in 

the Trinity also collaborate to accomplish the goodness of the Father. The incarnation is expressed in 

metaphorical goodness: “I am the good shepherd”.47 Here, the goodness means Christ’s sacrifice: “The 

good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11). The Holy Spirit causes the Christian to bear 

the fruit of goodness: “The fruit of the Spirit is goodness” (Gal 5:22).  

According to Ricoeur (1978:61), metaphorical meaning produce creative meaning when a metaphor 

undergoes deviation of meaning and categorical mistake. Bonaventure’s term, God’s goodness, is a 

hermeneutic tool: God’s goodness refers to God’s communication, and this describes the relation 

between God and the world. The trinitarian term, goodness belongs to the divine nature of God, and 

simultaneously becomes a trinitarian hermeneutics to interpret the relation between God and the world.      

4.2.2 Karl Barth 

Stephen Webb (1991:4) suggests that Barth’s writings should be read through metaphorical and 

figurative language in the rhetorical field. He asserts that a metaphorical approach is required to reveal 

the various possibilities in Barth’s argumentative structure. However, it is difficult to find metaphorical 

factors in Barth’s works. Barth explains the Trinity using figurative language with the threefold Word 

of God, that originated from the analogy of faith, as the prime theological foundation. Actually, 

theological reflection of the doctrine of the Trinity is somewhat logical and conceptual, but the 

trinitarian term that he chooses, is metaphorical (Payne, 2014:73). Barth suggests unique trinitarian 

terms such as repetition, for example: “one God in threefold repetition” (CDⅠ/1, 350).  

                                                      

47 John Hick (1993:106) rightly summarizes metaphoric language: “The essential difference, then, between the 

literal and metaphorical ways of speaking of divine incarnation in that whereas the first can be spelled out as a 

physical or psychological or metaphysical hypothesis, the second cannot be so translated without destroying tis 

metaphorical character”. This statement is the same as Ricoeur’s metaphorical deviation or categorical mistake 

(Ricoeur, 1978:197). 
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Barth begins by pointing out that the term, the Trinity does not refer to a plural word meaning that there 

are various Gods in the divinity, the three deities, or a triplicate divinity (CDⅠ/1, 349, 205). In order 

to stress God’s oneness, he suggests the novel trinitarian term, “one God in threefold repetition” (CD

Ⅰ/1, 350). This term originated from St. Anselm’s statement, “repetitio aeternitatis in aeternitate”. 

Here, the term, threefold repetition of eternity for eternity, strongly establishes God’s oneness (CDⅠ

/1, 354). The temporal nuance of the term, ‘repetition’ may cause a misunderstanding that in sequence 

means that there is first one person, and then three repetitions. However, the term repetition means that 

God remains Himself (CDⅠ/1, 350; Torrance, 2000:81). The best example of understanding the novel 

term, ‘repetition’, is the threefold form of the Word of God (Torrance, 1996:113; Asbill, 2014:83). God’s 

one word appears in a threefold mode: the Word of God preached, the Word of God written, and the 

Word of God revealed. In fact, Barth does not apply the term, repetition to the doctrine of the Word of 

God. However, the expression, threefold repetition, implies three genres or roles of God’s word (Helmer, 

2014:77). Barth’s statement, “God is the one God in threefold repetition” (CDⅠ/1, 350), is an 

expression that emphasizes the oneness of God. The term, repetition, cannot be perceived as physical 

motion or logical language but must be grasped as metaphorical language. Ricoeur argues (1976:45) 

that metaphor is not mere literary ornament but a cognitive tool to refer to the real world.  

Barth borrowed the notion of repetition from Anselm’s Letter on the incarnation of the Word 15. In this 

context it is not a direct statement of the Trinity but a deductive explanation for the plurality of eternities. 

According to the letter (Anselm, 2000:292), “God is nothing other than simple eternity itself. But a 

plurality of eternities is unintelligible. For if they were a plurality of eternities, they would be either 

outside or inside one another. A plurality of eternity is repeated within eternity”. In spite of the 

evaluation that Barth misconceived the term, repetition (Ovey, 2008:199), in the metaphorical 

perspective, the term provides another image of the mystical intra-divine life.  

Anselm’s intention with repetition is to express mystical movements within the eternities, but no one 

knows how the metaphorical movements repeat actually (Torrance, 1996:113). The immanent 

movement of the Trinity is revealed through the Word of God as the movement of the economic Trinity. 

There is only one Word of God, but the threefold mode of being (CDⅠ/1, 299) does the repetitive 

movement. The movement of threefold repetition in the Word of God is that God’s Word is revealed, 

written, and preached. Similarly, when the metaphorical term, repetition, applies to the immanent Trinity, 

the metaphor refers to the movement of the internal life of the Trinity. This suggestion links to his 

version of actualism which suggests that “God’s being is always a being in act rather than monadic or 

self-contained substances” (Hunsinger, 1991:30). Barth insists on the dynamic of the economic Trinity 

through the form of the threefold mode of the Word of God. Similarly, he proposes a trinitarian term, 
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repetition or reiteration, to capture God’s being in act or event. Eventually, repetition is a metaphor of 

the movement in the immanent Trinity. However, while Barth’s trinitarian metaphors are found in 

Barth’s writings, the metaphors are not used as a hermeneutical tool. These trinitarian metaphors do not 

take the place of deviations or the ‘categorical mistake’ of meanings in Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor. 

Barth’s trinitarian metaphor functions as a theological concept that emphasizes God’s unity.  

4.2.3 Jürgen Moltmann (1926- )  

The following section explores possible metaphors in Moltmann’s trinitarian theory. Moltmann is not 

interested in using or applying metaphors and symbols as theological methodology  (Richardson, 

2012:38). In systematic theology, symbols and metaphors are not differentiated and elaborately defined, 

and they are generally perceived as literary ornaments. Even if theologians employ them, they do so as 

conceptual epistemological systems without semantic dimension. 

Moltmann’s doctrine of the Trinity is called ‘the social doctrine of the Trinity’. In this context, the term 

‘social’ means that the divine Persons exist as a community. The unity of the three Persons is not a 

numerical unity (Moltmann, 1981:59), but is the unity of Their community: “This unity must be 

perceived in the perichoresis of the divine Persons” (Moltmann, 1981:150). He incorporates God’s 

oneness and Threeness through the concept of perichoretic unity (Moltmann, 2000:322; 1981:86). The 

concept of the community of the Trinity allows us to talk about the unity of the Persons at the same 

time, while maintaining the different identities of the Persons. Moltmann’s trinitarian term, perichoresis, 

is a metaphorical expression. The prefix, ‘Peri-‘, means ‘around’, and the etymon, ‘chreo’, means ‘to 

penetrate’, ‘to fill’ and ‘to contain’. The Greek, perichoresis is translated from Latin in two words, 

circumincesso and circuminsessio which means “to move around” (Tam, 2015:49). According to 

LaCuna (1991:272), perichoresis creates an “experience (of) one fluid motion of encircling, 

encompassing, permeating, enveloping, outstretching. There are neither leaders nor followers in the 

divine dance, only an eternal movement of reciprocal giving and receiving, giving again and receiving 

again”. LaCuna calls this semantic expansion a metaphorical shift.  

Moltmann state that the metaphor of dance in Perichoresis is semantically not correct because the term 

is not derived from perichoreuo but from perichoreo. However, the result is the same because both 

words express something of the circular character (Moltamnn, 2000:318). Although he recognizes the 

metaphorical character of Perichoresis, he uses this term as an ontological concept or structural axis to 

prove the oneness of the Threeness (Otto, 2001:376-77). In Ricoeur’s metaphorical perspective, the 

metaphor of dance as the semantic expansion of Perichoresis belongs to the characteristic of deviation 

of the metaphor (Ricoeur, 1978:16).  

Metaphor in Moltmann’s theology can also be found in the connection between the Trinity and the 
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crucifixion. This connection reveals the theme of suffering in the relationship between God and the 

world. The cross shows the immanent relationship of the divine Persons, and it is only revealed in the 

eschatological dimension (Moltmann, 1974:249). God’s suffering is ‘active passion’ which is an 

expression that God spontaneously identifies with the suffering world based on love (Moltmann, 

1981:23). Indeed, the passion on the cross becomes God’s passion so that God may overcome it 

(Kärkkäinen, 2011:225): “In the cross, Father and Son are most deeply separated in forsakenness, and 

at the same time are most inwardly one in their surrender. What proceeds from this event between Father 

and Son is the Spirit which justifies the godless, fills the forsaken with love, and even brings the dead 

alive” (Moltmann, 1974:244). To understand the event of the cross between Jesus and the Father needs 

necessary to speak in trinitarian terms: “The Son suffers dying, the Father suffers the death of the Son. 

The grief of the Father in this context is just as important as the death of the Son” (Moltmann, 1974:243). 

In this manner, “God and suffering are no longer contradiction, but God’s being is in suffering and the 

suffering is in God’s being itself, because God is love” (Moltmann, 1974:227). Christ’s death on the 

cross is the inner trinitarian event before it has significance concerning the redemption of the world 

(Moltmann, 2000:305).  

Moltmann defines God’s love as an important attribute of the immanent Trinity because it is the love 

of the Father and the Son revealed in the cross on a historical level. The relationship between the 

immanent Trinity and the crucifixion as the redemptive history, accomplishes the correspondence 

between the immanent and the economic Trinity. The incarnation and cross of Jesus Christ are real 

metaphorical events that illustrates God’s goodness, love, justice, mercy, and wisdom (Hick, 1993:76). 

The Son’s spontaneous participation in human suffering shows the Father’s love, self-giving, and self-

emptying. The suffering of the Son is also a metaphor that implies the relationship of the Father and the 

Spirit’s kenotic perichoresis (Linahan, 2003:299). When God’s love meets with the metaphor of kenosis, 

the love of the immanent Trinity is integrated with the salvation of the economic Trinity (Hick, 1993:78).  

Moltmann’s metaphors such as God’s love and the cross, produce creative meanings for the Trinity 

beyond its original meaning, and they help to integrate differences in the immanent and economic 

Trinity. However, while these metaphors play an important role in his doctrine of the Trinity, Moltmann 

does not propose the trinitarian metaphors as a hermeneutical tool. 

4.2.4 Summary   

Bonaventure describes God’s relationship with the world through metaphors such as books, mirrors, 

cycles, songs, and light. However, the most important metaphor is goodness. Goodness expresses God’s 

self-communication and activity in the world. Barth’s trinitarian term, repetition is metaphorical. 

Barth’s idea, threefold repetition, metaphorically expresses the multiplicity of eternities in the immanent 

Trinity. Moltmann's metaphor is found in the relationship of love between the Father and the Son in the 
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crucifixion. 

Most controversies related to the immanent Trinity were an attempt to solve the one and the many of 

the Trinity from an ontological point of view. They all recognize the contradictions and shortcomings 

of previous explanations of the doctrine and attempt to escape the errors of Arianism and Sabellianism. 

However, by the inherent limitations of Greek philosophy, by the individual and temporal situation of 

theologians, and by the repulsion of previous explications, the theologians showed the biased tendencies 

of the Oneness or the Threeness. The only language in which heterogeneities harmonize is the 

analogical and metaphorical language. Theologians approach the mystery of the Triune God in 

metaphorical languages: Love, wisdom, will, cross, unity, communion, the Eucharist, the church and 

so on. These concepts grant us limited expressions for the Trinity, and allow us to see, dimly, the images 

of the Triune God. And these concepts are also a tenuous detour to representing the Triune God. 

4.3 Trinitarian metaphors in Scripture 

Up to this point, in the discussions of this thesis, it has become clear that it is not possible to fully 

describe the Trinity in scientific and logical language. Only by means of a detour through symbols and 

metaphors as described in Ricoeur’s hermeneutical theories and the theological arguments supporting 

the presence of the immanent Trinity can the Trinity be described. The meanings of symbols take place 

on the level of words, and the metaphors occur at the level of sentences. The meanings of the narratives 

that will be discussed in Chapter 5 are at the level of texts. Thus by transferring the meanings from 

symbols to metaphors, and from metaphors to narratives, in other words, through the movements of 

meanings from words to sentences, and from sentences to narratives, the interrelationship of meanings 

is initiated and the meanings become inexplicably sophisticated. However, only meanings from 

narratives do not have full meanings. Symbols, metaphors, and narratives interact with each other while 

maintaining their unique characteristics. In the following section, an attempt is to examine the trinitarian 

texts on the level of metaphor. The trinitarian texts are those biblical passages that mention the three 

Persons, their equality, their divine dignity, as well as their authority and their working together in 

perfect harmony (Giles, 2006:108). According to the doctrinal perspective, biblical texts have often 

been disregarded in trinitarian debates (Oberdorfer, 2006:146). The doctrinal statements usually discuss 

the unity and plurality, as well as the equality and difference, the union, and also the relationship of the 

Trinity (Shollenberger, 2014:100). To grasp the meaning of the trinitarian texts, it is necessary to read 

it in the light of the reciprocal relationship between the doctrinal framework and biblical hermeneutics 

(Oberdorfer, 2006:146). In this reciprocal relationship, the trinitarian texts may appear to be abrupt, and 

they generate many unexpected creative meanings. According to Ricoeur, a metaphor is also an 

implement for discovering creative meanings. His theories concerning metaphors promote the discovery 

and understanding of the trinitarian texts in Scripture and allow us to recognize its creative meanings 
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through the interrelationships of symbols and metaphors in sentences.  

4.3.1 Trinitarian benedictory formula (2Cor 13:13) 

“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with all 

of you” (2Cor 13:13). The Apostle Paul’s common and frequent benedictory formula is “the grace of 

our Lord Jesus Christ be with you” (Rom 16:20, 1Cor 16:23, Gal 6:18, Phil 4:23, 1Thess 5:28, Phlm 

25). Paul expanded the customary statement of the benediction by adding the phrases: with God’s love, 

Christ’s grace, and the Spirit’s fellowship (Thrall, 2004:917; Harris, 2005:937; Matera, 2003:314). In 

the baptismal command of Jesus in Matthew 28:19, “in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit”, all three Persons are mentioned. This phrase stresses the unity of the Persons by taking the 

singular ‘name’ (ὄνομα) (O’Byrne, 2010:11). In the trinitarian benediction formula, the equivalence of 

the divine Persons through the simple copula, ‘and’, is referred to, and, simultaneously, it presents a 

unique order of the immanent Trinity (McCant, 1999:170). The benedictory statement presents the order 

of the immanent Trinity: Christ-God-Spirit. There are three reasons why the Son is the first to appear in 

the configuration: firstly, as mentioned above, “the grace of Christ” is the fundamental benedictory. 

Secondly, Christians can know the love of God through the grace of Christ (Rom 5:8). Thirdly, this 

verse speaks of the experience of Christians rather than the immanent relationships of the Trinity: We 

come to Christ, then we encounter God, and then we receive the Spirit (Harris, 2005:937). 

The benedictory sentence is uniquely applied to God’s disposition including the attributes such as love, 

grace and fellowship with the three Persons respectively. Firstly, Christians experience the grace of 

Jesus Christ, Who, through His merciful work, died for all so that human beings can come to know the 

love of God (5:11-12). Calvin (1964: 176) states that the word ‘grace’ is a metonymy used as a substitute 

for the whole blessing of redemption. Also, the grace of Christ, refers to His self-sacrifice, which was 

voluntary self-impoverishment (2Cor 8:9; Garland, 1999:555-56). The social hierarchy during the 

Roman era is founded on wealth. In this manner, the event that Christ became poverty-stricken or a 

beggar, meant that He gave up all social status. Therefore, the act of self-impoverishment, in order to 

enrich others, has the significance of overturning the social order. (Harrison, 2017:263-66). Thus, the 

term, ‘God’s love’, refers to the sacrificial death of Christ (Garland, 1999:556). Through Christ's death, 

Christians are introduced to God’s love, and His death is the supreme demonstration of God’s love 

(Rom 5:8; Grogan, 1996:308). Having been reconciled by God’s love, believers are given “the first 

installment of the Spirit” (2Cor 1:22). The Spirit establishes the fellowship or communion between God 

and the new covenant community (Matera, 2003:314). All His works of salvation such as the Advent, 

the crucifixion, the resurrection, and His Ascension lead believers to God's love (Rom 5:8, 8:39). The 

love of God is perceived as the presence of God rather than as an attribute of God (1Jn 4:8, 16; 

Pannenberg, 1991:424). Finally, the Spirit is related to the concept of koinonia. The meaning of 
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fellowship is ‘the opening of ourselves for one another, by giving one another a share in ourselves” 

(Moltmann, 1992:217). The Spirit, in the benedictory statement, is interpreted in two ways: as the 

subjective genitive, and the objective genitive. Firstly, the Spirit, as the subjective genitive, (the Spirit’s 

fellowship), becomes the establisher of fellowship. Secondly, the Spirit as the objective genitive 

(fellowship with the Spirit) represents the believers’ participation in the power and life of the Spirit. In 

this benedictory, the Spirit’s fellowship is a connecting link between the grace of Jesus, the love of God 

and of the community. Through these ecclesio-pneumatological aspects, the Spirit not only brings 

fellowship, but also implies the fellowship of the Father and the Son, and, simultaneously, enables 

fellowship with the Trinity and the Church (Beck, 2010:161). According to the point of view expressed 

in the trinitarian order in the benedictory formula, the true redemption is accomplished by the Spirit’s 

fellowship, through the grace of Christ and the love of God. Moltmann explains the nature of these 

fellowships as follows: “If we look at the word fellowship itself, we can say that fellowship does not 

take by force and possess. It liberates and draws others into the relationships that are essentially its own. 

Fellowship means opening ourselves for one another and giving one another a share in ourselves. 

Fellowship lives in reciprocal participation and with mutual recognition. Fellowship comes into being 

when people, who are different, have something in common, which occurs, when it is shared by a variety 

of people. There are fellowships of mutual relationships, which refers to fellowships constituted by a 

shared life” (Moltmann, 1992:217). The concept of fellowship demonstrates the way of existence in the 

immanent Trinity’, which is, namely, ‘similarity in difference’: “Fellowship or community can exist not 

merely between people who are alike or similar, but also between those who are not alike and are quite 

dissimilar. In the two cases the mutuality of the relationships is not on the same level. The phrase about 

human fellowship with God is the formula for a community of those who are unlike and dissimilar” 

(Moltmann, 1992:218).  

Paul does not describe the divine equality or separateness in the Persons but, however he suggests 

something about the interaction of the Persons. Through the grace, love, and fellowship of the Trinity, 

he summarizes the core of salvation for the Church. In the benedictory recapitulation for the redemption, 

he employs symbols such as grace, love, and fellowship as well as the interaction between the symbolic 

words that produce many meanings. These symbols make us aware of the mystery of the economy of 

the Trinity, and we praise God, who is greater than the world at the moment of sending and at the last 

moment of worship. Paul’s benedictory formula stresses the economy of salvation as achieved by Christ, 

God, and the Spirit and as experienced by Christians (Matera, 2003:314). Thus, Christians in the first 

century did not doubt that the divine economy of salvation was an appropriate starting point for the 

doctrine (Matera, 2003:314). Therefore, the Trinity was the very foundation of practical salvation from 

the early Church era, and the Trinity is a very experiential doctrine: “The order: Christ’s grace, God’s 

love and the Holy Spirit’s fellowship is eminently practical” (Belleville, 1996:337).  
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4.3.2 The One motif: “The Father and I are one” (Jn 10:30) 

In John 10:30, the One motif was the center of trinitarian controversies, such as Monarchianism and 

Arianism, during the third and fourth centuries (Pollard, 1957:347; Borchert, 1996:341). The heterodox 

at that time insisted that this verse reflects the perfect identity of the Father and the Son, that is, there is 

no distinction between them. In response to this, orthodox theology proclaims that there is a distinction 

and that, simultaneously, the unity of the Trinity, based on this quotation, exists. They focused on the 

verb ‘ἐσμεν’ which confirms the distinction between the Father and the Son. Hippolytus in particular, 

stated that these verses must be interpreted in the light of John 17:22 and 23 which is in the context 

concerning the unity between the Trinity and the Church (Pollard, 1957:348). However, the problem of 

the distinction-within the unity in the Trinity still remained and left a paradox (cf. 4.2.1). This One motif 

verse, is in the context of the ‘I am-statement’: “I am the gate for the sheep” (Jn 10: 7), “I am the good 

shepherd” (Jn 10:11), “I lay down my life for the sheep” (Jn 10:15), and “no one shall snatch them out 

of my hand” (Jn 10:28). And in this milieu, the One motif sentence comes out: “ἐγω καὶ πατηρ ἕν ἐσμεν” 

(Jn 10:30) (Haenchen, 1984:50). In the context of this motif, the term ‘one’, ‘ἕν’ is neuter, not masculine, 

ἕις (Borchert, 1996: 341; Michaels, 2010:600). If the term ‘one’ is used as a masculine form, the Son 

would completely identify with the father (Hendrickson,1959:126). However, the distinction between 

the two Persons is found in the plural form of the verb ‘are’, ἐσμεν: “He did not say, I and the Father 

am one, but are one” this plurality is also revealed by the verb “we are, ἐσμεν” (Hendriksen, 1959:126). 

Thus, the word, ‘one’ has a twofold meaning in both context and grammar including the functional and 

the ontological meanings. 

Firstly, from a contextual point of view, the functional meaning refers to the correspondence of the 

ministry and the work of the Father and the Son to protect their sheep. (Beasley-Murray, 1999:174). 

Although there are scholars who strongly deny the second ontological meaning at the contextual level, 

most scholars have acknowledged the correctness of this contextual meaning. Secondly, according to 

the traditional ontological view, the term ‘one’ represents the unity of the divine essence of the Father 

and the Son. Actually, almost all the church Fathers in the 4th century perceived the trinitarian biblical 

texts as describing the inner life of the Trinity: “The Son comes from the Father (Jn 8:42); yet the Father 

who sent him is with him (Jn 8:29). The Father loves the Son (Jn 3:35); the Son knows the Father 

intimately (Jn 8:55; 10:15). In his mission on earth, the Son can do only what He has seen the Father 

do (Jn 5:19), can judge and speak only as He hears from the Father (Jn 5:30). The Son was taught by 

the Father (Jn 8:28) and received powers form Him such as that of judgment (Jn 5:22) and of giving 

and possessing life (Jn 5:21, 26; 6:57). The Son does the will of the Father (Jn 4:34; 6:38) and receives 

a command from the Father concerning his death and resurrection (Jn 10:18; Brown, 1966:407). For 

some commentators, this interpretation is too dogmatic and irrelevant considering the intentions of the 

Gospel writer (Michaels, 2010:600), and the oneness motif that is not the main theme in the text 
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(Borchert, 1996:341). However, Schnackenburg (1980:308) states that this verse has “metaphysical 

depths” and contains significance, which is beyond the literal dimension. The simple word, ‘one’ 

emerges as a huge metaphor describing the Triune God and, looking deeper into the contextual 

dimensions of the verse, the ontological and metaphorical dimensions of ‘the one motif’ are more clearly 

revealed. 

The shepherd theme in John 10 is linked to the shepherd motif in Ezekiel Chapter 34, which speaks of 

the appearance of a Davidic and Messianic shepherd, and Israel becomes one with this shepherd (Ez 

37:17). The earliest mention of the term ‘one’ is in the Shema statement that claims that Israel should 

worship only One God (Dt 6:4). The word ‘one’ in Deuteronomy is related to the worship of God by 

Israel. The word ‘one’ in Ezekiel speaks only of one God, and simultaneously of the Davidic and 

Messianic shepherd as another divine leader who differs from the only one God. To sum up, the word 

‘one’ refers to God who is worshiped alone, and who is, simultaneously, open to the other.  

The One motif in John 10:30 is in the context of the festival of the Dedication (Hanukkah) which 

celebrates the temple restoration. Thus, John 10 is related to the image of the temple. Another important 

image in the restoration of the temple expresses the hopes of ‘returning’ of the dispersed people of Israel. 

The restoration of the temple is an expression of expectation to fulfill the gathering of the dispersed 

Israelites. And the purpose of this new assembly renewed the worship of the only one God in the Shema 

statement (Dt 6:4). Thus, the context of the festival of the Dedication includes two important traditions: 

the restoration of Temple, and the worship and the monotheistic faith of Israel (Wheaton, 2015:181). 

Viewed from this angle, John 10 portrays the images of returning and worshiping. The relationship 

between Jesus, as the shepherd, and the sheep is connected to these images. Worshiping refers 

specifically to the worshiping in the Temple, which is presented as the image of Jesus being one with 

God (Wheaton, 2015:181). 

Firstly, Jesus as the shepherd of the sheep is associated with Ezekiel 34. In Ezekiel 34:15, God declares 

that He will be the Israel’s Shepherd in the formula of the ‘I am, ἐγώ εἰμι’ statement (Ez 34:11-16). God 

suggests the Davidic king as ‘another shepherd’ (Ez 34:23). Thus, in Ezekiel 34, there are two shepherds, 

God Himself, and the shepherd of Israel (Ez 34:15), both of whom are proclaimed simultaneously (Ez 

34:23). Although there are two shepherds, Israel has only one shepherd (Ez 37:24; cf. 1Cor 3:8). The 

Shepherds are often used metaphorically to symbolize kingship (Jer 23:1, Zec 11:17, Isa 56:9-12, Ez 

34:3-8), and these images apply equally to both Shepherds (Ez 34:11-16, Ps 23:1-3; Sheridan, 2012:198). 

In John 10, Jesus as the good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep (Jn 10:10). Simultaneously, He 

is the Christ whose coming Israel has eagerly awaited, and who is the Messianic and Davidic shepherd. 

Jesus is revealed to be the Messiah, the King of Israel, and He has a divine image. Eventually He claims 
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a unique oneness with God (Jn 10:15, 18, 30, 38). This almighty kingship is not used for self-power but 

for the protection of the sheep. Whenever Christ exercises this almighty kingship, He does not do so to 

display His power, but He uses His power only for the protection of his sheep (Jn 10:28-29). Only the 

sheep that belong to Jesus listen to his voice and follow him (Jn 10:27). Jesus Christ gives eternal life 

to his people and they will never be lost (Jn 10:28; Sheridan, 2012:198). In this way, Jesus conflates 

these two shepherds in Ezekiel 34 and applies their roles to himself (Jn 10:11, 14, 16; Byers, 2017:138).  

Secondly, Jesus in oneness with God, is closely connected with the worship of Israel in the context of 

Hanukkah. In other words, Jesus is introduced not as a worshiper but as the Son who is worshiped. The 

blindman narrative in John 9 is the symbolic fulfillment that Jesus will become the object of worship: 

“He said, Lord, I believe. And he worshiped him” (Jn 9:38; Wheaton, 2015:181). All theological themes 

in John’s Gospel focus on the oneness motif that Jesus and the Father are One (Borchert, 1996:341): 

“the motif has the function of a theological abbreviation. The confession that Jesus and the Father are 

one is John’s Christological abbreviation. It is the fundamental article of faith by which everything 

stands or falls, the point at which belief or unbelief is ignited, light or darkness confirmed” (Appold, 

1976:280). This confession, that Jesus is the divine Word, which begins in chapter one in the Gospel of 

John, culminates in Thomas’ confession in chapter twenty in the Gospel: “My Lord and my God!” (Jn 

20:28; Borchert, 1996:341). Therefore, the One motif definitely not only speaks of the oneness of the 

inner essence between the Father and the Son, but also of the accordance of the outward operation of 

the Trinity (Jn 5:18; 1:14,18; 3:16; 5:17; Haenchen, 1984:50; Hendriksen, 1959:126). The one motif 

that Jesus’ proclaims is not from the self-exaltation but proceeds from His Father (Jn 5:19-30). The 

Father gives Him power and authority through the unity of action and existence, with himself (Beasley-

Murray, 1999:175).  

The One motif was the cause that Christ was condemned by the Jews for blasphemy (Jn 5:18; 10:33), 

and this became the crucial evidence for the crucifixion of Christ (Mk 14-61-64). Particularly, in the 

one motif verse, it becomes the punishment of stoning to kill a criminal. In the Old Testament, stoning 

is related to various crimes such as witchcraft (Lv 20:27), sacrificing children (Lv 20:2), serving other 

gods (Dt 22:24), and, particularly important in our study of John, for Sabbath breaking (Nm 15:35-36) 

and blasphemy (Lv 24:23; Borchert, 1996:342). In the Mishnah, there is nothing to correspond with the 

stoning punishment, but in the Sanhedrin 7.5, someone who mentioned the name YHWH could be killed 

for blasphemy by stoning that person. (Sloyan, 1988:135; Borchert, 1996:342). Particularly, in the 

Gospel of Mark 14:61-64, the High Priest states Jesus’ blasphemy based on His confession about divine 

Parousia: “You will see the Son of man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of 

heaven” (Mk 14:62). In His confession, Jesus shares the Father’s power and glory which no human 

being can do in a theophany and which is appropriate to God alone (Beasley-Murray, 1999:175). Jesus’ 
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divine confessions are a combination of Psalm 110:1 (at the right hand) and Daniel 7:13 (the Son of 

man). The Lord on the tempted hand of Jehovah in Psalm 110, is revealed in the vision of Daniel, as 

being on theophanic clouds of glory as the ‘Son of Man’ (France, 2002:611). Actually, Jesus’ answers 

“ἐγω εἰμι” (Mk 14:62) to the High Priest’s question “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” (Mk 

14:61) This is not a problem, because many Christs might have been evoked for most Jews at that time 

(France, 2002:613). The problem was Jesus’ bold answer: “You will see the Son of Man seated at the 

right hand of the Power and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Mk 14:62). Through this answer, the 

meaning of the term messiah must be reinterpreted in terms of the heavenly Messiah, the Son of Man 

(Collins, 2007:704). In other words, He declared that Israel had been waiting for the Messiah who was 

not a political but a divine messiah. The Jews understood that His statement meant “making himself 

equal with God” and taking the place of God or being an alternative to God (Borchert, 1996:236). They 

considered identifying God with oneself, to be blasphemy Indeed, the desire to become like God is the 

first narrative that describes the origin of sin in Scripture. Adam and Eve were expelled from Paradise 

because they ate the fruit of the tree in the garden, which God had forbidden them to eat, when they 

were tempted by the serpent (Gen 3:4-6). Jesus, on the contrary, was equally tempted by Satan, but He 

refused to seek glory for His own benefit (Jn 8:54; Borchert, 1996: 308). Jesus did not claim to be the 

same as God, but He called himself the Son, and the Jews decided that Jesus had claimed to identify 

Himself with God: “He called God His Father, thereby making himself equal to God” (Jn 5:18). From 

the beginning, the Jews recognized the existential oneness in the relationship between the Father and 

the Son: “The Father’s life is bound up in the boy's life” (Gn 44:30). In the Jewish tradition, the Son is 

the father's agent or herald to perform actions (Gn 37:13; Harvey, 1982:159-63). Therefore, the sender 

and the person who is sent are acknowledged as one: “The one who sent me is appended to the Father, 

so that the Father becomes identified with the Son, primarily with and through the act of sending the 

Son” (Thompson, 2001:94). Blasphemy occurs when a person directly applies himself to the unique 

and glorious theophany (Bock, 2007:111). In this way, the Jews considered that Jesus had applied the 

glorious manifestation of God to himself, so that the concept of the Davidic Messiah is extended to the 

concept of the divine Messiah. 

Finally, the One motif in John 10:30 has an ecclesiastical perspective related to the Shema statement in 

Deuteronomy 6:4. The ecclesiological view of The One motif begins with the Shema statement, and 

these two verses eventually propose the ‘ecclesiology of the divine association’ (Byers, 2017:107). The 

One motif in John 10 refers to protecting and preserving their sheep, and in John 17:11, the 

ecclesiological perspective of the motif is fully revealed (Brown, 1966: 408). From a contextual point 

of view, the One motif is not to assert Jesus’ self-divinity. Rather, through the oneness with the Father, 

Christians participate in the Father’s true life, will, love, activity, and power. Therefore, the One motif 

shows the way that believers are united with the Father as Jesus. Christ is oneness with the Father in 
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order to mediate for Christians (Jn 17:22-23; Whitacre, 1999: 270). The One motif is also an invitation 

to another being through mutual indwelling (Byers, 2017:93). The relationship between the Son and the 

Father is the best example of the relationship between the Father and the believer to whom the Father 

has given Jesus (Sloyan, 1988:134). The foundation of the relationship between the Father and the Son 

is mutual love and obedience (cf. 4.2.6.2), and also Jesus’s sheep are placed within the same relationship 

to the Father (Sloyan, 1988:134). In this manner, the One motif is developed to an ecclesiological 

perspective (Haenchen, 1984:50): “God was reconciling the world to himself through Christ” (2Cor 

5:19).  

In the Shema statement, the One motif is employed differently in the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel 

of John. The Gospel of John emphasizes God’s oneness and the others emphasize the love command 

(Byers, 2017:119; Heath, 2010:534). The Gospel of John expands the One motif by applying the 

ecclesiological point of view. Jesus connects the oneness of the Shema statement to the new creation 

and the new covenant of the Messianic national unity (Byers, 2017:137). Likewise, the theological 

oneness of Deuteronomy 6:4 is interpreted to be the social entity of Israel (Byers, 2017:125). This 

interpretation of the One motif helps one to understand that the concept of oneness has more openness 

and sociability (Byers, 2017:137).48  

The oneness between the Father and the Son (Dt 6: 4; Jn 10:30) is an invitation to His people and shows 

us the essential content of the concept of the One motif through the command to love (Dt 6: 5). In John 

10:30, the One motif is applied to protect and preserve through Their power and authority. God who 

saves his people through the divine power continues to appear in the Old Testament (Dt 32:39; Is 43:13). 

And eventually His power creates a new oneness: “all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in 

me and I am in you. May they also be in us” (Jn 17:21). The statement, “the Father and I are one” has 

various meanings such as trinitarian, soteriological, ecclesiastical, and eschatological perspectives. 

Particularly, the word, ‘one’ means that the Trinity is composed of divine Others (Persons), and at the 

same time, they exist in one essence. Thus, the One motif is a metaphysical metaphor of Jesus Christ 

including many images such as God's invitation, love, salvation preservation, accomplishment, and new 

creation. 

