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Introduction

Developing atheology and hermeneutics of tradition comprises one crucial
aspect of the ongoing emergence of explicit, more comprehensivetheological
articulation reflecting the implicit, lived theology of Anabaptist-Mennonite
communities.! The notion of tradition will continue to present a particular
challenge in the postmodern context and in light of socio-cultural and
historiographic shiftsamong Mennonites.
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The full chapter of my dissertation, from which this presentation is
excerpted, surveysthedefinition and function of tradition? in recent Anabaptist-
Mennonitetheology by treating the work of four figures representing arange
of theological approachesinthe US context: J. Denny Weaver, Thomas Finger,
Gordon Kaufman, and Duane Friesen.® Here | will sketch their approaches
and present acommentary on their contribution to ahermeneutics of tradition
in Anabapti st-M ennonite perspective. | conclude by suggesting thefruitfulness
of anexplicitly hermeneutical approach to the notion of tradition and itsfunction
in theologizing by engaging theinterpretation theory of Paul Ricoeur.

Tradition in Contemporary Anabaptist-Mennonite Theology

Summary of Figures

Denny Weaver represents a harrative theology approach in which the
theological task focuses on Christian self-description and the inner logic of
thetradition. A tradition may beidentified by itsregulative principles, aset of
interdependent beliefsstructuring away of life* He delineatesthree regulative
principles of Anabaptist-Mennonitetradition: the normativity of Jesus; peace
(including nonviolent love); and community asdternative society.® All of these
aregroundedinthenormativebiblica narrative of Jesus. Plurdity inthetradition,
both past and present, is understood as various expressions of these same
regulativeprinciples.

Thomas Finger viewsthe primary theol ogical task asone of synthesis:
harmonizing clashing assumptions, smoothing out paradoxes, refining assertions,
hisisasynthesizing or integrating approach.® Finger summarizesAnabaptist-
Mennonitetradition asamatter of discipleship, which hedescribesaslivingin
accordance with Jesus' teaching and example (including nonviolent love) in
closefellowship with other Christians.” Yet thistradition isopen to revision,
allowing for the incorporation of new themes.® His own work reflects areal
freedom in combining an Anabaptist-Mennonite perspective with aspects
drawn from other Christian traditions.

Gordon Kaufman’s imaginative constructive approach construes the
theological task as ascertaining which inherited beliefs and concepts are still
viableand recongtructing them so they may continueto serve humanintellectua
andreligiousneeds.® Thiscritical reconstruction isgoverned by the pragmatic
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criterion of humanization, and the ability of the tradition to orient lifein the
current context in light of contemporary knowledge.’® For Kaufman,
Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition continuesto be characterized by four things:
an emphasis on the paradigmatic example of Jesus including his ethic of
nonresi stant and self-sacrificia love; acommunity committed to reconciliation;
awitness of the whole of life; and the primacy of life over belief.?

Duane Friesen's theology-of-culture approach argues that Christian
traditions, including Anabapti st-Mennonitism, are best understood as presenting
various “cultural visions” which orient the lives of their participants.’?
Constructive interpretation of the vision and the Christ at its center must
empower participantsto make sense of existence and must orient lifefruitfully
in the present.®® Friesen argues the “dual citizenship” characterizing his
theology of culturereflectsthree definitive aspects of Anabaptist-Mennonite
tradition: an dternative cultural vision; thisvision’sembodiment in acommunity
for the world; and this community’s being oriented by Jesus and his radical
discipleship, the heart of whichisnonviolent love.*

Commentary on Figures

Firgt, al four thinkers construe the A nabapti st-Mennonite tradition asprimarily
emphasizing a way of life or an orientation to life with significant ethical
implications. And al describe the basic outlines of this orientation and ethicin
similar terms. avoluntary aternative community, following theradica discipleship
exemplified by Jesus, including nonviolent love of neighbor and enemy.
Conseguently, ahermeneutics of tradition for thiscommunity must dojusticeto
thisemphasison lived faithand itsradical ethic.

