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Abstract 

 

 

 How are we to ensure that our faith community is an authentic expression of that 

described in Scripture? As a movement originating in the twentieth century, without any 

clear ‘genealogical’ link with the first century Church, Pentecostalism provides a unique 

context for thinking through the question of identity. The associated methodological issues, 

relating to how we might recognize instantiations of the same community in different places 

and at different times, call for a thorough evaluation of our approach to the historical past. 

Bringing Pentecostal scholarship to bear upon the problem, it becomes clear that the 

conventional models, which conflate shared phenomena with shared identity, fail to take 

account of Pentecostalism’s central faith commitments. In exploring the possibility of 

discerning divine agency within history, Amos Yong’s theology is brought into dialogue 

with Paul Ricoeur’s philosophy. The outworking of the ensuing hermeneutic historiography 

ultimately points beyond a mere history of pneumatology, and toward a pneumatology of 

history. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 The concern that motivates this project is best articulated in the question, how are 

we to ensure that our faith community is an authentic expression of that described in 

Scripture? This concern reflects the central tenet of Pentecostalism: the belief that this 

community of believers in the present, is that same people in the past, who were 

empowered by the Holy Spirit at the birth of the Church, as described in the book of Acts. 

In what sense is this so? For early twentieth-century Pentecostals, the description of the 

Acts community’s experience of the Spirit was understood as being prescriptive of the 

experience of the modern-day Church, and this common identity was thus evidenced by the 

shared phenomena of glossolalia. But on what criteria do we legitimately establish the 

identity of one thing now, with something then? In the traditional Pentecostal claim to 

identity is a plethora of underlying assumptions which, when interrogated, reveal numerous 

problems relating to the nature of community, the endurance of tradition over time, and 

what constitutes collective identity; to name just a few. This thesis will explore these issues 

by questioning the existing models and looking at the peculiar case of Pentecostalism: a 

movement in the twenty-first century which identifies with the earliest Church community 

of the first century.  

The example of Pentecostalism is unique in that the usual ‘genealogical’ approach 

cannot be readily applied. That is to say, the movement(s) that emerged in the early 

twentieth century find no obvious continuous connection with their first century 

counterpart, in quite the same way as – for example – the Catholic church describes its own 

‘living tradition’ through Apostolic succession. Compounding the difficulty is that twenty-

first century expressions of Pentecostalism diverge noticeably from what is generally 

considered to be the founding community of 1906 in Azusa Street, LA. In short, we have a 

century-long history of a tradition which relates itself to a community two millennia in the 

past. The question here becomes, what do Pentecostals do with two thousand years of 

Church history? And, perhaps more importantly, what should we do? 
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Pentecostalism 

The study will begin with a broad overview of contemporary Pentecostalism, 

necessarily with reference to its historical development from the recognized starting point 

in the early twentieth century, through the various later expressions and charismatic 

‘waves’, up to the present: where it quickly becomes its most unmanageable. For this 

reason, an exhaustive survey is impossible, and I will avoid any detailed exposition of the 

various Pentecostal groups in the present day. Rather, my purpose is simply to describe 

Pentecostalism’s current state in enough detail so as to illustrate the problem I wish to 

address. The radical divergence of Pentecostal communities from the founding community 

at Azusa Street in 1906 highlights this issue, and the various attempts at a coherent 

Pentecostal self-understanding will be reviewed. Whether or not the varied expressions of 

Pentecostal faith are to be understood as a positive development, it is my contention that the 

current situation reveals a clear lack of self-identity at the collective level, which calls for 

some form of retrieval; the nature of which will be detailed further on. 

It is at this point that I will also note a ‘disconnect’ within Pentecostalism between 

the grass-roots church communities and their members, and the movement’s scholars. The 

most relevant aspect of this for my purposes is found in the contrasting understandings of 

history. For the most part, Pentecostal believers have little regard for the recent history of 

their movement (by which I mean, the history of the modern movement from the early 

twentieth century up to the present), but focus rather on the ‘macro-history’ (for want of a 

better term) of their faith. This includes the first Pentecost event described in Acts, and the 

wider biblical witness: both of which are taken as normative for Christian life, and 

therefore as exemplars of what believers should expect in their own lives, today. 

Pentecostal historical theologians, on the other hand, tend to have an inverse focus: of 

treating the modern day movement(s) in exhaustive sociological, cultural, historical, and 

anthropological terms, whilst referring to the deeper sources of the faith (the first century 

originating events) only in connection with their function within the modern day 

community. Pentecostal scholarship then, at least across socio-historical disciplines, 

effectively becomes an ‘intellectual history’ of a phenomenon. 

At one level this is to be expected, for as Pentecostalism produced its first scholars 

– who then turned to an exploration of their own movement – the tools used would have of 
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course been those at their disposal from within the wider academy. But, crucially, these 

were not necessarily those tools best suited to uncovering the underlying meaning of the 

phenomena in question. The result is a description of the movement couched in sociological 

terms, explaining it on cultural grounds, and as the result or outcome of pure circumstance 

and societal stimuli. What is lacking is a sustained approach to history (both recent and 

longer-term) which takes seriously the central Pentecostal theological commitments. It is 

this possibility that my thesis ultimately explores. The major voices from Pentecostal 

scholarship will therefore be brought to bear, serving to illustrate the above claims. I will 

then survey some of the more recent Pentecostal histories, before offering something of a 

case study of my own, in order to illustrate the associated methodological concerns. 

My ‘test case’ will focus upon a tumultuous point in Church history: the 

reformation, and the clash between Luther and the Schwärmer, or ‘enthusiasts’. This 

excursus will require a Pentecostal ‘voice’, which can be taken as representative of the 

current direction in Pentecostal scholarship, and with which I can open a sustained 

dialogue. Amos Yong arguably presents the most coherent Pentecostal impulse within 

academia: a choice that will be defended at some length further on. By applying Yong’s 

“many tongues” motif to the Luther-enthusiast conflict, I will show how the conventional 

view – which identifies Pentecostals with the Schwärmer – betrays the central commitment 

of Pentecostalism, and suggest that Luther’s motivations are in fact closer to the Pentecostal 

impulse. This points to the need for further exploration of Yong’s Pentecostal paradigm, in 

order to arrive at a working definition of ‘Pentecostal theology’ for the remainder of the 

thesis. This, subsequently, will necessitate a far deeper investigation into the associated 

theology and philosophy. 

 

Amos Yong 

Yong’s theology is gradually becoming recognized as representative of “the new 

face of Pentecostal scholarship.”1 Its relevance for the current project stems from Yong’s 

key commitments, which are elucidated with significant philosophical rigour throughout his 

(especially earlier) work. His conviction that creation reflects the Creator leads him to a 

                                                 
1 This is the title of a recent volume dedicated to an exploration of Yong’s scholarship. See Wolfgang Vondey 

and Martin William Mittelstadt, eds., The Theology of Amos Yong and the New Face of Pentecostal 

Scholarship (Boston: Brill, 2013).  
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realist metaphysical framework, which includes God within the ‘knowable’ reality. His 

concomitant trinitarian model proffers a “pneumatology of quest,” by which the underlying 

empowering dynamic of reality is prioritized.2 Indeed, pneumatology is something of a 

hermeneutical lens, or ‘Gadamerian horizon’, in Yong’s work.3 His wider theological 

project argues the need for a deeper appreciation of the Spirit in the world, stemming from 

the principle that the underlying laws of reality are pneumatically conceived and 

maintained. Yong therefore emphasises the task of discerning the Spirit, and points toward 

how we might recognize Her, and accordingly live a more authentic Christian life, in light 

of our subsequent understanding of the world (as it is illumined by the Spirit).4 

It is along these lines that the aforementioned retrieval will begin to take form, for 

Yong’s constructive theology has – I shall argue – effectively described in philosophical 

terms the deepest commitments of Pentecostal faith. An overview of his central position(s) 

will be presented, through an in-depth review of his major work. This will be drawn most 

notably from his (arguably still most important work) Spirit-Word-Community, which is 

Yong’s most philosophically grounded monograph to date. This work is itself the 

consolidation of Yong’s earlier thinking, and the grounding for his other subsequent 

projects. Here, Yong employs Gelpi’s adaption of Peircean metaphysics for a foundational 

theology, and Wink’s appropriation of Whitehead’s process metaphysics. Combining these 

two, Yong develops his own “foundational pneumatology” and an accompanying 

“pneumatological imagination.” 

Foundational pneumatology posits the ‘objective’ real world – in terms of 

metaphysics and ontology – in full recognition of, and in relation to, God the creator. It is a 

metaphysical account of the God-world relationship (and therefore ontological), whereas 

the pneumatological imagination is the process through which we (subjects) come to 

properly understand the world (object) or – more broadly – reality, including God. It serves 

as the (passive and active) bridge between the orders of knowing (epistemology) and being 

(ontology). The important point to note about this imagination is that it is informed by 

                                                 
2 This “pneumatology of quest” is the guiding theme throughout Amos Yong, Spirit-Word-Community: 

Theological Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspective (Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2006). 
3 Vondey and Mittelstadt, eds., The Theology of Amos Yong, 13. 
4 Throughout this thesis, I will employ the feminine personal pronoun – when one is called for – in discussing 

the Holy Spirit. My reasons for doing so stem from the fact that the Hebrew ruach is itself feminine, as is the 

Greek sophia; used in reference to Divine Wisdom, so often in connection with the idea of God’s Spirit. 
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experience (passive, via interpretation) and also points to further experience (the active 

component). As such there is an emphasis on process, which reflects Yong’s focus on 

becoming rather than static being. For Yong, interpretation is not to be viewed as a purely 

subjective enterprise, “but rather as an objective engagement with an objective reality”: a 

reality which must be accounted for in order for theological hermeneutics to proceed. It is 

here, though, that the ‘non-foundational’ nature of Yong’s foundational pneumatology 

should be understood, for he intends the foundational pneumatology to sustain the process 

of inquiry which follows such an account, as well as to reveal correlation between the 

account, and theological interpretation. Foundational pneumatology, then, is not itself the 

account of reality so much as it is part of the process by which we converge upon such an 

account: which nonetheless always remains provisional. It is a way of seeing things (God-

world-self) in light of reality, which includes the divine as a given part of that reality. 

Yong’s wider theological project follows through on the pneumatological 

imagination, by way of his central motif of the “many tongues” of Pentecost: reflecting the 

myriad ways in which God interacts with the world, in order to break down social barriers 

and enable relationship between others. It is the discerning of these “many tongues,” then, 

that is the continuing theme in Yong’s subsequent work, and it is precisely on this point 

that Yong’s oeuvre challenges the existing paradigm of what constitutes Pentecostal 

identity. Here, I will contrast his ‘expansive’ definition with the somewhat limiting criteria 

previously employed by other Pentecostal scholars. As already mentioned above, Yong 

sees the Holy Spirit as a far more inclusive agent than most who approach this topic from 

the traditional historical, socio-cultural perspective (that is, those who treat Pentecostalism 

itself as a phenomenon – describing the characteristics of a movement, or the nature of 

communities – and whom therefore tend to neglect the agency of the Holy Spirit).  

The most pertinent aspect of Yong’s philosophy and theology for my own project, 

then, stems from the account of how we can discern the Spirit in the world, and how we 

might therefore identify ‘true’ reflections of the Spirit of Pentecost in other communities; 

from which we can then draw in our Pentecostal retrieval. As this discerning of “many 

tongues” comes down to the pneumatological imagination, it is upon the concept of 

imagination that my focus must fall in the incorporation of Yong’s theology for this project. 

This is the locus of Yong’s entire project, and yet there remain elements of it which I will 
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argue can be better developed. Furthermore, experience – a central element in the 

Pentecostal worldview – is not explicated by Yong in quite the comprehensive manner 

required by my proposed development of his work. The concept of experience will 

therefore also feature predominantly as my thesis develops. 

 

Imagination, Experience, and Interpretation 

Yong’s account of the Spirit’s continued presence and action in the world – an idea 

which Pentecostals characteristically embrace – suggests that creation itself presents a 

‘text’ to be interpreted, and in which the Spirit is to be discerned. But it also points to the 

possibility of a similar discernment of the Spirit within the reality of the historical past. 

Pointing Yong’s pneumatological imagination backward through history (rather than just to 

the Biblical witness) requires that we open the discussion to include those who have dealt 

with these difficult categories. This move will proceed after tracing a line from Yong, 

through Peircean pragmatism, to Kant. 

The imagination in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason functions as a schematizing 

process: mediating sensibility (which is passive and receptive on Kant’s account) and 

rationality (the active, and legislative). However, the imagination is not yet conceived in 

such a way as to satisfactorily bridge these two cognitive ‘ends’. The mature Kant, of the 

Critique of Judgement, however, describes the imagination in terms of a “natural gift,” 

which hints at the continuity between the world of experience, and our cognitive 

understanding of it. The imagination is both inventive-productive and recollective-

reproductive. It is only with the third Critique then, that the imagination takes on its 

creative role. After detailing the development of Kant’s work by Peirce – thus ensuring that 

the lineage from Yong, through Gelpi and Peirce, to Kant, in terms of the imagination, is a 

secure one – I will turn my focus to experience. 

Charting a history of experience from Locke, through Hume, Kant, and Hegel, I will 

note that Kant’s insight – which is so indispensable to the philosophy of the imagination – 

does not offer a sufficient account of experience, especially insofar as my project is 

concerned with Pentecostalism: a movement which places so much importance upon this 

concept. I therefore follow a phenomenological route through Dilthey, Husserl, Heidegger, 

and finally to Ricoeur, where imagination becomes linguistically (rather than visually) 
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construed: particularly in its poetic, productive capacity. The phenomenological approach is 

especially pertinent to this thesis, in that experience – which ultimately funds imagination – 

is given its due. Furthermore, phenomenology, beginning with Husserl, offers in-depth 

analyses of time, which hold promise for the additional element required for Yong’s 

pneumatological imagination, temporally construed, as is my aim. How are we to apply the 

pneumatological imagination toward history? Ricoeur’s hermeneutical project has dealt 

with the historical past in great depth, but more than that, imagination also plays a central 

part in Ricoeur’s work. There are a number of readily apparent touchpoints between Yong’s 

theology and Ricoeur’s philosophy.  

With Heidegger and Ricoeur, the historicity of human existence comes to the fore. 

However, Ricoeur takes phenomenology in a new direction with his hermeneutic turn, 

which shifts the focus to the linguistic, rather than the eidetic, as had been favoured by 

early phenomenology. This marks the centrally-important move from description to 

interpretation – from the phenomenological imagination to hermeneutical imagination – 

whereby the imagination enables the creation of meaning in and through language. 

Additionally, where Heidegger’s ontological interpretation of Kant’s ‘transcendental 

imagination’ brought the focus to being, Ricoeur’s further development points instead to 

the notion of becoming. This, as we have seen, resonates with Yong, and will be developed 

through the Ricoeur-Yong dialogue to explore how we might identify the Spirit-constituted 

(or, more appropriately, ‘Spirit-constituting’) community. 

 

Paul Ricoeur 

Yong’s mutually informing foundational pneumatology and pneumatological 

imagination also echoes to some extent Ricoeur’s hermeneutical arc. This is the process of 

a first naïve understanding, followed by critical explanation, moving to a post-critical 

return. A correlation of these two schemas will set the foundations for my exploration of 

identity, in the terms already mentioned – of understanding community as text – within the 

context of Pentecostalism. But in order to do so, I will need to look more closely at history 

and identity in Ricoeur. In relation to communities enduring through time, Ricoeur’s 

thinking is expressed most notably through Time and Narrative. During the period that he 

wrote and published the three volumes of this work, he also delivered a series of Lectures 
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on Ideology and Utopia, which provide insight into praxis. This concept will become 

centrally important to my exploration of communities’ ‘lived-ness’, especially in relation to 

how this contributes to maintaining identity. On the question of identity itself, Oneself as 

Another highlights the way in which the external perspective, as well as internal 

consciousness, inform one’s identity. Memory, History, Forgetting is Ricoeur’s final major 

work, which – among other themes – answers a number of (what Ricoeur himself deems as) 

oversights in Time and Narrative and Oneself as Another. The place of memory, intimately 

linked with imagination, is therefore important for how imagination will function at a 

collective level of identity. It is in this work, then, that the importance of Ricoeur’s thinking 

for my own project is realized, as I explore the possibility of collective identity through 

time. 

Ricoeur’s project would urge Pentecostal scholars to stay within the ‘language 

game’ of our tradition, even whilst engaging in the hermeneutical detour. What this will 

look like in practice, I will argue, is by consciously not diverging from Pentecostal 

commitments through the tendency toward historico-cultural explanation. What Ricoeur’s 

philosophy reveals, is that identity in the present is the imaginative construction from the 

(surplus of) meaning interpreted from the past. At the collective level, this imagination is 

funded by shared experience (‘memory’) which is interpreted in a certain way, so as to take 

its place within a narrative. In the Pentecostal context, this takes the form of experience of 

the Spirit, interpreted as such, and consequently fitted into the wider story of the 

community of the Spirit. 

Bringing Ricoeur to bear on Yong’s work, we can recognize Yong’s “many 

tongues” motif as something of an ‘identity marker’. But, importantly, it is one which 

resists the totalizing of any one phenomenon. The shift in perspective that I suggest is a 

subtle one: rather than find amongst historical actors, others who think or do similarly to us, 

we are instead looking for traces of the divine agency behind these phenomena. The two are 

not necessarily present in the same instances. The potentially controversial development of 

this idea arises when we move – in light of Ricoeur’s philosophy – from a historical survey 

of phenomena (the instances of individuals and groups claiming experience of the Spirit, 

such as tongues, healings, and so on) through a phenomenology of history, toward a 

hermeneutics of history. The emphasis becomes meaning rather than phenomena. 
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Ultimately, Ricoeur’s insights will add to Yong’s to enable a Pentecostal approach to the 

historical world: reimagined, and indeed redefined in consistent, pneumatologically-

oriented terms. In return, Yong’s pneumatology will open up new possibilities in Ricoeur’s 

thought: a theological and philosophical hermeneutic which is open to, and which can also 

recognize, the agency of God (particularly the Spirit) in the world.  

What I hope to show, is that Pentecostals do indeed have a history from which to 

draw in its collective self-identity: but it is the shared history of the wider Church, though 

approached from the Spirit-inspired imagination. The end result, then, will be an 

understanding of Pentecostalism in terms of this collective-identity-in-history. The 

definition of ‘history’ here is paramount, since it refers not so much to past events 

represented or remembered, as to God’s economy, and therefore as a source of meaning for 

human existence writ large: as revealed by the Spirit’s forming of community within the 

medium of history. If we are to take Pentecostal commitments seriously, a redescription of 

history itself is called for. This involves a recasting at the ontological level, for history will 

be ‘done’ differently when the pneumatological imagination is applied to the discipline. 

This pneumatic orientation is not to be mistaken simply as another meta-narrative, 

however. It is instead an adjustment to the underlying method, which is demanded by such 

a radically different understanding of the reality of the historical past. 

 

Toward a Pneumatology of History 

The thesis will proceed through a synthesis of Yong’s pneumatology, with 

Ricoeur’s hermeneutic phenomenology; particularly by integrating Ricoeur’s treatment of 

the temporal dimension. The resulting pneumatology of history will present as a two-fold 

methodology: which seeks instances of the Holy Spirit’s agency from within history, whilst 

also attempting to describe the legitimate existence of Spirit-led community in the present. 

The central question of my thesis, which asks whether we can discern the Spirit’s presence 

and action in history, will therefore move us beyond merely seeking communities which are 

similar in kind to contemporary Pentecostalism.  Rather, a far more subtle signature will be 

sought: that of the Holy Spirit, by way Yong’s ‘many tongues’ motif, supplemented 

through a ‘pneumatological memory’.  
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Chapter 1 

Pentecostalism 

 

 

 The central object of this study straightaway presents a problem: What is intended 

by the term ‘Pentecostal’? The definition of Pentecostalism, and what is to be considered 

part of the movement, has increasingly come into question over the last few decades, 

especially given the confusing diversity across the numerous churches that share the label. 

Statistician David Barrett, employing consciously inclusive criteria, has observed that “the 

sheer magnitude and diversity of the numbers involved beggar the imagination.”1 On his 

account, by the turn of the millennium, Pentecostal movements worldwide totalled “523 

million affiliated church members,” which could be found “in 9,000 ethnolinguistic 

cultures and speaking 8,000 languages.”2 Whilst such ‘catch-all’ definitions as Barrett’s 

have met with sharp criticism, they serve to illustrate the problem of Pentecostal identity.3 

How do we define a movement with so many varied expressions worldwide? To start with, 

it is useful to consider the origins of the Pentecostal movement. 

 

 

A History of Pentecostalism 

 

 In what follows, it will become clear that there is a paradox inherent to the history 

of the Pentecostal movement, not least because – as already noted – there is no coherent 

definition, or clear-cut boundary for what it to be included, or excluded, by the label. Yet 

there appears to be some consensus that Pentecostals can be traced, to a lesser or greater 

extent, to an early twentieth-century revival in the USA. This originating event will be dealt 

with briefly, before widening the scope of our history of Pentecostalism to include the rest 

                                                 
1 David Barrett, “Global Statistics,” in The New International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic 

Movements, ed. Stanley M. Burgess (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 284. 
2 Barrett, “Global Statistics,” 284. 
3 See, for example, Gary McGee, “Pentecostal Missiology: Moving Beyond Triumphalism to Face the 

Issues,” Pneuma 16, no. 2 (1994): 275-281. McGee criticizes this broad definition, observing that it “garners 

together a bewildering array of indigenous churches reflecting varying degrees of syncretism along with 

classical Pentecostal and Charismatic constituencies.” 
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of the twentieth century. It is at this point that we can then turn our attention to what might 

– in contrast to a history of Pentecostalism – be termed a ‘Pentecostal history’, in 

recognition of the self-understanding that is sought by Pentecostals who consciously 

explore their own beginnings. This, in turn, prompts a further move to consider the 

scholarship that has come out of Pentecostalism in more recent years. 

 

The Azusa Street Revival  

It would be fair to say that by most accounts, Pentecostalism is understood as 

beginning with the Azusa Street Revival in 1906.4 It was here in Los Angeles that William 

J. Seymour, building upon the teachings of Charles Fox Parham, led a small group in 

prayer and fasting at a family home on Bonnie Brae Street. On the night on April 9th, one 

member of the group spoke in tongues for the first time. This was quickly followed by six 

others also speaking in tongues at the next meeting, with Seymour himself sharing the 

experience several days later. The events drew ever-growing crowds, prompting the 

group’s relocation to a larger building at 312 Azusa Street. Within a month, attendance at 

the meetings had reached an estimated 1,500.5 Thus, the Azusa Street Revival: taken to be 

the originating event of Pentecostalism. Yet, this description does not quite define the 

Pentecostal movement in and of itself. Nor does it adequately explain where Pentecostalism 

came from.  

The antecedents to the events of April 1906 are well documented and nigh 

legendary in historical accounts of Pentecostalism. This is perhaps because we are able to 

locate a singular point of focus: namely, Charles Fox Parham, from whom it is possible to 

trace the emergence of early Pentecostalism as a movement, along with the distinct doctrine 

of tongues as evidence of baptism with the Holy Spirit. This doctrine had become a 

recurrent feature in Parham’s preaching and teaching, following his own experience of the 

phenomenon. Seymour, who later attended Parham’s Bible school, was there introduced to 

the doctrine (although, as we have seen, he would not yet experience the phenomenon 

himself), before moving to California. Where Parham is credited with establishing the 

                                                 
4 Robert Owens, “The Azusa Street Revival: The Pentecostal Movement Begins in America,” in The Century 

of the Holy Spirit, ed. Vinson Synan (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2001), 39-68. Owens is a historian who is, it 

should be noted, himself a Pentecostal. 
5 “Azusa History,” Center for Spiritual Renewal, accessed May 1, 2019, 

http://web.archive.org/web/20070511032252/http://www.icfsr.org/history.html 



 

 

18 

doctrine of tongues as evidence of Holy Spirit baptism, it was Seymour who then carried 

the idea with him to Los Angeles.6 

Whilst the initial stimulus of the wider Pentecostal revival in the early twentieth 

century may be difficult to ascertain then, the flashpoint undoubtedly occurred at Azusa 

Street. It is this movement, among the disadvantaged in the United States, which is 

understandably recognized as the trigger for subsequent movements worldwide. Indeed, 

similar outbreaks of Pentecostal phenomena amongst women, children, and the poor 

throughout the world – at revivals in India, Korea, and South Africa – are recorded as 

having occurred before 1906, but these were followed by others on a far larger scale later 

on; undoubtedly taking renewed inspiration from the news of events at Azusa Street.7 

 

Pentecostalism in the Twentieth Century 

Contemporary studies of Pentecostalism, then, have tended to favour what might be 

termed a ‘genealogical’ approach, which traces the birth of the movement in the early 

twentieth century, through a number of crucial changes, up to its various expressions in the 

present. Commentators generally recognize three worldwide waves: the classical 

Pentecostal churches of the early twentieth century (stemming more or less directly from 

Azusa Street); the charismatic renewal within the mainstream churches; and the indigenous 

movements of the ‘third wave’. This model has been a source of some controversy, 

especially more recently, as research increasingly reveals a far more confused ‘network’ 

rather than a simple chronological ordering.8 

Nevertheless, a historical study at least offers us a framework through which to 

develop an understanding of the movement, especially in its earlier stages. Perhaps the 

best-known work in this vein has come from Walter Hollenweger, found in his The 

                                                 
6 Marco Frenschkowski et al., “Pentecostalism/Charismatic Movements,” in Religion Past and Present, 

accessed May 1, 2019, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1877-5888_rpp_COM_024361 
7 Ibid. Such revivals included Mexico in 1906, China and Korea in 1907, India in 1908, South Africa in 1908 

(Apostolic Faith Mission) and 1910 (Zion Christian Church), Chile in 1909 (Iglesia Metodista Pentecostal), 

Brazil and Argentina in 1910, Japan in 1913, Ghana and Nigeria (Christ Apostolic Church) in 1914, and 

Congo in 1921 (Kimbanguist Church). 
8 See for example, Mark Hutchinson, “Australasian Charismatic Movements and the ‘New Reformation of the 

20th Century?’” Australasian Pentecostal Studies 19 (2017). 
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Pentecostals and, later, Pentecostalism.9 In his earlier study, which was notably published 

before the so-called ‘third wave’, Hollenweger’s expressed aim is to help the Pentecostal 

and ecumenical movements to better understand one another.10 Writing in the 1970s, this 

volume has the advantage of a narrower subject matter, allowing Hollenweger to describe 

the interplay of these two movements in relatively clear terms. Both, argues Hollenweger, 

seek a renewal of the church from within and both comprise many and varied 

denominations, often with quite considerable differences. The Pentecostals, on 

Hollenweger’s account, include all groups that subscribe to at least two distinct crisis 

experiences: namely, baptism (or more generally, rebirth), and the baptism of the Spirit.11 

Importantly, baptism of the Spirit is experienced subsequent to the rebirth and is usually 

(though not always) associated with speaking in tongues. Again, this largely follows the 

formula that has been attributed to Parham. On these criteria, then, Hollenweger’s study 

serves to highlight the rich variety within the Pentecostal movement, as it had by then come 

to be known. 

Contrasting the two largest Pentecostal denominations in Northern America at the 

time of his writing, Hollenweger notes that the Assemblies of God (AoG) holds to a two-

stage way of salvation, whereas the Church of God (CoG) promotes a three-staged 

process.12 The CoG, as a Wesleyan denomination, adds to the rebirth a second, intermediate 

stage of ‘entire sanctification’, which must be achieved prior to baptism of the Spirit. 

Although most Pentecostals do not insist that the baptism of the Spirit is necessary for 

salvation, it is emphasised as necessary for arming the individual Christian for missionary 

service.13 Whilst Hollenweger himself does not subscribe to any notion of ‘stages of 

salvation’ – citing Dale Bruner, that the idea is contrary to the teaching of Luther – he is at 

pains to stress that a rejection of the notion does not necessarily amount to a rejection of the 

Pentecostal movement itself.14 Rather he asserts the position that, whilst there are numerous 

                                                 
9 Walter J. Hollenweger, The Pentecostals: The Charismatic Movement in the Churches (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg, 1972); Walter J. Hollenweger, Pentecostalism: Origins and Developments Worldwide 

(Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1997). 
10 Ibid., xviii. 
11 Ibid., xix. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 332. 
14 Ibid., 414, 335; cf. Frederick Dale Bruner, A Theology of the Holy Spirit: The Pentecostal Experience and 

the New Testament Witness (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1970). 
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examples of the experience of the Spirit, these are not necessarily accompanied by a correct 

understanding of the Spirit.15 We will pick up this distinction again later on, as we explore 

these categories in far greater depth. 

Although attempts have been made at the denominational level to tie down exactly 

what defines Pentecostal identity – usually involving the doctrinal distinctive of tongues to 

a greater or lesser degree – there are broader self-descriptions which de-emphasize tongues 

in favour of wider Spiritual gifts. Many suggest, for example, that the most important gift 

of the Spirit is that which is needed at a given time: that is, the one which best serves the 

common good, within that specific context.16 It is important to note that the early 

denominational founders, of the Assemblies of God for instance, had not consciously 

intended to establish a denomination, but rather merely a fellowship.17 It was perhaps the 

unexpected growth in so short a time that precipitated the doctrinal concern of the classical 

Pentecostals, as they wrestled with their self-identity; which perhaps risked being 

compromised by burgeoning interpretations, if not adequately defined. 

 

Three ‘Waves’ 

Nevertheless the movement – in all its guises – has spread across the globe, as 

Hollenweger puts it, like “wildfire.”18 Indeed, Hollenweger believes that the statistics 

around estimated membership have most likely been too conservative, given that there 

undoubtedly exist Pentecostal groups that thrive largely unknown to the more established,  

institutional Pentecostals themselves.19 From a providential viewpoint, the conditions 

surrounding the emergence of Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century were unique. 

The ever-increasing popularity of a Darwinian worldview had unsettled the faith of many, 

whilst higher criticism was weakening the convictions of others. Furthermore, within the 

wider Church, the gospel of Christ was, in the eyes of some, being sidelined for a more 

                                                 
15 Hollenweger, The Pentecostals, 335. 
16 Ibid., 337. 
17 Ibid., 29-30. 
18 Ibid., 63. 
19 Ibid. It should be noted that Hollenweger made this assertion several decades before the aforementioned 

critiques of estimates proffered by those such as David Barrett. It is possible that Hollenweger might now 

concede that the pendulum has swung too far the other way. That is to say, the more recent attempts to redress 

the balance may now include too many groups which – though exhibiting some Pentecostal traits – are better 

defined in terms of their official denominational allegiance.  
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appealing social gospel. Wider still, at the socio-political level, world war was about to 

break out. God’s answer was, as it would seem to many of its advocates, the Pentecostal 

movement.20 Thus, what has retrospectively been termed the ‘first wave’. 

The second wave saw Pentecostalism’s spread into the mainstream churches and a 

concomitant change in its demographic, with what has variously been termed the 

‘charismatic renewal’ or ‘neo-Pentecostalism’. Against the ‘economic deprivation’ theory, 

which was often advanced to account for the rise of early Pentecostalism (in the ‘first 

wave’, following Azusa Street), Hollenweger describes the rise of Pentecostal-like 

spirituality within Catholicism, especially amongst the young and educated middle class. 

Whilst some individual Catholic priests and laity had reportedly experienced charismatic 

phenomena since the early 1960s, discussions between students at the Catholic Duquesne 

University in Pittsburgh, around faith and prayer throughout 1966-1967 saw these 

experiences spread amongst wider Catholicism. Here was a group which stood in stark 

contrast to the classical Pentecostal stereotype of a marginalized lower class. Indeed, 

participants of this early-stage charismatic renewal engaged in what, by all accounts, might 

be considered excesses of food and drink, as well as alcohol and tobacco. Nevertheless, 

from here charismatic phenomena took a foothold in the wider Catholic church, so that in 

1969, the Committee on Doctrine of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops issued a 

report on “The Pentecostal Movement in the Catholic Church in the USA.” They concluded 

that the movement was apparently theologically sound and that, although there were 

potential dangers involved, they wished more priests would participate in the movement.21 

At around the same time, Pentecostalism met with the World Council of Churches 

(WCC) in Europe. Here, in 1966, it became clear that whilst many agreed with the 

charismatic understanding of the church, the fundamentalism and separatism of many 

Pentecostal groups caused others within the wider Church to view them with deep 

suspicion. The feeling was mutual, and the Pentecostals levelled a number of charges 

against the ecumenical movement of that time. These can, on Hollenweger’s account, be 

summarized by the following critiques: that the WCC was, (1) based on a false conception 

of the church; (2) not based on a solid biblical foundation; (3) growing increasingly close to 

                                                 
20 Hollenweger, The Pentecostals, 414. 
21 Cited in Edward D. O'Connor, The Pentecostal Movement in the Catholic Church (Notre Dame: Ave Maria 

Press, 1971). 
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Roman Catholicism; (4) a political association; and, (5) placing too much value upon 

itself.22  

It is notable that Hollenweger’s early volume speaks to the development of 

Pentecostalism up to the 1970s (what has subsequently been divided into the first two 

‘waves’), and his account is therefore useful in my description of the movement thus far. It 

is interesting, then, to pause at this juncture, in order to reflect upon Hollenweger’s 

conclusions at the time of writing. Such reflection serves to highlight the self-understanding 

of the Pentecostals at a given point in time, in view of the history of Pentecostal 

communities up to that point (the significance of which will become increasingly apparent 

further on). Hollenweger’s comparison of the ecumenical and Pentecostal movements 

ultimately leads him to the observation that, whilst Pentecostalism does not teach people to 

think, it teaches them to believe and to live instead.23 However, in response to growth 

within Pentecostalism, Bible schools became increasingly necessary. These centres of 

learning, ironically, slowly became what Pentecostals had earlier criticised in other 

churches, as well as in the WCC itself.24 Pentecostalism would indeed require some deep 

thought after all, as we shall see. 

The third wave of Pentecostalism saw the movements’ further spread into 

independent church communities, including indigenous, post-denominational, and neo-

charismatic groups.25 Interestingly, the WCC of 2001 treated neo-charismatics separately 

from other, white Pentecostal churches, as independent groups “led by the Spirit.”26 On this 

understanding, there are twenty-six variations of “indigenous, independent, apostolic 

churches,” which include the more recent charismatic churches and movements such as the 

African Independent Churches, Spiritual Baptists (Caribbean), and the Yi-chan and Miao in 

China. As already hinted at toward the beginning of this chapter, such inclusive 

interpretations are controversial amongst both Western observers, and the Pentecostals and 

charismatics themselves. In this case, this is because it assumes a level of syncretism and 

suggests similarities that would seem to go against some Pentecostals’ own self-

understanding. A key element of such self-understanding is that of breaking with the non-

                                                 
22 Hollenweger, The Pentecostals, 444-445. 
23 Ibid., 463 
24 Ibid., 472 
25 Frenschkowski et al., “Pentecostalism/Charismatic Movements.” 
26 Ibid. 
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Christian religious past, including – most notably in the case of indigenous groups – 

shamanism.  

 

Historical Roots 

As already noted, the chronological division of Pentecostalism’s development into 

three waves emanating from Azusa largely ignores the fact that several Pentecostal 

communities sprung up across the globe independently of the movement’s appearance in 

North America. Similarly, a number of African independent churches and other groups 

began earlier than the ‘second wave’ of the 1970s. This chronological confusion has 

prompted some to rethink the Pentecostal story. Bernardo Campos, for example, has 

distinguished between what he terms “Pentecostality” – which he employs to describe the 

essence of the movement – and “Pentecostalism,” which denotes the ongoing emergence of 

varied faith expressions throughout an ever-growing multiplicity of churches.27 This 

differentiation – whilst it does not finally answer the question of origins – does however 

raise the problem of how best to define the movement, and points to an alternative 

description. It also raises the possibility of what might be termed an ‘essentialist’ approach 

to the history of Pentecostalism, which stands in contrast to the ‘genealogical’ hegemony 

promoted by the three waves model. Roswith Gerloff summarizes the complicated nature of 

any historical treatment of a movement like Pentecostalism: 

 

In looking for historical roots, therefore, we must distinguish several 

parallel lines of development: the self-interpretation of the early “classical” 

Pentecostals; the undeniable interplay and continuity with the Azusa Street 

Revival, i.e. the emergence of the early movement from the encounter of 

African tradition and Western Christian traditions in the United States; a 

providential explanation that recounts the worldwide work of the Spirit; a 

functional understanding, identifying what each indigenous worldview has 

to offer against the progressive immiseration of the people and what that 

                                                 
27 Miguel Alverez, “The South and the Latin American Paradigm of the Pentecostal Movement,” Asian 

Journal of Pentecostal Studies 5, no. 1 (2002): 137-138. 
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requires of theology and the church in terms of exegetical, systematic, and 

practical reinterpretation.28 

 

This is a complex undertaking, and a number of commentators have attempted various 

approaches. 

In his later volume, Hollenweger returns to the topic of Pentecostalism with several 

decades of further developments to account for, and an evident concern to explore more 

deeply the historical antecedents to the movement. With the advantage of hindsight, 

Hollenweger merges oral history with traditional historical scholarship, to trace the 

Pentecostal movement back to five historical roots.29 These are black oral, Catholic, 

evangelical, critical, and ecumenical. Hollenweger’s account proffers a wider approach 

than is typical of most Pentecostal histories. These have tended to focus on one historical 

strand, and so identify – for example – the Great Awakenings of early colonial America as 

the sole progenitors of the Pentecostalism. Hollenweger’s interpretation, however, 

considers the ‘black’ elements of the Azusa Street Revival a “gift of Africa” to the white 

theological traditions, with the goal of a renewal of ecumenical Christianity. Pursuing this 

focus on the ecumenical nature of the Pentecostal movement, in something of a 

continuation in theme from his earlier volume, Hollenweger contends that Pentecostalism 

has its earliest roots in the theology of John Wesley. This approach also challenges the 

stereotype of Pentecostals in America as being a predominantly white and politically 

conservative group, instead portraying Pentecostalism as a multi-racial movement, with 

more progressive socio-political concern: as demonstrated in his examples of South African 

pastor Frank Chikane, and urban Chicago pastor Arthur Brazier. The common thread 

shared by the Pentecostal and charismatic renewals, and their roots – wherever they may be 

found – is therefore not so much on the theological level, but rather on the practical, 

tangible level: where the application of spirituality and the working of the Holy Spirit is felt 

in diverse socio-economic and cultural contexts.  

For Pentecostals themselves, it should be remembered, faith is a lived experience 

and so can only be considered ‘real’ insofar as it is worked out practically, through the help 

                                                 
28 Frenschkowski et al., “Pentecostalism/Charismatic Movements.” 
29 Hollenweger, Pentecostalism. 
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and power of the Holy Spirit. This authenticity is what defines the faithful, in that it 

identifies them as Christians. At the collective level, God is expected to act. It is in terms of 

this providential self-understanding within Pentecostalism that the current project will 

proceed, as we consider the early twentieth century Pentecostals’ own approach to the 

historical problematic, before turning to an interrogation of the Spirit’s work within Church 

history more generally.  Indeed, the treatment of ‘roots’ thus far naturally provokes thought 

about the early Pentecostals’ own understanding of their beginnings.    

 

 

Pentecostal History 

 

Grant Wacker’s article in Pneuma from 1986 explores early Pentecostal approaches 

to history, entering the controversy surrounding the movement’s beginnings in America, 

particularly in contrast to initial accounts from the time of the Azusa Street Revival, which 

predominantly asserted providential intervention.30 As Wacker notes, young religious 

movements “rarely exhibit much interest in their own history.” This is, on the main (and 

especially so in the case of Pentecostalism) because of a preoccupation “with the urgency 

of proclaiming their message” and the associated belief “that their origins were supernatural 

… [and] forged outside the ordinary processes of history.”31 Nevertheless, early 

Pentecostalism evidently practiced history writing at some level, and Wacker is interested 

in whether these accounts offer any value for contemporary study.  

 

Pentecostal Historical Self-Understanding 

Wacker asks three broad questions: (1) What was the general philosophy of history 

employed by early Pentecostals?; (2) How did early Pentecostal history understand the 

origins of the movement? and; (3) Where did Pentecostalism fit within world history, on its 

own accounts? Before proceeding, Wacker delineates two categories of early historians of 

Pentecostalism. The first group comprises those “authors who self-consciously understood 

                                                 
30 Grant Wacker, “Are the Golden Oldies Still Worth Playing? Reflections on History Writing Among Early 

Pentecostals,” Pneuma 8, no. 2 (1986): 81-100. Cf. Jörg Haustein, “Historical Epistemology and Pentecostal 

Origins: History and Historiography in Ethiopian Pentecostalism,” Pneuma 35 (2013): 346. 
31 Wacker, “Golden Oldies,” 81. 
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themselves to be writing a general account of the movement's beginnings.”32 Notably, this 

group writes entirely as adherents to the Pentecostal movement. The second group offers 

“incidental” history, which consists of shorter, historically conscious articles written by 

those from both inside and outside the movement.33 

Wacker proceeds to address his three questions, beginning with a description of 

Pentecostal philosophy of history. He observes that “pentecostals [sic], like most 

Christians, assumed that history was linear, moving by divine guidance from a starting 

point to an ending point.”34 History was therefore viewed very much in providential terms, 

as being directed by God. However, “pentecostals [sic] also believed that God's governance 

of history was partly dependent upon human responses.”35 A somewhat ‘cyclic’ view of 

history was embraced, which recognized God’s dealings with humanity as following a 

pattern of repentance, God’s blessing, and spiritual pride; followed by “organization, 

ossification, and finally outright apostasy.”36 There would then follow repentance by a 

select few, and the cycle would begin again. Early Pentecostals did not recognize 

themselves as fitting into this pattern in the usual way, in that they did not expect to 

experience the ‘spiritual pride’ phase or anything beyond that point. Instead, they saw their 

own faith expression as something of a ‘mirror’ of the original Church community 

described in Acts. Rather than the beginning of a new cycle, Pentecostalism understood 

itself as the very culmination of history, as a return to the apostolic church brought history 

full circle. This answers Wacker’s third question. Indeed, Pentecostals were generally 

therefore not interested in wider church history (and, as Wacker points out, they were in  

fact consciously disinterested), but rather only concerned in how their own movement fitted 

into the grand providential scheme of things.37 This is not to say that there was complete 

ignorance of church history, however, and Wacker cites examples of various Pentecostal 

figures drawing parallels between their own revivals and those of the reformation, or 

holiness movements.38 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 81-82. 
33 Ibid., 82. 
34 Ibid., 83. 
35 Ibid.  
36 Ibid., 84. 
37 Ibid. Wacker goes so far as to note a “deliberate disinterest.”  
38 Frank J. Ewart, The Phenomenon of Pentecost: A History of ‘The Latter Rain’ (Houston: Herald Publishing 

House, 1947), cited in Wacker, “Golden Oldies,” 85. 
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This leads us back to Wacker’s second question, and an exploration of how early 

Pentecostals understood their own beginnings: and so “to concrete questions about their 

view of the immediate theological, geographical, and social origins of the movement.”39 

For Wacker, the early definition of Pentecostalism is pertinent here, as it “determined to a 

great extent their depiction of where and among whom it began.”40 Of particular note at this 

point, is Donald Dayton’s argument that “it is anachronistic to define primitive 

pentecostalism [sic] in terms of the doctrine that speaking in tongues is the sole initial 

physical evidence of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit.”41 Whilst this undoubtedly later 

became the standard by which one judged whether a church or community ‘belonged’ to 

Pentecostalism, the first ten to fifteen years of the Pentecostal movement involved 

substantial negotiation and debate surrounding what constituted the ‘essence’ of 

Pentecostalism, and this was primarily concerned with the movement’s message.42 There 

were at that time multitudinous disagreements between various Pentecostal leaders about 

which beliefs and practices should be considered indispensable. Tongues was just one of 

the phenomena being contended. Also of some interest is the varying degree of importance 

that was attached to individual leaders and revival centres.43 A number of prominent figures 

– most notably Parham – were keen to identify their own ministry as the movement’s 

origin, whereas others seemed equally keen to downplay the role of certain personalities in 

Pentecostalism’s appearance. What is particularly intriguing, is the possibility that the 

Azusa Street mission may not have been so central as has been assumed.44 

In concluding, Wacker finally admits that early Pentecostal historical writings bear 

little value if we “expect them to serve as reliable representations of what ‘really 

happened’.”45 However, where it is of use, is in its capacity to reveal “a great deal about the 

moods and motivations of the movement itself.”46 For Wacker, then, these early historical 

treatments provide a glimpse into the Pentecostal worldview. In terms of the current 

                                                 
39 Wacker, “Golden Oldies,” 87 
40 Ibid. 
41 Donald W. Dayton, Theological Roots of Pentecostalism (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1987), chapter 1, 

cited in Wacker, “Golden Oldies,” 88. 
42 Wacker, “Golden Oldies,” 88. 
43 Ibid., 89. 
44 Ibid., 8; cf. Phineas Bresee, “The Gift of Tongues,” Nazarene Messenger 13 (1906): 6; Frank Bartleman, 

Azusa Street (Plainfield: Logos International, 1980), 89. 
45 Wacker, “Golden Oldies,” 94. 
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project, they also reveal something of early Pentecostal identity. It is useful to note here the 

role that the doctrine of tongues (as initial evidence of Spirit-baptism) played in these early 

Pentecostal accounts, for this has become the central motif of what many define as 

Pentecostalism. On this score, it is notable that Wacker observes a discrepancy between 

Parham’s own re-telling of the originating events – as described in his autobiography – and 

the testimony of those involved, taken shortly after the events in question. Notably, Parham 

himself is cited by early reports. His comments made at around the same time stand in 

contrast to his recollections three decades later.47 This is, at some level, to be expected: 

nobody remembers in exact detail, and as we ‘re-remember’ past events we are prone to 

embellishing, and fitting the story in more neatly within a larger narrative which has 

unfolded since. Wacker, however, recognizes a deeper level of “ritualization,” whereby 

Pentecostal historians sought to “present a version of the past that was congruent with the 

theological and institutional needs of the movement at the time they were written.”48 The 

description in 1930 from Parham’s autobiography “represents,” asserts Wacker, “a 

ritualization of the earlier descriptions…because the former suggests that the normativeness 

of speaking in tongues was self-evident to anyone who read Acts 2 with an open mind and 

honest heart.”49 

This example raises some important historiographical questions, since it seems clear 

from Wacker’s summary of earlier sources that Parham’s later reflection is factually untrue 

on a number of crucial points. The question of ‘truth’ in history is central to the current 

project, and one which will be explored in far greater depth further on. For now, it will 

suffice to heed Wacker’s caution, that “arguments about one's true history are usually 

struggles between forms of legitimacy, not between legitimacy and illegitimacy.”50 It is the 

question of legitimacy that leads us to a consideration of how Pentecostals reflect on wider 

history, especially in relation to how Pentecostalism’s origins can be understood as 

stemming from there.  
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Pentecostalism and Church History 

One notable example of a broadening of the Pentecostal providential self-

understanding toward wider history, is found in Mark J. Cartledge’s Encountering the 

Spirit – The Charismatic Tradition. Here, Cartledge charts charismatic spirituality through 

history, making his study of particular interest to the current project.51 Beginning with the 

biblical sources, Cartledge then explores notable later figures and movements such as 

Tertullian, Montanism, Simeon the New Theologian, Joachim of Fiore, and Wesley. He 

also deals with the most recent advocates of the various charismatic phenomena, 

highlighting the importance of the Holy Spirit for each of these figures and movements. 

Cartledge notes the tendency throughout history for the Spirit to be subordinated to 

“institutional order,” or to the other members of the Trinity.52 On the other hand where 

there has been a focus on the Spirit, Cartledge observes, this has often been to the neglect 

of other beliefs and practices. With the appearance of modern Pentecostalism in the 

twentieth century, Cartledge sees a “renewed attention” to the Spirit.53 Importantly, 

Pentecostalism – which Cartledge defines in terms of the ‘classical Pentecostals,’ of the 

first half of the twentieth century – is interpreted as just one instance of ‘charismatic 

spirituality’ in a long line of other expressions within the “charismatic tradition.”54 This 

tradition’s central motif, on Cartledge’s account, is “encounter with the Spirit”: both 

individually, and collectively within Church communities.55 One of Cartledge’s key 

contentions is that “charismatic spirituality is not new or recent. Rather, it has been a 

feature of Christianity from the earliest days, even if aspects of it have been marginalised or 

ignored at various points in history.”56  

Cartledge proceeds by defining the nature of charismatic spirituality and outlining 

the most recent history of the Pentecostal and Charismatic movements. Here, he provides 

theological context for his study through two concepts: ‘process’ and ‘framework’. The 

former is indicative of the charismatic journey that the movements’ adherents traverse. The 

latter is the structure of beliefs, symbols, and practices of those on the journey (who are 

                                                 
51 This is more diachronic than anything, dealing – as it does – with individual instances. 
52 Mark J. Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit – The Charismatic Tradition (London: Darton, Longman & 

Todd, 2006), 15. 
53 Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit, 16. 
54 Ibid., 16-18. 
55 Ibid., 16. 
56 Ibid. 
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“engaged in the process”).57 The historical context is provided by tracing what Cartledge 

deems the “important persons and movements throughout church history prior to the 

twentieth century.”58 In keeping with the motif of “encounter with the Spirit,” the traditions 

he charts reflect this influence, and so serve to demonstrate instantiations of both the 

process and framework described.59 Cartledge also explores a number of themes that he 

believes necessary for understanding the charismatic tradition’s spirituality. He provides a 

brief summary of the biblical material that is relevant to each theme, which are: praise and 

worship; inspired speech; the sanctified life; and empowered kingdom witness. Cartledge 

then moves on to a discussion of theological hermeneutics, proposing the community of 

believers as the interpretive community which holds these discussed themes together in 

lived tradition, which interprets and re-interprets as varying contexts demand. 

Cartledge’s argument throughout this volume begs the question, how are we to 

define “encounter”? It seems that Cartledge describes how Pentecostals and others in the 

charismatic tradition experience encounters, but gives very little consideration as to the 

legitimacy of such encounters: whether these are instigated by the Spirit, or simply sought 

(and subsequently ‘found’, to a lesser or greater degree of legitimacy) by the believer or 

faith community.60 The question is, to state it simply, An encounter to what end? Another 

key contention of the book is Cartledge’s suggestion that “the charismatic tradition, far 

from being isolated, is always played alongside other traditions to a greater or lesser 

extent.”61 Similarly, then, the term “tradition” in Cartledge’s account also calls for 

clarification. Is it possible to pinpoint otherwise disparate and isolated cases of “encounter” 

and bring them together under the banner of ‘charismatic tradition’?  

Returning to Cartledge’s key concepts, the “process” he outlines follows a “search-

encounter-transformation pattern.”62 He models this on the experiences provided through a 

typical worship service, but notes how this also occurs within the life of faith more 

generally, through “devotional practices and concrete behaviour.”63 Of some importance, 

                                                 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., 17. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Here we might recall Hollenweger’s distinction between experience itself, and understanding of such 

experience, referred to above. 
61 Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit, 132-133. 
62 Ibid., 26. 
63 Ibid. 
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too, is that this pattern is a repeating cycle within the life of the believer. What is of 

particular interest for the current project at this point, is how Cartledge’s description 

focusses on the individual, albeit within the collective context afforded by the church 

community, through the worship service and other corporate ministry settings. This focus 

upon the individual is where my own project must diverge from Cartledge’s, for I am more 

concerned with the community itself: albeit a community comprising individual members. 

The difference is a subtle one, but one which I hope to elucidate shortly.  

The ‘framework’ in Cartledge’s model comprises narrative, symbols, and praxis.64 

The narrative follows from that of Scripture itself, as Pentecostals (in particular) continue to 

live out the biblical story. What is distinctive about the Pentecostal expression, Cartledge 

asserts – drawing, most notably, on Stephen Land – is pneumatology and participation: 

“The point of Pentecostal spirituality… [is] to experience life as part of a biblical drama of 

participation in God’s history.”65 The ‘encounter with the Spirit’ is what constitutes such 

participation, whether this be the ‘baptism of the Holy Spirit’ emphasized by classical 

Pentecostals, or more frequent and various experiences expected by later Charismatics.66 

Symbols in Pentecostal and Charismatic circles are more of an expression of “right 

affections before God,” and Cartledge focusses upon one: namely, speaking in other 

tongues.67 Glossolalia is, indeed, in this sense the ‘poor man’s cathedral’. Finally, praxis is 

the concern for others, usually expressed through prayer, in the belief that God faithfully 

answers, through the transformation of the lives of those prayed for. 

Cartledge describes the relationship between the process, framework, and the main 

themes, through the analogy of a song: 

 

…these themes provide the different stanzas in the lyrics of the charismatic 

song. The framework provides the overall shape of the whole song, and the 

process provides the melody and tempo enabling us to move through the 

song. To sing the charismatic song, one needs to have all three components, 

                                                 
64 Ibid., 28. 
65 Stephen Land, Pentecostal Spirituality: A Passion for the Kingdom (Cleveland: CTP Press, 2010), 73, cited 

in Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit, 28. 
66 Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit, 28-29. 
67 Ibid., 29. 
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although in true charismatic style there are many different ways to improvise 

in the performance of the song…68 

 

The four-fold thematic typology, accompanied to varying degrees by the process and 

framework, is Cartledge’s way of identifying charismatic spirituality.69 One should note 

here the methodology employed by Cartledge: the process, framework, and themes are all 

drawn from modern charismatic spirituality: as demonstrated by classical Pentecostals, 

renewalists, and charismatics. What Cartledge proceeds to do in the following chapters, in 

highlighting the presence of these main themes throughout church history, is therefore to 

effectively ‘read back into’ past events the pre-established criteria for the “charismatic 

spiritual tradition.” One wonders just how long-past events can be understood as 

instantiations of a tradition that is defined according to recent phenomena. This is not to 

deny the possibility of a shared identity, but rather to sound a note of caution in a historical 

survey such as this. Indeed, it is upon the term ‘tradition’ that the methodological issues 

turn. Are we charting a ‘spiritual’ history, as it were, analogous to an intellectual history? 

Put another way, do we simply want to know how ideas and practices about the Holy Spirit 

endured and developed over time? There is a potential confusion here between the 

phenomenon itself, and the response to the phenomenon from a given community.70 This 

issue is revealed early on in Cartledge’s historical survey, where he sketches the various 

appearances, within church history, of “charismatic spirituality as part of the Christian 

tradition…”71 However, later in the same paragraph Cartledge argues that “there is 

sufficient evidence [throughout church history] for ‘encounters with the Spirit’… to 

indicate the presence of this tradition in Christian spirituality.”72 This inter-changing of 

terminology hints at a category mistake, and begs the question, What is the term ‘tradition’ 

taken to mean in this context? What is also telling is the fact that the four-fold thematic 

typology generally only refers to the modern charismatic tradition, in comparison with the 

biblical witness. The process and framework also find their greatest expression here, and it 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 31. 
69 Ibid., 31, 32. 
70 Here, again, we hear the echoes of Hollenweger’s concern. 
71 Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit, 33, emphasis mine. 
72 Ibid., emphasis mine. 
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seems doubtful that the historical survey of ‘charismatic spirituality’ has any further 

relevance. 

Cartledge appears only to consider the nature of ‘tradition’ in his conclusion, where 

he offers three metaphors for the ways in which the charismatic tradition has been active 

throughout the history of the Church. These are (1) “plug ‘n’ play”; (2) infusion; and (3) a 

stream, or river. The first describes the way in which the charismatic tradition is ‘plugged 

into’ other traditions (perhaps best describing the Charismatic renewal from the 1960s 

onwards). The second, infusion, illustrates how the charismatic tradition adds a distinctive 

‘flavour’ to the other denominations. Cartledge cites the relationship between charismatic 

tradition and Evangelicalism as an example of how one infuses the other. Thirdly, the 

stream, or river, suggests the way in which the charismatic tradition refreshes, and brings 

vitality to other traditions.73 Importantly, this is a self-interpretation of the charismatic 

movement(s), and it is questionable whether other traditions would view the relationship in 

quite the same way. Nevertheless, Cartledge’s choice of metaphors do well to describe his 

view of how the charismatic tradition is played out alongside others.74 However, it seems 

that Cartledge’s argument serves simply to demonstrate that charismatic practices or 

tendencies have always been present, as a strand within the wider church body. Can the 

charismatic tradition be said to exist outside of other ‘host’ traditions? Would it be more 

fitting to describe ‘charismatic phenomena’ as appearing within Church tradition writ 

large? 

An over-arching issue that is brought to light through Cartledge’s work relates to 

the nature of the centrally important “encounter with the Spirit.” How are such encounters 

qualified? A case in point would be the acceptance of Tertullian as the ‘first Pentecostal 

theologian’ (owing to his promotion of the charismatic gifts), but the dismissal of the 

Montanists (whom Tertullian himself defended).75 Although the cyclic process advocated 

by Cartledge (of search-encounter-transformation) would seem to involve both human and 

divine impetus, it is – for all intents and purposes – ‘from below’, and apparently initiated 

                                                 
73 Ibid., 132-133. 
74 Ibid., 133. 
75 Ibid., 34. Montanism is generally considered heretical because of adherents’ reliance on the “New 

Prophecy.” Prophetic revelations were taken to be communication from the Holy Spirit. One can readily see 

similarities with some contemporary Pentecostal groups, which begs the question, what criteria in employed 

here? Hence, my question as to how one is to qualify Spiritual encounter, as Cartledge defines it.  
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by the faithful, who expect an encounter. The question I pose relates to the last half of the 

cycle: specifically, How are we to discern genuine Spirit-encounter, and – assuming that 

the outcome of such encounter plays a part in this discernment – By what criteria do we 

judge any ensuing ‘transformation’? These questions will drive this thesis further on, when 

we look more deeply into associated theological issues.  