4.3.3 “Three are in the one” (1Jn 5:8):  

The first epistle of John, 5:7-8 has traditionally been recognized as the most powerful text that testifies 

about the Trinity: “For there are three that bear record [in heaven: The Father, the Word, and the Holy 

                                                      
48 Byers (2017: 130) shows how the Shema increasingly progresses in the Gospel of John: 8:41-theology, 10:16-

Ecclesiology and Christology, 10:30-theology and Christology, 11:49-52-Ecclesiology and Christology, 17:11, 

21-23-theology, Christology, and ecclesiology.  
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Spirit: and these three are one. And there are three that bear witness in earth], the Spirit, and the Water, 

and the Blood, and these three agree in one”. However, Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536) removed 

the part in the above brackets from his edition of the New Testament as the Latin Vulgate and a parallel 

Greek text (1516) because the part in the Vulgate did not appear in the majority of the Greek manuscripts 

(McDonald, 2016:6). The part in the brackets is called the Comma Johanneum or Johannine Comma49 

(Strecker, 1996:188; McDonald, 2016:4). For this reason, he is accused of Arianism (McDonald, 

2016:6). In fact, the first edition of his diglot New Testament contained many errors and he again 

included the Johannine comma to avoid heretical condemnation in his next edition (1519) (McDonald, 

2016a:44).  

The central issue in the first epistle of John 5:6, where three witnesses are mentioned, is the 

interpretation of the symbol of water and blood: “ὁ ἐλθὼν δι᾽ ὕδατοϛ και αἴματος”. Many Commentators 

have suggested various interpretations for the water and blood as witnesses of the sacraments of baptism 

and the Eucharist (Westcott, 1966:182; Burge 1996:201; Strecker 1996:183; Dodd 1946:128-31), the 

incarnation (Goulder, 1999:343-4), the birth and death of Jesus (Witherington, 2006:545; Culy, 

2004:125-6), the baptism and death of Jesus (Bultmann, 1973:79; Marshall, 1978:231-32; Bruce 

1979:118-19; Stott 1988:180; Hengel, 1989:62; Akin, 2001:196-7; Smalley, 2007:265-67; Yarbrough, 

2008:282-83), Jesus’ baptismal ministry and sacrificial death (Kruse, 2000:178), the death of Jesus 

(Brown, 1982:578; Culpepper, 1985:101-03; De Boer, 1988; Schnackenburg, 1992:236-37; Thompson, 

1992:132-35), and the messianic identity of Jesus (Haupt, 1879:298-313; Streett, 2011:310-37). 

Because of the symbolism in the words, ‘water’ and ‘blood’’, no one can say that this verse contains 

only one meaning. Most scholars have agreed that this passage is the most ambiguous, enigmatic, and 

perplexing text in the first epistle of John (Griffith, 2003:149). However, the ambiguity and enigma 

produce symbols that give more understanding: “Enigma does not block understanding but provokes it” 

(Ricoeur, 1970:18).  

The emphasis of 5: 6, is on “Jesus Christ, and not with the water only, but with the water and the blood”, 

which indicates that there are some opponents or dissenting groups (Edwards, 2000:155). According to 

the heresy of Cerinthus he insisted that “Jesus, the man, experienced the indwelling of the Spirit of 

Christ at his baptism, and that He was deserted by the same Spirit, before His death” (Derickson, 

2014:509). The proposal of the ‘three witnesses’ verse, within the historical background, is, definitely, 

to strongly acknowledge the reality of the Incarnation of Christ as opposed to the docetic heresy. The 

primary interest in this verse is the theme of the ‘witness’, (μαρτυρέω, μαρτυρια).  

                                                      
49 The term of ‘Comma’ indicates a ‘sentence’ or ‘clause’, not punctuation marks. 
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In the Johannine writing, the term ‘witness’ appears very often in comparison to the frequency with 

which it appears in the other books in the New Testament. In the Fourth Gospel, the word is mainly 

linked to Christology (Strecker, 1996:187): “The Father who sent me, has Himself borne witness 

concerning me” (Jn 5:37). Jesus came into the world, to testify to the truth (Jn 18:37). The Father 

confirmed Jesus’ identity during His baptism and on the high mountain: “You are my beloved Son” (Mk 

1:11), “This is my beloved Son; listen to him” (Mk 9:7) (Kruse, 2000:309). Scripture testifies about 

Jesus (Jn 5:39), and the term, ‘witness’, describes the relationship of the Son to the Father (Jn 5:32; 

8:18). In John 4:24, God is spirit, and the connection with the Holy Spirit is already present. In Old 

Testament, and the most well-known verse related to this ‘testimony’ is in Deuteronomy 19:15: “A 

matter must be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses”. Based on these verses, Jesus 

relies on two witnesses, the testimony of Himself and that of the Father, to establish the legitimacy of 

His acts and words: “In your own Law it is written that the testimony of two men is valid. I am one who 

testifies for myself; my other witness is the Father, who sent me” (Jn 8:17-18). In Deuteronomy 32: 1, 

heaven and earth are witnesses of God’s eternal covenant: “Give ear, O heavens, and let me speak, and 

hear, O earth, the words of my mouth!” Thus, heaven and earth are silent witnesses for the renewal of 

the covenant. These witnesses testify to the eternity of God’s covenant based on their unchanging 

physical elements (Craigie, 1978:376). In the prologue of the Gospel of John, John the Baptist, is not 

the light, but he testifies to the light (Jn 1:6-8, cf. 1:15). John the Baptist is the one who testified about 

the truth. However, Jesus does not receive testimonies from human beings (Jn 5:34). And there are only 

two witnesses who can truly testify about Jesus Himself: Only the Father and Himself: “Jesus answered, 

"Even if I testify on my own behalf, my testimony is valid, for I know where I came from and where I 

am going. But you have no idea where I come from or where I am going” (Jn 8:14). In Revelations, 

Jesus Christ Himself becomes a witness (Rv 1:5, 3:14). In this verse, the two witnesses, water and blood, 

testify about Jesus Christ with their specific attributes as heaven and earth, and the Spirit witness about 

Jesus Christ together with water and blood. When the Spirit participates as a witness, the water and 

blood become personified, and the Spirit reveals the soteriological, ecclesiological, and eschatological 

meaning in the symbols of the water and the blood (Strecker, 1996:188; Carson, 1994:232).  

The concern that is dealt with in this section is the relationship between the term, witness, and the words, 

water and blood. Water and blood are symbolic words, and each word has several layers of meanings. 

Furthermore, through the thought of water as a symbol, a second symbol is brought to the forefront, and 

it is the blood, and the interaction that occurs between these two symbols, which give rise to significant 

metaphors that have depth and width. Among the seven thoughts that are mentioned above, the 

interpretation that the water and blood refer to Jesus’ baptism and crucifixion is the proper one, because 

it includes all other interpretive categories. Most commentators agree that water and blood symbolize 

two terminal acts in Jesus’ earthly ministry (baptism and death). By employing the actual terms of water 
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and blood, John emphasizes the reality of the incarnation of Jesus Christ (Akin, 2001:197). 

Grammatically, the Aorist participle, ‘ἐλθων’ represents the Incarnation of the historical Christ, and 

symbolically the water and the blood refer to the beginning and end of His earthly ministry 

(Köstenberger, 2014:163; Akin, 2001:196). Therefore, the meaning of verse 6 is properly revealed when 

associated with the great narrative of the earthly ministry of Jesus Christ (Brown, 1982:581). 

Jenson (2012:181-86) states that the resurrection motif is strongly presented in the Johannine epistles. 

He also attempts to find the motif in the verses. In fact, the verses are not direct descriptions of the 

motif, but refer to the motif obliquely. Jenson examines the parallel text, John 19:34, to find the 

resurrection motif of the ‘three times witness’ verses. The interpretation of blood and water in John 

19:34 has been a considerable point of dispute. In John’s gospel, because the context referring to blood 

and water signifies the certainty of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. Jenson focuses on the marks 

of the crucifixion. He argues that the mark of the crucifixion does not appear in the narrative of the 

suffering of Christ, but he states that they are overwhelmingly present in the resurrection narrative 

(Jenson, 2012:182). The foundation of his insistence is based on usages for the noun, πλευρα, side, 

which primarily relates to the resurrection narrative. Jesus shows his disciples the wounds of his side 

as physical evidence of his resurrection (Jn 19:34; 20:20, 25, 27; Acts 12:7). However, Jenson 

acknowledges that water and blood do not appear in the resurrection narrative, nor do the marks of the 

crucifixion appear in the ‘three witnesses’ verses. He therefore confirms that it is difficult to find the 

resurrection motif in the verses. However, Jenson claims that the water and the blood as symbolic words 

are implicitly embedded in the resurrection motif. He suggests that the common meaning of the two 

prepositions, διά and ἐν, in verse 6 is ‘with’.50 On this basis, Jensen interprets as following: “Jesus 

comes ‘with water and blood, and he is resurrected ‘with’ the scars of the crucifixion” (Jensen, 2012:182; 

Griffith, 2002:155). In the first epistle of John 5:6-8, the Spirit decisively declares the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ. The Spirit is given as a gift to His disciples, and the Spirit proclaims that Jesus is the 

resurrected, the crucified Christ (Jensen, 2012:183). In other words, unlike John 19:34, 1 John 5: 6 adds 

the Spirit to water and blood, thus the ‘three witnesses’ verses state that Jesus is the crucified and 

resurrected Christ (Jensen, 2012:185). Also, as the Spirit introduces the truth, water and blood are 

personified and Christ’s terminal events are revealed as an eschatological perspective (Strecker, 

1996:188). Jesus is the one who came by water and blood, and these words, ‘water’ and ‘blood’ are 

symbolic words, and both develop into metaphors. Therefore, the meaning of water and blood is not 

merely ambiguous, but they are diverse, and the Spirit testifies that Jesus Christ is the resurrected and 

                                                      
50 In 1 Corinthians 4:21 and John 1:33, the preposition ‘ἐν’ is translated as ‘with’: “Shall I come with [ἐν] a 

rod or with [ἐν] love?” (Brown, 1982:574), and “Jesus baptized with [ἐν] the Holy Spirt” (Jn 1:33; De Boer, 

1988:95). 
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the crucified Christ (Akin, 2001:195).  

The Spirit takes the first position among the three witnesses (Marshall, 1978:237). When Jesus was 

baptized, the Spirit declares the coming of salvation into the world (Mt 3:16). The law of the Spirit of 

life (Rom 8:1) through the crucifixion of Christ, is set free from the law of sin and death (Rom 8:2). 

‘Christ was resurrected through the power of the Spirit (Rom 1:4). In fact, both water and blood have 

two primary common meanings: death and forgiveness of sins. In the event of Jesus’ baptism, His ‘going 

down into water’ refers to his death on the cross, and His ‘going up out of the water’ symbolically refers 

to his resurrection (Ratzinger, 2007:18). The Apostle Paul explains Christian baptism as images of death 

and resurrection (Rom 6:4). Blood has always been traditionally used in the sacrificial systems of Israel 

and it strongly symbolizes that atonement is about through death (Lv 1:4-5). Water, specifically appears 

as a symbol of the Spirit in the Gospel of John (7:39), and Jesus Christ is the one who gives water that 

quenches thirst forever: “Whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give 

him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (Jn 4:14). In John 5: 6, the sentence, 

“He did not come by water only” alludes to John the Baptist’s baptism: “I baptize you with water… He 

will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Mt 3:11). St. Paul speaks of formidable gaps 

between the baptism of John the Baptist and true baptism. (Acts 19:2-6). And these gaps are removed 

through the coming of the Spirit. In this manner, the forgiveness of sins and the Spirit are closely 

connected. Thus, the statement, “He did not come by water only, but by water and blood” represents 

two aspects of the coming of Jesus Christ: forgiveness of sins, and the gift of the Spirit. Jesus is the 

herald of the outpouring of God’s eschatological Spirit (Von Wahlde, 2014:42). The Spirit is also 

introduced in the Johannine writing as the Person testifying to the truth, and who is indeed the Spirit of 

truth itself (Jn 14:17; 15:26; 16:13; 1Jn 4:6). The Spirit bears witness to the the son, Jesus Christ, who 

in Himself is also the truth (Jn 14:16; 18:38; Brown, 1982:580). This statement about the Spirit is an 

expression of the activity of the Spirit in the church and, the more obvious interpretation is that the 

Spirit also testifies to us (Marshall, 1978:234). The connection between the themes of testimony and 

the Spirit are more evident when acknowledging that the Spirit is the Paraclete. The Spirit is the spirit 

of truth from the Father and testifies about Jesus Christ (Jn 15:26). The Spirit as the Paraclete also 

makes the disciples witnesses of Christ (Acts 1:8).  

The theme of testimony in the first epistle of John is presumed to be based on the apostolic situation 

(Strecker, 1996:187). In 1 John, the author is a witness who has directly heard, has looked at, and has 

touched Christ (1Jn 1:1). His testimony is a core element in the creation of the Christian community 

(1Jn 1:3). In the third epistle, written by John, the theme of testimony is organized according to 

ecclesiological aspects. Diotrephes did not accept the author John as a witness of Jesus Christ (3Jn 9). 

Therefore, Diotrephes rejects the testimony of the apostle. Demetrius, however, received the testimony 
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of the truth, and the apostle John testifies for him (3Jn 12). The truth and love in the church community 

(2Jn 3, 6) was created and is maintained through these testimonies. The testimony in the community 

becomes the confirmation of the eschatological truth: “1:11 Dear friend, do not imitate what is evil but 

what is good. Anyone who does what is good is from God. Anyone who does what is evil has not seen 

God” (3Jn 11; Strecker, 1996:187). The theme of testimony contains the ecclesiological dimension 

because of the addition of the Spirit. Thus, although some scholars criticize the interpretation of 1 John 

5: 6-8 as concentrating on baptism and the Eucharist (Griffith, 2002:149-58), the traditional explanation 

is still valuable as it enables us to see the text reflected throughout the whole of Scripture (Vanhoozer, 

2002:295).  

The fundamental interpretation of the ‘three witnesses’ verses in the Church Fathers from the fourth 

century to the fifth century is because of their ecclesiological understanding as baptism and the 

Eucharist (Ambrose, Augustine, Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria). Christ came bringing the sacraments 

and also being the source of the sacraments (Ratzinger, 2014:82). Firstly, the term ‘water’ usually refers 

to baptism as an early analogy of the sacrament (Acts 8:36-39. 1Pt 3:20-21, Eph 5:26, Heb 10:22). 

Baptism in the early church recognized the death and the resurrection of Jesus (Rom 6:4-5). And the 

‘blood’ represented the Eucharist, in particular, comparing the breaking of the bread (Jn 6:53-56; Brown, 

1982:582). Clearly, the Eucharist refers to participating in the death of Jesus (1Cor 15: Smith, 1991:125). 

Thus, the interpretations of ‘baptism and crucifixion’ as mentioned above, and the interpretation of 

‘sacraments’ have a mutual place in recognizing the primary two events in the life of Jesus Christ. The 

two sacraments continually proclaim the truth of the Incarnation and the crucifixion (Smalley, 1984:282; 

Strecker, 1996:182). The church community is born again as witnesses of Jesus Christ through the 

steadfast testimony of the sacraments (Griffith, 2002:165; cf. 4.2.7.3).  

Augustine read John 19:34 as “the soldiers opened his side with a spear”, not ‘pierced’ based on the 

Latin mistranslation of the Greek. Because of his interpretation, this passage has been interpreted as the 

sacraments were opened. Because of this tradition, water and blood have been acknowledged as 

sacraments in the interpretive history of Scripture (Vanhoozer, 2000:16). Vanhoozer (2002: 275) 

suggests interpreting the verse according to the great framework of the fulfillment of the covenant: “Not 

a bone of him shall be broken” (Jn 19:36; Ex 12:46; cf. Zec 12:10). In other words, the natural meaning 

in the verse is not only the historical certainty of Jesus’ death, but also, there is definitely a more 

extensive significance in the fulfillment of the the aspects of the covenant. Vanhoozer deals with water 

in the context of the whole Gospel of John: Jesus says, “My blood is true drink” (Jn 6:55). Those who 

believe in Him never thirst. The water which is given by Jesus “will become in him a spring of water 

welling up to eternal life” (Jn 4:14). Whoever believes in Jesus, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of 

living water” (Jn 7:38). This statement is connected to Numbers 20:11, the flow of water from the rock 
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that Moses struck with his staff. And in John’s Gospel, water is directly linked to the Spirit: “by this he 

meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive” (Jn 7:39). In the same verse, 

“up to the time that the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified”. There is, 

therefore, a strong link to the coming of the Spirit and the death of Jesus. Also, in the Gospel, by 

comparing the body of Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem, imaginative thoughts, related to water and the 

temple, arise (Jn 2:19-21). Water as a symbolic word implies the death of Jesus and, at the same time, 

it symbolizes the coming of the Spirit. This whole history of salvation is compatible with the metaphors 

based on the vision of the temple, and the water flowing out from under the threshold of the temple” as 

described in Ezekiel, as well as the eschatological reconciliation (Ez 47:1-9; Manning, 2004:39). The 

symbol of water in the Johannine Gospel is interpreted as soteriological, ecclesiological, and 

eschatological. Likewise, in 1 John 5: 6-8 the depth of meaning is increased by the organization of the 

water and blood by the Spirit, thus, in other words, the significance increases because of their 

development from the level of symbols to the level of metaphors.  

Before Erasmus criticized the Johannine Comma, the Western Church, based on the Vulgate of Jerome, 

recognized the questioned verses as the most powerful verses to prove the existence of the Trinity: “in 

heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there are three that bear 

witness in earth”: water and blood However, although the Johannine Comma will not be adopted by 

Scripture anymore, 1 John 5: 6-8 still expresses the Triune God circuitously. According to the classical 

point of view, the interpretation of the verse of the Trinity causes concern because the Spirit refers to 

the Father (Jn 4:24), the water symbolizes the Spirit (Jn 7:38-39), and the blood represents the Son (Jn 

19:34; Derickson, 2014:515; Kruse, 2000:307). Simultaneously, this formula refers to ‘Jesus’ power 

that gives them life (Spirit), cleanses (water), and atones (blood)” (Derickson, 2014:516).  

The first epistle of John 5: 6-8 reveals the Trinity more naturally than it would if it were expanded to v. 

9: “If we receive the testimony of men, the testimony of God is greater; for this is the testimony of God 

that he has borne witness to his Son” (1Jn 5:9). Water, blood, and the Spirit are the three witnesses 

described in v. 9 as “the testimony of God”. In 1 John 2:24, the theme of testimony is connected to the 

relationship of the Father and the Son. Thus, dwelling in the testimony from the beginning is equated 

with dwelling in the Father and the Son. The Spirit, as the truth, teaches the testimony that was from 

the beginning. Likewise, in 1 John 5: 6-8, the water and the blood and the Spirit bear witness that they 

were present at the Incarnation of Christ. These three witnesses who testify about Jesus Christ are of 

one accord. The meaning of verse 9 is that the Father participates in the triadic testimony of Jesus Christ. 

The question of whether the testimony of the Trinity is accepted or not is eschatological. In the ‘three 

witnesses’ verses, the Trinity appears in the form of the Spirit and the Father testifying about the Son, 

and the three testimonies that are in accord with the one truth. This aspect is obvious in Jesus’ baptismal 
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narrative and the Transfiguration narrative (Mt 3:17; 17:5, Mk 1:11; 9:7, Lk 3:22; 9:35, Jn 1:32). 

Therefore, when the “three witnesses” motif should be interpreted extending from verse 7 to verse 9, 

we can speak about the motiff reflecting the doctrine of the Trinity (Brown, 1982:582; Crowe, 

2016:170). 

4.3.4 Summary 

This discussion examines the trinitarian language in Scripture and finds that it is all symbolic. The 

symbolic meanings are from a single word that produces meanings from the interaction between the 

primary and secondary significant, and metaphoric meanings as a result of the interactions between the 

two symbolic words in level of sentence. Furthermore, the significance of the interactions of the triadic 

symbolic words have inexplicable depths. The meanings through this interaction between symbols and 

metaphors deepen through metaphor’s deviation, called the ‘categorical mistake’ (Ricoeur, 1978:197). 

The starting point is the representative trinitarian benedictory formulary, (2 Cor 13:13). The love of the 

Father, the grace of the Son, and the fellowship of the Spirit is the main statement concerning the 

Christian salvation, and the significance of salvation is enriched through the interplay between love, 

grace, and fellowship. Secondly, there is a profound metaphysical metaphor in the very short word ‘one’, 

in the One motif of John 10:30. The trinitarian word, ‘One’ implies images such as salvation, 

preservation, invitation, love, fulfillment of the covenant, and the new creation. Finally, through 1John 

5:6-8, the discussion further examined the theme of the trinitarian testimony including ecclesiological 

and eschatological aspects. In this respect, Scripture does not only describe the Trinity according to an 

ontological perspective, but the Trinity is also represented by metaphors such as love, grace, and 

fellowship, metaphysical metaphors, and metaphors such as water, blood, and the Spirit. As well as the 

immanence and economy, as primary characteristics, which coexist in metaphorical descriptions in 

various trinitarian controversies. 

4.4 Conclusion  

Up to this point, this discussion has included the theories of Ricoeur’s metaphor, the immanent Trinity, 

and trinitarian texts in Scripture. Firstly, Ricoeur is described as attempting to listen to various sounds 

of existence through metaphors. When doing this, he suggests that the semantic movements of 

metaphors arises from the substitutional theory at the level of words to semantics at the level of 

sentences, and finally from the level of semantics to hermeneutics at the level of the narrative that 

includes dimensions of ontology and metaphorical truth. Through this semantic, hermeneutical, and 

ontological developmental process, metaphors become a cognitive implement for creative meaning 

production. In relationship to the trinitarian metaphors in Scripture, there could be an arbitrative 

function of metaphors. Most metaphors operate at the level of the sentence, but metaphors which have 
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an arbitrative function are located between the levels of words and sentences. In other words, a metaphor 

with an arbitrative function, does not completely develop to the level of the sentence, but it produces 

meanings at the level of sentences, although it still stays at the level of the word.  

In particular, the discussion examines the immanent Trinity from the time of the Church Fathers to 

modern trinitarian theology. Numerous analogies, symbols, and new terms have been created and, 

subsequently, discarded. The birth and disappearance of this trinitarian language resembles the 

phenomena of the metaphor. The theory of metaphors states that, when the meanings of two or more 

symbolic words replace others with unexpected new meanings, then new metaphors are created. When 

the meaning of a metaphor is fixed socially, it becomes a dead metaphor such as ‘man-wolf’. The 

trinitarian analogical symbols in Scripture are metaphorical. These trinitarian metaphors, through the 

arbitrative function, have a metaphorical power that can express the entire Christian redemptive history. 

The church Fathers and the medieval theologians used terms such as abstract nouns, love, will, and truth 

to distinguish the divine Persons in the Triune God. Terms such as love, will, and truth, are not defined 

by the words themselves, but they refer to the related dynamics of the immanent Trinity. For instance, 

the word, ‘love’ is not defined as an encyclopedic definition, and it includes the love of the Trinity as 

the love of the Father, the love of the Son, and the fellowship of the Spirit, and it speaks of the 

redemptive history of Christians: “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Spirit (Rom 5:5). 

God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8). 

Therefore, the love in the immanent relationship of the Trinity is indicative of the salvation of Christians. 

Similarly, the meanings of trinitarian truths are formed in the center on Christ. The truth, as the Word 

of God, which the Father has uttered and revealed through the Son, is entered into us by the Spirit. The 

truth is the word of the Father, the word of the Father is Jesus Christ, and the word of Jesus Christ is 

taught by the Spirit. The trinitarian expressions in Scripture are symbolic, and its symbols are developed 

into metaphors through the triadic perichoretic unity, and this development process involves the 

redemptive history of the Triune God. Metaphors should not be considered to be a non-reasonable tool 

because of their ambiguity, but, instead, it should be seen as expressing the various acts of salvation of 

the Trinity as a broader and thicker descriptive instrument to explain the inner life in the Trinity. 

There may also be a new perspective concerning the relationship between the immanent Trinity and the 

economic Trinity through the theory of metaphors. Using trinitarian terms, the immanent Trinity and 

the economic Trinity create a way of using language to describe the Trinity as existing in eternity and 

in history. As Rahner and some other theologians have emphasized, these two trinitarian expressions 

are differnet, but they are complementary. However, both are clearly distinguishable in metaphorical 

language. On some occasions, these distinctions disappear completely because of the way. The 

economic Trinity is founded in the immanent Trinity and there is love, grace, and fellowship present. 
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In the economic Trinity, the immanent Trinity, or the inner life of the Trinity, the perichoretic 

relationship is apparent through the testimony, salvation, water, and blood. 

 The love of the Father and the Son was part of God’s inner life before the creation of the world (Jn 

17:24), and it was the Father’s demonstration of love for us in redemptive history (Rom 5:8). According 

to Balthasar, “we have to think of the immanent Trinity as that eternal and absolute self-giving (kenotic 

love) so that God in Godself is seen as being absolute love” (Balthasar, 1992:300). The love of God is 

the comprehensive expression of trinitarian fellowship (Peters, 1993:141). The fellowship of the church 

reflects the fellowship of the Father and the Son (Moltmann, 1977:218-19; Hegstad, 2013:23). In the 

Incarnation event described in John 1, the fullness of grace and truth refer to the divinity of Jesus Christ 

(Jn 1:14). In Exodus 34:6, grace and truth are mentioned as God’s essential nature (Tsutserov, 2009:24). 

According to Rahner, grace itself is the primary element of God’s own self-communication. Grace is a 

trinitarian term to open God’s gift of Himself (Raher, 1966:165-188). The metaphorical terms such as 

love, fellowship, and grace in God’s inner life, have been fully accomplished in the redemptive history 

of the Trinity. The covenants in the Old Testament show God’s self-communication (Huijgen, 2017:266). 

The covenants claims together with God’s immanent natures: “Abram. I am your shield, your very great 

reward” (Gn 15:1), and “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, 

abounding in love and faithfulness” (Ex 34:6). The covenants bind the one God and Israel, and the 

relationship presents a soteriological purpose by Israel’s God in history. Through this metaphorical term 

the Triune God communicates about eternity in history and history in eternity.  

Pannenberg (1991:340) states that the Triune God is clearly manifested in history and in Scripture, but 

his oneness is hidden in history and it belongs to eschatology. According to Pannenberg, the problem 

of unity is the core of the doctrine of the Trinity and it remains a mystery. Nonetheless, we can speak 

of the unity of the Triune God because the Triune God has spoken of His economy and the inner life of 

the Trinity in metaphorical language: “My Father and I are one” (Jn 10:30). Also, we should speak of 

the unity because the mystery of the Christian salvation lies hidden in the inner relationship of the 

Trinity. The terminal salvation of Christians should be expounded through the two trinitarian forms. 

Salvation is to participate in the fellowship of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, who are revealed 

through the economic Trinity. The inner fellowship of the immanent Trinity is presented in metaphorical 

language. The trinitarian controversies that occurred during the third and fourth centuries, as well as the 

medieval and trinitarian arguments were focused on the immanent Trinity, and theologians describe 

certain of their theological explanations as speculative. On the other hand, however, we should 

acknowledge that they were concerned that the salvation of Christians is strongly linked to the trinitarian 

unity and its fellowship. In order to explain this, they employed speculative terms. If the economic 

Trinity presents the process of the redemption in salvific events, the immanent Trinity vaguely implies 
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the result of salvation. Thus, the two trinitarian forms play an important role in displaying the process 

and the result of Christian salvation. This statement is confirmed by the trinitarian texts in Scripture. 

The One motif, “My Father and I are one”, is not just a declaration of self-identity, but an invitation to 

call those who hear His word. The verses related to the Trinity contain an ecclesiological and 

eschatological significance that contains invitations to sinners. If we look inside the trinitarian 

benedictory formula, the grace of Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Spirit, we may no 

longer distinguish between the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity. Indeed, the trinitarian 

passages in Scripture speak of the redemption which is from the Triune God. Through the fellowship of 

the Holy Spirit, salvation is given to the church. In this way, the trinitarian metaphor describes the 

salvation that is won through the Triune God.  
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Chapter 5 Narratives and the economical Trinity 

 

The previous chapter focused on the immanent Trinity and how metaphors act as a lens. This chapter 

will be a participation in the great dialogues resulting in the culmination of the narrative theory based 

on Ricoeur’s intellectual journey (Vanhoozer, 1990:86), and the economic Trinity which has caught the 

attention of the modern trinitarian theologians (Thiselton, 2007:452; Moltmann, 1981:61-96; 

Pannenberg, 1991:259-327). The same approach that is followed in the previous chapters, will be 

continued in this chapter, thus, there will be an analysis of three themes: the narrative, the economic 

Trinity, and Scripture, as well as a new perspective on the Trinity, which will be intertwined with the 

three themes.  

5.1 Ricoeur’s narrative theory  

The most important protagonist in Ricoeur's narrative theory is the notion of configuration or 

emplotment. He establishes two pivotal pillars: Time and narrative, which are placed in the center of 

the configuration: The reason that Ricoeur puts the concept of narrative in his philosophical mainstream, 

and then interweaves it with the issue of time that has often been discussed by some Philosophers, is to 

reconsider the meaning of human beings (Klemm, 2008:58). Ricoeur proclaims that the human 

experience is automatically within time, and the experience in time should be imitated, only by the 

narrative (Mindich, 2017:16). To accomplish his task, he integrates history and fiction in the category 

of time, and reinterprets Mimesis as Aristotle’s concepts into the circulation of the threefold mimesis in 

the category of the narrative. In this section, firstly, the theories of time, which are analyzed by Ricoeur, 

are summarized, and then there is the development of Ricoeur’s narrative theory.  

5.1.1 The relationship between metaphor and narrative 

Ricoeur (1984:IX) states that The rule of metaphor (1978, hereafter cited as RM) and the three volumes 

of Time and narrative (1984, 1985, and 1988, hereafter cited as TN) are projected as a pair. The 

metaphor’s semantic innovation unpredictably occurs according to a predicative assimilation within the 

dimension of a sentence, and narrative is also a semantic action, which occurs as a result of a new 

configuration of scattered events in the dimension of the whole text. In other words, they both have the 

same functional identity based on the purpose of the metaphor, which is to find the ‘resemblance in 

difference’, and the narrative’s main task is to figurate ‘and blend the heterogeneous’ (Taylor, 2015:130). 

These two semantic innovations are meanings produced on the foundation of a productive imagination 

and a schematism that signifies its matrix (Ricoeur, 1984:IX). In other words, the suitability of the 

significance of semantic innovation should be demonstrated by a productive imagination according to 

the rules (Bourgeois, 2001:120). Implications that appear to be entirely far apart from each other within 
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a logical space, are mediated more closely through schematizing the synthetic operation (Ricoeur, 

1984:X).  

In Ricoeur’s narrative theory he seeks a deeper understanding by regaining the dynamics of an 

interpretation through the concept of configuration and by integrating individual objects into one: “As 

a result, whether it be a question of metaphor or plot, to explain more is to understand better” (Ricoeur, 

1984:X). Therefore, this task is not achieved by an objective, rational, reasonable language, but by 

means of poetic language, poetic discourse, and poetic understanding: “My philosophical project is to 

show how human language is inventive despite the objective limits and codes which govern it, to reveal 

the diversity and potentiality of language which the erosion of the everyday, conditioned by technocratic 

and political interests, never cease to obscure. To become aware of the metaphorical and narrative 

resources of language is to recognize that its flattened or diminished powers can always be rejuvenated 

for the benefit of all forms of language usage” (Ricoeur, 1991:465). 

Finally, the last logical stage of metaphors and narratives goes beyond the concept of ‘reference of 

subject’, which is metaphor’s referential function and reconfiguration of narrative. Because of the 

similarity of the functions of both, they can be combined within the poetic sphere: “In this way, 

metaphorical redescription and mimesis are closely bound up with each other, to the point that we can 

exchange the two vocabularies and speak of the mimetic value of poetic discourse and the re-descriptive 

power of narrative fiction” (Ricoeur, 1984:XI). Based on the similarities and the differences between 

metaphors and narratives, Ricoeur develops the notion of somewhat limited referential function of 

metaphors through the concept of the reconfiguration of a narrative (Kearney, 2004:53).  

5.1.2 TN’s structure and its summary 

Ricoeur’s TN consists of three volumes in four parts. In part 1, Ricoeur presents the whole outline of 

his hypothesis that the aporias in time, acknowledged in Augustine’s Confession, is solved with the 

notion of Mimesis and Muthos in Aristotle’s Poetics. The aporias of time is a manifest contrast between 

Augustine’s psychological time and Aristotle’s physical time, and then Ricoeur suggests his hypothesis 

to solve the time dilemma by including in Aristotle’s concept, both mimesis and muthos: “Time becomes 

human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and narrative attains its full meaning 

when it becomes a condition of temporal existence” (Ricoeur, 1984:52). To accomplish the task, Ricoeur 

delicately subdivides the mimesis into three parts: mimesis1 (pre-figuration), mimesis2 (configuration) 

and mimesis3 (re-figuration), and Ricoeur attempts to integrate time and narrative centered on mimesis 

2 or Muthos which is employed in a variety of terms such as plot, configuration, and emplotment.  

The second part of TN is about history and narrative, the third part is the fictional narrative, and the 

fourth part is dedicated to the integration of the problems of time and narrative and, in addition, the act 
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of reading. In the second part, which deals with history and narrative, Ricoeur begins with the problem 

of epistemological separation between historical explanation and narrative understanding. He argues 

that the history of dealing with truth matters is also involved in the category of narrative, and the 

historical record is configured through the selection, concentration and arrangement of past events. On 

the other hand, he rejects the overly simple definition of history as a mere story genre. In other words, 

his main point in the sphere of history is to stress that history also belongs to field of the narrative 

through the process of a configurating operation (Ricoeur, 1984:227). According to Ricoeur, history is 

newly configurated by means of a productive imagination and, simultaneously, through historical events 

because the intrinsic factors do not change. Ricoeur insists that the historical explanation retains its own 

inherent characteristic only by combining with the understanding of the narrative in the fictional field 

(Ricoeur, 1984:228). Ricoeur’s ideas such as the quasi-plot, quasi-character, and quasi-event are 

intermediate concepts between history and fiction, and do not only show fictional aspects in history, but 

also open schema, in narratives (Ricoeur, 1984:230). 