Second, Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition is normed by something that
stretchesbeyond itsalf. All but Kaufman explicitly link thelife-orientation and
ethical emphasisto the Believers' Church, asaway of tracing the relation of
Anabaptism to the broader history of the church. All four consider Jesus and
thecommunity following him as paradigmatic of thisorientation. Hence, for all,
any Chrigtiantradition, including Anabapti st-Mennonite tradition, isnormed by
something else. But here differences emerge. Weaver and Finger argue without
apparent qudification that the Christ event witnessed to in scripture functions
normatively, and they begin considering the hermeneutical issuesinvolved in
taking atext as a norm. Kaufman and Friesen present apragmatic criterion to



74 The Conrad Grebel Review

whichdl elseissubject. Scriptureretainsarolefor both (more prominently for
Friesen), because the constructive interpretation of the Christ event which it
contains can fulfill the requirement of providing a reasonable and fruitful life
orientation. Thus, it seems that an Anabaptist-Mennonite hermeneutics of
tradition must addressthe question of norms, including the complex relation of
tradition to scripture and thetradition’sability to orient lifefruitfully in the present.
Third, tradition asboth chosen and given. In keeping with thevoluntarism
of the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition, al in some measure emphasize the
importance of choiceinfollowingthelifeorientation of any tradition. Yet dl four
figuresa so recogni zetradition asagiven sourceto somedegree; weareinextricably
located within historical traditions, we bring tradition-shaped perspectives to
our interpretation of human existence. All reflect an awareness of historicity,
something essential for adequate discussion of the way traditions function.
Fourth, for al, the understanding of the tradition and the articul ation of
itsidentity isimpacted by the socio-cultural shiftswhich have occurred among
many Anabaptist-Mennonites in the past century. Here | mean specifically
the move from rural enclaves of relatively homogenous communities to
urbanized life, and increasing integration into the broader, diverse society.
Kaufman and Friesen both discuss the reality of living as part of multiple
communities. Both ground a positive view of cultural engagement in an
understanding of the radical ethics of Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition; so
engagement is not ashift away from but acontinuation of thetradition andits
basic tenets. In doing so, Friesen retainsthe language of alternative community,
while Kaufman’'s work avoids any oppositional impressions, employing the
notion of evolutionary historical trgjectories. Finger’ssynthetic approach surely
results from his engagement with multiple communities, reflecting his
involvement in the ecumenical movement. Herightfully callsattentionto the
fact that traditions devel op in dialogue with other traditions. His awareness of
multiple communities and willingness to borrow from them is not in doubt.
Less clear is whether this includes the recognition of actual belonging to,
versus simply dialoguing with and borrowing from, multiple communities
(religious or otherwise). Weaver, in response to identity confusion resulting
from sacio-cultural shiftsand uncritical acceptance of theol ogiesfrom other
traditions, calls for the development of an explicit Anabaptist-Mennonite
theol ogy to replace thelost socio-cultural boundary markers. Explicit theological
articulation consistent with the community’s implicit theology is indeed a
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necessity, but it can never fully take the place of thoseidentity markers. Here
Friesen’s focal practices provide a much needed corrective.

Infact, of al thethinkers, Friesen arguably presentsthe most complete
description of tradition asit functionsin the lives of its participants, through
his engagement with cultural anthropology. Hisdiscussion of focal practices
communicatesalived faith and attends more explicitly to how the process of
“traditioning” itself takes place. Surely thisissueisat the heart of thoseraised
by socio-cultural shifts: How thetraditioning process occurs among participants
of multiple communities and in diverse contexts. How might an explicit
hermeneutics of tradition help provide a construct for understanding and
attending to “traditioning” in these settings?

