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Postmodern post-history ideas are not only having an impact on the
disciplines of history and literature, but also present a challenge for
Biblical hermeneutics, theology, and language. This paper aims to
engage various post-history perspectives, and with help from the
insights of the notable French thinker Paul Ricoeur, to offer viable
alternatives, and then to apply these to the Biblical text.

Introduction
ean-Paul Sartre, in his thought-pro-
voking novel Nausea, brilliantly pre-
sents the view that there is a radical

ntrast between living and telling.! Liv-
ing, for Sartre's narrator Antoine Roquen-
tin, is an actual moment of present expe-
rience, while telling is an inimical step
away from that experience, yet also a
temptation to make sense out of a chaotic
set of unexplainables that characterize
existence.

Roquentin gives the distinct impres-
sion in Nausea that telling, memory, and
history are fantasy — actual present living
is what counts as real. He believes that
the only real real to be had in this world,
where one is continually enchanted by the
unreal fabulations and reveries of a narra-
ted past, is the present. The most serious
problem for Roquentin however, is that
this real is merely a series of disconnected
incidences. Nothing in life seems to fit

together. Hours, days, months, and years
persist with no genuine beginning or end:
monotone. Out of this friction between
the real real and the empty seduction of
the unreal, develops the novel's potent
theme: living is like being covered with a
blustery cloud of nausea, which seeps
into every area of a random existence,
and telling, is even worse.

Faithfully keeping track of his present
life in a journal, Antoine Roquentin is
also involved in the task of writing a his-
tory book, which he cannot ultimately
accomplish in good conscience. Roquen-
tin recognizes the book has a different set
of requirements than his diary ramblings.
The latter are a string of irreconcilable
moments with no sequential and sensible
flow, while the former seeks to discover
direction, purpose, and continuity. Histo-
ry however, despite this different orienta-
tion, borders on pure imagination: Ro-
quentin fears he merely creates the facts
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of his historical research.2 Why is living,
queries Roquentin, so unlike telling?
People are duped in that they are always
telling stories, surrounded by stories, and
seek to live life as a told story.3 But living
always trumps over telling. For Roquen-
tin, there are no true stories. He confesses
he would make a dreadful witness, as
there is no way of discerning an event
from the drone of daily existence. His
conclusion is that one must choose: live
or tell.4

Since the writing of Nausea the urgen-
cy of this discussion has only been rein-
forced by recent developments in the
discipline of history, where ”telling” has
been further undermined by new forms of
suspicion, which put into question the
capability of history to inform us about
the veracity of the past. While the old
modernist notion of history as uninter-
preted and neutral brute facts has rightly
been critiqued and surpassed, does this
mean that our sole option, as represented
by some influential postmodern perspec-
tives today, is to admit that Sartre’s
Roquentin had it right after all? In
response to this problematic, which has
multi-disciplinary implications, we intend
to explore the extremely significant and
vitally essential question: what is history?

Postmodern Post-History

Sartre's Nausea captures and expresses
crucial questions for understanding our
contemporary context. How are we to
view the past? Does history have any
traction and force for living? In the wake
of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s volume, The
Postmodern Condition and its ‘increduli-
ty toward metanarratives,’ a large fissure
of uncertainty broke open in many disci-
plines, including history.5 Consequently,
in addition to the rise of a post-Christian
development in Western culture, one of

the most recent ”posts” to add to the ever
growing list is post-history. A diversity of
postmodern scholars would be in broad
agreement with the notion that the only
past we have is the one we manufacture
from the present.6 A specific link between
this perspective and the one of Sartre’s
Roquentin is found in postmodern histo-
rians and philosophers of history who
argue that written narratives are always
an inordinate distortion of the past. In
facing the anxiety of living, we create a
past. Keith Jenkins, one of the most
ardent defenders of this point of view,
writes:

the idea of the historical past can

thus be considered as just one more

example of the many imaginaries

we have fabricated to make some

sense of the apparent senselessness

of existence and to protect us from

the possible trauma occasioned by
having to face radical finitude.”