In the third part of TN, fictional narrative, Ricoeur cultivates narratives of history and fiction, which 

are the same category according to aspects of structure and method. He does this by means of analyzing 

fictional or literary narratives. In this way, he proclaims that historical narratives and fictional narratives 

are not discontinued by the epistemological point of view, and that both have a similar structural identity 

because they are in the narrative category together (Ricoeur, 1984:3). In other words, the two narrative 

categories are integrated by the action of configuration or emplotment (Ricoeur, 1985:156). The purpose 

of integration is to make the narrative a medium of “the temporal synthesis of the heterogeneous” and 

“discordant concordance” (Ricoeur, 1985:157).  

In the fourth part, Ricoeur deals with the aporias of time by means of philosophical analyses, and the 

congruence between time and narrative including the integration between history and fiction. He finds 

clues for the remedy of the aporias of time by examining pairs of philosophical confrontations, mental 

(phenomenological) and physical (universal) times, such as stated by Augustine and Aristotle, Husserl 

and Kant, and ordinary time and the Heidegger’ one. Ricoeur states that only physical time, is not only 

the entire time, but that the mental and phenomenological time are not the instruments to perceive the 

totality of time.  

Human beings live in the physical world and at the same time they recognize the past, present, and 

future through intention and distention (intentio and distentio) of the human spirit. Ricoeur’s conclusion 

concerning the aporias of time is that the two categories of time are revealed to have mutually 

complementary relationships through the mediation of narrative poetics: “temporality cannot be spoken 

of in the direct discourse of phenomenology, but rather requires the mediation of the indirect discourse 
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of narration” (Ricoeur, 1988:241). Through the narrative configuration process, Ricoeur integrates the 

aporias of temporality, and the two descriptive categories, history and fiction. This progress of 

emplotment is accomplished by the act of reading. Ricoeur presents the act of reading as occurring in a 

place where the world of texts meets the world of readers. Ricoeur suggests possibilities of various 

meanings and semantic innovations of human existence by integrating the category of time and the 

descriptive area through narratives: “I [Ricoeur] am applying the term “configuration” to this art of 

composition which mediates between concordance and discordance. To extend the validity of this 

concept of narrative configuration beyond Aristotle's privileged example — Greek tragedy and, to a 

lesser degree, epic poetry — I propose to define discordant concordance, which is characteristic of all 

narrative composition, by the concept of the synthesis of the heterogeneous. By this I am attempting to 

account for the diverse mediations performed by the plot: between the manifold events and the temporal 

unity of the story recounted; between the disparate components of the action — intentions, causes, and 

chance occurrences — and the sequence of the story; and finally, between pure succession and the unity 

of the temporal form” (Ricoeur, 1988:141).  

5.1.3 The Aporias of time 

Overall, the solution to the core of the time problem is to incorporate the polarity between the time of 

the soul and the physical time. This problem is similar to the confrontation of subject and object, which 

is the fundamental problem of modernity: “more precisely of subjective and objective and on the level 

of the question of the being or non-being of time” (Ricoeur, 1988:57). Ricoeur tries to solve this 

confrontation by adding narrative configuration (Ricoeur, 1988:43). However, Ricoeur confesses that 

the aporias of time could be considered and possibly dealt with by using the category of narrative as a 

medium, however, the paradox of time eventually remains as aporias (Ricoeur, 1988:274): “The most 

exemplary attempts to express the lived experience of time, in its immediacy, result in the multiplication 

of aporias, as the instrument of analysis becomes ever more precise” (Ricoeur, 1988:242). However, 

the role of language is not meaningless because of the mystery of time: “Rather it gives rise to the 

exigence to think more and to speak differently” (Ricoeur, 1988:274). Finally, Ricoeur suggests the 

narrative identity (cf. 5.1.7) as a novel ontological term arising from narrative configuration. Through 

this concept, he examines whether the narrative form would accept human experience and action, and, 

thereby, would it innovatively create the possibility of an ontological meaning.  

5.1.3.1 Two antithetic times: The time of the soul and the time of the world    

Ricoeur acknowledges the first problem of time as the confrontation between the time of the soul and 

the time of movement such as the movements of the sun, the moon, and the stars. In the fourth part of 

TN, Ricoeur analyses Augustine, and Husserl’s, focus on the time of the soul, psychology, and 

phenomenology, and then deals with the views of Aristotle and Kant, which are centered on the time of 
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movement, physics, the universe, and the world. Lastly, he cultivates Heidegger’s concept of time. 

5.1.3.1.1 Augustine and Aristotle 

Firstly, Ricoeur finds the spiritual concept of time in book 11 of Augustine’s Confessions: “What then 

is time? If no one asks me, I know: if I wish to explain it to one that asketh, I know not” (Confession 

11:14). The primary meaning of Augustine’s confession as a skeptical assumption about time, raises the 

question of the being and non-being of time: The non-being aspect of time is that “time has no being 

since the future is not yet, the past is no longer, and the present does not remain”. On the other hand, 

the being aspect of time is that “things to come ‘will be’, that things past ‘were’, and that things present 

are ‘passing away’. Even passing away is not nothing” (Ricoeur, 1984:7). Then the questions about the 

way of existence of time and its measurement arise: “How can time exist if the past is no longer, if the 

future is not yet, and if the present is not always?” and “How can we measure that which does not exist?” 

(Ricoeur, 1984:7-8). Augustine believes that the human spirit or soul can perceive time, and through 

the spirit’s distention, the human soul can acknowledge time centered on the present: “It might be 

properly said, “there be three times; a present of things past, a present of things present, and a present 

of things future”. For these three do exist in some sort, in the soul, but otherwhere do I not see them” 

(Confession 11:20). Augustine recognizes that only the soul can perceive the past and the future, which 

is centered on the present and that is named the ‘threefold present’: “For present of past things is 

memory (remembrance); present of present things is direct perception (sight or vision); present of future 

things is expectation (anticipation)” (Confession 11:20; Ricoeur, 1984:11). The three presents are 

connected to each other through the activities of the soul, and remain as the respective forms in the soul: 

“The mind expects (future) and remembers (past), and yet expectation and memory are “in” the soul, 

as impression-images and as sign-images. The contrast appears in the present” (Ricoeur, 1984:17). The 

mind is active, but the impression-images and the sign-images in the mind are passive. Thus, the mind 

and the images are confronted, and there is a discordance between them both. The discrepancy between 

the activity and passivity is expanded because of the three temporal intentions, memory-perception, and 

expectation in the threefold present (Ricoeur, 1984:21). There are two temporal modalities of action in 

the soul: the intention to unite the threefold present, and the distention to disperse the threefold present 

(Ricoeur, 1984:20). “Therefore, the more the mind makes itself intenio, the more it suffers distentio” 

(Ricoeur, 1984:21). These unstable temporalities of human beings is contrasted with God’s eternity. 

Ricoeur evaluates Augustine’s excellence of thought about time: “Augustine’s inestimable discovery is, 

by reducing the extension of time to the distention of the soul, to have tied this distention to the slippage 

that never ceases to find its way into the heart of the threefold present—between the present of the 

future, the present of the past, and the present of the present. In this way he [Augustine] sees discordance 

emerge again and again out of the very concordance of the intentions of expectation, attention, and 

memory” (Ricoeur, 1984:21). 
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Secondly, universal or physical time is that “time is nothing but the movement of the sun and the moon 

and the stars” (Confession 11:23; Ricoeur, 1988:13). But Aristotle defines time differently stating that 

“time is not identical with movement, but it must pertain to it in some way” (Physics IV, XI, 219 a 10). 

However, “for when we are aware of movement, we are thereby aware of time,” and there is no time 

without definite movement (Physics IV, XI, 219 a 3-7). What is noteworthy at this point is that there 

are before and after moments in a movement (Ricoeur, 1988:15). If time is not related to the mind, then 

we are not able to distinguish the temporal interval between before and after in time and movement 

(Physics IV, XI, 219 a 22-24). Aristotle defines time in a numerical relationship: “Time is the calculable 

measure or dimension of motion with respect to before-and-afterness” (Physics IV, XI, 219 b 2). 

Aristotle suggests the notion of the “instant” which is the end of the before and the beginning of the 

after, and the essence of time is determined by the instant (Physics IV, XI, 219 a 29). The notion of the 

instant is a basic component of the Aristotelian theory of time, because only the instant and the interval 

of the instant can be estimated and countable (Ricoeur, 1988:19).  

5.1.3.1.2 Husserl and Kant  

Husserl (1991:21-76) attempts to describe the appearance of time through time-consciousness and 

phenomenology as a direct description. The conclusion of Ricoeur’s analysis of Husserl’s time concept 

is that time can never be described with only time consciousness or phenomenological reflection. 

Ricoeur (1988:43) questions why Husserl repeats the borrowing of the internal time-consciousness 

mixed with the structure of objective time, while he denies the objective time and its structure.   

Contrary to Husserl’s intention to describe time as it is, Kant claims that everything about time has an 

indirect character: “Time cannot be perceived in itself” (Kant, 1996:277), “Time does not appear. It is 

a condition of appearing” (Ricoeur, 1988:45). Thus, time has one dimension schematically, and other 

temporal experiences are parts of it. Therefore, “time is the formal a priori condition of all appearances 

whatsoever” (Kant, 1996:33). Ricoeur applies this concept of time to Kant’s Copernican revolution: “It 

[time] does not inhere in the objects, but merely in the subject which intuits them” (Ricoeur, 1988:47). 

However, if the unique condition of our mind to perceive time is eliminated, and the possibility of the 

perception of time disappears, and to sum up, “neither the phenomenological approach nor the 

transcendental one is sufficient unto itself. Each refers back to the other” (Ricoeur, 1988:57).  

5.1.3.1.3 Heidegger’s time concept 

Heidegger's time concept is described according to ontological categories. Ricoeur estimates that 

Heidegger dissolves the aporia category of two antithetic time concepts (Ricoeur, 1988:60). His time 

concept is closely linked to the ontological term, ‘Being-in-the-world’. With Being-in-the-world, ‘Care’ 

or ‘Concern’ are part of the ontological structure of Dasein, being-there, since the identity of Dasein is 
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determined by both of them (Earnshaw, 2006:62). Heidegger treats the subject of temporality in relation 

to Care (Heidegger, 1999:169-95). Being-in-the-world can mean to approach oneself and address 

oneself in the act of Caring. Thus, “The authentic mode of Being-in-the-world is ‘Caring’” (Heidegger, 

1999:79). The notion of Care is a fundamental factor for Heidegger’s theory: “that to which the human 

Dasein belongs for its lifetime: “I care therefore I am” (Bolt, 2011:17). In this manner, by connecting 

the authentic structure of time to the notion of Care, Heidegger removes the aporia of time from the 

epistemological category, and transfers it to the level of existence (Ricoeur, 1988:63). In other words, 

Heidegger transforms the problem of time into the problem of human existence by suggesting the notion 

of Care. Care has a characteristic of being in the future as ‘Being-ahead-of-itself’ (Heidegger, 1999:179). 

Thus, the relationship between existence and time is expressed as the end, and Dasein becomes the 

Being-toward-death or Being-toward-end, and it constitutes the Dasein’s totality (Heidegger, 1999:236). 

Through the speculation of Being-toward-end, Care has three movements: Coming-Towards, Having-

Been, and Making-Present (Heidegger, 1999:311-13). Dasein always anticipates the future (Coming-

Towards). A resoluteness makes Dasein return on itself (Having-Been). Through the resoluteness we 

can rethink the present in its existential mode (en-presenting, Make-present): “Temporality is then the 

articulated unity of coming-towards, having-been, and making-present, which are thereby given to be 

thought of together. This phenomenon has the unity of a future which makes present in the process of 

having been; we designate it as ‘temporality’” (Ricoeur, 1988:70). The concept of time through the 

notion of Care shows the dynamics of being who can be integrating, organizing and distributing time 

(Ricoeur, 1988:65). However, Ricoeur points out that Care and movement of time cannot be reconciled: 

“Having something to do with movement and something to do with Care seem to me to constitute two 

irreconcilable determinations in principle” (Ricoeur, 1988:89).  

Ricoeur’s conclusion, through his analysis, is that the problem cannot be solved by only one perspective 

about time such as metal time, physical time and Heidegger’s ontological theory. The only solution to 

the aporia of time is to integrate the time of the soul and the time of the world without any damages, 

because both these times are fundamental factors in the perception of time by human beings. Ricoeur 

proposes that narrative poetics should be used as the medium to integrate the two antithetic times.  

5.1.3.2 The third-time 

Ricoeur introduces the third-time which is the unique way in which history responds to the aporias of 

the phenomenology of time (Ricoeur, 1988:99). In other words, it is a concept of time, but, it also has, 

simultaneously, a deep relationship with the narrative category. The third-time plays the role of being a 

connector between “phenomenological time and the time of the world, objective time, or ordinary time” 

(Ricoeur, 1988:104). Ricoeur places the third-time as a historical time between both times. The third-

time is not a part of history which belongs to the usual epistemological dimension, but it is the time of 
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the poetic dimension that is the field of refiguration to solve the aporias of time (Ricoeur, 1988:104). 

Also, the third-time is not the time which does not belong to either the one between the historical 

narrative or to the fictional narrative, but it is the time when the two categories intersect (Ricoeur, 

1988:244). He proposes three reflective instruments to configure time: the calendar that reveals the idea 

of the succession of generations; and a recourse to the archive documents, and traces (Ricoeur, 

1988:104).  

The first reflective instrument is the calendar time. The time of the calendar does not entirely belong to 

any one of the two aspects of time. In other words, this time has the characteristics of both times 

(Ricoeur, 1988:105). Thus, this time, refers to mythic time. Mythic time refers to primordial time, before 

the constitution of the concept of modern time. Mythic time, is the time of the union between myth and 

ritual: “Indeed, it is through the mediation of ritual that mythic time is revealed to be the common root 

of world time and human time. Through its periodicity, a ritual expresses a time whose rhythms are 

broader than those of ordinary actions” (Ricoeur, 1988:105). The ritual, according to the sequence of 

the calendar, reveals human life as being closely interwoven with the flow of time. Religious calendars 

show a broader rhythm of human life through rituals and festivals than do the occurrences of everyday 

life. In this way, calendar time becomes the third-time between psychic time and cosmic time (Ricoeur, 

1988:106). 

Secondly, the succession of generations is based on the biological and sociological basis of the historical 

third-time. The expressions of contemporaries, predecessors, and successors are biological and 

sociological terms for temporality (Ricoeur, 1988:109). Also, the concept of the replacement of the 

generations has as foundation the rhythm of tradition and innovation in historical continuity (Ricoeur, 

1988:110). Through the acquired experience of ancestors including, their common orientation, their 

tradition and innovation, which can all be combined as a whole in the opening of new possibilities. This 

acquired and shared world experience, like space, forms the basis of the time of communities such as 

the Israelites experienced during the time of the Old Testament (Ricoeur, 1988:111). Therefore, the 

notion of the succession of generations is “a mediating structure between the private time of individual 

fate and the public time of history” (Ricoeur, 1988:113). 

This concept shows a far more hopeful view than Heidegger's concept of time based on an orientation 

toward anxiety and death (Heidegger, 1999:236): “The idea of a generation is the insistent reminder 

that history is the history of mortals. But death is also thereby superseded. For history, there are only 

roles always left in escheat and then assigned to new actors. In history, death, as the end of every 

individual life, is only dealt with by allusion, to the profit of those entities that outlast the cadavers—a 

people, nation, state, class, civilization” (Ricoeur, 1988:115). Ricoeur considers that the symbolic 
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aspects of the idea of the succession of generations, are more important than the biological side of this 

aspect of human life. This symbolism refers to the related idea of the realm of contemporaries, 

predecessors, and successors. According to this concept, ancestors and successors are described while 

others, who are infused with an opaque symbolism, are thought of as shadows haunting the historical 

present, and the immortal society of rational human beings (Ricoeur, 1988:114). These opaque symbolic 

identities found within the succession of generations are revealed in the notion of traces. 

Thirdly, Ricoeur considers, together with the archive that are the documents or records of past histories, 

which are named a ‘trace’, A trace is an element, that attempts to demonstrate that the challenges of 

phenomenology are merely an attempt to show pure temporality through the human mind, but the traces 

are intrinsically deficient: “I would like to show that a trace brings about this relationship, which 

phenomenology seeks in vain to understand and to interpret relying only on the temporality of ‘Care’” 

(Ricoeur, 1988:119-20). The trace is a special temporal mediator that includes the practical and 

empirical elements of history while simultaneously refiguring the past into the present: “The trace is 

thus one of the more enigmatic instruments by means of which historical narrative ‘refigures’ time. It 

refigures time by constructing the junction brought about by the overlapping of the existential and the 

empirical traces” (Ricoeur, 1988:124-25). The aporias of the time goes naturally to the narrative field 

through the mediation of the third-time: “Temporality cannot be spoken of in the direct discourse of 

phenomenology, but rather requires the mediation of the indirect discourse of narration” (Ricoeur, 

1988:241). 

5.1.4 The configuration of narrative  

In the preceding section, there is an examination of the process by means of which Ricoeur transfers 

from the aporia of time to the narrative category. The Narrative becomes a sketch that reveals time by 

giving refiguration to an invisible time. So, time and narrative have a close relationship: “Time becomes 

human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of a narrative; narrative, in turn, is 

meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of temporal experience” (Ricoeur, 1984:3). To 

promote the integration of narrative and time, Ricoeur reinterprets Aristotle’s Mimesis and Muthos.   

The concept of mimesis and muthos are considered to be instruments that can creatively refigure the 

human time experience. These concepts make concordances of time and the experiences of human 

beings involving discordances.   

5.1.4.1 Mimesis and Muthos 

The adjective ‘poetic’ is more a comprehensive category than the terms of mimesis and muthos. If the 

term ‘poetic’ indicates the ‘structure’, muthos and mimesis refer to kinds of ‘operations’ (Ricoeur, 

1984:33). The two terms, thus are productive, constitutive, and dynamic because they are considered to 
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be within the poetic realm.  

Firstly, muthos refers to the “organization of events” (Poetics 1450 a 15). It has often been translated as 

the word, ‘plot’ which refers to a fashioned story, shaped with a beginning, middle, and end (Abbott, 

2007:43). The general usage of a plot is to constitute events in a teleological sequence by a principle of 

causation (Richardson, 2005:167). Muthos refers to imitations of certain behaviors as uniformity and 

completion: Muthos is “an imitation of an action that is whole and complete in itself” (Poetics 1450 b 

23-25). And an action is whole and complete if it has a beginning, a middle, and an end; that is, if the 

beginning introduces the middle, if the middle with its reversals and recognition scenes leads to the end, 

and if the end concludes the middle” (Ricoeur, 1985:20). Thus, the time of the muthos refers to a logical 

category rather than a temporal characteristic. To analyze the totality of plots, logical probability is 

required. The logic of a plot is the intellectual schema to reach the totality and universality of the plot 

(Hall, 2007:42). 

Plato presents that mimesis in order that it is understood as the general principle of art (Republic 394c). 

However, according to Plato, it creates illusions, thus distancing the human soul from Idea-truth: “For 

imitators is phantoms, not realities, that they produce” (Republic 599a). Eventually, Plato acknowledges 

that mimesis creates a kind of deception and distortion of the truth. However, Aristotle considers 

mimesis to be an act of representative, organization (Muthos or plot), and the creation of events (Poiesis): 

“the imitating or representing of action in the medium of metrical language, hence as accompanied by 

rhythms” (Poetics 1450a1; Ricoeur, 1984:33). Mimesis pursues universality and the coherence of 

constituting events. Thus, mimesis as representation becomes a universalized act. The universality is 

derived from the completeness and the wholeness of the plot: “To make up a plot is already to make the 

intelligible spring from the accidental, the universal from the singular, the necessary or the probable 

from the episodic” (Ricoeur, 1984:41). Therefore, because of the creativity and universality of mimesis, 

its position is higher than Plato’s understanding. Although mimesis is translated into imitation, it is not 

a replica made by the copying of a reality but a creative imitation. Even if it is translated as a 

‘representation’, it should not be considered to be a duplication of presence but a task to break the wall 

that separates the worlds of fiction and reality (Ricoeur, 1984:45).  

Ricoeur (1984:33) states that “Aristotle’s Poetics contains just one all-encompassing concept, which is 

that of mimesis”. Mimesis is responsible for the narrative structure of the plot, and the meanings 

generated from mimesis are instituted by combining with muthos (Ricoeur, 1988:45). The concept of 

mimesis and muthos, introduced by Aristotle, has nothing to do with the paradox of time: “Augustine’s 

paradoxes of the experience of time owe nothing to the activity of narrating a story” (Ricoeur, 
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1984:52).51 Ricoeur finds a discordance in the intention and distention of the human soul related to the 

paradox of time according to Augustine and also as a concordance of the universality of stories through 

the concepts of mimesis and muthos in Aristotle, who attempts to make a congruence between time and 

narrative (Ricoeur, 1984:52). It is Ricoeur’s unique philosophical idea to integrate time and narrative.  

5.1.4.2 Threefold mimesis 

Ricoeur brings the concept of the emplotment to the forefront of the concordance of time and narrative, 

in which the paradox of time plays a role that maximizes the dynamics of the plot. Ricoeur suggests 

three moments of mimesis according to the order of time: He names mimesis1 (prefiguration), mimesis2 

(configuration), mimesis3 (refiguration) (Ricoeur, 1984:53). Mimesis2 mediates between mimesis1 

within the sphere of reality and mimesis3 as the stage of the reader’s reception: “We are, therefore, 

following the destiny of a prefigured time that becomes a refigured time, through the mediation of a 

configured time” (Ricoeur, 1984:54). These processes show Ricoeur’s will to solve the level of human 

experience of time through the concept of the plot of a story.  

5.1.4.2.1 Mimesis1: Prefiguration  

This section deals with the phenomenological analyses of human behavior before relating certain stories. 

By analyzing behaviors before texts, mimesis1’s main task is to understand the symbols that are a 

medium that cause the transfer from narrative category to the category of reality, and to promote the 

understanding of the temporality of the behaviour of human beings (Ricoeur, 1984:64). A story should 

be required certain actions or events before uttering a story, and some mediation should be necessary 

for the movement form the actual action to narrative area. Ricoeur suggests two ways in which this 

mediation may occur: through symbols and texts. Firstly, the behaviour before the text is incorporated 

into the text through the mediation of symbol’s. These symbols are not psychologically orientated, but 

have a decipherable meaning through the action arising from social interplay (Ricoeur, 1984:57). For 

example, behavior, such as lifting up one’s arms can be interpreted in such ways as greeting someone, 

calling a taxi, or voting according to cultural and social situations. When action becomes a symbol, 

behaviour becomes an interpretable narrative area (Ricoeur, 1984:58). 

Secondly, Ricoeur suggests a premise concerning human behaviour, which he states is almost identical 

to the text, which is a more fundamental element than the first (Ricoeur, 1984:58). In other words, the 

actual behaviour and the narrative domain are interchangeable within the dimension of time, because 

                                                      
51  Aristotle completely excludes the problem of time when dealing with muthos and mimesis: “Aristotle’s 

analysis of plot owes nothing to his theory of time, which is dealt with exclusively in his Physics. What is more, 

in his Poetics, the ‘logic’ of the plot discourages any consideration of time, even when it implies concepts such as 

beginning, middle, and end, or when it becomes involved in a discourse about the magnitude or the length of the 

plot” (Ricoeur, 1984:52) 
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the narrative is capable of mobilizing the entire descriptive aspects from the present experiences 

inherited to the past one. Augustine’s threefold present provides a basic cognitive framework that can 

transform behaviour in time into a universal descriptive category by presenting the past and the future 

in the present (Ricoeur, 1984:60). Behaviour leads to explanations about who did, what did, and why 

did. To accept a story is to understand the cultural traditions and the language of “doing something” that 

produces plots. This behaviour can become a narrative because it is already linked through signs, rules, 

and norms (Ricoeur, 1984:57).   

The emplotment of stories are rooted in pre-understanding (mimesis1) of the world of action, its 

meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its temporal character (Ricoeur, 1984:54). If 

behaviour from everyday human experience, history, and literature cannot be configurated, we are not 

able to understand anything (Ricoeur, 1984:64). Therefore, the behaviour before texts can introduce the 

descriptive field, and the empirical and practical stratum of mimesis1 can be expanded to mimesis2, 

through symbols and behaviour as in the texts that have the fundamental characteristic of mimesis1.    

5.1.4.2.2 Mimesis2: Configuration  

Mimesis2 is the process which constitutes the symbols and actions of mimesis1 in narrative with 

coherence and totality. To narrate the story of human action is to reflect the narrated events of the past. 

Through the capacity to constitute coherence and totality of narrative, “grasping together”, mimesis2 is 

able to transcend to mimesis3 (Ricoeur, 1984:60).  

Ricoeur firstly deals with fiction in this stage: “With mimesis2 opens the kingdom of the as if’” (Ricoeur, 

1984:64; cf. 4.1.3.3 Metaphorical truth). Here, fiction has two meanings. The first is the meaning of a 

descriptive configuration according to the viewpoint of the muthos, and the second is the opposite 

meaning of the history of dealing with the truth. Thus, this creates tension between imagination and 

reality, and between fiction and history. These tensions are integrated into emplotment that have the 

main task of mediating between time and narrative, history and fiction: “Mimesis2 has an intermediary 

position because it has a mediating function” (Ricoeur, 1984:65). There are three ways in mediating 

functions of plot: configuration of events, totality, and temporal dimensions (Ricoeur, 1984:65-66). 

Firstly, the mediation of the plots refers to transforming individual events or incidents into a complete 

story. Then, second mediation refers to creating heterogeneous factors such as agents, goals, means, 

interactions, circumstances, unexpected results and bringing them together. The third one refers to the 

temporal dimension which has two temporal aspects: one chronological and the other not. The former 

refers to the level of history as the episodic dimension of narratives. The latter represents the level of 

configurational dimension that transforms casual and fragmented events into a story. Therefore, the 

functions of emplotment have not only temporal factors but they also have descriptive aspects. Ricoeur 
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calls this characteristic ‘grasping together’. (Ricoeur, 1984:66). In this way, social, cultural, historical, 

and temporal experiences of the past are newly represented and re-described. The emplotment provides 

a new perspective on the traditions: “Tradition is not the inert transmission of some already dead deposit 

of material but the living transmission of an innovation always capable of being reactivated by a return 

to the most creative moment of poetic activity. So, understood, traditionality enriches the relationship 

between plot and time with a new feature” (Ricoeur, 1984:68; cf. 5.1.3.2 The third time). The process 

of mimesis2 does not follow causality but gives order and synthesizes the heterogeneous elements of 

human behaviour, and thus the main task of a plot is to make congruence of heterogeneous factors or 

events such as discordant concordance (Ricoeur, 1984:69). 

5.1.4.2.3 Mimesis3: Refiguration  

Mimesis3 is a stage of application that brings the world of text and the world of readers together 

(Ricoeur, 1984:70). In the stage of mimesis1, he already stresses the interrelationship between 

descriptive field and human activity as texts (Scheffel, 2009:284): “What is communicated, in the final 

analysis, is beyond the sense of a work, the world it projects and that constitutes its horizon” (Ricoeur, 

1984:77). Thus, this stage is to reformulate the classical problem of reference to the real object in the 

past as the notion of refiguration. This refiguration presents a transformation from the subordination of 

the epistemological dimension of reference into the hermeneutical dimension as the descriptive area 

(Ricoeur, 1988:5). Reference of his refiguration is similar to Gadamer's application52 concept in that it 

reveals and transforms the real world beyond referring to a simple object (Ricoeur, 1984:70). Also, 

Ricoeur’s refiguration is similar to the productive imagination of Kant: It is not only merely a 

representation or re-description, but is also meant to newly create and to discover reality.  

At this stage, Ricoeur emphasizes the action of reading as a medium of bringing together the text and 

the reader. The action of reading occurs in order to find the meaning of life by interpreting narratives. 

Reading a narrative is similar to experiencing the hidden real world or the systematic world. The 

narrative does not merely tell just a story, but ensures that human reality as being-in-the-world, and 

refigures the shapes of life. Reconfiguration consolidates the aporia of time and the paradox of the 

narrative of history and fiction (Ricoeur, 1984:70-71): “To determine the philosophical status of this 

refiguration requires an examination of the creative resources by which narrative activity responds to 

and corresponds to the aporetics of temporality” (Ricoeur, 1988:4).  

                                                      
52 Gadamer states that understanding and interpretation cause problems of application which means a kind of 

synthesis (Gadamer, 1989:306-07). Application bridges between gaps for understanding such as interpretation, 

past and present, universal and special, and tradition and interpretation, and it plays a role to reveal differently 

what it means in the present life. He states that “understanding here is always application” (Gadamer, 1989:308).  
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5.1.4.2.4 The synthesis of the threefold mimesis 

Ricoeur states that the themes, the problem of time and narrative and hermeneutical circulation of the 

threefold mimesis, are not different problems and that the problem of mimesis is subject to the first 

theme, time and narrative (Ricoeur, 1984:53). The threefold mimesis not only intermingles time and 

narrative, but also creates an entirely new reality through its dialectic circulation from reality to the text 

(from mimesis1 to mimesis2), and from the text to reality (from mimesis2 to mimesis3) (Helenius, 

2016:29). The dialectic circulation of the threefold mimesis refers to the classical hermeneutical 

circulation, author-text-reader: The text ‘configures’ a new world. The author’s world ‘prefigures’ the 

text, and they both serve to ‘refigure’ the reader’s world’ (Kearney, 2006:120): “Indeed, this narrative 

activity already has its own dialectic that makes it pass through the successive stages of mimesis, 

starting from the prefiguration inherent in the order of action, by way of the constitutive configurations 

of emplotment—in the broad sense of the Aristotelian muthos—to the re-figurations that arise due to 

the collision of the world of the text with the life-world” (Ricoeur, 1984:180). These three levels of 

mimesis become a scheme to guarantee a safe guideline of narrative meaning, that attains higher and 

richer meanings of life (Vandevelde, 2005:185). This threefold mimesis is not a plain cycle but a spiral 

structural hermeneutic cycle. The spiral structure moves to a new stage with emphasis on a kind of 

interrelationship (Boje, 2001:112). In other words, the threefold mimesis helps to move to the new 

dimension which is not to interactivity and the same cycle but to mediate the human experience of 

various dimensions. By connecting time and narrative, emplotment becomes more dynamic, and human 

and temporal experiences within scattered events find original meanings within the emplotment. 

5.1.5 History and fiction 

In the previous sectors, the aporia of time and the process of configuration has been explained. The core 

theme in Ricoeur’s narrative theory is the problem of congruence (part 4) between history (part 2) and 

fiction (part 3) which occupies the largest part of configuration. In the second part of Time and narrative, 

Ricoeur confirms that history also belongs to the descriptive field through the mediation of 

configuration. In other words, both history and fiction, have a functional similarity as a narrative, apart 

from the dichotomy between the two. Once the correspondence and relationship between history and 

fiction is established, the problem of time can be settled in the descriptive category as configuration or 

emplotment.  

5.1.5.1 History and narrative53 

History is fundamentally narrative. However, if we regard history to be a mere story, then the 

                                                      
53 Historians have to also perform tasks requiring dedicated application because, producing understandable, 

written history is extremely important, and this is very similar to literary criticism (Gadamer, 1989:335). 
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understanding of history by focusing on historical facts and objectivity has a fatal flaw. On the 

epistemological level, objectivity is founded on a very strict approach. Indeed, objectivity is a 

fundamental element in physics and biology, and this is also true of history. However, the objectivity of 

history is not the same as that which is present in physics and biology, because there is a slightly 

subjective characteristic in history. Thus, although one expects objectivity from history, it implies 

subjectivity. For this reason, Ricoeur disagrees with the oversimplified proposition that history is merely 

a story. Thus, there is a twofold requirement about “doing justice to the specificity of historical 

explanation and maintaining history’s belonging within the narrative field” (Ricoeur, 1984:228). This 

requirement is Ricoeur’s starting point when discussing the problem of history.  

Basically, the historical narrative contains facts or truths from the past and describes events which 

actually occurred. However, the historian cannot describe the past precisely as it was, and history is 

represented according to the composition of an historian, and at the same time is an interpretation of it. 

Ultimately, the historical narrative is a task of writing a plot similar to plots found in stories. So, Ricoeur 

calls the characters participating in aspects of history, quasi-characters, who are acting in quasi-plots 

and quasi-events (Sheerin, 2009:95): “The term ‘quasi’ bears witness to the highly analogical nature of 

the use of narrative categories in scholarly history” (Ricoeur, 1984:230). Thus, history is descriptive 

because there are important special actions, and there are other actions that are not important, and there 

are important people as well, and there are not important people. Thus, historians have to judge the 

importance of events. Historians create continuity by choosing relevant events and facts while 

eliminating some events as being mere appendages in history. There are three levels of history that 

historians use to reconstruct the actual past: Space, politics, and economy. The historians inevitably 

include references to the reality of social or, possibly, institutional facts belonging to past times (Ricoeur, 

1984:153): “Such is the case generally in economic and social history, where the massive anonymity of 

forces, currents, and structures reigns” (Ricoeur, 1984:154). In order to present similarities between 

historical facts and historical descriptions, Ricoeur introduces the concept of debt: “Historians owe a 

debt to the past, a debt of recognition to the dead, which makes them insolvent debtors” (Ricoeur, 

1988:143). Therefore, historians are similar to painters who owe their art to the reality of the landscape 

in their paintings. Historical imagination must be involved in reviving the scenes of the past that are 

already forgotten and are no longer seen. Imagination creates visible scenes from the invisible past. 