 

The Historical Problematic  

What has already been highlighted during this preliminary study of Pentecostal 

history, is that the problem of identity can generally be delineated along two main axes: that 

of self-understanding, and that of identification by others. Put another way, there is a 

description that the members of a group hold for themselves, from the ‘inside’ as it were; as 

well as a definition by which those ‘outside’ of the group identify members of the group. 

Whether those from the ‘outside’ are averse to the group, friendly toward it, or simply 

disinterested is not significant at this stage. What is important, however, is that these two 

poles are not hard and fast, but rather dynamic. They are ever-changing rather than static 

constructs. This is not least because the criteria used to decide who is to be included within 

the group differs between insiders and outsiders. The criteria employed also change over 

time, as internal and external attitudes are revised. At the simplest level, there are those 

whose self-understanding is tied up with the group’s self-understanding, and who – to a 

lesser or greater extent – either accept or reject the others’ appraisals of them. Similarly, 

those outside either accept or reject the self-understanding of the other: again, whether 

completely or to some degree. However, this description can easily be recognized as over-

simplistic, for – in reality – any negotiation of definitions quickly becomes very 

complicated. In the case of Pentecostalism, the difficulties arise at the very beginning, of 

what is on the surface a straightforward description of the movement’s origins at the 1906 

Azusa Street Revival. 

What is interesting about Wacker’s three questions is their interconnectedness, 

especially in relation to how history is understood. It is clear that the general philosophy of 

history employed by early Pentecostals pre-determined to some extent how they saw 

themselves fitting within world history. Or, then again, perhaps it was an understanding of 

how Pentecostalism sat within a meta-historical narrative – of divine providence – which 
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informed the adherents’ philosophy of history. And all of this surrounds the central 

question of how Pentecostals were to understand their own origins. That this was a concern 

as early as the 1930s, challenges the suggestion that Pentecostalism is a largely unthinking 

Christian denomination.76 Indeed, as hinted at above, the time is ripe for Pentecostals to 

move beyond their penchant to simply “believe and to live,” as Hollenweger describes, and 

to begin seriously thinking through their own theological identity. Only then can we 

properly interrogate the past from a legitimately Pentecostal perspective. To this end, I will 

now attempt my own preliminary survey, by examining how the Holy Spirit might be 

understood as present in the context of a specific instance in Church history. Taking my 

departure from Cartledge, I will take this opportunity to explore the associated 

methodological concerns, whilst drawing upon Pentecostal scholarship which takes proper 

account of the collective context and which promises a stronger foundation upon which this 

thesis can build. 

 

 

A Methodological Excursus 

 

In charting a theological theme through history, it quickly becomes apparent that – 

despite all efforts to the contrary – our inescapable starting point is in the present. As 

Cartledge’s survey has illustrated, it is the concerns of the here-and-now which prompt our 

investigation of the past, and which form the basis for an understanding of historically 

important, formative events. Nevertheless, as I will argue, it is this subjective perspective 

that might grant us unique insight to the past, which more objective attempts tend to ignore. 

For where we recognize our current situation as a product of the events in question, there is 

a sense in which our shared tradition opens up the possibility for a more authentic retrieval 

of sources. To this end, a specifically Pentecostal appraisal of how the Holy Spirit features 

in a particular moment in Church history promises important consideration of some crucial 

methodological issues.77 In what follows, I will explore the Holy Spirit in the thought of the 

                                                 
76 Hollenweger, The Pentecostals, 463. 
77 This section is a re-worked version of my “Martin Luther and the Pentecostal Spirit,” St. Mark’s Review 

241, no. 3 (October 2017): 47-59. 
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early Reformers, at a tumultuous time in history, where one might well ask how God’s 

providence can be recognized.  

What does the Reformation mean for us today? Behind this deceptively simple 

question is a complex set of underlying assumptions. It also begs a number of further 

questions, which are perhaps best elucidated by breaking down the original query into two 

halves. Firstly, and most obviously, which aspect of the Reformation is under 

consideration? Here we must determine the particular events in question; who the historical 

players were; their motivations; and the ultimate outcome. Secondly, what is our interest in 

these various elements? On this front, we must explore our own relationship to the actors 

and events under investigation. To reframe my initial question more succinctly, then: What 

does Reformational pneumatology mean for Pentecostals? 

For the purpose of this section, I will narrow the focus to consider Martin Luther’s 

understanding of the Holy Spirit. Luther’s pneumatology – which has only recently been 

recognized as central to his wider theological project – effectively reasserted what is 

arguably the central message of Pentecost: the ‘democratization’ of the Spirit. Whilst this 

theme has been increasingly embraced by many modern Pentecostals, it is not generally 

recognized as being instigated by, or exemplified through, the Reformation, nor specifically 

by Luther. This situation invites careful reassessment, not least because the majority of 

commentators tend to align Pentecostals with the Schwärmer of Luther’s time, in 

opposition to Luther himself. Though understandable (since both communities clearly 

exhibit ‘charismatic’ traits), it is my contention that this not only betrays legitimate 

historiography, but also fails to appreciate the import of Luther’s theology of the Holy 

Spirit. Luther’s clash with the enthusiasts therefore provides context for a nuanced 

explication of his pneumatology, which – in conversation with modern Pentecostalism – 

can be recognized as far deeper than many have credited him for. It also affords an 

opportunity to draw out some crucial methodological concerns, which my wider project 

seeks to address. 

 

A Question of Identity 

When we begin to seek correlations between ourselves in the present, with events of 

the past, it straightaway becomes clear that the former half of my original question – as 



 

 

37 

outlined above – is inescapably oriented to the latter.78 Who we are (the ‘us’ for whom we 

seek meaning) determines the approach taken to our investigation of the past. The question 

of what the Reformation means can therefore only be tackled after determining the nature 

of these two historical ‘ends’, and through an exploration of their relationship. In the 

context of the current study, then, to ask what the Reformation ultimately means demands 

that we begin with a working definition of Pentecostalism. We must necessarily cast the net 

quite broadly at this point, so as not to prematurely discard potential touchpoints between 

Pentecostal communities in the present and historical players of the Reformation. Though a 

movement of many and varied forms, I have demonstrated that the Pentecostal sensibility 

can – generally speaking – be argued to centre around experience of the Spirit. This 

description will be honed further on, but for the moment it serves to adequately narrow the 

focus of our guiding question. Returning to our starting point, we must again ask, more 

concisely: What does Reformational pneumatology mean for Pentecostals? Through an 

exploration of this question, I intend to open a line of enquiry which – whilst perhaps not 

promising any definitive answer – will draw attention to the (all-too-often 

unacknowledged) issues surrounding our retrieval of the past’s meaning for our own 

contemporary application. In so doing, I will, at the very least, point the way toward some 

possible avenues of further exploration. 

Given the hermeneutical nature of such an enquiry, we must tackle the two halves 

of our guiding question in reverse order: beginning with the question of Pentecostal identity 

in the present, before then moving to a consideration of the potential forerunners to this 

identity, in the Reformation.79 It is only then that we will be able to ask how the 

pneumatology of this period correlates with contemporary Pentecostalism, and only at this 

point that we will be able to approach the question of meaning. As I hope to demonstrate 

further on, our beginning in the present does not limit the ‘direction of fit’ as it were, to an 

imposition of our modern preconceptions upon the past. Rather, it provides a ‘way in’ to 

the past. The past can subsequently speak to us and open our enquiry further: both by 

answering our questions (which, granted, will have ‘coloured’ these answers to some 

                                                 
78 This reflects my observation from Wacker’s study, where his three overarching questions are inter-related 

in such a way that in order to answer one, some assumptions are made as to our answers to the other two 

questions. 
79 Here, I broadly follow Cartledge’s methodology, though with a conscious awareness of the potential 

pitfalls, as described in the previous section. 
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degree), but also by shaping our further questions in return. This introduction of the 

hermeneutical circle into such a historiography points, I think, to some interesting 

developments in how we might approach history; especially for Pentecostals, as we shall 

see. 

 

Pentecostalism and the Reformation 

What I would ultimately like to explore here, then, is the minefield of 

methodological issues which surrounds any attempt at a retrieval of a theological theme 

from within history: in this case, the Holy Spirit in early Reformational theology. My 

particular approach is, as already noted, from twenty-first century Pentecostalism. This 

admission is a crucial one, because it establishes the parameters for this study, and also 

declares the inescapable, and yet conscious, context from which – and for which – it is 

undertaken. At the heart of Pentecostal faith is a belief that we are able to experience God. 

More specifically, as we have seen, Pentecostals identify with the primordial church 

described in the second chapter of Acts, in which the Holy Spirit decisively acted to birth a 

community of believers who were empowered to bring about God’s Kingdom. In the same 

way that Peter declared “this is that which the prophet Joel spoke of,” early twentieth 

century Pentecostals saw their experiences as in direct continuity with the events of 

Pentecost.80 The belief that this community of believers (in the present), is that same people 

(in the past), begs the question: In what sense is this so? For modern day Pentecostals, this 

shared identity was evidenced by the shared phenomena of glossolalia. But on what criteria 

do we legitimately establish the identity of one thing now, with something else then? This 

conundrum will be addressed further on, when we consider how the Reformation might 

speak to Pentecostalism today; as we ask whether we might find a correlate amongst the 

historical players within those events, in a similar way to how we have traditionally found 

one in the community of Acts.   

Indeed, from a more objective viewpoint, Pentecostalism undoubtedly owes its 

existence in large part to the events of the Reformation. The movement stands firmly within 

the Protestant tradition and could, arguably, not have become a movement at all without the 

                                                 
80 “This is that” became something of a catch-cry in early twentieth century Pentecostalism. See Aimee 

Semple MacPherson, This is That (Los Angeles: Echo Park Evangelistic Association, 1923) 787. 
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cultural and intellectual conditions set in motion by those events four centuries earlier. And 

yet, to view Pentecostalism solely as an outcome of the Reformation would be to overlook 

the possibility of an ongoing, ‘pre-Reformational’, Pentecostal community: which, I would 

argue, has existed since the first Spirit-instigated ‘Pentecost’ described in the second 

chapter of Acts.81 Furthermore, and again, to view Pentecostalism solely as an outcome of 

the Reformation would also be to ignore those stimuli outside of the ecclesial community, 

which have also contributed to the social, cultural, and intellectual conditions required in 

order for the modern movement to form in the early twentieth century. And of course, 

beyond merely historical considerations, there is the agency of the Holy Spirit, which has 

remained of central import to Pentecostals during our hundred-or-so years’ history, and 

which – as I will contend – should be treated as a historical Actor at least as much as any 

other. These concerns will be returned to in greater depth later, after our initial interrogation 

of Reformational pneumatology: at which point we will turn to the question of how this 

speaks to Pentecostalism in its current form. Our immediate purpose therefore requires that 

the discussion surrounding Reformational pneumatology be limited in scope to a single, 

manageable subject. I will focus on Martin Luther’s theology of the Holy Spirit, and only 

then deal with the methodological concerns which are raised in relation to this topic, as it is 

brought into dialogue with contemporary Pentecostalism. 

Luther is not usually the conversation partner of choice for Pentecostals. On the face 

of it, his staunch opposition to the enthusiasts signals a theological impasse between his 

foundational focus on the Word, and what he interpreted in the enthusiasts as unfounded 

appeal to the Spirit alone.82 Indeed, where Pentecostalism is discussed in light of the 

Reformation (including by Pentecostals themselves), the movement tends to be drawn as 

something of a parallel to the enthusiasts’ project. There are a number of obvious reasons 

for this comparison, not least of which is the shared belief of both groups in an un-mediated 

experience of the Spirit, as well as a zealous pursuit of spiritual gifts, amongst other 

similarities. But, whilst both groups share what might nowadays be recognized as 

distinctively ‘Pentecostal’ traits, it is my contention that these traits by no means define 

                                                 
81 For example, those individuals and groups described in Cartledge’s study, above. 
82 Luther’s clash with the Schwärmer has been well documented. More recently it has been neatly 

summarized in Anthony C. Thiselton, The Holy Spirit: in Biblical Teaching, through the Centuries, and 

Today (London: SPCK, 2013), 255 – 62. 
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Pentecostalism, much less constitute the essential core of what it means to be ‘Pentecostal’. 

The retrieval I envisage will serve to ‘re-ground’ Pentecostal identity in a theologically 

defensible pneumatological framework, in accord with the best of recent Pentecostal 

scholarship, but also in keeping with those church-historical traditions which reflect this 

same Spirit at work. For this reason, the conflict between Luther and the enthusiasts 

provides context for a more nuanced exploration of the Holy Spirit: especially in the sense 

of understanding the Spirit’s agency in and through the events and communities of Church 

history, if it is indeed the one and same Spirit of Pentecost we are able to discern. 

  

Martin Luther’s Pneumatology 

Until the mid-twentieth century, Luther’s understanding of the Holy Spirit had been 

given minimal attention, eclipsed by his more obvious Christology, and under the general 

assumption that his pneumatology simply followed the conventional western position: 

established since Augustine, and carried on through the middle ages.83 However, Regin 

Prenter’s major work, Spiritus Creator, asserts the pervasiveness of the Holy Spirit across 

the breadth of Luther’s thought. What makes his study especially relevant to our topic, is 

how it frames Luther’s pneumatology in relation to the enthusiasts. Prenter argues for a 

continuity in Luther’s pneumatology, and insists that his understanding of the Holy Spirit 

did not undergo revision in light of the enthusiasts’ claims, as many others have 

suggested.84 

Perhaps Prenter’s most unique contribution stems from his claim that Luther – 

although employing Augustinian terminology – gave different content to these terms.85 

Specifically, and for our purposes here, Luther modifies the Augustinian terminology 

surrounding grace – always so closely associated with the Holy Spirit – particularly in 

relation to sanctification. As Prenter summarizes, Luther: 

 

                                                 
83 Thiselton, The Holy Spirit, 257. 
84 Regin Prenter, Spiritus Creator (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2001), xvii. As others have noted, Prenter’s study 

is somewhat dated methodologically. See, for example, Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, Toward a Pneumatological 

Theology: Pentecostal and Ecumenical Perspectives on Ecclesiology, Soteriology, and Theology of Mission, 

ed. Amos Yong (Lanham: University Press of America, 2002), 80. However, Prenter’s main point is well 

defended: Luther did not revise his pneumatology in response to the enthusiasts, but rather his response to the 

enthusiasts was informed by his pneumatology. 
85 Prenter, Spiritus Creator, 17 – 27. 



 

 

41 

…describes the work of the Holy Spirit as the infusion of the true love to 

God and then defines this love as real conformity to Christ in his death and 

resurrection…because for Luther the work of the Holy Spirit always means 

a relationship to the living and present Christ. The love which is infused by 

the Holy Spirit is not an element in the soul but a real relationship to the 

truly present Christ. This is the contrast between imitation of and 

conformity to Christ.86 

 

Luther’s concern is that sanctification be understood as a sovereign act of God alone, not in 

terms of an idea which we aspire to in our own strength. It is only through Christ, made 

present to the believer, that this is achieved. And this is, importantly, through the Holy 

Spirit, “from above” as it were, and therefore not dependent upon human agency, whether 

that be hierarchical Church authority, or piety. Luther was, of course, effectively fighting 

on two fronts.87 Not only did he oppose the prevailing Church powers, but also those 

radical reformers who had abandoned both the Church’s claim to authority, but also that of 

Scripture, in favour of their own claims of an immediate grasp on the Holy Spirit. Hence, 

Luther’s insistence that the Spirit is subsequent to the Word. 

It is in relation to this “order of salvation” – or “order of God” to use Luther’s own 

phrase – that the conflict with the enthusiasts took form. Luther, as we know, emphasized a 

two-fold activity of God toward us – the outward and inward: through the Word and 

sacraments in the case of the former, and through the Holy Spirit and associated gifts on the 

latter – and, importantly, in that order. Luther saw in the enthusiasts’ claims a confusion of 

this relationship. They gave priority to the inward, in belief that the Holy Spirit could be 

experienced without the preceding Word. And this gave rise to the idea that, rather than a 

gift, the Spirit was a reward to be attained through piety. Crucially for Luther, the Holy 

Spirit is rather granted only “…through or with the preceding outward Word...” and not 

“without and before the Word.”88 This order has special significance for the “inner 

conflict,” so central to Luther’s pneumatology, as it establishes the context for genuine 

                                                 
86 Ibid., 28. Prenter draws heavily here upon Luther’s lectures on the Epistle to the Romans (1515 – 1516). 
87 Thiselton, The Holy Spirit, 255. 
88 Martin Luther, “The Smalcald Articles,” The Book of Concord, accessed August 3, 2017, 

http://bookofconcord.org/smalcald.php 
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experience of the Holy Spirit. This order locates the experience of the Holy Spirit as a 

function of the Word and sacrament already received. It is not, contrary to the enthusiasts, 

merely a ‘feeling’ in the sense of some “psychological self-observation,” but rather a 

witness to one’s faith.89 The ‘inner conflict’ then, originates with God through the word, by 

the Spirit. And it is in this way that Luther secures God’s sovereignty over against human 

piety on the one hand (as the enthusiasts would have it) and Church control on the other (as 

was the error of the magisterium). 

More recently there has been renewed interest in Luther’s theology of the Holy 

Spirit from the Mannermaa School, at the University of Helsinki.90 Miikka Ruokanen, in 

particular, argues that the theology of grace and justification expounded in Luther’s “On the 

Bondage of the Will” (De Servo arbitrio) of 1525, is conceived very much in terms of 

pneumatology.91 He also notes an inherent correlation between this framework and the 

Christological pattern established later in Luther’s other works.92 Ruokanen demonstrates 

that, for Luther, Christ’s person and work is present in the faith itself. That is to say that the 

gift of faith is the “real-ontic” presence of Christ.93 Furthermore Luther did not differentiate 

between the person and work of Christ, in the way that later Lutheranism would. On 

Luther’s own account, Christ is both donum (gift) and favor (grace); whereas later 

Lutheranism would say only favor (grace).94 Now because, as we have seen, the Holy Spirit 

is very decisively the Spirit of Christ for Luther, Ruokanen summarizes his study with the 

conclusion that Luther therefore also understands grace in similar terms: as the “real-ontic,” 

personal presence of the Spirit of Christ, in our very being. 

 

Contemporary Pentecostalism 

All of this emphasizes that the Spirit is of God, and it is on this point that the most 

obvious difference between Luther and the enthusiasts is found. For the Spirit is given 

                                                 
89 Prenter, Spiritus Creator, 208. 
90 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, “The Holy Spirit and Justification: The Ecumenical Significance of Luther’s 

Doctrine of Salvation,” Pneuma 24, no. 1 (2002): 34. 
91 Ibid.; cf. Miikka Ruokanen, “Does Luther Have a Theory of Biblical Inspiration?” Modern Theology 4:1 

(1987).  
92 Ruokanen specifically references Luther’s Commentary on Galatians here. Cited in Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, 

“The Holy Spirit and Justification,” 36. 
93 Ibid., 32. 
94 Ibid. 
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freely and constitutes the foundation of the holy sanctified life; not the end goal, nor to 

somehow be earned. How, then, are we to apply this to our earlier discussion, and develop 

an understanding of the relationship between contemporary Pentecostalism and the early 

Reformation? A key problem here is how we define ‘Pentecostalism’. The ‘movement’, if 

this term still applies, has become so varied and diverse during its first hundred years that a 

clear-cut explanation of its central tenets is nigh impossible. I am persuaded, however, that 

the closest one can get to a self-consistent expression is found in recent Pentecostal 

theological scholarship. Only within the last two decades or so has Pentecostal scholarship 

moved beyond mere self-description (usually in socio-cultural terms) toward more 

constructive (and robustly theological) pursuits. The former trend has offered descriptions 

of Pentecostalism, describing it in terms of, and juxtaposed with, other movements. 

However, we are now in a position to put forward a distinctive voice of our own, through 

scholarship which increasingly defends a Pentecostal theology in its own right. 

Amos Yong, in particular, represents this “new face of Pentecostal scholarship.”95 

He tends to apply the term ‘Pentecostal’ in an adjectival sense, suggesting that authentic 

Pentecostalism is that which is of, or pertains to, the Pentecost described in Acts. His work 

employs a recurrent motif of the “many tongues” of Pentecost: reflecting the myriad ways 

in which God interacts with the world, in order to break down social barriers and enable 

relationship between others. It is the discerning of these “many tongues,” then, that is the 

continuing theme in Yong’s work, and it is precisely on this point that Yong’s work 

challenges the existing paradigm of what constitutes Pentecostal identity. In contrast to the 

somewhat limiting criteria employed previously by many other Pentecostal scholars, Yong 

sees the Holy Spirit as a far more inclusive agent. Further, his conviction that the creation 

reflects the Creator leads him to a realist metaphysical framework, which includes God 

within the ‘knowable’ reality. Crucially, God makes Godself known, through the agency of 

the Holy Spirit. “The Pentecostal reality, in short,” asserts Yong, “is the ongoing work of 

God by the Spirit to turn hearts back to the creator from whom they have been separated 

and alienated.”96  

                                                 
95 Wolfgang Vondey and Martin William Mittelstadt, eds., The Theology of Amos Yong and the New Face of 

Pentecostal Scholarship (Boston: Brill, 2013). 
96 Amos Yong, Spirit-Word-Community (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2002), 31. 
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The most pertinent aspect of Yong’s theology for the current project, then, stems 

from the account of how we can discern the Spirit in the world, and how we might therefore 

identify ‘true’ reflections of this Pentecostal Spirit in other communities. It is, simply put, a 

question of how we can legitimately proclaim that ‘this’ is ‘that’. In the current example of 

Luther and the enthusiasts, is the alignment of Pentecostals with the enthusiasts a legitimate 

one? If we are to say this (Pentecostalism) is that (the enthusiasts) we necessarily employ 

some sort of criteriology. We unavoidably reduce both groups to some common factor. 

Pentecostals, of course, have on occasion identified themselves  with the enthusiasts, on the 

grounds that they too were a marginalized group, on account of their fringe spirituality.97 

However, this does not seem to tally with the enthusiasts’ own self-understanding (since 

they believed themselves to be the group who would effectively complete the reformation), 

nor does it gel with the current Pentecostal reality: a group which is now the fastest 

growing denomination, despite its early marginalization. But neither will it do – if I may 

pre-empt the obvious argument here – to suggest that such numerical growth means that 

twenty-first century Pentecostalism therefore fits the bill. For the greatest numerical growth 

within the movement is occurring within the two-thirds world: the triumphalist 

proclamations of Pentecostal televangelists are certainly representative of only a small 

proportion of Pentecostals worldwide. The two groups – global Pentecostalism in the 

present, and the enthusiasts of the past – cannot then be correlated so easily. 

The main difference between the enthusiasts and Pentecostals, I think, is found at 

this level of self-understanding. Pentecostals may have variously proclaimed an immediate 

experience of the Spirit – much as the enthusiasts did – but this has always been implicitly 

understood as an experience of the Spirit of Pentecost. The ‘this is that’ interpretive lens 

ensures that this Spirit is recognized as that Spirit: importantly, revealed in Scripture, and 

experienced within the Church community. Scripture is therefore the assumed filter, or 

criterion, by which to discern experience of the Spirit, even if this tends not to be explicitly 

stated. In this sense, modern Pentecostalism would seem to be closer to Luther’s emphasis 

on the preceding Word.  

                                                 
97 See, for example, Stanley M. Burgess, The Holy Spirit: Medieval Roman Catholic and Reformation 

Traditions (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997). Others have argued that Luther himself would have 

identified Pentecostalism with the Schwärmer. See Simeon Zahl, Pneumatology and Theology of the Cross in 

the Preaching of Christoph Friedrich Blumhardt: The Holy Spirit between Wittenberg and Azusa Street 

(London: T & T Clark, 2010), 5. 
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Now, although Luther’s thought tends to be expressed very much in individualistic 

terms, what I would like to propose is an interpretation of his underlying motivation, in 

terms of the wider outworking of his theological project at the communal level. Indeed, 

Luther’s entire project can be understood as driven by his belief in the priesthood of all 

believers: that the Holy Spirit can be a gift for all. His was therefore a pneumatologically-

motivated project from the beginning, as Prenter’s study would suggest.98 Even his 

apparent emphasis on Christ and the Word, and certainly his integral role in the translation 

of Scripture, can be recognized as pointing back to his particular understanding of the Holy 

Spirit: a gift contingent upon the Word. Is there, then, a latent concern for community in 

Luther, that Pentecostal concern for the same might tease out? 

 

The Pentecostal Spirit? 

Yong’s account of the Spirit’s continued presence and action in the world points to 

the possibility of a similar discernment of the Spirit within the reality of the historical past: 

backward through history, rather than just to the Biblical witness. To elaborate on 

Ruokanen’s work, the “real-ontic” presence of Christ is, on the Pentecostal account, given 

in and expressed through community. How might a re-reading of Luther’s pneumatology in 

terms of community proceed, then? And how do we understand the continuity of such a 

community in today’s Church? How do we identify its ongoing presence? Historical 

methodology takes on a distinctly philosophical character when we begin to ask questions 

about how the past is to be appropriated in the present. To arrive at facts about the past is 

one thing, to extract some sort of applicable meaning is quite another. In the philosophy of 

history this distinction is most readily understood in terms of epistemology and 

metaphysics, respectively. In this field, however, the metaphysical pursuit has fallen 

increasingly out of favour, and this has inevitably impacted theological scholarship – even 

despite the metaphysical nature of so much of our discipline. The recourse to hermeneutics 

overcomes this problem to some degree. Indeed, hermeneutics is especially relevant to this 

discussion because of the circularity implied by the sort of retrieval that I suggest: 

understanding the whole in terms of the part, and the part in terms of the whole. 

                                                 
98 Prenter, Spiritus Creator, ix. 
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As recent developments in hermeneutics have shown, more than just texts we also 

interpret the whole of life. This hints at a return to the metaphysical, but hermeneutics has 

instead generally focussed on the ontological, with the subject’s mode of being made 

central. I would like to explore the possibility of a quasi-metaphysical turn in what follows, 

as we consider the whole of a community through time, in terms of its historical parts. 

Interestingly there has not been a clear move toward the hermeneutics of tradition, 

historically construed: in the sense of applying hermeneutics to the actions of historical 

actors in community, or of communities themselves. This is perhaps because such actions 

tend to be reduced to events, and the interpretation of events is reserved for historians. 

Nevertheless, I want to suggest that where we seek to understand the beliefs or actions of a 

group (including the individual-in or -on-behalf-of a group), and especially a group which 

has some sort of continuing expression in the present, there is a necessary hermeneutical 

moment: perhaps even a call for some sort of ‘hermeneutical historiography’. My proposal 

should not be misunderstood as another metaphysics of history, in the sense of some 

Hegelian speculation. Rather, my argument is that, instead of an ‘objective’ historical 

viewpoint (that looks back to past events as somehow detached from our own position), we 

should embrace a more ‘subjective’ disposition, which recognizes the true meaning of these 

historical events in their capacity as originators of our own situation. It is our subjectivity 

(the plural, ‘we’-subject) that enables this, as we treat the past as ours. In this sense, what I 

am proposing is more phenomenological than metaphysical.99 

The crux of my argument, then, is this: if Pentecost can be understood as a move of 

the Holy Spirit, and later Pentecostalism is taken to be a similar move of that same Spirit 

which demands discernment of that Spirit, are we able also to discern the same Spirit in the 

Church communities of the past: ‘between Pentecosts’ as it were? What are the criteria by 

which we discern the Spirit? Here I think Paul Tillich’s caution against confusing the 

ultimate with the penultimate is relevant – we should not equate phenomena (such as the 

‘spiritual gifts’) with the Holy Spirit: they are not equivalent. This is perhaps a restatement 

of Luther’s own concern, expressed by his “order of God,” whereby the Spirit is not to be 

sought outside of, or independently from, the Word. I would suggest, in agreement with 

                                                 
99 David Carr makes use of the term “we-subject” in his Experience and History: Phenomenological 

Perspectives on the Historical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). I will look far more deeply at 

this concept in chapter 3. 
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Yong’s project, that the key theme of the Pentecost narrative is the giving of the Spirit for 

all – a sort of ‘re-democratisation’ of God’s Spirit: which is no longer reserved only for a 

chosen few judges, prophets, or priests. On this criterion, in the Reformation period 

discussed, Luther’s project, rather than the enthusiasts’, would seem to best reflect the 

Pentecostal Spirit. 

To conclude, then, this brief excursus might be understood as something of a 

‘manifesto’ for a renewed Pentecostal appropriation of Church history. On this view, the 

Spirit of Pentecost can be discerned as acting through the events of human history, 

including the Reformation: pursued noticeably by certain charismatically-inclined groups at 

certain obvious points in history, but in fact graciously gifted by God without 

discrimination throughout the Church. At the very least, what I hope this section has 

demonstrated is the difficulty inherent to any attempt at identifying traditions or 

communities across time. For Pentecostal scholarship, this calls for what might be termed a 

“pneumatology of history,” which looks at history in terms of the Holy Spirit’s 

involvement – both internally or “from below” (his agency within Church communities), 

and externally or “from above” (by the Spirit’s direction in a meta-historical sense, as 

hinted at earlier).  

Luther’s pneumatology, which we see most clearly expressed in opposition to the 

enthusiasts’, reflects the Spirit who acted at Pentecost, and still acts within the community 

that was birthed then, and continues on today. The “real-ontic” presence of the Pentecostal 

Spirit constitutes this community, through the lived narrative: which we continually seek to 

retrieve, so as to discern the Spirit in the present. In this way, the Holy Spirit is both an 

Actor within history, but also an Author of history: whose narrative we are to discern in the 

past, so as to partake in that story in the present. 

 

 

Pentecostal Scholarship 

  

 As the surveys so far have illustrated, modern Pentecostalism is a movement with 

a complicated history, as well as widely varying expressions globally, which makes a 

succinct description all the more difficult. The purpose at this point, however, is to arrive at 
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a working definition of Pentecostalism, which will enable the current project to proceed. It 

is therefore imperative that a particular way of ‘doing theology’ is established, in order that 

this voice be self-consistent, and able to make concrete commitments. In particular, there is 

the question of what Pentecostal scholarship offers debate. A specifically Pentecostal voice 

from within academia is required in order for ensuing discussion to be anchored to a self-

coherent Pentecostal position. 

 The previous section served to outline the important – and increasingly influential 

– work of Amos Yong. Yong’s constructive theology reflects the unique contributions of 

Pentecostalism, but also offers crucial critique of the movement’s less developed 

commitments and thought. Although some have questioned whether Yong is to be 

considered a specifically Pentecostal theologian, it should be noted that he is a credentialed 

minister in the Assemblies of God (US), and undoubtedly identifies himself as Pentecostal, 

despite the far-ranging nature of his theological work.100 Perhaps, ironically, it is this 

apparent paradox, which makes Yong’s theology so pertinent to the current study. Indeed, 

his hermeneutics in particular holds special relevance for my project, in its equally far-

ranging application. 

 As  already mentioned, Yong tends to apply the term ‘Pentecostal’ in an adjectival 

sense, and I wish to continue this usage on the understanding that this points to the 

movement’s essence far more genuinely than any nominal reference.101 ‘Pentecostal’, then, 

effectively means ‘of or pertaining to Pentecost’ (that of Acts 2, notably), and is therefore 

always pointing back to those events which formed the community of the Spirit which is 

the Christian Church. But already it is clear that an interpretation of Pentecost is being 

assumed. It is the Yongian take on this interpretation which will now be elucidated in 

greater depth. 

 

 

 

                                                 
100 See Thiselton, The Holy Spirit, 75; cf. 453. It is notable that Thiselton’s uncertainty seems to be based 

upon a short passage from Yong’s Spirit-Word-Community, published in 2002. Yong’s subsequent work, 

however, has been far more overtly Pentecostal in nature. 
101 Wolfgang Vondey and Martin William Mittelstadt, “Introduction,” in The Theology of Amos Yong and the 

New Face of Pentecostal Scholarship, eds. Wolfgang Vondey and Martin William Mittelstadt (Boston: Brill, 

2013), 15. 
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Yong’s Pentecostal Paradigm 

Yong describes the Pentecostal self-understanding through the usual recourse to a 

normative reading of Luke-Acts, which sees the narrative as not merely descriptive, but 

also prescriptive of Christian life and community. He therefore defends the theological and 

didactic nature of the Lukan corpus, despite the merely narrative value, which Yong 

believes has been attached to the texts by conservative Protestantism since the sixteenth 

century.102 Yong’s unique contribution, however, can be found in how he reimagines 

Pentecost and Spirit baptism. His own explication of the Pentecostal distinctives, it should 

be noted, are set out within the context of his pursuit of a global theology.103 These are: (1) 

a Lukan hermeneutical approach; (2) a pneumatological framework and orientation; and (3) 

an experiential base. Whilst these do not diverge in any perceptible way from much 

conventional Pentecostal methodology, what is unusual is Yong’s explicitness about these 

criteria, and especially his philosophically furnished understanding of how they are to be 

applied. 

On the first point, whilst the necessary biblical basis of Pentecostal theology goes 

without saying, the “approach to Scripture may be through a hermeneutical and exegetical 

perspective informed explicitly by Luke-Acts.” Yong continues: 

 

If the genius of Pentecostalism is its yearning to experience afresh the power 

of the Holy Spirit manifest in the first-century church and if Luke is the 

author most concerned with, and interested in, the operations of the Spirit [in 

this context], then this convergence should not be surprising.104 

 

That Yong concedes a particular hermeneutical tack (in the sense that he admits it is one 

amongst many possible approaches) hints at how his project begins to take on its own 

character, in contradistinction to other Pentecostal scholars. Where Yong differs, is in his 

emphasis on this Lukan hermeneutic as “a point of entry into the diversity of the biblical 

                                                 
102 Amos Yong, The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh: Pentecostalism and the Possibility of Global Theology 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 83-86. Here he follows in the tradition established by Hans 

Conzelmann and carried on by such Pentecostal scholars as Roger Stronstad. 
103 Ibid., 27. 
104 Ibid. 
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texts.”105 Yong sees as “unavoidable such an open acknowledgement of approaching the 

whole of Scripture through a part of the whole” for, “no one can be merely and fully 

biblical in the exhaustive sense of the term.”106 Yong therefore not only embraces and 

defends the Lukan paradigm, but understands its place within a far broader scheme. 

On the second criterion, a Pentecostal theology would, Yong argues, be guided by 

“the core thematic motif of Jesus the Christ” and “the core orienting motif of 

pneumatology.”107 This pneumatological orientation is what Yong elsewhere coins as the 

“pneumatological imagination.”108 On this point, Yong differentiates between 

pneumatology – as one area within theology – and “pneumatological theology,” which 

“rethink[s] traditional theological loci from the starting point of pneumatology.”109 Yong’s 

contribution to pneumatological theology, then, is found in the pneumatological 

imagination which moves beyond the traditional concerns (for example, that born out of 

Holiness movements’ efforts to describe the relationship between sanctification and 

baptism in the Holy Spirit), toward a broader look at how the Holy Spirit impacts theology 

on the widest scale. This pneumatological starting point, which Yong insists upon in so 

much of his work, not only avoids the subordination of the Holy Spirit to Christ, but also – 

on Yong’s account – safeguards a more fully trinitarian approach to an understanding of 

God: particularly in God’s relationship to the creation, and agency in the world.110 Perhaps 

in anticipation of those who might criticize this approach as Spirit-centred, Yong posits the 

thematic focus of Pentecostal theology as Christ, which thus serves to balance the project. 

Since the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Christ, Pentecostal theology – though 

pneumatologically-oriented – remains Christ-centred. One wonders whether this 

arrangement finally resolves the concerns of potential critics, as well as raising questions 

about the place of God the Father within this framework. Nevertheless, Yong’s emphasis is 

clearly upon how the Spirit leads Pentecostal theology, whilst Christ is the constant, and 

concrete, point of reference. How this ‘works’ in practice becomes clearer when we 

                                                 
105 Ibid. Emphasis mine. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid., 28. 
108 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 119-217. This can generally be understood as something of a parallel to 

David Tracey’s “analogical imagination,” but with some important differences. Cf. David Tracey, The 

Analogical Imagination (New York: Crossroad, 1981). 
109 Yong, The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh, 28. 
110 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 9. 
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appreciate the underlying philosophy of Yong’s project, which we will look at shortly. We 

will also see how all three persons of the trinity are accounted for. 

On the third point, that of the experiential basis of Pentecostal theology, Yong 

stresses its “confessional location,” which cannot be simply doctrinally delineated, but is 

instead “intensely practical”: finding expression in the lived realities of Pentecostal 

existence ‘on the ground’.111 This element is played out within Pentecostal communities, 

where experiences are shared, attested to, and find their meaning.  

 

The Philosophical Foundations of Yong’s Schema 

We now turn to a brief overview of the philosophical grounding undergirding 

Yong’s project, so as to pave the way for a fuller understanding of Yong’s application of 

these criteria, with a view to direct later discussion surrounding Pentecostal identity. The 

aforementioned three criteria will be addressed in what follows: the Lukan hermeneutic is 

the assumed, overarching entry-point; the Spirit-orientedness will be tackled by a deeper 

look at the foundational pneumatology and the pneumatological imagination; and the 

Pentecostal impetus to ‘enact’ Christian life points toward a peculiarly Pentecostal 

experience-based faith. This experiential worldview will be what later launches us to the 

creative part of this project, as we then dive deeper into phenomenology and how we might 

apply this understanding of pneumatologically-conceived experience to our experience of 

the past through history. In truly hermeneutical fashion, the developed hermeneutic will 

ultimately feed-back in to our Lukan-reading of the primal Pentecost event. 

 Christopher A. Stephenson describes the broad philosophical categories employed 

throughout Yong’s work.112 He identifies metaphysics and ontology with Yong’s 

foundational pneumatology; epistemology with the pneumatological imagination; and 

hermeneutics with the communal interpretation afforded by life in community. It is 

questionable whether these categories can be divided quite so neatly amongst the elements 

of Yong’s argument. However, they at least suffice in terms of a preliminary overview of 

Yong’s thought, which is my purpose here. In this section, then, the first two categories will 

                                                 
111 Yong, The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh, 29. 
112 Christopher A. Stephenson, “Reality, Knowledge, and Self in Community,” in The Theology of Amos Yong 

and the New Face of Pentecostal Scholarship, eds. Wolfgang Vondey and Martin William Mittelstadt 

(Boston: Brill, 2013), 63. 
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be dwelt on, with a fuller discussion around Yong’s hermeneutics reserved for later on. 

Yong’s metaphysical framework, it should be explained, stems from Donald Gelpi who, in 

turn, built upon the philosophy of Charles Sanders Peirce. Peirce’s categories of ‘firstness’ 

(the quality that enables something to be experienced), ‘secondness’ (the way in which 

something can be understood as different or similar to other things), and ‘thirdness’ (that 

which mediates between firstness and secondness) provide correlates for Yong’s own 

“trinitarian metaphysics of creation,” through which he defends a relational understanding 

of reality.113 

 

Foundational Pneumatology 

Within this relational metaphysics, foundational pneumatology is the account of the 

God-world relationship. As Stephenson rightly emphasizes, this foundational 

pneumatology should not be confused with a systematic pneumatology (as a smaller part of 

a broader theological description), but recognized as a way of approaching the theological 

task proper, as already touched upon above.114 The importance of foundational 

pneumatology to Yong’s thought can best be understood through this distinction, for this 

foundationalism is what enables one to engage the ‘other’ on their own terms, rather than 

from within a pre-established framework which demands adherence to a set of strict criteria 

(as in, for example, a Christologically-framed approach).115 On this point, it is important to 

note that Yong’s foundational pneumatology was initially developed in his research toward 

a theology of religions, and so it is out of a concern to engage with other ideologies without 

imposing Christian theological criteria upon such discussion.116 That is to say, it seeks to 

open up space for dialogue between genuinely different parties.117 How well this is 

accomplished will be critiqued later on. 

                                                 
113 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 92; idem. Discerning the Spirit(s): A Pentecostal-Charismatic 

Contribution to Christian Theology of Religions (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 104. 
114 Stephenson, “Reality, Knowledge, and Self in Community,” 64. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid., 63. This is a recurring theme, and is the concern of several of Yong’s other volumes, especially 

Discerning the Spirit(s); idem. Beyond the Impasse: Toward a Pneumatological Theology of Religions (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003). 
117 Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s). 
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Yong’s foundational pneumatology follows Gelpi in “eschewing the strong 

Cartesian foundationalism that bases all beliefs ultimately on self-evident intuitions.” He 

goes on to explain: 

 

It proceeds instead from what Peirce called a ‘contrite fallibilism’ wherein all 

knowledge is provisional, relative to the questions posed by the community 

of inquirers, and subject to the ongoing process of conversation and 

discovery.118  

 

However, whereas Gelpi’s foundational pneumatology refers to the fundamental category 

of reality (including the divine), as descriptive of human experience and prescriptive of 

how we should ultimately experience God, Yong implies ‘foundational’ to describe the 

public nature of truth, in the belief that pneumatology provides a more or less objective 

route to knowledge of the divine. In this way, Yong’s foundationalism serves “to undergird 

the idea that the categories to be developed are potentially universal in scope and 

application.”119 This, again, was primarily to facilitate genuine dialogue in a global 

theology of religions. “Such a rationality, however,” cautions Yong, “would be tempered 

by an [sic] fallibilistic epistemology even while it emerges from the ongoing dialectical 

conversation between self-rationality and what David Krieger calls ‘other rationality’.”120 

What this ultimately means, is that the nature of reality can be accessed through a joint, 

intersubjective discourse, which facilitates an adjustment to how all parties perceive the 

world: toward a ‘truer’ account of reality itself. Important for my own work is that this 

foundational pneumatology can (even more readily) be applied within Christian theology 

itself, providing a basic framework for intra-theological dialogue across history. 

 

The Pneumatological Imagination 

Where foundational pneumatology can be understood to account for the 

metaphysical reality, the pneumatological imagination describes epistemology, and the 

processes of human knowing from a Spirit-oriented viewpoint. In Yong’s realist account, 

                                                 
118 Ibid., 100. 
119 Ibid., 101. 
120 Ibid., 101-102. 
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whilst the orders of being and knowing are distinct, they are bridged by this 

pneumatological imagination. Indeed, Yong’s foundationalism is itself informed by the 

pneumatological imagination, which is – in the Pentecostal context – “a way of seeing God, 

self and world that is inspired by the Pentecostal-charismatic experience of the Spirit.”121 In 

this way, Yong understands the Holy Spirit to be “the divine mind that illuminates the 

rationality of the world to human minds.”122 Such knowledge, however, is arrived at 

through a process which is informed by experience, and yet which seeks to make sense of 

such experience by testing it against reality. “As a methodological construct,” Yong 

emphasizes, “the pneumatological imagination in turn both envisions the foundational 

categories and is shaped by them.”123 For example, Yong argues that a theology of the Holy 

Spirit is developed from an experience of God’s agency in the world, even as it also enables 

such experiences in ever more authentic ways: there is a corrective element involved.124 In 

this way, the pneumatological imagination functions as a “root metaphor,”125 which, as 

Stephenson puts it, “either accounts for such realities in terms of the worldview itself or is 

corrected by such realities if it cannot adequately account for them. The pneumatological 

imagination observes the phenomena of the world and, rather than assessing only their 

plurality and individuality, attempts to discern reality.” Here we again see Peirce’s 

framework come through. “The Spirit, then, both instantiates the world as rational and 

makes its rationality accessible to human knowing.”126 

It is Yong’s pneumatological imagination which will be adopted in this thesis as a 

working model for discerning the Spirit’s agency in the world. This is precisely because it 

is inherently corrigible, in that it tests what is taken to be ‘of the Spirit’ against a set of 

criteria which are themselves honed by the corrective nature of genuine Spirit encounter.  

 

A Functional Analysis of the Pneumatological Imagination  

What is important to note at this juncture is the centrally hermeneutical nature of the 

pneumatological imagination. Indeed, as Wolfgang Vondey has insightfully suggested, 

                                                 
121 Ibid., 102. 
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123 Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 103. 
124 Ibid. 
125 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 133-35. 
126 Stephenson, “Reality, Knowledge, and Self in Community,” 67. 
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pneumatology functions as the Gadamerian ‘horizon’ in Yong’s work.127 This, in its 

capacity as imagination, encompasses everything requiring interpretation. Importantly, 

Yong’s hermeneutical framework recognizes the need to include that which lies outside of 

the scriptural world: the whole of life, and reality itself. For “a hermeneutics of the divine 

that fails to properly account for the extra-Scriptural world will ultimately sabotage the 

theological task.” Yong’s project therefore aspires to contribute to “a hermeneutics of 

reality as a whole.”128 The pneumatological imagination functions within this schema and 

understands the Spirit as the relational agent within Godself, within the created order (and 

so between people in community), and also that which enables relationship between God 

and the world. It presents something of an interpretive key by which we can live in 

legitimate relation to God, as we understand all of creation and human existence to be at its 

most authentic when oriented to Him: as the very foundation of that existence.  

From the specifically Pentecostal viewpoint, the pneumatological imagination is 

required, posits Yong, because we are tasked with the contemporary enactment of Christian 

community as begun by the early Church at Pentecost, and as narrated in Acts.129 As 

alluded to already, in the earlier discussion around the thematic motif of Jesus the Christ, 

the perennial problem of subjectivism here is addressed by recourse to the centrality of 

Christ. The outworking of the pneumatological imagination must always point back to 

Jesus. Crucially, this is also a limit imposed by the narrative itself: for “what we may not 

do, if it is this text which we are to continue to perform, is to tell a different story.”130 It 

should be emphasized again that Yong’s interpretation of Luke-Acts is but the beginning of 

an interpretive journey. It seeks consciously to move beyond this in a way which traditional 

Pentecostal thought has not generally been able to, because it has tended to get stuck on 

questions of normativity, and the finer points of Spirit baptism and tongues-speech. 

However, Yong’s development is inherently hermeneutical in that it consciously seeks to 

understand this part (Luke-Acts) in terms of the whole of the Scriptures, even whilst 

approaching the whole from this particular part. Yong therefore goes along with the 

                                                 
127 Vondey and Mittelstadt, “Introduction,” 13. 
128 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 5, 7. 
129 Amos Yong, Hospitality and the Other: Pentecost, Christian Practices, and the Neighbor (New York: 

Orbis, 2008), 55. Here Yong invokes a well-known illustration from N. T. Wright. 
130 Ibid. 
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conventional Pentecostal understanding of the Spirit’s role in Luke-Acts as ‘empowerment 

for witness’ but is eager to expand upon this.131  

In Yong’s work, we clearly see a number of centrally Lukan motifs which inform 

the practical application of this pneumatological imagination. The most important miracle 

of Pentecost for Yong is that, “it made possible the encounter of human beings who, left to 

themselves, would not have entered into relationship.”132 Such encounter is between those 

present (the apostles and the gathered visitors), but also with God who is mediated through 

the witness of the apostles. Although, crucially, “understanding occurred across linguistic 

lines,” the encounter transcends this dimension, toward “intercultural or cross-cultural 

communication.”133 Developing Jean-Jacques Suurmond’s thought, Yong asserts that “the 

coming of the Spirit into the world on the day of Pentecost released charismatic gifts that 

enable human beings to encounter each other as authentically other rather than as 

projections of and for the self.”134 Yong goes on to argue that, although those present at 

Pentecost would have been predominantly Jewish, as Jews of the diaspora they would have 

been dramatically different from one another, not only linguistically, but also culturally, 

and even religiously.135  

The pneumatological imagination, then, is “an attempt to enlarge the Lukan vision 

of Pentecost with a central emphasis on inclusivity, intentional unity, and diversity.”136 As 

already alluded to above, these emphases are extrapolated throughout Yong’s work by way 

of a recurrent “many tongues” motif. This theme has become perhaps the central expression 

of Yong’s creative theological work, which sees the Spirit opening space for unity and 

plurality, but without one overcoming the other.137 Luke’s Pentecost thus becomes a 

metaphor for welcoming the unwelcomed: the foundation of the new kingdom of God, 

modelled on the hospitality of God.138 This is outworked in Yong’s attention to physical 

                                                 
131 This has become something of a central tenet of Pentecostal scholarship, espoused most notably by Robert 

P. Menzies. See, for example, Robert P. Menzies, “The Essence of Pentecostalism,” Paraclete 26, no. 3 

(1992). 
132 Yong, The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh, 196. 
133 Ibid., 197. 
134 Yong, The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh, 196. 
135 Ibid., 198. 
136 Vondey and Mittelstadt, “Introduction,” 20. 
137 Yong, Hospitality and the Other, 58. 
138 Yong, Beyond the Impasse, 140-142. 
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and intellectual disability through “many tongues, many senses”;139 it speaks to diverse 

Church communities through “many tongues, many voices”/“many tongues, many gifts”;140 

an exploration into science-religion dialogue is opened up through “many tongues, many 

disciplines”;141 and the possibilities for political theology through “many tongues, many 

political practices.”142 In all of this, “[a] Christological focus and commitment to the Bible 

as a rule of faith and practice are necessary to discipline the pneumatological imagination 

of Pentecostalism.” Against any concerns that this limits the scope of the project, Yong 

asserts “such a biblical orientation energizes rather than hinders the quest.”143 

 

The Broader Application  

Where Yong’s reading of Luke-Acts provides a lens through which to read the 

current realities and possibilities of Pentecostal faith and practice, I would like to refocus, 

as it were, this lens beyond the current spatial scope, toward the temporal dimension: 

specifically, through history writ large. Conventional approaches, as we have seen, have 

sought to recognize the presence of ‘Pentecostal-like’ movements throughout Church 

history, and tend to dwell on its charismatic nature, and purely experiential dimensions.144 

This approach has served well for most of Pentecostalism’s existence, because there has 

been relatively little scholarship to state succinctly what Pentecostal theology itself looks 

like. Indeed, many Pentecostal scholars have themselves been quite introspective in their 

own studies: settling for a descriptive account, whilst viewing their own movement largely 

in outsiders’ historical and sociological terms. However, Pentecostalism now has a critical 

mass of leading scholars, whose work can itself be studied, on its own terms, and taken as 

legitimate Pentecostal theology. In short, it is now possible to not merely talk 

hypothetically about a Pentecostal theology, but to do Pentecostal theology. Yong’s 

theological project presents us with a self-coherent body of work that serves as a 

                                                 
139 Amos Yong, Theology and Down Syndrome: Reimagining Disability in Late Modernity (Waco: Baylor 

University Press, 2007), 10-11. 
140 Yong, The Spirit Poured out on All Flesh. 
141 Amos Yong, The Spirit of Creation: Modern Science and Divine Action in the Pentecostal-Charismatic 

Imagination (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2011). 
142 Amos Yong, In the Days of Caesar: Pentecostalism and Political Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans, 2010). 
143 Ibid., 108. 
144 See, for example, Stanley M. Burgess, The Holy Spirit, 3 vols. (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1984, 1989, 

1997); and more recently, also discussed above, Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit. 
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benchmark against which the current project can proceed. The importance of such a 

standard cannot be overstated, as we are faced with the question of what it is exactly that 

constitutes ‘Pentecostal’, before then attempting to retrieve these central characteristics 

from various Christian expressions during a two millennia-long history.  

Yong’s project to date has attempted to demonstrate the Spirit’s presence 

throughout the world, and potentiality within all human endeavours. What I would like to 

now explore is the Spirit’s agency throughout history, from a particular Pentecostal 

viewpoint, which is informed by the pneumatological imagination. This can be understood 

as a re-orientation of my approach in the previous section, where I sought to describe the 

Holy’s Spirit’s function within one historical instance (in terms of the pneumatology 

present in early Reformational thought: specifically that of Luther). In proceeding, then, I 

will now instead be exploring the possibility of how we might discern the Spirit herself in 

and through history. It is interesting that Yong has recently directed attention to this 

possibility himself, in the concluding chapter of The Spirit, the Affections, and the 

Christian Tradition; a volume that he co-edited with Dale Coulter.145 Here, Yong explores 

the possible application of what he calls a ‘renewalist historiographical method,’ asking 

“what, if anything, changes when renewal is deployed as a historiographical lens for 

Christian history and thought?” A renewalist historiography, on Yong’s account, 

“illuminate[s] forgotten or unnoticed aspects of the Christian Tradition. Focusing on the 

person and work of the Spirit, then, urges a pneumatological reconsideration of the 

historical theological enterprise. This means not just a discussion of the Holy Spirit, as 

important as that is. It also means asking about how to inquire into the work of the Spirit, 

which requires identification of other less obviously textually transmitted or mediated sites 

of exploration.”146 This suggestion resonates with the current project, however it is not 

carried forward in any substantive sense by Yong himself. Furthermore, the contributing 

authors of the volume focus on just one point of entry into the proposed renewalist 

historiography: namely, affectivity. In order to carry Yong’s own theology forward in the 

                                                 
145 Amos Yong, “The Affective Spirit and Historiographical Revitalization in the Christian Tradition,” in The 

Spirit, the Affections, and the Christian Tradition, eds. Dale M. Coulter and Amos Yong (Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2016), 293-302. 
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manner I have described, an alternative route must be followed, which takes full account of 

experience, which is so central to the Pentecostal impetus. 

My project will therefore investigate the philosophy which undergirds Yong’s 

thematic motif of “many tongues” in order to establish a framework by which we might 

interrogate instances of Church history that exhibit these Pentecostal (again, in the 

adjectival sense) traits. Already we have begun to recognize the outcome of Yong’s 

theology: for example, inclusiveness – which Yong reveals as a central result of the Spirit’s 

presence – already cautions against the typical parallels which are drawn between modern 

Pentecostalism and movements from the past. For instance, the Montanists of the early 

Church, and the ‘enthusiasts’ of the Reformation – both of which have already been dealt 

with above – undoubtedly exemplified exclusiveness. However, Yong’s pneumatological 

imagination is far more than a description of Pentecostal-charismatic life in the Spirit. It is 

also an openness to the Spirit: an expectancy, almost, to hear God speak from and through 

diverse voices; even those which might usually tend to be ignored. What remains to be 

demonstrated is the philosophical currency of Yong’s project. Where Yong’s “many 

tongues” might be drawn out from Church history, there is the potential for deeper 

metaphysical exploration and, concomitantly, a far more nuanced self-understanding 

amongst contemporary Pentecostals, but also – in turn – greater promise for a shared self-

understanding across the wider Church. 

 

 

Summary 

 

In this chapter I have charted the history of Pentecostalism from its commonly 

accepted beginnings at the Azusa Street Revival, and the movement’s development 

throughout the twentieth century amid various ‘waves’. The perennial problem of 

definitions, or how to establish criteria for what constitutes ‘Pentecostalism’ ultimately 

revealed that the term is problematic at best, owing to the vast array of expressions that are 

included within the movement, and depending upon the definitions employed. However, 

Hollenweger’s work served to highlight the centrality of the Holy Spirit, who facilitates 

experience of God amongst the community of faith. Hollenweger’s distinction between 
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experience itself and one’s understanding of an experience provided an important insight: 

the former can be legitimate, without the latter necessarily being accurate.  

This preliminary survey also highlighted a problem with the term ‘history’, given 

the divergence in how various Pentecostals understand the past and approach 

historiography. To supplement the somewhat objective history of Pentecostalism provided 

earlier on then, I subsequently engaged with more subjective accounts, detailing how 

Pentecostal communities view their own history, as well as history writ large. I also 

described the evolving attitudes to history amongst Pentecostals theologians, including 

recent attempts to consciously assess Pentecostal history. The incongruities here raised 

questions about the very origins of Pentecostalism, and particularly cast doubts over the 

alleged wholesale acceptance of the distinctive doctrine (of tongues as evidence of Spirit 

baptism), amongst the movement’s early adherents. It was here that Parham’s ‘untrue’ 

account of early Pentecostal doctrine highlighted the issue of what we mean by ‘truth’ in 

relation to history. Wacker suggested that this problem is essentially down to a negotiation 

between forms of ‘legitimacy’, and ultimately emphasized the Pentecostal belief in history 

as being directed by God, though also partly dependent upon human response. 

 A broader view of history was taken up through recourse to Cartledge’s work, 

which explores the presence of Charismatic phenomena throughout Church history. This 

survey suggested a shared identity in shared phenomena. On the face of it, Cartledge’s 

project seems to mirror the concerns of my own, in that he is essentially charting the 

Spirit’s apparent presence within specific historical movements and events. And yet, as I 

demonstrated, Cartledge’s approach lacks the metaphysical foundations required in order to 

properly explore the nature of tradition and history, or to discern the Spirit within these: an 

undertaking which my thesis explicitly seeks to take up. My own exploration of the 

associated methodological issues took the form of a short study into the function of 

pneumatology in the clash between Luther and the enthusiasts. This excursus highlighted 

the subtle difference between charting the Spirit’s presence within history, as opposed to 

merely describing a history of pneumatology. In proceeding, I sought a more 

philosophically furnished approach to Pentecostal theology and settled upon a 

contemporary theologian who serves as something of a representative of current 

Pentecostal academia. 
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The pneumatological orientation of Yong’s theology makes his work an appropriate 

focus for my own project, and so I began by summarizing the way in which Yong 

understands Pentecostal theology as being grounded in Lukan hermeneutics, a 

pneumatological framework, and experience. I then looked more closely at the philosophy 

with which Yong furnishes his Pentecostal theology, addressing the above three themes 

through a brief overview of Yong’s impact upon Pentecostal theology, broadly speaking. 