Jenkins, it seems, has much in common
with Roquentin. In our postmodern con-
text the notion of any ‘true’ past is like an
illusion. Metanarrative and academic his-
tories, according to Jenkins, are both
dead.8 It is the present and only the pre-
sent that accounts for the past. All we
have and have ever had are present ver-
sions ad infinitum. Insisting that we are
faced with an ever growing and endless
interpretative freedom regarding history,
Jenkins argues we must accept a deep and
total uncertainty concerning its veracity.’
We are always and inevitably required to
make decisions and choices about the
past and in so doing, necessarily force our
concerns and interests upon it. The past,
in itself, has nothing significant attached
to it. Jenkins proclaims:
The past contains nothing of intrin-

sic value, nothing we have to be
loyal to, no facts we have to find,
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no truths we have to respect, no
problems we have to solve, no pro-
jects we have to complete; it is us
who decide these things knowing —
and if we know anything we know
this — that there are no grounds on
which we can ever get such deci-
sions right.10

Hayden White, another influential con-
temporary historian involved in the post-
history discussion, is concerned to replace
any notions of epistemology and objecti-
vity in history with aesthetics and structu-
re. History, from this perspective, is crea-
ted by literary art and transformed into
literature: history is literary to the core
and can only be considered from a litera-
ry, not an epistemological point of view.
That is, a literary structuring or art inevi-
tably shapes a recounting of the past and
in so doing creates meaning the past in
itself never has. When historians write
narratives they have no choice but to
impose a structure and plot, which then
results in fictionalizing the narrative.
White states:
.... there has been a reluctance to
consider historical narratives as
what they most manifestly are: ver-
bal fictions, the contents of which
are as much invented as found and
the forms of which have more in
common with their counterparts in
literature than they have with those
in the sciences.!1

Writing a narrative about the past, accor-
ding to White, constitutes possible objects
of explanation and understanding. This
constitution, however, is not to be
thought of as found in real events in time,
but appears only through a literary inven-
tion and a structuring of narrative. Yet it
is the narrative telling that leaves us with
a distortion of life in the past: narrative
has a beginning, middle and end, which
thereby alienates it from the authenticity

of real events. Living, as with Roquentin,

is not a true or coherent story. White con-

cludes:
What I have sought to suggest is
that this value attached to narrati-
vity in the representation of real
events arises out of a desire to have
real events display the coherence,
integrity, fullness, and closure of an
image of life that is and can only be
imaginary. The notion that sequen-
ces of real events possess the formal
attributes of the stories we tell
about imaginary events could only
have its origin in wishes, daydre-
ams, and reveries.!2

White’s complex taxonomy cannot be
fully developed here.13 Two of his major
presuppositions are that the historian
invents as much as finds, and that narra-
tives are a mode of recounting, not a
mode of discovery.14 He views the histori-
an as working with disordered and unre-
lated chronicle type data. The writer then
imposes a sequential order, — beginning,
middle, end, and an emplotment strategy,
which may take the form of a romance —
tragedy — comedy — satire. By virtue of
this imposition of a form, which is the
mode of explanation, moral meaning or
content is attached to the narrative.’S In
White’s point of view, a plot form or
structure functions as a control model, a
sort of pre-encoding, a metahistory.16
This is because emploting presides over
and is that through which the historian is
obliged to recount the story.

Post-history thinkers, such as Jenkins
and White, are pessimistic about open
avenues toward accessing the past. In
their view, our present context and wri-
ting narratives necessarily function as
defeaters of historical knowledge. Under
the template of postmodern theory, ‘new
wave’l” historians argue that a discovery
of an accurate recounting of historical

Theofilos vol. 4 nr. 2 2012



Gregory J. Laughery

events in time is an impossible task.18 In
this scenario, writing history has more to
do with inventing meaning, than finding
it. Any pursuit of the truth of historical
occurrence in the past becomes highly
dubious and history, understood as an
epistemological enterprise, is under demo-
lition.19

