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This paper is a working paper; footnotes and bibliography need to be (much) polished/ extended. 

As author I hope that the train of thoughts is clear enough to be discussed. 

 

Literature Studies, Liberation Theology, 

and Impulses for Contextual Biblical Methodologies 

Rereading is reading after change.1 Only in a few instances texts change, and even if so, they 

change due to changes in authorship, readership, circumstances, etc. And as much as readers are 

part of the context of the act of reading, respectively rereading in new contexts, rereading is part 

of contextualisation. 

“People pretend that the Bible means the same to them at 50 that it did at all former 

milestones in their journey. I wonder how they can lie so. It comes of practice, no doubt. 

They would not say that of Dickens’s or Scott’s books. Nothing remains the same.” 

So Mark Twain (1887), quoted in Wendy Lesser in Nothing remains the same; rereading and 

remembering (2002, vii; emphasis as quoted by Lesser). We might add: reading the Bible changes… 

through rereading. 

This paper reviews the use of ‘rereading’ in its common use, in literature studies (with a special 

focus on Matei Călinescu2 who most reflectively/consciously addresses the phenomenon of 

rereading), biblical studies, and liberation theology. Based on this overview, this paper contours a 

hermeneutics of rereading contributing to contextual theology with emphases on the prevailing 

actuality of Scripture, the aspect of community in biblical interpretation, and the attitude of 

attentive (slow) reading. 

 

§1. Rereading: lexical meanings 

The most basic meaning of ‘rereading’ is ‘reading again’. As an aside: this already happens during 

the very (neurobiological) act of reading, readers ‘regress’ with their eyes as part of the process of 

reading and understanding, in this sense ‘rereading’ is at the basis of reading (Booth and Weger 

2013). Beyond this rather mechanical aspect of reading, Nabokov (1980, 3) states: “A good reader, 

a major reader, an active and creative reader is a rereader.”3 This implies, a good reader, reads 

attentively (cf. Birkerts 1998, 340).4 Reading twice introduces the more common lexical meanings 

of ‘rereading’, in which it is used in many book (and article) titles. Beyond reading again, these 

titles imply something like revisiting, reconsidering, reinterpreting, or simply: interpreting.5 

                                                           
1
 One could argue about rereading when simply picking up a book one has red before; nevertheless, the change in 

time might make aware of other changes and provide new insights. See below. 
2
 I do not know what pronunciation Călinescu used in the USA for his name but often the Romanian ‘ă’ changes in ‘a’ 

when the name is written. 
3
 Vladimir Nabokov (red. Fredson Bowers), Lectures on Literature (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1980). 

4
 Birkerts, Sven.1998. ‘Some thoughts on rereading’, in David Galef (red.), Second Thoughts: A Focus on Rereading 

(Detroit: Wayne State UP), 340-343. 
5
 A few examples from biblical studies: 
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Similar book titles can use ‘a second look’ or play on ‘rereading’, acknowledging that the Bible is 

often reread (as a classic – see below) and phrase ‘for the first time’. In these instances rereading 

seems to be understood as something unexciting, possibly following fixed pre-understanding and 

played out against the freshness of the first reading.6 

Also beyond biblical studies titles with the word ‘rereading’ abound, mainly in the sense of 

‘reading again’, usually applied to classics (books or oeuvres – see also below).7 

 

§2. Rereading: towards literary studies 

Before turning to ‘rereading’ as a more technical term in the theoretical work of Matei Călinescu 

and more practical examples by others, the possibly first book title with ‘rereading’ is Howard 

Rolin Patch’s On rereading Chaucer (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1939). Indeed a book about a classic. 

Rereading is used as reading again: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
• Reassessment; e.g., D. Aune, Rereading Paul together: Protestant and Catholic perspectives on 

justification (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006) – note the aspect of reading together, in 

community; see below! 

• New context: D.G. Horell, C. Hunt, and C. Southgate, Greening Paul: Rereading the Apostle in a Time 

of Ecological Crisis (Waco: Baylor UP, 2010) 

• New ‘application’: Hal Taussig & Maia Kotrosits, Re-reading the Gospel of Mark amidst Loss and 

Trauma (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) 

• Reinterpretation, e.g., in the sense of “the Sages defend themselves by rereading the verse with 

greater precision.” See: Judith Hauptman, Rereading the Mishnah: A new approach to ancient Jewish 

texts, Texts and studies in ancient Judaism 109 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 139 -- see also her 

Rereading the rabbis. 