However, a historical narrative and its portrayal of a sequence of events are not a mimetic relationship 

but a metaphorical relationship (Meuter, 2009:246). This means that the historical narrative is not a 

relationship of copying, repetition, and equivalence but it is a metaphorical relationship, which means 

that historians use their imagination in the narrative field to create metaphors. When an historical 

imagination is linked to the emplotment, a historical imaginative schematism can be created. Therefore, 

history can be seen in a variety of forms. Historians have their own points of view, and they develop a 
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variety of types of plot, which they arrange through their laws, hypotheses, and ideologies. Historical 

imagination can produce a complex process ranging from organizing a plot to an ideological implication. 

Through this process, similarities and imaginative elements in history become part of history. 

5.1.5.2. Fictional narrative 

In a fictional narrative, the organization of the narrative, or the descriptive figuration has an intrinsic 

nature. Ricoeur analyzes the diversity of the level of configuration and finds various elements in literary 

works to help develop the notion of configuration. Through these analyzes, he integrates fiction and 

history within the narrative area. The variety of plots in the literary field have influenced the 

composition of written history, and the events in historical narratives provide stories that can become a 

part of literature and, which seem to be actual occurrences: “In this sense, we have simply returned to 

literature what history borrowed from it” (Ricoeur, 1985:157).  

Ricoeur analyzes the temporal characteristics in modern novels such as Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, 

Thomas Mann’s Mountain magic, Marcel Proust’s In search of lost time. Fictional narratives based on 

historical configuration are abundant in temporal information described in aspects of emplotment 

(Ricoeur, 1985:158). However, Ricoeur finds the quasi-past in fiction through quasi-events in history. 

Ricoeur’s reasoning evolves and, step by step, integrates history and fiction as core themes in the 

narrative field. For this purpose, Ricoeur examines tenses, and characters, as well as points of view 

which are fundamental compositional factors in literature.   

Firstly, his discussion about tenses is not about the present, past, and future aspects of the 

phenomenological experience of time, but is about a literary element in the development of plots in 

narratives. The tense system comes from the experience of mimesis1, and returns to the refigured time 

experience (Ricoeur, 1985:74). The use of tenses provides a refiguration of actual historical experiences 

in fictional narratives by providing a catalogue of distinctions, relations, and combinations of narrative 

temporality: “In this regard, language, with its system of tenses, contains a ready-made means of 

modulating temporally all the action verbs throughout the narrative chain” (Ricoeur, 1985:62). The 

newly constructed fictional time through the tense system frees the most linear aspects of time and 

explores the hierarchical levels that form the depth of temporal experience (Ricoeur, 1985:101).  

Secondly, the character is very important in the narrative theory, because narratives require a 

behavioural existence to represent (mimesis) the behavior. Characters in history and fiction who appear 

to be performing their existence also think and feel (Ricoeur, 1985:88). Thus, Aristotle states that the 

object of mimesis is action, not characters (Poetics 1450 b 3). In modern novels, however, the work of 

mimesis extends to the mimesis of the characters at an integrated level (Ricoeur, 1985:88). The reason 

for this expansion is that modern novels reveal the streams of consciousness, thoughts, feelings, and 
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utterances of characters through Diegesis, which refers to other elements that do not appear to an 

audience who are watching a Greek tragedy: “Indeed no mimetic art has gone as far in the representation 

of thoughts, feelings, and discourse as has the novel. And it is the immense diversity and the seemingly 

unlimited flexibility of its means that have made the novel the privileged instrument for the investigation 

of the human psyche” (Ricoeur, 1985:89). When the transition from the mimesis of action to the 

mimesis of the character is possible, the themes of the point of view, and of the narrative voice are 

revealed. 

Thirdly, the point of view is a perspective which indicates a sphere of experience of characters in 

literature (Ricoeur, 1985:88) and it “designates in a third-person or first-person narrative the orientation 

of the narrator’s attitude towards the characters and the characters’ attitudes towards one another” 

(Ricoeur, 1985:93). In Dostoevsky’s original idea, of the “polyphonic novel54”, the meanings of a novel 

become complicated and diverse through diverse points of view and the diverse characters in a novel 

(Ricoeur, 1985:96). Thanks to the possibility of adapting various points of view, novelists can configure 

their novels by changing the point of view, combining it, and increasing it within the same work 

(Ricoeur, 1985:93). To sum up, through various layers of a point of view such as the third-person, the 

first-person, the objective point of view, and the subjective point of view, the spatial dimension and the 

temporal dimension, authors can diversify configuration in the narrative field.  

Finally, a narrative voice is a voice which addresses the readers and directs them to the narrated world. 

(Ricoeur, 1985:88). In this theme, the most important question is whether the voice is the author's voice 

or an inner voice in a novel. Although a synthetic message in a novel is from the author, the concept of 

a narrative voice composed of a polyphonic voice cannot be noticeably eliminated (Ricoeur, 1985:96). 

The distinction between the voices of the narrator and of the characters completely disappear because 

the voices become dialogical and polyphonic (Ricoeur, 1985:96). The point of view is related to the 

problem of bringing events into a plot, and the narrative voice is involved in the problem of 

communication that addresses the reader (Ricoeur, 1985:99). In this respect, the narrative voice belongs 

to the stage of mimesis3: “Every point of view is the invitation addressed to readers to direct their gaze 

in the same direction as the author or the characters. In turn, the narrative voice is the silent speech that 

presents the world of the text to the reader” (Ricoeur, 1985:99). The narrative voice gives narrative 

configuration more depth by listening to the author's voice and other voices. 

5.1.5.3 Synthesis of history and fiction  

Whether in history or fiction, nothing can escape the notion of emplotment: “I will even dare to say that 

                                                      
54 In a polyphony of voices “each remains perfectly distinct and yet every voice is posited in relation to every 

other” (Ricoeur, 1985:96).  
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nothing in them takes us beyond the Aristotelian definition of muthos as the imitation of as an action” 

(Ricoeur, 1985:10). Therefore, the intersection of history and fiction is the process of configuration. 

The trait of presenting a quasi-past in fiction is similar to the trait of creating quasi-events in history. 

Historians, looking at the past or narrating fictional facts, explore the possibilities buried in the actual 

past (Ricoeur, 1988:191). The relationship between history and fiction is circular (Ricoeur, 1988:190). 

History should employ fiction to refigure time in some way, and fiction can reach out to temporal 

concretization by using history (Ricoeur, 1988:180): “Fiction is quasi-historical, just as much as history 

is quasi-fictive. Fictional narrative is quasi-historical to the extent that the unreal events that it relates 

are past facts for the narrative voice that addresses itself to the reader. It is in this that they resemble 

past events and that fiction resembles history” (Ricoeur, 1988:190). Revealing abundant meanings and 

potential reality, it is not possible to archive either through history or fiction alone: “In this interweaving, 

this reciprocal overlapping, this exchange of places, originates what is commonly called human time” 

(Ricoeur, 1988:192). Ricoeur states that the interweaving of history and fiction is deeply related to the 

extended theory of reading and the extended theory of the reception of a text. The action of reading 

creates a common place for interchanges between history and fiction (Ricoeur, 1988:180). The readers 

also attempt to re-describe the characters and events through the action of reading, and it is similar to 

the intentions between history and fiction. Although the configuration of history or fiction is completely 

organized, the text is differently interpreted each time, which is similar to musical scores because of the 

variety of the circumstances of the readers (Ricoeur, 1988:166).  

5.1.7 Narrative identity   

Ricoeur suggests a term, narrative identity as an ontological conclusion of his long arguments about the 

aporias of time and the narrative theory. Heidegger firmly affirms that human beings are temporal beings. 

Ricoeur attempts to solve the problem of existence by using narratives and the aporias of time. Hanna 

Arendt (1958:19; 1906-75) states that “individual life, is a recognizable life-story from birth to death, 

which arises from biological life”. According to Ricoeur’s philosophy, ontology is a very fundamental 

theme: “In this way, ontology is indeed the promised land for a philosophy that beings with language 

and with reflection; but like Moses, the speaking and reflection subject can only glimpse this land before 

dying” (Ricoeur, 1974:24). According to Ricoeur, human beings are “entangled in stories”, which 

should be revealed by narrating the complete stories of their lives: “We tell stories, because in the last 

analysis, human lives need and merit being narrated” (Ricoeur, 1984:75). Narrative is bound up with 

the question of human identity between human beings as existing as ‘Being-in-time’ and the human as 

‘Being-by-narrative’ (Vanhoozer, 1990:90).  

Ricoeur has a decisive idea arising from the narrative theme that states that the meaning of human 

existence is to accept others as oneself. His ontological notion of narrative identity, is an identity that 
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does not define his or her self through self-certainty by their own reason, but defines themselves by 

their own language, by their own acts, and by their own stories. (Jung, 2004:303): “What justifies our 

taking the subject of an action, so designated by his, her, or its proper name, as the same throughout a 

life that stretches from birth to death? The answer has to be narrative. The identity of this “who” itself 

must be a narrative identity” (Ricoeur, 1988:245). 

Ricoeur distinguishes between sameness and selfhood in order to explain the correlation between the 

self and the other than self at conceptual level (Ricoeur, 1992:16): “On one side, identity as sameness 

(Latin idem, German Gleichheit, French memete), on the other, identity as selfhood (Latin ipse, German 

Selbstheit, French ipseit)” (Ricoeur, 1992:116). Firstly, sameness is the identity that is maintained in a 

numerical, qualitative identity and an uninterrupted continuity of time (Ricoeur, 1992:116-17). On the 

other hand, the selfhood is either “subject to”, or “the subject of”, dynamic experiences and instabilities. 

Thus, the term, identity is in the sense of a practical category. To state the identity of an individual or a 

community one has to answer the question: “Who did this?” “Who is the agent, or the author?” (Ricoeur, 

1988:225). In other words, solution of problem of the identity is involved in the sphere of action or 

narrative, but not in the speculative field. Therefore, the crucial difference of sameness (idem) and 

selfhood (ipse) is the substantial or formal identity and a narrative identity. Unlike sameness which is 

an abstract identity, selfhood includes the possibility of change and variables: “Selfhood can escape the 

dilemma of the Self and the Other to the extent that its identity rests on a temporal structure that 

conforms to the model of dynamic identity arising from the poetic composition of a narrative text” 

(Ricoeur, 1988:246).  

The narrative identity is comprised of the dialectic between sameness and selfhood (Farquhar, 2010:53-

54): “The genuine nature of a narrative identity discloses itself, in my opinion, only in the dialectic of 

selfhood and sameness. In this sense, this dialectic represents the major contribution of a narrative 

theory to the constitution of the self” (Ricoeur, 1992:140). This dialectic is like a dialectic of straight 

line and a curved one. The straight line refers to the direct description for the oneself (sameness, idem), 

and the curve presents the circuitous expressions for the self (selfhood, ipse). In spite of various changes, 

the self can keep its intrinsic nature without any mutilation (Carter, 2014:110-11). The dialectic of the 

sameness and selfhood is to perceive complementary factors between constancy and change, oneself 

and others, and uniqueness and pluralism (Asthana, 2015:26). The narrative intervenes between these 

dialectics. Ricoeur finds, simultaneously, possibilities of change and self-preservation in spite of its 

fluctuations in a narrative identity. Despite the diverse variability, it discontinuities and leaves 

instabilities in time that threaten the perpetuity of time, the configurative power of the narrative that 

makes it possible to return to the selfhood, because of the, ontological theme of the narrative.   
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The decisive step in which the concept of personal identity can be associated with the narrative theory 

is based on the conversion from the mimesis of action to the mimesis of the character. The characters 

themselves are configured through their narrative identity (Ricoeur, 1992:143). Characters who are 

configured acquire their identities through dialectical processes of concordance and discordance. The 

characters newly establish personal identity when integrating inconsistent events that threaten the 

totality of an action through the dialectics of concordance and discordance. Narrative identity is not a 

stable and sameness identity, but an identity that embraces variation through the circuitous dialectic of 

the similarities and differences, according to the configuration of fragmented events (Ricoeur, 

1988:248). Human identity is fundamentally a narrative identity (Ricoeur, 1988:245). The narrative 

identity is constantly formed and dismantled through the circulation of mimesis from prefiguration 

(reality) to configuration (text), form configuration (text) to refiguration (reality) (Ricoeur, 1988:249). 

In a word, narrative identity is a poetic resolution of the hermeneutical circulation (Ricoeur, 1988:248). 

Ricoeur states that this concept of the narrative identity is applicable to a community as well as to an 

individual (Ricoeur, 1988:247). An Individual and a community form their identities by accepting the 

narrative that becomes their actual history. Ricoeur finds these examples of the formation of this 

communal identity in the Israelites described in Scripture (Ricoeur, 1988:247). The Israelites could 

become an historical community by obtaining testimonies about the founding events of their history. 

The identity of a community is established by the relationship of dialectic circulation between 

communal identity and historical testimony: “the historical community called the Jewish people has 

drawn its identity from the reception of those texts that it had produced” (Ricoeur, 1988:248).  

5.1.6 The action of reading  

Reading is an essential mediator of a transfer from mimesis2 to mimesis3 which is between two worlds, 

the fictional world of a literary text, and the real world of readers: “This recourse to the mediation of 

reading marks the most obvious difference between the present work and The Rule of Metaphor. I also 

ascribed to the poem itself the power of transforming life by means of a kind of short-circuit operating 

between the “seeing-as”, characteristic of the metaphorical utterance, and "being-as," as its ontological 

correlate” (Ricoeur, 1988:159). Ricoeur explains the action of reading according to the order of the 

classical hermeneutical circulation, authors, texts, and readers. 

Ricoeur puts the action of reading into the category of rhetoric, because rhetoric aims at persuading the 

audience. So, the theory of reading is involved in the realm of rhetoric, i.e., the rhetoric of fiction. The 

author of rhetoric of fiction is not an actual author, but rather an implied author55 who introduces a point 

                                                      
55  This term, the implied author, was invented by Wayne C. Booth, Rhetoric of fiction (1961). His primary 

argument is that the implied author is distinct from the real author, and also distinct from the narrator. Narrators 
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of view, as well as a narrative voice (Ricoeur, 1988:160). This narrative voice or the implied author56 

requests readers to read texts, and notice the relationship between the narrative voice and the texts based 

on the framework of communication (Ricoeur, 1988:161). Ricoeur states that the notions of the reliable 

author and the unreliable author57 are related to the concept of the implied authors (Ricoeur, 1988:162). 

Ricoeur associates the problem of reliability with the problem of the narrator, rather than with the 

implied author. The narrative voice is very diverse, and the narrator shares the privilege of also being 

the implied author, who has power to explore character’s consciousness in a novel (Ricoeur, 1988:163). 

Whether reliable or unreliable, through the appearance of (un)reliable narrators, the distance between 

the implied author and characters in literary works is colourfully changed and moved. In this way, the 

concept of (un)reliable narrators helps to vary the configuration. According to the rhetorical point of 

view, the strategy of persuasion occurs when the reader, is the target and begins to participate in the 

category of being an author. The reader replies to the author’s persuasive strategy, or the world of the 

text by following the configuration (Ricoeur, 1988:160). Texts can only acquire their full meaning 

through the medium of the action of reading. The texts themselves remain mere possibilities until they 

are read. Texts can only be appreciated through the act of reading, and, when that happens, the 

configuration of a text is complete. During this process, the world of a text meets the world of the reader. 

Through such encounters, the interpretive activity of the reader, and the confrontation between the 

inside and the outside of the text is overcome.  

Secondly, Ricoeur emphasizes the communication dimension in order to express the dynamics of 

reading at the level of the text. If the question, “What did the text say?”, refers completely to historical 

aspects, then the questions, “What does the text say to me and what do I say to the text?” are purely 

hermeneutical questions (Ricoeur, 1988:175). The hermeneutical question implies that there is 

communication between the text and the reader. The interpretation itself is a dialogue with the text: “A 

clarification is, indeed, essentially communicative; through it, the work ‘teaches’” (Ricoeur, 1988:179).  

Lastly, the action of reading, from the point of view of the reader, transfers the action of reading from 

the stage of communication with texts, to the stage of communication with the world. At the level of 

                                                      
are characters in fictional literary works (Lamarque, 2009:354). The implied author is a rhetorical technique that 

makes it seem as if there is no authorship in modern novels. Effacement of the author belongs to the panoply of 

disguises and masks that real authors transform themselves into an implied author (Ricoeur, 1988:161).  

56 Both are different concepts, but Ricoeur sees them as functionally similar concepts: “Unlike the narrator, the 

implied author can tell us nothing. He, or better, it has no voice, no direct means of communicating. It instructs 

us silently, through the design of the whole, with all the voices, by all the means it has chosen to let us learn” 

(Chatman, 1978:148) while the narrator can only be defined circularly as the narrative voice or speaker of a text.  

57 The reliable narrator is present at every piece of information to promote understanding of the whole structure 

of a novel. So, readers are never in doubt about the authenticity of a narrator. On the other hand, the unreliable 

narrator sometimes distorts events in a novel, and can mislead readers or produce illusions (Hadjetian, 2004:3). 

There are many examples of illusions and distorted events in modern suspense movies.    
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readers, reading is explained as ontology. Readers can understand the world of the text based on their   

mimetic ability, and simultaneously they can expand their own world by encountering the world of the 

text. Through theory, the similar action of reading, the circulation of the threefold mimesis is 

accomplished: “A clarification is, indeed, essentially communicative; through it, the work ‘teaches’” 

(Ricoeur, 1988:164). Accepting a literary work through the action of reading, is very similar to 

mediation between the past and the present. Therefore, this action of reading is really a creative task. 

However, although it is clear that the action of reading occurs at an innovative stage which accomplishes 

configuration, it is also true that texts as a totality and possessing uniformity can never be grasped from 

a single point of view in a short moment: “The “right” reading is, therefore, the one that admits a certain 

degree of illusion and at the same time accepts the negation resulting from the work’s surplus of 

meaning, its polysemanticism, which negates all the reader’s attempts to adhere to the text and to its 

instructions” (Ricoeur, 1988:169). Since the reader intuitively intends to understand a literary work as 

a uniform totality, the action of reading itself becomes a drama of discordant concordance: “Reading 

then becomes a picnic where the author brings the words and the readers to the meanings” (Ricoeur, 

1988:169).   

5.1.8 Summary  

The most important term in the trilogy of Ricoeur’s Time and narrative is configuration. This term is 

placed in the middle of the dual structure of the descriptive sphere and the experience of time, and at 

the same time it is the medium that connects the text with various dimensions such as the world of 

literature and the world of reality, history and fiction, as well as fictional time and practical time. This 

term has various other names: Mimesis2, muthos, mimesis of action, emplotment, narrative 

configuration, mimesis of character, mimesis of consciousness, a narrative voice, narrating action, and 

the expression of an adjectival narrative as well as the verb, narrate. This mediating function of 

configuration synthesizes the heterogeneous and produces a discordant concordance. Ricoeur creates a 

variety of meanings through the interaction between the aporia of time and the paradox of narrative, 

when considering the problem of history and fiction. Therefore, there is always a human being who 

eventually explains and understands, through the integration of history, fiction and time. Ricoeur states 

that the fundamental aporia of human beings could not be covered from the beginning by objectivity, 

rationality, and human reason. Through the new concept of narrative identity, Ricoeur has newly 

reconfigured unstated stories, stories waiting to be told, and potential stories into an integrated and 

meaningful story. At this time, through the circulation of mimesis that moves from reality to text-reality, 

human beings reveal themselves in the form of narrative, and this narrative creates its meaning in time. 

Life itself is a narrative of time. Time and narrative will be constantly the only instruments to describe 

human beings according to a hermeneutical dimension.   
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5.2 The economic Trinity and the triniratian narrative 

The economic Trinity, which is about the activities of God according to a sequence of events including 

the creation, salvation, the cross and the resurrection, as well as the formation of the church, is normally 

presented in narrative form in Scripture. God’s economy, the Greek term oikonomia, according to the 

early Christians was perceived as a series of dynamic activities because God is known to be the Saviour 

of His people. So, during that time, God’s economy was to narrate and to confess the salvation of God 

at the level of doxology (McGuckin, 2011:50). Thus, there are certain interactions between the 

economic Trinity and narrative theory. The core argument of Ricoeur’s narrative theory, which was 

discussed earlier, is about integrating time and narrative through the notion of mimesis2 (plot, 

emplotment, or configuration). In a narrative, the Triune God is unexpectedly revealed as a unity, and 

at the same time, three Persons.  The trinitarian narrative not only reveals the relationship between the 

divine Persons, but also refers to the relationship between God and creation. Symbols and metaphors in 

narratives convey images of the past and the future. The time and the events in trinitarian texts are 

harmoniously bound as a narrative, and the narrative produces creative meaning related to the existence 

and relationship of the three Persons. The production of these creative meanings should be 

accomplished in harmony in context. In this sense, traditional trinitarian texts, which are perceived as 

trinitarian texts by the authority of the Church, should be interpreted again in the dynamics of narrative 

theory. 

5.2.1 Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905~1988)   

According to Balthasar (1990: VIII), the Trinity is the event of kenotic love. The meaning of Balthasar’s 

kenosis is not the same as the generally accepted concept of kenosis referred to in the incarnation of 

Christ. The term, kenosis, used by Balthasar refers to the eternal self-giving and self-emptying 

communion of the divine Persons: “The ultimate presupposition of the kenosis is the selflessness of the 

Persons (when considered as pure relationships) in the inner-trinitarian life of love” (Balthasar, 1990:35). 

The Trinity’s kenotic love is revealed in the Son’s incarnation and on the cross. The Son embraced the 

cross, the descent into hell, and the resurrection in complete obedience as well as with perfect sovereign 

freedom. This economic kenosis of the incarnation originated from the kenosis in the immanent Trinity. 

In this aspect, Balthasar presents the interpretation for Rahner’s axiom, and successfully archives the 

integration of Rahner’s axiom with theological aesthetics.  

Balthasar proposes a novel concept, the Holy Saturday, that is reconfigured by Christ’s crucifixion as 

the economy of the kenotic Trinity. In his book, Mysterium Paschale (1990:176), the Holy Saturday as 

the silence and abandonment between the Good Friday of the Cross, and the mystery of Easter, is 

entirely revealed through God’s economy as the culminating trinitarian event. He calls the silence or 

abandonment the ‘hiatus’ which means a gap or space. The theological notion of ‘hiatus’ means the gap 
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between God and creation, or the interval between theology and anthropology in a broad category. In 

the event of the Holy Saturday, the term particularly refers to the death of Christ (Balthasar, 1990:52; 

Pitstick, 2007:119). Indeed, truly, every death is a hiatus (Nichols, 2007:175). This unique thought is 

meant to apply the term hiatus to the immanent Trinity. The death of Christ or the hiatus which took 

place during the Holy Saturday as silence and abandonment, occurred simultaneously in the immanent 

Trinity.  

The evidence he uses to support his thought is the expression ‘hand over’ (): “He who did 

not spare His own Son but gave him up for us all” (Rom 8:32; Jn 3:16; Balthasar, 1990:111). This point 

is raised through the trinitarian theme. There is an absolute gap between the crucified Son and the Father 

Who sends His Son, and also the gigantic gap of death between the Creator and the creature that appears 

not to be able to overcome the death of the God of Life. However, through the Resurrection, Christ is 

revealed as the one who bridges the hiatus between the disappearance of life and the creatures that are 

ineluctably going to hell (Leamy, 2015:102). The reason why Christ underwent God’s silence and 

forsakenness is because of his solidarity with sinful humanity: “Since the sin of the world is laid upon 

him, Jesus no longer distinguishes himself and his fate from those of sinner. . .and thus in that way he 

experiences the anxiety and horror which they by rights should have known for themselves” (Balthasar, 

1990:104). He strengthens the solidarity of Christ with sinful mankind through Christ’s descent into 

hell, which is the core of Holy Saturday theology, and he presents it as the culminating event of the 

Triune God (Williams, 2004:37). 

The biblical evidence that Jesus “descended to hell”58 is indicated in the first epistle of Peter 3:18, 20 

and 4:6. Balthasar (1990:151), points out the problem of the general interpretation of the verse that 

refers to Jesus’ triumph as active behaviour. Since the fate of sinners should be passive when faced with 

their death, Jesus’ death should also be a passive experience (Balthasar, 1995:408; 1990:148). In general, 

Christ’s descent into hell is interpreted as an active behavior that refers to the triumphal march form 

death (Balthasar, 1990:165). He examines the theme about the descent to hell in Scripture and Jewish 

and Christian Apocrypha, and in stories of the journey into hell in pagan literature. He questions the 

silence of the Holy Saturday and whether it means a victory over evil, that is similar to the mythical 

representations such as those of Orpheus, Odysseus, Aeneas, and Dante. 

Balthasar (1990:156) decisively asserts that the New Testament does not make any direct reference to 

the combat in the underworld. In Act 2:24-28 Peter, quoting Psalms 16:8, speaks of the accomplishment 

                                                      
58 The Latin expression of “descended into hell” is “descendit ad inferna. There are two expressions: descendit 

ad inferna and descendit ad inferos. Kelly (1972:378) states that the term inferos indicates the place of the departed, 

but there is not a referring meaning for ‘dammed’. Balthasar (1990:149) states that both are employed without 

any distinction by the early Church (Connell, 2001:276).     
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of the prophecy that the Father did not leave the Son in Hades. It presents the passive experience of 

Christ in hell. Since the ‘preaching’ in 1Peter 3:19 and 4:6 is passive, he says that Christ’s proclamation 

in Hades is not a proactive one such as Christ’s earthly preaching, but a passive one. However, Christ’s 

preaching in Hades speaks of the publication of the redemption that came with the fulfillment of the 

salvation on the cross as an effective outcome to death: “[Christ’s] preaching should be conceived as 

the efficacious outworking in the world beyond of what was accomplished in the temporality of history” 

(Balthasar, 1990:150-51).  

The Son, descending into hell, experienced the entire weight of the abandonment and rejection of the 

Father. In other words, this descent indicates Christ’s complete surrender and obedience to the Father. 

Balthasar (1990:174) stresses Christ’s inexpressible obedience quoting a phrase from Francis of Assisi: 

“obedience of corpse”. He then quotes the statement of Nicholas of Cusa to explain the Son’s suffering 

and its depth: “Christ’s suffering, the greatest one could conceive, was like that of the damned who 

cannot be damned any more” (Balthasar, 1990:170). In the end, Christ experienced the second death 

(Balthasar, 1990:168).  

Through the silence and the abandonment during the Holy Saturday, the Father not only lost his intimate 

inner relationship with the Son, but also experienced the absolute hiatus. Thus, if the Son experienced 

abandonment from the Father, the Father, who has an eternally intimate relationship with the Son, also 

experienced the loss of his son (Pitstick, 2007:119). However, the excessive hiatus is drawn by the Spirit 

as the band of love between the two divine Persons. The final reconciliation of God’s economy with the 

world is not accomplished on the cross, but only with the Son’s descent into hell (Pitstick, 2016:1). 

Kenosis, an ontological Principle of the Triune God, shows the foundation of Creation and the Cross, 

and at the last stage, teaches the depth of the Triune God’s love and economy through the unimaginable 

suffering of Christ in His descent into hell.  

Ricoeur (1984: IX) states that when human experience is reconstituted by the three stages of mimesis, 

heterogeneities are integrated and produce new meanings. All human experiences, whether narratives 

are history or fiction, inevitably undergo processes of reconfiguration and are integrated disparate 

factors within a narrative.  

Balthasar incorporates the notion of ‘hiatus’ into the narrative of the cross and he explains Christ’s 

crucifixion as the kenosis of the immanent Trinity and the historical reality of the economic Trinity. In 

fact, speaking about any hiatus in the divine relationship of the Trinity is very heterogeneous and may 

seem like blasphemy. However, through reconfiguration, Balthasar is able to center the notion of the 

kenotic Trinity in the narrative of the cross. Balthasar applies the kenosis of the Trinity to the doctrine 

of Christ’s descent into hell. He strengthens the concept of Christ’s solidarity with sinners through his 
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new interpretation that the descent of Christ into hell is not His victory over death, but Christ’s 

obedience toward the Father. Scriptural evidences, such as literally “made sin” (2Cor 5:21), and 

“becoming a curse” (Gal 3:13), shows that Christ completely experienced union with all sin. Christ’s 

punishment is complete abandonment by the Father. The Son’s experience of Sheol is tremendously 

more horrible than what we call hell. The Son was  in complete solidarity with sinners and suffered the 

Father’s wrath and rejection (Pitstick, 2016:4-5).   After Christ’s resurrection, the Father is involved 

with sinners who are newly created by the Holy Spirit.  

The notion of kenosis is at the heart of Balthasar’s trinitarian hermeneutics because he interprets the 

immanent and the economic Trinity through the trinitarian kenosis. The reconfiguration of the Cross 

with hiatus is an example of theological application of Ricoeur’s narrative theory. In the perspective of 

Ricoeur’s narrative theory, the cross could be seen as the second stage of mimesis (configuration), and 

Christ’s solidarity with sinners in Sheol could be seen as the third stage (reconfiguration). Through the 

processes of mimesis, the crucifixion as the redemptive narrative connects the world of text with the 

world of the reader.  

5.2.2 Robert W. Jenson (1930~2017)  

Jenson’s doctrine of the Trinity is particularly concerned with the concept of time. He attempts to re-

interpret the concept of eternity as an opposite concept of time, and presents God’s infinity as an 

alternative concept for timelessness. The problem of the limitation of God’s freedom, which occurs one 

after another due to the notion of God in temporality, is solved through the concepts of God as event, 

and God’s temporal infinity. 

Jenson (1997:94) points out that theology has perceived the relationship between eternity and time as 

mere negation because of Hellenistic influences. Because of these influences, the Trinity in time and 

eternity has been distinguished ontologically: “Standard Western theology has been led by alien 

philosophical maxims to posit an ontological chasm between God’s triune history in time and his eternal 

triune being” (Jenson, 2006:32). Jenson (2006:32) sees the possibility of integrating God’s eternity and 

temporality through Rahner’s axiom: “God’s eternal triune life and the triune history in time are 

somehow one event” (Jenson, 2006:32). God’s eternity and the temporality has also almost vanished 

without leaving any distinction, so that the Trinity and time appear to become closely related.  

Jenson (1999:34) emphasizes that time is precisely the element of personal experience discussed by 

Kant. So, God’s eternity is temporal, and God possesses the past, present, and future, through His 

infinity (Hart, 2004:161). God is not merely infinite or eternal, but God’s temporality becomes manifest 

through our experience of the world and Scripture. Thus, “the biblical God’s eternity is not some 

transcendence of temporal limits” (Jenson, 1997:217). Therefore, God’s eternity is “temporally infinite” 
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(Jenson, 1997:218). The term, temporal infinity is not a part of God’s attribution, but it is about 

ontological characteristics (Verhoef, 2011:251): “God is not only in fact identified by certain temporal 

events but is apprehended as himself temporally identifiable” (Jenson, 1997:49). By replacing God’s 

eternity with the concept of temporal infinity, Jensen creates a space that can deal with the Trinity in 

time, especially in the plot of a narrative. 

According to Jenson (1997:221), the one God is an event. This event represents the entire story, 

including the creation, Christ’s death and resurrection that are part of this narrative, and which 

constitutes God’s self-identity. This story is constantly being fulfilled through the Spirit as the eschaton. 

The climax of the narrative is the theosis of Christians: “Only God is the creature’s future. The Spirit is 

God’s own future and so draws to and into the triune converse those for whom the Trinity makes room” 

(Jenson, 1999:26). For the fulfillment of this drama of salvation, each Person in the Trinity has their 

own temporal character. According to Jenson there is a clear connection between the poles of time and 

the mutual Triune roles of Father, Son, and Spirit: “The Father is the ‘whence’ of God’s life; the Spirit 

is the ‘whither’ of God’s life; and the Son is that life’s specious present” (Jenson, 1997:218). God, as 

an event, should not be separated from the particular historical identity of Jesus of Nazareth. From the 

beginning, Scripture speaks consistently of the trinitarian event that is the Father’s creation, and of 

Christ’s salvation through the cross and the resurrection, and the Spirit’s reconciliation work through 

the church. Therefore, the Triune event is not something incidental or subsidiary, but it is the 

hermeneutical tool for the interpretation of Scripture (Sumpter, 2015:159).  

The main idea of Jenson’s doctrine of the Trinity is temporality and the Trinitarian narrative. Both of 

these are Jenson’s unique ideas for discovering various aspects of God’s identity. According to Jenson 

(1997:42-46), God’s identity is revealed through the time and narrative of man, such as the Exodus of 

the Israelites, the Incarnation and the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the Pentecost - the coming of 

the Holy Spirit. Balthasar puts Kenosis in the center of his trinitarian hermeneutics, and Jensen places 

God’s temporality and God as event at the heart of his trinitarian hermeneutics. God’s identity is 

revealed through them, and the whole biblical narrative is related to God’s identity. This line of thought 

uses the same approach as Ricoeur’s narrative identity: “What justifies our taking the subject of an 

action, so designated by his, her, or its proper name, as the same throughout a life that stretches from 

birth to death? The answer has to be a narrative. The identity of this “who” itself must be a narrative 

identity” (Ricoeur, 1988:245). The identity of each divine Person is exposed through the biblical 

narrative, but the oneness of the Triune God is disclosed through the coherence of the narratives. 

According to Jensen (1999:26), the climax of the biblical narrative climax is the theosis of Christians, 

in other words, the divinization of human beings. This theological concept would be possible through 



Chapter 5 Narratives and the economical Trinity 

147 

 

the communication between human beings and the divinity of Jesus Christ. In other words, people who 

are united with Christ, and so in Christ, are transformed into divine beings. The theosis theory shows 

the temporal movement of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is God’s activity in the world and with that, 

the divine reality (Barth, 2000:669-70). This notion of theosis is related to Ricoeur’s Mimesis3 

(reconfiguration), which is the stage of the relationship between the biblical text and the world of readers. 

However, Jenson’s trinitarian narrative does not suggest the actual configuration of stories like 

Balthasar, but a systematical or conceptual configuration. He suggests getting rid of the notion of a 

substance-based view of the doctrine of the Trinity (Schlitt, 2016:214). In other words, the question of 

God’s identity is gradually revealed through narrative identity, not philosophy and metaphysics.  