With these brief remarks in mind, we
will now move on to further reflect upon
and evaluate these ‘new wave’ proposals.
Our main purpose in what follows is to
interpret and apply the thought of the
French philosopher Paul Ricoeur, who is
critical of post-history perspectives, and
then to draw out several implications for
biblical hermeneutics.20

History and Historiography
Discussions concerning the truth value of
history have had a long tradition, and as
we have pointed out above, more recent-
ly postmodern ideas have broken onto
the scene, creating and arguing for new
ways of viewing history and historiograp-
hy.21 Disagreements flourish on this issue;
however, we shall not respond here to the
wide diversity of views represented.
Rather, we wish to briefly address an
important, though frequently neglected
question which arises on this register and
applies to all disciplines. What is history?
An answer may appear obvious, until
someone asks us to clarify and elucidate.
Elaboration of the historical rhythm of
the text can be aided by considering the
relation and distinction between history
and historiography. The word history,
from our perspective, has the capacity to
refer to actual past events in time, while
historiography is defined as the complex
matter of interpreting and recounting a
selection of these events thematically and
configuring them into a written narrati-
ve.22 Consequently, event and textual

representation of the past never have a
one to one correspondence, yet this does
not undermine the capacity of historio-
graphy to have historical credibility.

One response to postmodernism and
its influence on historical questions has
been for some scholars to claim that the
text is history. Daniel Marguerat, in a dis-
cussion of postmodernism and historio-
graphy, argues that there is no history
without the written plots and interpreta-
tions of the historian. He maintains that
any distinction between history and writ-
ten accounts of history has now been
destroyed.23 A somewhat similar view is
advanced by Paul Veyne, who proposes a
narrativist model of history that is plot-
centered; there is no history without the
writing of a plot.24 History, Veyne con-
tends, is made by the written construction
of plots.2s

Such notions of history and writing
history are useful in pointing out the role
of the historian as interpreter and the
importance of narrative configurations,
but they have the severe disadvantage of
reducing history to interpretation and
emplotment, hence devaluing any dis-
tinction between historical discourse and
history.26 How do we arrive at historical
discourse, a selectively written account of
history? There has been much debate on
this particular issue and it is impossible to
cover all the arguments here,2” but we
shall closely follow the insights of Paul
Ricoeur’s work on this controversial apo-
ria.28 Ricoeur suggests a critical three-fold
historiographical operation that compri-
ses, at each level, enrichment and proble-
matization.2?

First, Ricoeur argues, we begin with an
investigation of what we find in sources
and documentation. These detail sources,
for example, traces (marks left by people
and things in passing through time), testi-
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mony, and chronicles can be evaluated
and to some degree verified as to their re-
liability. Sources are not, at this stage,
what Ricoeur refers to as ‘la connaissan-
ce historique’ (historical knowledge).
According to Ricoeur, on this level, histo-
rical occurrence has a twofold epistemo-
logical status: it brings about statements
of details that can be affirmed or negated
by testimony, trace, or documentation,
and it plays a role in the overall explana-
tion and narrative configuration, where it
passes from the status of a verifiable
occurrence to an interpreted occurrence.
In spite of the instability of the relation
between the occurrence and its documen-
tation, there is no reason to assume that
the occurrence was not an actual event in
the world prior to its documentation.
Second, there is an explicative/compre-
hension level, which concerns not just
‘who’, ‘where’, and ‘when’, but ‘why’, ‘to
what effects’, or ‘results.” This level com-
prises such elements as social, political, or
economic considerations that ripple out
from an occurrence in the past. On this
level, as Ricoeur points out, there are
conflicting models of the erkldren (expla-
nation) and verstehen (understanding) of
past occurrences as historical knowledge:
some explain by subjecting the past to
laws or regulations, others understand by
connecting the past to teleology. The
notions of epistemological value are atta-
ched to one or the other of these models
of cultivating and articulating the past. In
effect both attempt, albeit in different
ways, to establish something of a scienti-
fic dimension of historical discourse
through centering on understanding
(Dilthey) or (Hempel).
However, in Ricoeur’s view, the proble-
matic is that explanation without under-
standing or understanding without expla-
nation results in a truncated epistemolo-