And from classical literature (probably there are similar titles in biblical studies): 

• Reception history (certain centuries), e.g., Edward Wheatley, ‘Rereading the Story of the Widow of 

Ephesus in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance’, Comparative Literature Studies 51/4 (2014), 627-

643 

• Likewise reception history: Ellen Greene (ed.), Re-Reading Sappho: Reception and Transmission, 

Classics and Contemporary Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) 

Note that there are many, many book titles using the word ‘rereading’, many of them do not mention the word 
‘rereading’ even once in the text of the book itself. 
6
 E.g., Robert S. Bader, A Second Look: Reading the Bible Again for the First Time (Vantage Press, 1998); this title seems 

to have been borrowed in M. Borg, Reading the Bible Again for the First Time (2001); cf. John Goldingay, Reading the 
Bible for the first time, Judson Press, 1979, this is possibly the first book with such a title. 
Examples of titles using ‘second look’ are not discussed here; the visual metaphor should be noted, however, and thus 
it is used in titles ‘rereading’ / ‘reviewing’ (sometimes even republishing) work of creators of visual arts. 
7
 E.g. the series: 1. Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Religion. 

2. Re-Reading the Canon (since 1995? Most, if not all book titles starting with Feminist Interpretations of ... (Aristotle, 
Locke, Wittgenstein, Arendt, …) 
The editor Nancy Tuana writes about this series: 
“This series consists of edited collections of essays, some original and some previously published, offering feminist re-
interpretations of the writings of major figures in the Western philosophical tradition. Devoted to the work of a single 
philosopher, each volume contains essays covering the full range of the philosopher's thought and representing the 
diversity of approaches now being used by feminist critics.” (emphasis added) 
See: http://www.psupress.org/books/series/book_SeriesReReading.html (11-03-2015). 
Not only books or oeuvres but also collections, cf. Avril Pyman, ‘Rereading the 'Signposts'.’, Slavonic & East European 
Review 92/4 (2014), 734-739. 
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“It may be noted, that what I have here put down has occurred to me ‘on rereading Chaucer,’ 

and I may now add, after rereading him many times.” (vii) 

And Patch invites his own readers to reread: 

“everyone will turn to the poet himself to confirm some statements or to refute others.” (vii) 

Unlike more recent uses of rereading in literary studies that are individual, Patch’s phrases can be 

understood as a reading in community (even if the individual readers are not connected). 

One of his readers, the reviewer Haldeen Braddy (1940)8 comments: “On first reading Chaucer 

even a casual reader must be immediately impressed by the author’s sterling qualities of good 

spirit and health” (198), but rereading results in “a deeper understanding and wider appreciation” 

(198). 

First reading might cause an interest to gain a deeper understanding and make one enjoy a book 

even more (or just enjoy for other qualities of the text). 

 

§3. Rereading (relecture) as critical dialogue and contextualisation 

Two French books need to be mentioned: the first is Georges Snyders’s École classe et lute des 

classes: Une relecture critique de Baudelot-Establet, Bordieu-Passeron et Illich (1976). Relecture is 

used in the sense of critical dialogue; one could consider the label ‘classics’ for the authors 

mentioned in the title. 

The second title is by the first Senegalese president: Leopold S. Senghor. He writes about the 

African contextualization of socialism in his Pour une relecture africaine de Marx et d’Engels 

(1976). This rereading is reading again and thinking through in a new context, in his words: “c’est 

de relire et de penser par nous-mêmes et pour nous-mêmes, Africains, les textes fondamentaux 

du Socialisme – qu’on lui donne ou non l’épithète de «scientifique».” (8) Further on he speaks 

about “la nécessité de penser notre socialisme en Africains et pour les Africains” (14)9 So, 

rereading is focused on Marx and Engels as ‘classics of socialism’, socialism’s fundamental texts, its 

‘Bible’ (cf. §5.1). 

 

§4. Rereading in literary studies 

In literary studies one might distinguish two ways in which rereading is used. The first is less 

reflective of the act of rereading itself but comprises a reflection on either the self, the literature, 

various context of writing and reading, or a combination of these, as exemplified with: 

• Rereading as self-reflection, sometimes even to be categorized as a certain kind of 

autobiography, esp. Wendy Lesser, Nothing remains the same (2002). 

• Rereading as rethinking, gaining understanding of the literature and oneself, e.g., Sandra 

M. Gilbert, Rereading Women (2011).10 

                                                           
8
 Haldeen Braddy, ‘[review of] On Rereading Chaucer by H. R. Patch’, The Review of English Studies 16/62 (1940), 198-

201 
9
 Note that this is for the whole of Africa, both for ‘sub-Sahara’ Africa and ‘Berber Africa’. 