Introducing Yong’s pneumatological imagination and foundational pneumatology, I 

described how this hermeneutical framework facilitates our discerning of the Spirit in 

present reality and hinted at the possibility of such discernment being applied toward 

history, in support of my own thesis. The dual concerns of what history means for 

Pentecostals, and how one is to discern the Spirit’s action in the world, thus focused my 

study upon the question of how we are to discern the Spirit in history. This prompts a far 

deeper look into Yong’s wider project, with particular reference to his earlier, more 

philosophical work. 
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Chapter 2 

Yong’s Philosophical Theology 

 

 

 Before any attempt can be made to apply Yong’s theological project in the way I 

have suggested, we must fully appreciate the philosophy that supports it. As we have seen, 

Yong incorporates Peircean philosophy into this theology, which serves to furnish it 

methodologically. To understand Yong’s metaphysics, then, we first need to grasp how he 

appropriates Peirce. As already touched upon above, Yong accesses this philosopher 

predominantly through Donald Gelpi, who himself employs Peircean pragmatism in his 

own foundational pneumatology, and whose theology generally has greatly influenced 

Yong’s motivations. The following therefore begins by exploring the importance of Gelpi 

for Yong’s project. 

In charting Gelpi’s method, Yong notes the influence of Karl Rahner and Bernard 

Lonergan: citing Lonergan especially as the originator of Gelpi’s methodology, which is 

grounded in “Christological knowing.” This is more than ‘knowledge’ per se, but rather 

about viewing and interacting with reality in light of “the experience of Jesus.”1 This 

approach evidently holds promise for Yong, who further develops Gelpi’s work in a more 

explicitly pneumatological direction. Indeed, Yong broadens Gelpi’s project – which had 

largely been confined to a foundational theology in aid of describing 'conversion' – in the 

pursuit of his own foundational pneumatology, and the associated pneumatological 

imagination. 

 

 

Donald Gelpi and the North American Tradition 

 

Yong’s interest in Gelpi’s theological project stems from how it “intersects with, 

compliments, or perhaps even charts fresh avenues of exploration for Pentecostal-

                                                 
1 Amos Yong, “In Search of Foundations: The Oeuvre of Donald L. Gelpi, SJ, and its Significance for 

Pentecostal Theology and Philosophy,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 11.1 (2002): 10. 



 

 

63 

charismatic scholarship.”2 For Yong, there are three motifs which run through Gelpi’s 

oeuvre – which spans more than three decades – and are especially developed in his most 

recent books.3 These motifs are (1) his foundational pneumatology; (2) his theological 

anthropology; and (3) his theological method. These, Yong suggests, “connect the ‘earlier’ 

Gelpi of the 70s and 80s with the ‘present’ Gelpi at the turn of the new millennium.”4 In the 

Varieties of Transcendental Experience Yong sees the “clearest entry into the lifework of 

Gelpi.”5 In this particular volume, Gelpi argues that the North American philosophical 

tradition – specifically, that culminating in pragmatism – is far better equipped to critique 

the rationalism, positivism, subjectivism, atomism, individualism, dualism and nominalism 

handed down from Enlightenment modernism, than is the popular alternative of 

deconstructionism. Indeed, whereas deconstructionism (which, in this context, is that 

championed by such philosophers as Jacques Derrida) shuns ontological and theological 

thinking, Gelpi sees in the North American tradition a pathway out of these dead-end 

‘isms’. Gelpi’s argument is that on topics such as the relativisation of truth, the rejection of 

meaning, and the divergence of language and reality, the concerns of deconstructionism are 

intricately connected to the failures of Enlightenment thought.6 As Yong explains, Gelpi’s 

critique of deconstructive postmodernism is accompanied by a call for “a theory of thinking 

that is…” 

 

…affective, moral, and cognitive (including imaginative and creative) but not 

rationalistic; an empiricism that is pragmatistic, fallibilistic and solidly 

grounded in phenomenological discernment but is not positivistic or 

reductionistic; a communal method of inquiry that takes the turn to 

community as seriously as it does the turn to the subject without being 

solipsistic or subjective; a metaphysics that understands otherness within a 

relational framework without collapsing into either dualism or monism; and a 

                                                 
2 Ibid., 4. 
3 Ibid., 3-4. 
4 Ibid., 4.  
5 Ibid., 5; cf. Donald L. Gelpi, Varieties of Transcendental Experience: A Study in Constructive 

Postmodernism (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2000). 
6 Yong, “In Search of Foundations,” 5. 
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critical realism that affirms language and symbols as human conventions 

without adopting a nominalist understanding of generality and legality.7 

 

One wonders at this point whether it is only in the North American philosophical tradition 

that an appropriate response to deconstructionism can be found. It is important to remember 

that Gelpi’s issue here ultimately comes down to a question of foundations. Where Derrida 

and others essentially deny there are any meaningful foundations, Gelpi – and by extension, 

Yong – recognize that this view cripples any pursuit for truth or meaning, especially that 

engaged through theology. Derrida is certainly one example of the dead-end of 

deconstructionism, and so serves well as the dialogue partner of choice in Gelpi’s attack 

upon this philosophical movement. However, there are many alternatives within continental 

(especially French) philosophy: most notably amongst other post-structural philosophers, 

who can be said to stop short of deconstruction, and yet also answer the concerns arising 

from the Enlightenment’s failings. In the final analysis, it is not entirely clear why the 

North American philosophical scene is preferred by Gelpi, except for the fact that this is the 

basis for Peircean pragmatism. 

In any case, Gelpi develops his desired alternatives to deconstructionism from this 

intellectual tradition, in which the main contributors are Ralph Waldo Emerson, Theodore 

Parker, Oresetes Brownson, and Francis Allingwood Abbott. Emerson had moved away 

from rationalistic logic toward the recognition of some form of aesthetic, creative 

intuitionism as the root of human thinking.8 Parker subsequently developed this 

intuitionism (with Kant’s practical reason) and recognized experience as a complex of 

various affective, moral, rational and religious elements, or dimensions.9 Brownson 

suggested a way to balance these dimensions of experience, especially by thinking in both-

and terms rather than either-or.10 Finally, Abbott’s contribution was to argue for the reality 

of universals against the enlightenment nominalism, which had held universals to be either 

simply words, or merely cognitive concepts without any existence in reality. The reality of 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 5-6. 
8 Ibid., 6; cf. Donald L. Gelpi, Endless Seeker: The Religious Quest of Ralph Waldo Emerson (Maryland: 

University Press of America, 1991). Gelpi also offers a preliminary assessment of Edwards’ contribution in 

this regard, in “‘Incarnate Excellence’: Jonathan Edwards and an American Theological Aesthetic,” Religion 

and the Arts 2.4 (1998): 443-66. 
9 Yong, “In Search of Foundations,” 7. 
10 The thought of Pierre Leroux, a French political philosopher, plays a significant part here. 
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universals was essential for Abbott in his development of a metaphysical realism and 

scientific method.11 

 

Charles Sanders Peirce 

For Gelpi, the transition comes with C. S. Peirce, who brought together the thought 

of the New England transcendentalists and the scientific theism of Abbott: a synthesis that 

readily contributes to a constructive postmodernism, as opposed to a deconstructive 

approach.12 Importantly, as Gelpi is careful to acknowledge, Peirce’s dialogue partners 

included Duns Scotus, Descartes, Hume, Locke and – most notably – Kant. So, whilst the 

North American context evidently exposed Peirce to a culture influenced by Emerson, 

Brownson and the others, his philosophizing on the main seems to have been in terms of 

the European and British schools of thought, especially empiricism as modified by Kant. 

Gelpi’s argument is that Peirce’s work “brings to culmination the transcendentalist critique 

of the Enlightenment.”13 

For Peirce, thinking proceeds from three basic forms of inference: abductive 

hypotheses, deductive clarifications, and inductive verification and falsification. In this, 

Peirce can be seen advancing Emerson’s theory of epistemic finitude and bias in the 

direction of a fallibilistic theory of knowledge.14 He was also responding to the intuitive, 

universal doubt of Descartes, as well as the deductivism, transcendentalism, and a priorism 

of Kant. On Peirce’s account, human knowledge is semiotically inferred through numerous 

intuitions which are, importantly, understood in their imperfect “affective, aesthetic and 

morally tinged” capacities. It is here, as Yong observes, that Peirce gives Brownson’s 

triadic conception of human knowledge “greater logical precision.”15 The move from 

vagueness to increasing specificity, which Peirce’s model advocates, promotes the 

communal necessity of interpretation in the process of human knowing. It also signals a 

link with hermeneutics, as already noted, which deserves far deeper exploration. Further, 

the realism espoused by Peirce, which insists that real universals are open to human 

experience and cognitive capacities to understand – and which therefore suggests we are 

                                                 
11 Yong, “In Search of Foundations,” 7. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 8. This is Yong’s assessment. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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able to grasp the laws that ground reality’s processes – lead to Peirce’s pragmatic maxim, 

which defines the “meaning of anything with its operational consequences and practical 

effects.”16 This is key, as it establishes the continuity between humanity – specifically, 

human knowledge and understanding – with the rest of creation. We are, as Peirce would 

describe it, ‘co-extensive’ with wider reality. 

 

Kant’s Influence 

It is important to note the particular influence of Kant upon Peirce at this point, 

especially insofar as the concept of imagination is carried forward in Peirce’s philosophy. 

In Thinking Through the Imagination, John Kaag explores the place of the imagination in 

the American philosophical tradition, which he believes prizes “growth, discovery, and 

human flourishing.”17 Indeed, Kaag argues that it is this tradition, more than any other, 

which places imagination “at the center of its account of being human.”18 Through an 

investigation of the origins of this distinctly human creative power, as well as an 

exploration of where such an investigation may lead, Kaag charts both the 

phenomenological account of human experience of creativity, and recent findings in the 

empirical sciences, to explore the possibilities of the creative spirit’s co-incidence and 

continuity with the creative processes of nature. 

Beginning with a philosophical history of the concept, Kaag notes the traditional 

hostility toward the imagination as a serious undertaking. This began as early as Socrates, 

continued through Plato, and into the middle-ages, where the tone was set for the 

marginalization of imagination during the Enlightenment.19 The modern division between 

the intellect and emotion, and the cognitive from the emotional, subsequently secured 

imagination’s place firmly in the aesthetic sphere.20 With German Enlightenment thinkers, 

however, a phenomenological approach to the imagination emerges.21 The more broadly 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 9. Yong here references Grant Wacker, Heaven Below: Early Pentecostals and American Culture 

(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2001), where Wacker argues that early Pentecostalism’s success 

can be attributed to their unique balancing of other-worldly concern, with an intense pragmatism. 
17 John Kaag, Thinking Through the Imagination: Aesthetics in Human Cognition (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2014), 3. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 8-9. 
20 Ibid., 9. 
21 This thought was introduced to the North American philosophical scene most notably by John Dewey, 

especially through his 1915 German Philosophy and Politics. 
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philosophical significance of the imagination is established in Kant, and developed through 

the various resulting dialogues between his work and that of others. Kant’s rendering of the 

imagination and the schematism in the Critique of Pure Reason signals a moment in 

philosophy at which imagination becomes a significant form in human cognition, although 

it arguably remains under-developed by Kant himself.22 

For the early Kant, imagination serves a mediative function between sensibility (the 

passive and receptive) and understanding (the active and legislative).23 Kant, however, 

seems unable to escape this dualism, which ultimately leaves imagination without any 

originating, creative capacity. This possibility is only taken up later, in Kant’s Critique of 

Judgement and Opus Postumum, which together can be recognized as marking his 

‘pragmatic turn’.24 In the Critique of Judgement, particularly, Kant establishes the role of 

imagination in the continuity of sensibility (in subjective experience) and understanding 

(through objective cognition): alongside the continuity of nature and human freedom. 

However, whilst Kant’s account is “phenomenologically rich,” it effectively remains 

aesthetic, and as such is not incorporated into the epistemology and ontology of his earlier 

work.25 The epistemological and ontological implications of the imagination are, on Kaag’s 

account, developed through the later American pragmatist tradition, especially Peirce. As 

he explains: 

 

Peirce overcomes the legacy of Cartesian dualism by exposing the natural 

basis of imaginative processes, or, more dramatically, by underscoring the 

way in which nature, in its structure and dynamics, is continuous with the 

movement of the creative human intellect and artifice. 

 

Inquiry takes place from within the natural world rather than from an outside vantage 

point: as “a part of” rather than “apart from.”26 Kaag’s method, then, is to extend the 

concept of the imagination from the aesthetic, toward the epistemological and ontological. 

                                                 
22 Kaag, Thinking Through the Imagination, 11. 
23 Ibid., 11-12. 
24 Ibid., 12, 38. 
25 Ibid., 12-13. This is despite Kant’s own claim that the Critique of Judgement culminates his previous two 

critiques. 
26 Ibid., 16. 
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He traces a line of thinking about the imagination from Kant’s critical project through to 

Peirce. 

As Yong’s imagination stems from Peircean pragmatism, so too is it indebted to 

Kant and other enlightenment thinkers in its epistemology, ontology, and metaphysics. 

Kant’s concept of the imagination emerges in Peirce’s philosophy, which takes up Kant’s 

reproductive imagination in the development of a description of inquiry, emphasizing “the 

continuity between bodily sensation and understanding.” Peirce, too, is challenging the 

mind-body dualism of both the empiricists and idealists (the latter of which, in some 

respects, includes Kant). It is, in fact, this Kantian separation of rationality and sensibility, 

that apparently motivates Peirce in his development of his triad, which is a response to what 

he recognizes as the error in Kant’s work.27 

 

The Turn to Community 

For Gelpi, Peirce is best illumined through Josiah Royce, whose important work 

The Problem of Christianity highlighted the differences between how individuals and 

communities identify themselves: as well as, crucially, pointing to the implications of 

Peirce’s philosophy for theology.28 Gelpi thus reads Peirce through Royce’s “turn to 

community,” which – when combined with Peirce’s scheme – results in a triadic, social, 

realistic metaphysics.29 It is this metaphysics that offers the alternative to the problematic 

rationalism of the Enlightenment, as well as the proposed “way out” offered up by 

deconstructionism: which, as Yong notes, has turned out only to be a “dead end.”30 The 

gains that Gelpi makes from this synthesis are to be taken seriously, but can also – as I will 

later contend – be explored from another perspective. Again, I believe we might uncover a 

convergence with continental philosophy, in which there are also the seeds for this thought 

around the “turn to community”: a turn which must be incorporated into any consideration 

of the Church in and through history. At the very least, I hope to offer a synthesis of the 

Peircean influence with French post-structural thought, which might improve upon both 

views, without collapsing either of them. For now, however, we must pursue a deeper 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 64. 
28 Donald L. Gelpi, “A Response to Amos Yong,” Journal of Pentecostal Theology 11.1 (2002): 28, 36-37; 

Josiah Royce, The Problem of Christianity (Washington DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2001). 
29 Yong, “In Search of Foundations,” 9. 
30 Ibid., 9-10. 
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understanding of the “triadic, social, realistic metaphysics” which has inspired Yong’s own 

development of Peirce’s ideas. 

Before moving on to Yong’s adaption of Gelpi’s work on Peirce, I would like to 

pause to consider Gelpi’s own explicit thought concerning the historical past. We have seen 

already that Gelpi subscribes to the Peircean notion of “contrite fallibilism.” As he 

explains:  

 

I believe that the human mind has a better chance of getting at the truth if it 

admits it can err than if it does not. I also believe that reality will teach us 

what it embodies by the way it behaves, if we take the trouble to clarify 

deductively the operational consequences of our hypothetical abductions. The 

same holds true in historical thinking, as Peirce himself pointed out. Either 

things in the past happened in the way we say they did or they did not. We 

need to test our theories about how things transpired in the past against the 

historical evidence. That evidence gives us cognitive access to the events 

which reveal to us the Triune God. 31 

 

This statement is of particular interest for the current project, given my concern for a 

Pentecostal approach to history built upon Yong’s theology, and given that Yong’s project 

has largely grown out of Gelpi’s work. How much of the above sentiment is carried over 

into Yong’s own work remains to be seen, but Gelpi’s claim deserves serious thought. To 

insist that “either things in the past happened in the way we say they did or they did not” 

and, subsequently, that “evidence gives us cognitive access” to past events, reveals a 

somewhat naïve approach to history, especially from the continental philosophical 

viewpoint; as I will explain in far greater depth further on. Indeed, one wonders if perhaps 

Gelpi has things slightly backwards here. The assumption, it would seem, is that the 

historical method will faithfully deliver truth about the past, thus enabling a factual basis 

for theology to be built upon. However, is it not faith seeking understanding that 

interrogates the past, as it pertains to theology? Put another way, do we not begin with an 

understanding of “the Triune God,” through God’s self-revelation (for example) before 

                                                 
31 Gelpi, “A Response to Amos Yong,” 37.  



 

 

70 

seeking potential further revelation from history? Interestingly, Yong’s work would seem to 

give an unconscious nod to these concerns and concede that there is at least a back-and-

forth negotiation of initial understanding, which prompts further investigation, and is then 

subsequently enriched by deeper revelation. Indeed, Yong’s pneumatological imagination 

might prompt a reading of church history that is not an intellectual history of the Church’s 

understanding of the Spirit. Mine is rather an attempt, therefore, at contemporary 

discernment – in the present – of the Spirit’s actions in the past, throughout history. It is, 

then, to Yong’s project that we now turn in earnest, as we develop a far deeper 

understanding of the philosophy which supports his theology. This will pave the way to a 

comprehensive overview of the pneumatological imagination, which – through its 

foundations in Peircean philosophy – points to a phenomenological approach to the 

historical problematic. 

 

 

Yong’s Metaphysic 

 

Gelpi has himself largely agreed with Yong’s description of his theological project, 

and – importantly for the broader argument of this thesis – affirms the centrality of Peircean 

logic for the underlying philosophy of his work.32 As it is this philosophy which ultimately 

supports Yong’s entire project, the following section will delve more deeply into its inner 

working, locating it within Yong’s theological framework. The rest of this chapter therefore 

focuses upon what is arguably Yong’s first major work, Spirit-Word-Community which 

remains his most important, philosophically speaking. Indeed, one of Yong’s most recent 

volumes, The Dialogical Spirit, constantly points back to Spirit-Word-Community, and can 

be understood as something of a practical outworking of the earlier text. Spirit-Word-

Community itself culminates the philosophy developed through Yong’s Discerning the 

Spirit(s) – which was drawn upon throughout our first chapter – and ‘fills it out’ so to 

speak: rendering Yong’s thinking far more coherent.33 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 27-38. 
33 Amos Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s): A Pentecostal-Charismatic Contribution to Christian Theology of 

Religions (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000); idem., Spirit-Word-Community: Theological 

Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspective (Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2006); idem., The Dialogical Spirit 
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For Yong, as we have seen, the import is in foundations and therefore in grounding 

pneumatology in the trinitarian framework (even as approaching the trinity from the 

pneumatological starting point informs that trinitarian understanding). Indeed, the 

foundational pneumatology, analogously, “informs as well as is itself shaped by a 

trinitarian metaphysics and ontology.”34 “The goal here,” explains Yong, “is thus both to 

show how a pneumatological reorientation to these topics culminates in a trinitarian 

construct that connects meaning and reality, the knower and the known, and the knower and 

the unknown, and to understand the nature of the reality that is interpreted from within the 

framework of a foundational pneumatology.”35 This framework would seem to be built 

upon Yong’s conviction that the creation echoes the creator: the belief that God has 

structured reality in such a way as to reveal Godself, so that as we come to properly know 

and understand Him, so too do we more accurately grasp the created order. Yong’s project 

thus seeks to describe the connections and correlations between the triune God, and human 

existence in the world. 

 

A Trinitarian Framework 

In the first part of Spirit-Word-Community Yong aims to “set forth and defend a 

trinitarian metaphysics that is relational, realistic, and communal.”36 Yong’s method is to 

move from a biblical pneumatology, through to pneumatological and foundational 

theology, toward a theological metaphysics.37 This, it will be noticed, anticipates the 

methodology employed in Yong’s later The Spirit Poured Out on All Flesh, described in 

the previous chapter. To begin with, Yong reads the pneumatological narratives of 

Christian scripture through three categories: relationality, rationality, and dunamis (the 

power of life, and community). One can readily see that these loosely correlate with the 

titular themes of Spirt, Word, and community, and Yong explores the three categories as he 

                                                                                                                                                     
(Eugene: Cascade Books, 2014). See also, idem., Beyond the Impasse: Toward a Pneumatological Theology 

of Religions (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003). Beyond the Impasse, mentioned briefly in the previous 

chapter, though released later than Spirit-Word-Community, remains somewhat underdeveloped in 

comparison.  
34 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 21. 
35 Ibid., 22. 
36 Ibid., 25. 
37 Ibid., 25-6. 
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proceeds to lay out the “biblical basis for the foundational theology and metaphysics that 

undergirds the methodological vision.”38 

Relationality centres upon the Spirit’s role in the incarnation, life, and work of 

Christ. Yong’s survey focuses on the Lukan narrative, “for the sake of narrative 

coherence,” he claims.39 Here, Jesus’ life and deeds are a result of the Spirit’s anointing: 

“As recorded in Luke’s gospel, the public ministry of Jesus is intended to display this 

empowering presence and activity of the Spirit which fulfills the Isaianic prophecy.”40 So 

also is Jesus’ passion an attestation to the Spirit’s work in Jesus. Even the cross is to be 

recognized as a “trinitarian event.”41 Yong is evidently keen to emphasize “the Spirit’s role 

in the supremely revealing and redemptive work of God in the incarnation.”42 The 

mediation of God to Man is Jesus, brought about by the Holy Spirit. In yet another 

example, and of particular importance to the current project, is Pentecost: through which 

the gap between God and humanity as a whole is symbolically bridged through the Spirit’s 

power.43 “The Pentecostal reality, in short, is the ongoing work of God by the Spirit to turn 

hearts back to the creator from whom they have been separated and alienated.”44 For Yong, 

justification, sanctification, and glorification (as in St. Paul’s schema) are all brought about 

by the Spirit: by uniting us with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.45 This, then, is the 

‘vertical’ bridge between the creator and creation. The ‘horizontal’ bridge, within the 

created order itself, is brought about through the union of the human and divine in Christ; 

again, by the Holy Spirit. This leads to the Pentecostal creation of the ‘body of Christ’, 

which – in true Yongian fashion – is composed of ‘many’ human beings.46 There are many 

members, with different roles to play. Crucially, the differences – which were previously 

divisive – are overcome.47 On this point, Yong’s emphasis is telling: 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 27. 
39 Ibid. It is of some interest that Yong does not offer a defense for his “narrative coherence” claim. He also 

appears not to champion the Pentecostal preoccupation in this work, as he does in his later The Spirt Poured 

Out on All Flesh. 
40 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 29. 
41 Ibid., 30. One might say ‘especially’ the cross. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 30, 31. Yong here distinguishes between baptism in the Holy Spirit and baptism into the body of 

Christ. To what end is not readily apparent, however. 
44 Ibid., 31. 
45 Ibid., 32. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., 33. 
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In contrast to tendencies within charismatic movements to consider ‘having 

the Spirit’ to be a sign of special standing, the outpouring of the Spirit in 

reality levels out just these kinds of differences which separate, divide, and 

serve as barriers to true relationship and fellowship.48 

  

Here the socio-political significance of the Holy Spirit, so central to the Yongian oeuvre, 

comes through poignantly.49 

On the topic of rationality, the Spirit is acknowledged as both the source and 

mediator of rationality. Here Yong draws on the example of the Genesis account, wherein 

the Spirit’s presence and activity provides a medium for God’s creative word: bringing 

order out of chaos.50 “This ruach, the divine breath which hovers or sweeps over the deep 

void and darkness, is the preparatory means through which the cosmos is created.”51 The 

Spirit is also described in terms of a personification of wisdom (specifically, God’s 

wisdom), for example throughout the Proverbs. “She is the living breath which pervades 

and penetrates the creation, and gives it meaning, purpose, and intelligibility relative to the 

creator.”52 The Spirit therefore makes the world intelligible. As humans – and image-

bearers of God – we are ourselves rational because we are made through the same Spirit. 

Yong then looks at this relationship between Spirit and wisdom in light of Christology. 

Paul, for example, has Christ as the “power…and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24, 30), 

however the next chapter (1 Cor 2:10-16) connects the Spirit with the divine mind.53 As 

Yong notes, in the Corinthian context Paul is drawing a distinction between human and 

Spiritual wisdom: that is, the wisdom manifest in the cross of Christ, which is foolishness 

to human reasoning. Yong therefore marks a distinction between Jesus as the content of 

God’s wisdom, and the Spirit as the mediator of this wisdom: the one who makes sense of 

the gospel.54 Only through the Spirit can we rightly understand the gifts, the law, and Jesus. 

                                                 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., 34. 
50 Ibid., 35. 
51 Ibid., 43. 
52 Ibid., 37. The relation to the Logos and Christ begs to be answered here. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid., 39. This also goes some way to clearing up my earlier query surrounding Yong’s “orienting motif.” 

See Chapter 1, above. 
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Furthermore, just as Jesus Christ was human and divine, so by the Holy Spirit do humanity 

and divinity coalesce in the ‘Word’ of Scripture.55 Crucially, this is only achieved by the 

power of the Spirit. 

In an exploration of the Spirit as dunamis of life, Yong looks at creation generally, 

and humanity particularly; as well as the “movements of cosmic and historical existence 

directed toward the eschaton.”56 The bible, observes Yong, consistently holds the Spirit to 

be at work in creation, both in its generation and maintenance.57 “It is therefore expected 

that the created order provides natural symbols of the divine Spirit who is her author and 

source.”58 Here Yong draws on Moltmann, especially his Spirit of Life, as well as Gordon 

Fee: for whom the Spirit is “God’s way of being present, powerfully present, in our lives 

and communities as we await the consummation of the kingdom of God.”59 As Yong 

himself puts it, “human beings partake of the divine breath of life.”60 In terms of 

redemption, this is importantly through new life.61 Where the fall brought alienation, 

separation, and loss of consciousness of God, self, and others, the Spirit – through the 

constitution of a community (modelled on the Acts narrative) – brings about the new 

creation.62 As Yong describes: 

 

Creation can thereby be imaged as the product of the breath going forth and 

returning to the Godhead... History is the realm of this going forth and 

returning specifically vis-à-vis the affairs of humankind. Together, creation 

and history can be considered as the ‘playfield’ on which the dramatic works 

of God are manifest.63 

 

It is precisely this point which needs elaboration later on, for “[i]f the Spirit is the 

dynamism or power of life, then reality is not other than differentiated dimensions of 

                                                 
55 Ibid., 40. 
56 Ibid., 43. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., 44. 
59 Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul (Massachusetts: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), xxi, cited in Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 44. 
60 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 45. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid., 46. 
63 Ibid., 47. Coffey’s ‘return’ model will be explored in the next section. 
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vitality, energy, and life, all sustained by the divine breath.”64 Indeed, exactly how this is to 

be understood in terms of history remains to be seen. Is Yong here confusing ontology and 

metaphysics: conflating the ‘being’ of a given reality, and the way in which it functions? It 

is to ontology that we will turn shortly, in order to examine how the “breath going forth and 

returning to the Godhead” is to be understood. Before doing so, however, it is worth 

pausing to reflect upon where Yong’s metaphysics sits within the broader philosophical 

scene discussed thus far. 

 

A Trinitarian Metaphysics 

Where Peirce highlights the ‘connatural’ nature of human imagination and the 

world (in the Kant-extended sense that we are part of the world, and therefore think in 

keeping with its natural processes), Yong asserts the continuity of nature with the divine: as 

a ‘product’ of God, so the creation reflects God. Hence, Yong’s correlation of the Peircean 

triad with the trinity, and with God’s action in world, with us. There is some question here, 

however, as to how Yong views nature to be a mediation between God and us. Does this 

understanding add another stage, precisely where Yong wants to show direct continuity? If 

so, does Yong undo himself logically? Indeed, Yong’s insistence that the creation reflects 

the divine, when taken alongside Peirce’s development of Kant in describing humanity’s 

‘coextension’ with the rest of nature, begs the question: As a part of the creation ourselves, 

do we not also reflect the divine? And, concomitantly, does this then remove the need to 

consider the rest of nature as a medium through which to discern God’s own nature, since 

we present to ourselves unmediated creation? This idea would seem to hint at a potential 

pitfall in Yong’s reasoning, which runs the risk of supporting some sort of pantheism, or – 

in the extreme – holding oneself to be unmediated revelation of the divine. This is clearly 

not Yong’s intention. However, his argument does leave the way open enough for the 

above concerns to be raised. There is also a potential error in defining “reality” itself as 

nothing other than “differentiated dimensions of vitality, energy, and life,” which lends 

itself to some sort of spiritual pantheism. Nevertheless, whatever its flaws, the 

eschatological focus of Yong’s project here should be emphasized; and this is perhaps best 
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revealed in Yong’s reference to Fee and Moltmann. Yong’s is most certainly a future-

looking pneumatology. 

An interesting corollary in regard to Yong’s argument around rationality might stem 

from asking in what sense our being made in the image of God renders human affairs 

different in nature from the rest of the created order. Although both are created through the 

Holy Spirit, scripture makes clear that humanity alone bears the image of God. In terms of 

Yong’s discussion around rationality then, whereas the rest of nature is understandable, we 

are also understanding.65 What I think will ultimately come out of this line of questioning, 

is that foundational pneumatology only gets us so far, for the sphere of human action works 

not according to some innate Spirit-empowered universal rule of law, but rather according 

to various motivations, which cannot always be made sense of by the scientific worldview 

which is espoused by Peirce, and adopted by Yong. It is notable that Yong elsewhere draws 

attention to discernment, which offers a more nuanced take on this topic. I will come back 

to the concept of discernment later on, when we look into the central theme of my thesis 

proper. 

 

 

Ontology and Epistemology 

 

Where Yong’s first chapter outlines biblical pneumatology, his second is concerned 

with pneumatological and foundational theology. This is a consciously trinitarian theology, 

and Yong therefore initially deals with the social and psychological trinitarian models: of 

the Irenaean two-hands, and Augustine’s mutual love, respectively.66 The former, Yong 

asserts, describes the order of being, and the latter the order of knowing. Yong’s aim here is 

to develop a trinitarian framework sufficiently broad as to accommodate the foundational 

pneumatology – encompassing ontology, epistemology, as well as metaphysics – which 

forms the basis of the book’s hermeneutic focus later on.67 

 

 

                                                 
65 Ibid., 35-36, 41. 
66 Ibid., 49. 
67 Ibid., 50. 
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The Two Hands of the Father 

The traditional view has held that the Word and Spirit represent the right and left 

hands of God, respectively. This doctrine finds its origin in Irenaeus’ Against Heresies 

which has “man…formed after the likeness of God, and molded by His hands, that is, by 

the Son and Holy Spirit…”68 Yong sees the later fourth century Greek fathers’ relational 

model as logically flowing out of the two hands model, and indeed “presupposes it.”69 The 

idea both “envisions the interdependence and mutuality of the two hands…” and 

“emphasizes the unity of the two hands with the Father.”70 Yong therefore traces the 

development of the two hands model as it was “filled out” by the later Church fathers, 

beginning with Athanasius’ homoousion. In the Nicene formula, importantly, the 

coinherence of the Father and Son is preserved. Bringing this to bear upon the assumed 

two-hands formulation of Irenaeus, the logical outcome is that the Spirit must also be 

consubstantial with the Father, just as the Son is, since “To deny the Spirit’s co-essential 

divinity with the Father’s would be to either deny the Son’s consubstantiality with the 

Father or to undermine the interdependence and mutuality of the two hands.”71 The later 

Church fathers would take up this theme, and subsequently develop the idea of a fully 

trinitarian coinherence, in the direction of a more relational theology.72 For Yong, it is 

along the lines of a relational understanding of God by which any contemporary retrieval 

can enable the centrality of pneumatology.73 He cites David Cunningham on this point, 

insisting that God is “not three persons who ‘have’ relations, but rather, three subsistent 

relations.”74 Hence, Cunningham’s insistence upon “relations without remainder,” which 

allows personhood to be reconsidered “from a trinitarian and perichoretic starting point 

rather than a Cartesian one.”75 Yong seizes upon this notion of “subsistent relations,” 

correlating it with the pneumatological category of relationality.76 The “non-duality 

between personal individuality and personal relationality” means that the relationships 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 51. 
69 Ibid., 52. 
70 Ibid., 53. 
71 Ibid., 54. 
72 Ibid., 56. 
73 Ibid. 
74 David Cunningham, These Three Are One: The Practice of Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1998), 71. Cited in Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 56. 
75 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 56. 
76 Ibid., 56-7. 
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within the trinity constitute the three persons. Indeed, the concept of subsistent relations, 

Yong claims, completes the hermeneutical circle of biblical data, interpretive category, 

pneumatological and theological category.77 “In short, the relational logic of pneumatology 

translates into a relational trinitarianism.”78 

 

The Psychological Model 

The Spirit as mutual love stems from Augustine’s anthropological and 

psychological reflections, and Yong charts the development of this model through Richard 

of St. Victor, to David Coffey’s contemporary take.79 Further, Yong sees the two hands 

model as providing basic structure for later developments of the mutual love model without 

there necessarily being historical connection.80 For example, Irenaean soteriology envisages 

creation (downward) and redemption (upward), through Christ and the Spirit, 

respectively.81 Yong, then, explains Augustinian mutual love within this Irenaean 

recapitulation.82 In Augustine’s psychological correlation of the Trinity (that is, mind, 

knowledge, and love), the Spirit is love: “the Spirit of both [the Father and Son] is a kind of 

consubstantial communion of Father and Son.”83 The common pitfall of the Spirit 

becoming merely a ‘third wheel’ in the filial relationship is overcome by a continued 

adherence to the two hands model, in its relational expression. As Yong puts it, “The result 

is a striking reconceptualization of trinitarian coinherence such that the Lover (the Giver) is 

who he is precisely in relationship to the Beloved (the Given) and vice-versa, even as they 

share (give) and indwell (receive from) their mutual love (the Gift).”84 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
77 Ibid., 57. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid., 59. 
80 Ibid., 60. 
81 Ibid., 61. 
82 Ibid., 62. 
83 Cited in Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 62. 
84 Ibid. Against Yong’s detractors (who point out that the Spirit as mutual love is only a connector between 

the two other persons), it would seem possible, on Yong’s account, to argue that the mutual gift of love has 

ontological status. 
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A Trinitarian Synthesis 

Yong ultimately favours Coffey’s ‘return model’ of the trinity.85 This is a 

contemporary re-interpretation of Augustine’s mutual love theory, but one which connects 

with Irenaeus’ theory of recapitulation, and so – on Yong’s account – holds promise for a 

bridging of epistemology and ontology.86 Yong also notes that Coffey “strengthens the 

exegetical argument for the mutual love model…[and] advances the argument for 

trinitarian coinherence by developing a robust doctrine of the Spirit’s mission that is 

situated within the framework of the mutual love theory.”87 Coffey argues for trinitarian 

coinherence by building on the understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit from the 

perspective of the mutual love theory. 

Building upon his exegetical argument for the mutual love model, Coffey helps to 

distinguish the Spirit’s mission from that of the Son: “the Son comes from the self-

communication of the Father, [and] the Holy Spirit comes from the self-communication of 

the Father and the Son (to each other).”88 This leads Coffey to characterize the divine 

persons thus: “the Father is the Giver, the Son the Receiver, and the Holy Spirit the Gift, of 

the self-communication of God.”89 The incarnation of the Son, in the man Jesus, can be 

understood as brought about through the Spirit, as an “outward” move of the Father to the 

world. This correlates with a form of incarnation of the Spirit, which can be witnessed to by 

the love that the members of the body of Christ show one to another, as well as outwardly 

to the world, and to God: which in turn affects the “inward” movement back to the Father.90 

In Coffey, then, Augustine’s mutual love theory becomes more than merely a psychological 

analogy used to model the inner relationship of the triune God: it is instead developed into 

an interpersonal dynamic understanding of God, as expressed through creation and 

redemption. “In other words,” as Yong summarizes, “the Spirit as the mutual love of Father 

and Son in the divine life correlates with the Spirit as the mutual love of [the] Father and 

                                                 
85 Ibid., 67. 
86 Ibid., 68. 
87 Ibid., 67. 
88 Ibid., 68. Cf. David Coffey, Deus Trinitas: The Doctrine of the Triune God (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1999), 152. 
89 Coffey, Deus Trinitas, 152. 
90 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 69. 
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Jesus, and, by extension through Jesus’ love for the world in general and the Church in 

particular, the mutual love of God and world/Church.”91 

Yong again stresses that Augustine’s mutual love arises from the order of 

knowing.92 The gains from Coffey’s re-interpretation of this model then, Yong asserts, are 

found in the way that Coffey connects the mutual love model with the two hands model, 

and so bridges the orders of ontology and epistemology.93 Coffey’s argument is that, if the 

Spirit as both the Father’s love for Son and the Son’s love for the Father can be 

demonstrated, then the Spirit as mutual love can be concluded.94 The former has always 

been straightforward, but the latter more complicated. Coffey asserts the Son’s love for the 

Father is shown through Jesus’ increasing knowledge of his ‘filial relationship’, which 

ultimately culminates in his giving himself up to death on the cross. It is easy to see how, in 

the terms of Jesus’ exclamation of “not my will but yours be done,” his death can be 

understood as the definitive act of love for the Father. Furthermore, through his death Jesus 

returned (breathed out) the Spirit to the Father, as is made explicit by his dying words: 

“into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23: 46).95 What is striking about this 

description is its application within the ‘downward’ and ‘upward’ movements in the 

Irenaean recapitulation. On this score, the downward movement correlates with Jesus’ gift 

of the Spirit to the world. Coffey’s account has the ‘outward’ movement of the Spirit in the 

incarnation of the Son. This correlates with the incarnation of the Spirit in the body of 

Christ, which, in the love that we show one another – as we conform to Christ’s image – 

affects the ‘inward’ return of love to the Father.96 Thus, the bridging of the insights of the 

‘two hands’ and ‘mutual love’ models, and therefore the orders of being and knowing.97 It 

is worth noting how this understanding impacts upon the concern raised at the end of the 

previous section, relating to our continuity with creation and, therefore, also with the 

Creator. Indeed, where one describes the nature of God, and the relationship of Godself 

with creation, in terms of love, it would seem that Yong is moving away from the more 

                                                 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid., 66. 
93 Ibid., 68. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid. Coffey does not, to my knowledge, invoke this particular passage; citing instead John 19:30, where 

Jesus “bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” However, the Lukan verse very well illustrates Coffey’s point. 
96 Ibid., 69. 
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81 

scientific description afforded by Peirce, toward an approach that is far more open to the 

discernment Yong espouses.  

 

 

Ontology and Metaphysics 

 

In revisiting the pneumatological categories of relationality, rationality and 

dunamis, Yong demonstrates how these categories illuminate the hermeneutical circle. He 

asks three questions: (1) “how do the pneumatological categories inform our theology and, 

by implication, our ontology and metaphysics?”; (2) “what are the main contours of the 

logic of pneumatology that underwrites Christian theological reflection?”; and (3) “what is 

the role of pneumatology for Christian self-understanding in terms of the central doctrine of 

God?” Answering these in reverse, Yong explicitly asserts the communal character of 

reality itself, however he does not take this in the direction of the social trinity specifically, 

suggesting that this is not necessary.98 

 

Yong’s Pneumatological Trinitarianism 

Yong proceeds to correlate a pneumatologically-driven Trinitarian theology with 

ontology and metaphysics.99 This is to establish three theses, in preparation for his 

epistemological and hermeneutical discussions later on. Yong’s first thesis, derived from 

the work in his second chapter, is that there is a connection between the orders of knowing 

and of being. Secondly, in relation to metaphysical realism, Yong seeks to argue for a 

critical realism in which “human knowledge is neither solipsistically referential nor simply 

intra-systemically coherent without any claims to reality external to the language games 

being practiced.” This serves to ground “knowledge in otherness rather than solely in 

cognitive processes.” To put it succinctly, epistemology is grounded in ontology and 

metaphysics, rather than the other way around. “The way forward,” argues Yong, “is to 

follow out [these] theological insights and develop from them intuitions about ontology and 

metaphysics.” Thirdly, Yong emphasizes the need to trace out the pneumatological 
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categories and trinitarian insights of relationality, rationality, and dynamism. These three 

theses constitute the quest for a foundational pneumatology which is relational, realistic, 

and social.100 

Yong’s goal, then, is a pneumatology which is fully public, stemming from his 

intuition that there is a pneumatological structure to reality, and therefore a correlating 

framework by which we are to understand the world. ‘Spirit’ is therefore understood to be 

“a quality of relationality.”101 Yong correlates the pneumatological relationality discussed 

above with a philosophical approach to relations, relationships, and relationality.102 

Beginning with Aristotle, Yong describes the substance-attribute ontology, whereby 

relations connect substances and are therefore not substances in themselves, only attributes 

of them. Following on from this was the neo-Platonic idea which held that relations signify 

participation, as well as the stoic notion which holds relations to be subjective, cognitive 

constructs: an idea that would be adopted in various forms by Locke, Hume, and Kant. The 

former, Platonic view, led to conceptions of relations that are ontologically real (for 

example, those of the Cappadocians, Hilary, and Augustine).103 “The breakthrough” asserts 

Yong, “comes with Peirce, Frege and Russell following upon the heels of the paradigmatic 

transition from the Aristotelian substance ontology to the Einsteinian universe.”104 In this 

view, things are intrinsically relational, to the point where – without any privileged frames 

of reference – reality itself is ultimately relative.105 Participation, furthermore, is understood 

as unfolding through processes.106 Yong thus posits a model of reality based on the two 

hands vision described above. Such a model, he observes, “lends itself to metaphysical 

reflection in at least two directions since what is emphasized could be the bipolarity of 

either the two hands themselves or of the Father on the one side vis-à-vis the two hands on 

the other.”107 The former, Yong suggests, would be a metaphysics of immanence; the latter 
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a metaphysics of transcendence and immanence together. Here Yong draws on Walter 

Wink’s theology, which he sees as reflecting both, in the context of process metaphysics.108 

 

Process Metaphysics 

Wink’s understanding of “the powers,” in a metaphysical sense, recognizes spiritual 

aspects of material realities; but crucially both together, in the same way as Spirit and Word 

are held to be indivisible. These are not two separate kinds of things, but things constituted 

in two modalities: the dynamic, or force of power; and the concrete, or material. Put 

another way, one can recognize the ‘outer’ and ‘inner’ aspects of something, without 

dismantling it completely (as deconstructionism would tend to suggest). As Yong explains, 

“[t]he outer reveals the inner even as the inner directs, shapes, and informs the outer 

manifestations.” Important for my purposes, is that “[a]pplied to the human condition, the 

more appropriate categories would be history (meaning, interiority and transcendence) and 

nature (materiality, embodiment and environment).”109 Yong goes on to describe the 

process metaphysics of Alfred North Whitehead, which provides the framework for Wink’s 

theological reflections. Of most relevance, is that on the God-world relationship, Whitehead 

distinguishes between the “primordial” and “consequent” natures of God.110 The former 

primordial or “abstract essence” describes the transcendent (the immutable, eternal, and 

absolute); and the latter consequent or “concrete actuality,” describes the immanent (the 

temporal, mutable, relatedness). On the process view then, reality is constituted by temporal 

and social processes, connected to other instances or events through “prehension,” which 

designates the dynamic process. 

Yong sees in this framework a trinitarian structure: the abstract, the consequent, and 

“creativity” mediating the two.111 It is with creativity that the central problem with process 

metaphysics arises, however, for there is apparently no connection between this concept, 

and how the “divine mind” effects the instantiation of its aims in concrete actualities.112 The 

relevance for Yong’s project, however, can be seen in the work of Wink, especially in 

contrast to Whitehead. Whereas Whitehead deals vertically with “a metaphysical vision of 
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the relationship between God and the world, between transcendence and immanence,” 

Wink’s is a ‘horizontal’, and far more ontological view, “of how things in the world are 

immanently constituted.” Yong, as we have seen, recognizes great value in an 

understanding of Spirit in terms of “fields of force,” which transcend any dualist 

bifurcation, especially in view of recent developments in modern physics.113 Indeed, Yong 

applauds both the vision of process metaphysics, and Wink’s biblical-ontological 

adaptation, for their attempts to overcome Enlightenment rationality’s “disastrous 

dualisms.”114 

It is the shift from an ontology of being, to one of becoming, which holds promise 

for a relational metaphysic. Yong’s apparent frustration, however, would seem to be with 

the inability of both strains to move beyond the “dyadic categorical constructs” toward a 

triadic and more authentically relational schema. In the case of Wink’s theology, Yong 

wonders, for example, why Wink has not developed his thought along intentionally 

Trinitarian lines. Yong believes that such a move would be something of a parallel 

development to that of the Church fathers: from the two hands, to the coinherence model; 

whereby the former is not invalidated, but rather logically “filled out” by the latter. Yong 

seeks a similar development in our reflection concerning the metaphysical and ontological 

and sees the promise of such in the work of Peirce.115  

 

 

Phenomenological Trinitarianism 

 

Yong therefore proceeds to correlate Peircean phenomenology with the mutual love 

and procession-return trinitarian models. He is keen to clarify that Peirce’s categories do 

not offer a theological trinitarianism, although some have observed that Piece’s system 

constitutes a kind of theosemiotic.116 Beginning with essences, these are, on Peirce’s 

account, the felt qualities of things, rather than the underlying identities which survive 
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“through their accidental changes.”117 In contrast to the Aristotelian view, then, Peircean 

essences are the ‘hows’ rather than the ‘whats’ of lived experience.118 Further, beyond 

possibility and actuality, reality consists of laws, which must unite these two. Following 

Duns Scotus, Peirce argues for the reality of these laws or ‘generals’ against both strict 

nominalism, whereby general rules are simply verbal constructs; and conceptual 

nominalism, in which they are merely mental projections. For Peirce it is the co-inherence 

“of qualities, facts, and laws which constitute experience.”119 The possibility for the 

correlation between Peirce’s metaphysics and trinitarian theology is most clearly seen in the 

relationship between firstness and the other two: for firstness is never experienced 

immediately – that is, it is always mediated – as we abstract the quality of something 

(firstness) from our experience of it (secondness). Yong asserts that it is in just the same 

way that we experience the presence of the Father through the two hands, the Son and 

Spirit.120 Of particular import regarding the relationship between epistemology and 

metaphysics, is the way in which epistemology proceeds from the secondness and 

thirdness, to include firstness: through abstraction. This is the reverse of the metaphysical 

order, in which both secondness and thirdness are derived from firstness, and thirdness is 

derivative of both firstness and secondness. As Yong describes: 

 

Secondness as facticity assumes (at least two) resisting or opposing qualities, 

and Thirdness as mediation assumes the dynamic relationship between 

qualities and facts, considered separately and together. There is a sense, then, 

that Thirdness mediates Firstness and Secondness, and the sense that 

Thirdness is relationally emergent from, and in that regard dependent upon, 

Firstness through Secondness.121 

 

Here the Trinitarian logic of Augustine’s mutual love – including his defence of the filioque 

clause – can clearly be seen reflected in Peirce’s thought.122 We can see then how Yong’s 
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aim of grounding his pneumatic hermeneutic theologically, ontologically, and 

metaphysically, is facilitated by bringing Wink’s appropriation of process metaphysics, and 

Gelpi’s adaptation of Peircean metaphysics together. This is in effect the convergence of 

the two hands and the mutual love models, which can then be “applied to questions of 

ontology…to the extent that the emergent metaphysical vision is robustly relational and 

Trinitarian in terms of fundamental structure while yet centrally pneumatological in terms 

of orientation, shape, and function.”123 

Yong goes on to deal with the concept of rationality itself, tracing out the logic of 

pneumatology in the context of metaphysics and ontology, rather than trinitarian 

theology.124 “The question here,” Yong explains, “is not so much how do I know about the 

relational, realistic, and social character of reality, but how these aspects of foundational 

pneumatology are rationally derivative from the logic of pneumatology.”125 To this end, 

Yong tackles three concerns: the nature of ‘foundational’ in foundational pneumatology; 

the logic of pneumatology with regard to critical realism (which he will later term 

“pneumatological imagination”); and the dynamic of pneumatological rationality, as it is 

applied to metaphysical thinking.126 

 

Yong’s Non-Foundational Foundationalism 

Foundationalism, on Yong’s account, is delineated along a spectrum of 

foundationalist, post-foundationalist, and non- or anti-foundationalist.127 In the final 

analysis, Yong’s conviction is that “if foundations are equivalent to warrants, then all 

rationalities and epistemologies are foundational in that sense.”128 It is then not a question 

of whether a given rationality is foundational, but rather a matter of what kind of 

foundations are appealed to, and their function within that rationality.129 Indeed, the 

terminology becomes misleading, and Yong find himself “in basic sympathy” with the 

affirmations of D. Z. Phillips’ anti-foundationalism, whilst nevertheless “convinced his 
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denials are off the mark.” Phillips stands firmly in the tradition of Wittgenstein, and so 

leans heavily on the language-game view of knowledge and truth. It is in this sense that 

Yong might readily align himself with an anti-foundationalist viewpoint.130 

In what way is Yong’s pneumatology positively foundational then? There are three 

broad themes. Firstly, Yong’s pneumatology is not dogmatic but fallibilistic, in the 

Peircean sense already described. This effectively renders pneumatology a “speculative 

hypothesis that is revisable and open to correction by experience and by others.” Secondly, 

and in connection with the former point, Yong’s pneumatology is foundational in 

contextual and communal terms, as this is recognized in the nature of inquiry. Importantly, 

“[t]he movement here, from the turn-to-the-subject (Kant) to the turn-to-community (Peirce 

and Royce),” reveals the intersubjective foundation of knowledge. Here Yong argues for 

the antitotalitarian nature of the kind of enquiry that he posits, which notably satisfies the 

concerns of anti-foundationalists. Thirdly, foundational pneumatology “strives toward 

universal application,” but without claiming a priori necessity. Verification, falsification, 

and clarification are not bypassed.131 This assertion hints at the potentially interdisciplinary 

nature of inquiry which is based around foundational pneumatology.132 

 

The Pneumatological Correlation 

What is the logic of pneumatology undergirding this metaphysics and ontology, in 

relation to critical realism? Returning to the two trinitarian models, Yong seeks to show 

how the two hands’ relationship informs a realistic metaphysic, as well as how the mutual 

love and return models correlate with the triadic metaphysic.133 “The Christian doctrine of 

the incarnation,” Yong insists, “means that knowledge of God depends on God’s initiative 

to reveal himself in the incarnation in all its facticity, specificity, and particularity.” 

Importantly, incarnation constitutes both universality and particularity.134 Yong notes that 

this is also true of the Spirit, for “Pentecost is the Spirit’s establishing the body of Christ, 
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but in a way such that particularity and difference are not effaced by unity and 

catholicity.”135 He continues: 

 

As incarnation establishes the particularity of otherness not only within the 

divine experience but also in all its historicity in the life of Jesus of Nazareth, 

so also does Pentecost establish the particularity of difference, but in this case 

inclusively across of [sic] the width and breadth of human experience. The 

logic of incarnation and Pentecost together defy the erasure of difference and 

the reduction of otherness to self-sameness. Rather, both establish difference 

and otherness, each in its own place within the context of the whole. In 

Peircean terms, Secondness is not concreteness apart from Thirdness, and 

Thirdness provides the legal shape for Secondness. This is because the Spirit 

witnesses to, shapes, and informs the particular, the singular and the 

individual, in fact allowing their manifestation.136 

 

In relation to the dynamic nature of pneumatological rationality, Yong emphasizes 

that “the logic of theology driven by pneumatological rationality is eschatological.”137 He 

therefore proceeds to explore the dynamic of the pneumatological rationality by asking a 

series of pointed questions: “How is it that the logic of pneumatology participates in the 

going forth and return to God…?; How does the logic of pneumatology shape not only the 

foundational pneumatology, but a triadically conceived relational, realistic and social 

metaphysics?” Yong’s explicitly stated thesis here is that “only a pneumatological 

rationality is sufficiently dynamic, historical and eschatological to drive the dialectical 

movement of thought.” This is because the two ‘sides’ of the dialectic are preserved, or 

maintained, by the third term without it becoming merely a synthesis, or tertium quid.138 

The foundational pneumatology can therefore be “simply defined as an abstract account of 
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the ways in which human experiences of self, others, and God are structured, mediated, and 

ought to be expressed.”139 

 

A Social Pneumatology 

Yong then considers the social aspect of pneumatology, with recourse to Zizioulas 

and his re-conception of the ontology of personhood. In the reverse to the Western tradition 

(stemming from Augustine’s work) – of beginning with the unity of the divine substance, 

followed by three divine persons – the Eastern idea instead has the triune persons as 

definitive of the divine reality.140 On this approach, “God is not first a substance who has 

relationships, but is first and forever a triune, inter-subsistent, and intersubjective 

relationality.”141 The Greek fathers’ genius, as Zizioulas observes, is in their identification 

of ultimate being in relational and personal terms. This conception is borne out in 

Zizioulas’ ecclesiology, whereby the Spirit is the relational, dynamic, communal life of the 

Church: and  he insists, “The Spirit makes the Church be.”142 Since Yong is seeking a 

foundational pneumatology which aspires to universality (that is, a pneumatological 

ontology), he pushes Zizioulas’ point further, asking: “might it be arguable that if the 

Church is constituted pneumatologically, so is human life as a whole?” On this line of 

thinking, the former is a specific instantiation of the general latter. In this case, would the 

only difference be, asks Yong, that the Church knows “the face of the Word through which 

she is co-constituted, while the world does not?”143 The trinitarian ontology of personhood 

would then be applicable to “the social and relational constitutedness of lived experience 

more specifically.” And so, by logical extension, to the cosmic order as a whole. It is this 

thread which I want to take up, and develop further still, in the direction of human history; 

communally constituted as it is. Yong looks to Joseph Bracken to outwork his own 

extension of Zizioulas’ thesis. Bracken, notably, also appeals to the process metaphysics of 

Whitehead, correlating Whitehead’s ‘society’ with ‘spirit’.144 Bracken’s expressed aim is to 

“recontextualize the speculative demands of Christian orthodoxy in a post-Einsteinian 
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world.” One cannot help but think here of Hegel’s (in)famous ‘Geist’, in particular the 

‘Weltgeist’ (especially where Bracken hints at society’s constituting spirit). Yet Yong’s 

pneumatological formulation, it should be emphasized, holds Spirit to be the relation itself, 

between the other two ‘things’ as it were. Whereas Hegel’s thesis and antithesis are 

ultimately done away with in the generation of the synthesis, the Spirit on Yong’s account 

preserves the integrity of the other two.145 

In finally concluding his thoughts around the metaphysical categories as they 

pertain to pneumatology, Yong asserts that ontology – understood as social process – is 

entailed in foundational pneumatology.146 “[T]he Spirit as the dynamic of life anticipated 

the bestowal and return models’ emphasis on the movement of creation-fall-redemption – 

history itself – as the going forth and return of the divine missions, culminating in the 

hoped-for eschatological regathering of all things to God through the Word by the power of 

the Spirit.”147 There are then, two levels at which the foundational pneumatology’s triadic 

structure is brought to bear.148 Peircean philosophy applies to lived experience, being – as it 

is – a phenomenology. At another level, the pneumatological categories are applied 

metaphysically, and it is here that the relational nature of reality (over being, substance, 

and essence) is fundamental: through relationships, interaction, and processes.149 How one 

informs the other takes us beyond Yong’s foundational pneumatology, into a discussion of 

an epistemological understanding, in light of pneumatology: and therefore to Yong’s 

pneumatological imagination. 

 

 

Pneumatology and Epistemology 

 

The pneumatological imagination is, as we have seen, what Yong calls his in-depth 

examination of the logic of pneumatology.150 In discussing this concept in depth, his 

overarching objectives are: (1) to show how “the pneumatologically conceived imagination 
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is a viable starting point for examining the movement from human experience in general 

and Christian experience more specifically to the activity of discernment in general and 

theological discernment more specifically”; (2) to “suggest how the pneumatological 

imagination functions and contributes hermeneutically to bridge the order of knowing and 

of being, to connect meaning and reality, and to distinguish truth from falsity”; and (3) to 

replicate “the inherent capacity of the pneumatological imagination to be normed by objects 

of knowledge.”151 Thus, Yong develops the idea of the imagination as a “pneumatic 

enterprise,” so that – as well as being semiotic – it also enables narrative engagement. This 

section therefore moves from pneumatology to epistemology rather than ontology.152 

 

The Pneumatological Imagination 

Yong begins with a historical sketch of the developing understanding of 

imagination. Ultimately, he focuses in on what he believes are the main functions of the 

imagination, claiming that it is relational, integrative, and normative. In terms of 

imagination as functionally relational, Yong highlights its structure as the synthesis of 

passive and active components. As functionally integrative, imagination contributes a 

“cognitive blend” of the affective and spiritual aspects of the human being. And 

imagination is functionally normative in the sense that it is “valuational.”153  

Yong explores the pneumatological dimension of the imagination through 

“primordial pneumatic experience” and the corresponding “root metaphors.”154 Here the 

dialectical nature of experience and metaphor is key, as is the associated passive-and-active 

nature of imagination. This is because the pneumatological imagination arises from 

experience of the Spirit, even as such experience is made possible through the formation of 

subsequent metaphors. The metaphor thus acts as a ‘lure’, inviting us to share these 

experiences, as well as further such experiences. On the ever-present question of the Spirit-

through-history, which this thesis will eventually address, this point is especially pertinent. 