explanation

gy. In the debate between these models,
Ricoeur highlights the work of G. H. von
Wright in Explanation and Understan-
ding30 (who situates the conflict in Plato
and Aristotle). Von Wright attempts to
synthesize the regulatory (laws) and the
causal (teleological) in connection with
human action. In finding such a point of
view promising, Ricoeur ponders the fol-
lowing question: does a narrative orde-
ring assure the unity of a mixed model?3!
This question leads us to the next stage of
the historiographic operation.

Third, the interpreted sources and the
explanations and understandings are con-
figured in (re) writing a grand historio-
graphical narrative,32 which aims to be a
representation of the past. This (re) wri-
ting representation is connected to memo-
ry, the intentionality of the historiogra-
pher, and the target of recounting truth
about the past in dependence on the pre-
vious levels. At this point, the historiog-
raphical operation is brought to closure.33
Ricoeur prefers the term ‘représentance’34
for the combined three level operation in
order to emphasize that historical repre-
sentation is working towards bringing to
light the targeted reference. These three
distinct, yet related levels of operation,
offer a critical knowledge of the past.

Ricoeur’s threefold notion of the histo-
riographical operation shows that history
and historical discourse are not to be
equated. For Ricoeur, there is a behind
the text or an outside the text that merits
consideration in historical inquiry. Trace,
testimony, and représentance, stand for
something that took place outside the
text.35 While the behind or outside the
text are not the only concerns in the inter-
pretation of historical discourse, they
nevertheless remain valid interests.36
Historical occurrences only become histo-
rical discourse when they are written,
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while history remains history even
though it is not written down.37 Thus, we
are not merely interested in texts, but in a
reliable interpretation of the historical
character of the events which the texts
represent.

As we have seen in the previous sec-
tion, the disciplines of literature and
modern literary criticism are having a
marked impact on notions of history. One
important reason for this is the contem-
porary emphasis on literature inaugura-
ted by both French and Anglo-Saxon
theorists.38 Let’s focus again, but now
more particularly on a critical engage-
ment with Hayden White, as his influen-
ce in this discussion is considerable. On
the narrative level, according to White,
the historian constructs narrative mea-
ning through the chosen plot form or
typology as a literary endeavor. This lite-
rary configuring gives the narrative a fic-
tional content, while a reliable represen-
tation of events in the world pales into
relative obscurity on the referent register
of the grand narrative.3*

The fact that narratives are construc-
ted is not in dispute, yet there are ques-
tions concerning White’s views. Why
should narrative construction, which
many scholars acknowledge, banish his-
torical occurrence, sense and reference?
Does narrative construction exclude a
credible representation of the past?40
Furthermore, why should one presuppose
there is no narrative structure (beginning,
middle and end), which a narrative may
reflect, prior to its literary construction?41
While appreciative of White’s emphasis
on the structured imagination and its cor-
relation to creativity and form, Ricoeur
remarks:

On the other hand, I regret the

impasse that White gets caught up
in in dealing with the operations of

emplotment as explanatory models,
held to be at best indifferent as
regards the scientific procedures of
historical knowledge, at worst a
substitutable for them. There is a
true category mistake here which
engenders a legitimate suspicion
concerning the capacity of this rhe-
torical theory to draw a clear line
between historical narrative and
fictional narrative (récit historique
et récit de fiction.)42

White’s theory includes further draw-
backs. He both neglects the realist dimen-
sion of fiction and stresses an almost ex-
clusive focus on the choice of pre-narrati-
ve strategies and emplotment, to the det-
riment of a concern for the fidelity of a
representation of the past.43 One of the
marked results of this strategy is that it
becomes necessary to view historical dis-
course as constitutive of, rather than con-
nected to, historical occurrence and life.44