10
 Two examples. Reflection on the self: 
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• For Patricia Meyer Spacks, On Rereading (2011) reasons for rereading include reflection 

and rediscovery of self, personal history, general history – and reflection on text, contents, 

author (and reader). 

Rereading is not necessarily a reflection on change, change can also be the impetus for rereading. 

Such a change can be exemplified with the Wende of 1989; before the West’ would study DDR 

(German Democratic Republic) literature with socio-political questions, to the neglect of literary 

qualities. The Wende helped in bringing the latter to the attention of critics as well. This fuller 

picture can be exemplified with Deirdre Byrnes’s Rereading Monika Maron (2011) who notably 

studies an author who was active before and after 1989. 

Matei Călinescu11 discusses rereading in a monograph aptly named Rereading (New Haven: Yale 

UP, 1993). He reflects on the act of reading and rereading and advocates reading with attention. 

This attentive reading was lost with the invention of printing books that lead from intensive 

reading to extensive reading. A similar call is expressed in David Mikics’s Slow Reading in a Hurried 

Age (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2013). 

Calinescu speaks about rereading as reflective rereading in particular of fiction / narrative. The 

subject or agent of this rereading is an individual (not a community), like the three examples 

mentioned above.12 Unlike the examples above, Calinescu is more text-focused; for him ‘reflective 

rereading’ is ‘a meditative or critically inquisitive revisiting of a text one has already read’. Such 

rereading can be for various reasons: 

• just for fun (maybe reading a favourite portion); 

• to enjoy the (make-belief) game more intelligibly; 

• …for a better understanding of the ‘game’ (story), the fictional world, the structure 

of the book; 

• awareness of the act of (re)reading; 

• and: to decipher a potential secret; with Calinescu’s stimulating words: 

”In summary, reading between the lines means being extremely attentive and refusing to 

take anything in the text at face value unless there is proof to the contrary.” (Calinescu 

1993, 271) 

Such a ‘secret’ he deciphers by ‘critical rereading’ within two different but not unrelated 

perspectives on a novel by Mircea Eliade. On the one hand he proposes a ‘decipherment’ of the 

numbers and dates used in Eliade’s Youth without youth (using the title of the English translation) 

and shows to how the main character is autobiographic to a large extent, despite Eliade’s earlier 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
‘For indeed, though in some part of myself I must have understood even then that no reading is altogether innocent, 
the readings I’d begun doing with my nine-year-old daughter felt both innocent and sentimental, if only because they 
were not only outside my disciplinary “field,” but they were also rereading and remembering, hence, recapturing, of 
experiences I’d had when I myself was at least a more innocent reader.’ (Sandra M. Gilbert Rereading Women: Thirty 
Years of Exploring Our Literary Traditions (New York: Norton, 2011), 162). 
And how reading is a reflective activity that shapes identity: ‘Though at that point I’d read and reread Millett, Beauvoir 
[e.g., The second sex], and Friedan, and did finally define myself as a feminist.’ (Gilbert 2011, 11) 
11

 On Calinescu (1934-2009), see the in memoriam issue of Symploke 17/1-2 (2009). 
12

 It should be noted here that Meyer Spacks remarks that reading as a group stimulates reading. The group provides 
different perspectives, different rereadings of a text and can help to change or calibrate one’s opinion. 
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statement that it would be fruitless to search for hidden meanings in relation to reality. In the 

same article, he poses that for the sake of the secret “the reader is expected to become an 

interpreter, a reader of signs, an informal hermeneutician” (Calinescu 2008: 380). He continues 

with how a reader should balance a ‘hermeneutic of trust’ with a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’ in 

order to find the secret also where it is denied (by the author!) or where the text is not obviously 

enigmatic. 

Thus, rereading can be described as a form of close reading like in New Criticism but unlike New 

Criticism with attention for the author and the reader as well.13 

Likewise paying not only attention to the text but also to the author and the reader, Paul Kameen 

goes even a step further in his rereading of poetry as reading (again) for the beyond; in his Re-

reading poets: The life of the author (2011; apparently also playing on the title of his earlier article 

‘Reading poets’, 1981): 

“That’s why we read and re-read a lot of things: not just to ‘get’ them, but to get beyond 

them, a little further than they take us […] on the other side, where we can open ourselves 

toward something else, something more. That is what poetry is good for: not the ultimate 

word, but what’s just beyond it… now.” (152) 

Reading with attention, attention devoted to author, text, and reader and beyond that relevance 

for ‘now’ (hic et nunc) might be enough impetus to turn from literary studies to the Bible. From 

the earlier sections we recall reading together and critical reading for contextualisation. 