The primordial experiences and metaphors which Yong deals with correlate loosely 

with the passive-active, affective-spiritual, and valuational nature of the pneumatological 
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imagination described above. These are borne out in an explanation of power, 

Christological character, and “narrativism.”155 In the first instance, Yong describes how the 

underlying power behind everything is to be discerned, so that the resultant activity is 

properly oriented.156 The point is to transform, and thus ‘create’ the world. For the 

Christian, there is also a need to discern the true Holy Spirit, in order that such 

transformation be drawn from the correct ‘source’ as it were.157 In the second case, the 

Spirit as “relational pointer to the other” is significant, and highlights the direction of 

transformation: that is, to conformation with Christ.158 Here Yong notes William Lynch’s 

observation that this enables the integration, or ‘holding-together’, of contrary images; and 

so reflects reality’s multiplicity and plurality. To this, Yong adds the dynamic thrust of the 

Holy Spirit toward the eschatological Kingdom of God: which is of some importance to the 

current study, as will be shown later.159 In terms of narrativism, Yong emphasizes the need 

for both Word and Spirit, without subordinating one to the other. Here, Yong uses the root 

metaphor of wind or breath, pointing to the oft-assumed contrast between spirit and matter. 

Yong insists this not be a metaphysical dualism. A metaphorical contrast, however, allows 

instead for a continuum, which includes ‘both-and’.160 

 

The Interpretation of Reality 

Yong emphasizes the important point that powers (plural) are active in most things, 

and so it is not a simple dualism with which we are faced, in our everyday interaction with 

reality.161 It is worth taking a brief excursus at this point, to consider this insight as it is laid 

out in yet another of Yong’s works, Beyond the Impasse. Here, Yong teases out the nuances 

of discernment, noting both the “narrow and broad sense” which should be articulated.162 

“More strictly defined,” Yong explains, “spiritual discernment is a gift of God by the Holy 

Spirit, perhaps of a somewhat permanent nature insofar as particular individuals are 

concerned, but at the very least related to concrete situations and for the specific purposes 
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of providing insight and guidance and edifying the people of God.” This narrow sense, as 

Yong puts it, is the generally accepted Christian notion of discernment. Such an 

understanding would certainly feature in the Pentecostal and Charismatic worldviews. 

However, Yong argues that “[t]he biblical data…suggests a much broader conception of 

spiritual discernment that emphasises the processes of cultivating physical, cognitive, and 

affective sensibilities in order to more accurately perceive the assorted features of the 

natural world and of socio-institutional and interpersonal relationships and to guide one’s 

actions in a responsible manner.” Both of these senses, Yong insists, are found throughout 

the Bible. It is this broader conception, however, which Yong explores further, as he 

develops what he terms a “hermeneutics of life.”163 In this framework, the “charismatic 

gift” of the narrow sense becomes “an occasional experience functioning within a fully 

discerning spiritual life that gives attention even to the most trivial features of the world.” 

Indeed, “[i]f hermeneutics is the discipline concerned with interpretive methods and 

reading strategies regarding texts, discernment is the discipline concerned with the 

perceiving and assessing of human life in the world.”164 Yong continues: 

 

We must recognize discernment as a dynamic process attuned to the basic 

phenomenal features of the world in which we live and to the diverse 

manifestations of any phenomenon over extended periods of time. Spiritual 

discernment cannot be anything less or simpler than this.165 

 

Returning to the current survey, in the language of Spirit-Word-Community, the 

pneumatological imagination is needed to discern and “resist the demonic and to embrace 

the divine,” wherever these may be found.166 

In considering the role of imagination in the more specific case of theological 

reflection, then, Yong acknowledges the influence of postmodernism. He sees its 

(over)abundance of imagery, on the one hand, as a positive contribution; although he also 

notes the eclipse of imagination of the other hand (as illustrated in the materialistic 
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interpretation of technologically driven humanity).167 Yong also draws attention to the 

concept of reception, and how what is passed down is imaginatively transformed for the 

new situation. The result, as David Brown has observed, is that “imagination builds upon 

history to say something rather different from what the original human authors 

intended.”168 As David Bryant has pointed out – in broad dialogue with the work of Kant, 

Gadamer, Ricoeur and Kaufman – our imagination affects how we receive knowledge 

(including revelation), by way of the constructive engagement from our creative capacities. 

The importance of this creative element cannot be overstated. There is, however, a 

necessary attunement to “the ongoing play of tradition, and present situation.”169 

Knowledge or revelation cannot be interpreted in just any way: the creative capacities are 

not unfettered. On this point, Yong’s differentiation between the “pneumatic-dynamic” and 

“christomorphic-content” signals what might be termed a ‘corrective convergence’, which 

allows for creativity, yet within bounds which maintain a legitimate link with the 

originating revelation. This is perhaps a more structured answer to the issue raised in The 

Spirit Poured Out on All Flesh, where Yong claims Christ as ‘orienting’ the project of a 

pneumatologically-driven theology such as that of Pentecostalism. All this leads on to the 

idea of “world making,” the importance of which – for the current project – can be found in 

the transcendent and immanent aspects of world making.170 

 

The Construction of Reality 

Yong describes three levels to the activity of worldmaking, which reflect these 

transcendent and immanent aspects. These could well be viewed as stages in a process, 

which begins when – firstly – the imagination filters our encounter with the world through 

values, affections, and intentions. In this way, the imagination can be understood to 

transcend phenomena. Secondly, in the plural setting, where two or more sets of values 

interact, we discover two or more ways in which to transcend ourselves. Important to note 

here is that we are not merely faced with an alternative (for example, where we meet with 
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another view of the world, which is contrary to our own). Rather, we also gain the ability to 

see our own view through the eyes of the other. Finally, is the human experience of God 

through the Spirit, wherein “the imagination constructs, inhabits, and continuously 

reformulates the boundary of immanence and transcendence.”171 The practical outcome of 

this is “deeper spiritual and moral living.”172 Correlating these three stages with 

foundational pneumatology, Yong reveals how worldmaking is achieved through the 

pneumatological imagination at three levels.173 Firstly, in recognizing the multi-

dimensionality of what is encountered, we realize that things themselves are creative: they 

possess active power, as well as being the result of having been acted upon by other power. 

Hence, “[t]he world is a result of various powers acting and being acted upon.”174 

Secondly, the pneumatological imagination engages the worldmaking process holistically: 

integrating values, affections and intentions, whilst ever alert to the “paradoxical 

interconnectedness of the knowing self with the objects of knowledge.”175 Thirdly, world-

making is achieved axiologically and normatively, as the pneumatological imagination 

enables discernment and engagement: identifying on the one hand, responding responsibly 

on the other.176 It is on this point of discernment that the accuracy of our interpretation of 

reality is of crucial import. The social or ‘communitarian’ element of the foundational 

pneumatology holds special significance for a Pentecostal approach to worldmaking, for the 

mediation of the life and mind of Christ is ultimately by the Spirit: not “a-historically 

through biblical osmosis or in a vacuum by charismatic experience.”177 Here is yet another 

thread to be taken up later on, where we will specifically deal with the practical application 

of this thesis’ findings. 
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Pneumatology and Metaphysics 

 

Yong continues with a more in-depth exploration of the pneumatological 

imagination and its function in truthful discernment.178  His conviction, as we have seen, is 

that there is a connection, as well as a correlation, between knowledge and reality. To 

demonstrate this, Yong concentrates on Peirce’s semiotics, which support a 

pneumatological approach to epistemology.179 Just as any other imaginative engagement 

with reality gains access through images, so too does the pneumatological imagination. It is 

therefore on this semiotic plane that Yong seeks to flesh out exactly how we engage the 

world, with recourse again to Peircean epistemology. On Peirce’s account, thinking is 

inferential and follows abductive logic.180 This approach resists the Cartesian (rationalist), 

Kantian, and Lockean (British empiricist) epistemologies, whilst advocating a critical 

realism, which acknowledges an intimate relation between knowledge and our experience 

of reality. Peirce’s phenomenology posits two elementary procedures from which 

experience emerges: perceptual judgement, and perceptual fact. The former is something 

akin to the empiricist’s sense datum, though not in their atomistic construal, but rather more 

along the lines of a “stream of consciousness.”181 This primary ‘stuff’ of experience is 

uncontrollable, and indubitable in and of itself. The question is, then, how are such 

perceptual judgements analysed, in making sense of – or drawing meaning from – our 

experience of reality? This is achieved through perceptual facts, which are the controlled 

ideas which follow perceptual judgements: what Peirce describes as “the intellect’s 

description of the evidence of the senses, made by my endeavour.” Notably, “[t]hese 

perceptual facts are wholly unlike the percept, at best; and they may be downright untrue to 

the percept.”182 The important thing here is that the latter is temporally removed from the 

former, and depends inferentially upon memory.183 The fallibility of memory means that the 

                                                 
178 Ibid., 151. 
179 Ibid. 
180 Ibid., 151-2. 
181 Ibid., 152. 
182 Charles Sanders Peirce, The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, vols. I-VI, eds. Charles 

Hartshorne and Paul Weiss; vols. VII- VIII ed. Arthur W. Burks (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1931-58), 2.141, 

cited in Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 152. ‘Percept’ here is perhaps best defined as ‘the thing perceived’ in 

terms of ‘given to the senses’. (The perceptual judgement might be distinguished in terms of its being 

‘received by the senses’.)  
183 Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 152-3. 
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‘facts’ arrived at are propositional in form and inexact, and can therefore only describe 

reality partially. Peirce’s next realization was – contrary to the Cartesians and empiricists – 

that inference is not limited to the inductive or deductive but can also make use of 

abduction: the broader category, assumed by the former two. Abduction is “the emergence 

of a broad inference, a hypothesis, that ensues from the general classification of perceptual 

judgements”;184 deduction is “the prediction of what should follow from the hypothesis”; 

and induction, “the concrete, piecemeal testing of the deduced predictions to see if the 

hypothesis holds in reality.”185 Peirce deals with the rules, causes, and results, revealing 

how all three work together in his thought. Yong summarizes the relationship between 

these three thus: 

 

Abductions proceed from results (Enoch was mortal) and rules (all men are 

mortal) and conclude toward particular cases (Enoch was a man). Deductions 

proceed from the universal rules (all men are mortal) through the particular 

cases (Enoch was a man) to results (Enoch was mortal). Inductions proceed 

from particularity (Enoch was a man) through results (Enoch was mortal) to 

general rules (all men are mortal).”186 

 

The important point to be made here in Yong’s view is that, phenomenologically, 

abduction, deduction and induction all assume one another and work together throughout 

thinking processes: flowing out of perceptual experience. This links in with the Firstness, 

Secondness, and Thirdness of reality because, as Yong explains, “our engagement with the 

otherness of the world and of reality (Secondness) results in the sensations of qualities 

(Firstness) according to the general and vague legal features (Thirdness) governing the 

object of engagement.”187 Yong notes Peirce’s important distinction between generalities 

and vagueness at this point. Generalities are interpretants, provided to interpreters, and 

calling for completion. With vagueness, we are faced with “interpretants which call for 

                                                 
184 Ibid., 153. 
185 Ibid. 
186 Ibid. It is not clear why, but Socrates’ usual place of honour seems to have been usurped by Enoch in these 

syllogisms. 
187 Ibid. 
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further semiotic specification.”188 By way of example, a basic description of, say, a table 

provides a general idea of that object’s utility. However, our belief in tables remains vague 

insofar as we do not yet know the details of its constitution. We therefore arrive at 

sensations of things according to the laws or generalities to which such things conform. We 

have belief about things in accordance with vagueness.189 These beliefs demand further 

enquiry, in order for further semiotic detail to ‘fill-in’ our knowledge. Experience of 

generalities incurs further thinking which is also (equally, or more so) universal, abstract, 

and general.190 Perceptual judgments are therefore thirds (abductions, deductions, and 

inductions) which connect our sensations with the world. It is important to note that it is 

precisely because perceptual judgements are general and vague, that our experiences 

connect us with the laws that govern reality. Quoting Robert Corrington, Yong notes that, 

“if these beliefs were anything but vague, they would make it difficult for the self to 

function in a variety of situations, each with its own complex variable.”191 This, in Yong’s 

view, is one of Peirce’s most important contributions. 

 

Peircean Pragmatism 

Flowing out of the above point is Peirce’s recognition of the continuity between 

perception and abduction. Indeed, abduction is “connected with perception and occurs 

continuously with it.” Peirce himself specifically said of a percept or sensation, that it 

“fulfills the function of an [sic] hypothesis.”192 This brings us to the heart of Peirce’s 

pragmatic approach to philosophy, and phenomenology in particular. As Yong contends, 

pragmatism is for Peirce “a method for ascertaining and articulating the meaning of 

anything.”193 The early Peirce advocated a method “by which our beliefs may be 

determined by nothing human, but by some external permanency – by something upon 

which our thinking has no effect.”194 Pragmatism’s objective, then, is nothing less than to 

                                                 
188 Ibid. 
189 Ibid., 154. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Robert Corrington, Nature and Spirit: An Essay in Ecstatic Naturalism (New York: Fordham University 

Press, 1993), 55 (emphasis original), cited in Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 154. 
192 Charles Sanders Peirce, The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, vols. I-VI, eds. Charles 

Hartshorne and Paul Weiss; vols. VII- VIII ed. Arthur W. Burks (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1931-58), 5.291, 

cited in Yong, Spirit-Word-Community, 154. 
193 Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 27. 
194 Peirce, The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, 5.384, cited in Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 28. 
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get at the truly real. In thinking about how one might attain the truth of reality, Peirce 

sought to understand how we can arrive at proper beliefs. He proceeded to develop a 

framework by which to grasp how beliefs are formed. This is by a process which, as Yong 

summarizes, “begins with an initial awareness of something, proceeds to remove doubts 

regarding the thing, and concludes with the establishment of habits of action relative to the 

object of belief.” Peirce’s conclusion was that the meaning of something is defined as the 

habits it involves.195 In Peirce’s own words, “Consider what effects, that might conceivably 

have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our 

conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object.”196 This is Peirce’s 

Pragmatic Maxim, and suggests that where something has no effects, that thing is 

meaningless. Of some interest here is that Peirce would insist that such a lack of meaning 

renders that thing neither true nor false. To discover the ‘truth’ of something, then, is to 

develop a hypothesis about its effects. Where the predicted effects are borne out in 

experience, the ‘hypothesis’ of our beliefs is shown to be correct, and we arrive at ‘full 

beliefs’. Such beliefs are those which we are confident to live according to. These stand in 

contrast to mere opinions, which do not lead to actions, and therefore are likely to hold no 

truth. 

 

A Phenomenological Turn 

All of this leads us to a methodological crossroads insofar as the current project is 

concerned, with the goal of grasping something of a ‘true’ reading of history, in terms of 

the Spirit’s agency. If, as Yong insists, the Spirit illuminates the world – in that She is both 

the source of its rationality, and enables the world to be understood by human minds – does 

it not follow that the Spirit also makes sense of history: both in its implementation 

(correlating to Yong’s recognition of the Spirit as source of the world’s rationality) and in 

its being made intelligible to us, in much the same way that the world itself is?  

As Chapter 1 has illustrated, treating Pentecostalism historically is tackled in a 

variety of ways, which generally tend toward one of two poles: the sociological or critical 

approach, which sees the movement in terms of a product of its environment; and the 

                                                 
195 One might recognise here an echo of Kant’s famous categorical imperative, and indeed Peirce was heavily 

indebted to Kant in this thought. 
196 Peirce, The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, 5.402, cited in Yong, Discerning the Spirit(s), 27. 
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providential perspective, which insists that Pentecostalism is one example of God’s action 

in the world. The former is usually the purview of scholarship, whilst the latter is a more 

popular idea promulgated within faith communities themselves. The issue with the latter 

providential view is that, in relation to a historical survey, it tends to become 

‘dispensationalist’. The former, academic approach, is perhaps a reaction to this, since it 

shies away from the idea of God doing the occasional thing in human affairs throughout 

history, instead preferring a more stable view of God (even if this tends toward largely 

ignoring Him). My more nuanced approach is to suggest that the idea of God interacting 

with humanity throughout history need not be a dispensationalist view. I believe Yong’s 

account of the Spirit’s activity in the world presents a self-consistent Pentecostal approach, 

which allows for God’s presence, whilst at the same time defending a rigorous scholarly 

description. 

 In Gelpi’s assertion that either things in history happened as we say they did, or 

not, we can recognize a fairly common-sensical approach to the historical past. Indeed, it is 

easy to appreciate Gelpi’s reaction against the deconstructionist perspective on this topic. 

Where the doubt in our ability to remember past events ‘objectively’ becomes terminable, 

the logical response for anyone insisting that meaning is to be found there, must be to 

dismiss this deconstructionist claim. Nevertheless, it is possible instead to accept the 

deconstructionist concerns to some degree, without abandoning all hope for our knowledge 

of the past. A more nuanced approach would be to acknowledge the historical problematic 

for what it is, but to seek a way out rather than give up in the belief that we have come to a 

dead-end. This way out might come from within post-structuralism itself and – as I will 

argue – can be found within hermeneutics. It is not a question of whether or not we can 

ultimately ‘truly’ know the past (deconstructionism would ultimately suggest not), but 

rather how to interpret our knowledge, however incomplete it may be. 

At this point, it is also possible to articulate the central concern of this thesis, which 

can perhaps best be expressed in terms of the question: How is Pentecost represented and/or 

remembered by modern-day Pentecostals? In attempting to answer this, I will take into 

account the fact that early twentieth century Pentecostals did not approach the biblical 

events with any conscious historical methodology, but I will also temper any response with 

an awareness that historical methodology – so often considered the be-all and end-all –   
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must itself be questioned in the context of the relationship between these two historical 

communities. As demonstrated earlier, most of the Pentecostal studies undertaken to date 

would touch upon this problem to some degree. However, there is a clear lack in material 

which openly deals with the movement on a candid, ‘meta-historical’ level, and it is this 

possibility which must be explored further. 

Gelpi’s reaction against the deconstructionist product of Derrida reveals a central 

concern with the need for foundations. The post-structuralism espoused by Derrida and 

others threatens to undermine the basis for a public theology (as opposed to a purely 

private, or personal, theology). This perhaps explains Gelpi’s affinity for Peircean 

pragmatism, since it provides a more or less scientific approach to reality (and therefore 

utilizes objective methodology) which can be embraced in the modern ‘scientistic’ climate. 

My suggestion, however, is that there are answers to Derrida’s deconstructionism from 

within another area of post-structuralist thought. 

 

 

Summary 

 

The centrality of the imagination in Yong’s project effectively builds upon the 

Peircean approach adopted from Gelpi. Indeed, the pneumatological imagination, as 

presented in Spirit-Word-Community specifically addresses the question of discerning 

(elsewhere, ‘assessing’) the Spirit, within a community of shared experience, and thereby 

bringing Pentecostal phenomena into an inter-subjective public realm. When we come to 

pointing Yong’s pneumatological imagination to the past however, in an attempt to discern 

the Spirit throughout history, we are met with a compounding difficulty. How do we 

‘assess’ phenomena, and its associated experience, within a community which is both 

spatially and temporally removed from our own? It is at this point that the need for a 

dialogue partner becomes apparent: one who will interrogate Yong’s work, and with whom 

the pneumatological imagination can be further developed, so as to discover its 

applicability within history. The shared phenomenological concerns over and against an 

anti-foundationalist viewpoint, coupled with my intuition that there exists untapped 
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potential within post-structuralism, will lead me shortly to Paul Ricoeur. In order to bring 

Ricoeur and Yong into fruitful dialogue, I will first trace their common origin in Kant. 

What will be demanded here is a tracing-back of the underlying philosophy in order 

to properly appreciate the structure of Yong’s thought and the intended purpose (in 

application), before bringing in other voices (notably Ricoeur) who also stem from this 

similar grounding but whose contributions offer something complimentary to Yong. In 

what follows, I will effectively be attempting to apply Yong’s pneumatological 

understanding of the ‘world’ generally, to the ‘world-changing-through-time’. The 

difficulty, of course, comes in the form of a deceptively simple question: What is history? 

More specifically, how are we to ‘experience’ the past in order to test a hypothesis, and 

arrive at true belief, in the Peircean sense? The assertion (beginning with Gelpi, and 

appropriated by Yong) that Peircean metaphysics provides a way for Christians to 

adequately interpret their experience raises the question – in relation to history – of how we 

are to treat recent-but-outside-of-memory events: especially occurrences which have not 

been recorded in an unambiguous medium. For example, do we afford one’s testimony 

(recorded in some form, and thus surviving that individual’s death) the same trust that we 

place in the text of Scripture, for instance? These issues will be taken up in the following 

chapter, as we interrogate human experience of history, to a philosophical depth equal to 

that of the current chapter. 

Approaching the problem of Pentecostal community-in-time warrants a 

phenomenological approach precisely because it is experience which is at the heart of the 

movement. In order to achieve this through a recourse to Yong’s project, however, we must 

supplement his Peircean pragmatism. The key here, I believe, is found in the imagination, 

which remains under-appreciated, despite Yong’s pneumatological treatment of it. In what 

follows, I shall delve into the background to Peirce’s philosophy – ultimately back to Kant 

– and trace an alternative phenomenological route through Husserl, on to Ricoeur; with the 

goal of bringing Ricoeur and Yong into dialogue. This discussion will of course ultimately 

centre around the theme, common to all, of imagination. It must begin, however, with a 

more thorough treatment of phenomenological philosophy, especially as it pertains to 

history. Indeed, although imagination is the predominant, common thread running through 

the thought of the figures we have discussed thus far, it is time now to consider the more 
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practical sphere. In what follows, I will deal with the twin concerns of experience and 

hermeneutics: how we grasp or understand life in the world on the one hand, and how we 

approach the task of interpreting such experience, on the other. This movement anticipates 

our later treatment of Ricoeur’s work, which – as will be demonstrated – is hermeneutical 

through and through, and yet developed initially out of a phenomenological philosophy. 
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Chapter 3 

Experience and Interpretation 

 

 

 Before proceeding it is important to take stock of the current project thus far and 

clarify the concerns which have been raised up to this point, in order to then set the course 

for what is to follow. What has become apparent from the survey of Pentecostal approaches 

to history in Chapter 1, is that there is no established framework by which Pentecostals – 

whether scholars or laypeople – are able to interpret their history coherently, in a way 

which legitimately reflects their deepest commitments. This is perhaps because, most 

obviously, these commitments are not shared universally between the various expressions 

of Pentecostalism. A far more subtle reason is that there are different underlying 

philosophies of history assumed by the various Pentecostal interpreters. In most cases, such 

philosophies of history are not consciously employed and are perhaps not even considered 

at all: they are merely taken up, as a ‘given’, within the particular context where the 

historical treatment occurs. The question here becomes, what does a legitimately 

Pentecostal approach to history look like? To answer this, of course, one must first clarify 

what is meant by a ‘Pentecostal approach’. It is to this end that I sought to unpack the work 

of Yong, so as to arrive at one ‘voice’ with which to attempt an answer to this question. 

 Yong’s project, as Chapter 2 illustrated, has given philosophical precision to the 

question of how we are to interpret the world, as well as offering a framework for 

understanding God’s agency within it. Although his philosophical project is not in itself 

particularly Pentecostal in nature (that is, it is not an exclusively Pentecostal approach), 

Yong’s model does provide a self-consistent view which is compatible with Pentecostal 

commitments. But whereas it provides a defence of human experience of the divine in and 

through the world, Yong does not go quite far enough so as to explain how this might 

inform an approach to history, nor how one can recognize divine agency there. 

 What is required at this point, then, is a renewed perspective on the central element 

of the Pentecostal worldview: namely, experience. In what follows, we will take a step back 

and reconsider this concept, which – until this point – has largely been assumed as given. In 
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fact, the meaning behind the term ‘experience’ can drastically change our understanding of 

how it functions within the life of the individual, and so also at the collective level. 

Ultimately, we will engage an alternative conception of experience, which offers a meaning 

that encompasses the temporal dimension, including the historical.  

 

 

Experience and History 

 

David Carr has recognized a need for a phenomenology of history, which he sees as 

complimenting the traditional approach made by that of the philosophy of history.1 In 

drawing this distinction, Carr seeks to overcome the problems raised by the usual 

philosophical focus, which he sees as limiting discussion to representation and (usually, or) 

memory. Carr’s unique contribution to this debate is found in his assertion that experience 

should be made the central focus of the philosophy of history. Dealing with the two 

conventional categories of representation and memory, Carr notes that representation has 

tended to become strictly linguistic representation: owing mainly to the preoccupation of 

philosophers with epistemological categories, and thus with the language used to express 

knowledge, including our knowledge of history.2 Memory, on the other hand – particularly 

societal or collective memory – deals with the psychological aspect of the history of a given 

social unit (tribe, community or nation, for example). Indeed, the proponents of these two 

respective approaches have often presented them as being in opposition to one another: 

with representation regarded as academic and therefore losing something of the identity 

which history affords groups; and memory seen as too subjectively psychological and 

therefore lacking in rigour and clarity.3 The common factor between these two approaches 

however, is a recognition of the gap between past events and the historian. Furthermore, 

numerous issues arise out of the difference between the thing, and the thing narrated, or 

remembered. Hence the problem of history proper: of how to truly remember or represent 

the past. The differences inherent to both representation and memory thus offer approaches 

                                                 
1 David Carr, Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2014), 1. 
2 Ibid., 2; cf. Haydn White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). 
3 Carr, Experience and History, 2. 
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to the problem from differing perspectives and highlight the central concern of what history 

actually is. 

The hegemony of linguistic representation was solidified by the popular reception 

of Hayden White’s Metahistory.4 Carr notes White’s argument that narrative (as the 

primary linguistic form in which things – especially historical things – are represented) is 

“altogether different in form from the reality it purports to represent.”5 Carr, however, in 

his Time, Narrative and History has argued for a shared “community of form” between 

reality and narrative: suggesting that social existence and action have an essentially 

narrative form themselves.6 Carr later expands upon this in his Experience and History, 

beyond his earlier claim that experience has a kind of narrative form, towards a broader 

view of experience: which recognizes that experience cannot entirely be summed up by this 

comparison to narrative. Rather, experience itself becomes the mediating term, between 

history and historical reality. Carr’s project thus seeks to elucidate the connection between 

experience and history.7 Carr explores the various concepts behind the term ‘experience’, 

and notes a key problem, which is common to all of its meanings: that is, its rootedness in 

the present. Is it in turning to history, Carr asks, that this ‘past-experience’ simply becomes 

memory? Carr evidently believes there is far more to it than this.8 Indeed, here we are 

drawn into a debate which stretches from Greek philosophy, particularly Aristotle, all the 

way through to Kant and his interpreters. It is to Carr’s contribution that I will now turn in 

some depth, as I begin a comprehensive survey of a philosophical approach to human 

experience, in order to consider such experience as it relates to the historical. 

 

A History of ‘Experience’ 

Carr’s Experience and History begins by charting the development of the concept of 

‘experience’ throughout the modern period, since the dawn of British empiricism. Here, the 

term was initially employed by John Locke, over and against the rationalism of continental 

philosophy, and it was therefore usually used in connection to a sought-after ‘return’ to 

                                                 
4 Ibid., 2; cf.  White, Metahistory. 
5 Carr, Experience and History, 4; cf. Haydn White, Tropics of Discourse (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1978); idem. The Content of the Form (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987). 
6 David Carr, Time, Narrative, and History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986). 
7 This is the central argument of Carr’s later volume, and his main contribution to the topic. 
8 Carr, Experience and History, 9. 
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experience: in the sense that we have somehow lost an authentic connection with 

something, by our penchant for a rational explanatory description of ‘things’.9 For Locke, 

the absurdity of the rationalist project stems from the central concept of ‘innate ideas’. 

Locke instead favoured the tabula rasa: the notion that a person is born without any ideas, 

but rather acquires them from experience. Ideas are thus the result of experience, which 

begins with sensation from external objects, which is then in turn reflected upon in one’s 

mind. Locke’s concern was that the rationalists believed they knew far more – through 

reason alone – than in fact they did. The antidote to this philosophical hubris was, in 

Locke’s view, found in experience.10 On Locke’s account, then, experience provides “our 

first, innocent encounter with the world.”11 Contrary to the rationalism and abstraction of 

modern philosophy – which has undoubtedly complicated the concept – experience on this 

view provides a state of innocence and a pure, unmediated connection with the real. In 

Locke’s sense, the call back to experience is a call for a return to innocence.12 This British 

empiricist perspective, then, sees experience as passive and receptive. To borrow from 

Kant’s later terminology, it is “given” rather than “thought”: “provided to us” rather than 

“produced by the intellect.”13 Experience thus belongs to the senses rather than the intellect. 

It is important to note here the empiricists’ concern with the real world, which they 

believed suffered distortion under a purely intellectual philosophy, such as that practiced by 

the rationalists. What is particularly interesting about empiricism is its drive to limit the 

intellect, in a bid to prevent the creation of something false, and in so doing lose touch with 

the real world. On the empiricists’ view, ideas come not from creative activity of the mind, 

but from impressions. These are sensations provided by nature or, more basically, things 

themselves. 

Hume’s philosophy carries the empiricist view forward and sees impressions (or, 

elsewhere, ‘sensations’) as presenting the outside world to us. Hume, however, modifies 

Locke’s approach somewhat, by taking his suspicions of the intellect a step further. He also 

                                                 
9 Ibid., 8. This notion will be of crucial importance later on, when we come to deal with Husserl’s 

phenomenology, which urged a return “to the things themselves.” 
10 Ibid., 11. 
11 Ibid., 10; cf. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. P. H Nidditch (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1979). 
12 Carr, Experience and History, 11 
13 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1956), paraphrased in Carr, 

Experience and History, 11-12. 
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replaces Locke’s idea of ‘experience’ with the terms ‘impression’ or ‘sensation’. Whereas 

for Locke experience is something that happens to us (which leads to more or less true 

ideas of the outside world), Hume insists that although impressions and sensations may be 

caused by the outside world, they are still entirely of the mind.14 As they are not provided 

by the outside world, ideas are – on Hume’s view – merely “engendered by impressions.”15 

On this account, then, both of these perceptions (impressions and sensations) are entirely of 

the mind.16 ‘Experience’ is a term that Hume reserves for our recognition of cause and 

effect.17 Experience therefore provides knowledge of this relationship, which in turn is what 

grants us knowledge of “matters of fact.” Knowledge of cause and effect “arises entirely 

from experience, when we find, that any particular objects are constantly conjoined with 

each other.”18 Recognition of this “constant conjunction,” of course, requires repeated 

exposure to similar phenomena over time. But for more than a simple awareness of such 

phenomena, we must also recognize these phenomena as similar to others. This recognition 

requires that we employ memory in order to be able to identify like objects in the present, 

as similar in kind to others we have encountered previously. Hume’s Treatise explains it 

thus: 

 

The nature of experience is this. We remember to have had frequent 

instances of the existence of one species of objects, and also remember that 

the individuals of another species of object have always attended them, and 

have existed in a regular order of contiguity and succession with regard to 

them.19 

 

Hume therefore effectively moves ‘experience’ to a deeper, reflective, level. Two important 

meanings of ‘experience’ can be recognized so far then: Locke’s (and the original 

empiricist sense of the word) is more to do with innocence, whereas Hume’s leads us 

                                                 
14 Carr, Experience and History, 12. 
15 Ibid.  
16 Ibid., 12; cf. David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. E. Steinberg (Indianapolis: 

Hacket Publishing, 1977), 104.  
17 Carr, Experience and History, 13. 
18 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 17, cited in Carr, Experience and History, 13. 
19 David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1965), 87, cited in Carr, Experience and History, 13-14. 
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toward the (now common) usage, which can be understood as the opposite of innocence; in 

terms of one ‘being experienced’ in something.20 

Kant, influenced as he was by Hume, was responsible for the prominence of the 

term Erfahrung in German.21 Although Kant himself seems to have thought he used this 

word in much the way that British empiricists intended “experience,” he added a sense that 

went beyond both Locke’s and Hume’s. This sense is found in Kant’s modification of 

Hume’s philosophy, and in particular his insistence that our faculty of understanding must 

be introduced in order to explain how we are able to combine experiences over time to 

build up this ‘experience’, as the term is intended in the sense of ‘know-how’.22 Kant’s 

general contribution to philosophy, as we have seen, is to recognize the need for an 

intermediary to bridge the gap between the world as it is made known to us, and our 

internal perception of it. In terms of experience, Kant thus argues for something more basic 

than anything that comes though the senses: something which organises sense data. 

Centrally important for my purposes is that – besides understanding – another faculty is 

involved in the association of like objects: the imagination. The various mental faculties 

employed by Kant are what, in the end, sets him apart from Hume. Ultimately, Kant’s sense 

of Erfahrung – in terms of knowledge of objects, through an applied understanding – 

becomes his preferred definition.23 Kant’s application of Erfahrung in the sense that goes 

beyond both Locke and Hume is perhaps best revealed in the introduction to his Critique of 

Pure Reason: 

 

There is no doubt whatsoever that all our knowledge begins with 

experience; for how else should our faculty of knowledge be awakened to 

action, if not by the objects that touch our senses, and in part bring forth 

representations on their own, and in part set our capacity for understanding 

in motion so as to compare, tie together and separate  these representations, 

                                                 
20 Carr, Experience and History, 14. 
21 Ibid., 15. 
22 Ibid., 16. This form of experience seems especially pertinent to my own study: there is a “this is that” 

interpretation at the level of understanding (of our experiences) which is able to recognize and combine like-

experiences. And yet Kant seems to largely ignore Hume’s meaning of the term in its temporally-extended 

sense. 
23 Ibid. Carr notes an ambiguity in Kant here, where he employs two uses of the term ‘experience’ in one 

sentence. 
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and in this way to work up the raw material of sense impressions into a 

knowledge of objects…? 

 

Crucially, Kant concludes that “[t]hough all our knowledge begins with experience, 

however, it does not for that reason all arise from experience.”24 We see clearly here Kant’s 

agreement with Locke: that there are no ideas which precede experience. On this score, 

“experience” refers to the effects that external objects have upon the senses, in the 

production of “representations.” Further, Kant’s use of the term “sense impressions” in 

relation to these representations, reflects Hume’s concern, though Kant himself identifies 

“experience” with these causally produced “sense impressions.”25 Kant, it should be 

remembered, was challenging the prevalent view of British empiricism: which grounded all 

knowledge in what is given by the senses. Instead, Kant wants to access a purer form: an 

understanding that precedes experience. What he is looking for are “general truths.” These 

“must be independent of experience – clear and certain in themselves.”26 It is here that Kant 

distinguishes between sensible experience and understanding. And yet, although 

‘understanding’ precedes experience (in that it is the framework through which experience 

is had), it is only the stuff of experience which is the means to achieve knowledge; after its 

reorganization by reason, through the understanding. This ordering occurs on two levels: 

the aesthetic (sense and feeling) and logic (understanding). In Kant, perception is active, 

whereby the mind “uses the forms of space and time to gather the unruly stimuli of the 

world.” In the second stage of conception, developed perceptions are synthesized under 

“categories of cognition.”27 The category is a “kind of lawgiver,” which categorizes reality 

in understandable-to-the-mind ways, but does not account for all reality.  

The specifically Humean sense of experience, as accumulated observation of similar 

objects extended over time, does not feature prominently in Kant’s work (although it 

arguably stirred him from his dogmatic slumber). Where Kant seems reluctant to 

acknowledge the Humean sense of experience extended over time, Hegel has no such 

                                                 
24 Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft, 1, cited in Carr, Experience and History, 15. 
25 Carr, Experience and History, 15. 
26 Cited in John Kaag, Thinking Through the Imagination: Aesthetics in Human Cognition (New York: 

Fordham University Press, 2014), 29.  
27 Kaag, Thinking Through the Imagination, 30. 
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qualms.28 Hegel’s project, as briefly mentioned in Chapter 2, is the somewhat notorious 

advancement of consciousness into ‘spirit’. This is the long historical process of attempts 

for a conscious grasp of reality, and its inevitable failure, as only appearances – 

‘phenomena’ – are discovered. Crucially, though, Hegel acknowledges the drive to move 

beyond these attempts, which constitutes ‘spirit’s’ development.29 Important here is that it 

is ‘consciousness’ which has experiences. This then becomes ‘self-consciousness’, and 

finally ‘Geist’ (spirit): the fully matured form which, presumably, succeeds in the overall 

sought-after goal of grasping reality itself.30 Hegel’s contribution holds special interest, 

because of its focus upon the collective consciousness and, therefore, the experience of a 

given community. Hegel’s work deserves deeper treatment, but for the time being, we must 

continue with our survey of experience at the individual level.  

 

Experience and Understanding 

It is possible now to delineate three distinct concepts behind the meaning attributed 

to ‘experience’ by Locke, Hume, Kant, and Hegel. Tied to the senses, the first, as Carr 

explains, is “passive, direct, and causal in nature.” This is experience as innocence, and 

temporality is not centrally important in this case. Closely connected with knowledge and 

epistemology, this sense holds experience to be the ground of knowledge, as the direct link 

between the mind and what is known (the object of knowledge).31 The second sense has 

temporality at its centre, and recognizes change, and the cumulative effect of time upon 

experience. Where this sense is related to knowledge, it has to do with the knowledge 

afforded by repeated experiences of similar events or causes, including ‘know-how’. This is 

experience in opposition to innocence, and the question of whether it is active or passive is 

not of much concern here. The main thing is that it is learned. Third is Kant’s sense, which 

adds the act of understanding to the first (empiricist) sense. Kant’s cognitive faculties – 

especially those of understanding and imagination – are significant insofar as the current 

project turns on the imagination (especially Yong’s construal of the pneumatological 

imagination). In terms of our current digression into the question of experience, however, 

                                                 
28 Carr, Experience and History, 17. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., 18. 
31 Ibid. 
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Kant’s project does not promise a way forward, and so it is at this juncture that we 

recognize a break with Kantian philosophy. Indeed, Kant’s genius was to recognize that the 

combination of sense impressions through association and over time (in a limited sense), 

required another faculty: namely, the understanding.32 Although Kant’s lack of any deeper 

temporal consideration means that we must bypass him in terms of experience, his 

treatment of imagination makes him indispensable for the wider project. We will reconcile 

experience and the imagination further on, but the current project diverges at this point 

from the Kant-Peirce lineage so far discussed. In the interests of pursuing an approach 

which takes full account of time and history, we must therefore now trace an alternative 

line, through phenomenology proper. 

Kant’s description, then – though important later on – will be ignored for now, in 

favour of the first two senses of experience elucidated above. As will become clear, these 

senses directly impact upon our foray into the historical. Explaining how the two are 

related, Carr simplifies their relationship by observing that the second sense is made up of 

instantiations of the first sense. By way of example, a billiard ball hitting another (a single 

event, passively experienced), when repeated, leads to our recognition of a causal 

connection (an understanding based upon experiences).33 

Following Kant’s popularisation of the term Erfahrung then, we are left with a word 

which is subsequently applied in different ways, with at least two distinct meanings. In 

order to differentiate between them, Wilhelm Dilthey (from the idealist tradition) employed 

the word Erlebnis.34 Dilthey carried forward Hegel’s notion of Erfahrung, as the long-term, 

cumulative sense of experience. He therefore required a term by which to denote the 

immediate and direct, and Erlebnis is employed for just this purpose.35 Dilthey’s wider 

project attempted to respond to the growing marginalization of the human sciences. He 

employed a separation of ‘explanation’ and ‘understanding’, corresponding to the different 

ways by which the natural sciences and human sciences, respectively, interpret the world.36 

The foundational importance of experience for hermeneutics comes in here, as Gadamer’s 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 16. 
33 Ibid., 19. 
34 Ibid., 19-20. 
35 Ibid., 20. 
36 Wilhelm Dilthey, “The Development of Hermeneutics,” in Hermeneutical Inquiry: The Interpretation of 

Texts, ed. David E. Klemm (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986), 93-105. 
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assessment of Dilthey’s contribution reveals: for Erlebnis is, as Gadamer explains, “the 

immediately given, which is the ultimate material for all imaginative constructs.”37 

Furthermore, Gadamer understands Dilthey’s Erlebnis to have “preceded all interpretation, 

construction and mediation.”38 Individual instances of such experience (plural, Erlebnisse) 

are therefore recognized as “ultimate units of meaning”: discrete parts, which constitute a 

greater whole.39 We will look at hermeneutics more closely further on. 

On the question of the whole and parts, Dilthey employs the analogy of a melody, 

which he likens to human life. Individual notes are apparently meaningless, but when taken 

within the context of the tune to which they belong, they take on an entirely new quality. 

The whole is derived from parts, but parts only have meaning in relation to the whole. 

Interesting here is that, although experiences are given prior to mediation or interpretation, 

they are determined by their subsequent relation to – and importance for – the whole. As 

Carr astutely observes, “[i]t can easily be seen that this pattern of understanding, at the 

theoretical or ‘scientific’ level in the humanities, is just a replication on a higher plane of 

the form of experience itself.”40 This has special relevance for my anticipated turn to the 

historical, for although it is already ‘given’ (that is, the past has happened, or is ‘effective’ 

to use Gadamer’s terminology), we find meaning there only in relation to the ‘whole’, 

which includes our present concerns. This, notably, understands the present to be a 

continuation of the ‘given’ past of history. A note of caution should be sounded at this 

point, however: the present is not necessarily as ‘complete’ as the term ‘whole’ may 

imply.41 

 

Toward a Phenomenological Approach 

In the early twentieth century Edmund Husserl largely followed Dilthey’s use of 

Erlebnis, but his use of Erfahrung – in terms of its contradistinction with Erlebnis – does 

not fit into any usage described so far. Notably, nor does it fit with the Humean-Hegelian 

                                                 
37 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: 

Crossroad, 1991)59, cited in Carr, Experience and History, 20. 
38 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 57. 
39 Carr, Experience and History, 20. 
40 Ibid., 21. 
41 Ibid. 
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sense of experience extended over time, which is important for the current project.42 

Nevertheless, Husserl’s development is also important, not least insofar as it leads us to the 

later hermeneutical project of Ricoeur. Husserl sub-divides types of Erlebnisse, into 

intentional and non-intentional categories. On one hand sit experiences of something (the 

intentional object); on the other hand are simple everyday experiences such as feelings or 

bodily sensations (in terms of pains and so on). Within the intentional category, only 

perceptions (relating to seeing, hearing, touch) count as Erfahrungen on Husserl’s account. 

Therefore, all Erfahrungen are Erlebnisse, but not all Erlebnisse are Erfahrungen. Husserl 

thus offers an important challenge to the ambiguous Kantian Erfahrung.43 Although 

Husserl would argue that perceptual experience connects us with objects in the world (as 

well as sensations), it is not, he stresses, “sensation fitted into concepts, or concepts latched 

onto sensations.”44 Husserl instead argues that “perceptual experience is flowing and 

infused with sense, but at the same time [is] pre-conceptual and pre-judgemental.”45 

Erlebnis was also employed in a popular sense – which Husserl distanced himself 

from – to refer to an intense mystical experience. Gadamer notes that this “fashionable” 

sense was associated with romantic anti-intellectualism, and in opposition to rationalism, 

enlightenment, and modernist trends more generally.46 The religious overtones inherent in 

this sense raise an important point when considering phenomenology in connection with 

Pentecostalism: especially in reference to experience as something we aspire to, or to 

somehow be attained. We have touched upon a similar pitfall already, in discussing Yong’s 

clarification around ‘having the Spirit’, as a supposed sign of special standing in some 

circles, evidenced by a particular charismatic experience for instance.47 I will return to this 

idea further on, when reflecting upon the practical implications of this project. For now, 

however, it is useful to note that this ‘episodic’ religious use of Erlebnis stands outside any 

temporal sense, and reflects the danger inherent in some Pentecostals’ penchant for 

‘dispensational experience’, which lacks any accountability or call for wider coherence. In 

broad agreement with Yong, I want to insist instead upon a type of experience that can be 

                                                 
42 Ibid., 21-22. 
43 Especially as it was employed in the second sense, described above 
44 Ibid., 22. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 23. 
47 See Chapter 2, above. 
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recognized as in keeping with other, authentic experiences: in line with the ‘fully public 

theology’ espoused by Yong.48 In any case, such a non-temporal sense does not serve the 

purposes of the current project.49  

 

Experience and Foundations 

Erlebnisse on Dilthey’s and Husserl’s account would seem to fit with our first sense 

of experience, in terms of an innocent, passive encounter which provides the raw material 

from which we can build our knowledge of the world. It is important to note at this stage, 

however, that there came a reaction against the empiricist notion of experience-as-

foundation. This reaction went hand in hand with the linguistic turn in the early twentieth 

century. Since Wittgenstein’s ‘language games’, experiential foundationalism – in an 

epistemological sense – no longer seemed tenable.50 Nevertheless, as Carr stresses, 

although experience may not provide the raw grounding, as once thought, we do still have 

experience. One of the results of the anti-foundationalist trend (such as deconstructionism, 

discussed in Chapter 2) is to doubt the very existence of experience as such, almost to the 

point of suggesting that the experience never happened. At most, this is to assume – 

explicitly or otherwise – that one only thought their experiences occurred.51 Carr wants to 

revisit the idea, now largely abandoned, that experience is something that puts us in touch 

with the real world. He suggests that questions of epistemology, and of the theory of mind, 

have often not been properly separated; so that the concerns or assumptions of one, inform 

the other – often uncritically. 

Of particular interest then, is that Dilthey and Husserl were not interested primarily 

with the foundational nature of experience, despite their obvious epistemological 

concerns.52 Rather, their focus was on the theory of mind, or consciousness. Indeed, 

Dilthey’s ‘building blocks’ of Erlebnis can be recognized as having more to do with the 

theory of mind than with a foundationalist enterprise. His is a question about how we form 

                                                 
48 To be clear, I want to argue that God is ‘experiencable’, but in a definitive way, which is not merely 

subjective. 
49 The ‘mystical’ use of Erlebnis is a sense very different from – and indeed excluded by – the British 

empiricist usage, as well as by Kant. See Carr, Experience and History, 24. 
50 Ibid., 26-27. This position, or course, attracts a number of questions about metaphysics, grounding, and the 

nature of any underlying structures (which Kant opened up). 
51 Ibid., 27. This is a good example of the potential for a totalization or absolutization of theories. 
52 Ibid., 28. 
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a notion or concept of the historical world in the first place: not an exploration of the 

truthfulness of our approach to history. Carr thus employs a distinction between 

epistemology and a philosophy of mind, in order to pursue the phenomenological notion of 

experience, arguing for something of a return “to the things themselves,” as Husserl’s 

catchcry would demand. Although it is questionable just how well the above philosophers 

discussed thus far can be bracketed in retrospect, such a distinction does throw up a very 

pertinent question: If Ricoeur’s phenomenology derives from Husserl’s, how does it 

compare in terms of its non-foundational sense? The answer to this query will determine 

the efficacy of my synthesis of Ricoeur’s work with Yong’s project. Given that Yong’s 

pneumatological foundation also differs from traditional foundationalism, there would seem 

to be promise of at least some cohesion.53 For the time being, then, we must engage 

Husserl’s project in more depth. 

Husserl, incidentally, also heavily influenced Merleau-Ponty, who carried on the 

critique of empiricism, particularly noting the nature of ‘sense-data’. As Merleau-Ponty 

was at pains to stress, these sense data are not actual experience, but are instead theoretical 

constituents that explain rather than describe. Erlebnis can therefore be comfortably 

subsumed under the first sense of experience – as innocence – so long as it is decoupled 

from any suggestion of foundationalism, in the epistemological sense.54 How does 

Husserl’s project inform our turn to the historical then? Carr proceeds by exploring the 

usefulness of experience for the philosophy of history, explicitly focussing upon the first 

two senses.55 In regards to the first sense (that of innocence, and the passively-received), 

this is not – to reiterate the point – to be taken as foundational in an epistemological sense. 

Instead, this first sense – understood in Husserlian terms – is important for the philosophy 

                                                 
53 Ibid., 29. 
54 Ibid., 29-30. This raises an important question in relation to Yong’s philosophy: Does his attempt to bridge 

the orders of knowing and being reveal an underlying assumption, that foundationalism is purely 

epistemological? Yong’s efforts would seem, at some level, to be motivated by this belief, since his project 

moves forwards through an argument advanced largely in these terms. If, however – in line with Husserl’s 

philosophical ‘descendants’ – we question this assumption, then the ‘response’ need not take the form of an 

argument that accepts the assumption as a premise. Instead, we can proceed by way of an ontological 

foundationalism, which asserts being as the foundation of life (and experience), rather than knowledge as the 

basis of understanding, or description as the basis of knowledge. Indeed, one might argue that hermeneutics 

(especially in Ricoeur’s thought) privileges being over knowing in the first place. Would Yong’s project not 

make equal sense, if it was developed through a phenomenological-hermeneutical methodology to begin 

with? 
55 Ibid., 31-32. 
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of mind, and so describes the simple unit of conscious life: namely, an experience, which 

occurs directly and immediately. It happens to us, in a passive way, and is the given ‘felt-

ness’ of Husserl’s sense-perception. Of particular importance here is that it is an intentional 

experience: it is an experience of something. 

Carr’s second sense of experience, we remember, is the long-term and cumulative 

kind, which affords us know-how, and can be identified as similar in kind to past 

experiences, thus enabling one to learn through repeated exposure to them.56 Carr points 

out the apparent difficulty in linking these present-oriented accounts of experience with the 

philosophy of history. On the face of it, the second sense might appear to simply be the first 

sense, plus memory. However, Carr’s argument is that consciousness of the past and 

consciousness of the present are related, so that – whilst memory involves a discontinuity 

with the present – his two senses of experience allow for a “continuity of [the] past and 

present” and recognize “the temporality of experience itself.”57 To define sense two in 

terms of sense one plus memory then, though tempting, is over-simplistic. Carr’s succinct 

qualification on precisely this point is telling: “an accumulation of experience is not the 

same as an experience of accumulation.” Husserl’s phenomenology is of great import here, 

for he understands the subtlety of memory.58 

 

 

Experience and Time 

 

The subtlety of memory constitutes one of Husserl’s explorations in his 

Phenomenology of Time-Consciousness.59 Here, he recognized that we are conscious of 

things in time, rather than time in and of itself. He drew upon a correlation between the 

temporal dimension and the spatial dimension, observing that we are aware of things in 

space, rather than space itself. Put another way, space only has any meaning at all because 

of what is there, separated by varying degrees of distance. Within the dimension of time, 

Husserl notes that it is also what occurs in time that gives us the notion of time, as events 
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are separated by varying degrees of temporal distance. Looking more closely at the 

experience of time, Husserl introduces the notion of “retention,” in order to describe ‘just-

passed’ consciousness. To invoke the analogy of melody again, as one listens to a tune, the 

‘just-passed’ note is retained in the consciousness – even as we hear the following note – 

and so also makes possible the consciousness of present as present (the present tone ‘takes 

the place’ of its predecessor). Husserl distinguishes retention from ‘memory’ in its usual 

sense – which he prefers to term “recollection” or “reproduction” – with the aim to employ 

retention in a description of the experience of the present, as the present.60 This idea is 

undoubtedly Husserl’s major contribution to phenomenology, and perhaps to philosophy 

more widely. 

Important for Husserl then, is that – similarly to his spatial phenomenology – we 

experience things against a temporal background. Carr has proclaimed this comparison of 

experienced space with experienced time to be Husserl’s “second great accomplishment” 

and it has huge importance for a phenomenological approach to history, as we shall see.61 

The difference between retention and recollection then, is the concomitant awareness that 

the latter is no longer present. However, Carr warns against understanding these simply as 

short- and long-term memory. Instead, retention and recollection are qualitatively 

different.62 This difference can be seen in the way that we recall an event of the past, such 

as – to borrow again the musical analogy – a melody heard yesterday. As we play it over in 

our mind, we have a retention occurring again, within the recollection. It is clear that a 

simple parsing of short-term and long-term will not suffice. As a symmetrical future-

structure, Husserl introduces “protention.” This can most easily be described in terms of an 

anticipation. Notably, whilst this particular present-consciousness effectively mirrors 

retention, it is also built upon our experience of retention, as what has gone before shapes 

our expectation of what is to come. 63 

It can be seen, then, that Husserl’s phenomenology provides a framework in which 

Carr can deal with his two senses of experience. Sense one, Erlebnisse, in the temporal 

relation to other experiences, is more than “a simple succession.” Rather, it is “in a complex 
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flow with a retentional-protentional structure.”64 On Husserl’s account then, we can have an 

awareness of the past which is not memory as recollection, but rather an experience based 

in the present.65 Sense two is also centred in the present, but the past is ‘brought to bear’ 

upon it, in the sense that it orders the future, informing us on how to act in light of our 

practical understanding of the past.66 Carr therefore sees Husserl’s account as affording us a 

far deeper understanding of both these senses. As he puts it, “sense one of experience, for 

all its immediacy and directness, is only possible against the extended, retentional 

background which is experience in sense two.”67 This highlights the inter-connectedness of 

the two senses of experience. To reiterate a point already made, it is not just that the second 

is the accumulation of the first. What is particularly interesting here is that – as Carr puts it 

– “[n]o Erlebnis is possible without its temporal ‘surroundings’ of both past and future.”68 

We have seen then, how Carr deepens his account of these two senses of experience by 

recourse to Husserl’s work, especially that which came out of Phenomenology of Time-

Consciousness.69 It is in this way that Carr’s study can be recognized as a decidedly 

phenomenological description. 

More broadly, Husserl had proposed a phenomenological approach to knowing 

which sought to describe human experience from a ‘presuppositionless’ point of view. In 

keeping with the modern tradition, such description would essentially be reductivist, 

referring directly to an objective reality, and would therefore constitute certain knowledge. 

Carr notes the continuation of Husserl’s project by others, particularly in Heidegger’s 

Dasein, in which time is enacted. As Dan Stiver observes, “[i]n carrying forward Husserl’s 

phenomenological approach, Heidegger moved beyond the description of knowledge to the 

application of phenomenology to human existence.”70 This marks an important turn, as it 

acknowledges the inescapable ontology of the ‘knower’. Knowledge is, unavoidably, 

human knowledge. Furthermore, the human knower is located in the very world from 

whence this knowledge derives, and about which it is sought. This state of ‘being-in-the-

                                                 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid., 37. Indeed, there is a sense in which such experience is ‘present-constituting’. 
66 This is, at heart, Aristotle’s phronesis. 
67 Ibid., emphasis original. 
68 Ibid., emphasis original. 
69 Ibid., 38. 
70 Dan R. Stiver, Theology After Ricoeur: New Directions in Hermeneutical Theology (Louisville: John Knox 
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world’ is what Heidegger termed Dasein (literally, ‘being there’), and is “irreducibly or 

ontologically ‘hermeneutical’.”71 

Heidegger therefore abandoned the Cartesian intellectual dualism of mind and body 

which, in his view, were inseparable to begin with. As Stiver paraphrases, “human beings 

are inextricably beings-in-the-world who precede the subject-object split.” Thus, we cannot 

objectively observe our world - without passion or presuppositions – as from somehow 

‘outside’ it. Furthermore, we do not register “atomistic bits of sense data that are later 

organized into wholes.”72 Rather, we first see the whole. Ironically, the very idea of 

“reduction” would tend to support this notion: what is there to ‘reduce’ if not the already-

whole experiences and entities that comprise human existence? As Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

has observed, “[t]he most important lesson which the reduction teaches us is the 

impossibility of a complete reduction.”73 Applying this to how we interpret the world, 

Heidegger showed that we apply meaning to our world in the first instance, rather than 

delay comprehension until we have assembled ‘all the facts’, as the modern scientific 

method had assumed.74 Indeed, the individual facts are arrived at during (or even after) 

interpretation, as we reflect on phenomena, and break down an experience as a whole into 

smaller constituents. Might Heidegger’s take on temporality constitute the elusive 

connection between experience and history?75 Carr admits not, for although Heidegger 

claims to have uncovered “the existential origin of historical knowledge in the history of 

Dasein,”76 historicity in this sense has no specific connection to history; in a similar way to 

Husserl’s own approach. For an experience that is specific to history, Carr believes that we 

must look beyond temporality.77 

 

 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 38; cf. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1962), 183.  Martin Heidegger’s philosophy played a vital role in the move away from the 

general approach to interpretation instigated by Schleiermacher, toward an “ontological hermeneutic,” which 

developed through an adjustment to Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology. 
72 Stiver, Theology After Ricoeur, 38. 
73 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (New York: Humanities Press, 

1962), xiv. 
74 Heidegger, Being and Time, 207. 
75 Carr, Experience and History, 38. 
76 Heidegger, Being and Time, 392, cited in Carr, Experience and History, 38. 
77 Carr, Experience and History, 38. 
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History-Consciousness? 

On the subject of intentionality, as already mentioned, Husserl stresses that 

consciousness itself is tied to something: an intentional object. In the context of Carr’s 

discussion, “experience is essentially experience of something.”78 Husserl himself 

explained that “in the essence of every Erlebnis lies not only that, but also of what it is a 

consciousness.”79 Intentionality then, it should be emphasized, is the relation between the 

consciousness of, and an object; whether that object be real or not.80 Carr’s interest is in 

how the concept of intentionality maps onto the history of the concept of experience.81 It is, 

again, the problem of epistemological foundationalism, within the context of experience, 

which we face here. Husserl and Dilthey, however, had largely given up on this problem; 

instead focussing upon what seems to be so – phenomenology proper – rather than sliding 

into subjectivist debate.82 Theirs was a move toward a theory of mind, as already noted 

above, and therefore a move away from a theory of knowledge, in the strict epistemological 

and foundationalist sense. This, then, becomes a matter of how the mind intends, and is 

therefore a descriptive task: as one would expect from a phenomenological approach. 