Historical investigation and the view
of historical discourse today have been
strongly influenced by White’s work. He
has made a forceful contribution to
moving historical discourse from the
domains of history, literature, science,
and epistemology, and locating it exclusi-
vely in the realm of literature. White rele-
gates or reduces historical inquiry to a
third level (in Ricoeur’s operation) litera-
ry quest.®S In so doing, White’s views ren-
der it extremely difficult to draw dis-
tinctions between historical discourse and
fiction. The major aporia that such an
incapacity creates is that it puts in ques-
tion the accessibility of the past. Ricoeur
states:

. it is the relation between the
organizing paradigms of the disci-
pline of history and those which
control the composition of literary

fictions which has provoked a de-
classification of history as know-
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ledge with a scientific pretension
and its reclassification as literary
artifice, and in relation to this cau-
sed a weakening of epistemological
criteria of differentiation between
history proper and the philosophy
of history.46

This brief examination, by and large
focused on Ricoeur’s interaction with
White and contemporary scholarship,
should not be read as merely a critique,
but also as a means of conveying his own
positive proposals. There is a clear indica-
tion of how, in Ricoeur’s opinion, an
over-determined literary focus has the
tendency to reduce historical discourse to
fictional literature and rhetorical strate-
gies. He, as others, strongly argues for
maintaining the distinction between his-
torical discourse and fictional literature in
that historical discourse has different con-
cerns, referents, and targets. The reduc-
tionism of White and Jenkins brings with
it an epistemological dilemma with
respect to the fidelity of a representation
of the past. Ricoeur’s conflict with such
scholarship has been underscored in sho-
wing that the literary-narrative turn, in
this school of thought, is now more often
concerned with literature and literary cri-
ticism, than it is with epistemology and
objectivity. There is no question that the
move towards narrative as a literary ve-
hicle for recounting events of the past is
valid,*” but the perils of a declassification
of historical discourse into fictional litera-
ture are troubling and therefore call for a
vigilant epistemology.48 Historical dis-
course is indeed literature, yet in Ri-
coeur’s view, it is essential that we not
abandon scientific investigation or critical
analysis with respect to sources, explana-
tions, and understandings, that pertain to
questions of the past.4

The representation of the past is not a

copy or projection, a correspondence of
mental image and something absent, but
rather a something represented standing
in place of that which once was and no
longer is.

Two ideas are involved here: on one
hand, the idea that a mark has been
left by the passage of some being,
on the other, the idea that this mark
is the sign ‘standing for’ (‘valant
pour’) the passage. The significance
of the trace combines a relation of
causality between the thing mar-
king and the thing marked, and a
relation of signification between
the mark left and the passage. The
trace has the value of effect-sign.30

In this sense, the trace does not belong to
some form or expression of a naive rea-
lism or idealism, but to what Ricoeur re-
fers to as a ‘critical realism’, in this con-
text, a ‘profound analysis of what consti-
tutes the intentionality of historical dis-
course.”s! A représentance of the past is
expected to be connected to reconstruc-
tions of actual occurrences, real people,
and truthful circumstances.5? This histori-
cal narrative articulation can be said to
constitute a ‘pact’ between author and
reader.53 Historians, on this view, are not
mere narrators, but argue a case for the
actual occurrences and real people they
attempt to represent. Historical discourse
has a target — a reliable representation of
the past. Ricoeur comments:

It is in no way my intention to can-
cel or to obscure the differences
between history and the whole set
of fictional narratives in terms of
their truth-claims. Documents and
archives are the ‘sources’ of eviden-
ce for historical inquiry. Fictional
narratives, on the other hand, igno-
re the burden of providing eviden-
ces of that kind.