 

§5. Biblical studies 

Building on literary studies, the first section addresses ‘the Bible as classic’, the second subsection 

overviews several uses of ‘rereading’ in biblical studies, before turning to Karoline Lewis’s 

application of Calinescu.14 

§5.1 The Bible as classic 

Rereading is often associated with classics (see above). Calinescu (1993, 89-90) points out that this 

has to do both with quality and education (and reception history, one might add); thus “readers 

seems to have agreed to give certain authors the status of classics”. 

Likewise, the Bible as a ‘religious classic’ that is reread, so Borg (2001, 43): 

“A classic is a piece of literature that has endured through time and has been (and 

continues to be) read and reread in new settings. By definition, a classic has a surplus of 

meaning. Its meaning is not confined to the intention of its author or to its original 

meaning.” 

                                                           
13

 Ironically, a book on the legacy of New Criticism has the word rereading (in the sense of reconsidering) in the title 
(Rereading the New Criticism edited by Miranda B. Hickman and John D. McIntyre); quoting from the cover text: 
“these ten essays shed new light on the genesis of the New Criticism and its significant contributions to the 
development of academic literary studies in North America; revisit its chief arguments and methods; interrogate 
received ideas about the movement; and consider how its theories and techniques might inform new methodologies 
for literary and cultural studies in the twenty-first century.” 
14

 She also builds on the literary didactic work by Cornis-Pope; his work is not included here because of the focus on 
literary studies (§4). 
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However, the image of the Bible is sometimes a little different; Stevenson, quoted in Calinescu 

(1993, 80), states: “read it freshly like a book [uninterrupted, linear reading], not droningly and 

dully like a portion of the Bible.”15 This freshness might be something Borg wants to express with 

‘first time’ in his title Reading the Bible again for the first time. Harrington (2013, 1) says that on 

rereading the Gospel one “repeatedly discovers something fresh to admire”.16 

Addressing the Bible and its rereading, it needs to be underlined that – beyond the Bible as classic 

–there is a Jewish and Christian tradition and practice of rereading, in liturgies (often based on 

lectionaries)17 and in personal rereading. 

Another aspect of rereading classics is the writing of commentaries. Calinescu (1993, 265) 

comments this with: 

‘This same [democratic] longing for transparency explains the proliferation of explanatory 

texts—commentaries on more difficult primary classical texts and even commentaries on 

commentaries—which many students of literature prefer to read in place of the more 

difficult primary texts.’ 

In case of the Bible even its title seems to be a classic, meanwhile lexicalized (cf. §3) and also used 

in book titles, such as Cooking Bible. Titles can also be an occasion for rereading.18 Going the other 

way around, rereading the Bible might also lead to a new title. We might think of modern English 

Bible translations with alternative titles such as Good News Bible, God’s Word, The Voice, The 

Message, etc. How do we evaluate the title ‘Bible’? And what title would we give on rereading it? 

And as much as this holds for the Bible, what about its books, chapters, or pericopes? 

 

§5.2 Rereading and relecture in biblical studies 

As mentioned above, the word ‘rereading’ is often used, especially in titles. A more specific used 

can be in the following five examples.19 

1. The word ‘rélecture’ is a redaction critical equivalent of Zimmerli’s Fortschreibung, adding text 

to an existing text. This usage can be exemplified in the work of Boismard,20 Dettwiler,21 and 

Zumstein,22 to name a few (cf. below). 

                                                           
15

 Note the (weak) implication of the Bible as one book, to be understood as whole; cf. both Lewis and Croatto below. 
16

 Wilfrid J. Harrington, OP has three books (by 2015) with ‘for the first time’ in the title: Reading Mark for the First 
Time, Paulist Press, 2013; Reading Matthew for the First Time, Paulist Press, 2014; Reading Luke for the First Time, 
Paulist Press, 2015. These ‘first time’ volumes provide an introduction to each of the (synoptic) gospels with a kind of 
hermeneutical key for understanding them (e.g., the theologia crucis for Mark). Aware of the fact that the gospels ere 
repeatedly read and the story known, the author might play with ‘reading … for the first time’ on reading as ‘mere 
reading’ (like Stevenson’s portions of the Bible) and reading as gaining (and growing in) understanding for the first 
time. 
17

 For Jewish lectionary, see also Dirk Monshouwer, The Gospels and Jewish Worship, Bible and Synagogal Liturgy in 
the First Century C.E. (Vught: Skandalon, 2010). 
18

 So Michael Seidel, ‘Running Titles’, in David Galef (ed.), Second Thoughts: A Focus on Rereading (Detroit: Wayne 
State UP, 1998), 34-50. 
19