5.2.5 Summary 

Balthasar’s trinitarian thoughts are similar to Ricoeur’s attempt to solve the problem of time and 

narrative. Balthasar focuses on ecclesial times from Good Friday (the cross), Holy Saturday (the descent 

into hell) and Easter day. These times are memorial days (spiritual times), which are physical times, but 

are repeatedly recollected on Christian worship services and on other ecclesial schedules. These are the 

times when Ricoeur’s physical and psychological times overlap. He reconfigures the Christ suffering 

narrative centered on the Holy Saturday, the Day of Silence and abandonment, between Good Friday 

and Easter day. Jenson’s doctrine of the Trinity is epistemologically well proven in the sense that God 

has temporal infinity and as an event, is not eternal or timeless. Therefore, his idea is to reveal the 

narrative characteristics for the Trinity with God's temporality. Scripture, however, states that God 

clearly has infinity and eternity and the dimension of doxology. Possibly these theological ideas of the 

extremes are able to be revitalized through employing less propositional languages such as symbols, 

metaphors and narratives. Then through the process, we can obtain a much clearer overall understanding 

of biblical interpretations.  

5.3 Trinitarian narrative in Scripture 

In the previous section, there is an examination of Ricoeur’s narrative theory and the economic Trinity. 

By analyzing the trinitarian narrative in Scripture, the dynamic appearance of the Trinity is revealed in 

a narrative beyond the theological confrontation between the God’s economy and immanence, and 

God’s essence and hypostases. There is an attempt to apply Ricoeur’s narrative theory to the doctrine 

of the Trinity through the exegesis of two trinitarian narrative texts. 

5.3.1 Daniel 7:13-14 as a trinitarian narrative 

5.3.1.1 Two issues in the texts  

There are two important theological debates in Daniel 7: 13-14. Firstly, most scholars deal with the 

problem of the identity of ‘one like a Son of Man’ (v. 13, hereafter cited as SM) as the most important 



Chapter 5 Narratives and the economical Trinity 

148 

 

issue in Daniel 7: 13-14. And another problem is that there are two ancient texts, the Masoretic Text 

(hereafter cited as MT), and the Old Greek text (hereafter cited as OG) for Daniel 7:13-14, which differ 

considerably, and which have affected the Christology of the New Testament, especially Revelation.  

The first main argument about the identity of SM are debated according to five aspects: Firstly, as the 

traditional interpretation, SM is identified the Christ as the divine being. The second is a collective 

interpretation. Then there is the opinion that, SM refers to the Israelites. The next interpretation is that 

that SM represents Michael (Dn 12:1) or Gabriel (Dn 9:21) (Collins, 1994:310; Zevit, 1968:396). The 

fourth opinion is that there is a corporate interpretation that refers to both the Messianic and the Davidic 

messiah as well as the Israelites. The fifth interpretation is about a mythical understanding that interprets 

SM through Babylonian mythology or Israel’s fall feast. Zehnder (2014: 334-36) meticulously 

distinguishes between the divine status and the divine being. The term, divine being refers to Christ in 

the traditional interpretation, whereas the term, divine status, refers to some kind of divine figure or 

factor that is an elaborate concept which was generated through the literary works of the Second Temple 

period (I The Book of Enoch 48:2-3, 5-6; 62:7).   

In Daniel 7: 13-14 and Ezekiel 1:26, there are five suggestions that SM is a divine figure who comes 

with the clouds of heaven, as the divine cloud-rider (Dn 7:13), and SM as the addressee of, worldwide 

worship and everlasting dominion (Dn 7:14), He is the one sitting on His throne (Ez 1:26). In the early 

Christian interpretation, SM does not refer to a collective symbol, but overwhelmingly to an individual 

being, who is Jesus Christ (Collins, 1994:308). According to this tradition, most Christian commentators 

interpret this passage as having a trinitarian meaning: The Ancient of Days (v.9, hereafter cited as AD) 

is God the Father, and the Son of Man is Christ (Corrigan, 2010:293-94).59  

Gladd (2016: 191) incorporates a collective interpretation and a Christological interpretation of SM. He 

interprets SM as a symbol of the righteous Israelites. In this manner, SM can receive his kingdom and 

give it to the saints of the Most High. Since SM receives the kingdom of God, Israel, who follows Him, 

also becomes the true Son of Man. But above all, the testimony of Scripture provides the evidence that 

SM is Christ: “But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus 

standing at the right hand of God; and he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man 

standing at the right hand of God”” (Acts 7:55-56). Also, in John 12:34, the Jews are described as having 

a perception that the Messiah is eternal: “We have heard from the law that the Christ remains forever”. 

And they immediately question the death of the Son of Man: “How can you say, The Son of Man must 

be lifted up?” Here, the Christ [the Messiah] and the Son of Man refer to the same identity or as being 

                                                      

59 “Similar to the Gospels, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyon, and Hyppolitus of Rome distinguishes between the 

two figures identifying the Son of Man as the Logos, and the Ancient of Days as the Father” (Bucur, 2016:7). 
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interchangeable (Miller, 1994:209). However, the divine concept in the OT could appeal as a very 

dynamic, but not a static concept. “The concept of the divine (realm) is not as static and monolithic as 

it is sometimes thought to be. In contrast, it reflects a plurality of divine persons or agents. A picture 

emerges that shows the God, of Israel’s nature, to be more dynamic than is often assumed” (Zehnder, 

2014:346).  

The second problem discussed in the SM debates is about the different meanings in the two manuscripts, 

MT and LXX or OG. In LXX and OG, SM is described as being in AD as the same person: “I saw a 

vision in the night and behold on the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man. And like the 

Ancient of Days He arrived, and those standing there came to him” (LXX, Dn 7:13; Reynolds, 2008:71). 

Some scholars argue that although the translation is an error in transcription, John as the author of 

Revelation established his own Christology based on the error (Montgomery, 1927:304; Jeansonne, 

1988:96-8, 113-14; Collins, 1992:536-68). The foundation of this interpretation is that expressions of 

theophany concerning AD in Daniel 7:13-14 apply to the expressions of the Christophany of SM in the 

description, “His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow” (Rv 1:14). The Early Church, 

however, did not recognize any kind of tension or inconsistency in the two different translations. They 

were inclined to naturally to accept both interpretations. The MT text plays a useful role in solving the 

controversy between Judaism and Modalism through the distinction of the two divine identities, and the 

identity of the two divine figures in the LXX and OG texts play a role in the debate between anti-Arian 

and anti-Eunomian polemics (Bucur, 2017:9). However, it is undeniable that the SM in Daniel 7 is both 

a Davidic Messiah and a divine being at the same time which has greatly influenced the development 

of the doctrine of the Trinity in the New Testament (Viviano, 1998:17).  

5.3.1.2 Theological debate for the Trinity in Daniel 7:13-14 

The main vision of Daniel described in these verses is of the SM coming on the clouds of heaven, being 

led to the AD in the heavenly council, and the AD giving authority, glory and sovereign power to the 

SM. All peoples, nations and languages worship Him, and His kingdom is everlasting. Earlier in this 

discussion the AD and SM are revealed as the Father and the Son in the Trinity. The only remaining 

question is the presence of the Spirit in the verses.   

Schaberg (1980: 266) examines an angel or angels as the last member who is the Spirit, of the trinitarian 

triad in Daniel 7. In the vision the angels appear as “a thousand thousands” and “ten thousand times ten 

thousand” (v. 10). “bystanders” (v. 16) as worshippers for AD. In Jewish angelology, angels indicate 

the figure of God and play an intermediary role between God and creation, creation and human beings 

(Hengel, 1974:233). The appearance of angels indicates God’s presence, revelation, and authority in 

human or quasi-human forms. In First Kings 22:21, an angel is expressed as a spirit, and angels are 
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understood to be personal beings (Schaberg, 1980:327). And Danielou (1964:118, 143, 146)60 claims 

that the term, angel-person was mutually interchangeable, which usage came from an old-fashioned 

trend present in Jewish traditions. The idea of the Spirit representing personal aspects during an 

intertestamental period was borrowed from the concept of angelic spirits (Brown, 1966:124). However, 

the meaning of personality, in this context, should not be regarded as an independent person in the 

contemporary sense (Schaberg, 1980:13). Schaberg claims that these transformed angels point to the 

Holy Spirit (Schaberg, 1980:327).61 In Daniel 7, an angel plays the role of being interpreter instead of 

God (v. 16; Lucas, 2002:33). The angelic interpreters can emphasize the transcendent characters in 

revelation and go beyond pure human interpreters (Collins, 1994:55).  

There is general agreement that the title of SM in the NT and the apocalyptic Jewish literature is derived 

from Daniel, and the meaning is “the King who is sent from God” (Goldingay, 1978:169). Some 

scholars suggest that there are developmental stages that reach the final form in the NT through the 

Second Temple period. The book of Enoch 1, and the Fourth Book of Ezra 13, developed the term, SM 

as the Davidic Messiah (Kuhn, 2007:22-42). Schaberg (1980: 271, 377) holds that the trinitarian triad 

in Daniel 7 is developed to become the trinitarian form in Matthew 29:18 through the process of change 

through the ages: (1) Son of Man— Father— angels, to (2) Father— Son— angels, to (3) Father— 

Son—Spirit. Fuller (1961:128) states that “in the end, the last member of the triad, the angels, is replaced 

by the Holy Spirit”. They regard the inclusion of the Spirit in the trinitarian triad as a Christian 

innovation (Schaberg, 1980:376). However, this meticulous study offers many fascinating insights 

concerning what inevitable relationships there are with the Second Temple period and the doctrine of 

the Trinity. According to Leberton (1939:108)  we cannot rely on the literary sources from the Second 

Temple period to explain the doctrine: “The later books of Palestinian Judaism are not the sources of 

our dogma, and they exercised only a very slight influence on the Theology of the Trinity”. Although 

the excessive exclusiveness of the literal source from the Second Temple period should be avoided, the 

difficulty of accepting definite sources as the fundamental foundation that clarify the doctrine, remains. 

The assertion that the trinitarian triad in the NT was not formed in the beginning but rather derived from 

the development of the Second Temple period, could be a modern upshot or a reinterpretation arising 

from studies of contemporary NT scholars. The interpretations of the early church fathers were not 

seriously considered as resources.  

                                                      

60 According to Daniélou (1964:119, 117), “the first form of the theology of the Trinity” is originated from the 

Jewish angelology. 

61 Schaberg suggests the triadic forms of Father-Son-angels in NT: Son of Man-angels-God (Lk 12:8-9, Mark 

8:38, Mt 16:27), I (one like a Son of Man (1:13)-my Father-his angels (Rv 3:5), (cf. Mk 13:32, Mt 13:36-43; 

25:31-45, Jn 1:51, Ac 1:6-11, 1Thes 1:5-10; 3:13; 4:13-18; Rv 5:6-7; 11:15-18).   
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The presence of the Spirit is not an angel, but a deep connection to the action that Daniel saw in his 

vision. In Acts 7: 55-56, similar to the vision of Daniel 7, Stephen beheld the heavenly throne in the 

fullness of the Holy Spirit thus, “The Holy Spirit is related to visionary experiences” (Schaberg, 

1980:364). In chapters 1-6, Daniel is mentioned repeatedly: “The spirit of the holy gods is in him 

[Daniel]” (Dn 4:8-9, 18; 5:11, 14). The Holy Spirit appeared in the whole narrative of Daniel’s life, and 

made him see visions about the fates of the empires in his time. The holy One proclaims the 

eschatological hope for the Israelites while suffering under the earthly violent powers revealed through 

the vision concerning the transferring of the divine power, which is related to the trinitarian relationship 

between the Ancient of Day and the Son of Man.   

5.3.1.3 Symbols in Daniel 7 

Daniel 7 is literally “a transitional chapter” from historical accounts to apocalyptic visions (Collins, 

1984:80). This chapter effectively binds the two parts of Daniel (Daniel 1-6 and 7-12) into an 

apocalyptic vision (Miller, 1994:191). Because of the apocalyptic form in Daniel 7, the language should 

be considered to be a symbolic, metaphorical narrative form, of poetic language (Miller, 1994:207). 

Despite the fact that most scholars recognize the unique character of the literary form of Daniel 7, the 

narrative classification of this chapter can easily be missed because of ambiguous historical events, that 

originated from controversial theological themes.   

The first half of Daniel is a story of the lifestyle of the Diaspora Jews during the time of the Babylonian 

exile, and the period of Persian domination. The story depicts how the Jewish community could 

successfully be involved in the structure of the empire without compromising their identities as Jews 

and their worship of the God of Israel (Humphreys, 1973:212). Daniel and his three friends symbolize 

the life of Israel while in the savage oppression of earthly power. Danielic narratives are not about 

adaptation under Babylonian dominion, but Daniel and his three friends, who lived according to the 

divine covenant, and protested against the brutal empire (Newsom, 2014:15). Their resistance caused 

events that made pagan kings confess the power of the God of the Jews, as seen in chapters 2-4 

(Nebuchadnezzar) and 6 (Darius). The resilient narratives demonstrate the illusion of the ideology of 

the empires (Newsom, 2014:16). The narratives of Daniel and his three friends are not about mere 

Jewish triumphs, or the triumph of faith, or stories about the fundamental relationship between divine 

sovereignty and human sovereignty (Newsom, 2014:16). For instance, the tyranny of earthly powers is 

about “speaking against the Most High, and oppressing his saints” (v. 25). Daniel and his three friends, 

despite these savage powers, receive the faithful protection of their covenantal God: They survive in 

the fiery furnace (Ch. 3) and in the lion’s den (Ch. 6). The faithfulness of the covenant of God is revealed 

in narrative form.   
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The theme of judgment against worldly power is more evident in the apocalyptic form. In 

Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in chapter 2, a stone “cut out by no human hand” (Dn 2:34) destroys the statue 

referring to earthly empires, and the stone became a great mountain that fills the whole earth” (v. 35). 

And in Dn 2: 44-45, this stone means the kingdom that God will build. The stone in chapter 2 is deeply 

connected to the SM in chapter 7. The SM is the protagonist who judges the earthly power.  

In Daniel 7: 1-8, four beasts symbolize the kingdom of the world that will be judged. The beasts come 

up from the sea, which, that is a negative entity, and they symbolize a chaotic world that is hostile to 

God. (Greidanus, 2012:209). The first beast is like a lion with eagle’s wings (Babylonia). The second 

beast is like a bear, which is encouraged to eat (Media). This beast has three ribs in its mouth between 

teeth (v. 5). The three ribs probably represent the three Babylonian kings: Nebuchadnezzar, Evil-

Merodach, and Belshazzar (Goldingay, 1989:163). The third beast is a leopard which has four wings 

and four heads possibly symbolizing The Persians’ and the Greeks’ wild armies and the four Persian 

kings (Dn 11:2) or the fourfold Greek empire. The number four means totality or universal activity and 

extension (Ez 1:5-6) (Goldingay, 1989:163). The fourth beast is “terrifying and dreadful and 

exceedingly strong” without a name (v. 7). It has ten horns, and these horns refer to the powers of rulers, 

and the number ten symbolizes fullness and the ten generations or kings of the kingdom. It had great 

iron teeth and devoured while breaking into pieces, and stamping what was left with its feet (7:7; 2:40) 

(Goldingay, 1989:164). Another horn, a little one, came up among the ten horns, and the little one had 

human features with eyes and a mouth that uprooted three horns (v. 20). In v. 25, it is a king who speaks 

against the Most High and oppresses his saints, but through the judgement of SM, its power is taken 

away and completely destroyed forever (v. 26).  

The beasts are hybrid creatures: a lion with eagles’ wings, a bear with three tusks like a boar, a leopard 

with four wings, and a monster with ten horns. These figures of the beasts are against God’s good 

creation, “according to their kinds” (Longman, 1999: 183). In Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14, hybrid 

creatures are strictly prohibited for the Jews because they are unclean (Greidanus, 2012:209). The beasts 

have something of a human appearance, but they must be tamed by true human beings. The perfect 

appearance of man in v. 9 assumes a being who has authority to rule over the hybrid beasts (Goldingay, 

1989:190). “It signifies the Adamic kingship over the created universe” (LaCocque, 1988:145). As 

Adam’s action to give names to animals, showed his kingship status, thus SM’s authority received from 

AD would postulate His victory over the worldly savage powers (Gn 2:19). There is a uniting royal 

image between the Adamic and Davidic kingship in Daniel 7 (LaCocque, 1988: 148).  

Daniel sees many thrones’ (v. 9, cf. Ps 122:5, the throne of David). The plural would be seats for other 

members of the royal divine beings for judgment (Goldingay, 1989:165). In this context, God is 
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described in anthropomorphic terms: The Ancient One (v. 9) or the Most High (v. 22) as being of eternity 

who, set in the throne, has hair like pure wool, fiery flames, burning fire (holiness), wheels (thrones), 

(v. 9). These figures are referred to as evidence of God’s presence and God’s theophany (Ex 13:21; the 

pillar of cloud, Lv 16:2; God in the cloud over the atonement cover in the Most Holy Place). The cloud 

is also a representative figure of theophany. SM, as the cloud-rider, is given the power and the kingdom 

from AD (Longman III, 1999:187). However, the most important factor that reveals the divinity of SM 

is that He is worshipped by “an everlasting kingdom, and all rulers” (v. 27). These appearances of SM 

are naturally related to the image of Jesus Christ, especially the aspects of divinity: Christ will come 

again with the clouds (My 24:30, Mk 13:26; 14:62, Lk 21:27), and He has all authority over heaven and 

earth (Mt 28:18, Phil 2:9-11).  

5.3.1.4 The trinitarian narrative in Daniel 7:13-14 

Daniel 7 is a trinitarian narrative because Jesus’s self-identification as the ‘son of man’ (Mt 26:64) 

implies a special relationship with God (Evans, 2011:32). Daniel 7 is about judgement of the savage 

earthly powers and giving hope to the Israelites in Babylonian exile. In the present theological tendency, 

dealing with judgment through the trinitarian point of view is not an acceptable theme. Since the Second 

World War, the doctrine of the Trinity is no longer about the transcendence of God being unrelated to 

the world, but has emphasized our God who is involved with the world, and sympathizes with the 

suffering of the world. The relationship between Trinity and Judgment is also a decided mismatch 

because the most important characteristic of the immanent Trinity is love. However, judgment, is the 

paradoxical declaration of God who wants to restore to the world, through His perseverance and 

patience, the eschatological aspect. The tree of knowledge of good and evil in the Garden of Eden 

implies the eschatological judgment of God’s good creation (Gn 2:17). The judgment in Daniel 7 is not 

the universal eschatological one in the NT, but the judgment of empires, with brutal power, in Daniel’s 

time.  

In the NT, there are verses related to the judgment of earthly power similar to Daniel 7. Firstly, in John 

12:31, Jesus proclaims that “now is the judgment of this world, now shall the ruler of this world be cast 

out”. This judgment is closely linked to the glorification of Christ: “The hour has come for the Son of 

man to be glorified” (Jn 12:23). Christ’s glorification through His crucifixion and resurrection means 

that Satan has lost authority over this world (1Jn 5:19, cf. Rv 12:9; Brown, 1966:477, Borchert, 2002:58). 

In the same paragraph, Jesus calls himself SM (v. 23), and people question the identity of SM (v. 34). 

In this way, there is a clear connection between Daniel 7 and John 12 (Borchert, 2002: 61).   

Secondly, in John 16:8-11, the Spirit is introduced God as the judge: “And when he comes, he will 

convince [elenchein, prove wrong] the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment: 
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concerning sin, because they do not believe in me; concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father, 

and you will see me no more; concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world is judged”. The 

Paracletes role for the judgment is threefold: Firstly, the Paraclete proves the sin of rejecting Christ. The 

theme of rejecting Christ is mentioned in the Gospels many times (Brown, 1966:712). People who reject 

Christ abandon the true king, and accept the false king (Borchert, 2002:166): “for they loved the praise 

of men more than the praise of God” (Jn 12:43). Secondly, the Paraclete demonstrates the death and 

resurrection of Christ as the norm of righteousness. Thirdly, the death and resurrection of Christ is the 

judgement of the king of the world. The Spirit demonstrates Christ’s final victory that Satan has been 

condemned and has lost his power over the world. Pannenberg states that the eschatological judgment 

is a trinitarian action: the Father as the ultimate judge; the Son as the one executor and criterion of the 

judgement; and the Spirit as the means of purification and transfiguration (Taylor, 2007:174; 

Pannenberg, 3.608-10,604-05). 

The Father is the supreme judge in the moment of the final universal judgment, and the Son as criterion 

of the judgement is the executor of the Father’s will. The eschatological judgement is appropriated to 

the Son: “For although judiciary power is common to the whole Trinity, still it will be specially 

exercised by the incarnate Son” (Jn 5:22, Acts 10:42; 17:31) (Turretin, 1997:599). In the days of the 

end, the Spirit will sanctify the church (theosis): “By the Spirt, the eschatological future is present 

already in the hearts of believers” (Pannenberg, 1997:552). The eschatological work of the Spirit is very 

practical in relation to the church, and the Spirit has been accomplishing the complete image of the 

Triune God in the church: “By the power of the Spirit, believers will glorify Jesus Christ and the Father, 

and they will themselves be changed from glory to glory by the knowledge of the glory of God in the 

face of Christ” (Pannenberg, 1997:627).  

To summarize: Daniel 7 prophesied the political situation in Daniel’s time and at the same time, allows 

a glimpse at the final eschatological time through the vision. The narrative of the judgment is composed 

of a plot based on the relationship between AD and SM. The Father gives the Son the kingdom and 

every authority, the Son executes the will of the Father, and the Spirit teaches the Church the will of the 

Trinity. The Church glorifies the Father according to the Christ and the Spirit. The judgment of God is 

no longer the judgment of the absolute, monarchical image, but of God showing love through the Son, 

and waiting until the final moment. The Father, the Son, and the Spirit prepare the judgment together, 

but the preparation is not for the purpose of demolishing the entire world, but to make known, and to 

rebuke sinners. Therefore, Daniel 7 is a trinitarian narrative about the judgement of the earthly savage 

empires through the narrative of the Father and the Son.  
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5.3.2 The parable of the lord’s vineyard: Mark 12:1-12  

The most common name for this parable is “the parable of wicked tenants” or “the parable of the 

vineyard” (Mt 21:33-46, Lk 20:9-19). The name given to the parable, ‘the lord’s vineyard’, was given 

because the title of the owner of the vineyard is Greek, κύριος (v. 9), which is the Greek translation for 

YHWH in the OT. In other words, the essence of this parable shows the impressions of the 

eschatological kingdom of God, by revealing the attitude of the Lord to the evil tenants in the vineyard.  

The context and plot of this parable are as follows: Jesus enters Jerusalem (Palm Sunday). People shout 

and sing when Jesus enters Jerusalem: “Hosanna! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord! 

Blessed is the kingdom of our father David that is coming! Hosanna in the highest!” (Mk 11:9-10). 

Jesus curses the fig tree which did not have any fruit when He was hungry. (Mk 11:13-17). The chief 

priests and scribes questioned Jesus: “By what authority are you doing these things, or who gave you 

this authority to do them?” (Mk 11:28). Jesus did not tell the source of his authority (11:33), but in 

chapter 12, He told them, by means of the parable of the tenants. The plot of the parable was about the 

evil tenants who were violent and killed the servants as well as the son of the owner of the vineyard.  

The lord of the vineyard planted a vineyard and gave it to the tenants while he went to another country 

for a long time. After four years, the lord of the vineyard sent his servant to receive his share of the 

produce. But the tenants beat and killed several of the master’s servants. The lord thought that they 

would respect his “beloved son” (Mk 1:11; 9:7) and sent him to the vineyard. But the evil tenants killed 

the son and cast the son out of the vineyard completely (Mt 21:39). The lord will judge the evil tenants 

and give the vineyard to others (Mk 12:9, Mt 21:43).  

This story ends with a quotation from the Psalms 118:22: “The very stone which the builders rejected 

has become the cornerstone” (Mk 12:10). The chief priests and the scribes who heard Jesus’s parable 

knew that the wicked tenants referred to themselves, and they wanted to catch Christ and kill him, but 

they could not touch Him because they were afraid of the crowd (Mk 12:12). 

5.3.2.1 Methodology for interpreting parables  

The initial methodology for interpreting parables is focused on the understanding of the allegory. The 

famous premise of Jülicher that an allegory in the NT is not an allegory, but an ecclesial allegorizing 

interpretation, that opens other possibilities to interpret parables through literary, historical, theological, 

ontological, and philosophical perspectives (Snodgrass, 1988:188-189). Jeremias (1900-1979) 

summarizes the purpose of the parable as a self-understanding of Jesus and His eschatological preaching 

of the kingdom of God (Jeremias, 1963:11-13). The focuses of the subsequent interpretation of parables 

does not seem to be very different from the suggestion of Jeremias, in other words, the parables reveal 

the identity of Jesus Christ, and the eschatological features towards the Kingdom of God: “The kingdom 
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arrives in the person of Christ” (Ratzinger, 2007:187).  

Ricoeur defines parables as “the parable is the conjunction of a narrative form and a metaphorical 

process” (Ricoeur, 1975:30). In other words, parables are narratives, and, therefore, they should be 

interpreted through the metaphorical process that considers the innovation of the meaning of metaphors. 

Ricoeur suggests the term ‘qualifiers’ used by Ian Ramsey (1915-1972) as a third characteristic of the 

parable. He explains the term according to his own understanding: “This would imply that it is only in 

conjunction with other modes of discourse that the parable functions as a Parable of the Kingdom” 

(Ricoeur, 1975:33). A parable is a mediator that unifies other forms of discourse that especially speak 

of the kingdom of God: “an appropriate qualifier which ensures its convergence with other forms of 

discourse which all point toward the meaning of the Kingdom of God” (Ricoeur, 1975:33). Definitely 

the interpretation of parables is about exploring the mysterious hidden meanings behind literal meanings. 

Although a parable does not speak of what actually took place, it represents a piece of real life intended 

to communicate one idea (Ratzinger, 2007:184). Since a parable belongs to metaphorical discourse, 

there are many layers of meanings in a parable, and a parable as a qualifier is contained and mixed with 

various forms of discourse such as symbols, metaphors, and allegorical discourses. Because of the inner 

dynamics of parables, the meaning of a parable is not easily understood. In order for a parable to 

transcend its internal literal meaning, it must be extended from the univocal dimension of an allegory 

to the multivocal dimension through metaphorical and narrative referential functions: “Allegory is a 

rhetorical procedure that can be eliminated once it has done its job. Having ascended the ladder, we can 

then descend it. Allegory is a didactic procedure. It facilitates learning but can be ignored in any directly 

conceptual approach. In contrast, there is no symbolic knowledge except when it is impossible to 

directly grasp the concept and when the direction towards the concept is indirectly indicated by the 

secondary signification of a primary signification” (Ricoeur, 1976:56). By following Ricoeur’s literary 

and philosophical approach to parables, there is a discussion in the following paragraph, about 

narratives as poetic narratives, and, simultaneously, being an attempt to demonstrate that Jeremiah’s 

two emphases concerning this parable refer to the identity of Jesus Christ and the proclamation of the 

eschatological kingdom of God, which are able to be revealed through a trinitarian perspective.  

5.3.2.2 The three issues in the parable  

The parable of the lord’s vineyard begins with a question about the origin of Jesus' authority from the 

chief priests, scribes and the elders in the temple courts (Mk 11:27-28). The context of this parable is 

filled with political tensions: The story of the Palm Sunday (Mk 11:10), the curse of the fig tree (Mk 

11:13-14), the judgment of the temple (Mk 13: 2), and the argument about Jesus’ authority. At the same 

time, this parable expresses the eschatological moment by means of apocalyptic rhetoric or discourse 

(v. 9) (Witherington III, 2001:321; Snodgrass, 1988:190; Ricoeur, 1975:32). Thus, through political and 
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apocalyptic discourse, this parable becomes filled with a variety of theological significance: God’s 

patience and persistence in response to Israel’s disobedience (v. 2-6), the depravity of human sinfulness 

and its tragic consequences (v. 4-8), the prophets in Israel’s history (v. 2-5), Identifying with the ‘others’ 

to whom the vineyard would be given (v. 9), the Davidic messianic context (v. 10), the relationship 

between the Lord of the vineyard and his son (v. 6), the themes of the crucifixion and the resurrection 

of Jesus (v. 8, 10), the Roman emperor as the divine son and the Son of Man (Culpepper, 2007:410). 

Snodgrass (1998: 208) argues that three factors must be considered to understand this parable: 

concerning the OT and the Jewish context, without avoiding any judgment, and concerning the 

identification with Jesus. According to these outlines, the three factors needed to understand the parable 

can be converted into three categories: the identity of others (v. 9), the redemptive event of Jesus (v. 10), 

and the trinitarian perspective (v. 6).   

5.3.2.2.1 The theme of the replacement of Israel’s covenantal status 

In this parable, the lord created the vineyard perfectly, as God planted the garden in Eden (Gn 2: 8) and 

went to another country for a long time (v. 1, cf. Sg 8:11). The wall, pit, and tower in this parable are 

described as being in a first-century Palestinian vineyard. Here, the wall is not a fence to protect the 

vineyard from animals. The pit is for the winepress. The tower is a shelter in which to keep watch 

against animals and thieves (Brooks, 1991:190). In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the vineyard is Jerusalem, the 

tower is the temple, and the pit is an altar in front of the temple (Collins, 2007:545). 

The lord sends servants to receive a portion of the vineyard crop (v. 2). In this biblical narrative, the 

fruit or the crop refers to some reward or life originating from a relationship with God (Is 3:10. Mt 3:8-

10, Lk 3:8-9, Gal 5:22). In this context the tenants are Greek, γεωργοῖς, and are not ordinary peasants 

(Evans, 2001:232). They are the wealthy commercial farmers who leased the land to a large extent. The 

evil tenants beat, insulted, and killed the many servants who were sent form the lord (v. 3-5). This refers 

to the repetitive history of Israel that rejects and kills the prophets in the OT: “Nevertheless they were 

disobedient and rebelled against thee and cast thy law behind their back and killed thy prophets, who 

had warned them in order to turn them back to thee, and they committed great blasphemies” (Neh 9:26, 

Jer 7:25-26, 2 Chr 36:15-16; cf. 24:18-19). And Jesus sighed about Jerusalem: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, 

killing the prophets and stoning those who are sent to you! How often would I have gathered your 

children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not!” (Mt 23:37, Lk 13:34). 

Jesus states that the lord will destroy the evil tenants and give the vineyard to ‘others’. (v. 9; Mk 21:41). 

In the interpretation of the parable of lord’s vineyard, the most important issue concerns the theme of 

God’s covenantal election of Israel which would be transferred to the Gentile church. The Gospel of 

Matthew expresses the term, ‘others’ as the people who will produce its fruit” (Mt 21:43).  
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Some scholars have focused on the context of the parable (11:28; 12:12, Is 3:14) and they interpret this 

parable as a judgment on Jewish leaders, and not as a confrontation between Christians and Judaism. 

Thus, they propose a reading that completely eliminates the elements of national judgment or rejection 

of Jews according to the perspective of the confrontation between Jews and Christians (Garland, 

1996:439; Marcus, 1998:212).  

Another exegesis based on the historical perspective is a broader interpretation that the tenants refer not 

only to Jewish leadership but also to the people as a whole. If the term, ‘others’ is interpreted with a 

collective interpretation such as the Gentile church. The tenants would then be interpreted as the whole 

Jewish people as a similar counterpart (Marcus, 1998:212-13). Also, by the end of the Gospel, it is not 

just the leaders but also the Jerusalem crowd who reject Jesus (15:6-15): “All the people answered. Let 

his blood be on us and on our children!” (Mt 27:25) (Marcus, 2009:805). Marcus states that the verse 9 

is actually accomplished in the great Jewish revolt against the Romans in 66-73 AD (Culpepper, 

2007:409, cf. Mk 13:14, 24-29). Thus, through the catastrophic defeat in this war the interpretation was 

fulfilled and Israel lost its status as the people of God, to be replaced by the church (Marcus, 2009:814).  

However, most scholars, concerning this pluralistic religious situation, would not choose this radical 

reading. Whether it is the narrow or the broad interpretation, it is certain, that the mercy of God does 

not extend to all Jews. Regardless of the loss of the Jewish covenant status, the New Testament clearly 

speaks of a new Israelite existence, and states that this new Israel is given the kingdom of God (Marcus, 

2009:814).  

5.3.2.2.2 The theme of crucifixion and resurrection  

The emergence of the new Israel began with Jesus Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. So, this parable 

is closely linked to a broader narrative. In this parable, the narrative of death and resurrection is revealed 

in the words of the lord: “He had one left to send” (v. 6, cf. 1Sm 16:11). The son is “a beloved (ἀγαπη 

τός) son” (Mk 1:11; 9:7). Abraham was also required to sacrifice his beloved Son: “Take your son, your 

only son Isaac, whom you love” (Gn 2:22).  

The lord sent his beloved son finally (v. 6). Here the term, final, which in Greek is ἔσχατον that means 

the end of days, the eschaton. This word has been become a very important term which is used for 

referring to the end of days. The main usage originated from the LXX, and is broadly employed in 

intertestamental Judaism (Marcus, 2009:803). Thus, through the word ‘final’, eschaton’, this parable 

does not speak of a simple moral teaching, but makes it read as though it is in a redeeming historical 

setting.    

The lord expected the evil tenants to respect his beloved son (v. 6). However, they plotted to kill the 
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son: “let’s kill him” (v. 7). Joseph’s evil brothers threw Joseph into a pit and tried to kill him: “Come 

now, let's kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured 

him” (Gn 37:20; Marcus, 2009:803). Similarly, the wicked tenants killed the son and threw him out of 

the vineyard (v. 8).  

Did the wicked tenants believe that if the son died, they would be able to occupy the vineyard? The evil 

conspiracy of the tenants to take the vineyard is similar to Ahab’s intrigue to seize Naboth’s vineyard. 