Fifth, for all four thinkers, the understanding of the tradition and
articulation of its identity is impacted by the historiographic shift from
monogenesis to polygenesis, the resultant demise of Harold Bender’s
functionally normative Anabaptist Vision, and the consequent heightened
recognition of historical and contemporary pluraity. All four embracethisredity,
though notable by itsabsenceisany rea discussion of the attendant ambiguity.
Kaufman is least concerned to engage Bender’'s vision or these changes
explicitly, but his understanding of historicity and his notion of evolutionary
historical trajectories presentsthe most radical application of what isatissuein
these shifts. Friesen engages Bender critically, distancing hisculturally engaged
understanding of thetradition from the essentialism and separatism he associates
with Bender’s model. Friesen's theology of culture includes aspects of a
hermeneutics of tradition which addresses this multiplicity through discussion
of overlapping communitiesreflecting variouscultural visions. Both Finger and
Weaver retain Bender’s vision of an Anabaptist essence as an appropriate
description of thetradition. Finger does so without apparent qualification, while
Weaver reframes Bender’s elements as regul ative principles but continues to
use “core” and “essence” language. Thus, the question of making theological
sense of the historical and contemporary plurality within the tradition persists.
How can one develop an understanding of tradition which both reflects its
plurality and fluidity and communicatesitsrecognizableidentity?

The work of these four figures together points towards aspects of an
Anabaptist-Mennonite hermeneutics of tradition. Such a hermeneutics must
reflect thetradition’semphasison alived faith and radical ethic, and an awareness
of human historicity and valition (tradition as both “given” and chosen). It
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must reflect the plurality and fluidity of thetradition while communicating its
recognizable identity. It must address the question of norms, including the
complex relation of tradition to scripture and tradition’s ability to orient life
fruitfully inthe present. It entailsarobust understanding of tradition asincluding
both explicit theological articulation and visible, communal, focal practices. It
must account for how the traditioning process occurs among its members,
who are themsel ves parti cipantsin multi ple communities and diverse contexts.

Paul Ricoeur’sInterpretation Theory and a Hermeneutics of Tradition
Paul Ricoeur’swork may assist usin developing amore explicit, fully-orbed
hermeneutics of tradition in Anabaptist-Mennonite perspective. Three concepts
arecentral: the productivity of “distanciation,” the understanding-explanation
dialectic, and the world of the text. Ricoeur develops a dialectic of
understanding and explanation as central to histext-focused interpretive theory.
He links the necessary “detour” through explanation to an assertion of the
productivity of distanciation in understanding. Theinterpreter encountersthe
“world” or way of being-in-the-world projected by the text. Distance from
the original author, context, and audience makes possible a new event of
meaning in the interpreter’s encounter with the world projected by the text.
This distance also allows for a critical examination of the interpreter’s
assumptions and of the text’s structure, content, and production. These three
focal concepts have significant implications for a hermeneutics of tradition,
for Ricoeur viewstext interpretation as the paradigm for the human encounter
of historical traditions.’®

The productivity of distanciation. At the heart of the productivity of
distanciation lies the dialectic of participatory belonging to, and alienating
distancefrom, tradition. Given thisdialectic, we never begin theinterpretive
process from completely outside the circle. We both belong to tradition and
must understand and appropriateit through interpretation of its“texts’ (broadly
construed) that lie at adistance from us. Understanding and appropriating the
heritage entails adetour through the interpretation of its“signs.” In thisway,
theinterpretivetask cons stsin making distanciation productive. Infact, Ricoeur
argues, without this distanciation “we would never become conscious of
belonging to a world, [or] a culture, [or] atradition.”*® The hermeneutical
reflection corresponding to distanciation “is the critical moment, originally
bound to the consciousness of belonging-to, that confersits properly historical
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character on this consciousness.”' This properly character consistsin a
dialectic of the efficacy of the past we undergo and the reception of the past
we bring about. Ricoeur employstheterm “traditionality” to describethisdiadectic
of transmission, consiting of both sedimentation and innovation. Traditionality
“ggnifiesthetemporal distance separating usfrom the past isnot adead interval
but atransmission that is generative of meaning. Before being an inert deposit,
tradition is an operation that can only make sense diaectically through the
exchange between the interpreted past and the interpreting present.” 8

The understanding-explanation dialectic. Interpretation entails a
dialectic of understanding and explanation, whichincludes both ahermeneutics
of retrieval and a (self-) critical hermeneutics of suspicion. Just as
deconstruction of the illusions of the subject emerge as central to self-
understanding in front of the text, so understanding and appropriation of a
tradition and its heritage must include a detour through critique and critical
explanation. For, as David Tracy observes, there are no innocent traditions.®
Ricoeur’s critique of the self-positing, autonomous ego may be extended to
authoritarian understandings of tradition. A tradition must be tested, for it
presentsan order of meaning entailing truth claims. Therecourseto explanatory
procedures is necessary, for meaning is inseparable from truth, and such
presumptions of truth must, for Ricoeur, appeal to the tribunal of reason. A
hermeneutics of tradition must include the critical moment.?