 See also §6. As slightly different usages could be added: Jeppesen on Isa 28 in Studia Theologia 1984; … Another 
aspect not considered here is rereading from a different paradigm, e.g., M. Coomber, Rereading the prophets (2010) 
and J. Barbour, The Story of Israel in the Book of Qohelet: Ecclesiastes as Cultural Memory (2012). Related to this, and 
to be elaborated is ‘unreading’: getting rid of a paradigm that ‘distorts’ the meaning. 
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2. Douglas A. Campbell in his The deliverance of God: An apocalyptic rereading of justification in 

Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009) uses ‘rereading’ in distinction from ’reframing’ as two ways 

to conclude a different interpretation. The latter implies a different take on the (textual) context 

by which the meaning of the text changes, whereas the former, rereading, is a reinterpretation of 

the text itself. 

3. Ehud Ben Zvi has his own take on rereading, a concept that underlies his publications on 

Zephaniah (1991), Obadiah (1996), Micah (2000), Jonah (2003). Simply stated: all reading is 

rereading because everything written is, once it is being read, perceived in a specific context. Ben 

Zvi ‘rereads’ the Hebrew Bible books especially in light of exile and return, usually in the Persian 

period, actually it is better to phrase: his historical reading reconstructs how a reading community 

(in the Persian period) would have reread certain texts.23 

4. Although not a specific use of re-reading, it is to be noted that many books on exegetical 

method have as their first (methodological) chapter narrative (in a sense ‘reading’) as theme; then 

other readings (i.e. rereadings) follow, such as feminist interpretation.24 

5. Geert Van Oyen in his writings on the Gospel of Mark25 (e.g., pointing to repetitions) states that 

the text invites for rereading and therefore to discipleship. One might read (hear) the gospel and 

get to the open end (short version of final chapter); there the (new) reader is confronted with how 

the story goes on and thus invited to get back to the start of the gospel and follow Jesus. 

 

§5.3 Karoline M. Lewis’s reception of Calinescu 

Karoline M. Lewis is the only author in biblical studies who receives the literary studies concept of 

’rereading’, as elaborated on by Matei Călinescu in his Rereading (1993).26 She applies this in her 

Rereading the ’Shepherd Discourse’: Restoring the integrity of John 9:39-10:21 (2008), taking 

”repetition, ambiguity, secrecy, and inherent oral features of a text” (44) as call for rereading 

because these aspects of a text are not understood at first reading. Other features of Lewis’s 

rereading, partly building on Calinescu: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
20

 ‘L’évolution du thème eschatologique dans les traditions johanniques’, Revue Biblique 68 (1961), 507-524 (i.h.b. 
523-524). 
21

 Andreas Dettwiler, Die Gegenwart des Erhöhten: Eine exegetische Studie zu den johanneischen Abschiedsreden (Joh 
13,31 - 16,33) unter besonderer Berücksichtigung ihres Relecture-Charakters, Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur 
des Alten und Neuen Testaments 169 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995). 
22

 Among others: Jean Zumstein, Kreative Erinnerung: Relecture und Auslegung im Johannesevangelium, 
Abhandlungen zur Theologie des Alten und Neuen Testaments 84 (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 

1
1999 / 

2
2004). 

23
 Ben Zvi in his ‘rereading Barton’s Oracles of God,’ (JHS 2007) uses rereading in a more common sense, in relation to 

a ‘classic’: “It was time to reread, re-evaluate and re-enter into conversation with the book, with the hindsight of 

twenty more years of research” (3) 
24

 E.g., Anderson & Moore (eds), Mark & Method, 1992; Green (ed.), Methods for Luke, 2010. 
25

 Geert Van Oyen, De Marcus code (Averbode: Altiora Averbode, 2005) ; idem, Marcus mee maken (Leuven: Vlaamse 
Bijbelstichting, 2006). 
26

 The present working paper would be another example in tandem with Izaak J. de Hulster: ‘De actualiteit van de 
herlezen Schrift door de geschiedenis heen’, [FS Olof de Vries] (Utrecht: Kok, 2014). 
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• Unity of the text / ’final form’ (instead of the diachronic aspect of, e.g., Zumstein’s 

relecture, she has a synchronic approach) – for Calinescu this seems less relevant 

with his focus on modern literature. 

• We read texts reading texts; she focuses on intra-textual allusions (and leaves 

relations with texts outside of the Gospel of John for further study); for Calinescu 

intertextuality is often part of the secret (finding). 