The tenants called the son the heir, and the vineyard they called the inheritance (v. 7). Perhaps they 

might have thought that the news of the beloved son’s coming to them would be directly connected to 

the death of the lord of the vineyard (Marcus, 2009:804; Brooks, 1991:191). Therefore, the evil tenants 

may have had a fantasy that they could occupy the vineyard without the owner, if they killed the son.  

They planned to throw the body of the son out of the vineyard and leave the body without burial (Taylor, 

1981:475). The image of being outside the vineyard reflects the fact that Jesus was crucified after being 

taken out of the city of Jerusalem (Heb 13:12-13, cf. Jn 19:20). In the OT, a person who died outside a 

village was considered to be a blasphemer (Lv 24:14). In this context, the vineyard refers to Israel and 

there is a metaphorical change because the vineyard symbolizes Jerusalem. In other words, the 

metaphorical transformation refers to the area outside the vineyard being representative of being outside 

Jerusalem (Snodgrass, 1989:202). The Son of God is completely banished from all heritage related to 

Jerusalem (Gundry, 1993:687). This parable is suddenly converted from the metaphor of death to the 

resurrection through a metaphor when Jesus quotes Psalm 11: 2: “The stone which the builders rejected 

has become the head of the corner” (v. 10).  

As Psalm 118 is one of the Hallel psalms, it is traditionally chanted by pilgrims entering Jerusalem. The 

pilgrims who arrive at the temple are blessed by God (Ps 118:26). The narrative of this Psalm is that 

Israel, though encompassed by nearby hostile nations, will yet triumph over them through the power of 

God. The stone in this psalm also refers to David who was abandoned by the builders but he was 

anointed as the King of Israel. Thus, the stone is related to two notions: the Davidic King and the Temple. 

The context of the parable also supports these aspects. This parable refers to the image of the Davidic 

king which is deeply submerged in the narrative of Palm Sunday. Jesus’ followers shouted “Hosanna!” 

"Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” which is from Psalm 118:25-26. After the context 

of the parable, the Davidic king theme again re-appears in Mark 12:35: “How can the scribes say, in the 

temple, that the Messiah is the son of David?” In the next paragraph 13:2, the theme of the temple 

appears immediately: “Not one stone here will be left on another; everyone will be thrown down”. And 

Jesus says that He will rebuild the temple in three days (Mk 14:58, cf. Dn 2:45). The statement, “The 

very stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner” (v. 10), implies that the new 
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temple will be built.   

Lastly, the head of corner can be interpreted not as a foundation stone, but as an elevated stone, a 

capstone in the center of an arch. What the head means is generally a vertical concept, not a horizontal 

concept. Thus, the stone would have been placed on the pinnacle of the temple, and this perspective 

implies the resurrection of Christ (Ladner, 1983:172; France, 2002:458; cf. 12:36). However, whether 

the stone is the vertical vertex of the temple, or the horizontal foundation cornerstone, it refers to the 

core of a new temple based on the resurrection of Jesus Christ. To sum up: the symbolic implication is 

that the stone is abandoned, but becomes the cornerstone, and this concept is applied to Jesus Christ. 

The Psalm reveals the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. (Marcus, 2009:809; Brooks, 

1991:191). 

5.3.2.2.3 The parable as a trinitarian narrative 

“He [the lord] had one left to send, a son, whom he loved. He sent him last of all, saying. They will 

respect my son” (v. 6). Perhaps the audiences who listened to this parable would be so nervous that they 

would have thought it was foolish to make an obvious decision. The audiences may have thought like 

this: “How could the lord have endured?”, “How did the lord think sending his beloved son to see what 

he did to his servants?”, “Why do the lord think that his son would be treated differently from other 

servants?” (Evans, 2001:235). 

The lord’s questions reflect God's disposition. God’s long-patient and free-giving love is an important 

theme in the OT (Hos 2:14-20, Jer 3:11-14; Garland, 1996:439). The optimistic mind of the lord of 

vineyard who sent his beloved son, shows the endless love of God and the continued efforts that were 

made for the restoration of the sinful people. But on the other hand, it appears to be an extremely stupid 

decision to send his beloved son to the field where they had killed his servants. Jesus intertwines twice: 

the redemption of Israel as the death of a prophet, and His being sent from the Father, and He proclaim 

the God’s wisdom and steadfast love which seems foolish to knowledge of world (1Cor 1:18-25, 3:18-

20). This parable’s metaphorical process is a transition from the metaphor of the vineyard to the 

metaphor of the temple, which occur simultaneously as the move from the metaphor of the Father to 

the metaphor of the Son. As was mentioned above, the dead son is considered to be the cornerstone, 

and this refers to Christ’s resurrection as the King of Israel (Evans, 2001:231).  

Verse 11 states “this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes”, which is a similar image to 

the one in Isaiah 52:14-15, “many were astonished at him, so shall he startle many nations”. These two 

verses show simultaneously both suffering and ascension: “Behold, my servant shall prosper, he shall 

be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high” (Is 52:13). In the same paragraph Mark 12: 16-17, there 

is another quasi-divine figure, the Roman emperor. Jesus asks, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” 
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(v. 16). The figure (εικων) on the coin is of the emperor, and the words are in praise of the emperor 

Caesar, son of the divine Augustus”, and on the other side, is written the Latin phrase: “pontifex maximus” 

which refers to Caesar as the high priest (Witherington III, 2001:325). In fact, some of the Pharisees 

and Herodians’ asked the question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” They were not a 

demanding an answer, but they were asking a question that seemed almost impossible to answer 

appropriately (v. 13). So, the response of the audience was to hear Jesus’ divine wise answer: “Give to 

Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” (v. 17), This answer makes listeners “completely 

amazed” (ἐκθαυμάζω). Indeed, the Jews used coins of savage empires with blasphemous inscriptions 

and succumbed to their authority: “The chief priests answered, we have no king but Caesar” (Jn 19:15).  

In this parable, however, the lord of the vineyard does not exercise the general powers of the savage 

empires, but behaves in an unexplained manner that brings his beloved son to the field of death: “Kings 

shall shut their mouths because of him; for that which has not been told them they shall see, and that 

which they have not heard, they shall understand”. The parable shows the kingdom of God to be 

revealed through the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus Christ, which refers to the creation of new 

Israelites, a new temple, which was accomplished by the father sending His beloved son to His, death 

and to His resurrection, together with the coming of the Spirit, because it is the eternal kingdom that 

will triumph over earthly empires with savage rulers (Dn 7). 

The parable of the lord’s vineyard begins with the question about the source of Jesus’ authority. Jesus 

applies Himself to the prophetic history of Israel, and by these means, the parable reveals the 

eschatology and identity of Jesus. This parable can be understood by recognizing that the speaker of 

this parable is Jesus, Himself. Actually, the protagonist of the parables and of the Gospel narratives is 

the speaker of the parables or narratives and indirectly the object of references (Vanhoozer, 1990:200). 

In this parable, Jesus presents Himself as the Father’s beloved Son during the last times, the eschaton 

(Culpepper, 2007:407). Through the cross and His resurrection, Jesus is revealed as the Messiah and 

the Davidic king who will bear the whole history of Israel (Ratzinger, 2007:189). The crucifixion and 

the resurrection of Christ is a symbol of the judgment of the temple and at the same time, of the 

emergence of the new creation, the new covenant, the new birth of Israel, and the new temple. The true 

worship of God is redefined by concentrating on the risen Christ, and not on the Jerusalem temple (cf. 

Jn 2:18-22; 4:23-24) (Hooker, 1991:277). The new Israel, or the new temple, is deeply related to the 

resurrection (Jn 2:19), and also to the ministry of the Spirit (1Cor 3:16). This new temple is created 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the Spirit creates and sustains the Christian community as 

the new Israel (1Cor 3:10-17; 2Cor 6:16; Eph 2:19-22; Collins, 2007:548).  

“A Parable is a very short metaphorical narrative” (Crossan, 1979:21). In a narrative, there are various 
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types of genres: Narrative descriptions, songs, sadness, cheers, subjects, emotions, and techniques to 

impress readers or audiences. So, Jesus’ narratives may not be called a parable, but parables (v. 1).62 

Because of the inner dynamics of the parable, sudden variations take place within a single word or an 

expression. Through the words of servants, the whole of Israel’s history is contained in the parable, and 

the theme of judgement is mentioned. The quotation from Psalms 118:2 refers to Christ’s death and 

resurrection. The expressions, ‘the lord of vineyard’ (v. 9) and ‘his beloved son’ reveals the relationship 

of the Trinity. The usage of the eschaton (v. 6) reveals the apocalyptic proclamation for the kingdom of 

God. The image of the temple implies the ministry of the Spirit, that becomes the church. Therefore, 

eschatologically, the parable of the lord’s vineyard is a trinitarian narrative that contains the history of 

trinitarian salvation and simultaneously reveals the works of each Person in the Trinity, and God’s 

invisibility in this world (Ratzinger, 2007:193).    

5.3.3 Summary 

By examining the biblical text from the perspective of a trinitarian narrative, we can easily see the 

dynamics of the trinitarian works. The biblical texts define and redefine God’s redemptive event in 

various ways (Ricoeur, 1984:3). These delineations are complicated by the interaction of the various 

biblical discourses (cf. 6.1.3).   

In Daniel 7, the Trinity is expressed as the AD, the SM, and Daniel’s vision of the Spirit. The trinitarian 

narrative is about the eternal kingdom of God which is built through the great triumph of Jesus Christ 

through His crucifixion and resurrection that defeats the earthly savage emperies. The Son of Man (Dn 

7:13) as the cloud-rider, paradoxically reveals the images of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 

at the same time (Mt 24:30, Mk 13:26, Lk 21:27). The Father is not presented as a monarchical image 

or a supreme being, but in a relationship with the Son, who will judge the earthly empires and build the 

eternal kingdom of God.  

In Mark 12, the Trinity is mentioned as the lord of vineyard, the beloved son, and the image of the new 

temple. Jesus speaks of the characteristics of the Father who perseveres to the end despite Israel’s 

rebellions. In the quotation from Psalm 118:2, the death and resurrection of the Son are depicted in the 

image of the temple. In this manner, we can think of this parable representing the birth of a new Israel 

or the new temple through the work of the Spirit. According to the point of view of trinitarian narratives, 

we can get a new perspective when considering the doctrine of the Trinity which is not as a definite 

doctrinal schema, but the doctrine that dynamically generates meanings in narratives. In other words, 

                                                      

62 (cf. France, 2002:458; the plural is not significant). 
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in the Trinity, as a narrative, the layers of various meanings appear and develop in the interaction of the 

narratives, and within the doctrine there is interaction with all the various parts of the doctrine, such as 

Christology, ecclesiology, and eschatology. By understanding the Trinity through symbolism, 

metaphors and narratives, the doctrine of the Trinity can be restored to its vitality and become again a 

fundamental hermeneutical tool for biblical interpretations. According to Vanhoozer (1998:457), the 

function of trinitarian hermeneutics in the interpretation of biblical texts is “not merely the illustration” 

of the Triune God but rather “God’s trinitarian communicative action as the paradigm. The triune God 

is, therefore, the epitome of communicative agency”. The crucial point of trinitarian hermeneutics as a 

paradigm is divine referents (statements about God) in the biblical texts at the level of ontology (Roew, 

2002:311). Trinitarian hermeneutics is a heuristic implement to find the redemptive history in divine 

essence and to discover the divine essence in the history. The prime themes of trinitarian interpretation 

is God’s existence, and the perichoretic as well as the kenotic relationship within the Triune God to 

restore enthusiasm to the biblical interpretations.   

5.4 Conclusion 

Ricoeur tries to find answers for the old theme of philosophy, the problem of existence, and the 

relationship between time and narrative. Human experiences become true human times when they are 

in the form of narratives.  

The process that human beings experience in time embodies configuration in a descriptive form. When 

temporality and human experiences are configured within a descriptive sphere, we can find similarity 

in difference, and integration between heterogeneous objects, and the occurrence of discordant 

concordance (Ricoeur, 1985:157). Thus, the process of poetic configuration is the mediator that 

intertwines completely different themes and objects together. In this chapter, there are three steps to 

connect Ricoeur’s narrative theory, the economic Trinity and the trinitarian narratives in Scripture. In 

the previous section, the two biblical texts, and their two aspects, temporal and narrative dimensions 

are examined. The temporality of the Bible is organized as according to a temporal or historical 

dimension and, simultaneously, at an eternal level. Daniel 7 speaks of the judgement of the earthly 

empires in Daniel’s time. This judgment is trinitarian so that the eternal kingdom of God will be 

established by the relationship between the Ancient of Day and the Son of Man. In Mark 12, the parable 

of the lord’s vineyard, which Jesus relates, is about the whole history of the disobedient Israelites, and 

His redemption actions when the Father sends the Son, and it tells of the Son’s obedience, crucifixion 

and resurrection, that are all done according to God’s will, and which are all described by means of 

symbols and metaphors.  

The temporality in the biblical narrative, from creation to the end, suddenly appears and turns into 
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different themes regardless of the temporal sequence such as the spiritual time of Augustine, and the 

Trinity of eternity that freely exposes and conceals the economical and immanent appearances of God. 

In this sense, the concept of God’s eternity implies eternity as the totality of time, which is similar to 

Jenson’s notion of temporal infinity. Ricoeur’s idea concerning time and narrative would be a helpful 

tool in relation to contemporary theological tendencies, which have focused on the eschatological point 

of view, and the contexts as being from the whole of Scripture.   

The dogmatic approach towards the Trinity certainly lacks many of the ideas related to time and 

narrative. Rarely, however, does Jenson choose narrative and time as important issues in his theology. 

Jenson’s attempts are related to the restoration of timeliness as changing the concept of God’s eternity 

to one of infinity based on the narratives in Scripture. His approach is to successfully restore the 

temporality of the doctrine of God, but to also maintain the doctrine of the Trinity in a speculative area, 

because of the lack of relevance of time and narrative. The fact that the historical actions of God are 

highlighted sometimes causes God’s eternity to be overlooked.  

Theologians who emphasize the economic Trinity begin by criticizing the traditional approaches, 

especially the psychological, analogical, and the speculative theories of the doctrine. LaCugna 

definitely rejects the distinction between the two important paradigms, the immanent and the economic 

Trinity. By consuming her strength in solving these theological controversies, she is in fact unable to 

adequately deal with the theologia as salvation history in Scripture. In this respect, Balthasar intertwines  

trinitarian time and narrative: Firstly, he establishes the three Paschal days of Jesus Christ, Good Friday, 

the Holy Saturday and the Easter day, as ecclesial time and as repetitive memorial time, and he 

configures this time into trinitarian narratives. The time of the church is stopped at the ecclesial time 

for eternity, and at the same time, goes forward the end. This descriptive method is also applied to the 

two trinitarian narratives that have been examined. The two biblical texts focus on the events that 

happened between the Father and the Son, and the time, of the event, immediately brings the reader to  

eschatological time. In other words, the church uses physical time, “He was crucified, dead, and buried; 

He descended into hell” according to the Apostolic creed, and into the time of eternity, that looks into 

the future time, “from thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead”, at that present time. This 

would be Ricoeur’s expression of the famous tension, “already and not yet” of Oscar Cullmann (1962: 

84). 

The narrative identity of Ricoeur invents a way of understanding a being which is not the direct way, 

nor the rational or the objective, but which is a detour used to find the meaning of a being by the means 

of the use of narrative poetics used to disclose the whole life story of the being. Ricoeur’s two concepts 

of the self, the sameness and the selfhood, can be applied to the doctrine of the Trinity. Firstly, the 
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sameness is an absolute self-identity that does not allow the possibility of any variation. The traditional 

doctrine of the Trinity explains God in this category as the existence of absolute self-identity: The 

complete separation of salvation history and the doctrine of the Trinity (Rahner’s comment), God as the 

supreme substance and as an absolute subject in the category of monotheistic Monarchianism 

(Moltmann’s comments), and doctrine of the Trinity as a distance from Christian life (LaCugna’s 

criticism).  

Another concept of self-identity, the selfhood, can express the dynamic appearances of the Trinity 

through the integration between time and narrative. In this respect, Balthasar’s Holy Saturday can be 

an example of the notion of God as selfhood. He describes the death of Christ as the hiatus between life 

and death, an inseparable gap between God and sinners, and between the Father and the Son who 

becomes the representative of the sinner, and which expands the trinitarian narrative to hell through 

various expressions related to the economic and the immanent Trinity. The Son renounced the intimate 

relationship with the Father, but rather stubborn sinners to save them. When the doctrine of the Trinity 

is thus linked and extended to the narrative and time in the biblical narrative, we regain the powerful 

and profound dynamics of the doctrine.  

In the last chapter, there is an exploration of how Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour, symbol, metaphor 

and narrative, can develop into trinitarian hermeneutics which is applied to biblical interpretations. 
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Chapter 6 Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics and trinitarian 

hermeneutics 

 

In the previous chapters of this thesis, three spheres, namely hermeneutical detour, theology, and 

Scripture, were assimilated to discover diverse aspects of the Trinity. The object of this last chapter is 

to explain how trinitarian hermeneutics are based, to a large extent, on the results of the previous 

chapters. These explanations will describe the possibilities of how trinitarian hermeneutics can become 

a fundamental principle for the interpretation of Scripture.  

6.1 Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics 

The first purpose of Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics is to escape the interpretations of the Christian 

community and its doctrinal interpretations, and then to explain the justification of polysemy in biblical 

interpretations through the interaction of biblical discourse procedures and intertextuality. Polysemy 

does not refer to producing irregular meanings sporadically, but to the creation of meanings with 

profound relevance through the interaction of biblical discourse procedures. For instance, the synoptic 

Gospels provide three perspectives of the redemptive event and, because polysemy creates the 

interactions of the three synoptic Gospels as well as those in the fourth Gospel, there is a profound 

message in Scripture that reveals the divine identity and the eschatological messages. 

6.1.1 Problems related to biblical hermeneutics 

According to Ricoeur, biblical language is constituted by means of various forms of discourse, and 

biblical meanings are produced through the interaction between these biblical discourse forms (Ricoeur, 

2007:90-91). Discourse falls into the category of communication; thus, directness or enthusiasm to 

express the correct meaning is a most important characteristic. In this respect, Ricoeur maintains a 

vigilant attitude concerning the doctrinal or community interpretations that do not take into account the 

characteristics of biblical discourse. In other words, Ricoeur has continually kept an eye open for certain 

fixed interpretations that prevent the correct understanding of the biblical text.  

Ricoeur perceives non-discourse languages as three dimensions: the level of the confession, the level 

of ecclesial dogma as historic community interpretations, and interpretations by authority of the rule of 

orthodoxy (Ricoeur, 1980:73-74). Firstly, the interpretation of the confession of faith can too easily lose 

the significance of the historical dimension. Secondly, doctrinal interpretations are too easily associated 

with biblical texts and are, therefore, very easily identified with the dogmatic assertions of a tradition 

and with the theological theories of one school. Finally, the interpretation by certain magisterium has 

the meaning of the biblical text completely fixed, and the interpretation that exists is considered to be 
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the only meaning of Scripture.  Ricoeur calls these authoritarian interpretations, ‘amalgamations’ and 

‘contamination’ (Ricoeur, 1980:74). Ricoeur’s fundamental mission concerning biblical hermeneutics 

is that he “seeks to free the Bible from culture-bound, subjectivizing interpretations as well as from 

fundamentalist, objectivizing interpretations by asking us to listen carefully to what biblical discourse 

testifies” (Mudge, 1980:23). However, simultaneously, he does not deny the specificity of the work of 

formulating dogma and the ecclesial or theological investigations (Ricoeur, 1980:74). Thus, one of 

Ricoeur’s important tasks in biblical hermeneutics is to integrate biblical discourse and ecclesial 

discourse. 

Above all, Ricoeur’s most primary task in biblical hermeneutics is “not to bring about a decision in the 

reader but first to allow the world of being that is the “thing” of the biblical text to unfold” (Ricoeur, 

2007:95-96). In other words, by perceiving biblical texts as forms of discourse, Scripture is understood 

to be a new world, and not merely a number of ethical or religious books (Ricoeur, 2007:96). The 

phenomenon, that the text opens up its own world, is related to the problem of reference to reality and 

reference to the object. It is also included in the theme of appropriation which is found in the text, and 

that is profoundly connected with ontology. Thus, biblical discourse is the most important and most 

effective instrument with which to explore ontology. Therefore, “the interpretative process is a life or 

death matter for the faith community” (Mudge, 1980:20). Since the new world, in Scripture, inevitably 

expands into the realm of our life experience, the polysemy, which is generated by perceiving the Bible 

as forms of discourse, allows us to identify human beings according to biblical narratives.   

Polysemy in Scripture comes from the interaction between the contrast and the convergence of the 

forms of biblical discourse, and the non-theological tools that are also useful for interpretation: cultures, 

principles, literary, rhetoric, philosophy and myths. According to Ricoeur, interpreting Scripture 

expands meanings and incorporates the remains of secular culture and academic disciplines (Ricoeur, 

1980:53). Therefore, Ricoeur’s intention was to develop biblical hermeneutics through the integration 

of biblical discourse, ecclesial discourse, cultural discourse, and ontological discourse by using 

polysemy and intertextuality (Ricoeur, 2007:98). 

6.1.2 Polysemy as the primary task of biblical hermeneutics  

The fundamental requirement of hermeneutics is clearly language and, particularly, written language. 

The most important purpose of language is to communicate, thus the fundamental element of all 

discourse is polysemy (Ricoeur, 2007:54). Ricoeur deals with the problem of polysemy according to 

the history of hermeneutics. 

Schleiermacher’s Romanticism suggests that the reader can invariably understand a text better than the 

author: “To understand the utterance at first just as well, and then better than its author” (Schleiermacher, 
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1998:23). This conviction is possible because modern readers interpret the text as a whole by 

understanding the culture as a community dimension and by understanding the author’s subjective 

characteristics. In other words, modern readers can understand texts more easily than authors do because 

they can identify with the authors and their time as a whole, rather than with only the authors belonging 

to the past. Schleiermacher (1998:27) calls these two approaches to interpretation a grammatical 

approach (an aspect of a cultural community) and technical or psychological approaches (aspects of 

interpretations considered by an author). Polysemy is generated through the interaction between these 

two aspects concerning interpretations. However, an excess of a grammatical interpretation gives rise 

to pedantry, and an excess of a technical interpretation produces a nebulosity of meanings (Ricoeur, 

2007:57). 

Dilthey (1976:246-263; Ricoeur, 2007:58) extends hermeneutics from the domain of texts to the domain 

of historical cognition or the real world. The historical relevance precedes the interpretation of old texts: 

“The question of how to understand a text from the past is preceded by another question: how is a 

historical interconnection to be conceived?” (Ricoeur, 2007:58). Dilthey’s (in Ricoeur, 2007:62) core 

task is to interpret between hermeneutics and history, in other words, the experience of human life: 

“Indeed, the object of hermeneutics is constantly shifted from the text, and its sense and its reference, 

to the lived experience that is expressed therein” (Ricoeur, 2007:62). Thus, the multiplicity of the 

meaning appears through interaction between the world of the text and the real world.  

Heidegger (in Ricoeur, 2007:64) proposes an ontological perspective of hermeneutics that signifies a 

shift from the category of the epistemological level to the ontological level. The problem of 

interpretation is not a matter of annotation, but a question of existence (Heidegger, 1996:15). He 

suggests the ontological problem concerning the relationship with the world but not the relationships 

with others. The understanding of being is implicated in a relationship with the self and one’s own 

situation, in other words, the understanding of one’s position in existing (being-in-the-world) 

(Heidegger, 1996:55). According to Ricoeur, the reason why Heidegger relates the problem of existence 

in the world, and not of relationships to others, is to unveil the fundamental reality of escaping from the 

old-fashioned philosophical scheme in contrast to the subject-object relationship. Therefore, 

understanding is not to consider whether the historical fact is or is not in the text itself, but to apprehend 

the possibility of existing (Ricoeur, 2007:66). In this context, polysemy is caused by various attempts 

to find the possibilities that may be hidden within texts. 

According to Ricoeur’s interpretation concerning Gadamer, his main concern about hermeneutics is the 

examination of three hermeneutical experiences through a new dialectic between distanciation and 
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appropriation 63  (belonging) which includes the aesthetic sphere, the sphere of language and the 

historical sphere (Ricoeur, 1976:43; 2007:70). This interaction allows us to accept the paradox of the 

otherness that causes a tension between proximity and distance (Ricoeur, 2007:73). Firstly, in the 

aesthetic sphere, the works of art and the experience of being seized by the object, undergo the process 

of the interaction between distanciation and appropriation. Secondly, in the sphere of language, the 

understanding of the texts from the great heritages of mankind, is preceded and possibly appropriated 

by a community’s traditions (Ricoeur, 2007:70-71). Lastly, the consciousness of originating from 

traditions enables ‘the fusion of horizons’ of texts by appropriating historical methodology at the level 

of the human and social sciences. On the other hand, Gadamer’s important notion, the consciousness of 

effective history, presents an element of the historical distance in the text. It thus includes the category 

of distanciation.  

According to Ricoeur’s (1976:43) analysis, Gadamer attempts to interpret texts through the dialectic 

between distanciation and appropriation which is a process that accommodates heterogeneous things. 

In order to be able to promote communication between the two consciousnesses in two different distant 

situations (distanciation), both need the fusion of horizons, that is, the interrelationship between the 

distance the open situation: “It is the nearness of the remote; or to say the same thing in other words, it 

is efficacy at a distance” (Ricoeur, 2007:73). Polysemy in Gadamer’s hermeneutics is manifested 

through the dialectic between distanciation and appropriation, in order to express the dialectic between 

the traditional and the present (Thiselton, 2006:8) concerning the same species, of homogeneity and 

heterogeneity, concerning similarity and difference.  

There were, in the history of hermeneutics, various attempts to grasp the meanings of texts. These 

attempts have been processed in a way that adds other perspectives to the texts themselves, which have 

been continually developed in various ways such as through the use of a variety of authors, cultures, 

histories, ontology, and dialectics between distanciation, and appropriation and so on. Because of the 

addition of these various elements, the possibility no longer exists to naively claim that words and 

contexts alone can easily express the meanings of texts. In this manner, Ricoeur’s fundamental task of 

hermeneutics is the issue of polysemy in the text. Polysemy does not mean ambiguous meanings as 

irrational language but rather the interactions of rich and deep meanings from within the poetic sphere. 

Reading the Bible as a poetic language does not mean reading it in our own language, but reading it 

according to the language of the Bible itself, and then the language of the Bible takes into account the 

                                                      
63 “To appropriate is to make one’s own what was alien. Distance is not simply a fact, a given, just the actual 

spatial and temporal gap between us and the appearance of such and such a work of art or discourse. It is a dialectic 

trait, the principle of a struggle between the otherness that transforms all spatial and temporal distance into cultural 

estrangement and the own possession by which all understanding aims at the extension of self-understanding” 

(Ricoeur, 1976:43).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homogeneity_and_heterogeneity
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forms of biblical discourses and their interactions that produce biblical polysemy.  

6.1.3 The forms of biblical discourse  

According to Ricoeur (2007:90-91), the most fundamental principle of biblical interpretation is the 

deliberate consideration of the various forms of biblical discourse. The forms have their own unique 

characteristics, while at the same time they produce polysemy through interaction with other forms of 

biblical discourse. Therefore, biblical polysemy can produce a variety of meanings that do not occur 

sporadically without schematism, but that occur by means of a productive imagination or a rule-

governed by inventions of meanings obtained through interaction between various forms of biblical 

discourse (Ricoeur, 1981a:49). 

6.1.3.1 Speech and writing in the circulation of the discourse forms 

According to Ricoeur (2007:93), speech in Christian theology precedes all writings. The unique aspect 

of speech is that speech, itself, is an act, as well as an event: a “word-event” (Wort-Geschehen). Some 

texts already contain the preexisting significance for an event which is comprehensible within a specific 

cultural community, and which has to be conveyed through interpretative processes (Ricoeur, 2007:94). 

An interpreter is not caught in the grip of only an earlier writing, but, through an interpretative process, 

the interpreter reveals new meanings, through the open door of polysemy; For instance, “the letters 

written to the Romans have become letters to all of Christianity”, and the Synoptic Gospels describe 

one salvation event according to three different perspectives (Ricoeur, 2007:94). Ricoeur emphasizes 

the dynamics of the revelation that originated from the events and the openness which, originated from 

hermeneutical circulation occurring between speech-writing and interpretation through the premise that 

speech temporally precedes writing.  

This premise is also closely related to the biblical hermeneutical situation, thus, concerning the question 

of polysemy in Scripture: “If to this one adds that from the outset a certain variation in the witnessing 

is part of the witness of the Church, it does indeed seem that even in this very early hermeneutical 

situation there is also found a certain hermeneutical freedom” (Ricoeur, 2007:94). This polysemy is 

manifested more extensively through a series of speech-writing-speech or writing-speech-writing as a 

circle within the form of biblical discourse. Ricoeur states that this circulation is a primary phenomenon 

in biblical hermeneutics: “In which at times speech mediates between two writings, as does the word 

of Jesus between the two Testaments, and at times writing mediates between two forms of speech, as 

the gospel does between the preaching of the early church and all contemporary preaching” (Ricoeur, 

2007:94).  

The hermeneutical circle of the dialectic between speech and writing occurs at an historical level. These 

hermeneutical written documents contain the concept of distanciation because of the temporal distance 
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between the origin of the speech and present-day readers. Modern readers will experience difficulty in 

fully understanding the original speech, and will, therefore, proceed with the notion of appropriation as 

the issue presented by texts: “Thanks to writing, speech comes all the way to us, reaching us by means 

of its “sense” and by the “thing” that is at issue in it, and no longer through the “voice” of its utterer” 

(Ricoeur, 2007:94). Because of the circulation between speech and writing, meanings now emerge that 

are related to issues, which are a distance away from the voice of the first speaker. Thus Ricoeur 

(2007:95) states that the subject of the text is the object of hermeneutics: “The ‘things of the text—this 

is the object of hermeneutics”. The themes in the biblical text have a diverse appeal from private level, 

community (Israelite), history (the kingdom of God), cosmic level (creation) (Ricoeur, 2007:96) 

Through the circulation of speech and writing, especially including preaching in the liturgy, the new 

world in Scripture continually broadens our reality as well as referring to our everyday reality. Ricoeur 

(2007:96) uses theological language when he refers to “the kingdom of God comes”. The reason why 

biblical texts are able to affect our experience of life is because of the effect of polysemy and the contrast 

and convergence between the forms of biblical discourse and the circulation between speech and writing. 

The dynamics of biblical polysemy also leads to a variety of meanings that make us imagine the 

transformation of reality interpretation, and communities. 

6.1.3.2 Narrative discourse 

The narrative genre of biblical discourse is distributed throughout the Bible, and it is found in every 

form of biblical discourse. It dominates the historical genre in the OT, including the Pentateuch, as well 

as the synoptic Gospels, the fourth Gospel and the book of Acts (Ricoeur, 1980:78). In particular, 

narrative discourse develops chronological order, logical order, or the probability of events based on 

history and temporal processes. In this narrative discourse, Yahweh is described as the third person, and 

as the ultimate actor. The Israelites, and the Early Church learned and confessed this God through 

narrative discourse (Ricoeur, 1980:78).  

Narrative discourse is specifically related to other discourses, especially to prescriptive discourse, or to 

discourse belonging to the legislative genre. The law or the ten commandments reminds us of the event 

of creation. In the story of creation, the legislative genre is as fundamental as the narrative of creation 

itself. The theme of the narratives and the law is not only present throughout the whole of Scripture but, 

also the fact that Midrash, the Jewish textual material, which is composed of Aggadah (the story, 

legendary materials) and Halakhah (law, legal materials): “In this interplay [between narrative and law], 

the narrative exemplifies the Law and the Law elevates the narrative to the rank of a paradigm” (Ricoeur, 

1998:112). According to this point of view, the law, which is present in a narrative, reveals the 

personality of the legislator and influences readers as executors of the law. The law in the Bible is not 
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meant to be obeyed because of fear of God’s punishment, but works on the level of joy when one 

reconciles oneself with God’s will by basing this act on a personal relationship with God (Ricoeur, 

1998:113). To summarize, the fundamental function of narrative discourse is to suggest and describe 

the events of salvation as traces of God’s act as the supreme actor (Ricoeur, 1980:79).  

6.1.3.3 Prescriptive discourse  

Ricoeur (1980:82) states that if the Torah is simply translated into the law or nomos, the concept of the 

covenant in the Torah is in danger of being reduced to a religious ethical rule. In other words, the concept 

of the law in the Bible is not a command and a regulation, but is the divine law or covenant, based on a 

relationship between God and his people. The law is clearly consistent and apodictic, however, the 

Torah manifests its dynamism according to its narrative and historic characteristics.   

The Decalogue as an example of legal discourse is the Law of redeemed people. Therefore, the law of 

the Bible is not in a vertical dimension as a command for obedience, but the law in the Bible is related 

to redemption and the maintenance of human beings’ relationships with one another. The relationship 

between God and his people is expressed in the term ‘covenant’. The term, covenant includes two 

aspects: the concept of election related to the beginning of a relationship; and the mutual responsibilities 

or obligations necessary to maintain the relationship including a threats and curses. (Ricoeur, 1980:83). 

Therefore, an important aspect in the law of Scripture is not the development of the content of the law, 

but the transformation of the relationship between the law and believers (Ricoeur, 1980:83): “You shall 

love Yahweh your God with all you heart, with all your soul, with all your strength. Let these words 

which I urge on you today be written on your heart” (Dt 6:5-6).  

The legal discourse is closely linked to the prophetic discourse. A new level of transformation is 

achieved from the law engraved on stones to the new law engraved on human minds, and which is 

unfolded in prophetic discourse. God and his people are in the form of a prescriptive relationship 

because of the covenant revealed in a narrative discourse. However, the Israelites, captive in Babylon, 

needed a totally different and novel relationship quality with God, which was expressed precisely by 

the phrase “engraved on your hearts” (Jer 31:33): “I will give them a new heart and I will put a new 

spirit in them; I will remove the heart of stone from their bodies and give them a heart of flesh. . .” (Ek 

11:19; Ricoeur, 1980:84). Through the interplay between legislative discourse and two forms of 

discourses; narrative and prophecy, Ricoeur suggests that the biblical law is not an ethical order, but is 

a dynamic and interactive discourse that reveals the relationship between God and his people (Ricoeur, 

1980:85). 