Importantly, such intentionality is always in the present, here-and-now; even in the case of 

remembering the past, or anticipating the future.83 Crucially, though, only some forms of 

intention put one directly in touch with what is present (sense one of experience) to which 

Husserl applies the term Erfahrung.84 

Drawing on Husserl’s categories, Carr notes an important distinction between 

objects, and intentional objects: the former being merely things or events, and the latter 

being things or events with some form of meaning attached to them.85 This distinction 

underlies the difference between the broad term ‘universe’, and the phenomenological 

sense of ‘world’. This emphasizes the relational aspect, of things themselves, to the one 

whom intends: that is, the ‘experiencer’ of such things. This is not to limit meaning to a 
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subjective description, however.86 Intention is, after all, always of something, and so also of 

something beyond oneself. This, importantly, is what leads Carr to consider the other, thus 

moving the concept of experience beyond the limited focus upon the individual. 

To link experience to history, and therefore overcome the ‘gap’ of both 

representation and memory, Carr insists we must deal with experience on the social level: 

that is, to think properly about experience “as something that occurs socially.”87 Indeed, 

experience is itself largely centred upon things which come with meaning, contrary to the 

modern preoccupation with attempts to transcend the abstract, in order to arrive at the pure 

objects of experience, in answer to the questions of ‘knowledge’, narrowly-defined.88 This 

modern obsession has created a similar problem to that already mentioned; in the treatment 

of the other in only natural or physical terms. Through a merging of the phenomenological 

account of temporality, and the associated idea of the social world, Carr emphasizes the 

retention of the past in objects or communities, which give them meaning in the present. 

Sense one of experience encounters the object as ‘standing-out-from’ its temporal 

background.89 Similarly, to experience an event is to witness its emergence from antecedent 

causes. In the indefinite extension of the past, into temporal distance, is where sense two is 

brought to bear. An object or event of the past fits a pattern, or has an established 

relationship to something. In this way, as Carr explains, “what is given in the immediate 

and direct experience of sense one can make sense or have meaning for us only in virtue of 

falling into a pattern or structure made possible by sense two.”90 

 

Collective Experience 

Carr goes on to stress the historicity of human existence and the intersubjective 

nature of our encounter with the world, both within scientific enquiry and elsewhere.91 

Husserl’s development of Heidegger’s Dasein is therefore toward a definitive 

understanding of ‘being with others’, and so emphasizes the communal nature of all human 
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pursuit of knowledge.92 We are always already members of a group, and it is from within 

this context that we grasp the outside world.93 Furthermore, this group membership is in a 

special sense of belonging to, and understands the community itself from the inside, rather 

that settling for an external definition. Under a phenomenological description, we can come 

to understand experience of events and so on, in terms of the plural first-person: that is, as 

experienced by the “we-subject.”94 

Carr’s contention is that “it is in the experience of membership in communities that 

time is genuinely historical for us.”95 It is this belonging to a group which experiences 

events, which makes the connection between time and social existence; thus opening up an 

experience of historical existence.96 This is because the we-subject endures into the distant 

past (even beyond the births of its contemporary members), as well as potentially into the 

far future. It is in our social connections that we therefore find historical identity, because 

these form us at the individual level, and thus affect our life and experience today.97 

Consequently, the past is appropriated in the present only through these social we-subject 

units, through which the past is ‘handed down’ by traditions, and forms of mythology.98 

Carr makes the observation that, in viewing history, “retrospection” chooses which 

events in the past are to be considered ‘historical’. This has to do with the perennial 

question of what is historically important. It is, notably, only from the effects of causative 

events that we can decide.99 For example, Luther’s posting of his theses, Columbus’ 

voyage, and so on, are only recognized as historically important events because of the 

effect they had upon the community, of which we might be considered descendants.100 

What is interesting here, however, is that we have a revised understanding of the 

importance of these events: one which differs from the understanding held by the historical 

actors themselves.  
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Furthermore, we identify to some extent with these historical actors, and place 

importance upon them in ways which perhaps they themselves would never have imagined. 

Indeed, it is conceivable that they might be shocked to learn how they have been 

appropriated by us, in their future.101 Carr, however, wants to challenge this assumption of 

“truth in retrospection,” and observes that it is possible for some events to be experienced 

as historical ones.102 He posits the two “9/11s” (the opening of the Berlin wall on the 9th of 

November, 1991; and the terror attacks on the 11th of September, 2001) as examples of 

events which are experienced as historical by those of us living through them. Carr points 

out that for those who experience such events, there is no need for subsequent events to 

occur before we are able to recognize the originating event’s historical significance. 

Instead, we knew we were witnessing something momentous even as the events 

happened.103 Although very few of us would have experienced these events first hand (but 

rather through the media of television and papers), the important element in this account is 

the ‘living-through’. “Temporality, starting with simultaneity,” is central to Carr’s account, 

highlighting “the presentness [sic] of the events and of our experience of them.”104 For 

Carr, then, it would seem to be the future-looking element of our experience which realizes 

present occurrences as historical. This points toward what the experienced events mean for 

whatever might come next. There is a sense that the world has changed, whether for good 

or ill. Importantly, such an experience is one which we share in: the vast majority of our 

community (our ‘world’) experience the same thing, at the same time. This intersubjectivity 

provides the framework through which events are experienced as historical, because they 

belong on a certain plain of existence, which is shared with other like events.105 

Perhaps the major potential problem with Carr’s thesis is that the recent ‘historical’ 

events he describes may only have been experienced as such, because we find ourselves in 

a historically-conscious culture.106 One might doubt whether this is always true of human 

experience and, if not, then whether there would have been something similar about 
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experiences of long-past generations (for example, witnesses to the resurrection, or 

Pentecost). It is striking that Carr does not venture any examples from the distant past, even 

as possible like-events. In the context of the current project, the example of Pentecost 

would seem especially illuminating, given Peter’s proclamation that “this is that which the 

prophet Joel spoke of…” Peter is here assigning historical significance to the Pentecostal 

experience, as he recognizes the unfolding events as those which Joel had looked forward 

to. There is, however, still a subtle difference between this example, and the kind of 

historical awareness that Carr advances. This difference is found in the fact that, in the 

Pentecost narrative in Acts 2, Peter understands contemporaneous events as the fulfillment 

of the past, whereas the future-looking element in Carr’s model would seem to be far more 

open, and unsure of exactly what unfolding events will bring. This is a nuance which 

deserves far deeper thought and will be picked up again later on. Whatever the outcome of 

this discussion, Carr’s two main points certainly offer valuable insight. These are (1) the 

historical nature of these experiences, with their retentional-protentional characteristics; and 

(2) the “we-subject,” which experiences the event(s) in a communal context.107 

In terms of the first point, I would posit that the historical nature of momentous 

events stretches our retentional-protentional consciousness in unusual ways, hence our 

realization of such events as historical. We are forced to understand an event in terms of 

what has gone before (whether historically or experientially), as well as in terms of what is 

yet to come. By way of illustration, one might imagine looking down a valley surrounded 

by two mountains, one on each side. Rather than standing in an open plain, where one’s 

present location is lost amongst the vastness of empty space, a major event raises the 

surrounds (past and future), throwing them into sharp relief, in such a way as to accentuate 

the present: the valley between the two. Then again, perhaps the inverse of this illustration 

better serves my purpose here: that of a mountain springing up from an otherwise uniform 

landscape. This would reflect the ‘seismic’ nature of a present-historical event, which raises 

our consciousness, and throws the surrounding topography into perspective, enabling a 

clearer view of the past and future horizons. 

On the second point, relating to the we-subject, it is not yet clear how we might 

recognize the same community, in different historical settings. The problem stems from 
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questions around the nature – or identity – of communities, as well as the reality of history 

itself. As has become increasingly clear, recognition depends upon interpretation. On the 

topic of the linguistic turn, and particularly in dialogue with its more radical proponents, 

Carr’s point about the ‘narrativity’ of the real world is crucially important. As he points out, 

those who have emphasized the break between our understanding and reality (which our 

linguistic representations allegedly cannot bridge), themselves pay very little attention to 

the form that reality does take. They seem only to insist, via negativa, that our descriptive 

forms are inadequate, without any suggestion of what might be an appropriate positive 

alternative. However, one might think that, since we are ourselves a part of the ‘real world’, 

and – in keeping with Kant’s and Peirce’s emphasis upon our co-extensiveness with the 

world – that there is some correlation between events in reality, and our experience of 

them. That we can, furthermore, share experience of the world with others, albeit through 

language, would seem to confirm that there is a given order to things: we are able to 

interact with others in the world, in a way which affects the real world, and which others 

can attest to. 

 

Interpretation 

It is worth taking a brief excursus at this point, to consider the hermeneutical aspect 

of all this in greater depth, for the developments around language and interpretation hold 

vital importance for later on. We recall how Heidegger’s Dasein marked the application of 

Husserl’s phenomenology to human existence itself. As part of the world that we hope to 

interpret, experience presents us with a meaningful ‘whole’, which is only later reflected on 

and broken down into its constituents. Seizing upon this holistic approach to interpretation, 

Gadamer attempted to defend the sense of truth in art and history, which he believed could 

prevail, even amidst the growing enthusiasm for objectivity in the sciences.108 Gadamer’s 

arguably most important contribution was his division of truth and method, insisting that – 

contrary to modern assumptions – truth is not to be attained by strict adherence to an 

established method. Method here is meant in the sense of a pre-determined framework 

within which phenomena are to understood. An example might be physical phenomena: the 
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‘truth’ of which must – to the modern mind – be described in terms of empirical science. 

Gadamer, however, believed that truth should instead confront us on its own terms, rather 

than be subordinated under our own, foreign understanding of its nature. Largely in 

agreement with the empiricists, Gadamer saw Descartes, for example, as reducing all truth 

under reason. Instead, Gadamer opts for wisdom rather than knowledge, insisting that truth 

is not merely a matter of fact, but of life. Its worth is found in the change it brings about in 

us: its practical affect. Contrary to Dilthey who – as we have seen – delineated two spheres 

of knowing, Gadamer proposed a way “beyond objectivism and relativism” by drawing on 

Aristotle’s phronesis.109 Practical judgment, Gadamer asserted, was the basis of all 

knowledge; the natural sciences included.110 At root, no knowledge is attained on the basis 

of an objective method but through phronesis. Indeed, as Jean-Francois Lyotard has 

suggested, “[t]he more exact sciences are exact only because they are pockets of knowledge 

artificially protected by holding fast certain assumptions that themselves can be considered 

suspect.”111 Interestingly, in the context of interpretation of texts, Gadamer sees the 

modernist search for the author’s intent as doomed to failure since, “not just occasionally, 

but always, the meaning of a text goes beyond its author.”112 Interpretation, then, has as 

much to do with the reader as with a text’s author. 

This realization marks a postmodern turn which, as we have seen, is intimately 

linked to the linguistic turn, mentioned briefly above. And yet, our acceptance that 

definitive knowledge of authorial intent is impossible, does not deny that any such original 

meaning exists.113 Rather, it is recognition of the fact that any subsequent meaning 

attributed to a text will always be coloured by the reader. Here we witness a divergence 

between the horizon of the text-as-written, and the text-as-read. Might there be a correlate 

to this in the context of experience and history? To bridge the epistemological gap in the 

context of the written word, Gadamer construed a “fusion of horizons,” whereby a meaning 
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of the original horizon, ‘behind the text’ is conveyed, though always tainted by the reader’s 

own horizon ‘in front of the text’.114 The modern quest for objectivity had been ignorant of 

our own peculiar situation, in the stubborn belief that a ‘view from nowhere’ might be 

attained.115 On the contrary, since we will always unwittingly apply presupposition to our 

rendering of a text’s meaning, “a synthesis is always involved.”116 The hermeneutical task 

is not, then, an attempt to transcend our preconceptions, for that is impossible: our culture, 

traditions and language are integral to our being human, and so will necessarily impact our 

every interaction with the world, including our knowledge of it. We cannot escape our past, 

nor suspend ourselves from our own existence. Furthermore, it is only by the past and 

tradition that we are able to understand at all, for we are inexorably formed by such. This is 

important because it suggests that our presuppositions enable our understanding as much as 

they hinder it. Prejudice is thus not to be viewed as entirely unwelcome to the interpretive 

task – indeed, it is always, already present – and can be positively appropriated. 

Gadamer was acutely aware that the medium through which humans gain and 

express knowledge is invariably language.117 As with all language, an interpretation is 

inevitable to any sort of understanding. The linguistic turn thus reveals the integrally 

hermeneutical nature of all human endeavours.118 This has very real implications for how 

we approach and interpret texts such as Scripture, but when we consider Carr’s emphasis 

on the narrative nature of experience, one wonders if it might apply equally to our 

interpretation of life more generally. A move in this direction is hinted at by Wittgenstein 

himself, through the introduction of his concept of “form of life.” Recognizing that we are 

limited in our understanding by our context, he thereby restricts understanding between 

horizons, in effect emphasizing a non-traversable chasm.119 Wittgenstein is thus seen to 

promote the idea that we are either in one form of life or another, and that one horizon 

must, therefore, absorb the other.120 This leads to an abandoning of the search for universal 
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truth, at the realization that one’s own understanding of truth is conditioned by the form of 

life in which they are located.121 

Gadamer, however, insisted that universal truth should be pursued, though not on 

modernity’s terms. His proposal of a fusion of horizons favours neither the horizon of the 

past nor that of modern day, but instead recognizes that we can only understand the past 

horizon as it relates to our own. Gadamer therefore posits an understanding across forms of 

life.122  What this requires is the “enlarging” of our own horizon, and it is this process that 

Gadamer calls the “miracle of understanding.” An integrally important aspect of Gadamer’s 

contribution is the means to this understanding: namely, through dialogue.123 Such dialogue 

is not only with the world of the text but also with the world created by the text. This idea 

stems from Gadamer’s Wirkungsgeschichte or ‘effective history’, which is pertinent to our 

exploration of community further on. 

 

 

Paul Ricoeur 

 

Equally important to hermeneutics as Gadamer, is Paul Ricoeur, who notably stands 

in the phenomenological tradition of Husserl. Thiselton charts Ricoeur’s early years, 

describing his tutelage under Gabriel Marcel, from whom Ricoeur gained an understanding 

of persons as subjects. As Thiselton describes, “interpersonal understanding…is different 

from the more manipulatory knowledge of the sciences and technology.” Ricoeur, then, 

was interested in human subjectivity, and in the difference between “abstract scientific 

knowledge” (correlating to Dilthey’s ‘explanation’) and “participatory knowledge” 

(associated with ‘understanding’).124 As Thiselton observes, Ricoeur differs from Gadamer 

in his attempt to “bring together the two dimensions of ‘explanation’ and ‘understanding’.” 

Indeed, Ricoeur recognizes that “explanation alone can be reductive, but that understanding 
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alone remains vulnerable to uncritical individual or corporate illusion or self-deception.”125 

As David Jasper notes, “[f]or Gadamer we must choose between truth or method. Ricoeur, 

on the other hand, suggests not an opposition, but a dialectical relationship…between 

explanation (method) and understanding (truth) which enable us more adequately to 

describe the tension between self and other, and to remain responsible to…explanatory 

methods.”126 

Ricoeur realized, with Heidegger and Gadamer, that knowledge is human 

knowledge, and so prone to fallibility. The value of the ensuing suspicion was, for Ricoeur, 

confirmed by his investigations into evil, and more specifically his observation that 

phenomenology fails to make a satisfactory account of evil.127 Ricoeur’s Symbolism of Evil, 

then, perhaps marks his move beyond phenomenology, as he began to think about human 

knowing more in terms of ‘layers’, and emphasized the double-meanings inherent to 

symbol. In his view, symbol is not derived from thought, but “gives rise to thought.”128 

Ricoeur’s hermeneutic, then, is double-edged in that it posits both suspicion (of 

presupposition) and retrieval (of neglected meaning). He recognizes the error innate to a 

first understanding, and sees explanation, critique, and suspicion as bringing such error to 

light. But important to acknowledge is that it doesn’t end there. There is a post-critical 

retrieval which then occurs. Ricoeur muses, “[h]ermeneutics seems to me to be animated by 

this double motivation: willingness to suspect, willingness to listen; vow of rigor, vow of 

obedience.”129 Through this process, the ‘idols’ which ruled a pre-critical understanding are 

cast off, and a true meaning explored: “The idols must die – so that symbols may live.”130 

Ricoeur’s contribution to the field of hermeneutics generally has been enormous, and 

Thiselton notes his additional “lasting impact on the future of Christian theology.”131 It is 

this impact which will be more deeply investigated throughout the remainder of this thesis. 
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Memory, History, Forgetting 

In this section, I will explore the philosophy of Paul Ricoeur, with the ultimate aim 

of drawing out the themes most pertinent to Yong’s theological project, so as to bring these 

two thinkers into a creative dialogue. I will begin with a summary of Ricoeur’s last major 

work, Memory, History, Forgetting which offers a way into his later, fully developed 

thought. The advantage of beginning here is that we find a far more self-consistent 

philosophy, which a survey of Ricoeur’s previous works does not always readily provide. 

We will later deal with the themes explored by the early Ricoeur, especially as we begin to 

tease out the ideas that are most relevant to a development of Yong’s pneumatological 

imagination along a historiographical trajectory. 

Francisca Goldsmith describes how Ricoeur “explores the theoretical junctions and 

disjunctions through which both philosophers and the public have moved as they 

contemplate and re-experience major ethical events that shape the individual’s self-

perception and form the evolving identity of culture.”132 Straightaway it is clear that this 

work has huge relevance for the current project. As part of his investigation, Ricoeur 

examines concrete examples of such ethical events: including Vichy France, the McCarthy-

era United States, and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa. Indeed, 

Memory, History, Forgetting is, for Michael Kelly, a “seminal philosophy of history and 

ethics.”133 The work impacts debates of philosophy, history, theology, psychology, 

sociology, and cultural and literary theorists. 

Ricoeur himself describes Memory, History, Forgetting as “an attempt to address 

specific lacunae in [his] own writing, in particular the problematic of time and narrative.”134 

In this sense, the volume can be understood as the culmination of Ricoeur’s most important 

philosophical contributions from throughout his career. Beyond this ‘personal’ level, there 

is also a professional, collegiate layer, in that the book is a product of lifelong dialogue with 
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other scholars. And, in the best Ricoeurian tradition, there is of course a further public 

dimension; expressed by Ricoeur’s concern about the excess of memory in some contexts 

and the excess of forgetting in others, which he deems necessary to address. Ricoeur’s 

method is to open each line of theory with an explanation of which philosophical thought 

and texts inform his approach. He successfully reveals the internal relation between 

memory and forgetting, and the problems inherent to this dynamic, especially where one 

considers events now past (but which, nevertheless, were once present). 

Why, Ricoeur asks, are some events remembered and others forgotten? What is the 

relationship between history as a discipline and memory as a social process? What is the 

historian’s civic duty? These questions, which loosely correlate with the aforementioned 

levels, or layers of the volume, serve also to form a basis for the work’s division into its 

various sections. Ricoeur divides his volume into three parts, each corresponding to 

elements in its title: the phenomenology of memory, the epistemology of history, and the 

hermeneutics of the human historical condition of which the “emblem of vulnerability” is 

forgetting.135 At once there is an apparent instability to this structure however, for whilst 

both ‘memory’ and ‘history’ offer themselves to these positive correlations (with 

phenomenology and epistemology, respectively), ‘forgetting’ is not so easily paired. 

Indeed, the presumed “duty of memory,”136 which – as Ricoeur reminds us – is to “not 

forget”137 would seem to prevent any allegiance between forgetting and a philosophical 

category. Instead, we are faced with a description via negativa, in terms of the “reverse side 

of memory.”138 Ricoeur’s vision, however, includes a “right of forgetting,” and so also “a 

positive meaning” for it.139 For Ricoeur, this entails the “spirit of forgiveness” and therefore 

“reconciliation.”140 It is by reconsidering forgetting, then, that Ricoeur explicitly addresses 

what he considers oversights of his earlier work in Time and Narrative and Oneself as 

Another, as already alluded to above.141 The epilogue focusses upon forgiveness, which 

Ricoeur believes to be the “horizon common to memory, history and forgetting.”142 His 
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move toward the praxis of forgiveness serves to clear a passage beyond epistemological 

reflections, and beyond even the phenomenology of memory.143 Indeed, Ricoeur points the 

way beyond even the totalizing Hegelian philosophies of history144 as well as utilitarian 

ethico-politics, as we shall see.145 

 

The Phenomenology of Memory 

Memory, History, Forgetting begins with a prolonged critique of the traditional 

philosophical accounts of memory. Ricoeur surveys Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Locke, 

Kant, Bergson, and Husserl, whilst seeking answers to a number of probing questions. 

These range from an investigation into what distinguishes memory from perception, 

imagination, recognition, and recollection; through an exploration of the distinctions and 

relations between memory's pairs (for example, mneme and anamnesis; cognitive and 

pragmatic memory; declarative and habitual memory); to an examination of how one is to 

account for self-identity over time, and yet maintain faithfulness to one's own past. All the 

while, Ricoeur’s analysis is closely tied to the aporias which threaten any representation of 

“an absent something that once happened.”146 

In keeping with his Husserlian background147 Ricoeur predictably proceeds through 

phenomenology. His approach therefore centres around two broad questions: What 

memories? and Whose memories? The ‘what’ refers to the thing remembered, and raises the 

“common problematic,” identified by Ricoeur as the “representation of the past,” here in 

the present.148 Plato’s eikon frames this concept in the classic idea of an imprint in wax, and 

the ensuing debate about how such an image can be recovered from the ‘wax’ – and how 

we might subsequently judge such an image as ‘true’ or ‘false’ – has plagued philosophy 

ever since. Husserl’s phenomenology ultimately developed the idea of ‘trace’ which, for 

Ricoeur, is the main connection between memory and history. We will look at this in 

greater depth further on. The paradox of the past, as Ricoeur emphasizes, is that it “is 
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abolished” and yet “no one can make it be that [it] should not have been.”149 When 

combined with the “threat” that forgetting poses to the duty of memory, this paradox 

highlights – for Ricoeur – the “entanglement of memory and imagination,”150 especially 

when we consider the notion of the eikon, which is so crucial to philosophical accounts of 

memory. 

What remains to be analysed, however, is the question of ‘whose’ memories, and 

therefore the relationship between the image and temporality. Ricoeur’s approach is to 

begin with individual memory, which presents as a kind of image, but crucially an image 

which is always related to past experience. Such images are therefore open to distortion, 

being – as they are – centred around what is often subjectively received ‘data’. 

Compounding this problematic is the fact that we usually depend upon others in our 

remembering: that is to say, we do not remember alone.151 These two issues may at first 

seem contradictory, since our dependence upon others would suggest a more objective 

undertaking. This fact prompts Ricoeur to widen his subject matter from personal 

memories, to collective memory: which on one hand enables correction, but on the other 

hand also allows the hegemony of one narrative over and against another. 

In his famous observation that “memory is of the past,” Aristotle drew attention to 

this temporal aspect, and added to the discussion by distinguishing between two kinds of 

memory: mneme and anamnesis. The former arising spontaneously, the latter a result of 

effort. Ricoeur’s caution here is that we do not begin the phenomenological study of 

memory with memory’s failures, or shortcomings. This has been the tendency in earlier 

studies, which highlight the inability of the human mind to accurately record events or 

experience; or the danger of our unconscious ‘filling-in’ gaps, and thereby essentially 

creating memories which have no bearing upon the reality of what in fact happened. 

Ricoeur, however, argues that such an approach already presupposes a positive description 

of properly functioning memory: “What, in the final analysis, will justify taking this 

position in favour of ‘good’ memory is my conviction, which the remainder of this study 

will seek to establish, that we have no other resource, concerning our reference to the past, 
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except memory itself.”152 For Ricoeur, it is testimony, “in all its guises,” which traces a line 

between memory and history.153 He picks up on this theme in the second part of the 

volume, as we will see. 

Successful memory can, Ricoeur argues, be easily understood. We have all 

memorized poems, multiplication tables, the rules of grammar, and so on.154 Ricoeur’s 

study moves beyond this simple understanding however, toward a consideration of abused 

memory. He identifies three types of abused memory: what he terms (1) impeded, (2) 

manipulated, and (3) commanded memory. In impeded memory, we have what might 

usually be understood as ‘blocked’ memory. This is true in individuals, but importantly also 

in society. At the collective level, this is “what, in historical experience, takes the form of 

paradox – namely, too much memory here, not enough memory there.” This can, Ricoeur 

explains, “be reinterpreted in terms of the categories of resistance and compulsion to repeat, 

and, finally, can be found to undergo the ordeal of the difficult work of remembering.”155 

This transition from individual memory to collective memory is one of the important links 

between memory and history, and deserves to be dealt with in some depth later on.156 

Manipulated memory stems from ideology, which legitimizes power on the foundation of 

an event, document, or common memories. Notably, on Ricoeur’s account it is through 

narrative that identity is constructed, and “it is, more precisely, the selective function of the 

narrative that opens to manipulation the opportunity and the means of a clever strategy of 

forgetting as much as in a strategy of remembering.” Identity is formed through the 

selection of which experiences or events are to be considered important. “However,” 

Ricoeur continues, “it is on the level where ideology operates as a discourse justifying 

power, domination, that the resources of manipulation provided by narrative are 

mobilized.”157 This, importantly, marks a crucial difference between narrative identity on 

the merely individual level, and on the larger collective level. We will look more at 

ideology and power later on, when we deal in some depth with Ricoeur’s Ideology and 

Utopia. Finally, commanded memory, related closely to manipulated memory, comes in the 
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form of anthems, and the reciting of official histories. It is with this concern for the wider 

community that Ricoeur moves to the question of collective memory. Through a review of 

philosophers from Augustine through to Locke, Ricoeur arrives at Husserl’s 

‘intersubjectivity’. Ricoeur insists that our “close relations, these people who count for us 

and for whom we count, are situated along a range of various distances in the relation 

between self and others.”158 Relations, then, form an intermediary between individual and 

collective memories. We remember in community. 

Ricoeur ends his study of the phenomenology of memory with the important 

concession that “[i]t is, therefore, not with the single hypothesis of the polarity between 

individual memory and collective memory that we enter into the field of history, but with 

the hypothesis of the threefold attribution of memory: to oneself, to one’s close relations, 

and to others.”159 On this point, Ricoeur's “intentionally moralizing language,” as Kelly 

describes it, encourages a ‘faithfulness’ to the past.160 Memory's specific duty, on Ricoeur’s 

account, is “to do justice, through memories, to an other than the self”: an insight that takes 

him “beyond a simple phenomenology of memory.”161 It is toward the end of the first part 

of Ricoeur’s volume that we discover the special significance of his work for the current 

project. Here, Ricoeur brings the collective memory of sociology to bear upon the “idealist 

prejudice” found in the phenomenology of individual memory.162 However, whilst a more 

intersubjective approach promises to overcome the limitations imposed by the 

individualistic focus on perceptual and cognitive accounts of “the phenomena of 

representation,”163 Ricoeur is at pains to reveal how collective (that is, socio-political) 

memory carries the threat of “thwarted, manipulated memory.”164 

 

The Epistemology of History 

The second part of Memory, History, Forgetting is, predictably, concerned with 

history, and Ricoeur advances a critical understanding of history in order to mediate 
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between individual and collective memory.165 As predominantly written, history depends 

upon documentary traces, and therefore “uses the resources of internal organization – story-

telling, rhetorical patterning, style – and recognition of that ineluctability has led to 

suspicion about its [history’s] claim to reveal the past.”166 Nevertheless, the historian’s aim 

is to hear the voices of the past. But what of the limitations of memory? This ‘historical 

condition’ is after all why we do history: so that the past can endure, even if not distinctly 

remembered by those who experienced it first-hand. Ricoeur therefore rejects simplistic 

understandings of history's intention to “represent the past just as it happened,”167 in favour 

of Michel de Certeau’s “historiographical” epistemology. Ricoeur sub-divides this section 

into three categories, each of which deals with a different moment in de Certeau’s 

“historiographical operation.” This three-stage process involves first a 

testimony/documentary or archive phase, followed by explanation/understanding, and 

finally writing/representation.168 The relationship between these three phases is important, 

as Ricoeur recognizes that they are not strictly chronological. Rather they are “interwoven 

with each other.”169 As Ricoeur explains: “no one consults an archive apart from some 

project of explanation, without some hypothesis for understanding. And no one undertakes 

to explain a course of events without making use of some express literary form of a 

narrative, rhetorical or imaginative character.”170 It is on the topic of history, then, that 

Ricoeur’s hermeneutical philosophy begins to show through. 

History's documentary phase, notes Ricoeur, begins with eye-witness testimony.171 

It is here that “discordant testimonies” provoke a “crisis of belief.” Historical criticism has 

traditionally been invoked to “reinforce” witness testimony by juxtaposing “competing” 

accounts, and thereby beginning dialogue between them in hope of converging upon a 

‘true’ account.172 However, Ricoeur maintains that the problem of belief remains after 

history is written. Despite the assumed objectivity of the historian, Ricoeur questions the 
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notion of “history's own self-awareness,”173 made popular by the German historical school, 

and instead affirms that written history remains a narrative, and thus an ‘icon’ that 

selectively represents the past. This reveals the entanglement of history with the 

pharamakon of Plato’s Phaedrus.174 The question as to whether history-writing is to be 

considered “a remedy or poison, or both at once,”175 remains unanswered for now. Thus, 

history seems condemned to repeat the aporia that afflicted “the phenomenology of 

memory.”176 Yet, whilst philosophy must critique and ultimately reject some elements of 

history's epistemology, it “cannot abstract from the historical conditions in which the duty 

of memory is required, namely, those of Western Europe...after the horrible events of the 

mid-twentieth century.”177 Ricoeur goes more deeply into this theme further on, in his third 

section. 

Between memory and historical writing, then, is historical space and time. The 

archive originates in testimony: of something, which occurred somewhere.178 This point is 

absolutely crucial to Ricoeur’s entire project, and he draws a comparison between the 

archives and law courts, as both are concerned with verifying testimony.179 Here the 

important question about what is to be included in the archives is raised. In its capacity as a 

systematic classification of written testimony, taken from memories, there are of course 

historical traces which are not (indeed, cannot) be written down: for example, artefacts. 

There would also be much more that could have been written down, but which was not. 

Furthermore, to move from the archive to the documentary proof requires that the historian 

approach the search with a hypothesis or question already in mind, as already mentioned.180 

Ricoeur’s notion of  “distanciation” comes in to play immediately at the archive phase, 

since with the writing down of testimony there is already some distance established 

between what it written, and the memory of the event described.181 Here Ricoeur 

interrogates the relationship between memory and documentary proof; between “lived 
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space,” and “historical time.” Memories are spatially conceived (my old school, house) and 

so too are collective memories attached to traditional, or ‘scared’ spaces. One cannot 

‘remember when’, without also being called upon to ‘remember where’. This observation is 

supported by the inherent geographical nature of most history. From memory to history, 

then, there is a move through lived time, cosmic time, and historical time: hours, days, 

months, and years, centuries, millennia and so on. In something of an echo of the concern 

around the ‘truthfulness’ of the eikon – expressed in the first part of the volume – Ricoeur 

turns to Plato’s pharmakon in search of an answer as to whether writing is a remedy or a 

poison. 

With “explanation-understanding,” Ricoeur draws on the history of ‘mentalities’ as 

an example, as he seeks to understand the role played by representation in this phase of the 

historiographic operation. Mentalities carries a special meaning in the context of French 

historiography, and Ricoeur understandably explores this discipline in some depth. With 

representation, then – as the term is intended concerning historical writing – Ricoeur deals 

with the many meanings behind the term: whether this be representation of an object, past 

event, memory, or writing found in the archives. Historical discourse, Ricoeur insists, 

“must pass through the documentary proof, the causal and teleological explanation, and the 

literary emplotment. This threefold frame remains the secret of historical knowledge.”182 

The question of truth in history comes up here. Literary representation rests upon 

explanation and documentary evidence, which is ultimately founded upon individual and 

collective memories. On Ricoeur’s account, the three phases of the historical operation, 

considered together – as Reagan summarizes – “permit the claim of truth.”183 Donald 

Marshall considers one of Ricoeur’s many clarifications surrounding the question of 

history’s ‘truth’-fulness.184 A historical account does not simply state facts, but rather 

mediates the past through a representation which is not merely a correspondence. The 

question becomes, why do we do history? What is it for? Representation is, then – rather 

than duplication – more of a connection. It is on this understanding that Ricoeur’s aim to 

highlight the responsibility we have to the past becomes clear. We are implored to 

remember, and not to forget: and so to bear witness to the testimony of the past, and of the 
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dead. There is a strong emphasis on the payment of a debt to our forebears here. Ricoeur’s 

concern is that we do justice to the dead, and to the past, and it is along these lines that – as 

Marshall points out – Ricoeur “presents a compelling critique of the Heidegger of Being 

and Time that transforms profoundly the conception of ‘historicality’ 

(Geschlichtlichkeit).”185  

 

The Hermeneutics of Forgetting 

The third part of Memory, History, Forgetting deals with our historical condition, 

through a critique of history and the role of temporality, before finally addressing the 

‘forgetting’ of the title. Ricoeur’s philosophical critique serves to counter claims that 

history might be complete or absolute, and sees the formulation of his thesis that the 

“authority” to determine what legitimately “stands for the past” rests neither with the 

historian – in an attempt at faithful representation – nor in edicts issued by a political 

power. Rather, it stems from the human historical condition. Building on his earlier 

comparison between judge and historian, Ricoeur shows how, despite their similarities, 

there is a crucial difference: namely, the ongoing nature of the historian’s project. Whereas 

a judge pronounces a decision, history can be (and, in fact, is) re-written. There is, 

therefore, no “final word” in history. Nevertheless, Ricoeur turns to a context where judge 

and historian merge: that of the twentieth century massacres, which are most prominently 

depicted in the aftermath of the Second World War. Here, the judge becomes a historian, 

and the historian a judge. Indeed, history of this sort demands a judgement, as there is an 

inescapable ethical dimension to any treatment of such events. Important to note here is the 

hermeneutical nature of the entire historiographical operation. What Ricoeur presents is a 

truly hermeneutical historiography, or perhaps (equally) a historiographical hermeneutic. It 

is this hermeneutical framework of understanding which insists that we recognize the limits 

of history’s validity. On this point Ricoeur offers his important contribution to this debate: 

which emphasizes faithfulness, rather than ‘truth’ understood in modernist terms.186 

Ricoeur’s argument here is again based upon the paradox of the past: the fact that it 

is ‘no longer’, but neither is it lost entirely; in that it has not been undone. Developing 
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Bergson's ontology of the past, Ricoeur asserts that “the positivity of the ‘having been’ 

intended across the negativity of  ‘being no longer’,” enjoys the final authority of “standing 

in for,” or representing, the past.187 This paradox deserves some consideration, for on the 

one hand the past “is abolished,” and so is undoubtedly ‘no longer’. On this score, the 

equivalent of forgetting occurs with the passing of witnesses and the “destruction of 

archives, of museums, of cities.”188 On the other hand, however, “no one can make it be 

that the past should not have been.”189 Indeed, forms of forgetting, Ricoeur observes, exist 

only where “there had been a trace.”190 Ricoeur therefore argues that the past continues to 

have being, and exists in a similar way to which unperceived objects in space exist. We can 

again detect Husserl’s influence upon Ricoeur on this point. On this understanding, 

forgetting is described in positive terms, as “the unperceived character of the perseverance 

of memories, [in] their removal from the vigilance of consciousness.”191 The absent, ‘no-

longer’ past, outside of our reach and yet still ‘there’, “underscores,” Ricoeur asserts, “an 

anteriority that preserves” and which therefore “makes forgetting the immemorial resource 

offered to the work of remembering.”192 Through a reinterpretation of Heidegger's theory – 

that it is Dasein's temporality which makes it historical, and allows it to construct histories 

– Ricoeur is able to establish a positive meaning of forgetting. This, founded as it is upon 

an ontology of the past, need not leave forgetting speechless, but might rather benefit both 

memory and history.193 Ricoeur posits three abuses of memory, with their correlating 

abuses of forgetting.194 Indeed, Ricoeur is keen to counter forced forms of forgetting (for 

example, amnesty, and political edicts) in much the same way as he is eager to reject the 

‘excessive commemorations’ of forced memory.195 The “duty to forget,” must not, as Kelly 
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puts it, “command into oblivion past events and deem them reconciled in the name of 

‘social therapy...[and] utility’.”196 

From forgetting, Ricoeur leads into forgiveness. The “right of forgetting” is not an 

obligation upon the individual to simply forget evils, but rather a “wish in the optative 

mood to...state [evil] in a pacified mode, without anger.”197 This “pacified mode” translates 

into the work of mourning, through which the victim is able to separate the agent from the 

act.198 Important here is the paradox of the conditional request, and unconditional pardon: 

the unforgiveable fault (in the sense that Derrida intended this term), and the concomitant 

impossible forgiveness.199 This opens the possibility for reconciliation,200 by offering “to 

the unforgivable” the gift of “forgiveness.”201 With this suggestion, the thesis of the work 

to which Ricoeur himself is “most attached” becomes clear: that there “exists a reserve of 

forgetting which can be a resource for memory and for history.”202 Reagan sees in 

Ricoeur’s thesis an argument for history as the mediator between memory and forgetting. 

On this view, history addresses the issue within both memory and forgetting: of “too much 

memory here, not enough memory there, too much forgetting here, not enough forgetting 

there.” And yet, as Reagan notes, it is in forgiveness that this memory-forgetting dialectic is 

at its sharpest.203 History serves to facilitate a mediation between these two functions, 

ultimately giving way to forgiveness as a practical outcome of the entire process. 

 

 

Summary 

 

This chapter began by reconnecting with the concept of experience: the importance 

of which was established throughout the first two chapters, though not yet addressed in any 

depth. I therefore reiterated the centrality of experience within the Pentecostal worldview, 

and so also for the current project. The dual concern of a Pentecostal retrieval from history, 
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alongside a proper account of experience, drew me to Carr’s important work.  He explores 

the place of experience within the philosophy of history, where linguistic representation 

and memory have traditionally had pride of place. The pertinence for my thesis of Carr’s 

approach to experience, was found in his insistence that experience might present a kind of 

foundation: an insight which resonates with Yong’s project, and thus hints at the possibility 

of supplementing the pneumatological imagination with an approach to history. 

Having traced a line in the previous chapter through the philosophy of the 

imagination – backwards, from Yong, through Peirce, to Kant – I sought to trace a line 

forwards through an exploration of experience in the current chapter. I therefore charted a 

history of experience, highlighting the various ways in which it has been construed since 

British empiricism beginning with Locke, through Hume, Kant, and Hegel. It was at this 

point that I noted my project’s divergence from Kant’s thought in terms of experience, 

despite his continued importance for the concept of the imagination. Importantly, two forms 

of experience were ultimately delineated: instances of individual experience, and 

cumulative experience, including ‘know-how’. With Dilthey we arrived at two terms to 

distinguish these two senses: Erlebnis and Erfahrung, respectively.  

Dilthey’s work drew us toward a discussion concerning interpretation, and his 

emphasis on the whole and parts highlighted the indispensability of both forms of 

experience. Crucially, one of Dilthey’s primary concerns was with how we form a notion of 

the historical world. In this vein, I pursued the phenomenological route through Husserl, 

who took instances of passively received experiences to constitute units of conscious life: 

notably, intentional experience of something. Husserl explored experience in terms of 

memory but avoided any temptation of resorting to an understanding of merely short- and 

long-term memory; again, highlighting the importance of the whole and parts. Husserl’s 

key insight was that our temporal ‘location’ or ‘background’ is what gives events ‘in time’ 

their meaning, and I described his notions of retention and protention. 

The phenomenological parsing of ‘world’ and ‘universe’ was of special interest as I 

unpacked Carr’s attempt to link experience to history, whilst exploring his concern to deal 

with experience on the social level; thus drawing attention to the meaning that events in 

time have. This holds importance for my own concern with Yong’s approach to history and 

creation, described in Chapter 2: whereby divine agency is understood as present 
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throughout all creation, and not merely in and through Spirit-empowered actors and their 

communities. Indeed, Carr’s introduction of the we-subject is what links memory to 

history, and hints at a possible resolution to this problem, as well as holding promise for the 

central aim of this thesis. This led to a consideration of interpretation, which is relied upon 

in any attempt to recognize something in the present as an instantiation of something in the 

past. From interpretation, broadly speaking, a more particular discussion around 

hermeneutics ensued. The problems inherent to interpretation span not only texts, but also 

the whole of life, as was demonstrated through an overview of the hermeneutics developed 

through Dilthey, Gadamer, Heidegger, and Ricoeur: who, notably, developed Husserl’s 

phenomenology. This led me finally to a summary of Ricoeur’s last major work, Memory, 

History, Forgetting, in which the themes most relevant to the current project are found. 

Ricoeur’s predominant focus has always been with the imagination, and so it is here that a 

direct correlation between Yong and Ricoeur can be drawn. 
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Chapter 4 

Ricoeur’s Theological Philosophy 

 

 

In the previous chapter we have explored the concept of experience and touched 

upon the importance of interpretation for any attempt to understand phenomena: whether 

these be texts or experiences themselves. The hermeneutical question brought us to Paul 

Ricoeur, and a review of his later thought on the subject of history. Ricoeur’s philosophy 

promises to compliment Yong’s theology, by providing the means through which the 

pneumatological imagination can be applied to the historical world, rather than only to 

present reality. To this end, it is imperative that we draw from Ricoeur’s work the pertinent 

insights to the relevant themes: especially those relating to imagination. As already 

mentioned, Ricoeur sees his Memory, History, Forgetting as addressing some oversights in 

his earlier works: Time and Narrative and Oneself as Another, specifically. To fully 

appreciate the importance of Ricoeur’s later volume then, we must also take the time to 

understand the arguments laid out in these earlier works. 

Ricoeur’s particular contribution to the philosophy of imagination is found in his 

shift from the visual to the linguistic. This correlates with the move from description in 

phenomenology, toward interpretation in hermeneutics.1 Ricoeur, as Sanford Schwartz has 

noted, opts for Emile Benveniste’s take on language – which builds upon Saussure’s 

parole, or ‘language-use’ – rather than focussing on the language system (Saussure’s 

langue).2 Indeed, the preference for language-use – that is, language as it is concretely 

applied – is what signals Ricoeur’s divergence from others, and particularly put him at odd 

with other post structuralists; notably Derrida, who would claim that “there is no outside-

text.” As we have already seen, Derrida is eschewed by Gelpi, and so also – by extension – 

Yong.3 Indeed, Ricoeur continuously moves in a direction contrary to that of Derrida’s 

break between language and reality; which, we remember, is how Yong characterizes 

Gelpi’s chief concern with deconstructionism. Ricoeur, then, wants to preserve the tie 

                                                 
1 Richard Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur: The Owl of Minerva (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 35. 
2 Sanford Schwartz, “Hermeneutics and the Productive Imagination: Paul Ricoeur in the 1970s,” The Journal 
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between language and reality, and indeed his life’s work has been to discover the hidden 

links between the two, effectively mediating the extremes toward which thinkers on the 

subject tend to gravitate: the same extremes which Yong lists (near-exhaustively) during his 

discussion of deconstructionism. Even a casual reader of Ricoeur would see in Yong’s 

careful qualifications above (which, nonetheless, run the risk of generalising the extremes) 

a number of shared concerns with the philosopher. It is curious that Yong, who has 

demonstrated at least a cursory knowledge of Ricoeur’s work, has not further explored 

Ricoeur’s philosophy in this regard. It is precisely this oversight which will begin to be 

remedied, as I bring these two thinkers into a constructive dialogue.  

 

 

Ricoeur’s Theological Significance 

 

 Ricoeur’s relevance for theology, as we have already seen, is found in his 

hermeneutical focus. This is, itself, intimately tied to a particular understanding of 

language. Since as far back as Plato, language has generally been understood in terms of 

reference: that is, a word – for example – refers to a real ‘object’ (material or otherwise) 

which exists in space and time. Ferdinand de Saussure delineated langue and parole to 

describe the language system, and the language use, respectively. Langue denotes the 

foundation of all our speech utterances: the pool of vocabulary, grammatical rules and so 

forth; whilst parole refers to the actual utterances themselves: the concrete use of langue.4 

What has become increasingly clear, particularly through modern philology, is that there is 

no strict hierarchy to these two functions of language, for over time the system itself is 

shaped by usage, just as usage is guided by the system.5 A basic example of this would be 

the way in which the meanings of words (in their parole usage) change over time, so that 

the pool of vocabulary (within the langue system) radically changes. This highlights the 

ambiguous nature of language in its capacity to refer to reality, and so also raises myriad 

questions when we come to consider truth, particularly – in theological terms – about the 
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infinite God. How can we hope to describe knowledge of the divine, and be sure that such 

description does justice to the truth we hope to convey? 

 

Language and the Retrieval of Symbol 

In his work on The Hermeneutics of Symbols, Ricoeur sketches what he would later 

describe as “a general theory of symbol.”6 Importantly, Ricoeur notes that his resort to 

symbol is “an attempt to avoid the difficulties in the problem of a starting point in 

philosophy.” Indeed, starting with a symbol we begin with the “fullness of language and of 

meaning already there.”7 This approach could be seen as the reverse of the modernist 

reductive method, which effectively deconstructs the symbol in the assumption that its 

foundation can be discovered and ‘demythologized’. Ricoeur is instead suggesting that the 

symbol itself is the foundation: “The symbol gives rise to thought.”8 In this way, Ricoeur is 

questioning “the idea of a presuppositionless philosophy,” such as that sought by Husserl, 

which he deems a “deception.”9 It is not that Ricoeur wants to return to a pre-modern 

approach or use of language. Rather, he seeks a “re-creation”: as he insists, “[b]eyond the 

wastelands of critical thought we seek to be challenged anew.”10 

 Ricoeur observes that symbol is the language of experience, and is “constituted by 

starting from something which has a first-level meaning and is borrowed from the 

experience of nature.”11 In keeping with his “maxim,” that “symbol gives rise to thought,” 

Ricoeur notes three stages of understanding which move from “living in” symbols, toward 

“thinking from” symbols. The first stage is phenomenology, which is the understanding of 

symbol by symbol. Here, Ricoeur introduces the question of truth, noting that if this first 

stage can be considered truth, “it is a truth without belief, truth at a distance, a reduced 

truth.” As such, this understanding is “curious but not concerned.”12 Beyond 

phenomenology is Ricoeur’s second stage, of hermeneutics. He notes the hermeneutical 

circle, which he describes thus: “you must understand in order to believe, but you must 
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believe in order to understand.” As he further explains, “hermeneutics proceeds from the 

preunderstanding of the very matter which through interpretation it is trying to understand.” 

This echoes Gadamer’s concern with method, which approaches the act of interpretation 

with a preconception of the form a sought-after truth must take.13 Ricoeur also notes 

modernity’s “forgetfulness of the sacred.” However, he asserts that hermeneutics is a 

modern discipline itself, by which modernity overcomes this forgetfulness.14 In the third 

stage, Ricoeur explores the idea of thought starting from symbol. This, he posits, is where 

the process becomes “reflective.”15 Here, Ricoeur critiques allegory and Gnosticism: two 

“spurious substitutes.” In the first instance, allegory maintains that the true, philosophical 

meaning is hidden behind the symbol (or fable, or myth). Gnosticism, on the other hand, 

urges a “dogmatic mythology.” In avoiding these, Ricoeur recognizes that one is faced with 

a problem: “How can thought be elaborated in starting from symbol, without going back to 

the old allegorizing interpretation or falling into the trap of gnosis?”16 Ricoeur’s question 

relates to the separation of meaning and symbol, and the presupposition of the meaning 

already there; or, on the other hand, the “pseudo-knowing of a dogmatic mythology.”17 

It was in response to the problem of presuppositions and ‘ideologizing’ in 

interpretation that Ricoeur engaged the “masters of suspicion,” demonstrating the crucial 

significance of “clearing the horizon for a more authentic word, for a new reign of Truth, 

not only by means of a ‘destructive’ critique, but by the invention of an art of 

interpreting…by an exegesis of meaning.”18 Ricoeur is concerned with “doing away with 

idols,” and overcoming the presuppositions and agenda which so easily obscure an honest 

interpretation.19 He therefore sees the task of hermeneutics as “to destroy the idols, [and] to 

listen to the symbols.”20 As Ricoeur notes, “[h]ermeneutics seems…to be animated by this 

double motivation: willingness to suspect, willingness to listen; vow to rigor, vow to 

                                                 
13 This also anticipates Ricoeur’s observations throughout Memory, History, Forgetting concerning one’s 

approach to the historical archives, with some idea of what is to be found therein.  
14 Ibid., 298. This perhaps anticipates the focus of Ricoeur’s later work on Forgetting. 
15 Ibid., 299. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., 300.  
18 Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), 33. 
19 Ibid., 27. 
20 Ibid., 54. 
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obedience.” He laments: “In our time we have not finished doing away with idols and we 

have barely begun to listen to symbols.”21 

As with so much of Ricoeur’s work, the concern is to avoid settling for a dichotomy 

which obscures reality. Within hermeneutics, as we have seen, the tendency is to opt for 

either explanation or understanding. With his Hermeneutical Arc however, Ricoeur 

proposes a framework by which we are able to develop an interpretation which incorporates 

both understanding and explanation: overcoming the false dichotomy that had persisted 

since Dilthey.22 Ricoeur’s arc commences with a first innocent act of understanding, 

continues to a second moment of explanation, and then to a third, post-critical act of 

understanding, which Ricoeur terms the “second naïveté.”23 In his later work on “mimesis,” 

Ricoeur would develop a Mimetic Arc which follows a similar format to the Hermeneutical 

Arc, though with a number of significant differences.24 In this schema, the first moment 

Ricoeur terms “prefiguration.” This is the pre-understanding that one brings to the text. 

Important is that this relates far more to how we should reconfigure our behaviour 

(‘acting’) than does the Hermeneutical Arc. Ricoeur draws on Gadamer here, who 

emphasized the way we are shaped by tradition, which is itself a kind of narrative. This 

element will therefore be of crucial importance to the current project, further on.25 

Secondly, “configuration,” which correlates roughly with ‘explanation’, deals with both the 

author’s “imaginative construction of a text” and “the reader’s construal of a narrative 

world of the text.” Notably, Ricoeur sees this as applying equally to historiography and 

fiction.26 The final moment is “refiguration,” which parallels appropriation and application 

in the Hermeneutical Arc. 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 27. 
22 Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action, and Interpretation, ed. 

John B. Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 166. 
23 Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Creation of Meaning in Language, 

trans. Robert Czerny, Kathleen McLaughlin and John Costello (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 

318. 
24 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer, vol. 1 (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1983). See also Dan R. Stiver, Theology After Ricoeur: New Directions in 

Hermeneutical Theology (Louisville: John Knox Press, 2001), 66. Stiver has coined the term ‘narrative arc’, 

which he uses interchangeably with ‘mimetic arc’. 
25 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 

204-218. 
26 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 69-70. 
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Despite warnings from some of Ricoeur’s interpreters against overlaying the two 

arcs, a synthesis is not unwarranted in the current discussion, given the direction of this 

thesis. I will therefore deal with both arcs together, and briefly consider each of the three 

synthesized ‘moments’ in turn, so as to prepare a foundation for a later discussion round the 

theme of narrative.27 

 

The Ricoeurian Arc(s) 

With the First Naïveté/Prefiguration it is important to note that any initial 

understanding is fraught with presuppositions, which effect how we first interpret a text or 

event. As we have seen from our discussion concerning horizons and Ricoeur’s 

engagement with the “masters of suspicion,” we bring not only presuppositions to our 

understanding, but we also unconsciously tend to interpret the text in our own favour. It is 

therefore necessary to refer to critical disciplines ‘beyond’ the text. Indeed, for Ricoeur we 

are unable to stay with our initial understanding. Interestingly, this is in large part thanks to 

modernity, which insists on a critical explanation of phenomena; whether this is experience 

of the world, or interpretation of a historical document. The second moment therefore 

answers the critical call, as it seeks to explain the text in less subjective terms. As Stiver 

notes, “Ricoeur sees virtue in testing our insightful understandings by critical 

methodologies at a second, explanatory stage.”28 

The first moment of understanding could be described as a guess, whilst the second 

stage, of Explanation/Configuration, is a validation of that guess. The problem that arises 

here, however, is a question of which method we use to validate the guess. This is the 

problem inherent to interpretation, which results in the conflict of interpretations through 

the “surplus of meaning.”29 There are possibly as many ‘guesses’ as to what a text (or 

event) initially means as there are readers (or participants). Here Ricoeur invokes a method 

                                                 
27 See, for example, Stiver, Theology After Ricoeur, 70-71. Stiver resists this move, noting a number of 

important differences between the two arcs: (1) the Hermeneutical Arc considers only the readers of a text; 

and (2) the first understanding (in the Hermeneutical Arc) and prefiguration (in the Narrative Arc) represent 

“discrete moments,” and so cannot be equated. Indeed, prefiguration would precede a first understanding, 

which only occurs upon reading a text. In the second moment, too, explanation is analytical, whilst 

configuration is more of a synthetic, imaginative enterprise. 
28 Ibid., 60. 
29 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas Christian 

University Press, 1976). 
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of validation “closer to the logic of probability than to a logic of empirical verification.”30 

He is thus at pains to qualify that “validation is not verification.”31 As Stiver explains, the 

resultant conclusions are then “probable but not proofs.”32  

After the critical discipline comes a stage of Post-critical 

Understanding/Refiguration involving a return to the text or event. This third stage 

represents what is truly unique about Ricoeur’s hermeneutic: that is, his move beyond 

criticism. Ricoeur sees in modernity a paralysis, stemming from its inability to effectively 

‘respond’ to the text, or event. The uncritical application of criticism encouraged by 

modernity tends to render any true meaning of texts or events unattainable. The task of 

understanding has effectively been replaced with a critical explanation. But for Ricoeur, 

one has not interpreted or understood the text until one grasps what it might mean for life 

“in front of” the text.33 This is opposed to the traditional historical-critical approaches 

which tend to focus on the world behind the text. Ricoeur observes that modernity has 

rarely ever even attained this, but rather remains in a “desert of criticism.”34 Refiguration, 

then, is “the effect of discovery and transformation this discourse brings about in its hearer 

or reader through the process of receiving the text.”35 

As Ricoeur himself suggests (though speaking specifically about the Hermeneutical 

Arc), his framework could equally be a spiral as an arc, since one can continue round: again 

and again returning to the text (or, importantly for our discussion, the event or 

experience).36 Indeed, Ricoeur’s contribution is found in the fact that he does not ‘leave the 

text behind’ as it were, but constantly returns to it. This is important, as it recognizes that 

we do not replace our naïveté with a criticism, as modernist reductionism tends to suggest. 

There is an inherent humility to this return, because it recognizes that a critical approach 

also results in a naïveté, albeit a post-critical one. This has implications for Pentecostal 

theology – and hermeneutics in particular – where we must resist subordinating experience 

                                                 
30 Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Humans Sciences, 212. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Stiver, Theology After Ricoeur, 61. 
33 Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Humans Sciences, 218. 
34 Paul Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 

349. 
35 Paul Ricoeur, “The Self in the Mirror of the Scriptures,” in The Whole and Divided Self, ed. David E. Aune 

and John McCarthy (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1997), 204; cf. Ricoeur, Time and Narrative. 
36 Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, 171. 
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to explanation, for example. We must also repeatedly return to the world ‘in front of’ the 

text rather than remain in the world of the text, or worse, ‘behind’ it: for it is to our 

contemporary world, and the present situation, that the theological task must be brought to 

bear. In this regard, Yong offers an interesting take on the texts’ horizons, recognizing the 

world of the text (that is, ‘behind’ as well as ‘in front’), but also the world “‘created’ or 

opened up by the text, including the transformations brought about by the text in its 

readers.”37 This, I shall argue, also applies as much to experience as to texts. For the time 

being, however, let us continue our focus upon Ricoeur’s legacy for theology. I will draw 

upon Stiver’s considerable contribution here, for he offers an invaluable interpretation of 

Ricoeur in terms of his significance for theology.  

 

The Legacy of Ricoeurian Hermeneutics 

In his Theology after Ricoeur, Stiver argues that Ricoeur’s philosophy – as centrally 

hermeneutical – offers a rich resource for theology, which is itself centrally hermeneutical 

in nature: especially as the latter attempts to reconfigure itself in the wake of modernity. 

Stiver has also noted Ricoeur’s more specific influence upon the area of systematic 

theology. He sees the basis of Ricoeur’s hermeneutical philosophy lying firmly in the root 

metaphor of interpreting texts.38 In particular, Ricoeur’s hermeneutical arc “provides a 

model for rethinking the nature of systematic theology in the light of the postmodern 

paradigm change.”39 Stiver charts the effects of modernity upon theology and highlights the 

adoption of some of its assumptions, as well as the development of theology’s own kind of 

foundationalism. Both of these developments, however, served only to confine theology. 

For example, as Hans Frei has famously observed, an obsession with verifiable facts has 

resulted in an “eclipse of biblical narrative,” across the entire spectrum of theology (even at 

both liberal and conservative extremes, though of course in different ways). 