Theworld of thetext. Thetext’'s projection of aworld and possibilities
for being-in-the-world may be seen as analogous to the way of being
circumscribed by a tradition. Indeed, for Ricoeur texts are principal
objectifications of historical traditionsand thusthe paradigm for understanding
the past. Tradition requires the continual interpretation of its“ deposit”: “ our
‘heritage’ is not a sealed package we pass from hand to hand, without ever
opening, but rather atreasure from which we draw by the handful and which
by this very act is replenished. Every tradition lives by the grace of
interpretation, and itisat thispricethat it continues, that is, remains.” 2 Here
the dialectic of the efficacy of the past we undergo and the reception of the
past we bring about re-emerges. As interpreters of a tradition we are both
heirs and innovators, “receiving” its contents as transmitted by a previous
chain of interpreters, and fully making meaning of it only aswe concretize a
present understanding that culminatesin appropriation.?? The“configuration”
of the“text” of tradition becomes“refiguration” in effective action, instructed
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by the “works’ handed down. The text of tradition functions as a medium
through which self-understanding emerges, and through which apossibleworld
and ways of being-in-the-world are disclosed. As with literary texts, in the
appropriation of tradition, interpretation becomes event.

Conclusion

I would suggest that Ricoeur’s first two notions — the productivity of
distanciation with its dialectic of participatory belonging to and aienating
distance from tradition, and the understanding-explanation dialecticincluding
ahermeneutics of retrieval and suspicion — help address the problematic of
tradition in the postmodern setting. This problematic is reflected in several
aspects of the trgjectories for ahermeneutics of tradition | sketched drawing
on the four figures: an awareness of human historicity; traditions as both
givenand chosen; the pluraity and fluidity yet recognizableidentity of traditions;
the difficult and complex questions surrounding norms and, by implication,
authority. Ricoeur can help us better account for the dialectical exchange of
interpreted past and interpreting present as it shapes Anabaptist-Mennonite
theologizing. This diaectic must be understood to span the past nearly 500
yearsrather than leapfrogging back and forth between the twentieth or twenty-
first centuries and the sixteenth. The paired hermeneutics of retrieval and
suspicion assist in accounting for the ambiguity of our tradition aswell. With
this pairing thereisroom both to affirm the truth about God, humanity, and the
gospel disclosed through thistradition, and to critique thewaysit has obscured
such truth through the machinations of power, coercion, and domination, and
through sins of commission and omission.

Thethird notion — of atext projecting aworld or way of being-in-the-
world whichinterpretershelp complete and appropriate— seems particularly
suited to an understanding of tradition in Anabaptist-Mennonite perspective.
For it appearsto provide amodé allowing for theemphasison lived faith and
aradical ethic central to the self-understanding of those in the tradition. The
“text” of tradition discloses apossible world and ways of being-in-the-world,
butit canonly do sointheact of interpretation, which culminatesin appropriation
at the intersection of the world of the text and the world of the interpreter.

The fruitfulness of this hermeneutical model for thinking about the
traditioning process, the pluradlity, fluidity, and recognizableidentity of tradition,
and its role in theologizing deserves further exploration. An adequate
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hermeneutics of tradition must reflect the historical and contemporary pluralism
of Anabaptist-Mennonitetradition, the primacy of faithasaway of lifeinthis
tradition, and the dynamic, negotiated nature of the definition and function of
historical traditions generally. Such a hermeneutics constitutes an important
aspect of the methodological issues that will continue to face Anabaptist-
Mennonitetheol ogy.
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