• She takes John 8:31-32 (‘31Then Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, ‘If 

you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; 32and you will know the truth, 

and the truth will make you free.’) as an impetus for rereading and, based on these 

and other verses states: 

“rereading is necessitated from the perspective of both writing of the Gospel 

and its subsequent readings. It is a looking back from the unique perspective of 

the death and resurrection of Jesus, but it is at the same time a looking forward 

to the future of the mission of the | Gospel.” (181-182) 

In other words: 

“Rereading is at the same time both forward looking and looking backward so as 

to come to a momentary understanding of the present.” (183) 

Thus arriving at the present, and today’s (re)reader: 

“Rereading invites the present day reader to ‘come and see’ just as the first 

disciples.” (182) 

So, rereading becomes a call to discipleship, to abide, to have a “lasting relationship 

with Jesus.” (182). 

In Lewis’s elaboration of ‘rereading’ the communal aspect is the main difference with Calinescu’s 

individual rereading. Sometimes, one might get the impression that Calinescu speaks as a 

professional rereader (in his role as literary critic and as professor of comparative literature); Lewis 

might include more ‘ordinary readers’ as part of the community. The special relation with God 

(Jesus, the Holy Spirit) is the main difference given the (speaking in academic disciplines) 

theological perspective of her study. In more practical terms, it calls for discipleship.27 

 

§6 Liberation theology: rereading as contextualisation 

Within liberation theology, rereading is used in the sense of contextualisation.28 Below it will be 

pondered, whether this can be related to its Roman-Catholic roots and to sensus plenior. First two 

examples of liberation theological hermeneutics, and a third more elaborated one: 

1. Leonardo Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology (translated from Portugese) 19893: “this 

theological-political rereading of the Bible stresses the social context of the message. It places the 
                                                           
27

 Cf. Van Oyen above; and Robin Griffith-Jones, ‘Transformation by a Text: The Gospel of John’, in F. Flannery & C. 
Shantz & R.A. Werline (red.), Experientia I: Studies in Religious Experience in the Ancient World, SBL Symposium Series 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2008), 105-123 for the possible role of the Gospel of John in relation to reading 
for catechesis. See on discipleship also: Rekha M. Chennattu, Johannine Discipleship as a Covenant Relationship 
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 2006). 
28

 Liberation theology is the root of contextual theology! 
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text in its historical context in order to construct an appropriate – not literal – translation into our 

own historical context.” (34); such a rereading has Christology as hermeneutical key (35). 

2. Marc Girard’s29 model of reading (historical interpretion) and rereadings can be summarized 

with his chart (Girard 1996, …): 

Fig. 1  

We elaborate on José Severino Croatto and his Biblical Hermeneutics: towards a theory of reading 

as the production of meaning (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1987 – Spanish original: 1984).30 

Croatto takes his starting point in semiotics but reworks this in his model of – what he calls – 

‘hermeneutics’. His model can be summarized with an explanation of the following diagram:31 

Fig.2  

                                                           
29

 Marc Girard, Aggée, prophète d’aujourd’’ui : tout est à rebâtir! / Haggai, a Prophet for Our Times: Everything Must 
Be Built Anew! (Montréal: Médiaspaul, 1994 / 1996); based on: Marc Girard, Como ler o livro de Ageu. É urgente 
recontruir (São Paulo: Edições Paulinas, 1992). 
30

 I did not have access to Wonil Kim’s study of Croatto’s hermeneutics ‘Liberation Theology and the Bible’ in Reading 
the Hebrew Bible for a new millennium (2000). 
31

 Croatto (1987), 41. 
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For Croatto rereading leads to a contextualised (re)interpretation of a text, one that often fosters 

renewal of life and theology. In always new situation, there is “a production (not a repetition) of 

meaning.” (10) He speaks about “hermeneutics ‘by way of’ semiotics” (10); in this dialectic, 

hermeneutics are a diachronic axis, whereas the semiotics provide a synchronic element. 

Semiotics and hermeneutics result in a movement from a text with polysemy (multiple meanings) 

to a specific understanding (a ‘closure’). An event with several possible meanings is interpreted 

and gets a specific meaning, this meaning is recorded in a text with different meanings. The 

interpreted oral text gets written down, a stage in which on meaning is handed down. But this one 

meaning text entails more possibilities for interpretation over time. Finally as a (part of a) canon 

the text is reread in many different contexts. The text provides a range of possible meanings32 

hermeneutics brings it to a closure in a specific situation. Without closures communication would 

be impossible (cf. 15); different meanings in different contexts are possible due to the ‘surplus of 

meaning’ (cf. 27). Due to the changing circumstances there is a distance to the earlier closures and 

an increase of polysemy, providing more opportunities for a next rereading (interpretation; cf. 35). 