Although the early Ricoeur had admitted that his philosophy provides only an 

“approximation” to theological reflection, he later came to recognize the unfeasibility of 

                                                 
37 Amos Yong, Spirit-Word-Community (Eugene: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2002), 256. 
38 Dan R. Stiver, “Systematic Theology After Ricoeur,” Journal of French Philosophy 16, nos. 1 and 2 

(Spring-Fall 2006): 157. 
39 Ibid., 158. 
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such demarcation between his philosophy and theology.40 Indeed, Stiver shows how 

Ricoeur’s hermeneutical arc in fact provides a model for estimating systematic theology, by 

describing how Ricoeur’s development of testimony and attestation can be a basis for 

theological thought. Furthermore, Ricoeur’s narrativistic approach (and especially his focus 

on metaphor) gives theology a way of thinking more naturally through its sources. The arc, 

in particular, takes into account the problem with foundationalism: namely, the fact that 

“we always begin reflection too late.”41 Bringing this to bear on the theological scene, we 

have a reflective postmodern philosophy which recognizes that both Scripture and 

experience are already interpreted. Systematics comes in at the explanatory stage but is not 

the be-all and end-all of the process. Indeed, systematics is not an exhaustive framework 

which incorporates Scripture and experience, as some would seem to think. It is instead a 

step forward, along an ongoing process. As such, its place is “supportive and not 

dominative.”42 

With the third, post-critical moment of the hermeneutical arc, Ricoeur offers a rich 

development of “testimony/attestation,” particularly in his later work. In the 1970s, he had 

identified “existential/religious” affirmation with the “hermeneutics of testimony,” through 

which testimony can be critically appropriated by the ‘trial of faith’. Stiver notes, though, 

that the “existential singularity cannot ultimately be replaced.”43 For Ricoeur, the 

existential self-understanding is a kind of “attestation,” which cannot be superseded by a set 

of ethical rules.44 It is, rather, similar in kind to Aristotle’s phronesis: a  holistic insight and 

affirmation, which therefore phronetically transcends outward ‘proof’. Importantly, this is 

not a rejection: understanding and critique are welcome, but attestation moves beyond 

these. This is, Stiver observes, “a helpful way to understand the nature of faith 

affirmations.”45 It is on this level of testimony, asserts Stiver, that philosophy and theology 

can be seen to most closely converge in Ricoeur.46 

                                                 
40 Paul Ricoeur, “Freedom in the Light of Hope,” trans. Robert Sweeney, in Essays on Biblical Interpretation, 

ed. Lewis S. Mudge (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 165; idem., Figuring the Sacred: Religion, 

Narrative, and Imagination, trans. David Pellauer, ed. Mark I. Wallace (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 

216; idem., Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 45, cf. 43. 
41 Stiver, “Systematic Theology After Ricoeur,” 159. 
42 Ibid., 160. 
43 Ibid., 161. 
44 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 23. 
45 Stiver, “Systematic Theology After Ricoeur,” 161. 
46 Ibid., 161-2. 
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Figuration or mimesis, which are Ricoeur’s later terms – employed in order to 

group symbol, metaphor, and narrative – attempt to overcome the move in philosophy away 

from such. There has been a similar move in theology, Stiver asserts: a move away from the 

figurative in order to be systematic. Ricoeur’s argument is that in metaphor we have a 

surplus of meaning that is never fully translatable into language.47 However, “what 

Ricoeur’s conception of metaphor does not develop,” claims Stiver, “is the way that even 

conceptual thought is interlaced with metaphor.”48 The philosophy of science serves as a 

case in point, for it is here, too, “where scientific paradigms are often deeply configured by 

basic metaphorical models.” 

Stiver insists, then, that we cannot neatly divide the first and second moments in the 

hermeneutical arc as figurative and univocal, respectively. This reveals “how deeply 

systematic theology’s conceptuality itself is shaped by root metaphors.”49 As an example of 

this, Stiver cites the various atonement theories, and contrasts such approaches with the 

Symbolism of Evil, where Ricoeur demonstrates how “the actual rupture of sin or fault 

cannot be captured by essential or pure phenomenological description.”50 It is from the 

conclusion of this work “that one must,” as Stiver asserts, “unavoidably have recourse to 

figurative language to capture such mysterious, inexplicable experiences.” This set Ricoeur 

on a detour through figurative language. It is not a matter of simply asserting the 

inexpressibility of the experience, however. Rather, Stiver’s concern is to demonstrate the 

continual need for the figurative, alongside the logical or systematic explanation, and he 

highlights the “diagnostic” nature of discourse between the phenomenological (of human 

experience), and the scientific (physiological) account.51 This concern crops up in the third 

part of Memory, History, Forgetting, in Ricoeur’s discussion of the cortical and the 

psychic. It also correlates with the wider problem concerning the relationship between 

universe and world; natural history and human history; cosmic time and lived time. 

A post-critical appropriation is a return to the symbols, metaphors and narratives 

that generated the drive for explanation to begin with. Systematic theology, Stiver argues, 

                                                 
47 Ibid., 162. 
48 Ibid., 161. 
49 Ibid., 163. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 163; cf. Paul Ricoeur, Freedom and Nature: The Voluntary and the Involuntary, trans. Erazim Kohák 

(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1966), 87. 



 

 

155 

“is therefore not so systematic that it leaves behind its figurative roots.” Indeed, even in its 

explanatory function it draws on metaphor and narrative, which both enliven and configure 

its entire framework. As Ricoeur would have it, “[s]ymbols give rise to thought,” and this, 

importantly, includes phronetic thinking.52 

We have seen then how the arc can be applied to theology (particularly systematic 

theology). How might Ricoeur’s work be brought to bear upon the question of community 

identity through time? Identity is specifically taken up by Ricoeur in his Oneself as Another 

where he outlines a “hermeneutic of the self.” As Stiver has pointed out, Ricoeur’s 

hermeneutic of the self is part of the “third force” – beyond both empiricism and idealism – 

characterizing the French “incarnation” tradition, which lays emphasis on the lived body. 

This is developed early on, particularly through Ricoeur’s phenomenology.53 Oneself as 

Another deals with the difference between ‘I’ and ‘self’; meme (same) and soi-meme 

(oneself, or self-same): also termed idem and ipse, respectively.54 For Ricoeur, the 

significance of selfhood lies in ipse-identity, rather that idem-identity, because it is the ipse-

identity which is open to change and relationships with the “other-than-self.”55 Idem-

identity, on the other hand, is opposed to such relationship. As Ricoeur explains, “[t]he 

difference between idem and ipse is nothing more than the difference between a substantial 

or formal identity and a narrative identity.”56 Importantly, as Stiver observes, “…the self’s 

changing and dynamic identity is not vitiated but validated by time and the Other.”57 There 

are, then, objective and subjective sides to identity: for example in names given and so on, 

but also in the sense of ‘mine-ness’. Turning from linguistic analysis to the theory of action 

in analytical philosophy, Ricoeur encounters similar issues: it cannot do justice to a ‘life’ 

rather than ‘event’.58 This is yet another example of the history problematic that will be 

addressed properly further on. I will return to a discussion of the important themes from 

Oneself as Another as we bring Ricoeur’s earlier work to bear upon Memory, History, 

                                                 
52 Stiver, “Systematic Theology After Ricoeur,” 163. 
53 Ibid., 165. 
54 Dan R. Stiver, “Systematic Theology After Ricoeur,” Journal of French Philosophy 16, nos. 1 and 2 

(Spring-Fall 2006): 168. 
55 Ibid. 
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University of Chicago Press, 1985), 246. 
57 Dan R. Stiver, “Systematic Theology After Ricoeur,” Journal of French Philosophy 16, nos. 1 and 2 
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Forgetting. Before doing so, however, we must take up the thread of imagination, which 

has so far been traced within Yong’s work, but has yet to be expounded from Ricoeur’s 

oeuvre. This will now be rectified, in order to explore the possibilities of these two 

thinkers’ projects being woven together. 

 

 

The Imagination in Ricoeur 

 

Ricoeur arguably first explores the creative role of imagination in the Symbolism of 

Evil. Here, notably, it is imagination’s role in language which is the focus. Richard Kearney 

believes that Ricoeur’s poetic hermeneutic of the imagination represents “the ultimate, if 

discreet, agenda of his entire philosophical project.”59 Indeed, Ricoeur’s hermeneutic 

discussion of the imaginative function throughout the Symbolism of Evil, The Rule of 

Metaphor, Time and Narrative, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, and From Text to Action, 

“represents,” claims Kearney, “the most powerful reorientation of a phenomenology of 

imagining towards a hermeneutics of imagining.”60 In this linguistic imagination, Ricoeur 

affirms the poetic nature of imagining: a nod to the hermeneutic – and therefore multi-

layered – nature of meaning conveyed through a verbal image. To say one thing in terms of 

another and thereby to say several things at once, and so to create something new: this is 

the continual concern in so much of Ricoeur’s philosophy. 

It is important to note first of all that Ricoeur’s own contribution to the philosophy 

of imagination was born out of his discontent with the theories of imagination available to 

him. He locates these “confused” accounts on two opposite axes.61 On the one hand, the 

imaginative process is explained in terms of the object, for example the faded impression in 

the memory of the image as trace. This pole has the imagination conceived very much in a 

reproductive function. On the other hand, it is an explanation in terms of the subject – 

specifically the human subject – who freely thinks creatively, or ‘imaginatively’. This is the 

imagination in its productive capacity. This distinction is not the whole story, however: it is 

not simply a matter of applying the imagination to either a reproduction of some given, or 

                                                 
59 Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur, 36. 
60 Ibid., 37. 
61 Ibid., 38. 
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of putting it to use in the creation of something wholly new. It is here that Ricoeur 

emphasizes the role of the imagining subject, and raises the question as to whether one is 

“capable or not of assuming a critical consciousness of the difference between the real and 

the imaginary.”62 In the act of imagining, can we finally distinguish between a legitimate 

representation of something ‘real’ afforded us by the reproductive imagination, and a 

fanciful creation proceeding from the creative, productive imagination?  Here, crucially, 

“[t]he theories of the image…divide up along an axis which is no longer noematic but 

noetic, and whose variations are regulated by degrees of belief.” The phenomenological 

concern with the noematic, or knowledge of phenomena in and of itself, is superseded by a 

noetic turn to the subject, which dwells upon the mental processes of the imagining subject. 

This is less to do with what is known, and more to do with who knows, and how they know. 

This distinction is, I think, central to Ricoeur’s thought concerning the imaginary, 

but has the potential to be easily misunderstood. Ricoeur asks, “[d]o these aporias 

themselves betray a fault in the philosophy of imagination or the structural feature of 

imagination itself which it would be the task of philosophy to take account of?” On his 

account, the fault is in the philosophy of imagination on this point: specifically, in its 

failure to develop a hermeneutic account of imagining. Indeed, for Ricoeur, the most basic 

structural feature of the imagination is semantic innovation: images are spoken before they 

are seen. This means that they cannot be understood merely as the fading residue of 

perception (as with empiricism), nor the negation or neutralization of perception (as eidetic 

phenomenology would have it).63 For Ricoeur, then, the productive power of the 

imagination is primarily verbal, as can be seen in the example of a metaphor in poetry, 

whereby two semantic fields come together to create something new at the poetic level, out 

of what were two unrelated, or ‘impertinent’ predicates at the literal level. As Ricoeur puts 

it, “[i]magination comes into play in that moment when a new meaning emerges from out 

of the ruins of the literal interpretation.”64 

 

 

                                                 
62 Paul Ricoeur, “L’imagination dans le discours et dans l’action,” in Du texte a l’action (Paris: Editions du 

Seuil, 1986), 215-216, cited in Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur, 39.  
63 Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur, 39-40. 
64 Ricoeur, “L’imagination dans le discours et dans l’action,” 213-219, cited in Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur, 40. 
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The Philosophy of the Imagination 

Drawing on Aristotle’s idea of metaphor, Ricoeur observes that the inherent 

meaning here stems from the similarity between two semantic fields that were previously 

dissimilar (the alternative, of two already-similar fields, is clearly not what Aristotle meant, 

since such a role would be unnecessary). Ricoeur emphasises that it is the “semantic shock” 

created between the two dissimilar elements, which produces a new meaning. On this score, 

then, imagination is the ability to reconcile opposing meanings metaphorically, “forging an 

unprecedented semantic pertinence from an old impertinence.”65 In this way the ‘seeing-as’ 

of Wittgenstein (that is, seeing something in terms of something else) can be seen to pre-

suppose a ‘saying-as’. This is the power of language, which Ricoeur’s work recognizes. 

Indeed, “[t]his is the decisive point,” notes Kearney: as for Ricoeur what matters in 

imagination, is the function of the images rather than their content. ‘Function’ here implies 

“both an intentional projection of possible meanings (the hermeneutic model) and a 

schematizing synthesis of the many under the guise of the same (the Kantian model).”66 As 

Ricoeur himself asserts, “the operation of grasping the similar in a predicative assimilation 

responding to a semantic clash between dissimilar readings,” which is imagination, is 

accounted for precisely by this dual function of projection and schematism.67 Is this, then, 

how Ricoeur ultimately employs Kant: after a ‘hermeneuticization’ (for want of a word)? It 

would seem so, given that Ricoeur’s understanding has the productive power of language 

intimately linked to the productive power of imagination. New meanings arise through 

speech in the form of “new verbal images.” For this to occur, the phenomenological 

understanding of imagining in terms of appearance must be enriched by the hermeneutic 

account of imagining as meaning.68 A new meaning might be demanded by a certain 

situation, and the active response to this demand is imagination: that is, “the demand of 

emerging realities to be by being said in new ways.”69 

The poetic imagination, then, creates meaning in response “to the desire of being to 

be expressed.” Kearney likens the poetic imagination to Janus (the Roman god of 

transitions, amongst other things), facing in two directions simultaneously: back to the 
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66 Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur, 40. 
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being, and forward to the language. The former is that which is revealed, the latter that 

which is revealing. Even at this level of language, the imagination presents a (revealing-of-

being) text, which itself provides “new horizons of meaning for the reader.”70 It is the realm 

of possibility that the poetic imagination opens up to the reader – which provides the 

freedom from the sensible, present world – which is required for this revelation of new 

ways of being in the world.71 For the purposes of the current project, this might apply 

equally to the context of a reader of written texts, or to a witness of cultural narrative 

(‘lived’ tradition, for example). In this way, semantic innovation, as a function of 

imagination, can be understood as an ontological event. ‘Being’ leads to – and informs – 

imagination, provoking language-revealing being. It is in this “ontological novelty” as 

Kearney puts it, that Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of imagination is prompted to move from a 

first order referential function of usual, everyday language (as simple reference to empirical 

reality), to a second-order reference: toward the consideration of possible worlds. The 

major difference then, between this hermeneutic approach to imagination, and that of 

existentialism or structuralism, is its emphasis on “the capacity of world-disclosure yielded 

by texts.”72 Hermeneutics resists being tied to either an ‘objective’ structural analysis of 

texts, or the subjective existential analysis of texts’ authors. Rather, hermeneutics is 

concerned with the worlds opened up, by both texts and authors. Furthermore, the 

‘revealing’ of possible worlds by the poetic imagination allows for renewed understanding 

of ourselves as beings-in-the-world. As a hermeneutic process, however, this is not given as 

immediate self-understanding. A detour is required, and this is carried out through 

interpreting signs: deciphering meanings from myths, symbols and so on. As Kearney 

suggests, “[t]he shortest route from the self to itself is through the images of others.”73 The 

question of the self in relation to others will lead us shortly to a deeper consideration of 

Ricoeur’s work on precisely these categories, which will aid in the development of an 

understanding of the ‘self’ at the collective level. First, however, we must complete our 

survey of Ricoeur’s hermeneutical approach to the imagination. 
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The Hermeneutic Imagination 

Crucially, then, the hermeneutic imagination transcends mere interpretation. Rather, 

through the imagining of possible worlds, it provides “projects of action.”74 Indeed, 

“[i]magination has a projective function which pertains to the very dynamism of action”: it 

dissolves the opposition between theory and practice.75 Through the provision of 

metaphors, symbols, narratives and so on, imagination suggests “imaginative variations” of 

the world, and reality as a whole. In freely thinking about how the world could be different, 

imagination also provides the freedom to enact these changes. Here, then, is the link 

between semantic innovation and social transformation. Imagination of the possible leads to 

realization by action. For as Ricoeur insists, there is “no action without imagination.”76 

The hermeneutic conviction of Ricoeur is that “meaning is never simply the 

intuitive possession of a subject but is always mediated through signs and symbols [of] our 

intersubjective existence.”77 An understanding of consciousness must therefore involve 

interpretation of culture, and wider society. The Symbolism of Evil, already mentioned 

above, sees Ricoeur’s rejection of the definition of myth as false explanation, and its 

replacement with genuine exploration. Rather than define myth in terms of what it fails to 

do (that is, give a scientific account of reality), we should instead appreciate its role of 

symbolizing. This creative power is what relates the human subject (or, perhaps, a culture, 

or humanity as a whole) to meaning, rather than mere knowledge.78 Ricoeur deals with 

three categories of symbol in the Symbolism of Evil: cosmic, oneiric, and poetic.79 

Cosmic symbols are those aspects of the world which are interpreted as signs of 

ultimate meaning.80 This is the way that we read the sacred onto the world. As Kearney 

describes, “when dealing with cosmic symbols the imagination reads the things of the 

world as signs, and signs as things of the world.”81 The symbolic imagination is already 

linguistic: the words ‘earth’, ‘sea’, ‘sky’ for example, have double meaning.82 The 
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79 Paul Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil, 1011. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Kearney, On Paul Ricoeur, 43. 
82 Ibid.; cf. Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy. 
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“expressivity of the world comes to language through the symbol as double meaning.” The 

oneiric symbol points to a similar ‘expressivity’, though this time in the psyche.83 “Cosmos 

and psyche are two poles of the same ‘expressivity’: I express myself in expressing the 

world.”84 Importantly, this expressive function presupposes a relation to language. In the 

poetic mode, symbol reveals “language in a state of emergence.”85 Finally, the poetical “is 

the epitome of the symbolic imagination.”86 

The three modes are connected in that, in all of them, the image is taken as a sign, 

not as a representation.87 This distinction, to which Ricoeur continually returns, is 

expressed in the Symbolism of Evil in terms of the contrast between the static image of a 

portrait, and the dynamic image of an expression. In Ricoeur’s earlier Freud and 

Philosophy, the opposition is between “image-representation” and “image-verb.” Ricoeur’s 

concern in these examples is to overcome the standing representational model, which has 

the image as merely a modification, or negation, of the reality that is perceived. Quoting 

Bachelard, Ricoeur asserts that “[t]he poetic image becomes a new being of our language, it 

expresses us in making us that which it expresses.”88 Ricoeur’s position recognizes the 

relatedness of signification and imagination – through their common belonging to language 

– rather that their opposition, which Husserl before him had emphasized. 

 

 

Yong’s Hermeneutics 

 

It is time now to consider how the imagination functions hermeneutically within 

Yong’s theology, so as to guide the subsequent integration of Ricoeur’s work with Yong’s. 

There are a number of readily apparent similarities between Ricoeur’s hermeneutics and 

Yong’s own approach to interpretation, which I will highlight along the way. Indeed, Yong 

explores language whilst dealing with the objects of interpretation, and the second strand of 
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his Spirit-Word-Community triad, ‘Word’.89 Discussing how it is that God speaks, Yong 

briefly describes Austin’s speech-act theory, and concludes that “Spirit-inspired 

speech…has transformative effects on both the speaker and the audience.”90 How is it that 

such speech changes us, on Yong’s account?  Important to note here is his broader usage of 

the term ‘word’. Yong is not limiting its meaning to Scripture: rather, it is “spoken, lived, 

and written…”91 Significantly, then, experience is also understood as constituting word. 

This is where the close link between God’s Word and human experience should be 

emphasized, for it is our experience of God (both mediated by His Word, as well as being a 

form of word itself) that the impetus for change is found. Pentecostal hermeneutics has 

generally co-opted experience with the Spirit: the idea being that it is our ecstatic 

experiences (attributed to the Spirit’s work), which defines our particular understanding: for 

example, in the doctrinal distinctive of tongues. But Yong’s choice to ‘reassign’, as it were, 

experience to the logos is an inspired one, for it serves not only to describe experience in 

more general (that is, less ethereal) terms, but also stresses an important  point: experience 

is integral to all human knowledge, and plays a part in our reasoning. Indeed, as Gadamer 

demonstrated, it forms the very basis of our rationality, especially through phronesis as we 

have seen. Thus, word, on Yong’s account, includes experience. The point is that 

experience occurs both im-mediately (as the initial event which is experienced as a whole), 

but also mediatively: as the experiencer ‘re-experiences’ the event through their later 

reflection of it. 

Yong notes the obvious subjectivity of a hermeneutic which is purely 

pneumatological, however, and the difficulty presented by the “innumerable false claims” 

which would naturally ensue: with numerous contradictory interpretations of what the 

Spirit is saying, for example. As Vanhoozer has cautioned, “[t]here is such a thing as 

misinterpretation.”92 Nevertheless, despite our sharing the biblical text in common, there is 

equal potential for subjectivity in our interpretation of the Word as found in Scripture. In 

following with his central thesis (that theological interpretation is “the continuous interplay 

of Spirit, Word, and community”), Yong seeks to discern these objects of interpretation by 
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outlining a hermeneutics of religious experience, the Word of God, and of the ecclesial 

tradition.93 In the first instance, interpretation requires self-reflection; understanding how 

our experiences of self and community relate to our understanding of God, and the world. 

Yong makes the important point that experience is both phenomenologically and logically 

prior to reflection (and, therefore, also prior to theology). It therefore affects how we 

approach such reflection.94 Here Yong asks, what is meant by ‘experience’? Drawing again 

on Donald Gelpi, he defines his use of the term as “including all uncritical or pure-

reflective cognition” as well as “the entire spectrum of human evaluative responses.”95 

Yong therefore seeks “to point out how some of our experiences affect our theologizing 

when brought to reflective consciousness.” Here he notes the discrete ‘slices’ that we take 

from the whole experience during our second order reflection of it.96 This may at first seem 

to be a reduction, and contrary to Heidegger’s assertion that our experiences constitute an 

irreducible awareness of the whole. However, Yong is here discussing the second-order 

reflection of experience that we have touched on above.97 These aspects of our experiences 

are therefore already interpretations, given as they are semiotically.98 Pure experience, on 

Yong’s account is effectively inaccessible, for interpretation occurs “all the way down.”99 

In this way, we can recognize that “experience functions as an object for theological 

interpretation.”100 Experiences, to stress the point, can therefore be both the medium and 

object of interpretation. In the former, they are “normative with regard to how we 

interpret.” Discernment of experience, in this sense, must happen “amidst the self-in-

community,” to ensure a legitimate interpretation of what otherwise poses solipsistic 

danger. In the latter case, an experience is “abstracted as a semiotic datum for 

interpretation.”101 Insofar as experience presents the medium for interpretation, we must 

wait until further on, and a discussion surrounding community, for a fuller exploration.  
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94 Ibid., 246. 
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Word as Scripture 

The classical-humanist paradigm sees texts as “stretches of language which serve to 

express the thoughts and ideas of their authors,” with reference to the extra-linguistic world 

of ‘reality’.102 In this view, texts are recognized as “linguistically mediating interpersonal 

communication,” with the author, and his situation, forming part of the text. The task of 

exegesis, then, has traditionally assumed that meaning resides in the author’s intention and, 

notably, not in the text itself. E. D. Hirsch’s work reflects this understanding, and employs 

the term ‘significance’ to differentiate between the initial, once-and-for-all meaning 

determined by the author, and what the text comes to signify for the reader: its 

significance.103 However, this delineation seems to be little more than a semantic triviality, 

since significance effects a meaning of some sort regardless of the term applied. As we 

have already seen, attempts to retrieve authorial intent are misguided in that they tend to 

neglect serious consideration of the reader’s horizon. But of greater concern is that Hirsch’s 

separation of significance from meaning serves to demean (quite literally) the 

contemporary application of a text: denying its power for the present. Ricoeur’s important 

contribution along these lines is found in his recognition that a text is autonomous from its 

author.104 The writer is absent from reading, just as the reader is absent from the writing. 

This is what Ricoeur terms the “double eclipse,” and encapsulates his notion of 

“distanciation,” already discussed above.105 

Yet despite this historical distance, Christians (and Pentecostals particularly) 

maintain that the biblical text, for example, still holds meaning for us today, as an address 

from God. Thiselton takes up this important idea of address, where emphasis is placed upon 

communication, rather than merely the transmission of a “disembodied text.”106 He hints 

that such disembodiment is the other extreme to Docetism, and asks, “is the Word made 

flesh to become purely and exclusively ‘word’ again, when the oral message of Jesus, 

embodied in his life and deeds, takes the form of a written text which can be transmitted 
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independently of the life-context which it presupposes?”107 Focussing on the centrality of 

such communication, Yong explores “how the written Word of God functions as object for 

theological interpretation.”108 First, he notes the diversity of genres in the scriptures, with a 

plurality of voices even within these. A diversity of methods, approaches, and interpretation 

is thus required. Here he also notes the “closed” and “open” nature of differing texts. 

Second, Scripture was always intended to be read, spoken, heard, and so on. Yong therefore 

importantly notes that the Word of God, even in Scripture, is not simply located textually: 

“Scripture is not the Word of God but makes present the living Word of God in Jesus 

Christ.” Third, on the question of authority, Yong insists that the Bible’s authority, or 

normativeness, “does not work in isolation.”109 

On this subject, Yong draws on David Kelsey’s dejure and defacto modes of 

authority. Kelsey’s analysis emphasizes the latter, as providing normative patterns, but 

Yong charts the dejure mode: looking back to the earliest Jewish Christians who effectively 

relocated the Word of God “within the confines of the written text.”110 Drawing on Edward 

Farley, Yong shows how Christians have inherited both the concept of written Scripture, 

and a “diasporic mentality” from inter-testamental Judaism. Farley’s important claim is that 

the modern reaction against seeing the Word of God as the written text is then undoubtedly 

positive, for it “frees Christians, to once again grapple with the Word of God as mediated, 

rather than circumscribed by Scripture.”111 Yong agrees, then, that ‘inspired’, ‘inerrant’, 

and ‘infallible’ are “problematic categories.”112 Although what was initially written and 

received defines what Christianity is, we are, nevertheless, not blank slates on to which 

such revelation can be transposed.113 Christianity is what it is today in a markedly different 

sense to what it was at the time in which the Scriptures were originally written, but no less 

legitimately. This is so because what is received by today’s Church, although perhaps 

identical in fact, differs in form from that handed down long ago. Two thousand years and 
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widely different cultural milieu inevitably result in a change – however gradual – even at 

the level of identity. 

 

Word as Tradition 

In interpreting, then – whether texts or experience – “the criteria for determining 

those which are valid from those which are not may not be purely textual.”114 It is worth 

quoting Yong at length on this important point: 

 

[S]uch criteriology reintroduces the real and yet necessarily healthy tension 

between Spirit and Word whereby both are distinct and yet interdependent, 

mutually reciprocal, and mutually subordinated to the other. In short, 

meaning and interpretation is grounded at least in a two-fold manner: in 

author(s) or text(s) insofar as the biblical language functions 

communicatively (Word), and in performative or interpretive activity 

insofar as the biblical language functions transformatively (Spirit).115 

 

What this means, is that a valid interpretation finds its basis in the initial creation of the 

text, but is also determined in and through its subsequent ‘lived-ness’, as it impacts the 

believer within their experiences of God, as outworked through their renewed existence. 

This latter aspect is heavily reliant upon the Spirit, who can be understood as dynamically 

interpreting the Word(s) of Scripture and experience. 

Yong also discusses ecclesial tradition, by which he refers to the Church, as bearer 

of Christian truth through the ‘word’ of tradition.116 There is implicit reference to 

Gadamer’s Wirkungsgeschichte here.117 Of course, the acceptance of effective history also 

presupposes that there is necessarily an ineffective history, equally.118 Just as there are 

elements of past tradition that have been preserved, there will also be much which has been 

forgotten. Yong develops this idea in terms of God’s revelation, suggesting that, for 

example, the inter-testamental period – although reflecting a silence on God’s part – would 
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nevertheless have been witness to God’s Word: but which, for all intents and purposes, 

ignored it (hence the 400 year-wide chasm between the testaments). This is interesting on a 

number of fronts: most particularly in that it would seem, then, that God’s word is reliant 

upon a community for its reception. This appears to be an obvious point, but might a 

corollary to this be that some of what has been received has been ‘twisted’ in some way? 

Or even that what has been accepted as God’s Word is in fact not? Heikki Räisänen has 

made a similar suggestion, insisting that there is far more to be considered than Gadamer’s 

effective history.119 Räisänen’s contention is that we cannot base Christian theology upon 

biblical writings. As Thiselton summarizes, “[t]he core of Räisänen’s thesis is that ‘if 

biblical studies are taken really seriously, traditional ways of using the Bible in 

theology…become unviable,’ largely because of ‘the non-historicity of crucial events,’ but 

also because ‘the New Testament has turned out to be filled with theological 

contradictions’.”120 For Räisänen, then, the conflict of interpretations is proof enough that 

the Bible is self-contradictory. 

Of particular interest to our discussion is Räisänen’s point – in contrast to 

Gadamer’s effective history – that some traditions are supressed or ignored. The 

importance of this is in our recognition that there will be traditions passed down that are not 

in keeping with the truth they purport to convey. Equally, there will be ‘true’ traditions 

which are marginalized, or deemed ‘ineffective’ by the main thrust of history. A pertinent 

question, then, is “how does the theologian weed out the invalid tradition from the 

valid?”121 Yong recognizes here what I would like to term the ‘criteriological paradox’: 

whereby we employ criteria drawn from within a tradition to determine which traditions 

themselves (in the sense of enduring truth-claims, ethical paradigms and so on) are to be 

considered true or false. This, of course, ultimately results in an infinite regress.122 

Importantly, the result of this is that all theological reflection will “retain these features of 

locality,” since it is always engaged in from within a given context. Respecting the 

resulting tension, and recognizing bias, means that theology has a certain corrigibility to 
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it.123 We will now deal with this important corrective element, as we pay closer attention to 

ecclesial tradition in a discussion of the third and final moment of Yong’s schema: 

community. 

 

Community: Interpretive Context 

In his later discussion around the contexts of interpretation, Yong adopts David 

Tracy’s framework of the theological task (though in reverse): of the academy, ecclesial 

self-understanding, and praxis.124 Consideration of ecclesial praxis prompts a consideration 

of narrative theology which, as Yong points out, is by no means a recent development, 

although the label is new. 125 Recent explorations in this field also add the postmodern 

insight, and as such offer an important corrective to the modern approach to narrative, in a 

return to the personal element which is, after all, of central import to communities.126 For, 

as we have shown, meaningful truth is not that which is free from subjectivity, and indeed 

is inter-subjective in nature. 

In discussing ecclesial identity, Yong posits that the biblical testaments reveal faith 

communities which are finding their way, involved in a pursuit of God through process. As 

such, the New Testament can even be seen reinterpreting the Old Testament, as the truth of 

the earlier tradition is brought to light by later events, and reframed by them. Thus, there is 

no one, singular biblical world. This raises obvious concerns, and Yong describes the 

subsequent efforts of those who accept a canon of Scripture to harmonize the texts: for 

example, in the ‘biblical theological’ approach. This methodology attempts to arrive at a 

whole, coherent picture of the text. If one is to remain within biblical theology strictures, 

however, Yong sees two options: (1) a systemization of the material within a certain theme 

or motif (for example, redemption), or (2) an engagement in a “pluralistic enterprise,” 

which recognizes distinctive theologies, such as Pauline, Lukan, Johannine and so on.127 
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The former option would seem, I think, self-evidently superficial; for although there are no 

doubt various themes throughout the Scriptures – which certainly have much to say to 

readers and Christian communities alike – it is clearly inappropriate to subordinate the 

entire canon under any one, overarching topic. In the case of the latter, we are faced with a 

number of limiting factors, with concern for authorial intent (and the concomitant rejection 

of interpretations which cannot be defended on such grounds) and recognition that an 

audience would have had a limited (that is, coherent) understanding of the texts.  

  Indeed, this is how a canonical understanding is arrived at to begin with. For a 

community to be established – and continue – in the faith, there is necessarily an in-built 

coherence present.128 To this end, Yong asserts the necessity for both biblical and historical 

theology, noting the “double-minded” nature of fundamentalist and evangelical-inspired 

primitivism, in that they interpreted their experiences, but insisted upon a fundamentalist 

approach to Scripture.129 He observes: “Needless to say, Pentecostals have been driven 

beyond a naïve biblical theology toward historical theology as a multifaceted and 

multidimensional project.”130 

 

Spirit, Word, and Community 

The element of change, which is inherent to any dynamic system, requires a 

temporal medium to hold meaning. Along these lines, Yong summarizes his own argument 

concerning the Spirit, asserting that “the inspiration of Scripture should not be considered 

simply as a historical claim.”131 Indeed, inspiration is as dynamic and ongoing as the Spirit 

is, so that “[t]heological reflection on this side of the eschaton remains an open-ended and 

ceaseless task in the Spirit through whom we live, move, have our being, and interpret.”132 

Interpretation of Scripture must therefore occur out of faith: taking the words of 

Scripture to be God’s words. In Pentecostal theology this raises some particularly 

interesting questions, since a pneumatic hermeneutic must rest upon an understanding of 

the Spirit, which is itself arrived at through interpretation: pneumatology is therefore itself a 
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hermeneutical question. How, then, are we to hope to reach a ‘valid’ interpretation of the 

mediated word? Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of suspicion and retrieval presents a framework 

through which interpretation of the Word – whether spoken, written, or lived – might 

secure corrigibility. His approach answers a perennial problem: in the search for truth, what 

assurance can we expect of having attained it? Where modernity has trained us to employ 

our critical faculties, Ricoeur’s approach is decidedly postmodern: though, importantly, not 

in the sense that he rejects modernity. Rather, he recognizes its limitations. Indeed, it is 

modernity itself that has revealed its own shortcomings, as through the critical approach 

that it advances, a meta-criticism emerges that reveals a questionable starting point. Ricoeur 

states the problem succinctly: “This process of suspicion which started several centuries 

ago has already changed us. We are more cautious about our beliefs, sometimes even to the 

point of lacking courage; we profess to be only critical and not committed. I would say that 

people are now more paralysed than blind.”133 The criticism that Ricoeur urges, then, is not 

an attempt to reach an 'objective' truth, but to overcome the falsehoods that are themselves 

accepted as truth when hidden ideology and false consciousness are left unchecked. The 

result is an explanation which promotes the more probable possibilities. Finally, the post-

critical turn constitutes a wager of our very lives on the truth that we have interpreted: it 

becomes a sure truth, because it is a lived truth. 

 

 

A Ricoeurian Synchrony 

 

 Having now described how the imagination functions within the work of Ricoeur – 

especially his hermeneutics – and explored how Yong employs the pneumatological 

imagination in the service of his own approach to hermeneutics, it is time now to revisit 

Ricoeur’s later work in light of his wider project. This will furnish a thorough 

understanding of the applicability of Ricoeur’s imagination toward the historical and pave 

the way for its final synthesis with Yong’s pneumatological imagination, and a Pentecostal 

hermeneutics of history. 
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Esteban Lythgoe has highlighted the role of the imagination in history, as 

articulated in Memory, History, Forgetting, especially as it links the phenomenology of 

memory to the epistemology of history. In this sense, Ricoeur’s usage follows Kant’s 

mediative role of the imagination. Lythgoe’s starting point is Jean-Luc Amalric’s proposal 

regarding the dialectic of imagination and narrative identity, which is “like a poetic mix 

that mediates and renders dialectical two distinct functions of imagination: …”  

 

…on the one hand, what I would call a poetic function of imagination, that 

is, essentially a representation function based on interpretation and 

discourse, and, according to Ricoeur, a practical function of imagination, 

that is, a projective function of imagination able both to clarify, guide and 

make our action dynamic.134 

 

Lythgoe recognizes the differences in how these two functions are articulated in Oneself as 

Another and Memory, History, Forgetting: the former book has the dialectic occurring in 

the self, whilst in the second it has more to do with the figure of the historian, which 

therefore has crucial importance for my collective application.135 

Alexandre Dessingué offers an overview of the origins of a philosophy of memory 

in its relation to history, which serves to frame the French philosophical development of 

these streams of thought. As he points out, treatment of memory in France gained 

widespread importance with Henri Bergson’s Matter and Memory, which was published in 

1986. Émile Durkheim famously followed a more sociological route, looking to collective 

memory at the expense of the individual, and ultimately claiming that the collective has a 

life of its own that is independent of its individual members. One of Durkheim’s students, 

Maurice Halbwachs would take up this issue, but effectively distanced himself from his 

teacher: instead embracing the centrality of the individual. Ricoeur goes further still in 

transcending the choice of ‘collective or individual’, insisting instead upon the dialogical 
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nature of memory. We will shortly engage both Lythgoe and Dessingué in their analysis of 

Ricoeur’s work around the imagination and memory. For now, however, we must briefly 

explore the relationship between these two cognitive categories. 

 

The Imagination and Memory 

Memory and imagination have always been closely related, and a continual source 

of study and interest since Plato.136 The conventional wisdom that memory is an image of 

something, has tended to determine the way in which one thinks of memory: that is, as 

more or less true to the thing ‘imaged’. This is carried forward even to Husserl’s 

phenomenology, where ‘traces’ of something are true to a lesser or greater extent. In his 

Poetics, Aristotle recognizes imagination as the condition for remembering or 

reminiscing.137 For Aristotle, then, it is the poet’s rendering of reality that is closer to the 

truth than the historian’s. Whilst the subject of memory is in the past, the perception of 

memory is very much in the present. His understanding of time is conventionally linear, 

and his idea of how the individual experiences time can be summarized as follows: memory 

of the past, perception in the present, expectation for the future. As Dessingué observes, 

“[t]ime as cumulative and memory as a process going from an affectation in the past to a 

perception in the present are central issues in Aristotle.” The relation between past and 

present in Plato, however, is an aporia: a kind of “non-sense.” Memory serves to remember 

a “non-object”: to make present something which no longer exists. Here is the key 

difference between Aristotle and Plato then: Aristotle highlights the “has been,” whereas 

Plato’s emphasis is upon the “no longer,” of the past. Aristotle further develops his 

understanding through two kinds of relations between affection and perception – the 

memory of the past perceived in the here-and-now – by distinguishing between mneme (the 

passive, involuntary) and anamnesis (the active, voluntary search).138 The former would be 

akin to a memory which seemingly asserts itself without any conscious effort, with the 

latter more a sought-after memory such as an elusive name, or fact. 
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Importantly, images produced by memory are not passively stored, but the product 

of time. This time is, crucially, cumulative time, which separates the object or event itself 

from the perception of the object or event after the fact.139 It is from this philosophy that the 

distinction between the representation of memory, and the writing of history, comes. The 

difference is in the process involved in rediscovering the past: historians look to historical 

facts or official sources whilst documenting their findings. Representation and perception 

of memory involves emotional and pictorial dimensions. Where history classifies and 

categorizes into periods and so on, memory is a somewhat continuous experience: 

memories remain ever-present in, or to, the remembering subject. Indeed, it is this which 

makes memory open to a phenomenological study.140 Ricoeur, however, wants to give 

priority to what he believes is the defining feature of memory itself: how it assures the 

perseverance of the past image over time.141 In this way, Ricoeur moves beyond the 

phenomenology of Husserl, and emphasizes memory as a kind of belief, which therefore 

calls for ‘faithfulness to’, rather than more propositional ideas of ‘truthfulness’.  

 

Imagination in Memory and History 

Lythgoe, in his lengthy review of Ricoeur’s Memory, History, Forgetting, 

highlights the role of imagination in memory and history, as it is expressed throughout the 

volume, but also in comparison to Ricoeur’s earlier works. Lythgoe observes that there are 

two main functions of the imagination employed by Ricoeur: the poetical and the practical. 

The former is associated with interpretation and discourse, whilst the latter projectively 

guides actions. Both functions are present in Memory, History, Forgetting, but Lythgoe 

notes their association with different aspects of memory. Generally, the first (poetic) is 

encountered at the phenomenological, cognitive level; whilst the second (practical) is 

brought to bear upon the analyses of the abuses of memory, including artificial memory. 

Lythgoe draws our attention to the similarities of these imaginative functions in Oneself as 

Another and Memory, History, Forgetting, but also aims to reveal important differences; as 

well as to suggest reasons for them. 

                                                 
139 Ibid., 170-1. 
140 Ibid., 171. 
141 Lythgoe, “Social Imagination, Abused Memory, and the Political Place of History,” 36. 



 

 

174 

Lythgoe first establishes the importance of the productive imagination in Memory, 

History, Forgetting. “Some interpreters,” he observes, “suspect that one of the reasons for 

Ricoeur’s move from phenomenology to hermeneutics was his decision to adopt the 

Kantian concept of productive imagination.”142 Indeed, Lythgoe himself follows George 

Taylor and Amalric in recognizing Ricoeur’s use of the productive imagination in the two 

ways proposed by Kant: poetic and practical. However, where Taylor, for example, sees the 

priority of free practical imagination in Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, and the poetic 

imagination employed from Time and Narrative onwards, Lythgoe rather sees both the 

poetic and practical present in Memory, History, Forgetting. It is here, Lythgoe argues, that 

Ricoeur associates the poetic or synthetic function of imagination with the cognitive 

analysis of memory, based on the processes of recognition. The practical or free 

imagination he links with the practical dimension of memory. The convergence of these 

two kinds of imagination occurs most obviously when Ricoeur discusses the potential 

abuse of natural memory, and so on Ricoeur’s account, it is in the figure of the historian 

where these two functions of the imagination seem to be embodied. Indeed, the historian’s 

unique role stems from his ability to recognize manipulation (as well as – it should be noted 

– being the one most able to do the manipulating). Is Ricoeur then, positing the 

‘productive’ imagination as the correct way in which we are to incorporate both 

imaginative functions? Lythgoe contrasts the conjunction of these two functions in the 

historian with the “manipulation of memory where the historian’s poetic imagination is 

subordinated to power, which is close to practical imagination.”143 He continues: “The 

productive imagination closes the gap that the archivist opened between memory and 

history.”144 Ricoeur’s tendency to prefer the ‘both-and’ over the ‘either-or’ inclines me to 

agree with Lythgoe’s assessment here.145 

 

Imagination, Memory and Experience 

Might the distinction of memory as operating either in its cognitive or practical 

dimension, correspond in some way to the two forms of experience described in the 
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previous chapter? Practical memory might mirror in some way the first sense of experience, 

whilst the cognitive function (of recognition) may correlate with the second sense of 

compounded experiences, which makes one ‘experienced’. Also of interest is that the 

“defining feature of memory,” as Ricoeur reminds us, is “[i]ts ability to assure the 

perseverance of the past image over time…” This points to how Yong’s pneumatological 

imagination is to be supplemented: for the past is kept present through memory. Ricoeur’s 

work, we should remember, is to counter the ideological manipulation of history and 

memory, which corresponds neatly with Yong’s call for discernment.146 By synthesizing 

Ricoeur’s insights on memory with the understanding of experience developed earlier, 

might a bridge be made between imagination (via memory) and collective experience; 

providing a stable route for Yong’s pneumatology to be applied to the historical past? In 

order to realise this possibility, whilst having regard to the issue of truthful discernment, we 

would do well to consider Ricoeur’s exploration of how one writes history toward a 

consciously manipulative end: 

 

The “Project for a History of Louis XIV” in effect is a quite extraordinary 

text in that it presents to its reader’s eyes the stratagems of a yet to be 

written history, along with the barely concealed plan of enticing its ultimate 

addressee, the king, to fall into the trap of providing a royal subvention for 

it. The stratagem for writing history thereby laid bare comes down to a 

cunning use of the prestige of the image used in service of rendering 

praise.147 

 

Lythgoe’s reflection upon Ricoeur’s point here is also pertinent to the current project. He 

muses that it remains unclear to what extent we can speak of a dialectic between the poetic 

and practical imagination, with regard to the historian and those in power, respectively; 

and, therefore at the collective level.148  
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A deeper explication of these two functions of imagination is warranted here. The 

poetic/synthetic as recognition (the synthesis of memory and imagination, following Kant 

and Bergson) is, for Ricoeur, a feeling that “arises from the fusion of pure memory and 

image.”149 This description would seem to stem from a belief that there is some sort of 

‘pure memory’: that is, an ‘unprocessed’ memory. What this is exactly remains unclear, but 

the fusion of memory and image Ricoeur calls “configuration,” and this highlights how 

imagination and memory function within the Ricoeurian arc. Lythgoe’s clarification here 

regarding narrative configuration is important and may be a point of debate. He asserts that 

the imaginative synthesis in memory is not similar in nature to narrative configuration since 

with memory we have “pre-reflexive, and even pre-narrative synthesis.”150 That is to say, 

that memory is predominantly reproductive, whereas narrative tends to be productive. The 

subtle difference may be found in the impetus behind the two operations. With memory, we 

look back to the past to try to remember something of some importance. Narrative, 

however, frames something of some (already given) importance within a wider context, and 

usually with the purpose of describing the present (and also to hint at a possible future). 

Narrative is thus more teleological in its function, whereas memory is more 

epistemological. Memory tells us who we are, whilst narrative describes where we are 

going. Imaginative synthesis, then, is dissimilar in nature to narrative configuration in this 

regard. 

 

The Manipulation of Memory 

The dialectic between the poetic and practical imagination comes in, then, as 

Ricoeur analyses the abuses of natural memory and forgetting, especially in relation to 

manipulated memory.151 “Manipulated memory,” explains Lythgoe, “concerns an identity 

claim that memory sustains and is directed toward the rationality of ends.”152 Ricoeur, 

discussing ideology, draws upon his previous work in Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, 

and holds to the three-level distinction elucidated therein: symbolic mediation, the 

legitimacy of power (where the manipulation of memory occurs), and the distortion of 
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reality.153 As Lythgoe points out, narrative configuration “is of crucial importance” in 

ideological manipulation. Indeed, as Ricoeur himself describes, it is only through narrative 

configuration that “the ideologizing of memory is made possible…”154 It is interesting that 

Ricoeur discusses the configuring process of imagination only once in Memory, History, 

Forgetting.155 However, in the first volume of Time and Narrative he had presented a 

detailed treatment of imagination’s role in poetic mimesis, which Ricoeur compares with 

the Kantian schematism. This is how imagination unites understanding and intuition.156 As 

Ricoeur explains: 

 

emplotment…engenders a mixed intelligibility between what has been 

called the point, theme, or thought of a story, and the intuitive presentation 

of circumstances, characters, episodes and changes of fortune that make up 

the denouement. In this way, we may speak of a schematism of the narrative 

function.157  

 

Lythgoe believes that “[t]he most interesting contribution of Memory, History, 

Forgetting lies in the discussion of the manipulator of memory.”158 This is because it is not 

so much power which decides these “official histories” but rather a third party: whom 

Ricoeur calls “Sophists,” but whom Lythgoe believes should be identified as the historian. 

Ricoeur’s example of the Project for a History of Louis XIV is revealing, for we have one 

party ‘practicing’ the poetic imagination (namely, the historian), with quite another 

outworking the practical imagination (specifically, those in power). The former configures, 

the latter confines the narrative through commemorations.159 Lythgoe notes a break here 

between Time and Narrative and Memory, History, Forgetting: in the former, Ricoeur 

followed Gadamer’s belief that tradition might be critically overcome through research, 

whereas in the latter, memory is passively manipulated by ideology. In his three-volume 

work Time and Narrative, it seems that Ricoeur finds a ‘middle course’ between Gadamer 
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and Habermas, in asserting that although we do begin from within a tradition (including its 

prejudices), this fact need not preclude critique of that tradition. This is Habermas’s central 

concern, and in order to enable such critique, he differentiates between Tradition, and 

traditions: the former a sort of ‘form’, the latter a sort of ‘content’. Ricoeur also answers the 

claims of structuralists against Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics.160 As Schwartz 

notes, Ricoeur’s studies on the productive function of the imagination is founded upon his 

description of textual discourse and theory of interpretation.161  

Robert Piercey’s criticism is that “Ricoeur’s middle course…rests on an implausible 

distinction between the form and the content of tradition.”162 He explains how Ricoeur’s 

account of tradition (in Time and Narrative particularly) has itself been shaped by the 

Gadamer-Habermas debate. Piercey shows that the “hermeneutics of historical 

consciousness” developed by Ricoeur in Time and Narrative should be read as his response 

to this debate.163 As Piercey claims: “The Gadamer-Habermas debate… teaches Ricoeur 

what a philosophical hermeneutics ought to do. Time and Narrative is his attempt to do 

it.”164 

 

Historical Discourse 

 For Lythgoe, the difference between the approaches found in Time and Narrative 

and Memory, History, Forgetting is found in The Mark of the Past, where Ricoeur 

reconsiders the link between past and present, arguing that representation should not be 

based on the logic of the eikon, but rather on historical testimony.165 This marks a decisive 

preference for word over image. With this newly defined understanding of ‘representation’, 

Ricoeur introduces a break between historical fact, and historical event. This has important 

ontological and epistemological implications. Historical discourse generally refers to an 

event: what happened in the past. A fact, however, is propositional: “‘something said’, the 

                                                 
160 Schwartz, “Hermeneutics and the Productive Imagination,” 290-300.  
161 Ibid., 291. 
162 Robert Piercey, “Ricoeur’s Account of Tradition and the Gadamer-Habermas Debate,” Human Studies 27 

(2004): 259. Cf. Yong. Spirit-Word-Community, 12, 20. 
163 Piercey, “Ricoeur’s Account of Tradition,” 259. Cf.  Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen 

McLaughlin and David Pellauer, vol. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 207. 
164 Robert Piercey, “Ricoeur’s Account of Tradition,” 259. 260 cf. Ricoeur, Ideology and Utopia, chapter 5. 
165 Paul Ricoeur, “La marque du passé,” Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale 1 (1998): 16, cited in Lythgoe, 

“Social Imagination, Abused Memory, and the Political Place of History,” 40-41. 



 

 

179 

‘what’ of historical discourse…” The event is “‘what one talks about,’ the ‘subject of…’” 

and “makes up historical discourse” itself. There would, no doubt, be a good many changes 

that such a distinction calls for in our approach to the historical. Crucial for my purposes, 

however, is its import for memory. This centres around the fact that memory is tied to an 

event in the past. As such, memory is not fact-propositional, and therefore not merely ‘true’ 

or ‘false’: hence Ricoeur’s focus upon ‘faithfulness’ instead of truthfulness. 

Memory belongs to the past. A gap between history and the past is introduced when 

testimony is recorded. History therefore approaches testimonies as facts and considers 

whether such are true or false, to a lesser or greater extent, with a critical eye: attempting to 

get at the ‘truth’.166 History is therefore inherently distanced from the past in a way that 

memory cannot be. The historian, then, can manipulate memory for the purposes of power. 

But, importantly, so too can they recognize such manipulation, where memory is unable to 

(as “pre-predicative and even pre-narrative…”).167 This will be of some importance further 

on, during a discussion about ideology and utopia, for Ricoeur argues  that ideology cannot 

be judged from an external or absolute: only from within.  This is achieved by declaring an 

ideology’s corresponding utopia and judging it on that basis: effectively asking, how well 

does this ideology result in the assumed utopia? We will explore Ricoeur’s work around 

ideology and utopia in greater depth in the next chapter. For now however, it is worthwhile 

noting Lythgoe’s assertion that “happy memory” is the utopia of Memory, History, 

Forgetting.168 In the figure of the historian the two functions of imagination come together, 

for good or ill.169 Happy memory (the ideal), guides phenomenology of memory, which 

results in happy memory (product, or utopia).170 

Lythgoe, as we have seen, highlights the imagination as it is articulated by Ricoeur 

through Oneself as Another, The Mark of the Past, and Memory, History, Forgetting.171 The 

Mark of the Past is where Ricoeur apparently redefines “representation,” which is 

especially pertinent in regards to the differences between the individual and the collective – 
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at one level – and between identity and memory at another.172 In the end, Lythgoe points to 

psychology as the dialogue partner required for a coherent narrative.173 This is perhaps true 

in the case of the individual, but it strikes me that this does not apply so readily to a 

collective context. It does, however, raise an interesting question in terms of the current 

project: Does Pentecostalism suffer something of an identity crisis?174 An explicit 

elaboration on Ricoeur’s take on memory may serve us well in an attempt to answer this. 

For Ricoeur, memory is “based upon continuity and the reciprocal relation between 

individual memory and collective memory, itself established as historical memory in 

Halbwachs’ sense.”175 

 

Historical Memory and the Self 

In order to properly appreciate what Ricoeur means by “Halbwachs sense,” and to 

further explore the questions surrounding individual and collective identity, we return now 

to Dessingué, who presents a survey of the particular details on which Bergson, Durkheim, 

and Halbwachs differ.176 Ricoeur’s extension of the work on this topic is linked to his 

“hermeneutics of the self,” developed in Oneself as Another, where – as we have seen – he 

argues for a plurality and ‘otherness’ within the same individual.177 This hermeneutics of 

the self involves a difference between the ‘I’ and ‘self’. ‘I’, or as Ricoeur calls it, 

‘sameness’ – represented by the term “idem-identity” – is the unchanging part of the 

individual: that characteristic element which enables us to recognize a person as that 

person. The ‘self’, or ‘ipseite’ – “ipse-identity” in Ricoeur’s terminology – is that part 

which is subject to change, and has an element of otherness. As Dessingué explains, “[i]n 

Ricoeur otherness is not only an element of comparison but also an element of 

involvement, not only an element from the outside, but also from the inside of the 

being.”178 The ipse-identity, a central theme in Ricoeur (especially, as has already been 

noted, in Oneself as Another), becomes extremely important in our discussion of memory. 

Dessingué argues that the “perspective of the ‘I and the ‘self’ contribute to a shift in the 
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debate over the controversy between individual and collective memory, from an individual 

and collective perspective of comparison to a perspective of involvement.”179 Such a 

dialogical perspective is an ‘inside perspective’, as well and an ‘in between perspective’. 

Dessingué observes a ‘phenomenology of time’ developing through Bergson and 

Ricoeur: “a perpetual oscillation between the dynamics of retention and protention.”180 It is 

our consciousness of these dynamics that enable our exploration of the meaning of our past, 

in close association with a corresponding grasp of our future. Dessingué notes the influence 

of Husserl’s position upon Ricoeur’s understanding of memory, especially his view of the 

past as “having been,” and not only “being no longer.”181 There is therefore an important 

sense of legacy in Ricoeur: the cumulative past in duration is in us to a greater or lesser 

conscious degree. Even forgotten events are part of our own personal time (and, therefore, 

our identity, in keeping with Memory, History, Forgetting’s developments of Oneself as 

Another.) It is not lost forever, or as if it had never existed or happened. This raises an 

interesting question as to whether there are forgotten events in collective ‘memory’ which 

yet still inform the collective identity, the ‘ineffective history’ I alluded to in the previous 

section. This is ultimately, I think, an outcome of Ricoeur’s “reserve of forgetting.” By way 

of example, in the same way that an individual does not remember their infancy – and yet 

infancy undoubtedly determines one’s identity at the deepest level – we might also expect 

that forgotten stages of a community’s development bear equal importance. This particular 

example raises yet another line of enquiry, since even before our birth we are endowed with 

an identity by those family members – as well as the wider community – which anticipates 

our arrival. In a sense, a community’s progeny are also assigned an identity, even before 

they arrive on the scene.  

 

Collective Forgetfulness 

Contrary to Bergson, then, Ricoeur does not see forgetting as a complete deletion. It 

is, instead, a “reserve.” Yet this give rise to Ricoeur’s professed concern at the collective 

level of “too much…not enough” memory and forgetting. It is this “alarming threat,” as 

Ricoeur describes it, “which is at the back-plane of the phenomenology of memory and 
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epistemology of history.”182 Ricoeur is, however, mindful of the issues surrounding the 

reliability of memory, as well as the ‘truthfulness’ or accuracy of history; besides the 

connection between memory and the self, and collective existence with others. “The real 

question in Memory, History, Forgetting,” Dessingué asserts, “is a matter of ontological 

nature.” He sees in Time and Narrative the question posed by Ricoeur as the past, which 

can not only be explored by the historian but needs retelling, or narrating. Memory, History, 

Forgetting’s central problem, on the other hand, is to do with the human being as part of a 

dialogical process, in which “myself-for-myself,” “myself-for-others” and “other-for-

myself” interact continually. As Dessingué explains, it is through Ricoeur’s exploration of 

forgetting, and the concept of ipse that the individual-collective dualistic paradigm is 

overcome. It is not a matter of asking where the structure of memory originates – whether 

at an individual or collective level – but rather, Ricoeur draws attention to the dialogical 

nature of the human being, and therefore how forgetting affects the complex of relations: 

both within the individual, and amongst community.183 These complexes mean that 

individual/collective, private/social, inner/outer all interact, leading to an “extension of 

personal expectations.”184  

As Dessingué is at pains to point out, Ricoeur’s work builds very much upon that of 

Bergson (especially in Creative Evolution, 1907) and Halbwachs (specifically, On 

Collective Memory, 1950). In these authors’ earlier works, the question of collectiveness is 

not at the expense of the individual parts, but dialogical; memories are always formed in 

relationship to others. The very nature of memory is therefore understood to be dialogical. 

What Ricoeur contributes to this understanding is his development of this dialogical 

dimension within the self. Whereas in Halbwachs, for example, otherness was present in 

the self from the outside (the ‘Other’ individual), Ricoeur’s otherness also includes an 

‘inside’ or ‘within’ element. The dialogical nature of memory is important if we are to 

properly understand the past, and draw on it as a “resource for new experience and future 

expectations.”185 As Dessingué stresses, “[m]emories are dialogical not only because of 
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their narrative structure but also because of their ontological nature.”186 Thus, there is a 

‘polyphonic’ nature to truth: “present both in the search…[and] in the telling of truth.” 