6.1.3.2 Prophetic discourse 

The prophetic discourse has, basically, the form of the kerygmatic proclamation. In this discourse, 
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prophets begin by pronouncing the divine name: “The word of Yahweh came to me, saying, ‘Go and 

proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem’” (Jer 2:1). When proclaiming prophecy, the prophet does not 

speak his own name, but presents the name of Yahweh. Revelation is another word behind the speech 

of the prophet (Ricoeur, 1980:75).  

Proclamations of the Prophets generally contain two aspects: oracles of God and divine identity. Firstly, 

the symbolic vision of the prophet is naturally to reveal God’s will and it is closely linked to the times 

and the world, as well as the situation of the specific prophet and his time. Secondly, the mainstream of 

this situation is flows according to the decision of the divine being. Thus, a prophetic discourse provides 

the identity of the divine being in connection with the situation of the world. So the prophet proposes 

God’s providence from an eschatological point of view (Ricoeur, 1980:76).  

Ricoeur (1995:174) describes the interplay between prophetic discourse and other discourses. The 

prophetic discourse indicates the present through the oracle for the future, and the narrative discourse 

speaks of the present through the past, especially the history of salvation. The prescriptive discourse 

belongs to the dimension of an irrevocable anteriority, and the prophecy discourse speaks of the future 

based on the tradition of this law and, thereby, connects the past with the future through it. The law in 

the OT is creatively renewed and repeated in prophetic discourse (for instance in Jer 31:33). In prophetic 

discourse, prophets such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel describe the return from the Exile through diverse 

images such as the restoration of the law, the new Davidic descendants, the new Zion, a new Sinai, a 

new desert, and a new Exodus (Ricoeur, 1995:175). Thus the prophetic discourse reveals the identity of 

the divine being, and creatively describes, anew, old-stories and old-laws according to an eschatological 

perspective.  

6.1.3.5 Wisdom discourse 

Generally, wisdom discourse, typically Proverbs, seems to give advice for the path of everyday life, 

which is especially true on a universal level. The wisdom discourse is caused by universal human 

experience and portrays the human situation itself as a universal characteristic. (Vanhoozer, 1990:203). 

From a religious and literary point of view, wisdom binds together the domain of human action and the 

domain of the world, that is, ethos and cosmos. The conjunction between ethos and cosmos are evident 

in the theme of discordance in suffering, or more precisely, in unjust suffering. The wisdom discourse 

has long since dealt with the problem of the experience of life and the problem of suffering (Ricoeur, 

1980:87).  

Ricoeur (1980:86), however, states that wisdom discourse in Scripture plays a role as an intermediary 

between divine aspects and human aspects. The wisdom discourse mediates the relationship between 

the divine being and the Israelites in the framework of the Covenant “The fear of the LORD is a fountain 
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of life, that one may avoid the snares of death” (Prv 14:27). Wisdom discourse also mediates or 

interprets situations such as the annihilation of human beings and the incomprehensibility of God, 

caused by the silence and absence of God (Ricoeur, 1980:86). Wisdom does not teach how to avoid 

suffering, or how to avoid suffering in some religious way. It teaches us how to endure, and how to 

suffer suffering. By explaining the values of suffering, wisdom discourse deals with the problem in the 

context of the meaning of specific suffering. In this manner, unlike the prophets in a prophetic discourse, 

wisdom discourse refers to the oracle of God, but not to His own speech and, wisdom discourse makes 

the reader participate in wisdom (Ricoeur, 1980:88). Wisdom is described as being personified and 

transcendent. Wisdom is a divine reality and has always existed with Yahweh (Prv 8). These expressions 

of the divine wisdom are similar to the Word in John 1.  

Because of the divinity of the Word expressed by Wisdom discourse, it is connected with prophetic 

discourse and apocalyptic literature (Ricoeur, 1980:88). The problem of suffering as the important 

theme of the book of Job, is resolved by renarrating the creation and God’s theophany. In other words, 

the problem of suffering in Job is not solved on the historical level, but solved by prophetic and hymnic 

discourse. Thus, although the wisdom discourse consists of literary expressions, it surpasses every 

literary genre. To summarize, wisdom discourse speaks of everyday life, but at the same time reveals 

the divine being in the prophetic and hymnic discourse. 

6.1.3.6 Hymnic discourse 

The praise discourse sings about God’s prodigious accomplishments concerning the creation and the 

salvific history of Israel and the Christian church. Hymns of praise redescribe narratives or the history 

of redemption in the form of a verse in a liturgical situation. The most important theme of this discourse 

is the glory of God which contains the creation and the redemption. In particular, the psalms prominently 

address the theme of suffering. While discussing the subject of suffering, the righteous man speaks to 

God in defense of his innocence in grief and sorrow. 

The glory of God is manifested in the anticipated judgment of the wicked according to the will of God. 

Wisdom discourse, includes the silence of God, and the suffering of human beings, and hymnic 

discourse, transfers the problem of suffering to the sphere of praise (Ricoeur, 1980:88).  

There are three forms of this hymn discourse: praise, supplication, and thanksgiving (Ricoeur, 1980:89). 

These three dimensions of the hymnic discourse are all revealed in the context of worship. This 

discourse renarrates in order to reiterate the creation, to remember the exodus, and to repeat the covenant; 

in other words, it reactualizes salvation. This hymnic discourse newly transforms the other discourses 

in Scripture within a worshipping context.  
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6.1.3.7. Integration of forms of biblical discourse 

The forms of biblical discourse, which have been mentioned above, are linked to two important 

theological issues: the forms of discourse and the confession of faith, as well as the forms of discourse 

and the theological message. For example, the Decalogue originated from the story of salvation and of 

the Exodus, and certainly did not come from the simple laws and regulations of the Israelites. In 

prophetic discourse, it is creatively repeated and includes other forms of biblical discourse. The Sabbath 

became the norm for resting on the seventh day based on the narrative of the creation. In fact, all forms 

of biblical discourse speak of the creation as the foundation of the life of human beings and eventually 

they return to the story of the creation. The interaction of these forms of biblical discourse has become 

a fundamental part of the theological perspective of the history of salvation (Heilsgeschichte) (Ricoeur, 

2007:92).       

Secondly, the theological significance often changes according to forms of biblical discourse, and the 

“theological meaning correlates with forms of discourse” (Ricoeur, 2007:93). For instance, in narrative 

discourse, the divine beings are presented as the creator of Israel and the Lord of the people, whereas 

the prophetic discourse describes God as the judge of the disobedient people and of the worldly empire. 

The narrative discourse refers to the divine being in a temporal level, but prophetic discourse describes 

the divine being in a supertemporal level. However, in particular, prophecy can return to the subject of 

creation (narrative discourse) through the level of judgment. Ricoeur (2007:92) states that according to 

forms of biblical discourse, there are various statements and descriptions of God: “God appears 

differently in each instance: Sometimes as Hero of the Chronicle of salvation, sometimes as the Hero 

of Anger or Compassion, as the One to whom one addresses oneself in an I-Thou relation, as the One 

encountered only in a cosmic order that is unaware of my existence” (Ricoeur, 2007:92). Because of 

the circular system of forms of biblical discourse, Scripture comes to readers as though written in a 

polyphonic language that is beyond literal meaning.  

By defining the Bible as containing various kinds of discourses, Ricoeur suggests that the biblical text 

is poetic, creative and productive because of the interplay of forms of biblical discourse such as narrative, 

law, prophecy, wisdom, and hymn, rather than a simple set of religious norms. Ricoeur calls this 

interpretation productive or a poetic organization (Ricoeur, 1975:32). The interaction of biblical 

discourses makes the text not a box with monotonous meanings but a living creature that produces 

polysemy (Ricoeur, 1980:92).  

6.1.4 Intertextuality 

Intertextuality is the principle of biblical interpretation based on the forms of biblical discourse 

(Vanhoozer, 1990:199). Vanhoozer (1990:201) states that intertextuality can cause a new approach to 
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develop the methodological principle of sola sciptura as an important correlation method of theology. 

Ricoeur states that the opposite interpretation of intertextuality is a kerygmatic dimension which distorts 

biblical texts by describing them as being didactic, apologetic, and dogmatic components of the texts 

(cf. 6.1.1). The kerygmatic message states that biblical narratives are reduced in a dogmatic framework 

(Ricoeur, 1975:35).  

What Ricoeur calls biblical hermeneutics, or the hermeneutical approach to Scripture, is a reject of the 

‘literary hypostasis’ of the text, and simply substitutes it with a dialogue approach (Ricoeur, 1995:219). 

However, kerygma and hermeneutics go hand in hand. If kerygma takes on the stereotypical meaning, 

biblical hermeneutics serves as a role that brings new life into stereotype meanings. Thus, the 

kerygmatic interpretation also has a polysemy caused by the characteristics of discourse in the biblical 

text. In this sense, the concept of intertextuality gives dynamics to biblical interpretation, and is a way 

of being able to integrate the meaning of Scripture as a totality.  

Intertextuality is an interpretation that compares, not only similar words, similar passages, and biblical 

concordances but also various forms of biblical discourse. Furthermore, since human actions are already 

a kind of text, Ricoeur, through intertextuality, relates the text to the behaviour of human beings in the 

category of the reference to objects. Therefore, intertextuality interlocks the biblical world with the 

world of our daily life: “intertextuality pertains to all the immanent relations in the Bible (i.e., the law 

to the prophets, the OT to the NT), and it pertains to the relation between the Bible and the text that is 

my life’s story” (Vanhoozer, 1990:201).  

The biblical text as discourse contains many conversations. This biblical dialogue is between word and 

words, verse and verses, text and texts, discourse and discourses, and biblical texts and our lives. 

Because of intertextuality, the reader is not embarrassed about encountering biblical polysemy that is 

revealed through the interaction with forms of biblical discourse, symbols, metaphors, and narrative 

without reducing the biblical text prematurely into a single concept, prejudication, and dogmatic sense.   

Ricoeur suggests three processes of the productive meaning of intertextuality: metaphorical process, 

interaction, and imagination. Firstly, the intertextuality produces meanings through a metaphorical 

process. In particular, the parables in the Gospels describe the kingdom of God by means of various 

metaphorical expressions: “The kingdom of heaven is like ~”. The kingdom of God in prophetic 

discourse is manifested in the decisions of the divine being and theophany through visions of the prophet. 

Thus, the kingdom of God is expressed through a metaphorical process, and here the intertextuality 

provides links through images that describe the kingdom of God and the relationship between the OT 

and the NT, and the metaphorical factors in the parables.     
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Secondly, the intertextuality produces meaning through the interactions of similar words, related 

sentences, concordances, literary forms, and discourses in Scripture. The intertextuality also includes 

the relationship between the world of text and the real world, as well as the interaction between the 

interpretation of the original readers and the interpretation of modern readers of Scripture. Finally, 

intertextuality gives rise to productive imaginations that assist the interpretation of Scripture, and this 

imagination keeps readers constantly involved in the production of the meanings in biblical texts 

(Ricoeur, 1981a:54). John 1 clearly reflects Genesis 1, but the view of the creation is clearly different. 

At this time, the readers are able to exhibit their productive imagination through the interaction of the 

intertextuality. In the next section Ricoeur’s application through interpretations of parables, which is 

his most noteworthy concern, in the NT, is examined, because it reveals the interplay between forms of 

biblical discourse and the intertextuality of biblical texts. 

6.1.5 Ricoeur’s interpretation of parables.  

Basically, parables are narratives, and the theme is the kingdom of God. However, the main material of 

parables’ originated from very ordinary objects. The characters in the parables are neither religious 

human beings, nor holy human beings, but are merely nonreligious human beings, and secular human 

beings. The language of the parables is everyday language, but it touches slightly on the scared meaning: 

“At the very moment we were expecting the language of the myth, the language of the sacred, the 

language of mysteries, we receive the language of our history, the language of the profane, the language 

of open drama” (Ricoeur, 1978a:240). Therefore, the main concern in parables is not the circumstances 

themselves, or the social cultural element, but the structure of the drama and the climax of the plot. 

When we understand parables as narrative discourses and take into account the intertextuality of the 

Bible as a whole, we can understand much more than the superficial meaning of everyday, professional, 

and commercial trades in the parable. But suppressing the meaning of the parable is simply a way of 

ending with a moral order: “do the same”. At this time, parables cannot proclaim the kingdom of God, 

but become fables of moral teaching (Ricoeur, 1978a:241). 

The Gospel does not state that the kingdom of God is, but that it looks like something. This means that 

we must think of the parable according to the notion of images or metaphorical thinking, not the point 

of view of scientific rationality which is a fundamental device to grasp knowledge through the modern 

era (Ricoeur, 1978a:242). This metaphorical power exerts a greater effect through intertextuality. 

Ricoeur suggests that a parable should be interpreted as context or intertextuality of all the parables in 

Gospels. In other words, the parables are constituted as one whole, and not a separate unit. For instance, 

Ricoeur demonstrates the application of the intertextuality of the two parables in the Gospel according 

to Mark, when he compares the parable of the sower (chapter 4) and the parable of the lord’s vineyard 
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(chapter 12). In the parable of the sower, the seed which multiplies a hundredfold, refers to the beloved 

son who was slain by evil tenants, whereas the parable of the lord’s vineyard is a great metaphor 

describing and comparing Christ’s death to a kernel of wheat that falls to the ground and dies and 

produces much fruit (Jn 12:24) (Ricoeur, 1981a:65). The narrative about Jesus’ death and His 

resurrection reveal the Kingdom of God (Ricoeur, 1975:103). The fact that the subject of the parable is 

the kingdom of God, proves that the dogmatic and ethical interpretation of parables is not correct for 

this parable:  “I fear that a too-zealous attempt to draw immediate application from the parables for 

private ethics or for political morality must necessarily miss the target. We immediately surmise that 

such an indiscreet zeal quickly transposes the parables into trivial advice, and into moral platitudes. 

Thus we kill them more surely by trivial moralizing than by transcendent theologizing” (Ricoeur, 

1978a:243).  

The elements of absurdity or extravagance in a parable causes the imagination to visualize the kingdom 

of God (Ricoeur, 1978a:244). whereas, the unusual elements in parables encourage readers to exert their 

poetic power through their imaginations: “To listen to the Parables of Jesus, it seems to me, is to let 

one’s imagination be opened to the new possibilities disclosed by the extravagance of these short dramas” 

(Ricoeur, 1978a:245). Just as “symbol gives rise to thought” (Ricoeur, 1967:347), the dialogues and 

answers obtained through parables provide more matter for thought than do various theories based on 

rationality. In short, Ricoeur interprets parables as a unit through intertextuality while, simultaneously, 

considering the interaction between the forms of biblical discourse: “We have to grasp them as a whole 

and to understand each one in the light of the other. The Parables make sense together. They constitute 

a network of intersignification” (Ricoeur, 1978a:242). 

6.1.6 Summary  

The premise of Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics is to view the biblical text as a variety of discourses. A 

discourse refers to a conversation, and it is constituted by human beings’ behaviour as texts. The 

discourse has various forms, and the foundation of discourse is organized by narrative discourses. 

Whatever form biblical discourse has, it is varied and dynamic, because narrative discourse is based on 

historical dimensions. Whether a discourse is legal, prophetic, wisdom, or hymnal discourse, the various 

forms of biblical discourse creatively reiterate God’s creation and salvation through each unique 

narrative style. And each discourse forms a network of meanings and a variety of biblical discourse 

forms. These intertextualities repeat and newly interpret the creation and salvation through new words, 

sentences, discourses, stories, with legal, poetic, and prophetic dimensions, and through the 

conversation of God and man. Therefore, we can summarize the importance of discourse by means of 

two dimensions that are important in Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics, which are the forms of biblical 

discourse, and intertextuality. 
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6.2 Trinitarian hermeneutics 

In the previous section, the forms of biblical discourse and intertextuality is the two primary pillars of 

Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics. In this section, the main goal of this thesis suggests through the 

analysis of trinitarian hermeneutics: The primary goal of biblical hermeneutics is the Triune God and, 

simultaneously, the Trinity is the prime principle of biblical hermeneutics. The accomplishment of this 

proposition is possible through conversations between similarity and difference. By means of this 

examination process, the Triune God can be viewed as dialect of similarity and difference, in other 

words, the Triune God as similarity and difference.  

6.2.1 Transforming from biblical hermeneutics to trinitarian hermeneutics 

The term, hermeneutics, is traditionally defined as a study about the theory or principles of interpretation 

(Ferguson, 2016:4). The etymology of the word Hermes, refers to him as the messenger of the gods as 

in in Greek mythology. Hermes’ work is to explain the plans and decisions of the gods to human beings. 

Another role of Hermes is a mediator between gods and man (Houtepen, 2001:1). Similarly, 

hermeneutics is meant to mediate in the relationship between two realms: the world of text, and the real 

world (Jeanrond, 1991:1). As mentioned in 6.1.2, scholars have presented diverse elements to influence 

interpretations of texts: Authors, past and present, cultures, the truth, histories, cultures, ontology, 

dialectic between appropriation and distanciation. These factors have been found to have an effect on 

interpretation, and thus the problem of interpretation has become a matter of polysemy (cf. 6.1.2).  

Thiselton (1997:2) explains the problem of polysemy when viewed according to the perspective of the 

subject of ‘reading’. He states that the problem of interpretation is a matter of reading correctly, and 

thus, this transition cause a new paradigm shift to biblical hermeneutics. This shift is able to contain the 

broader topics of hermeneutics, and not only the truth as a fundamental theme of biblical interpretation, 

but also the abilities of readers, and their understanding and knowledge of, communication, culture, 

semiotics, and literature (Thiselton, 1997:2). Thus the ability to read well opens up new horizons for 

readers, and there is a creative and productive interplay between the horizons of readers and texts 

(Thiselton, 1997:8). Therefore, the level of biblical interpretation is no longer a single-dimension (a 

presupposition reading) but is related to the matter of multi-dimensions, as well as the conflicts of 

interpretation, and the problem of polysemy: “Concern with the figural linguistic world of Scripture 

does not refer to a single-meaning exegesis!” (Seitz, 2001:8).  

However, there are three considerations that can arise from dealing with the problem of biblical 

polysemy. Firstly, biblical polysemy does not mean radical pluralism or eclecticism to accept every 

interpretation (Thiselton, 1999:138). Polysemy in biblical hermeneutics originated from interaction 

with the forms of biblical discourse and intertextuality, that refers to the depth of meaning. Secondly, 
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biblical polysemy produces a creative productivity of meanings. The term, creative does not mean 

merely novel or eccentric, but refers to productive events “which occur within the broader context of a 

stable tradition of continuity” (Thiselton, 1997:9). Tradition can also be newly understood through the 

fusion between the horizon of the text and the reader. Thiselton also agrees that the practical approach 

to the “transforming biblical reading” (Thiselton, 1997: 8) is to pay attention to the language itself, 

such as the symbols, metaphors, and narratives that are Ricoeur’s primary concern (Thiselton, 1997:9). 

Lastly, biblical polysemy has nothing to do with the productivity of arbitrary reader-centric meanings 

arising from deconstructionism or from the reader-response theory. The creativity of the meaning of 

biblical texts originated from interplay between hermeneutical detours, forms of discourse, and 

intertextuality. The criteria or framework of meaning, which is generated, is the language of the text, 

itself; and these hermeneutical methods focus on what the text is trying to express in the text. Ricoeur 

states that “the hermeneutical task is to discern the “matter” of the text” (Ricoeur, 1981:111). The two 

aspects in biblical hermeneutics, is the creativity of meaning, and the matter of a text, and these may 

seem to be superficially inconsistent, but the pair state that the creativity of meaning does not refer to 

the occurrence of sporadic meanings, but that the meaning increases, more and more, the depth of the 

theme. Vanhoozer (1998:284) employs the expression “thick description” as an expression related to 

biblical polysemy.  

Concerning the matter of texts, the aim of biblical scholars is to excavate ‘truth’ in the sphere of biblical 

interpretation (Bartholomew, 2015:5). But the word, truth does not easily define the concept of truth by 

means of only one definition (cf. 4.1.3.3 Metaphorical truth). Bartholomew, (2015: 6) tries to solve the 

problem of truth within the perspective of the ontology: “Christ is truth itself”. We can find these 

examples in a Christ-centered interpretation. Luther’s biblical exegesis is based on a christocentric 

approach. Luther’s premise is that the NT is the fulfillment of the OT and that Christ is mentioned in 

the Prophets and the Psalms (Pass, 2018:27; Greidanus, 1999:121-23). This approach became an 

academic subject in relation to The German terms, Heilsgeschichte and heilsgeschichtlich (salvation 

history and salvation-historical) in the middle of the nineteenth century (Grig, 1976:118-19). This 

viewpoint is that the most important theme of revelation is redemption, and the Bible is interpretation 

and explanation of salvation. In this approach, Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection is orientated to the 

culmination of the history of redemption (Gaffin Jr, 2012:92-93). In this manner the salvation-historical 

approach is naturally associated with the Christocentric interpretation (Heb 1:1). 

In fact, the primary task of biblical hermeneutics is to make us meet with Christ: “The essential task of 

exegesis is to apply everything to the mystery of Christ” (Magrassi, 1998:44). However, the 

interpretation centered on Christology is not focused on Christology alone (Greidanus, 1999:227). Tracy 

(1999:280) states that “for theology is not christocentric but theo-centric, although it is so only by means 
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of its christo-morphism.” The salvation-historical interpretation and Christ-centric interpretations are 

the foundation of trinitarian hermeneutics: “Precisely because such a hermeneutic is christocentric, it 

will be trinitarian” (Bartholomew, 2012:4). Since God is the prime reality to Christians, biblical 

hermeneutics should begin with God as the prime reality (Bartholomew, 2015:7). So, the goal of the 

trinitarian interpretation is God “who is fullness of being: ‘ocean of essence” (Bavinck, 1975:282) and, 

God is also the reason for reading Scripture: “Trinitarian biblical interpretation will proceed from Him, 

through Him, and to Him” (Bartholomew, 2015:12). The decisive topic that Christians should 

understand and discover in the Bible is who God is, and to understand the many faces of the divine 

being. In other words, the question of God’s existence or God’s identity is the most fundamental, 

continually reiterated and emphasized problem through the narrative of the ministry and of message, 

and the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Tracy, 1999:283). The new covenant name of God, “the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19), should inform the church that through every work the 

church should declare their relationship with God (Bidwell, 2011:239). Barth states that because of the 

strong relationship between Scripture and the Trinity, trinitarian hermeneutics is expected in biblical 

interpretations from the beginning: “In other words, it means that the criticism and correction of 

Church proclamation must be done to-day, as it was then, in the form of developing the doctrine of the 

Trinity. it means that the text of the doctrine of the Trinity—naturally in our own exposition, for to 

abandon exposition would be to abandon the text too—must become for us a commentary that we have 

to make use of in expounding the Bible and therefore in employing the dogmatic criterion” (CDⅠ/1, 

311).  

How can trinitarian hermeneutics contribute to biblical hermeneutics? All trinitarian hermeneutics start 

from the perspective of redemption history that is similar to the salvation-historical approach. In 

trinitarian hermeneutics, however, this history of salvation is seen as the trinitarian narrative. The 

immanent relationship of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit and the salvific ministries of the Trinity are 

the principles of the biblical interpretation.  

Hinze (2003: 316-18) proposes three aspects of trinitarian hermeneutics. Trinitarian hermeneutics 

means to participate in the interpretive work of human beings and in a human community, as well as in 

the world, by following the ways of the salvational work of the Trinity. Firstly, trinitarian hermeneutics 

ensures that the modes of the ministry, of each person of the Trinity, is included in the process of biblical 

interpretation. Secondly, trinitarian truths originated from the communion or unity between authors, 

texts, and readers, and authorized interpreters and audiences in ecclesial dimension. Thirdly, trinitarian 

hermeneutics requires acceptance and integration of interpretive differences: “A trinitarian 

hermeneutics requires attending to differentiation that takes place in and through a dialogical 

communion of persons in the Triune God, the trinitarian exchange (in the traditional language, 
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perichoresis or circumincession, i.e., mutual interdependence of persons), one might say trialogue” 

(Hinze, 2003:316). Trinitarian hermeneutics is concerned with the salvational ministries of the persons 

of the Trinity and their effect on interpretation. The difference between the identity of the divine Persons 

and the difference in the ministry of each Person, gives a decisive foundation of integration with 

conflicts of exegeses according to biblical hermeneutics (Hinze, 2003:316-18). This way of 

communication of the Trinity is a near perfect model of biblical hermeneutics. We will now examine 

the viewpoint of Vanhoozer’s trinitarian hermeneutics in the following section, and incorporate this 

with Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics and trinitarian hermeneutics.  

6.2.2 Kavin Vanhoozer’s trinitarian hermeneutics  

Vanhoozer’s (1998:263) trinitarian hermeneutics begins with the restoration of three categories, author-

text-reader, that have become meaningless due to deconstructionism. Firstly, the most important 

category for the recovery of the biblical text is the sphere of author, “resurrecting the author” (Vanhoozer, 

1998:201). The question of whether God is the author of the Bible is the crucial locus in the coherence 

and unity of the biblical text. Secondly, Vanhoozer brings the concept of testimony to the restoration of 

the sphere of the text. When the Bible is recognized as the testimony or the witness, the biblical text 

becomes the true text (Vanhoozer, 1998:282). Thirdly, because of the authenticity of Scripture, readers 

become transformed readers, who are witnesses (Vanhoozer, 1998:439), and he proposes a paradigm, 

concerning the Trinity, and the restoration of the triad category of ‘author-text-reader’ that is present in 

the postmodern theological crisis. The fundamental characteristic of the paradigm is the intimate 

communication of the Trinity and the interdependency of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit 

(Vanhoozer, 1998:312). 

6.2.2.1 The Tow Principle of trinitarian Hermeneutics: the rule of faith and natural sense 

Vanhoozer proposes a trinitarian hermeneutics as a conclusion for his hermeneutics. He proposes that 

Christians should read the Bible as they read any other text, and that they should, simultaneously, 

consider the aspects of the Bible that set it apart such as its divine-human authorship, its canonical shape, 

and its function as Scripture. On the other hand, Christians should read every other text as if it were the 

Bible, in other words, according to the Christians’ theological hermeneutics. However, this argument is 

not sufficient for Vanhoozer. He suggests growing from theological hermeneutics to trinitarian 

hermeneutics: “the best general hermeneutics is trinitarian hermeneutics” (Vanhoozer, 1998:456). He 

states that the reason for stressing the doctrine of the Trinity is as follows: “My appeal to the Trinity 

arises rather from the perception that the literary crisis about textual meaning is related to the broader 

philosophical crisis concerning realism, rationality, and right, and that this crisis, summed up by the 

term "postmodern," is in turn explicitly theological” (Vanhoozer, 1998:456).   
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Vanhoozer has employed various triple structures: author-text-reader as a literary triple structure, 

locution-illocution-perlocution as three aspects of linguistics, creation-incarnation-sanctification as 

Christian doctrine, and Father-Son-Spirit as the tri-unity of God. The intention of these triple structures 

is to use them as indicators of the fact that God is the communicative performer. God relates to human 

beings through His own Words. The Words form the covenant in discourse, and through communicative 

action. The parts of God’s tri-unity are interrelated with each other: the speaker (the Father), the Word 

(the Son), and the reception (the Spirit). Similarly, the communication of human beings is covenantal. 

Thus, Vanhoozer concludes that the Speech-Act Theory is a useful tool for the doctrine of the Trinity 

because of its covenantal characteristics (Vanhoozer, 1998:457).   

Vanhoozer analyzes two aspects of theological hermeneutics. Firstly, he states that the rule of faith is 

the form that depends on community interpretation. Secondly, he says that the use of a natural sense of 

a form is part of an attempt to find the original meaning in texts. Firstly, the interpretation of the biblical 

texts has to be obvious about literary natural that is not only its inherent feature, but also an aspect of 

pragmatic problems of interpretation (Lategan, 1984:13, Smit, 1998:303). Vanhoozer states that 

theological hermeneutics is in a dichotomous situation. What is needed is an approach to the theological 

interpretation of Scripture that concurrently includes community interpretation and the natural sense. 

He calls this, "the Theological Natural Sense of Scripture” (Vanhoozer, 2002:277). Genuine 

interpretation is the fusion of the two horizons concerning the interpretation of the Bible text, the first 

is through natural sense, and the second is, through the life of God’s people, which is community 

interpretation (Vanhoozer, 2002:285). 

Vanhoozer explains the rule of faith, and community reading. He says that Community reading refers 

to prejudice in an interpreter’s mind. Thus, instead of Christianity, the rule of faith refers to God's act 

of salvation through Christ, and this is trinitarian. The prejudice of a community reading is church-

centered and becomes the norm of reception and exclusion. The problem is that the community reading 

would be correct if it explained the meaning of the text, but it is wrong if the interpretation is wrong. 

Such an interpretation of the Bible text is not an interpretation according to the meaning of the text, but 

it is interpreted according to the tradition and authority of the church similar to the interpretations of 

the Roman Catholic Church.  

Vanhoozer points out that the interpretation of a text and its history cannot be separated. If a certain 

community develops an interpretation principle, the interpretation is inevitably temporary. However, if 

the church or hermeneutics recognizes the ecclesiastical and hermeneutical priority of God, and 

specifically, the priority of His speech agency or "authorship" of Scripture, the Bible will be interpreted 

by the linguistic communicative action of God that bears witness to God’s historical communicative 
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action in the history of Israel and of Jesus Christ. The natural sense is an interpretation that finds the 

intention of the author in the text, which is the human-author’s communicative interest in the Bible text 

(Vanhoozer, 2002:291).  

Vanhoozer proposes five possibilities to discover the natural sense of the Bible. Firstly, the fundamental 

authority for the interpretation of the Bible is the Triune God through communicative action. God is the 

initiator of this action (agent), the Word or content of this action (act) and the Spirit of its reception 

(consequence). Secondly, the text is read as a communicative action. What determines the text’s 

particular meaning is the author’s use of words in the communicative action. In other words, if the 

author intends a certain meaning, he uses certain words in a certain context so that the text will convey 

his intention to the reader. Thirdly, the Bible simultaneously acknowledges both the communicative 

intentions of the human author, and the communicative intention of the divine intention. The Chalcedon 

Creed states that Jesus was without sin, yet it does not deny his human nature. Similarly, the Bible has 

attributes of the communicative intentions of both. Fourthly, Bible has to be explained as 'thick 

descriptions.' Because of its divine authorship, we have to consider the whole of Scripture, when we 

interpret a part of the Bible. To understand the Bible with sufficient sense, the reader who interprets 

needs “thick descriptions” that connect the parts to the whole of the Bible. Fifthly, the Bible text is an 

intentional communicative act. Thus, the author speaks, acts, and produces evidence to proclaim its 

intention. Consequently, Vanhoozer states that “There is indeed a rule or norm for theological 

interpretation, but it is canonical, not (at least not primarily) catholic” (Vanhoozer, 2002:291-93).  

Vanhoozer states that Christians have to employ both community and natural interpretations. This seems 

to be an antinomy, but there are, however, common denominators when viewing the Bible as God’s 

communicative action. When using a community interpretation, we have to consider the historical 

communicative action of Israel (the Old Testament) and Jesus Christ (the New Testament). We use a 

natural interpretation, when we realize that the Bible text is based on these historical situations which 

enable us to properly interpret and understand the Bible text. Vanhoozer uses John 19:34 when he 

provides the example below of trinitarian hermeneutics as integration between community and natural 

interpretations. 

6.2.2.2 An Example of trinitarian Hermeneutics - John 19:34   

First of all, Vanhoozer deals with the history of interpretation about this verse. Many Church Fathers 

understood the concept of blood and water as referring to “two baptisms,” the one of water (cleansing) 

and the other of blood (martyrdom); the sacraments, the baptism and the Eucharist. This understanding 

is biblical and suitable for community interpretations. However, the problem is, "Can this interpretation 

for the community manifest natural meaning?" A genuine interpretation sees the text reflected through 
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the whole Bible (Vanhoozer, 2002:295). 

Vanhoozer interprets this text as a theological interpretation that considers the Bible to be God’s 

discourse, and which gives priority to the communicative action of the Bible rather than to the 

community interpretation. He calls communicative interpretation that manifests the deep theological 

meaning of a text throughout the whole of the Bible, a “thick description.” The interpreter focuses on 

the question: "What does the author say through these words?", "What does the reader understand 

through these words?" In other words, the interpreter focuses on the communication with the author. 

He uses two phases when interpreting a text, and moves from an ambiguous interpretation to an 

unambiguous (natural) interpretation.    

Vanhoozer acknowledges the traditional interpretation of the words, “blood and water poured out” of 

Christ, to refer to the initiation of the sacraments. However, he also says that there is a dearth of internal 

evidence in the text. A more definite interpretation is that John stressed the description of the death of 

Jesus Christ to his readers. This interpretation is more reliable in the historical context. However, the 

argument that the reason for John’s writing his gospel was to disprove docetic heresy is a tenuous 

insistence.  

Vanhoozer acquired an idea for the interpretation of a text from the Old Testament. “Now it was the day 

of Preparation, and the next day was to be a special Sabbath” (Jn 19:31). The day of Jesus’ death was 

on the day of the Preparation for Passover Week (Jn 19:14). The day was a special Sabbath (Jn 19:31). 

This whole text has many images from the Old Testament. In John 19:28, Jesus said, “I am thirsty," and 

Jesus’ blood and water flowed as fulfillment of the words (Jn 19:37). Prophets of the Old Testament 

wrote the prophecy about Jesus’ passion, and John quoted their words: "They will look on the one they 

have pierced" (Jn 19:37). Therefore, this narrative fits into the frame of the fulfillment of the covenant. 