I should want to stress that as ‘fic-
tive’ as the historical text may be,
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its claim is to be a representation of
reality. And its way of asserting its
claim is to support it by the verifi-
cationist procedures proper to his-
tory as a science. In other words,
history is both a literary artifact
and a representation of reality. It is
a literary artifact to the extent that,
like all literary texts, it tends to
assume the status of a self-contai-
ned system of symbols. It is a repre-
sentation of reality to the extent
that the world it depicts - which is
the ‘works world’ - is assumed to
stand for some actual occurrences
in the ‘real’ world.5*

In fictional literature, it can also be said,
there is equally a ‘pact’ between author
and reader, but in this case there is no
expectation, nor demand, for the same
level of an extra-linguistic referent on the
narrative register. Thus, historical dis-
course and fiction are story, in that both
are configured through imagination and
emplotment, yet historical discourse can-
not be reduced to fictional literature.ss
The field of operation for historical dis-
course, which has been developed in the
previous pages, is obliged to include faith-
ful representations of the past, not mere-
ly imagination, plot, and a literary form.

Biblical Hermeneutics

Postmodern post-history theories have
not only had an impact on the disciplines
of history and literature, but they are con-
nected to the discussion of biblical herme-
neutics, language, and theology.5¢ A her-
meneutic non-realism posits the notion
that text and reader are freed from any
constraints of events in time that may
have a bearing on interpretation.s” When
meaning is disconnected from historio-
graphical representation, the possibility
of subjectively objective knowledge of
what once was comes undone.s8

In addition to historical questions, bib-

lical interpretation today is heavily influ-
enced by the relatively recent interest in
literary criticism and narrative.® The nar-
rative turn has become the object of
intense debate. In the light of contempo-
rary literary theories and notions of histo-
ry promoted by ‘new wave’ historians,
how are we to engage the biblical text?
Do we interpret the Bible as ‘historicized
fiction,” ‘fictionalized history,” or with
another approach all together?6® There
are claims by some that the Bible is fictio-
nal in character, while others argue that
biblical history and any conception of fic-
tion are in total conflict.6!

Ricoeur has given us a useful critique
of ‘new wave’ proposals and provided
helpful insights in the discussion above
concerning history and historiography,
but the matter before us now is to investi-
gate how these would apply, albeit tenta-
tively, to biblical hermeneutics. Fre-
quently understood to be affirming diffe-
rent things on the subject of the Bible and
biblical interpretation,62 Ricoeur’s general
hermeneutical discussion of historical dis-
course and literature is nevertheless of
value for maintaining that historical
accounts have referents outside the text.63
Working from this general hermeneutical
perspective, one must not automatically
reduce the biblical text to simply fictional
literature.

To start with, Ricoeur strongly sug-
gests that an intertextual approach is
important for biblical hermeneutics.64
This means that biblical narrative must
be interpreted in relation to other biblical
genres such as wisdom, hymn, prophecy,
and so on.t5 Whether it be Exodus,
Psalms, Isaiah, a gospel, or letter, each
text has a temporal dimension and messa-
ge that needs to be put into a historical,
literary, and theological dialogue with the
other. This hermeneutical perspective
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orients the interpreter towards an investi-
gation and evaluation of each text on a
case-by-case basis in order to determine
the author’s literary act as expressed in
the genre of the text.66

Several biblical texts, including Exo-
dus and the gospels, vehemently announ-
ce that there is a theological dimension to
history. As a listener to that which is
recorded in the Scripture,? Ricoeur may
be open to a view that the God who is
named by the biblical text, does some-
thing outside the text, which is now a
représentance in the text. Ricoeur obser-
ves:

... the naming of God in the resur-
rection narratives of the New
Testament is in accord with the
naming of God in the deliverance
narratives of the Old Testament:
God called Christ from the dead.
Here, too, God is designated by the
transcendence of the founding
events in relation to the ordinary
course of history.

In this sense, we must say the
naming of God is first of all a mo-
ment of narrative confession. God
is named in ‘the thing’ recounted.
This is counter to a certain empha-
sis among theologies of the word
that only note word events. To the
extent that the narrative genre is
primary, God’s imprint is in history
before being in speech. Speech
comes second as it confesses the
trace of God in the event.68

The historical character of the text is
clear. Testimony to the Resurrection,® for
example, requires the historical status:
something happened, which left a trace,
and was recorded in the narratives as an
event in time. The gospel writers’ inter-
pretations concern that which actually
happened.”0

The witness is a witness to things
that have happened. We can think

of the case of recording Christian
preaching in the categories of the
story, as narration about things
said and done by Jesus of Nazareth,
as proceeding from this intention of
binding confession-testimony to
narration-testimony.”!