“Truth is not unitary.”187 Ricoeur therefore develops something of an ‘ethics of memory’, 

which includes the work of memory as a social responsibility, with forgiveness as a central 

goal.  

For Ricoeur, the fact that the object of memory “has been” invites the idea of 

forgetting as a resource in this work of memory. This in turn calls into question the 

assumed ethical neutrality of the investigation of the past, and therefore demands an 

exploration which is not solely historiographic. The “duty” of memory thus meets the 

“work of memory” in order to save the “has been” from becoming merely “no longer.”188 

Importantly, Ricoeur affirms the central role of the historian, but insists on his work being 

supplemented by narratives such as memorial testimony and so on. For Ricoeur, 

forgiveness can only be instigated at the individual level. With Derrida, he asserts that 

forgiveness is not normal, normative, or normalizing. Ricoeur is therefore against the 

institutionalization of forgiveness, or its use for political ends (for example, in amnesty). 

Debt is what marks the distinction between Ricoeur and Heidegger. Ricoeur wants to 

consider history from the present, thus enabling reflection on the event between experience 

(in the past) and expectation (for the future).  

 

 

Summary 

 

In this chapter I have emphasised how Ricoeur is concerned with the real lived-ness 

of an interpretation rather than a merely theoretical description. This signals his move away 

from phenomenology toward hermeneutics. And yet, as I noted, Ricoeur preserves the link 

between language and reality. This tendency to avoid any either-or false choice is what sets 

Ricoeur apart from the deconstructionist varieties of post-structuralism, and highlights yet 

another parallel between his work and Yong's project. I also offered a more general survey 

of Ricoeur's significance for theology, beginning with his retrieval of symbol. Instead of 
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viewing symbol as something to be deconstructed, Ricoeur views it as the foundation itself, 

out of which meaning arises. Indeed, symbol is the language of experience, and Ricoeur 

describes how we can move from “living in” toward “thinking from” symbols. This is 

accomplished through a three-stage development in our understanding: phenomenology, 

hermeneutics, and reflectivity. However, Ricoeur's hermeneutics is not merely concerned 

with understanding, but also incorporates explanation. His later hermeneutical and mimetic 

arcs describe how this three-stage movement is enacted, and these notably take into account 

tradition, which is taken to constitute a form of narrative. Here, I made explicit the concern 

of my thesis in this regard: that experience, as well as tradition, presents a kind of 'text' to 

be interpreted. This is linked directly to Yong's emphasis on the potentially transformative 

effects of hermeneutics. 

In order to establish a more secure bridge between Yong and Ricoeur, then, I 

proceeded with a comprehensive overview of Ricoeur's understanding of the imagination, 

ultimately honing-in on his hermeneutic imagination, before turning to a summary of 

Yong’s hermeneutics proper. Imagination is often construed in either objective or 

subjective terms, which correlate with the reproductive and the productive capacities, 

respectively. The question as to whether the imagining subject can differentiate between 

these two functions is raised by Ricoeur. Importantly, this concern relegates theories of 

imagination to the noetic (in reference to the human mind) rather than the noematic 

(relating directly to the intentional object). This move toward the individual’s role in 

imagination leads us to consider Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of the self, as we recall that the 

narrative identity of Oneself as Another is supplemented through Memory, History, 

Forgetting with a capacity to remember. Drawing on Aristotle’s somewhat self-evident 

claim that “memory is of the past,” Ricoeur prompts us to ask: What, then, is history’s 

place?189 The responsibility of the historian, on Ricoeur’s account, would suggest that 

history is undertaken for the present and – so also – for the future.190 It is on the topic of 

history, then, that Ricoeur offers a balance to Heidegger’s focus on the future – the latter’s 

“being-toward-death” – with an emphasis on the past (specifically, history as 
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‘entombment’), thereby creating a space for the present.191 Indeed, as we have seen, 

Ricoeur enters into something of a debate with Heidegger, and ultimately modifies his 

approach in the direction of the past, so as to emphasize our being for those of the past.192 

And yet, does Ricoeur’s response to Heidegger simply serve to shift focus from looking 

forwards, to looking back? This is a clarification which will shortly be drawn out from 

Ricoeur, especially insofar as it impacts upon an analysis of history in terms of experience, 

in relation to my discussion of Carr’s phenomenological approach. 

The problem of how to apply all of this to the collective context still lingers. 

“Whether personal or collective,” Ricoeur insists, “memory refers back by definition to the 

past that continues to be living by virtue of the transmission from generation to generation; 

this is the source of resistance of memory to its historiographical treatment.”193 This 

describes the refusal of people or groups to give up memory to the abyss of Plato’s ‘no 

longer’. As Halbwachs reminds us, “[h]istory starts only when tradition ends.” This is 

because history is undertaken from a conscious distance from the events in question. In line 

with the concerns of the current project, Halbwachs’ insight begs the question, is tradition a 

form of memory? On Ricoeur’s view, at least, it would seem so. For at the communal level, 

tradition can be understood as a kind of ‘re-lived’ or ‘ongoing’ memory. And yet, in this 

case, Ricoeur’s project challenges’ Halbwachs’ separation of history and tradition 

(including memory), since “the past that continues to be living,” suggests an overlap of 

history and memory. This, in turn, opens the way for imagination, through memory, to play 

a part in history. Indeed, any approach to history already colours the resulting 

historiography. One chooses which traces are pertinent to a given study. Ricoeur’s idea of 

‘faithfulness to’ is of crucial importance to a Pentecostal historiography, for faith 

commitments should colour our account, in order for our self-understanding and identity to 

continue on. This is precisely why history is done at all, after all. What Ricoeur will bring 

to the current project, then, is a description of the relationship between imagination and 

memory, as well as a description of how this informs our understanding of history’s 

purpose. In the end, the dialectic of poetic and practical imagination will be applied to the 
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collective identity: treating Pentecostalism as the ‘historian’ – or at least a correlate to the 

historian – referenced in Ricoeur’s Memory, History Forgetting. 

On this point, the historian understood as an interpreter who acts in the interests of 

those is power must be addressed. One can see the two sides of the imagination – poetic 

and pragmatic – exemplified here. Bringing this to bear upon the current project, there are 

generally two tendencies within a faith community: on the one hand are those who ‘live’ 

the faith, and in so doing endeavour to maintain, or preserve, a culture (including relevant 

‘language games’, customs, laws, ethics and morality); whilst on the other hand are those 

who introspectively assess the faith tradition (including the ‘lived-ness’ of it), and so also 

address attitudes to various attempts at self-preservation and the furtherance of the 

community. The correlation with Ricoeur’s historian and patron becomes clear when we 

consider that those in my former category (who seek to preserve some order) might well be 

‘true’ to tradition, whilst incorrect in fact. For example, a particular doctrine may be 

propagated and constantly referred to – shared in discussions amongst adherents, and so on 

– whilst being wide of the mark theologically, even according to the community’s own 

professed standards. On the other hand, however, the latter group may be ‘correct’ 

theologically, but find no application within the ‘lived’ sphere of the tradition. One thinks 

back to Peirce’s maxim here, which would suggest – in the latter case – that such theology, 

if not practically outworked, is neither true nor false and therefore ultimately useless. Of 

course, the reverse is also true: an entirely ‘false’ tradition may be reinforced whilst being 

considered ‘true’, due simply to the fact that is has associated ‘practical effects’ (to employ 

Peircean terminology). However, Ricoeur’s emphasis on faithfulness recasts the former 

scenario. When taken with his recourse to forgetting as a reserve for memory and history, 

this emphasis suggests that there may be a ‘latent’ truth within history. For instance, 

something which as yet has no practical effects, when properly ‘remembered’ (from the 

reserve of forgetting), may well have practical effects in the future. The problem, to state it 

succinctly, is that one might – according to Peircean logic – accept the ‘false’ on account of 

its pragmatic function, whilst rejecting the ‘true’ because there are not yet any visible 

practical outcomes. The question remains: How are we to properly discern the true from the 

false? And, additionally, how are we to assess practical effects themselves as ‘true’? This 
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highlights the ethical dimension, and points to the concern with what ought to be; whether 

in keeping with a given, or in terms of a corrective change.   
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Chapter 5 

Towards a Pneumatology of History 

 

 

Graham Ward has described how the hermeneutical tradition generally prioritizes 

semantics, while the critical tradition is concerned with semiotics: meaning, and signs, 

respectively. To invoke again the humanities/science split, one might quite well see an 

obvious correlation with those thinkers focussed on thus far. Ricoeur might arguably be 

placed in the hermeneutical tradition, with Peirce – and, indirectly, Yong – in the critical 

one (however anachronistic this may be in Peirce’s case). Peirce’s work is consciously 

semiotically-oriented and engages interpretation very much from the viewpoint of science. 

Indeed, Peirce’s three-fold phenomenological pragmatism labours on the explanatory. 

Might Ricoeur’s work offer a balance to this, with his own leaning toward understanding? 

This is perhaps an over-simplification, since both philosophers are keen to overcome such 

dualisms, however I think that at some level it is fair to characterize the two as tending 

toward each ‘end’ of the explanation-understanding spectrum. As has been demonstrated, 

Yong continues the somewhat scientific approach of Peirce in his own project. Yet the 

critical-scientific approach which Yong arguably supports, manages to avoid a ‘totalitarian’ 

criticism, such as that of Derrida. On the hermeneutical, semantic side is Ricoeur’s concern 

to avoid unnecessary dichotomies. With this willingness to transcend binary oppositions on 

the part of both dialogue partners, the goal of this thesis begins to come into view.  

Beginning with Saussure’s distinction between the language system and language 

use, the deconstructionist project of Derrida insists that “there is nothing outside the text.” 

Kant’s critical differentiation between our sense of the world, and the world as it is, is 

arguably where this sentiment ultimately originated.1 However, the later deconstructionist 

insistence – that we cannot access the ‘real’ directly – itself reveals that there is an 

inescapable belief in the real-outside: all these admonishments against unmediated 

knowledge, seem to have a very good notion of our epistemic short-falls. What do we fall 

short of? Ricoeur makes a similar observation when he begins to describe memory: not in 

the apophatic fashion, of a negative description (which notes how our memory tends to fail 

                                                 
1 Graham Ward, Theology and Contemporary Critical Theory (Chippenham: Macmillan Press, 2000), xv. 
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us) but by insisting that there is a given understanding of what constitutes successful 

memory. The alleged ‘way out’ which deconstruction offers, is still limited by 

Enlightenment individualism, and therefore fails to describe the metaphysical problem in 

truly transcendental terms. Contrary to the deconstructionist impulse, there is an objective 

reality which can be (more or less) understood. What this means for the current project, is 

that there is an objective truth relating to the events of history, which we must equally 

attempt to discern. Crucially, this must be achieved by taking full account of the communal 

perspective. 

The “we-subject” is the difficult concept in all of this, for it is the most vulnerable 

to shifting identity. It also presents a number of inherent problems phenomenologically: for 

instance, the ‘experience’ that Pentecostal communities are cohered in and through (of the 

Holy Spirit, acts of God, and so on) tend to be very personal, subjective experiences, which 

are often shared with others in the group only insofar as they are ‘attested to’. By and large, 

the every-day experiences that an individual has of (or with) God, are isolated from others. 

There is, therefore, only a communal aspect to it in the sharing (through attestation, or 

testimony). Notable exceptions would be those experiences shared during the worship 

service or in small groups: tongues-speech, prophecy, words of knowledge, healings and so 

on. The problem I wish to highlight is that, because of the nature of Pentecostal 

phenomenon, there is room for misrepresentation and – in the extreme – fraud. This is both 

a continuation, and a reframing, of the problem described at the end of Chapter 4, above. 

What kind of improvements might be implemented within the community model in order to 

eliminate such opportunity, and thus allow only genuine experiences to be fostered? Is there 

a way in which a community might filter out manufactured experience, as well as 

‘experience-creators’, who essentially describe an experience and then facilitate it 

happening amongst the faithful, who are by their nature already primed for such an 

encounter? 

Yong’s project points toward the discernment of the Spirit in the broadest possible 

terms. This, importantly, is outworked at the political level in Yong’s more recent work, 

and therefore provides yet another touchpoint with Ricoeur. As I shall show, Yong’s 

project here connects with Ricoeur’s ‘wager’, especially as this concept it played out in 

Ricoeur’s explication of ideology and utopia. The advantage of Ricoeur’s programme is 
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that it can weigh up our future aspirations in light of present actions. This temporal 

extension, when considered along with Ricoeur’s focus upon the past in Memory, History, 

Forgetting promises to finally offer a form of discernment at the collective, historical level. 

It is therefore to a deeper study of Ricoeur’s Lectures on Ideology and Utopia that we now 

turn. 

 

 

Ideology and Utopia 

 

The collection of studies which constitutes Ricoeur’s Lectures on Ideology and 

Utopia marks the first sustained analysis of how his hermeneutics might inform social and 

political theory.2 It is in this volume, then, that we find Ricoeur’s systematic analysis of 

Marx: one of the three “masters of suspicion” alluded to earlier.3 In discussing ideology and 

utopia within one conceptual framework, Ricoeur brings together socio-political science on 

the one hand, and history and literature on the other. These are fields of study that have 

been traditionally brought to bear on ideology and utopia, respectively; though usually 

separately.4 Throughout the Lectures Ricoeur’s philosophical anthropology – the study of 

humanity from a philosophical perspective – is employed through social and political 

categories to discuss what it means to be human. Importantly for the current project, is that 

he consciously bridges what might loosely be termed the human sciences, and the 

humanities. Indeed, it is when we consider the political – broadly understood – that the 

import of our view of history becomes apparent. How we understand the reality of history, 

informs how we approach the future: that is, how we ‘make’ history. As I hope to show, 

Yong’s Pentecostal view of reality, mapped onto history, provides us with a new way to 

interpret the past, which heals a disconnect between our self-understanding and how we 

should be living (read: ‘enacting’) future history in view of our faith. It is from within 

Ricoeur’s philosophical anthropology that I hope to draw out a methodology by which to 

apply Yong’s approach at the politico-historical level. Elsewhere, Ricoeur has described his 

                                                 
2 Paul Ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, ed. George H. Taylor (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1986), ix. Taylor’s excellent introduction to this volume is indispensable.  
3 Ibid., x; cf. Chapter 3, above. 
4 Ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, x. 
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philosophical anthropology as being “aimed at identifying the most enduring features of 

[our] temporal condition…those which are the least vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the 

modern age.”5 By converging upon Ricoeur’s Lectures, I will show how Ricoeur’s 

philosophy provides a basis for the application of Yong’s pneumatological imagination 

toward history. 

 

Marx on Ideology and the Real 

Ricoeur’s analysis of ideology begins with a discussion of Marx, whose concept of 

ideology has formed the basis of the dominant Western view on the topic. Ricoeur’s 

‘detour’ through Marx’s early works serves to build an understanding of Marx’s conceptual 

framework, in order to then properly analyse his concept of ideology. This path for Marx 

was, Ricoeur asserts, a gradual move toward characterizing “the real.”6 For Marx, ideology 

is defined as what is not real. Ricoeur sees in Marx’s The German Ideology the culmination 

of his thought on the topic.7 The important point to note here is that Marx opposes ideology 

with reality, whereas later Marxism stands ideology against science. In The German 

Ideology, Marx himself defines reality in terms of praxis, and ideology is therefore defined 

by its opposition to praxis.8 Of particular interest is the way that Marx defines human 

activity as praxis, rather than consciousness. In this, he is reacting against the Hegelian 

view, as well as Feuerbach’s subsequent reversal. Hegel had asserted the power of the 

divine as directing human affairs (by way of Geist, or consciousness), whereas Feuerbach 

had modified this, excluding the element of divine power. Human activity on his account 

was, however, still a product of consciousness, or thought.9 Marx’s emphasis is on the 

living individual rather than consciousness: the latter being deemed too ‘ideological’ and 

thus to be avoided. Ricoeur notes the development of later Marxism, however, which he 

sees reverting to the view of anonymous structural forms – for example time, class, or 

capital – as active agents within history. Recognizing Marx’s original intention, however, 

Ricoeur emphasizes what he deems Marx’s great discovery in The German Ideology: 

                                                 
5 Paul Ricoeur, “Action, Story, and History: On Re-reading The Human Condition,” Salmagundi (1983), 60, 

cited in Ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, xi, cf. lecture 9.  
6 Ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, xii. 
7 Ibid., lecture 5, cf. xii.  
8 Ibid., xii. 
9 Ibid. 
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namely, an understanding of the individual in material conditions. These two, as Ricoeur is 

keen to stress, are inextricably conjoined.10 Ricoeur therefore sees Marx as mediating 

between objectivist and idealist perspectives, and proceeds to explore Marx’s 

understanding of ideology: thus launching “an attempt to dig under the surface of the 

apparent meaning to the more fundamental meanings.”11 Ricoeur argues that the problem 

which ideology confronts us with, is not simply to choose between false and true, but rather 

calls us to consider the relationship between representation and praxis. 

For Ricoeur, ideology is, conceptually, a form of representation. It only becomes 

distortion when a given representation claims autonomy.12 Distortion, then, is a level within 

a model and not the model itself, as Marx would claim. Ricoeur goes on to explore whether 

this relationship between representation and praxis is one of opposition or conjunction. He 

argues for the latter, asserting that representation is a basic, constitutive aspect of praxis. 

This conjunction serves to redefine the conception of both ideology and praxis.13 Ricoeur 

ironically finds the basis for this argument in Marx himself, who – in defining ideology as 

distortion – hints at a pre-distortive existence of ideas and conceptions, in a “language of 

real life,” which is, evidently, the discourse of praxis.14 This is not, however, linguistic 

representation. Instead, it is symbolic, and it is from this underlying symbolic structure that 

we can understand ideology at all. Ricoeur therefore sees in Marx’s work a ‘preservation’ 

of a range of possibilities within the concept of ideology: from radical distortion, to the 

language of real life. Ricoeur’s argument effectively redefines ideology as a concept that 

must negotiate a representation of the real. The basis for Ricoeur’s argument is therefore 

found in the contrast between representation and praxis.15 

 

Marxism on Ideology and Science 

The other opposition Ricoeur deals with is that between ideology and science, found 

in later Marxism. He hones in on the structuralist approach of Louis Althusser, and notes 

three points where this account radically changes the conception of ideology in Marx 

                                                 
10 Ibid., lecture 4. 
11 Ibid., xii, xiii; cf. lecture 18. 
12 Ibid., xiii. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ricoeur, as we have already seen, will later use similar reasoning in relation to a positive description of 

memory, over and against those who only see memory’s failings. See Chapters 3 and 4, above. 
15 Ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, xiii-ixx. 
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himself, into what has become orthodox Marxism.16 These are: (1) Marxism is viewed as a 

science; (2) this science understands reality as based in impersonal forces, and so to invoke 

human agency is itself ideological; and (3) this Marxism asserts a causal relationship 

between ‘infrastructure’ and ‘superstructure’: anonymous, impersonal forces of the former, 

and human constructs such as culture, religion, and art comprising the latter. For Althusser 

– in contrast to earlier models – there is an “effectivity” of the infrastructure upon the 

superstructure, which in turn then reacts back upon the infrastructure. Ricoeur challenges 

Althusser’s model with three counter proposals. Firstly, rather than oppose science and 

ideology, Ricoeur wants to correlate ideology and praxis: a model that, as just noted, 

Ricoeur draws from Marx himself. In so doing, Ricoeur highlights the inherent paradox of 

the opposition between ideology and science. Secondly, Ricoeur rejects the causal relation 

between infrastructure and superstructure. His argument reveals the meaninglessness of the 

economic acting upon ideas causally. Instead, Ricoeur suggests that the effects of one upon 

the other be described through a ‘motivational’ framework, in dialogue with Max Weber.17 

Thirdly, rather than accept the impersonal structural forces, Ricoeur wants to emphasize 

human individuals, in definite conditions. What Ricoeur ultimately criticizes Althusser for, 

is the conjoining of two entirely different notions under the term “anthropological 

ideology.” One is the ideology of consciousness, “which,” Ricoeur argues, “Marx and 

Freud have rightly broken.”18 The other is the individual in their conditions, which Ricoeur 

insists can be expressed in non-ideological terms, for “the destiny of anthropology is not 

sealed by that of idealism.”19 

As well as pursuing the motivational model, Ricoeur explores the symbolic 

structure of action. Both these threads bolster his argument against the opposition of 

science and ideology. At this point, Karl Mannheim’s importance for Ricoeur’s project 

should be noted. This is found in Mannheim’s expansion of the concept of ideology, to 

include the one employing the concept. This is the recognition – to put it simply – that an 

absolute viewpoint, by an observer outside of the social ‘game’, is impossible. As Ricoeur 

summarizes, “[t]o call something ideological is never merely a theoretical judgement but 

                                                 
16 Ibid., xiv. 
17 Ibid., xiv-xv. 
18 Ibid., lecture 9. 
19 Ibid. 
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rather implies a certain practice and a view on reality that this practice gives to us.”20 

However, it is Mannheim’s failure, as Ricoeur reminds us, that introduces ‘utopia’ into the 

same conceptual realm as ideology. Mannheim had attempted to escape the circularity of 

ideology – that is, the paradox of ideology including the one employing the concept – by 

introducing a perspective on the historical process. He believed that ideology need not 

present a vicious circle, if only we can understand the nature of history and – in particular – 

the correlations that are active within it. This idea he called ‘relationism’, which he 

apparently hoped would fare better than ‘relativism’. The problem here is that such 

correlations would require an absolute onlooker, who could set the criteria determining 

what was, and what was not, to be correlated.21 Ricoeur describes this failure as an attempt 

to rebuild “the Hegelian Spirit in an empirical system.”22 It is Mannheim’s attempt to 

overcome this failure that led him to a comparison of ideology and utopia. He describes the 

two as presenting forms of ‘noncongruence’: perspectives that are in discrepancy with 

reality, therefore highlighting their representational characters.23 However, whereas for 

Mannheim this representational nature reinforces the opposition of ideology and science 

(because non-congruence means deviation), Ricoeur contrasts this opposition with what he 

sees as a correlation between ideology and utopia:  

 

[W]hat we must assume is that the judgment on ideology is always the 

judgment from a utopia. This is my conviction: the only way to get out of 

the circularity in which ideologies engulf us is to assume a utopia, declare it, 

and judge an ideology on this basis. Because the absolute onlooker is 

impossible, then it is someone within the process itself who takes the 

responsibility for judgment… It is to the extent finally that the correlation 

ideology-utopia replaces the impossible correlation ideology-science that a 

certain solution to the problem of judgment may be found, a solution…itself 

congruent with the claim that no point of view exists outside the game. If 

                                                 
20 Ibid., lecture 10. 
21 This is essentially the ‘criteriological paradox’ discussed in Chapter 3, above. 
22 Ricoeur, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, xv. 
23 Ibid., xvi. 
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there can be no transcendent onlooker, then a practical concept is what must 

be assumed.24 

 

This is, as Taylor notes, a “core insight.”25 

 

A Motivational Model 

In an analysis of Max Weber, Ricoeur moves to replace the causal model of 

orthodox Marxism with a motivational model. Whereas Marxism stresses the ruling 

classes’ determination of the ruling ideas of an age, Ricoeur argues that this relationship is 

not so much a causal one – of economic forces, and ideas – but rather of motivation. 

Ideology, then, has a second level: it can function not only as distortion, but also as 

legitimation. This is required in any social order, Ricoeur asserts, since no social order 

operates by force alone. The ruling authority requires some degree of assent from its 

subjects. Here Ricoeur makes use of Weber’s roles of “claim” and “belief,” whereby the 

ruling authority makes a claim to legitimacy, whilst the subjects grant this legitimacy 

through their belief (to a greater or lesser extent).26 Ricoeur develops these factors in more 

depth than Weber, however, who did not himself address the discrepancy between them. 

For Ricoeur, this is the most significant element in the relationship between the two and, 

indeed, is where Ricoeur makes his major contribution in furthering Weber’s model.27 

Ideology as legitimation, on Ricoeur’s account, has three main points: (1) the divide 

between belief and claim, which demands that “the belief of the ruled contributes more than 

is rationally warranted by the claim of the governing authority”; (2) ideology’s function is 

to bridge this divide; and (3) this demand to bridge the divide requires a new theory of 

surplus value, tied to power more than to work (as it had been for Marx).28 As Taylor 

summarizes, “[t]he discrepancy between claim and belief is a permanent feature of political 

life…and it is ideology’s permanent role to provide the needed supplement to belief that 

will fill this gap.”29 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 172-173.  
25 Ibid., xvi. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., xvii. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
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Ricoeur then moves to a discussion of Habermas, at which point a reorientation of 

the concept of praxis becomes apparent. Habermas sees in Marx a significant mistake: the 

failure to distinguish the relations of production from the forces of production. The 

conventional emphasis upon the latter alone results in the objectivist interpretation of Marx. 

In recognizing the relations of production, however, Habermas acknowledges that praxis 

requires some form of institutional framework, or “structure of symbolic action.” Habermas 

argues that it is “the role of cultural tradition” that sets the meaning of people’s work. The 

argument here helps to bolster Ricoeur’s view that “the distinction between superstructure 

and infrastructure is not appropriate, because we include something of the so-called 

superstructure within the concept of praxis.”30 For Ricoeur, there is an ideological layer 

within praxis. Only by distinguishing the forces of production and relations of production, 

then, can we speak of ideology: which is a matter of the relations of production, and not the 

forces.31 

Habermas also attempts to develop an understanding of science which is not 

opposed to ideology. His approach is to suggest three sciences: instrumental, historical-

hermeneutical, and critical social. For Habermas, the third is most significant, and he takes 

psychoanalysis to be its model. As such, the concept of resistance – taken from 

psychoanalysis – is applied to ideology. The psychoanalyst’s role of overcoming resistance 

(that is, to achieve self-understanding in the patient) therefore becomes the exemplar for the 

critique of ideology. Ideology for Habermas, then, is a distorted communication. Important 

here is the relation inherent to any mode of communication. Where Weber notes the gap 

between claim and belief, Habermas recognizes this gap as a result of distorted relations. 

Bridging the gap is therefore only possible following a process of critique. Ricoeur 

welcomes this critical science, however he asserts that there is in fact no separation 

between the critical social, and the historical-hermeneutic sciences. Indeed, as Ricoeur 

explains, critical sciences are already themselves hermeneutical. This is because the 

ideological distortions they are trying to undo, are themselves processes of 

‘desymbolization’. As Ricoeur puts it, “[t]he distortions belong to the sphere of 

                                                 
30 Ibid., lecture 13. 
31 Ibid., xvii. 
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communicative action.”32 The problem with Habermas’s model is that the critique of 

ideology is part of the communicative process, albeit a critical moment. For Ricoeur, the 

application of psychoanalysis to this critical moment fails as a parallel, for unlike the 

psychoanalyst – who can stand outside of the resistance/self-understanding process – the 

critical theorist himself “belongs to the polemical situation of ideology.”33 Further, whilst 

the psychoanalyst’s patient may achieve self-understanding, there is no parallel with critical 

social science. As restoration of communication, the recognition afforded by 

psychoanalysis is an achievable outcome which can be experienced. The correlate within 

critical social science that Habermas posits – namely, communicative competence – is a 

utopian ideal: an “ideal speech act” which cannot in reality be attained or experienced. In 

summarizing Ricoeur’s critique of Habermas, we encounter an idea which is crucial to my 

application of Ricoeurian philosophy toward my proposed pneumatology of history. Since 

the critical theorist cannot transcend the social process, the only way to critique ideology is 

from a proposed utopia. 

Ricoeur’s correlation of ideology and praxis is completed by a description of the 

third level to his model: that of integration.34 It is here that Ricoeur engages with Clifford 

Geertz, in whom he finds confirmation for his own focus on symbolic action. Social action 

is symbolically mediated, and in the social sphere it is ideology that plays this mediating 

role. At this level, then, ideology preserves social identity and is integrative. As this is the 

deepest level of ideology, it is what makes the legitimative and distortive functions of 

ideology possible. As Ricoeur stresses, “[o]nly because the structure of human social life is 

already symbolic can it be distorted.”35 We can see then, that for Ricoeur, ideology as 

symbolic mediation is constitutive of social existence. “The distinction between 

superstructure and infrastructure completely disappears, because symbolic systems belong 

already to the infrastructure, to the basic constitution of human being.”36 Also of note at 

this point is another insight gleaned from Geertz’s contribution: a comparison of ideology 

with rhetoric. For Ricoeur, ideology is “the rhetoric of basic communication.” Rhetorical 

                                                 
32 Ibid., lecture 14. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., xix. 
35 Ibid., lecture 1. 
36 Ibid., xix, xx; cf. lecture 1. 
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devices are an intrinsic part of language and so, as Taylor summarizes, “[s]ymbolic 

mediation is fundamental both to social action and to language.”37 

 

Utopia 

In finally dealing with utopia, Ricoeur describes why the relationship between this 

concept and ideology is not usually explored. This is, he argues, because utopia has been 

understood in similar terms to how ideology is construed in Marxist thought: as unreal and 

unscientific. Mannheim’s analysis becomes relevant at this point, as he places both 

ideology and utopia within the same framework without overlooking their differences. 

Ricoeur therefore returns to Mannheim in his remaining three lectures, which focus 

primarily upon utopia.38 There are three steps to Manheim’s analysis: (1) criteriology, 

whereby he sets a working definition of utopia; (2) a typology; and (3) a temporal 

dynamics, dealing with the historical direction of the typology. On the first point, 

Mannheim sees both ideology and utopia as noncongruent with reality. The difference is 

that ideology legitimizes an existing social order, whereas utopia shatters it. Ricoeur’s 

criticism here is that Mannheim focuses upon the noncongruent nature of utopia over its 

“shattering” function. Where this leads Mannheim to see the dissolution of utopia in the 

modern period, Ricoeur instead employs utopia in an exploration of the possible. This 

stems from Ricoeur’s insistence upon integration as ideology’s deepest level, or function. 

Utopia questions the existing order by imagining variations of them, and the focus is thus 

upon changing present circumstances: “shattering,” in Mannheim’s terminology.39 This, 

importantly, is with a view to realizing the dreamed-of utopia. At Ricoeur’s second level of 

legitimation (that of authority), utopia becomes the challenge to such authority. Here, 

utopia can be seen to confront the problem of power itself, offering an alternative kind, or 

even an alternative to. 

On the question of power, Ricoeur suggests that “ideology and utopia directly 

intersect.” Utopia “unmasks” the surplus value of belief in authority and so exposes the gap 

between an authority’s claims, and the peoples’ belief in a system of legitimacy.40 As 

                                                 
37 Ibid., xx. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid., xxi. 
40 Ibid., xxi-xxii. 
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Ricoeur emphasizes the motivational nature of ideological legitimation, he seeks to answer 

questions that arise as to the sources of motivation. Ricoeur is especially interested in how 

utopias tend to introduce an emotional element or impulse, reminiscent of messianic, or 

“chiliastic” forms. In answering the problem of how to “impassionate society,” Ricoeur 

raises another: wondering “whether all utopias are not in some sense secularized 

religions…”41 As we look more deeply into various approaches to history later in this 

chapter, the special relevance of this possibility will become more apparent. At the third 

level, where ideology functions as distortion, utopia offers escapism, or fancy: the 

“unrealizable.” 

In concluding his lectures, Ricoeur observes that the correlation of ideology and 

utopia forms a circle. Importantly though, this is a practical rather than a theoretical circle: 

since ideology and utopia are practical – and not merely theoretical – concepts.42 Ricoeur 

implores us to “try to curve the illnesses of utopias by what is wholesome in ideology,” 

which, notably, is achieved “by its element of identity.”43 Importantly, he also urges that we 

“try to cure the rigidity, the petrification, of ideologies by the utopian element.” Ricoeur 

therefore draws attention to the circularity of the relationship between ideology and utopia 

and suggests that we endeavour to make this circle a spiral. On this point, Ricoeur’s 

broader hermeneutics shines through. “We wager on a certain set of values and then try to 

be consistent with them; verification is therefore a question of our whole life.”44 Taylor 

notes here the “striking” parallels between the Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, and The 

Rule of Metaphor. This latter work, it should be remembered, together with Time and 

Narrative, “form a pair.” As Ricoeur himself reminds us, “these works were conceived 

together.”45 The conceptual framework throughout The Rule of Metaphor, Lectures on 

Ideology and Utopia, and Time and Narrative therefore remains a common one. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
41 Ibid., xxii. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 312. 
44 Ibid., lecture 18. 
45 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol 1, ix. 
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The Imagination in Ideology and Utopia  

Throughout his Lectures, Ricoeur maintains that “the correlation of ideology and 

utopia typifies…the social and cultural imagination.”46 As we have already seen, The Rule 

of Metaphor sees Ricoeur arguing against the common view that metaphor simply 

embellishes or ‘adds-to’, what is generally considered the proper, ‘literal’ meaning. Ricoeur 

instead understands the literal meaning to simply be that which is current, or usual. Rather 

than a deviation, then, metaphor becomes a source of meaning itself. More precisely, 

metaphor results from a tension between a word, and the sentence in which it is formed.47 It 

is out of this relational semantic interaction that the literal comes. Ricoeur recognizes the 

pre-existing ‘order’ in which language functions but wants to suggest that metaphor – as 

well as changing this order – may also have birthed such an order to begin with. This “idea 

of an initial metaphorical impulse destroys [the] oppositions between proper and 

figurative…” As Taylor observes, “[t]he affinity of Ricoeur’s analysis here with the 

lectures on ideology is patent.” In the same way that the metaphorical has been 

misunderstood as ‘deviation’ from the representation of literal language, so too has 

ideology been misunderstood as deviation from scientific representation. Ricoeur’s reversal 

sees the metaphoric and ideological take precedence, with the literal and scientific 

themselves existing as a (resultant) part of these.48 In this vein, just as the ‘metaphoric’ is 

characteristic of the nature of language, the symbolic becomes the parallel within the social 

sphere: underlying its very nature. “Symbolism is not a secondary effect of social life; it 

constitutes real life as socially meaningful.”49 As we have seen, this symbolic mediation of 

human action is also dealt with in Time and Narrative, where the link between language 

and action is made clear.50 Here, we recall, Ricoeur discusses the relationship between 

prefiguration and configuration. The former describes the existing symbols which, 

“[b]efore being submitted to interpretation…are interpretants internally related to some 

action.”51 In answering the concern – that this symbolic mediation of action means that we 
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are trapped in a circle determined by our situation in life – Ricoeur introduces the idea of 

“distanciation.” Whilst we cannot entirely transcend our situation, we can engage in 

critique even whilst within the hermeneutical circle. This is the dialectical tension between 

participation and distanciation, which in many ways characterizes Ricoeur’s entire 

hermeneutics. Our inescapable involvement in culture means that our knowledge is 

coloured, and only ever partial. No neutral stance is possible. Critique then, still possible as 

it is, is not aimed at practical reason, or from ideology. Rather, both practical reason and 

ideology are themselves forms of critique.52 

Ricoeur’s hermeneutics does not simply side with practical reason however, since 

this would be to perpetuate the opposition between the ‘theoretical’ and ‘practical’: just one 

of several oppositions which his hermeneutics attempts to transcend. Indeed, 

“[h]ermeneutics claims instead to generate a crisis within the very concept of the theoretical 

as expressed by the principle of the connectedness and unity of experience.”53 Practical 

reason’s task, then, is to balance between the metaphoric and speculative moments: the 

originating value-laden impulse, and the ordering responses within social life. The 

symbolic nature of the mediation of social life means that ideology is unavoidable. 

Nevertheless, as Ricoeur urges, effort must be made to emphasize the integrative level of 

ideology and minimize the distortive aspect. 

 

Yong’s Socio-Political Concern 

It is at this stage that I must address the touchpoint between Ricoeur and Yong, 

alluded to earlier. In what follows, then, I will deal with Yong’s approach to the socio-

political sphere: in particular, his understanding of political theology. This is crucial to the 

imminent culmination of my thesis, given the inescapable socio-political dimension that 

accompanies any consideration of a historical community, especially in relation to its 

continued existence today. Yong’s In the Days of Caesar presents a thorough-going 

dialogue between Pentecostalism and political theology.54 He notes three broad categories 

describing the interface of Pentecostals with politics: “apolitical,” “political,” and 
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“alternatively political.” Yong sees Pentecostalism as traditionally assuming an apolitical 

posture which, he posits, has often been a result of an appropriation of the dispensationalist 

perspective. Christ’s claim that “my kingdom is not of this world” is then taken to describe 

a necessary separation between what is ‘of God’ and what is ‘of the world’; forcing a 

dichotomy which decisively places ministry over politics.55 To put it perhaps a little 

simplistically: history is ultimately shaped by God, thus negating any need of our 

involvement. However, Yong hints that it is in fact not possible to be entirely detached 

from politics, since “Pentecostal apolitical rhetoric actually serves as a prophetic critique of 

the existing political order,” so that, consciously or not, “Pentecostal ecclesial practices 

function performatively to engage the domain of the political.”56 Elsewhere, Pentecostalism 

has engaged politics without any apparent reservations. Particularly in the global south, 

Pentecostals have consciously pursued political influence, and in fact understand such 

involvement in politics as constitutive of Christian mission. Alternative politics, in an 

entirely different vein, transcends this intuitive choice (of either engaging politics, or not) 

and offers instead a “prophetic politics…[which] is manifest in the kinds of counter-cultural 

and counter-conventional communities shaped by Pentecostal spirituality and piety.”57 

Thus, Pentecostalism is able to remain “discursively and rhetorically non-political,” in such 

a way as to be “structurally and practically counter-political.”58 

Indeed Pentecostalism, Yong argues, “invites not one but many forms of political, 

economic, and social postures and practices.”59 His concern is to discover whether this fact 

is incidental, or integral to the movement: whether it is simply descriptive of 

Pentecostalism, or if there are legitimate theological reasons for promoting such a nuanced 

stance. In keeping with the theme set out in his earlier work – already discussed in depth – 

Yong see the many tongues of Pentecost as framing Pentecostalism’s involvement in the 

world.60 Thus, he describes our interaction with the political in terms of “many tongues and 

many political practices,” recognizing that our engagement with the public sphere occurs 
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through several and varied expressions.61 In the same way that the Spirit enabled the 

apostles to speak in different languages on the Day of Pentecost, so that the gospel could be 

received by everyone present, so too does the Spirit work through a multitude of political 

expressions toward the same end. Yong develops this thesis alongside an explication of the 

five-fold gospel – which he posits as the “theological heart” of Pentecostalism – centring 

round Christ as saviour, sanctifier, Spirit baptizer, healer, and coming King.62 His method 

is to deal with each ‘thread’ of this paradigm in turn, whilst fielding dialogue between 

pertinent political themes and related theological developments; and so to develop a 

political theology informed by, as well as informing, Pentecostal perspectives. 

In this five-fold framework, Jesus as saviour speaks to the deliverance from powers, 

and Yong recognizes the political dimension of such; Jesus as sanctifier prompts a 

discussion around the theology of culture, and the redeemability of human institutions; 

Jesus as Spirit-baptizer suggests a prophetic action within society; Jesus as healer opens up 

a theology of economics; and Jesus as coming king sparks debate around Christian hope, 

and the development of a political theology of history and the eschaton. Importantly, Yong 

recognizes this five-fold framework as soteriological in nature. Although in its formulation 

it can be understood as primarily Christological, pneumatological, eschatological, and so 

on, the underlying theme is inherently salvific. For example, Yong observes that the 

Pentecostal doctrine of Spirit baptism serves a wider missiological – and therefore 

soteriological – purpose.63 The centrality of this theme is crucial, because it reveals the 

pervasiveness of soteriology in and through the Pentecostal worldview. In the context of 

our present discussion this means that the gospel has salvific implications in every sphere 

of human society; there is an “incontrovertible this-worldliness to Pentecostal spirituality 

that is focused on the present redemption of human life in all of its domains.”64 And this, of 

course, includes the socio-political realm. 

Particularly pertinent to our discussion is the fifth and final thread: Jesus as coming 

king. Here, Yong develops what he terms an “eschatological theology of the political,” 

which culminate the previous four elements, and whereby he makes a number of important 
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conclusions.65 Firstly, the dispensationalist tendencies visible within Pentecostalism are not 

consistent with Pentecostal commitments as a whole. For, “the apocalyptic insistence on the 

obliteration of the world in the end is not only incompatible with a theology of a new 

heavens and a new earth, rightly understood…it also undermines central Pentecostal 

convictions about the theological value of the body, the materiality of the human condition, 

and the social dimensions of salvation.”66 Secondly, Yong asserts, Jesus as coming king 

should prompt us to reconsider our eschatology in pneumatological terms: the ‘this-

worldly’ dimension to Pentecostal spirituality demands a recasting of priorities in this area. 

Such pneumatological interpretation opens up, thirdly, an eschatological politics of hope. 

Thus, Yong highlights the performative nature of eschatology.67 A significant contribution 

here is Yong’s suggestion that legitimate eschatology must involve not only time, but also 

space. He notes the application of the term eschatou tes ges – describing the Spirit’s 

empowering of mission to the ends of the earth, and the initiation of “salvation to the ends 

of the earth” in Acts 1:8 and 13:47, respectively – which suggests that the eschatological 

element inherent to salvation is not limited to some far-off event in the future, but 

present here, insofar as salvation has been, and is being, outworked over the whole earth.68 

Importantly, however, “to the ends of the earth” does also include the temporal aspect, 

rather than being limited to the spatial dimension. Pentecostal political theology, then, can 

be understood as the out-working of Pentecostal eschatology, which is itself an aspect of 

soteriology. In broad terms, it involves “modelling a viable and alternative form of life in 

the footsteps of the Messiah, as empowered by the Holy Spirit.”69 

It is important at this point to note exactly how the Spirit’s agency is to be 

understood in terms of the current project, especially in relation to Yong’s pneumatological 

imagination. Indeed, following Yong – in both his Spirit-Word-Community and In the Days 

of Caesar, discussed above – divine agency is manifest through the empowerment of the 

Christian community, by way of the ‘many tongues’ of Pentecost, to be the Church. The 

many tongues motif, as has already been intimated, provides a root metaphor by which the 

many and varied concrete examples of the Spirit’s empowerment can be discerned. 
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Furnished with the political theology outlined above, and coupled with Ricoeur’s approach 

to the temporal dimension, my development of Yong’s pneumatological imagination directs 

us toward an understanding of how the Holy Spirit can be seen to direct human history: 

namely, through the empowerment of God’s people to live out their faith in an authentic 

reflection of the Kingdom of God. 

 

Social Imagination 

Returning now to Ricoeur’s philosophy of the imagination, I will seek to describe 

the form it takes in relation to the socio-political sphere, in order to pave the way for a 

synthesis with Yong’s project. We must therefore give deeper thought to Ricoeur’s last 

three lectures, which – as already noted – focus upon utopia. Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor 

is foundational for this topic, since it is metaphor that destroys an old order, in order “to 

invent a new one.” This “logic of discovery,” then, is the basis for Ricoeur’s conception of 

the imagination, centred as it is around the notion of semantic innovation.70 From “the ruins 

of literal predication…imagination offers its specific mediation.”71 It is this innovation, so 

central to Ricoeur’s concept of utopia, which is also central to his entire project. Utopia as 

imagination is to be understood in the context of how ideology and utopia together form the 

social imagination. Imagination in social life has two separate functions: the preservation 

of an order, or the disruption of an order. In the former, “the function of the imagination is 

to stage a process of identification that mirrors the order.”72 Ideology represents this former 

function. The latter function, however, “is productive, an imagining of something else, the 

elsewhere.”73 This is represented by utopia. The former is ‘picture’, the latter ‘fiction’; 

which Ricoeur correlates with Kant’s reproductive and productive imagination, 

respectively.74 In moving from the constituted to the constituting, the utopian perspective 

has two effects: firstly, it provides a vantage point from which to see the constituted, and 

secondly, it allows for possibilities beyond this constituted reality to be imagined. The 
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utopian perspective, then, enables a radical re-thinking of “the nature of our social life.”75 

This is what – in Husserlian terms – could be called “an imaginative variation regarding an 

essence.”76 Whereas distanciation allows us to critique social life through the explanatory 

moment within understanding, and so also allows for the critique of ideology – thus 

overcoming the failed model of ideology opposed to science – the focus on utopia shifts 

this critical distanciation significantly.77 The correlation of ideology and utopia therefore 

offers an alternative to the failed model of ideology opposed to reality. 

Social action, mediated as it is through symbols, cannot be reduced to ‘objective 

facts’ as a scientific approach to it would require. This is because symbolism is not simply 

a matter of something occurring or not, or of being true or false, and so on. Instead, the 

interpretive filter colours how social action is to be understood. Rather than facts then, we 

are confronted by “the conflict of interpretations.” This conflict is, importantly, between 

metaphor and metaphor, in line with Ricoeur’s conception of a “universe of discourse.”78 

Utopia, then, offers us distance from present reality in that it enables us to resist taking the 

present reality as a given: it can be otherwise.79 What of this ‘otherwise’, then? How are we 

to understand the nature of the alternative reality, which utopia suggests to us? Here we 

must look more closely at the productive, or “poetic” function of the imagination. This 

function applies to the way in which creation, or change, is conceptualized; and is – as 

already discussed – addressed throughout The Rule of Metaphor and Time and Narrative. 

For Ricoeur, the “meaning-effects” of metaphor and narrative “belong to the same 

phenomenon of semantic innovation.”80 That is to say, both metaphorical speech and 

narrative discourse inhabit “one vast poetic sphere.”81 Here, crucially, we note with Taylor 

that “[i]f metaphor and narrative involve semantic innovation, the implications extend to 

innovation in social existence as a whole.”82 This issue of creativity, as Ricoeur himself has 

noted, is the concern of his entire philosophical project. For Ricoeur, this capacity to create, 

discovered in language, reveals that reality itself is in “a process of being created.” Put 
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another way, “[l]anguage in the making celebrates reality in the making.”83 The 

implications of Ricoeur’s analysis are borne out through the metaphorical functions’ impact 

on reality itself: if metaphor shatters our former linguistic structures, so too does it shatter 

the former structures of what we call reality. To ask whether metaphor conveys – through 

language – an understanding of ‘reality’, is to pre-suppose that we know already what 

reality is. 

 

A Hermeneutic of Social Action 

Utopia possesses this metaphoric quality at the social level through the productive-

imaginative exploration of alternative possibility.84 Utopia, importantly, is a way of 

bringing about change to the world, and not – as Marx argued – simply a way of 

interpreting the world.85 Because reality is symbolically mediated, and thus a process rather 

than a given state, it resists the models which place it in opposition to ideology and utopia. 

Reality’s nature as a process highlights the importance of time, a dynamic which – as we 

have seen – Ricoeur deals with at length in Time and Narrative. The narrative function of 

our understanding is recognized as the primary structure, into which explanation and 

understanding are given form.86 In the Rule of Metaphor, Ricoeur presents his deepest 

exploration into the poetic nature of reality, and talks about “the revelation of the Real as 

Act.”87 The primacy of action in all human affairs, as well as “all things ‘as in act’,” 

suggests to Ricoeur that “such could well be the ontological function of metaphorical 

discourse.”88 Furthermore, the symbolic and metaphorical nature of human existence puts 

the nature of truth in question. As symbolically mediated, any conception of the ‘real’ in 

relation to human life is interpretive. What is mediated is not literal fact, either, since “[w]e 

cannot finally separate the real from our interpretation; the very nature of the real retains a 

metaphoric quality.”89 Ricoeur therefore calls for “a radical reformulation of the problem of 

truth.”90 In the metaphorical direction that Ricoeur proposes, the task involves going “so far 
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as to metaphorize the verb ‘to be’ itself and recognize in ‘being-as’ the correlate of ‘seeing-

as’, in which is summed up the work of metaphor.”91 As Taylor puts it, “[w]hat we 

understand to be the real is symbolically mediated from the beginning, and the real is also 

always in process.”92 Or, as Ricoeur himself maintains, it is “everything already prefigured 

that is also transfigured.”93 In the dialectic of ideology and utopia, the possible – opened up 

by utopia – is pointed to through a metaphoric transformation of the already-existing. This 

dialectic between the pre- and trans-figured provides, more generally, a sense of the 

meaning of tradition. This can be recognized as “not the inert transmission of some already 

dead deposit of material but the living transmission of an innovation always capable of 

being reactivated by a return to the most creative moments of poetic activity… In fact, a 

tradition is constituted by the interplay of innovation and sedimentation.”94 

As well as the conjunction of pre- and trans-figuration, ideology and utopia also 

operate at a level which is described by a theory of interpretation. It is here that the 

metaphoric movement of utopia toward possibilities is counter-balanced by speculative 

thought. Crucial here, is Ricoeur’s observation that interpretation, as a “composite 

discourse…cannot but feel the opposite pull of two rival demands. On one side, 

interpretation seeks the clarity of the concept; on the other, it hopes to preserve the 

dynamism of meaning that the concept holds and pins down.”95 The critical moment, then, 

occurs at both the ideological, and the utopian. Ricoeur’s hermeneutics insists upon this 

point, so that ideology critiques utopia, and utopia critiques ideology. This is, again, the 

conflict of interpretations. As Taylor notes, however, conflict is not opposition. It is rather 

“a play of both similarity and difference and not merely difference.”96 Of particular note is 

how Ricoeur’s hermeneutic here is not just a theory of understanding, but also incorporates 

explanation: the critical moment of distance. These explanatory moments occur by way of 

‘detours’, which are taken discursively within Ricoeur’s hermeneutics.97 
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The Reality of History 

 

Having honed in on Ricoeur’s Lectures for a more robust take on the social 

imagination in terms of history – specifically in terms of how this may be applied to my 

own thesis – it is time to now tie this in with the experiential model that I began to flesh out 

earlier on in Chapter 3. For this reason, I return now to Carr’s analysis, in order to bring out 

his understanding of how experience functions within the historical problematic. The 

following will therefore offer something of a sounding board, by which to test my 

application of Yong’s pneumatological imagination (supplemented with the Ricoeurian 

social imagination) to the historical dimension, which – in the context of Pentecostalism – 

must include the experiential aspect. 

Discussing precisely this connection between history and experience, Carr briefly 

revisits his Time, Narrative, and History, and seeks to re-cast it in light of the 

phenomenology presented in Experience and History.98 The main change in Carr’s thinking 

– at least, which is relevant to the current project – has to do with his defence of narrative 

against the likes of White, Mink, and others. Carr had argued that “‘reality’ referred to in 

historical narratives is not just any reality, and certainly not the physical reality of the 

sciences, but rather the human reality of action and experience.”99 It is this reality, Carr had 

insisted, which shares many of the structural features of narrative. Whilst Carr is careful to 

qualify that this is not a ‘realist’ epistemology of history, his point was that “story-telling at 

the historian’s level is the same kind of thing that goes on at the agent’s level.” He 

continues, “the two levels share the same formal structure rather than being, as claimed, 

radically different and unrelated.”100 This position served well to challenge the postmodern 

tendency, which denied any formal structure to historical reality. The problem with this 

description however – as Carr himself admits – is that “narrative” becomes the mediator 

between the historical reality and its contemporary writing (or, we might say, 

‘representation’, although Carr himself does not use this term here). Carr’s error was, by his 
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own admission, in applying the literary genre to the non-literary world: effectively 

employing the ‘story-telling’ metaphor too broadly. To remedy his earlier mistake, then, 

Carr now seeks to use experience as the mediating term, instead of narrative.101 This also 

overcomes a problem with another of Carr’s earlier assertions: namely, the ‘ontologization’ 

of the we-subject, which Carr recognizes had been similar in kind to Hegel’s infamous 

‘Geist’. Rather than narrative asserting the objective reality of the collective, a 

phenomenological approach instead sees the existence of collective entities “only to the 

extent that people identify themselves with them.” Importantly, “[t]hey are not ‘natural’ 

entities but social formations often with fluid and changing boundaries.”102 This 

demarcation serves to illustrate the relevance of the qualitative difference between 

‘universe’ and ‘world’ here: the natural order in contrast to human existence. I wonder, 

though, whether Carr – in his obvious eagerness to avoid Hegel’s error – has too readily 

abandoned the possibility for the we-subject’s real being, beyond its narrativized 

experience. 

 

The Metaphysics and Epistemology of History 

Whilst Carr denies – as we have seen – the ‘speculative’ metaphysics of Hegel, 

what he does see value in is the exploration of such a pursuit, in terms of the reasons why 

these descriptions keep turning up time and again: the meaning that we apparently search 

for within history, and the reasons for this tendency. Carr proceeds, then, to consider 

history in a metaphysical sense and proposes a re-reading of the classical philosophy of 

history, which is phenomenological and therefore experiential.103 The modern critical 

approach to the philosophy of history, since from around the 1950s, distinguishes between 

the ‘speculative’ or ‘substantive’ on the one hand, and the ‘critical’ or ‘analytical’ on the 

other.104 These correspond to the metaphysical and epistemological, respectively.105 In 

critical thought, the latter of course wins out. Hegel’s programme was controversial 

because, despite its apparent allegiance to enlightenment rationalism, it flew in the face of 

so much modern thought. This was not least in its acceptance of so many religious tenets 
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and, in fact, especially because of the way in which Hegel claimed faith could be proven, 

independently, by reason. Carr’s concern, however, is that Hegel’s programme may have 

been read back into earlier philosophies of history (or, one might argue, theologies of 

history): for example, that of Augustine, among others. It is useful here to consider exactly 

what it is that Carr is disputing. Is he arguing that Hegel should not be discarded out of 

hand? Or is he attempting to revive earlier philosophies of history, on the premise that they 

have been dismissed out of hand? It is not quite clear. However, what is crucial, is Carr’s 

treatment of Marx. This economic view of history, perhaps more than any other we have 

considered previously, reveals something of the human tendency to look at history in its 

fullness: a desire to see the ‘whole thing’. Whether we see history’s movement ‘forward’ as 

by divine providence, or by the human desire to be free, Carr argues that Marx and Hegel 

are far more alike than many commentators suggest.106 Indeed, although Hegel is far more 

theistic, it would seem that he still prizes reason above faith, seeing the latter subsumed 

under the former. 

The main point that Carr would appear to emphasize, is that all takes on the 

philosophy of history are value-laden: they all seek some ‘meaning’, which – crucially – 

fails ever to be value-free, neutral, or objective. The relevance of this for the current project 

is clear. Whilst I would join Carr in broad disagreement with both Hegel and Marx, it is 

important that such disagreement be carefully qualified. For instance, my thesis relies on 

the premise that the Spirit is present in the world and acting in human affairs: effectively 

directing history, at some level. My qualification here would be around the definition of 

‘Spirit’, whom I take to be truly divine, and not a Weltgeist or ‘the spirit of a people’. Yet 

this is also where I would differ from Carr. The collective “we-subject” that he argues for is 

useful to my project but requires modification if it is to account for the Holy Spirit, as the 

one who comprises the Christian community. Similarly, whist Marx’s point concerning 

humanity’s directing of history evidently holds merit, I believe this must be balanced with 

an understanding of God’s involvement: viewing our actions as in partnership with the 

Holy Spirit, insofar as they aid God’s plan for history (which, we might well concede, is 

still only partially known). This, it should be emphasized, would constitute the ‘ought’ of 
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history, mentioned at the end of Chapter 4, above. The question, of course, is how Carr’s 

modifications on these themes serve my own project. 

 

The Speculative Philosophy of History 

We have seen how Carr apparently wants to distance Hegel from theologies of 

history, such as Augustine’s project. One wonders what the motivation for this might be, 

for at one level Hegel’s work might be considered simply a modern variant of the 

Augustinian approach to history, with a few obvious differences. Indeed, Augustine’s 

approach, being as it is a theological one, might be considered as offering a corrective to 

Hegel, as far as the current project is concerned. And yet, perhaps Augustine’s main 

contribution in this vein is his insistence upon the need to develop a metaphysics of history, 

from ‘outside’ it – that is, ‘extra-temporally’ – rather than from an assumed ‘end’, as in 

Hegelian and Marxist thought. The hermeneutical problem of an assumed ‘God’s-eye view’ 

crops up again here. However, although we cannot step outside our historical position 

(owing to our inescapable historicity), this is not necessarily to discount any possibility of 

us understanding the meaning that God has for history. It is here that Ricoeur’s work on 

symbol, as expressed through ideology and utopia, becomes indispensable. 

Carr deals with various critiques of the speculative metaphysical approach to the 

philosophy of history, particularly from Popper and Lowith, but seems to put the most 

stock in Arthur Danto, in whose analysis everything comes down to what we mean by 

“meaning.” This point again raises the question of retrospection, and the fact that the 

significance of events is only realized in relation to larger – including subsequent – events. 

Furthermore, we deal only with specific parts of the whole of history: those events with 

relevance for the story we ourselves, within a community, are telling.107 The ‘meaning’ 

within the substantive philosophy of history, on Danto’s account, is the same as that sought 

by the ordinary historian.108 The mistake that the substantive philosopher of history makes, 

asserts Danto, is in assuming that there is an ultimate meaning. It is Danto’s criticism of 

classical philosophy of history which Carr finds most useful for his own project.109 Danto’s 

criticism can, Carr argues, “provide us with the means for re-assessing the character and 
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prospects of the classical philosophy of history.”110 Indeed, what Danto reveals about story-

telling and narrative, is that “narration yields certain categories of thought that might be 

said to compose the metaphysics of everyday life.”111 Where Danto differs from others who 

have explored the prevalence of narrative across cultures and disciplines, is in his focus on 

the question of why these features should show up so broadly.112 Carr recounts his own 

argument in Time, Narrative, and History, noting especially his emphasis on our agency in 

life: ultimately, experience is not merely passive, but active, as we configure our own lives. 