For Croatto the impetus for a reading comes from the present reality;33 not study of the text but 

‘new praxis’ opens the meaning (cf. 65). This also happens because “human history is constant 

novelty, and so is the presence of God accompanying it.” (74) Thus, he comes to a Christological 

rereading, or actually proclamation (82). Such a rereading totally involves the readers and their 

contexts; and such a concern for the present reality makes a rereading relevant: 

“The Latin American experience of conquest, exploitation, forced displacement, poverty, 

and marginalization are sites of critical suffering such that to lose sight of them in the 

interpretive process nullifies the biblical exegete’s currency. In the words of Croatto, ‘This 

‘location’ of mine as exegete is neither ideal nor imaginative but real and concrete. It is like 

the air that I breathe, and it drives me to find in the text a profound harmony with reality 

itself.’” (Cuéllar, Gregory L. 2015. ‘J. Severino Croatto’s rereading of Empire in Isaiah 47’, 

Biblical Interpretation 23/2, 222-247 [247], quoted quotation translated from Spanish) 

 

The 2006 textbook by Holgate (UK) and Starr (Argentina) reflects a similar emphasis on social 

justice: “One important criterion is to see whether the interpretation arrived at is good news for 

the poor, powerless, or marginalized” (184) This is left uncommented, as we cannot go into the 

criteria for viable hermeneutics but summarize the above in applying the consideration about 

rereading to contextual Bible readings; however, only after the promised remarks about sensus 

plenior. 

 

                                                           
32

 A critical question is: Does language indeed (sufficiently) limit possible meanings? 
33

  “Today, too, situations exist in which persons, groups of persons, or whole peoples call for a new interpretation.” 
(28). A ‘world-to-text’ approach; cf. Ziva Ben-Porat, ‘Two-way pragmatics: From world to text and back’, in Roger D. 
Sell (red.), Literary Pragmatics (London: Routledge, 1991), 142-163; Vincent K. Wimbush, ‘Reading texts through 
worlds, worlds through texts’, Semeia 61 (1993), 129-140; and in literature studies, e.g., Suman Gupta, Re-reading 
Harry Potter (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2
2009), cf. 176. 
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Rereading or relecture have been used as synonyms for interpretations that can be categorized as 

sensus plenior. An article by Gelin on ‘relectures bibliques‘ (1958) illustrates this. Building on the 

work of Coppens, Podechard (and others), Gelin speaks about ‘rereadings’34 in his discussion of 

‘sensus plenior’.35 To quote Gelin: 

“Qu’est-ce que donc qu’une relecture? Sur un texte déjà existant se greffe l’indication 

d’une nouvelle lecture. Celle-ci est en liaison avec l’évolution spirituelle de la communauté, 

est conditionnée par son progrès, répond à un besoin que Dieu suscite. Elle vise, – 

normalement du moins, – à approfondir la donnée du texte, à l’achever en tenant compte 

de ses potentialités premières, à être homogène à son thème de base. Enfin, il est 

vraisemblable qu’elle est introduite par voie d’autorité. On voit l’intérêt de ces 

considérations, et il n’a pas échappé à Mgr Coppens:* si une relecture, – ainsi définie, – est 

établie, on a la preuve objective, palpable, d’un sens plénier en train de se dégager dans le 

courant de la tradition vivante, ce courant où Dieu, répétons-le, travaille.”36 

It does not take much to see the connection between the relecture as sensus plenior and a model 

of rereading, for instance, as employed by Girard in his seven-fold (re)reading (see above, figure 

1), especially if sensus plenior is made explicit with the traditional four-fold sense of Scripture in 

the comparison. And in common with Croatto, texts are open for rereading37 and relevant in new 

contexts; Gelin is here somewhat more explicit about a living tradition and God being at work but 

this seems implied in Croatto’s work as well. This living tradition reminds of the community of 

disciples abiding in God, in Lewis’s work. 

 

                                                           
34

 Note that in his French article he mentions – in parenthesis – the English word ‘rereading’ for relecture. He 
mentions Raymond Brown but I could not find evidence of Brown using ‘rereading’ in a similar way when discussing 
sensus plenior (cf. Paul Ricoeur). For a more nuanced view, see the reflections on the work of Raymond E: Brown and 
Paul Ricoeur by Robert F. Leavitt, also using the word ‘rereading’ (Robert F. Leavitt, ‘Raymond Brown and Paul Ricoeur 
on the Surplus of Meaning’, Life in Abundance: Studies of John's Gospel in Tribute to Raymond E. Brown, SS is a 
collection of essays, edited by John R. Donahue, SJ – Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2005, 207-230 [ e.g., 212, 224]) 
35