The fact that the day is the Passover and a special Sabbath refers to many references in the Bible. Firstly, 

Jesus is the Lamb of God (Jn 1:29). "Pilate handed him over to them to be crucified, about sixth hour 

(noon)" (Jn 19:16), and noon was the time to butcher the sacrifice in the temple (Jn 19:14). There are 

also other references, even if they are less obvious. The hyssop was used to put some of the blood on 

the top and on both sides of the doorframe (Ex 12:22). A soldier soaked a sponge in wine vinegar, and 

put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus’ lips (Jn 19:29). Some interpreters 

consider these events to be coincidence, but the witnesses who know the narrative of the Old Testament 

can recognize the faint echo of Christ. In John 19, the testimony is continued; “not one of his bones will 

be broken” (Jn 19:36), “they will look on the one they have pierced” (Jn 19:37). John quoted the Old 

Testament as fulfillment of the Word. The words, "Bones will not be broken" is in Exodus 12:46, and 

none of the bones of the Passover lamb must be broken (Num 9:12). The intention of John in this text 
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is to point out that the death of Jesus takes place in this second Exodus, and the fulfillment of the real 

Passover is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.   

Taking it a step further, Vanhoozer connected the passages in John 19:34 and 7:38-39, when he focused 

on blood and water. In John 6:54-55, Jesus said “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal 

life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink.” And 

He also said: “…whoever believes in me shall never thirst” (Jn 6:35).  

In John 4:13 - 14, John says that people who drink Jesus’ water will never thirst: “The water I give him 

will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (Jn 4:14). In this context, the verse of 

“streams of living water will flow from within him” (Jn 7:38) is the echo of the water from the rock hit 

by Moses in Numbers 20:11. In John 7:39: “by this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in 

him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been 

glorified”, this verse indicates the strong connection between death and the Spirit. In other words, after 

Jesus’ death, this verse refers to the covenant that believers will receive the promised Spirit. In John 2, 

Jesus compares his body to the temple in Jerusalem: “But the temple he had spoken of was his body” 

(2:21). Vanhoozer states that we may link this idea to Ezekiel’s vision of the water from the temple 

(Ezek 47:1-9).    

In this text, John said Jesus being raised on the cross refers to His glorification, and the "blood and 

water poured out" refers to the advent of the promised Spirit. Consequently, the Passover brings the 

hope of Pentecost (the Spirit). John convinces his readers that the new life of the Spirit was poured out 

of Jesus’ dead body. The water and blood represent the Holy Spirit (Vanhoozer, 2002:300-02). 

Two stages of interpretation remain. Vanhoozer states that the two interpretations are complementary 

and include a fusion of meaning between natural and community meaning. The reason that we read the 

Bible as a communicative action is stated in John 19:35: “The man who saw it has given his testimony, 

and his testimony is true. He knows that he tells the truth (alethine), and he testifies so that you also 

may believe”. This interpretation depends on the reader. The reader has to decide to be a witness through 

reading the Bible as a communicative action or to return to the post-modernity world. Jesus effaced 

Himself to be a faithful witness to the Father. Such self-effacement occurs with biblical interpreters as 

well, and these are the fruits of the communicative action. The biblical interpreter is a person who 

receives the evidence of the Bible through martyrdom. The evidence becomes a source of life. He states 

that the highest task of the theological interpretation of Scripture is to interpret “so that they may believe 

and have life” (Vanhoozer, 2002:305).       

“These things happened so that Scripture would be fulfilled” (Jn 19:36). When we consider the Old 
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Testament and the whole of John’s Gospel, we have to understand the meaning of this text. John 

reported the death of Jesus within the biblical frame. God's communicative action is recognized by the 

entire context of Scripture. As John shows us, natural interpretation takes place in the Bible as the canon. 

Theological interpretation of Scripture is less a matter of constructing our identity on the basis of the 

text than of receiving our identity as constituted by the text (Vanhoozer, 2002:306). When we understand 

the Bible as a communicative action, we can be witnesses, and bear the genuine fruit of the Bible. 

6.3 The integration between Ricoeur’s hermeneutics and the trinitarian 

hermeneutics  

The Christian community always requires close relevance between the daily life and the real world 

through the preaching in the worship service. Thus biblical hermeneutics is based on the circulation 

between the biblical text and the proclamation (kerygma) (Ricoeur, 1980:49). The fundamental content 

of the kerygma is that the kingdom of God has come closer to us through Jesus Christ. Preaching is a 

process of permanent reinterpretation for the Christian community through the circulation between the 

Bible and the kerygma (Ricoeur, 1995:70). One of the important principles of Ricoeur’s biblical 

hermeneutics is, firstly, the need to discard the illusion of being able to understand completely the 

original meaning of Scripture itself, and to find the meaning of texts from the whole of Scripture, and 

through the interaction of texts: “An interpretation would not be an interpretation of the text or an 

interpretation about the text, but an interpretation in the text and through the text” (Ricoeur, 1995:140). 

In other words, his interpretation is achieved through a dialogic method: “For on the road that ascends 

from my situation toward the truth, there is only one way of moving beyond myself, and this is 

communication. I have only one means of emerging from myself: I must be able to live within another. 

Communication is a structure of true knowledge” (Ricoeur, 1965:63). In biblical hermeneutics, the 

meaning lies not in an interpreter’s own creative production, but in listening to and accepting the word 

of Scripture (Ricoeur, 2007:68). Hearing as the fundamental characteristic of language, is an ability to 

open the world of texts and toward others (Ricoeur, 2007:69). Therefore, an interpreter in a relationship 

with Scripture and kerygma, and who considers texts and the world through the conversation of biblical 

texts.   

In the relationship with Scripture and kerygma, the meaning should not be reduced but should become 

more synthetic (van Orman Quine, 1971:63). Indeed, the fundamental function of the Christian 

doctrines is to fulfill the two requirements. The doctrine should succeed in producing the synthesis of 

the meaning, and not reduce the richness of the biblical narrative. In this sense, the two principles, the 

forms of biblical discourse and the intertextuality, are a new paradigm that can meet the requirements, 

with synthesis of meanings without reduction.   
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As mentioned several times above, biblical narratives are a remedy to restore the speculated and 

fossilized doctrine of the Trinity. Ricoeur’s two principles for biblical interpretation are useful proposals 

that can make the doctrine dynamic while respecting the language of the Bible text itself. However, 

Ricoeur’s two principles have difficulty in achieving a synthesis of meaning. In this respect, trinitarian 

hermeneutics can fill the scarcity of Ricoeur’s biblical hermeneutics. 

There are themes to be integrated in each sphere of both Ricoeur’s hermeneutics and the trinitarian 

hermeneutics. Firstly, Ricoeur’s hermeneutics do not acquire meaning through a principle, premise, or 

structure, but only because they relieve tensions through listening and understanding conversation: 

Subjectivity and objectivity, similarity and difference, logos and pathos, hearing and doubt, surface 

meaning and hidden meaning, literal meaning and the metaphorical meaning, word and  sentence, 

poetic language and rational language, semantics and semantics, tradition and newness, time and 

eternity, creativity and order, truth and versatility, and tensions between the forms of discourse. At the 

level of symbolism, the tensions are integrated by an analogous way. At the metaphorical level, the 

tensions are incorporated through the function of resemblance, and at the narrative level, the tensions 

are combined through the process of configuration. Ricoeur states that modern language has become a 

technological language, and it has thus become a language appropriate for building a system. Ricoeur 

attempts to restore a richness of meaning through a dialogic approach (Ricoeur, 1974:292). 

There are also tensions in trinitarian hermeneutics: Transcendence and immanence, economy and 

immanence, essence (ousia) and person (hypostasis), finite and infinite, absolute and relationship 

(communion), three and one, uniqueness and pluralism, oneness and separation, God and the world, 

independence and solidarity, life and death, theologia and oikonomia, sovereign freedom and self-

kenosis. In fact, the tension is caused by confrontation, rather than through a relationship of dialectical 

Circulation. 

For early Christians, who suffered under persecution, the doctrine of the Trinity referred to worship, 

preaching, life, and above all, salvation. Therefore, the doctrine at that time was dealt with in terms of 

the experience of life in time. We can call this historical stage Mimesis 1 (pre-configuration) as 

Ricoeur’s terminology. The church, however, faces a stage of synthesizing biblical narratives to defend 

Arianism and modalism. 

At this stage, the reduction of biblical narratives was inevitable because the doctrine had to establish a 

logic or principle to teach and explain. We would call this historical stage Mimesis 2 (configuration) of 

doctrine of the Trinity. Many modern theologians have begun to ask about the intimate relationship 

between God and the world or human beings. The doctrine has tried to return to the stage of pre-

configuration, which means a return to the stage of the biblical narrative before the doctrine is 
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understood as a logical premise. We would call this the stage Mimesis 3 (re-configuration) of doctrine 

of the Trinity.  

The trinitarian mimesis in the three stages circulate and fill each other dialectically. In other words, the 

circulation refers to explanation and understanding, as well as the interpretive history of the doctrine, 

its speculative explanations and the biblical narratives related to it. Even if a new theory of the Trinity 

emerges, the experiences and the structured theories related to the doctrine are still precious. Although 

the doctrine has been criticized as being very speculative, those criticisms should be understood to be 

theories of the doctrine that have been dealt with from a salvific point of view. New theories of the 

doctrine are involved in the trinitarian Mimesis circulation. An important task concerning the doctrine 

of the Trinity is to make the doctrine move toward the stage of re-configuration by applying symbols, 

metaphors, and narratives.  

6.3.1 The Triune God as similarity in difference  

The Triune God as similarity in difference is a practical suggestion that doctrine of the Trinity is a prime 

principle of biblical hermeneutics. This assumption is based on the existence of the Trinity itself, or on 

traits of the Trinity, that illustrates the dialectic of similarity and difference. In this section, the main 

focus is examining the relevance that the characteristics of God is primarily connected with biblical 

hermeneutics. Literally, the suggestion refers to the Triune God who integrate the dialectic between the 

similarity and difference. The most obvious example of this approach is the event of the Incarnation of 

Christ. The Father sent His Son to integrate with human beings who can never meet with God by 

themselves. The resemblance of the Father and the Son, who maintains the similarity and difference 

without losing any divine individuality, integrates the other two objects, ‘oneself’ and ‘otherness’ by 

accepting the variation concerning the dialectic between similarity and difference. The resemblance is 

not a complete identity between two objects or the fusion in which a small object disappears into a large 

object, but the relevance refers to integration in a conversational relationship (Ricoeur & Lacocque, 

1998:123). Similarity correlates two dissimilar objects through the principle of proximity regardless of 

the difference in size, quality, mass, distance, and the capabilities of the two objects. The principle of 

similarity is the ontological characteristic of the Trinity, and, because of God’s disposition to integrate 

similarity and difference and the integration can be used as a principle of biblical hermeneutics. In the 

following section, there is an attempt to find the possibility of integration in the themes of discourse, 

metaphor, and love. 

6.3.1.1 God’s name in dimension of discourse 

Ricoeur warns against the approach of finding God’s being in a general way, at the level of epistemology 

or rationality. The epistemological approach includes the principle that ‘being’, itself, already refers to 
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pre-existence. Theology that dwells on this philosophical epistemology has constantly asked and 

answered questions, in a logical manner, about God’s existence and non-existence. But controversies 

such as God’s existence, or non-existence, or the possibility of His existence, show our desire to govern 

divine beings with our logical reasoning ability (Ricoeur, 1998:358). However, divine beings should 

never be pondered on by means of human logic or rationality, but only by biblical discourse: “In this 

sense, the word God does not function as a philosophical concept, not even that of being, whether the 

latter is taken in its medieval or even in its Heideggerian sense” (Ricoeur, 2007:97). Therefore, the 

divine being should be considered only when discussing poetic or discursive categories.  

The word, ‘God’ belongs to a dimension of a primordial discourse, and the names of God must be 

meaningful, whether or not they are related to utterances of a speculative, theological, or philosophical 

form (Ricoeur, 1995:223). In other words, various aspects of God’s name are clearly revealed in the 

forms of biblical discourse such as those in the categories of narrative, prophecy, wisdom, hymns, and 

so on (Vanhoozer, 1990:210): “Naming God is a poetic activity without any bearing on description; that 

is, without any bearing on true knowledge of the world” (Ricoeur, 1995:221). The reason for treating 

God’s name in the sphere of discourse is that the forms of biblical discourse (cf. 6.1.3) are oriented 

towards divine beings. In fact, the theme of God’s name is the crossing point of all biblical discourse, 

and the names and characteristics of God are wholly meaningful when considering Jesus’ death and 

resurrection as the culmination of salvific history. The incarnated Christ is the symbol of the sacrificial 

love of the Triune God, which is a love, stronger than death: “It is the function of the teaching of the 

Cross and of the Resurrection to give the word God a density that the word being does not contain” 

(Ricoeur, 2007:98). The meaning of Christ’s salvific events, clearly disclose the relationship between 

God and us (Ricoeur, 2007:97). When the biblical text refers to this unique theme, biblical hermeneutics 

acquires a unique status (Ricoeur, 2007:98). Through the particular characteristics of biblical discourse, 

trinitarian hermeneutics can possibly be included as a principle of biblical hermeneutics, so that the 

biblical text is implicitly aimed at God, the divine being. God is the main goal of the interpretation of 

Scripture, and God is also the ultimate intention of the diverse forms of biblical discourse and the 

interaction of the various discourses that show the numerous ‘faces’ of God appearing in the events of 

redemptive history that reveal a variety of layers of meanings. Therefore, the word, ‘God’ is a word that 

can only be understood through poetic, interaction with biblical discourse, and by means of the 

perspective within a narrative identity: “It [the word God] presupposes the total context constituted by 

the entire gravitational space of the narratives, the prophesies, the laws, the hymns, and so on. 

Understanding the word God is following the arrow of meaning of this word. By “arrow of meaning”, 

I intend to express its twofold power: gathering together all the significations produced by the partial 

discourses and opening up a horizon that escapes the closure of discourse” (Ricoeur, 2007:98).  
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6.3.1.3 God’s name as a metaphorical process  

The various names of God undergo metaphorical processes through the interaction of biblical discourses. 

According to Ricoeur, this metaphorical process consists of three stages: ‘Being’ (Ex 3:14), ‘Oneness’ 

(Dt 6:4), and ‘Love’ (1Jn 4:16) (Ricoeur, 1998:331-59). 

Firstly, the motif of “being” is found in Exodus 3:14 “I am who I am”. The core of understanding this 

verse is the verb ‘being’: Hebrew ‘היה’(hyh) Greek ‘ειναι’ Latin ‘esse’. The interpretation of the verb 

was influenced by various thoughts such as the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, and the conceptual 

flow before the translation of the LXX (Ricoeur, 1998:331). The philosophical interpretations about 

God in Exodus 3:14 are the concepts of ‘being’, ‘essential’, ‘nature’, and these themes include concepts 

related to the supreme being such as eternity, immutability, and aseity (Ricoeur, 1998:350). However, 

God’s being is found in the biblical narrative, and not merely in philosophical concepts. Thus in Exodus 

3, the call to Moses, by means of the bush that burnt but did not disappear, represents the eternal God 

Himself, and simultaneously the picture is depicted of God who is suffering with His people (Stuart, 

2006:110; Durham, 1987:31). In the light of this biblical narrative, God’s eternity and immutability are 

presented as being dynamic and interactive. Ricoeur connects the verb, ‘היה’(hyh) with ‘ειναι’ in John 

8:58: “before Abraham was born, I am”. The ‘ειναι’ of the Gospel of John is Christologically expanded 

from ‘היה’(hyh) in Exodus, and then as the eternity of Christ who is depicted as being related to Abraham 

as the representative of Israel (Ricoeur, 1998:340). The concept of God’s ‘existence’ not only includes 

God’s nature, His eternity, but also the salvation of His people seen in an historical dimension.    

Secondly, the concept of ‘being’ of God extends to the concept of ‘one’ (Dt 6:4): “Hear, O Israel: The 

LORD our God, the LORD is one”. God as ‘one’ commands exclusive love from His people (Dt 6:5, 

cf. 4.3.2). In fact, the command to love God is closely similar to the first commandment of the 

Decalogue. Here, the commandment can make God look like monarchical image, and as self-righteous 

order. However, Ricoeur sees the metaphorical aspects of ‘one’ and ‘love’. The notions of the ‘one’ and 

the ‘love’ appear in the metaphor of marriage related to the image of the covenant (Ricoeur, 1998:302). 

Marriage is a fundamental metaphor that explains the covenant relationship between Christ and the 

Church, and God and Israel (Eph 5:32). Therefore, the concept of the ‘one’ for God is linked to the 

concept of ‘love’, and it is related to the image of marriage. The integrated image of marriage reveals a 

close covenantal relationship between God and His people. In this regard, Ricoeur suggests that the 

notion, ‘one’ (Dt 6:4) should transcend to the notion of ‘love’ (1Jn 4:8): “In this context, Christian 

theology has to move from the proposition “God is One” to the proposition that “God is Love”” (Ricoeur, 

1998:359).  

The metaphorical identity of the two notions, ‘one’ and ‘love’ is found in the covenant and the law 
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which is a correlation of the first commandment and the sixth commandment. The forms of biblical 

discourse manifest God’s various faces in the first commandment which is mixed with the normative 

and ethical orders: “The face of the other conveys to us directly and immediately the message of Sinai: 

The face teaches, and it does so directly in an ethical fashion, without passing through any prior positing 

of existence. Hence the face of others, as an ethical occurrence, can be the trace of the God of the Torah, 

which inaugurates my responsibility and commends the orphan, the widow, and the stranger to my care” 

(Ricoeur, 1998:357). Actually, the law implies human finitude, and at the same time, speaks of God’s 

infinitude. Through prohibition by the law, God sets limits on human freedom and gives covenants 

which are guaranteed by His authority over human beings (Ricoeur, 1988:41). However, rather than 

having a law limiting human finitude, the law provides the anticipation of human freedom being 

converted into freedom in the covenant, that requires obedience to the law of God. In this respect, the 

commandment of ‘love’, “love your neighbor as yourself” (Lv 19:18), is an autonomous ethical order. 

In the NT, Jesus reinterprets the law of the OT as an affirmative statement, further emphasizing the 

autonomy of the commandments. In other words, the whole commandment is executed in love; and 

grace and responsibility are not confrontation, but originally belong to the commandment of love (Mk 

12:33; Rom 13:8) (Ricoeur, 1998:113). Love is the only way to integrate two objects, despite their 

beings completely different. 

6.3.1.4 God’s love integrates differences  

The most profound Christian metaphor is that “God is love” (1Jn 4:16). Love requires two different 

objects. The other two objects possess the similarity of love, and love binds the other two objects. 

Despite the nature of the differences in the two objects, love is simultaneously given the obligation to 

maintain a relationship between two objects. Because of this obligatory nature of love, love can have 

‘justice’ as a completely opposite concept: “Love presses justice to enlarge the circle of mutual 

recognition” (Ricoeur, 1998:130).  

The dialectics of love such as similarity and difference, grace and responsibility, and love and justice, 

make love move toward others without only staying in one place, and, thus, helping love to reach its 

maximum value (Ricoeur, 1998:124). God, who is love, opens Himself, and integrates otherness, and 

commands His people through this extension of love: “the commandment of love can only come from 

the mouth of the lover. Only one who loves, but that one indeed, can say, and indeed says, ‘Love me’” 

(Ricoeur, 1996:288). In this respect, the command to “Love your enemies” expressed by Jesus Christ 

(Mt 5:44) shows the culmination of the love command to identify the other with the self beyond the OT 

command of love. This command of Christ’s transcendent love is given as ‘a new command’ in the 

gospel of John (Jn 13:34). Paul states that the new command is fulfilled in the new form of being ‘in 

Christ’: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ 
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Jesus” (Gal 3:28). Thus God’s face of love is disclosed in the ministry, the message, the incarnation, 

the cross, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ: “The answer to the question “Who is God?” is therefore, 

for the Christian, a faithful, the self-disclosure of God in Jesus Christ, ‘God is love’ and Christians are 

those agents commanded and empowered by God to love” (Tracy, 1999:285). The perichoresis 

(circumincession, interpenetration, and interdependence) of love between the Father, the Son, and the 

Spirit is a fundamental principle that can integrate similarity and difference.  

6.4 The Triune God as a paradigm of biblical hermeneutics 

In fact, the word ‘God’ has been the cause of extremely argumentative discussions. The word, ‘God’ 

alone does not have meaning by itself. The first battlefield that came about because the word ‘God’ 

occurred as a result of atheism and theism which is the broadest category of controversies in human 

history, including religion and science (Smart & Haldane, 1996:7). In this context, the word generally 

refers to God in the monotheistic religions, of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. In debates concerning 

religious beliefs, the word, ‘God’ has to go through many obstacles such as the various theistic 

perspectives in order to promote the understanding of any specific meaning: Deism, Pantheism, 

Polytheism, Panentheism. But these ‘theisms’ are actually theories about the relationship between God 

and the world from a human point of view. Therefore, they are not about God Himself, and the theories 

cannot give us any understanding of God (Wood, 2011:1). In short, the controversies between atheism 

and theism and other theisms are not about God, but about the peripheral application of God’ beings 

when trying to understand the world and human beings. In this context, Christians recognize Scripture 

as God’s self-revelation, and, therefore, biblical discourse directly describes God more than any other 

theory. Therefore, for the word, ‘God’ to have at least some meaning, the support of the Bible as God’s 

self-revelation is essential. 

The following assumption, as Bultmann states, is that the Bible is not a story about human existence, 

but about God’s identity. In fact, Bultmann also states that the NT is about God. However, Bultmann 

finds God in human experience, that is, he focuses on human beings, more than on God: “The subject 

of the NT is God by asserting that an existential knowledge about God is to be found in human existence 

in the form of the inquiry about happiness, salvation, the meaning of the world and of history, and in 

the inquiry into the real nature of each person’s particular being. Inquiry into the reality of human 

existence is inquiry about God and the manifestation of God” (Bultmann, 1955:257, 259). Therefore, 

the object of actual interpretation for Bultmann is the belief of existence, that is, the existence of human 

beings. As Heidegger’s focus is on an analysis of Dasein, Bultmann’s goal is about believing in 

existence, namely, anthropology (Bultmann, 2007:191). Thus, Bultmann’s hermeneutics is a distorted 

hermeneutics that has reduced the original world of the Bible to the theme of human existence, and a 

hermeneutics that has dropped the conclusion of the text too hastily (Kang, 1987:37). On the contrary, 
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the Triune God should be seen as the prime principle of biblical hermeneutics, and not of human 

existence. ‘The Triune God as similarity in difference’ is not about the ideas of philosophical, 

ecumenical, and interreligious dialogues, and is also not concerned with the principle of integration of 

social and political issues (feminist theology, liberal theology, and homosexuality), But the Triune God 

as similarity in difference’ is actually a suggestion that is oriented in spheres of systematic theology and 

biblical hermeneutics within a completely limited significance.  

Trinitarian hermeneutics as the prime principle of biblical hermeneutics, finds God’s identity in the 

history of Israel. At this time, God’s identity was expressed in many genres and forms, such as symbols, 

metaphors, narratives, and forms of biblical discourse such as narratives, laws, praise, lamentations, 

wisdom, and intertextuality (Tracy, 1999:285). Thus, Christian theology should be dominated by a 

trinitarian theology, because revelation is the narrative of salvation, which is the work of the Triune 

God. And the salvific history of the Trinity is oriented toward the events of the cross and the resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. In order for the Triune God to function as a pragmatic principle of biblical hermeneutics, 

one must escape the premise that the Trinity is a part of the doctrine as a result of interpretation, while 

at the same time abandoning the rational language of the Trinity and reviving the language of the Bible 

itself through considering the symbols, metaphors and narratives.  

In each chapter, the trinitarian language is analyzed for instance as trinitarian symbols, trinitarian 

metaphors, and trinitarian narratives in Scripture (cf. 3.3; 4.3; 5.3). Trinitarian hermeneutics reveals the 

various faces of God through the interplay of symbols, metaphors, and narratives: The symbols 

representing God’s names, the relationship of the immanent Trinity in metaphorical sentences, and the 

economic Trinity in the salvific plots of the whole biblical drama. In fact, meanings of symbols, 

metaphors, and narratives are likely to occur sporadically because of the imagination of the reader. In 

order for the trinitarian hermeneutics to acquire universality, it is necessary for the various forms of 

biblical discourse, and intertextuality to interact.  

Interpreting biblical texts from a trinitarian perspective is never a local or biased interpretation of the 

Bible: “What role may the doctrine of the Trinity plays as the underlying, unifying logic of the Bible”  

(Treier, 2008:20); “To interpret the Bible in light of the doctrine of the Trinity does not, therefore, distort 

its basic content but penetrates to its core with respect to the reality of the divine identity, the living God 

outside of the text known truly by Israel and fully in Jesus Christ” (Rowe, 2002:311). But mainly, the 

way that the Trinity becomes the prime principle of biblical hermeneutics, is through dialogue and 

conversation which can mediate between similarity and difference (cf. 4.1.3.1 The work of 

resemblance).  

This dialogic approach brings two distant objects close together through the principle of proximity or 
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resemblance. The dialogic way, or the principle of resemblance, basically goes through the process of 

self-kenotic integration despite its self-contradiction (Ricoeur, 1978:194). The self-kenosis is truly a 

trinitarian mystery (Hinze, 2003:319): “The ultimate presupposition of the kenosis is the selflessness of 

the Persons (when considered as pure relationships) in the inner-trinitarian life of love” (Balthasar, 

1990:35). At the end of this integration process, old categories are broken and new categories are 

established (Ricoeur, 1978:197): “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has 

gone, the new has come!” (2Cor 5:17).  

The dialectic of the similarity and difference is a fundamental figure of the immanent Trinity. The 

traditional formula of Nicaea, “one ousia, three hypostases”, is inevitably seen as a confrontation 

between the number one and three in the language of rationality, but in the biblical language, as poetic 

discourse, the formula is understood to be the immanent Trinity and the interdependent beings in their 

dialectic relationship of similarity and difference. The divine hypostases that is essentially different in 

the Triune God, becomes the ‘One’ in ontological similarity through communication and conversation 

(Jn 10:30).  

The interaction of the similarity and difference as the ontological characteristics of the Triune God, has 

a similar structure to the duality of symbols, metaphors, and narratives, which are important tools of 

biblical hermeneutics: Symbols as mediation of primary significant and secondary significant, 

metaphors as mediation of subject and predicate in a sentence and its interaction, narratives that 

mediates the whole story through the configuration, interactions between forms of biblical discourse, 

and intertextuality. All these modes of biblical hermeneutics stem from the ways of life of the Triune 

God. Through kenosis and the immanent conversation of the Triune God, the differences are not 

stagnant in itself, but become dynamic through the process of resemblance and produce unpredictable 

meanings of biblical texts.  

6.5 Conclusion 

The main aim of this chapter was to demonstrate, pragmatically that the Triune God is the prime 

principle of biblical hermeneutics, and its main approach is the notion of dialectic of similarity and 

difference.  In this context, the core battle on biblical hermeneutics in the modern era is the problem of 

differences of meanings, the conflict of interpretation, and the problem of polysemy. Ricoeur suggests 

the forms of biblical discourse and intertextuality as solutions to the problem of polysemy.  

Ricoeur’s suggestion is included in the dialectic of similarity and difference, and connects this dialectic 

with the ontological life of the Triune God without any discernment of the immanence or economy of 

God. The place where the dialectic of similarity and difference is related to the way of life of the Triune 
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God, and which is a critical point where the trinitarian hermeneutics can operate as the prime principle 

of biblical hermeneutics. In other words, the hermeneutical modes, symbols, metaphors, narratives, 

forms of biblical discourse, and intertextuality, is originated from the way of life of the Trinity. 

Therefore, the following proposition is legitimate: “the Triune God is the prime principle of biblical 

hermeneutics and at the same time the aim of it”. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion  

 

This treatise is designed to establish a trinitarian hermeneutics through the following three perspectives: 

the relevance of Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour, symbolism, metaphor, and narrative on the doctrine of 

the Trintiy,  possible relationships, and  contributions of these relationships to the interpretation of the 

Bible. Therefore, this treatise is composed of three areas: Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour, the doctrine 

of the Trinity, and the biblical text. The purpose of this analysis is to show that the doctrine of the Trinity 

is a paradigm of biblical hermeneutics. Each area is subdivided into symbols, metaphors, and narratives 

in the spheres of the hermeneutical detour, the analogical, immanent, and economic Trinity in doctrine 

of the Trinity, and the trinitarian symbols, metaphors, and narratives in biblical texts (chapter 3-5). In 

chapter 6, these interrelationships are unified in the Triune God as similarity in difference. In this 

conclusion, there is a summary of the previous chapters, and certain   prospects related to this study. 

In chapter 1 (1.4.2), the purposes of the paper are presented in five points: the definition of 

hermeneutical detours (symbols, metaphors, and narratives), the relationship between symbols and the 

analogical Trinity, and the relationship between metaphors and the immanent Trinity, as well as the 

relationship between narratives and the economic Trinity, and the Triune God as similarity and 

difference.  

Chapter 2 focuses on Ricoeur’s hermeneutical detour which comes from the problem of recognition in 

the modern flow of language that prioritizes rational language. Symbols, metaphors, and narratives as 

hermeneutical detour, are instruments that reanimate the poetic and discursive language and the mystery 

and richness of the biblical language. Rational language organizes or reduces the rich or mythic 

meanings in biblical texts to facilitate acceptance of human beings. Heidegger and Bultmann’s 

methodologies are examples of the fact that the abundance of language is too quickly reduced to the 

theme of existentialism.  

Chapter 3 is about the relationship between the symbol and the analogical Trinity. One of the primary 

traits of Ricoeur’s symbolism is that symbols produce meanings through the interaction between a first 

significance and a second significance. The mediator between two meanings is the similarity between 

two objects. Similarly, the analogical Trinity explores the Trinity based on similarities between creatures 

and God: love, psychological analogies, the word of God, human existence, and the speech-act. In the 

trinitarian Symbols (3.3), the symbolic mediation in biblical texts are the names of God, such as the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The names of God are in symbolic language that reveal the inner-

relationship of God and the relationship between God and us, and making us participants in the 
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relationship. Through the trinitarian symbol, readers become aware of the unexpected appearance of 

God’s existence and simultaneously they confront its empirical dimension. 

In chapter 4, the main focus is on the relationship between metaphors and the immanent Trinity. 

Metaphors which take the place of meanings at the level of sentences, emerge with creative meanings 

through the interaction between subject and predicate in sentences. The foundation of the interaction is 

‘the function of resemblance’. Similarly, each hypostasis in the immanent Trinity is an ontically and 

completely distinct Person, but at the same time totally in ‘Oneness’. Trinitarian theologians have 

explained these mysteries of God’s ‘Oneness’ in various concepts: Love, will, wisdom, mode of being, 

distinct manner of subsisting, perichoresis, Self-Distinction of divine Persons, and ontology of 

hypostasis. Trinitarian metaphors in biblical texts such as grace, love, fellowship, one, and testimony, 

speak of the mysteries of the divine relationship of the immanent Trinity and at the same time of the 

various levels of salvation. 

Chapter 5 is devoted to narratives and the economic Trinity. Through the process of configuration, 

narrative and time this chapter is able to approach the aporia of human beings. In other words, human 

beings are revealed through combination of the entire stories of human beings, and not merely through 

the certainty of self-awareness (cf. 5.1.7 the narrative identity). The focus of the economic Trinity is the 

relationship to God and the world and its manner. The purpose of the relationship is salvation, and 

trinitarian theologians provide a fresh perspective and productive imagination concerning the mystery 

of salvation: worship, confessions, praise, trinitarian kenosis, the Paschal mystery, integration between 

oikonomia and theologia, relational ontology, temporal infinitude. Trinitarian narratives focus on the 

eschatological kingdom of God and are revealed through the dynamic roles of the divine Persons. In 

this situation every attempt to understand God should come about by listening to the entire salvific 

narratives.  

In chapter 6, there is the suggestion that trinitarian hermeneutics is the main principle of biblical 

hermeneutics. The most important proposition for this task is to recognize biblical texts as discourse. 

The various forms of biblical discourse commonly speak of certain divine appearances. In other words, 

biblical texts reveal the diverse faces of God, and the trinitarian hermeneutics integrate the faces through 

dialectics between similarity and difference. Thus there is the suggestion that the ways of God’s life 

forms the prime principle of biblical hermeneutics (cf. 6.4 Triune God as the prime principle of 

hermeneutics).  

The term, ‘understanding’ is the one word that integrates all our topics, and this term is the most 

important concern of hermeneutics. Hermeneutics makes one aware that there are many various and 

different ways of gazing at the same scene in the world. Thus through this way, of seeing many conflicts 
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of interpretations in biblical texts, we may choose only one point of view such as eclecticism from 

among the many meanings, or we may discard previous interpretations and produce completely 

different meanings. The solution to resolving these conflicts is conversation with differing 

interpretations. This conversation is a very ontological issue, so that we listen to others speaking in 

order to understand that person expressing himself or herself. In Korean poetry, ‘A visitor’, expresses 

the fact that that to understand someone should explore whole time and the entire narratives. 

 

A man’s coming 

is, in fact, a tremendous thing. 

It’s because he comes along 

with his past, 

with his present, 

and 

with his future. 

It’s because a man’s entire life is coming (Jung, 2009:33). 

 

Similarly, the purpose of reading Scripture, the purpose of participating in conversation about Scripture, 

is to understand the Triune God. Through this conversation, we will be confronted with many faces and 

mysteries of God, but not as strangers, but as a farmer who has acquired many harvests. Perhaps it is 

about the unmeasurable love of God. God’s love affects the integrated operation between the similarity 

and difference. Just as the Triune God, as the similarity and difference embraces us in the salvational 

events of Jesus Christ, so Christians, as the image of God, are also commanded to have a constant 

integrated movement of dialectics between oneself and another. By fulfilling this demand for God’s 

love, Christians will be able to interpret the text of our life through the ways of the life of the Triune 

God as similarity and difference.  
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