Numerous testimonies in the biblical text
are not merely text, but they represent,
stand for, and are a trace of God’s activi-
ty in time in the real world.”2 Ricoeur has
argued that the mark or trace of God in
history is prior to it being recounted in a
narrative.”3 Biblical historical narrative
aims to be a representation of what is
behind the text. He also draws from the
prophetic tradition in addition to the gos-
pel narratives for a notion of testimony.
Historical occurrences of God’s action
have taken place and are witnessed to by
the prophets. Prophetic moments are con-
nected to historical moments — testimony
is bound to confession and narration — in
a motion from first Testament prophecy
to second Testament gospel and letter.74

Ricoeur points out, for example, that
the Christological kerygma is something
‘which demands narrative.” In other
words, there is something preceding that
which is narrativized, something ‘behind’
or ‘outside’ the text. Ricoeur appeals to 1
Corinthians 15:3-8, ‘that Christ died for
our sins according to the Scriptures, that
he was buried, that he was raised on the
third day according to the Scriptures, and
that he appeared to Peter and then to the
Twelve,” arguing that the four aorist verbs
show a provocation to narration.”

As 1 have already mentioned above,
Ricoeur is often interpreted in a variety of
ways on the question of biblical interpre-
tation. He has explored the aesthetic nar-
rative interests of the fictional dimension
of the biblical text; however, he has also
maintained an emphasis on the realism of
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its historical event character.”76 One finds
in his work an ongoing challenge to a
postmodern non-referential literary focus
on history and biblical narrative, combi-
ned with an illuminating interest in a
representation of times past in the text.

This leads to three salient observations
on how Ricoeur’s work can offer a valu-
able response to postmodern post-history
thinking about the biblical text. First, in
contrast to a postmodern uncertainty per-
taining to historical discourse and history,
it can be argued that there is a real histo-
ry outside the text and a scientific and
epistemological pretension in writing
about this. Second, while there is a mar-
ked literary aspect of historical discourse,
a postmodern post-history declassifica-
tion of historical discourse into fictional
literature is untenable. A relation and dis-
tinction formulation, that takes into
account imagination and emplotment on
the one hand — and the grounds of an his-
torical intentionality of representation
that targets real people, events, and situa-
tions on the other, preserves the tension,
while fending off polarizing tendencies.
Third, there is a rapport between a gene-
ral and biblical hermeneutics, in that both
argue for a real world outside the text.
We can carefully affirm and credibly
defend the view that many parts of the
Bible are concerned with historical dis-
course, which aim at recounting events
that actually took place in time.

Notes

Conclusion
We began this paper with provocative
thoughts from Sartre’s book Nausea and
the problematic of living and telling. His
narrator, Antoine Roquentin, forcefully
puts forward the notion that living, as a
present moment triumphs over all else.
Nausea not only negates telling, but it
reduces reality to a random set of sequen-
ces that lead to nothing. Why is living,
queries Roquentin, so unlike telling?
This view, as we have seen, left the
legacy of a strong polarization that surfa-
ced, notably, in what we referred to as
postmodern post-history. Present mo-
ments and literary structures in this per-
spective, it is argued, defy the reliability
of knowledge of the past. Living is assu-
med to negate telling, as telling is a distor-
tion connected to imaginative fantasy. In
contrast, our contention is that an onto-
logy and epistemology of telling cannot
be denied its place in imaginative living.
Historiographical narratives are configu-
red by and out of something that precedes
them. They are not distortions, but repre-
sentations of life with aims, targets, and
goals. Living and telling therefore should
be understood as related and distinct,
whereas reductionism, for Nausea, and
postmodern post-history, is unfortunately
all too often prominent when it comes to
embracing and engaging the complexity
of configuring time and action in living
and telling.
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