 Gelin, A., La question des «relectures» bibliques à l’intérieur d’une tradition vivante, in: J. Coppens / A. Descamps / 
E. Massaux (eds), Sacra Pagina. Miscellanea Biblica. Congressus internationalis catholici de re biblica, Vol. 1 (BEThL 12-
13), Gembloux: Duculot, 1959, 303-315. 
36

 Gelin (1958), 304. An attempt for an English translation: 
What is a rereading? A new reading [sense, meaning] is attributed to an existing text. This is [happens] in connection 
with the spiritual development of the community, conditioned by its (the text’s?) progress, responding to a 
need/concern that God raises. It aims – normally at least – to deepen the given of the text, to achieve [accomplish] in 
agreement with its primary potentials, to be uniform [consistent] with its basic theme. Finally, it is likely that it [the 
rereading] is introduced by (way of) authority. One sees the importance of these considerations, and it has not 
escaped Mgr Coppens: if a rereading – as defined – is established, it has objective, palpable evidence, a sensus plenior 
[surplus of meaning] in the process of being uncovered [exposed] in the course of the living tradition, the course 
where God, we repeat, is at work. (cf. Coppens, J., ‘Le problème du sens plénier,’ ETL 34 (1958), …). 
37

 “the literal sense has also a dynamic aspect because texts can be open for re-readings even when the literal sense is 

concerned”; Eugen J. Pentiuc, The Old Testament in Eastern Orthodox Tradition (2014), 179. 
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§7 Present rereading / contextualisations38 

Although there remain a number of things to be done, e.g., a more concrete elaboration in 

homiletics,39 spirituality,40 catechesis, mystagogics,41 etc., and also in ethics, the following aspects 

should be taken into account (for the Bible in a Christian context) based on the considerations 

above about rereading: 

- rereading calls for attention, attentive reading, account of author, text, contents, and reader; 

- rereading is patient and persistent, ready for wonderment; thus it can read for the secret; 

- rereading is best practiced in community, a living Christian tradition,42 including ordinary 
readers; 

- rereading calls for (growth in) discipleship; 
- rereading takes into account the context of the reader(s); 

- rereading draws on the “surplus of meaning”; in its context, this makes rereading relevant 
hic et nunc 

- … 

 

                                                           
38

 For rereadings in the past, identifying with certain audiences of a text and rereading for the secret (to use the 
terminology used here) or to consider how certain audiences would have understood specific texts I refer to Günther 
Zunt,. ‚Ein Heide las das Markusevangelium.‘, Markus-Philologie. Historische, literargeschichtliche und stilistische 
Untersuchungen zum zweiten Evangelium, ed. H. Cancik, WUNT 33 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1984), 205-221 and I.J. 
de Hulster, ‘The two angels in John 20:12: An Egyptian icon of resurrection’, New Testament Studies 59/1 (2013), 20-
49; idem, ‘The two angels in John 20:12: The Old Testament background’, Biblische Notizen 162 (2014), 97-120. 
39

 Cf. Jos Douma, Veni Creator Spiritus: De meditatie en het preekproces (Kampen: Kok, 
2
2008). 

40
 Cf. Pierre-Yves Emery, La méditation de l’Écriture (Taizé: Les presses de Taizé, [ca. 1960]) ]): ‘Situer […] la méditation 

entre la lecture de l’Écriture et, d’autre part, la prière et la contemplation’ (14); ‘méditer, c’est chercher le Christ dans 
le texte’ (24); ‘Chemin de prière et de contemplation, la méditation est aussi, nous l’avons vu, chemin de 
conformation de tout notre être à l’image de Dieu en Christ.’ (29). 
41

 Cf. Sandra M. Schneiders, ‚biblical spirituality: texts and transformations‘, in McConville e.a. 2013. 
42

 Cf. on (living) tradition: Bill Shuter, ‘Tradition as Rereading’, in David Galef [red.], Second Thoughts: A Focus on 
Rereading [Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1998], 75-112; on Bible readers in Christian tradition: A. Houtepen, ‘Le récit qui 
donne à penser’, in A. Merz and B. Becking (eds), Verhaal als Identiteits-Code: Opstellen aangeboden aan Geert van 
Oyen bij zijn afscheid van de Universiteit Utrecht op 1 september 2008, Utrechtse Theologische Reeks 60 (Utrecht: 
Universiteit Utrecht, 2008), 167-179; Eep Talstra, Oude en Nieuwe Lezers: Een inleiding in de methoden van uitleg van 
het Oude Testament, Ontwerpen 2 (Kampen: Kok, 2002), e.g., 306-309. 