In this way, narrative applies very much to human existence, for we are active participants 

in various stories. 

 

Practical Narrative 

On Carr’s view the structuralists (including White and Mink) get the order of 

narrative backwards: they see it originating as a cultural phenomenon, which is then 

imposed on the historical discipline.113 Carr wonders, however, whether narrative accounts 

in fact originally sprung up within cultures, because they are an analogue of the reality of 

historical existence. If so, “[n]arrative could then be seen as a ‘cognitive instrument,’ and 

history as a ‘mode of comprehension’…which permits us to make sense of the past and 

thus to understand it and know it, just as we use it to make sense of our own actions and 

those of others in everyday life.”114 Carr thus seeks to overcome the cognitive/aesthetic 

choice by positing “practical narrative,” which is essentially “a matter of organizing and 

understanding the present and the past in order to achieve some end.”115 Practical narrative 

determines the future of choice, and decides how to achieve it. It is on this point that Carr’s 

project draws closest to my own, for – as noted above – I recognize human agency as well 

as divine providence. It should be noted, however, that not every event is to be interpreted 

as the Spirit’s movement within – and leading of – history (as, for example, Hegel seems to 

suggest). But neither is history to be viewed solely in terms of an economic class force, 

played out by human agents alone (as in Marx’s thought). 
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Carr’s discussion of the plural first-person subject, especially in its form of 

community, reminds one of the most enduring communities: the Church (or to put it more 

accurately, churches).116 These communities have continued on long after the death of their 

founders (that is, the apostles) and one cannot help but wonder exactly how they can be 

understood to exist as the same communities. Thinking phenomenologically, and drawing 

as I am on Carr, we must consider how he describes such communities’ existence as 

constituted by their narratives. These narratives must be told, accepted, and acted upon, for 

the community to exist as such. In the specific example of churches, then, there is a clear 

divergence of the contemporary communities from the initial community: the narrative is 

‘retold’ differently amongst varying groups, all of which would claim some form of 

continuity with that original community. My discussion of Pentecostal expression in 

Chapter 1 clearly illustrated this point. A secular example of this divergence could be that 

of Marx and the later Marxists, discussed earlier in relation to ideology and utopia. 

What is interesting about Carr’s description is that there seems to be no 

consideration of the ‘authenticity’ of a group. Indeed, Carr provides the example of 

Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and the re-framing of the American nation, suggesting that 

such revisionism is not a problem. All that seems important to Carr is that there exists a 

community which identifies as the ‘we’. In this ‘existence-in-the-narrative’ claim, we 

encounter a genuine problem in relation to church communities. Within this particular 

context, a mere existence-in-narrative is simply not good enough, for there are very real 

metaphysical concerns which must also be addressed. Yes, church communities have 

narratives, and yes, they act upon such narratives as groups. But the constitution of the 

Church, or churches, is not merely an end unto itself. It is therefore not enough that we 

simply continue identifying as the Church.117 One of the potential issues that should be 

addressed here relates to misrepresentation. In accordance with Carr’s view, it is entirely 

possible to have a mythos practiced and subsequently reinforced, within a closed system, 

without any reference to wider reality. By way of example, a Pentecostal phenomenon such 

as speaking in tongues may be reinforced as others assent to the experience and so enter 

into it themselves, in the interest of their continued belonging within the community. 
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However, the mere fact that people agree to something and practice the same themselves, 

does not finally constitute communal existence.118 Again, in terms of the Church – which 

points to a metaphysical reality, ultimately beyond itself – existence means more than a 

collection of individuals merely assenting to a group identity. The problem stems from our 

need to properly gauge how well (or otherwise) such a community faithfully represents that 

which it refers to. In short, how might we hope to judge the ‘authenticity’ of such a 

community? One possible answer to this conundrum may be found in Ricoeur’s Lectures, 

whereby a utopia is declared, and the supporting ideology is measured against it. How 

closely the ideology results in the claimed utopia gauges its ‘faithfulness’ (to invoke 

another of Ricoeur’s terms). In the passage of time, might we be able to test a form of 

communal ideology against its corresponding utopia? 

 

The Application of Practical Narrative 

Carr goes on to attempt an application of his analysis of narrative “to the great 

theories of the classical philosophy of history.”119 He begins by dealing with a number of 

general concerns. First, Carr is quick to point out that he will not treat the theories as 

“metaphysical claims about the reality of the historical process” but rather, “as a kind of 

discourse more appropriately compared with [a] political-rhetorical kind of story-

telling.”120 This again reiterates Carr’s decision to move beyond a choice between cognitive 

or aesthetic modes, in favour of practical narratives. Carr is keen to avoid labelling this a 

‘prescriptive’ over a ‘descriptive’ discourse, noting the sense in which such philosophers 

redescribe the past and present. The second general point that Carr makes concerns the 

scope of classical philosophy of history. The question here is to do with whether narrative 

structures are applicable at this “universal,” “all-time” scale.121 Returning to the “western 

Marxists,” Carr notes how they effectively re-read the early Marx (that is, Marx prior to 

Engels’ application of his theory to all of history), and re-interpreted his work as a call to 

action.122 Carr observes that this interpretation of Marx addresses the paradox of whether 

history’s outcome is inevitable, since Marx himself urged activism and, therefore, human 
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agency. On the western Marxists’ re-interpretation then, it seems logical that the ‘historical 

determinism’ assumed by Marx, is in fact a rhetorical device employed in order to 

encourage listeners to become the protagonist in the narrative reality. In this way, Marx’s 

rhetoric becomes self-fulfilling prophecy, as the proletariat protagonist brings about the 

emancipation of society at large, in line with Marx’s ‘metahistorical narrative’.123 Hegel, 

also advocating a protagonist, offers instead the ‘world spirit’, whose agency will direct 

history. Herein lies the major difference, for the Geist acts on its own, aloof from the 

apparent human forces within history. Indeed, Geist is understood to be the singular force, 

which directs those human historical players, who are themselves reduced to little more 

than unwitting ‘tools’ in the hands of Geist.124 So how, on Carr’s account, is the practical 

narrative which is associated with the we-subject, applicable in Hegel’s schema? If ‘we’ are 

not identified with the spirit, it seems there is little possibility for the application of Carr’s 

narrative framework within Hegel’s philosophy of history.125 However, Carr acknowledges 

the “sketchy” nature of Hegel’s own description of world spirit.126 This is not least because 

of the self-opposition and self-negation inherent to his notion of Geist. 

This apparent disconnect has usually been addressed by recourse to Hegel’s other 

work, most notably in the Phenomenology of Spirit which, after all, deals explicitly with the 

subject. It is here, in Hegel’s oft-cited section on Lordship and Bondage, where we might 

hope to find an answer to the conundrum of Geist. From this passage, it would seem that 

Hegel understands spirit as constituted by – or coming out from, or as the result of – a 

process. This is, crucially, a process which is itself played out socially. Geist is, as Hegel 

himself put it, “a I that is We, a We that is I [sic].”127 On his account, experience is a 

process through which consciousness encounters the world, and subsequently reflects on 

itself, in relation to the world. Through this reflection, and the ensuing errors and 

misunderstandings, consciousness becomes self-consciousness.128 Where Hegel differs 

from other early modern philosophers, is in his movement beyond the problem of how to 

transcend the individual's isolation – traditionally achieved by simply detailing this 
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independence from the natural world – toward thinking through the independence of the 

individual in terms of other individuals. In Hegel’s classic passage on the master and slave, 

we see his thought illustrated in the threat against the independence of the ‘I’, between one 

and the other. The recognition sought by both ‘sides’ in this thought experiment, reveals the 

futility of the struggle. Hegel’s proposed solution to this perpetual struggle is mutual 

recognition of the right of the other.129 Hegel thus envisages a community of reciprocal 

recognition – made up of genuinely independent individuals – which alone can confer 

genuine independence. Thus, the paradox is concluded in a dialectical third stage.130 

Following Pinkard, Carr recognizes the consciously revolutionary nature of Hegel’s work, 

and in this light can affirm the ‘call to action’ of Hegel’s philosophy of history, rather than 

the problem-filled metaphysics that is often described of him.131 On this view, Hegel 

wanted to posit a way of life which Europe could embrace, following the tumultuous past 

few decades of French revolution and Napoleonic wars. His vision was for a new kind of 

community which could consciously overcome the power struggles of the past.132 

Nevertheless, Hegel’s hubris is perhaps found in his belief that this ideal might be 

applicable to all of humanity.133 

 

Reinterpreting Hegel 

The failure of Hegel’s philosophy of history, Carr asserts, is on its own terms: it 

fails to tell a persuasive story about history which could constitute a community of 

humanity.134 Its failure is wholly practical: Hegel’s world spirit is not realized.135 Hegel, 

Carr argues, therefore serves as the paradigmatic case for speculative philosophy of history. 

Historians of philosophy who seek to dismiss speculative philosophy of history therefore 

draw on Hegel’s failure as evidence against it. The argument goes that Hegel, and similar 

speculative philosophers of history, simply repeat the Judeo-Christian approach to history, 

which (it is assumed) has long been recognized as untenable in the modern world. This is 

where the motivation behind Carr’s earlier issue with theologies of history becomes clear. 
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He believes that Hegel is too readily read back into Jewish – and, later Christian – thought 

(especially as it is found in Augustine). Carr instead argues that Hegel’s project comes from 

a thoroughly modern context.136 It is aimed at moving history forward, toward a desired 

‘end’.137 It is in this sense that Hegel’s project is inherently practical, far more than it is 

theoretical or metaphysical. This is in many ways very similar to Marx’s work, and Carr in 

fact reinterprets Hegel in a similar fashion to how Marx has been reinterpreted. On Carr’s 

account, then, the classical philosophy of history – whilst located in the present – does not 

view the present as an end point. Rather, it is a turning point.138 It is in this practical, 

political sense that such an understanding demands we recognize ourselves as actors on the 

world stage, through the communities of which we are active participants. It is here that we 

find meaning, for we contribute to the future rather than merely predicting it, or seeing 

certain outcomes as inevitable (and ourselves therefore as ultimately powerless).139 The 

problem here is one of force: attempting to impose a narrative upon the world. Is the issue 

that such rhetoric is overly prescriptive, without enough supporting description with which 

to bolster its claims? Or, is it simply a matter of inadequate description (or 

redescription)?140 Ricoeur’s discussion regarding claim and belief, between those in power 

and their subjects, respectively, perhaps suggests an alternative interpretation, in terms of 

ideology and practice. 

“What is the relation,” Carr asks, “between experience and practice, with reference 

to history?”141 In one sense they are opposed: experience is the passive acquisition of the 

senses, whilst practice is the active ‘giving back’ within, and to, the world.142 But Carr here 

stresses a distinction between mere activity, and practice. The former might be akin to 

Kant’s ‘spontaneity’ and is habitual, even unconscious; whereas practice is reflective, in 

that it is conscious and thought-through – becoming purposeful – action.143 By way of 

example, as children we experience the alphabet passively (the sounds are received by our 
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senses). After enough repetition, we learn the same sounds ourselves, until we can say the 

alphabet without any conscious thought (we might be described as ‘experienced’ alphabet-

reciters). This latter experience – in the sense of habit, or know-how – constitutes the active 

aspect. The distinction that Carr is emphasizing effectively parses this active element into 

‘mere’ action (unthinking recitation), and calculated practice (for example, spelling out a 

word). Experience informs action, to result in purposeful practice: where the outcome of 

our actions can be expected and intended. However, the passive nature of our initial 

experience still requires further treatment.  

 

 

Passive and Active Experience and History 

 

On Carr’s account, it is “temporal passivity” which describes our complete lack of 

control over how the world is presented to our experience. Even if we accept that Kantian a 

priori concepts ‘constitute’ the world to our own minds, the raw content of experience 

precedes such formation within the understanding.144 Temporal passivity then, in 

phenomenological terms, means experience ‘happening-to’ us. Notably, it also exposes us 

to the future, in the sense that we do not yet know what future experience will hold. 

Importantly however, whilst all experience is temporal (and therefore crucial to any full 

account of the nature of human history), temporality is not the only element to our 

experience of history itself.145 Particularly-historical experience is grounded in our relation 

to the social present, and as such is constituted through participation and membership to 

community.146 Carr notes the correlate of retention (the present-past) and memory (the 

recollected past); with protention (the present-future) and imagination (the anticipated 

future). Protention is still essentially passive, but the major difference between the past and 

the future is that the future can be created.147 To return again to the musical analogy used 

earlier on in Chapter 3, retention enables us to ‘remember’ previous elements of the piece, 

and so to properly appreciate the entire listening experience. Protention hints at the 
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possibility of constructing a continuation of the melody. For instance, where the performer 

might stop short, the listener may imagine what ought to come next, given what has already 

been heard, and held in retentional present memory. In such circumstances, one becomes 

not merely a listener, but an active participant in the musical performance, and – where 

permitted – might also create the subsequent elements within the musical score. Carr 

himself does not make quite as much of protention as one might think, and yet the current 

project points to the crucial importance of the productive imagination, especially in relation 

to human experience in history.148 

 

Creating the Future 

It is here that Carr’s practical narrative and the concomitant ‘purposeful action’ play 

their part. “Practice” is the term Carr applies to the future-creating impetus that we act 

upon.149 There appears to be a flaw to Carr’s logic here, however – which is especially 

pertinent to the current discussion – in relation to the ‘meta-history’ we employ whilst 

considering action. Carr notes how a long-term approach to the philosophy of history only 

became possible following the enlightenment, when philosophers could imagine a world in 

which humanity can direct its own future. Indeed, Carr distinguishes between prediction or 

prophecy, and the modern human-controlled future. However, this distinction seems simply 

to relegate all pre-enlightenment approaches to the category of ‘theologies’ of history. It is 

questionable whether this is a legitimate approach, or in fact a category mistake which 

writes off the former, by applying a name to it which effectively dissociates it from the 

latter, which is alone deemed worthy of discussion.150 Carr’s elaboration on this point is 

telling. “Our thesis” he explains, 

 

is that [theologies of history] can and should be read in another way. 

Though they often seem to use language of prediction and even prophecy, 

they are really expressing a practical attitude toward the future and 
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participating, through their language and their concepts, in an effort to move 

history in a certain direction.151 

 

In other words, these earlier ‘theologies’ are similar in kind to the later modernist-driven 

attempts to master creation: perhaps differing only in their explicit motivations (for 

instance, the furtherance of God’s plan in the former, and humanity’s goals in the latter). It 

would seem that Carr makes a similar error in reading theologies of history through modern 

philosophy, to that which he accuses others of committing in relation to reading Hegel back 

into these same theologies. Yet, it is worth considering whether the modern views are in 

fact themselves simply modern incarnations of earlier theologies of history. One is 

reminded here of Ricoeur’s suggestion that all ideologies may in some sense be secularized 

religions. 

It is important to realise that Hegel’s synthesis is perhaps one particular case of a 

more general trend (which is in fact inherent to most fields of study, including history): that 

is, the constant researching of the past (whether that be events, ideas, or other 

developments) in order to inform the present, and therefore to form the future in the 

preferred way.152 This approach in itself reveals an assumption: that we can improve, if 

only we take the time to analyse what has gone before. Hegel’s ultimate extrapolation of 

history’s movement to the Weltgeist might well have gone too far, but that does not 

necessarily warrant our discarding the underlying theme. 

On this point, it strikes me that we need to guard against imposing a later synthesis 

upon that which has gone before. To speak of a ‘synthesis’ at all, requires that we maintain 

the integrity of the original opposition, at least insofar as we deal with past reality. And yet 

the current project runs this risk, for whilst it is clear that a twenty-first century Pentecostal 

scholarship cannot be found in the preceding two-millennia, this is essentially what I seek 

there. What needs to be stressed, however – in defence of my thesis – is that I am not 

looking for an ‘understanding’ of the Spirit present throughout history: this is what 

previous studies have already achieved, to varying degrees of success. Rather, what I hope 

to find is a recognition of the subject (that is, the Spirit) – albeit defined on the twenty-first 
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century scholar’s terms – but patently not just a socio-cultural example of a sometime-

recurring pneumatology. Mine is not an intellectual history of pneumatology or 

Pentecostalism, but rather a ‘pneumatology of history’. This distinction is best understood 

in the same sense that the philosophy of history is distinguished from a history of 

philosophy. Can a synthesis finally be avoided? Given the limited nature of history (the 

choices that must be made about what is to be included and so on), all we have are the parts 

to make sense of. It is in this ‘making sense of’, that the synthesis must occur. 

An example of this particular pitfall can be found within one of Carr’s own 

examples, whilst juxtaposing Marx and Hegel. Carr asserts that whereas Marx believed he 

was fundamentally modifying Hegel through his own focus upon class, in fact he 

maintained Hegel’s conception of history as dialectical struggle. In Marx the hoped-for end 

is emancipation, rather than Hegel’s idea of freedom through Weltgeist.153 Indeed, Marx 

believed that we had reached the final stage in the form of industrial class war, in much the 

same way that Hegel saw the European political scene as the end-point.154 

 

Phenomenology at a Crossroads   

It is clear from Carr’s survey of the speculative philosophers of history, why his 

own preference is for a phenomenological approach. We return, then, to a discussion of 

Husserl in order to consider his approach to history, especially in contrast to those 

described above. Husserl’s education, interestingly, would not have prominently featured 

Hegel or Marx, nor the historicists more generally. At the time, British empiricism was 

favoured by Husserl’s teachers, over and against the German idealists, which – broadly 

construed – included Kant.155 Husserl therefore encountered history primarily through 

Dilthey, who was himself nevertheless heavily indebted to Kant. Dilthey rejected a 

Hegelian philosophy of history but did not fail to recognize the inherent historical 

situatedness of all human existence.156 Husserl, influenced as he was by an education 

focussed upon British empiricism, thus initially reacted negatively to historicism. He 
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singled out Dilthey as its main representative, and his engagement with the topic is 

therefore best understood through this lens.157 

Husserl believed in the possibility of philosophy becoming a rigorous science but 

recognized two prevalent currents of thought that threatened this goal: naturalism on one 

hand, and historicism on the other. Both of these tended to impose a reduction. In the case 

of the historicist reduction of philosophy, Husserl saw a concomitant relativism, which 

treats each period of philosophical endeavour as a result of historical and social 

circumstances, but that nevertheless then claims to understand truth for all time. The fact 

that intellectual history uncovers these varying philosophies, suggests to proponents of 

historicism that philosophy might never attain its goal. Husserl sees this leap of logic as a 

move from historicism to historical relativism.158 This leaves us with a ‘worldview 

philosophy’, whereby philosophy serves to simply synthesize the highest achievements of 

its time into a coherent system or worldview. Such worldview philosophy is not permanent, 

and falls far short of becoming rigorous science, or of ever hoping to grasp eternal truth.159 

Husserl therefore rejects this relativist conclusion, insisting instead that philosophy should 

be judged not on historical grounds but rather, in keeping with its own criteria, on a 

philosophical basis. For Husserl, it is phenomenology that provides a way forward in 

developing and applying standards to the philosophical pursuit.160 Husserl therefore 

proposed a ‘transcendental phenomenology’, which dealt with the eidetic and essences; 

rather than ‘facts’, which history and the physical sciences dwelt upon.161 This is, again, the 

phenomenological reduction. 

Husserl, however, seems to do an about-face with his Crisis, wherein he deals very 

much in historical thought. As Carr observes, “the whole work is cast in a thoroughly 

historical register from the very start.”162 Here, Husserl charts developments in science and 

philosophy through history, on the premise that in order to understand the current situation, 

we must first understand the heritage and tradition behind it. The point is ultimately to 
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demonstrate the need for phenomenology to fulfil philosophy’s broader mission.163 

Contrary to his earlier insistence that philosophy proper be kept separate from the history of 

philosophy, Husserl himself now proceeds historically.164 Importantly, however, he dwells 

not merely on factual history, but explores its teleology. It is important to note here that 

Husserl’s earlier reaction against historicism was not against the recognition that everything 

is historical, but rather against the extension of this simple historicism toward historical 

relativism, or worldview philosophy.165 In the Crisis, however, Husserl seems to admit the 

historical nature even of philosophy. Yet, crucially, he still believes that philosophy is 

capable of transcending the historical situation, and so able to attain timeless truth. Husserl 

sees phenomenology as the Endstiftung – the final establishment of philosophy – 

completing the project begun by the Greeks’ Urstiftung (primal establishment).166 

Husserl posits phenomenology as a method, which to his mind establishes its 

credentials as more than merely a product of the age in which it appears: that is, more than 

a worldview. Nevertheless, Husserl’s turn back to history marks a shift in his philosophy, 

and signals something of a reconciliation with historicism. As Carr asserts, his idea of 

Endstiftung seems even to reconcile him in some sense with Hegel.167 On Carr’s view, 

Husserl’s contribution to a philosophy of history is neither in an epistemological nor a 

metaphysical vein, although his approach certainly contributes to both. Rather, Husserl’s 

influence is found in his concept of historicity.168 His apparently metaphysical philosophy 

of history differs in very important respects to that of Hegel and Marx.169 Husserl is talking 

about a crisis: a situation of which we do not yet know the outcome, but only what has 

occurred to bring us to this point. Husserl speaks about the classical philosophy of history 

in almost nostalgic terms, in the sense that we can no longer view human history in this 

way. He evidently differs from Hegel – who had declared the imminent victory of reason – 

and even from Kant, whose milder version of a substantive philosophy of history might at 

first seem more like what Husserl has in mind. Yet, crisis has no obvious place in Kant’s 

thought either. 
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History and Practice 

It is on this comparison that Carr therefore distinguishes “three different narrative 

strategies” within the modern substantive philosophy of history:170 (1) Hegel and Marx 

offer closure, an end to history; (2) Kant, certainly not seeing such progress through human 

agency as inevitable, still hopes for such; and (3) Husserl’s Crisis, which places us at a 

turning point, which calls for urgent intervention.171 What of the epistemological aspect in 

all of this? Can Husserl’s Crisis, asks Carr, be recognized as a contribution to the critical 

philosophy of history?172 He believes not, but rather sees the chief importance of Husserl’s 

Crisis in its employment of historicity.173 As I have already shown, this idea stems from 

Dilthey’s observation that “[w]e are historical beings before we become observers of 

history, and only because we are the former do we become the latter.”174 It is the question 

as to what it means to be ‘historical beings’ which reveals the concept of historicity. As 

Carr puts it, “[t]he epistemology of historical inquiry gives way to an account of the 

historical character of experience and existence.”175 The classic categories become 

confusing at this point, because although Husserl’s work touches upon – and has 

implications for – epistemology and for (especially) ontology, these categories fail to 

account for the whole picture of what Husserl is discussing. Rather, his project is 

phenomenological, in the full sense of the term.176 

There is, again, a correlate between Husserl’s turn to history – despite his early 

misgivings – and a similar move within Pentecostal scholarship (however reticent).177 The 

‘ongoing enquiry’ is of course different to that of philosophy, but it is nevertheless taken up 

from within a community or tradition, with its own way of looking at the world and 

formulating questions about it.178 Is there a preceding assumption in the Pentecostal 

tradition – similar to that of Husserl in his philosophical pursuit – that one can neatly 

separate the history of something, from its practice? In Husserl’s case this was the history 
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of philosophy on the one hand, and philosophy itself on the other. Indeed, phenomenology 

was for Husserl an attempt at some sort of ‘return to innocence’: “To the things 

themselves,” as the phenomenological catchcry would have it. Does the modern Pentecostal 

pursuit for that original Pentecostal experience demonstrate a similar hubris? The assertion 

that philosophy must “reflect on its own nature as well as that of its subject matter” surely 

also applies to theology to some extent.179 At the very least, it should prompt an exploration 

into how far it might apply within ones Church tradition. 

To take this comparison to its logical conclusion, we might imagine Husserl’s thesis 

represented as a line, with Ur (primordial establishment) and End (final establishment) at 

either pole, corresponding to his account of the relation of Greece and Europe, respectively. 

How does this reflect the current project? A fairly obvious correlation would place 

Pentecost – as described in Acts – at one end, and modern-day Pentecostalism at the other. 

Such an approach would proceed to pinpoint ‘Pentecostal-type’ events throughout Church 

history, and so present us with a punctuated line. This would, however, seem to essentially 

promote a form of dispensationalism, or – if read in a ‘progressive’ light – perhaps a move 

toward an end point. On the one hand, I want to avoid positing a dispensationalist model, as 

this would suggest that most of history has been devoid of Spirit-involvement. Even if I 

were to find a great many instances where the Spirit supposedly acted, the vast majority of 

time would still, by contrast, be ‘Spirit-less’. This would stand in direct opposition to the 

Pentecostal position defended earlier: that the Spirit is as work in the world, always. 

On the other hand, a movement toward an ‘end point’ need not be much cause for 

concern, given the eschatological hope at the heart of theology. Although, again, it is 

important to separate theological pursuit from what we might call ‘theological reality’ (that 

is, reality as it ultimately is, in its proper relation to the Creator). On this score, perhaps the 

main difference between theology and philosophy (at least, as Husserl held the latter) is that 

theologians by and large accept that theirs is an ever-incomplete venture. There is not this 

idea that we can find a method which ‘completes’ the discipline, as it were. And yet, in 

defence of Husserl, he seems in many ways to think of phenomenology as a project: not a 

metaphysics, and not complete.180 
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A Hermeneutic (Re)Turn 

It is at this point that we must look again to those who carried on Husserl’s 

phenomenological project, and most notably Ricoeur: who developed his hermeneutics 

through important modifications to the phenomenology that he inherited from Husserl. J. B. 

Thompson’s Critical Hermeneutics points in particular to Ricoeur’s modification of the 

phenomenological reduction.181 Ricoeur’s turn to hermeneutics seems to be a ‘move 

beyond’ phenomenology, and it is important to recognize how Ricoeur’s choice informs 

this part of my argument. The phenomenological reduction is what makes the Welt/Umwelt 

distinction possible. Husserl’s early lectures on the Phenomenology of Time-Consciousness 

are, as Carr notes, “regarded by some scholars as the first more or less explicit formulation 

of the reduction.”182 Here, ‘objective’ time is not taken for granted, and there is therefore no 

demand for the ‘subjective’ to be fitted into it. Rather, the subjective experience is what is 

started with, and the concept of the ‘objective’ itself therefore originates here. Merleau-

Ponty, drawing on Heidegger, takes this a step further and insists that it originates in the 

lived body.183 As we have seen, Ricoeur takes the phenomenology of time further still, far 

beyond both Husserl and Heidegger. Carr proposes yet a further extension, which he 

correlates with the way in which Edward Casey and Anthony Steinbock have extended 

space phenomenology. “How” asks Carr, “can we move from lived time to cultural 

time?”184  

There is an inherent difficulty in moving from phenomenology of lived time in the 

individual or subjective sense, to the cultural and intersubjective sense.185 The absolutes of 

here and there of the spatial dimensions (which separate me from you, for instance) do not 

seem to have a correlation in the dimension of time, in which we both find ourselves ‘here’, 

as it were.186 Carr, however, believes this view to be the result of our forgetting the 

distinction between the lived and the objective: in particular, it perpetuates what Carr terms 
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the “objective prejudice.”187 We share time with everyone else, just as we share space with 

them. This is the ‘objective’ truth. This is not, however, how we experience it. Where 

phenomenology attends to the differences in perspective spatially, so too – Carr believes – 

might it deal with differences in temporal perspectives.188 The problem, to put it another 

way, is that we imagine time very differently to how it is experienced in reality. For 

example, we might generally imagine a line with a point, ‘now’, which is indeed ‘now’ for 

everyone everywhere, at least in theory. But this abstract conception has very little to do 

with our experience of time as lived. Indeed, time is experienced through “temporal 

objects”: that is, events which take time. It is our participation in such events that 

constitutes lived time. The ‘now’, as experienced present, is set against the retentional-

protentional background of the just-past and the not-yet. We do not experience empty time, 

but things and events in time; just as we do not have any grasp of ‘space’ except through 

things and objects in space. What Carr is getting at here then, “is that…”  

 

my experience of time is a function of the events that I live through, the 

events, that is, that are meaningful or significant for me. It is these events, 

not abstract points on a scale, that are ever receding into an indefinite 

background and make up the horizon of my past. And it is the events that 

figure in the immediate sphere of protention or anticipation, and not some 

abstract empty spaces to be filled in, that make up the horizon of my 

future.189  

 

Carr’s correlation of space with time promises to supplement my extension of Yong’s 

pneumatological imagination in this direction, especially considering Yong’s own treatment 

of the spatial and temporal in relation to the “ends of the earth.” The central assumption in 

all of this (especially in view of Carr’s thesis) concerns the nature of historically significant 

events. They are turning points, recognized mostly after the fact. This fits in with the 

narrative description, but there is something missing: the actions of people that do not 
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involve wars, or large-scale changes. In short, the actions of those who would usually go 

unnoticed by the historian, including the ‘non-political’ and ‘apolitical’ actors. 

Perhaps Carr’s main thesis, and his largest contribution, is found in his suggestion 

that narrative be ‘ontologized’: that there is a sense in which narrative constitutes a “mode 

of existence.”190 Heidegger, as we have seen, defended the hermeneutical circle, which 

notably presents a conceptual contrast to the ‘linear’ nature of the natural sciences and 

mathematics. Carr seizes upon what he recognizes as Heidegger’s “true contribution to the 

theory of interpretation”: that “hermeneutical understanding is appropriate to its object 

because its object is itself hermeneutical – that is, understanding belongs essentially to its 

being.”191 Carr, then, in a similar way to which Heidegger moved hermeneutics from 

epistemology to ontology, wishes to ‘ontologize’ narrative, which he recognizes as 

something of a parallel to hermeneutics in terms of their philosophical status.192 More than 

this, however, Carr sees narrative as a ‘species’ of hermeneutics: “Perhaps,” he admits, the 

“most important” species.193 

Carr’s claim is that “the epistemological function of narrative must be based on its 

ontological character.”194 For Carr, the question of how the epistemology and ontology of 

narrative are related stems from his reading of Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative. “What is the 

‘philosophical’ status of narrative?” he asks. “That is, is narrative an epistemological 

principle, or is it an ontological concept? ...Is narrative merely a characteristic of historical 

knowledge, or is it rather, or also, constitutive of the historical reality that is the object of 

such knowledge?”195 Carr claims to offer a ‘deepening’ of the relationship between the 

epistemological and the ontological, to complement Ricoeur’s work in Time and Narrative. 

Perhaps it is possible – indeed, necessary – to view Ricoeur’s hermeneutics not so much as 

a move beyond phenomenology, but rather as a corrective to it. What I mean by this, is that 

the hermeneutical model (of naïve understanding; thorough explanation; to postcritical 

understanding) can itself be applied to the phenomenological project. Phenomenology itself 

can be undertaken hermeneutically. It is this insight, I believe, which ultimately opens the 
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door for a Pentecostal postcritical hermeneutical historiography, which does justice to the 

pneumatology of history that a self-consistent Pentecostal theology evinces. 

 

 

Summary 

 

 As this final chapter demonstrates, the social imagination – temporally construed – 

hints at how the imagination functions in our approach to history. The important distinction 

between the reproductive imagination and the productive imagination finds unique 

expression in Ricoeur’s Lectures on Ideology and Utopia. Here, Ricoeur describes how 

Marx had defined reality as praxis, in opposition to consciousness (in a reaction against 

Hegel’s view). Where Ricoeur argues that ideology calls us to consider the relationship 

between representation and praxis (rather than simply to choose between true or false), we 

can recognize the seeds for Carr’s later ‘practical narrative’. My concern regarding how we 

are to ensure that we ‘practice’ a legitimate continuation of a given community (in contrast 

to Carr’s proposed existence-in-the-narrative), is addressed by Ricoeur when he recognizes 

the ideological potential for distortion. This distortion, notably, is a level within ideology, 

and not ideology itself. As a concept, then, ideology must negotiate a representation of the 

real. Furthermore, where Ricoeur goes on to correlate ideology and praxis (in response to 

the later Marxists’ opposition of ideology and science) we are given a glimpse of how this 

negotiation might be outworked. This is especially pertinent, given the ‘motivational’ 

model that Ricoeur adopts in reaction to the causal model, which had described Marxism’s 

‘infrastructure’ and ‘superstructure’. 

A perennial concern throughout this thesis has been with attempts to interpret the 

world in purely causal terms. Ricoeur’s focus upon motivation takes full account of human 

agents in their material conditions. This highlights Ricoeur’s second level within ideology: 

legitimation. This is required in any social order, because of the gap between claim (of 

authority) and belief (of an authority’s subjects). Ideology bridges this divide, with the 

‘surplus value’ provided by power. It is interesting here that, since the subjects grant their 

assent to the ruling power, the subjects effectively hold some degree of power. This 

possibility was raised in Chapter 4, in relation to the Project for a History of Louis XIV, 
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where I asked whether the historian had some agency. It is here, then, that we see the 

potential for the model provided in the Lectures to be applied beyond the immediate socio-

political context, and toward history. The focus upon power relations (rather than labour) 

leads us to the structure of symbolic action put forward by Habermas, who argued that it is 

cultural tradition which sets the meaning for people’s work. There is, therefore, an 

ideological layer within praxis. 

Ideology’s final layer of integration reveals how ideology mediates social action. 

What this means is that actions are symbolic, in accordance with some ideological filter. 

What our actions mean depends upon which ideology they are viewed through. This is 

equally true of language, which is also mediated symbolically. Integration is, importantly, 

the level at which ideology preserves identity. Furthermore, it is this deepest level of 

ideology that Ricoeur correlates with the ‘shattering’ function of utopia. Utopia thus 

correlates with ideology’s legitimative level through its challenge to authority: by 

‘unmasking’ or – one might say – revealing, the surplus value between an authority’s 

claims, and the people’s belief.  

Ricoeur’s suggestion that ideology and utopia form a circle invites us to consider 

how his wider hermeneutics might play a more comprehensive part in the model I am 

suggesting, especially given Ricoeur’s own concern: that ideology should critique utopia, 

and utopia should critique ideology. On this score, Carr’s practical narrative – especially as 

it is defined through his parsing of the types of active experience (into merely active, and 

purposeful action) – highlights a temporal dimension within Ricoeur’s ideology and utopia. 

We have seen how action is symbolically mediated, in terms of it being interpreted a certain 

way, through what I termed the ‘ideological filter’. However, it is also true that the agent 

themselves asserts some form of meaning through their own actions, as Habermas alluded 

to with his insistence that cultural tradition provides meaning. In short, we act 

meaningfully. It is precisely this ‘filter’, then, which suggests an application of the 

pneumatological imagination, toward a pneumatology of history. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

My proposed pneumatology of history ultimately proceeds through a synthesis of 

Yong’s pneumatology, with Ricoeur’s hermeneutic phenomenology – taking account of 

Ricoeur’s treatment of the temporal dimension – whilst also addressing the concerns raised 

by Carr’s approach to history. In what follows, I will briefly summarize the overall 

development of this thesis, before finally describing precisely how the Ricoeur-Yong 

synthesis is achieved, and fleshing out the pneumatology of history outlined above. In so 

doing, the threads running throughout the project can finally be gathered together, and all of 

the relevant connections made clear. 

 

 

A Recapitulation 

 

Chapter 1 served to highlight the problems relating to a definition of 

Pentecostalism, raising the issue of criteriology: how to recognise various instantiations of 

the ‘same’ community. Experience of the Holy Spirit – although accepted as the central, 

common theme amongst Pentecostal expressions – is not without its problems. As 

Hollenweger’s distinction highlights, there is a difference between an experience, and the 

subsequent understanding (or, we might say, interpretation) of that experience. This 

concern became increasingly important in an exploration of early Pentecostal self-

understanding, where the experience of glossolalia informed a doctrinal basis for the 

movement. The various subsequent historical surveys highlighted a general consensus 

amongst Pentecostals and other Charismatics: that shared identity is found in shared 

phenomena. I explored the methodological issues surrounding this claim, looking into how 

one might recognise the Spirit’s presence within a particular historical instance (in relation 

to Luther and the Reformation). It was at this point that I brought in Yong, as a 

representative voice of Pentecostal scholarship. Yong’s theology highlighted the very real 

metaphysical concerns which a self-consistent Pentecostal worldview must consider, and 

which prompted me to question the history of Pentecostal pneumatology so far described. I 
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thus suggested a different tack: rather than approaching Church history in search of 

examples of shared phenomena (which may, or may not be legitimate), might we instead 

hope to find traces of the Spirit’s own agency? This question lies at the very centre of my 

thesis. Yong’s ‘many tongues’ motif offered a possible interpretive criterion for such a 

pursuit, and a brief overview of Yong’s pneumatological imagination and foundational 

pneumatology was provided; which, together, underpin the many tongues motif, both 

theologically and philosophically. 

A deeper explication of Yong’s project throughout Chapter 2 drew attention to the 

broader philosophy of the imagination, and especially highlighted the necessity of 

discernment, which is so closely associated with interpretation and therefore deeply 

hermeneutical in nature. This secured hermeneutics as a central thread running throughout 

my entire project, and prompted a preliminary exploration of Yong’s thought in this regard 

(which was then picked up in greater detail later, in chapter 4). Drawing on Gelpi, as we 

have seen, Yong adopts a wariness of deconstructionism, which he deems ill-equipped to 

answer the problems posed by post-Enlightenment modernity. Where the deconstructionist 

project dismantles reality to the point where all hope of meaning is abandoned, Yong 

instead follows Gelpi’s lead, in searching for a methodology which serves to describe 

reality, whilst answering the concerns of both modernism and postmodernism. Peirce’s 

philosophy provides the framework for such a methodology, which Gelpi had applied in aid 

of his Christologically-oriented approach to knowing, but which Yong develops in a 

pneumatological direction, in keeping with the Pentecostal emphasis on the Spirit. I 

therefore outlined how Yong’s work builds upon Peircean pragmatism in order to present a 

triadic metaphysical schema, centred around his pneumatological imagination and 

foundational pneumatology. Crucially, the pneumatological imagination examines the 

move from experience to discernment, thus functioning hermeneutically to bridge the order 

of knowing and being. This emphasis on experience is of huge import to my thesis, given 

the centrality of experience in Pentecostalism. However, Yong’s explication of experience 

remained underdeveloped in that it largely assumes what is intended by the term. It was this 

element, therefore, which required further consideration, in order to proceed with the 

application of Yong’s pneumatological imagination specifically to the past. Indeed, 

supplementing the concept of experience with a historical dimension is precisely what will 
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allow the pneumatological imagination to examine the move from historical experience 

toward historical discernment. 

 Chapter 3 therefore explored how experience might itself be understood as a kind of 

foundation: resonating with Yong’s project, and also suggesting a link from the philosophy 

of history, through phenomenology. Having traced a line in chapter two through the 

philosophy of the imagination backwards (from Yong, through Peirce, to Kant), I sought to 

trace a line forwards through the exploration of experience in chapter three. I therefore 

charted a history of experience, highlighting the various ways in which it has been 

construed since British empiricism, beginning with Locke, through Hume, Kant, Hegel, and 

Dilthey. Here, we arrived at two important concepts of experience: Erlebnis and Erfahrung, 

which describe the immediate and direct; and the long-term, cumulative sense of 

experience, respectively. Indeed, Dilthey’s further emphasis on the whole and parts 

highlighted the importance of both these forms of experience to a truly historical treatment, 

and drew us ultimately to a discussion concerning interpretation. My survey of experience 

therefore culminated by tracing the phenomenological route through Husserl to Ricoeur, 

and an exploration of his indispensable contribution to the theory of interpretation. I also 

looked in some depth at the field of hermeneutics proper, before moving to a discussion of 

how Ricoeur approaches the question of history; thus, demonstrating the potential 

collaboration between Ricoeur’s hermeneutic philosophy and Yong’s hermeneutic 

theology. This serves a hermeneutics which offers an approach to the historical past in 

precisely the manner I intend. It was here that I detailed the ‘criteriological paradox’, which 

had already been noted in chapter one: whereby – in the context of this thesis – what is 

sought in the past relies upon criteria set in the present for its veracity. And so it became 

clear that a deeper philosophical treatment of historical reality was warranted. 

The importance of Ricoeur’s work became increasingly obvious in Chapter 4, 

especially in contradistinction with other post-structuralists whose contributions fall short 

of offering a genuine treatment of reality: most notably the deconstructionism of Derrida, 

who – we remember – was decried by both Gelpi and Yong. Ricoeur’s focus on the symbol 

as a foundation, coupled with my exploration of experience, pointed to the necessity for 

experience itself to be understood as a kind of ‘text’ and therefore open to interpretation, 

and so also to a far deeper hermeneutical analysis. After surveying Ricoeur’s philosophy, 
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and describing how it develops a truly hermeneutic imagination, I revisited Yong’s 

theology and explored his hermeneutic model in greater depth. This led to a fuller 

understanding of how Yong’s work enables the discernment of the Spirit in and through 

reality: reality that presents itself through various experience. The focus of this thesis upon 

the temporal dimension was guided through a subsequent discussion of Ricoeur’s earlier 

works, in light of his more recent Memory, History, Forgetting. It was here, then, that I 

noted the development of Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of the self, whereby the narrative identity 

of Oneself as Another is bestowed with the capacity for memory. Crucially, the connection 

between imagination and memory is found in Aristotle, who insisted that memory is 

facilitated by the imagination. Although this connection is not new, Yong’s 

pneumatological imagination appears not to incorporate memory in its scope. This, then, is 

precisely the modification required, in aid of my appropriation of Yong’s work within the 

current project. The pneumatology of history will therefore incorporate a ‘pneumatological 

memory’ of sorts, which will be unpacked shortly. Indeed, the findings up to this point 

have important implications for collective memory, in terms of the remembering 

community. On this score, the two levels of a faith community which I highlighted find a 

correlation in Ricoeur’s idem- and ipse-identities: whereby a culture is purposefully 

maintained in the case of the former, whilst being critiqued and ‘re-envisioned’ in terms of 

the latter. This approach suggests a careful reassessment of Carr’s understanding of 

collective identity through history (chapter 3): a thread which will also be taken up again in 

due course.   

 Chapter 5 saw the culmination of the historical problematic as I converged upon 

Ricoeur’s Lectures for a treatment of the socio-political sphere where, after all, history 

itself occurs. Ricoeur describes how Marx shuns ideology, along with Hegel’s 

consciousness: both of which Marx sees as being in opposition to reality. Reality, on 

Marx’s view, is praxis. Later Marxism moves away from praxis, and toward science, and it 

is interesting that this Marxism reflects the preoccupation with the impersonal, or natural: 

highlighting again the divergence of the human world, and supposedly objective universe. 

However, Ricoeur reclaims from Marx his notion of the individual in material conditions, 

which Ricoeur recognizes as offering a mediation of the objective and ideological 

perspectives: tempering the objective hubris with practical consideration of ‘real’ human 
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experience. This is crucial to any metaphysical approach to history, including my own, as 

will soon be demonstrated. We saw, finally, how Mannheim’s idea of utopia – as somehow 

providing a vantage point to assess the entire historical process, and thus provide a way out 

of the ideological circle – was ultimately doomed to failure. However, by bringing ideology 

and utopia into the same system, he offered Ricoeur a framework within which the 

imagination can be brought to bear upon history. In adopting Ricoeur’s framework in this 

regard, and synthesizing his approach with Yong’s pneumatological imagination, we arrive 

at my proposed pneumatology of history. 

 

 

The Synthesis 

 

The synthesis I propose directly correlates Yong’s foundational pneumatology and 

pneumatological imagination, with Ricoeur’s concepts of ideology and utopia, respectively. 

Ideology thus correlates with the foundational pneumatology which, we recall, is 

metaphysical and ontological (though, crucially, still a process). This is especially fitting, 

since ideology negotiates a representation of the real, whilst foundational pneumatology 

reads things in terms of reality: a reality which includes the divine. Similarly, utopia 

correlates with the pneumatological imagination, which forms the epistemological-

ontological bridge. Importantly, the pneumatological imagination is informed by 

experience (as something of a foundation), but also points to further (legitimate) 

experience: which can be understood as a form of hoped-for utopia. Indeed, the forward-

looking nature of the pneumatological imagination is, ironically perhaps, its most 

promising aspect in terms of my thesis: for in its worldmaking capacity, the 

pneumatological imagination is integrative. In unpacking this correlation in detail, it will 

become clear exactly how Ricoeur’s thought supplements Yong’s in the interests of my 

proposed pneumatology of history. 

 

The Ricoeur-Yong Correlation 

It is precisely the integrative function of the pneumatological imagination which 

allows the correlation of Yong’s theology with Ricoeur’s philosophy. This is because of the 
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way in which the pneumatological imagination assesses reality, and then informs how we 

are to live in light of that reality. It is important to remember that – in terms of history and, 

therefore, my thesis – the past is accessed with a view to direct the future; hence, 

‘worldmaking’. Yong, we remember, describes three levels of worldmaking undertaken 

through the pneumatological imagination: (1) recognition of the multidimensionality of 

things and their active, creative power; (2) integrative engagement in worldmaking; and (3) 

discernment and engagement: both identifying and responding. These, it should be noted, 

loosely correlate with foundational pneumatology’s metaphysical categories of 

relationalism, realism, and social dynamism. This symmetry is important for the correlation 

of foundational pneumatology and pneumatological imagination, with their respective 

counterparts in ideology and utopia, especially when we recall that both schemas comprise 

self-correcting circles. 

It is also tempting to mirror Yong’s three levels of the pneumatological imagination 

against Ricoeur’s three levels of ideology (of distortion, legitimation, and integration): 

though it would seem that distortion and legitimation are both reflected in Yong’s first level 

of recognition, with integration occurring at Yong’s second level. However, when we 

consider Ricoeur’s insistence that integration – as ideology’s deepest level – corresponds 

with utopia’s shattering function, we see the very real potential of the broader correlation, 

despite the sub-categories not being perfectly aligned. Indeed, the pneumatological 

imagination feeds back into foundational pneumatology, and vice versa, in much the same 

way that ideology and utopia – as Ricoeur himself puts it – “form a circle.” 

Ricoeur employs utopia’s shattering function in the exploration of the possible, over 

and against ideology’s first, integrative level. Utopia thus questions the existing order, by 

imagining variations of it; so that the focus becomes changing present circumstances. This, 

importantly, is with a view to realizing the dreamed-of utopia. At Ricoeur’s second level of 

ideology – legitimation – utopia becomes the challenge to an authority. Here, utopia can be 

seen to confront the problem of power itself, offering an alternative kind, or even an 

alternative to. At the third level, where ideology functions as distortion, utopia offers 

escapism, or fancy: the “unrealizable.” In what follows, the touchpoints between Ricoeur’s 

and Yong’s schemas will be explored, in order to provide the philosophical basis for the 

subsequent elaboration of my pneumatology of history.  
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Integration and Shattering; Legitimation and Challenge 

On Ricoeur’s account, it is on the question of power that “ideology and utopia 

directly intersect.” Utopia, again, “unmasks” the surplus value of belief in authority, and so 

reveals the gap between an authority’s claims, and the peoples’ belief in a system of 

legitimacy. This ‘revealing’ function corresponds with Yong’s discernment, by way of the 

pneumatological imagination. What, then, is the integrative ‘ideology’ of foundational 

pneumatology, which the pneumatological imagination might challenge in accordance with 

its alignment with Ricoeur’s utopia? In terms of the current project, and therefore pointing 

the pneumatological imagination to the past, ideology refers to those historical communities 

which we take to be progenitors of our own. In the case of Pentecostalism, the Acts 

community presents something of a ‘claim’ to authority, whilst contemporary Pentecostals 

offer their ‘belief’, thus granting legitimation. 

The corresponding ‘challenge’ from Ricoeur’s schema, follows the discovery of the 

so-called ‘surplus value’. We remember that, in furthering Weber’s model, Ricoeur insisted 

that the people (or ‘subjects’) contribute more belief than is warranted by an authority’s 

claim. There would seem to be a potential problem here however, since – on the theological 

account described throughout this thesis – Pentecostalism would understand the Acts 

community to be established by the Holy Spirit, who constitutes the Church by coinhering a 

community of the Spirit (in terms of the metaphysics elaborated by Yong in Chapter 2), as 

the nascent Kingdom of God (described in chapter 5). In this case, then, is not God himself 

the authority in question? The problem compounds when we consider that God’s ‘claim’ to 

authority is absolute (it could not be otherwise), and therefore completely warrants belief. 

Indeed, the people (or ‘subjects’) are unable to contribute more belief than is warranted, 

and in fact will inevitably fall short. The way out of this particular conundrum, however, 

can be found through emphasizing the human element. It is, in fact, a given community’s 

representation of, or ‘standing in for’, the Kingdom of God, to which we must contribute 

belief. It is the question as to how well the community stands up to the ideal of God’s 

kingdom that must be ‘unmasked’ by a corresponding utopia. To state it succinctly, in 

Yongian terms the pneumatological imagination (utopia) interrogates a given foundational 

pneumatology (ideology), and it is this specific example which will be interrogated by my 

pneumatology of history further on. 
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Ricoeur also emphasizes the motivational nature of ideological legitimation, as he 

seeks answers to the questions that arise regarding the sources of motivation. Similarly, 

Yong’s work highlights the multiple ‘spirits’ that are active within human agents and 

institutions: which reinforces the notion that the distortive and legitimative might occur at 

the same level, at least on foundational pneumatology’s side of the correlation with 

ideology. Motivation, in terms of ideology and utopia, funds legitimation. Indeed, ideology 

is, at one level, legitimation itself, in its capacity to bridge the divide between claim and 

belief. In this way, motivation can be said to fund ideology. Ultimately, this function falls 

to utopia, and so utopia constitutes motivation. If we are to discern the motivations of 

historical actors, then, we are essentially attempting to determine their hoped-for utopia. 

This brings us to the level of integration, at which ideology is effectively ‘lived’. This, we 

recall, occurs through the mediation of social action, whereby those who have contributed 

their beliefs to a given ideology, act in such a way as to further that ideology. This also 

highlights the symbolic nature of social action, in that human actions mean something. 

They reflect the beliefs of the actors, where they are carried out to some end, and in this 

way one can recognise how ideology functions to preserve identity. It is on the very 

question of identity – specifically, identity through time – which my pneumatology of 

history rests: to which we now finally turn. 

 

 

A Pneumatology of History 

 

How are we to finally apply all of this in aid of my proposed pneumatology of 

history? Important to note at this juncture, is that the pneumatology of history is two-fold, 

in that it seeks instances of the Holy Spirit’s agency from within history, whilst also 

attempting to describe the legitimate existence of Spirit-led community in the present. The 

central question of my thesis, which asks whether we can discern the Spirit’s presence and 

action in history, moves us beyond looking for similar kinds of communities – or groups 

who consciously identify with, or appropriate, an earlier progenitor community – towards 

searching instead for a far more subtle signature, or fingerprint, revealing God’s own 

agency. 



 

 

240 

Where my earlier excursus (chapter 1) debated whether Pentecostalism should be 

aligned more with Luther or the enthusiasts – deferring to Yong’s thematic exposition of 

the Pentecost event as a ‘re-democratization’ of the Spirit, to suggest the former (followed 

by an exploration of how Yong’s ‘many tongues’ might be identified from within history) – 

what is ultimately achieved through my pneumatology of history is qualitatively different. 

By incorporating Ricoeur’s ideology/utopia with Yong’s foundational 

pneumatology/pneumatological imagination, the many tongues motif becomes something 

of a motivating symbol: one which lends itself to such symbolic social action, as constitutes 

a community’s very identity.     

 

Socio-Historical Identity 

Carr’s ‘practical narrative’, on the face of it, would seem to offer a promising model 

in that it accounts for identity through time, as well as orienting the community toward 

future existence. And yet this account lacks a crucial element: namely, any notion of God. 

Nevertheless, Carr’s functionally-atheistic account of experience and history serves as 

something of a sounding board, against which to contrast the requirements of my own 

pneumatologically-oriented model. Indeed, the Spirit as the ‘constitutor’ of the Church 

community is what adds an entirely new dimension to Carr’s idea of practical narrative. For 

it is not merely a matter of declaring that “we are they” and coming to a decision as to how 

we might practically continue on as the we-subject. Rather, the Church community would 

declare, with St. Peter, “this is that.” But crucially, for Peter this present reality, was that 

future reality imagined by the prophets. In Ricoeurian terms, the Pentecost event was the 

prophet Joel’s utopia. Similarly, early twentieth-century Pentecostals can be said to have 

essentially understood themselves to constitute the utopia of the Acts community. 

It is the resulting question around ‘legitimation’ which prompts an exploration of 

the different dimension that my project reveals. To ask in what way the Pentecostal 

community (whether in the present, or more recent past) aligns with the Acts ‘ideology’, we 

need to remember the wider identity of the Acts community itself. That is, we should be 

careful not to simply reduce them to ‘our forebears’, which would undoubtedly be an 

injustice (one thinks here of Ricoeur’s notion of ‘debt’, discussed in chapter 4). And yet 

Carr’s practical narrative would seem to advocate just this kind of historical reduction. 
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Indeed, far more than merely sustaining their community through the collective 

identity of a we-subject, Pentecostals seek to aid the ushering-in of the Kingdom of God (as 

highlighted during discussion of Yong’s socio-political concern in Chapter 5). It becomes 

increasingly clear, then, that a pneumatology of history must take account of not just the 

past and present, but also the future. Furthermore, as a community constituted by and 

through the Spirit, Pentecostalism must insist upon the ontological character of its we-

subject. For Carr, the we-subject is a problem if it is used toward ideological ends, and this 

is ultimately why he eschews granting it ontological status; focussing rather on its 

phenomenological nature. Carr is therefore comfortable describing collective entities as 

being merely ‘social’ rather than ‘natural’. Here, again, we find the philosophical 

separation of the human ‘world’ and the natural ‘universe’. 

 

The Symbol Gives Rise to… Memory 

With the Ricoeur-Yong synthesis above, however, a far more nuanced approach is 

possible. The framework adopted in chapter 5, which enables a mediation between the 

ideological and the objective, means that we can describe a community’s actions in terms 

of motivation, rather than merely causally. Nor must we avoid recourse to the ideological, 

or deny an ontological dimension to past communities. On Ricoeur’s view, it is precisely 

the social existence of communities which grants them identity, at the integrative level of 

ideology. This concept of integration describes how the past can be understood in relation 

to the we-subject in the present, in order that it can properly inform that community. The 

pitfall here, of course, is that we run the risk of reading our current – potentially distorted – 

ideals onto the past, and simply reinforcing our preconceptions of who we are in the 

present. However, this is where the value of worldmaking comes in: for our reading of the 

past can be judged in accordance with a corresponding utopia. We can, therefore, look at 

later instantiations of the past community (for example, those of the more recent past), and 

see how well they lived up to the standards laid down by the earlier community. This 

dialogical approach provides something of a corrective to the entire process, in that it 

reveals some of the shortfalls of a given later community, against the accepted standard of 

the former; in turn revealing something of how well our own community in the present 

upholds that standard. This is what then prompts us to re-envisage our own current 
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community, which in turn allows us to approach history again, with a further-renewed 

criteria. It is in this way that the approach to history becomes a hermeneutical spiral; which 

is self-correcting insofar as it converges upon a more legitimate ideal of what it means to be 

that community. But, importantly, with the stated aim of becoming more like that legitimate 

community in the future; in a move toward the corresponding utopia.    

It is, therefore, through symbolic social action that meaning is found, for symbol is 

– as Ricoeur would stress – the language of experience. In Ricoeur’s thought, symbol is 

foundational: it “gives rise to thought.” Yong, importantly, provides the ‘many tongues’ 

motif, which presents us with a symbol, against which the motivation behind social action 

can be discerned. The synthesis described above thus enables us to discern this symbol 

from history, because it stems from the level of experience and therefore has a first level 

meaning.  My concern, voiced throughout this thesis, of the criteriological paradox, need 

not be terminable. For although the symbol is accessed from the present, it can – in 

dialogue with Ricoeur – be accessed through memory.  

 

This is That 

The criteriological paradox is finally solved then, by way of the ideology/utopia 

correlation, in that the present location of our criteria for discerning the Spirit in historical 

reality is acknowledged, without any pretence at having to somehow step ‘outside’ history, 

or ‘beyond’ it, in order to assess the meaning that may be found therein. There is no 

‘God’s-eye view’, save that which is revealed, through the Spirit, to God’s people in their 

particular context (or ‘material conditions’), in terms of the hoped-for utopia: which is itself 

critically examined in terms of the foundational pneumatology/ideology, as it continuously 

improves the criteria for what constitutes a legitimate future. 

 The present, then, constitutes our ‘already given’, which, in Ricoeurian terms, 

includes the “meaning already there” (of symbol). The task of history has, in many ways, 

tended to deconstruct the present: taking it to be a product of the past, and in need of some 

sort of reduction before it can be properly understood (or, perhaps more appropriately, 

explained). Memory, however, provides access to the shared symbol, where there has been 

shared experience. In dialogue with Ricoeur, then, Yong’s pneumatological imagination 

can be extended to include pneumatological memory. It is this which ultimately funds the 
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pneumatology of history, as it proffers the symbol, which constitutes the interpretive key 

for reading history in terms of the foundational pneumatology (ideology) and the 

pneumatological imagination (utopia). This approach to history is, crucially, from within 

the Spirit-constituted community, which is thus able to measure its own ideological 

foundation against a given utopia. The circularity of this hermeneutic approach to history 

becomes a spiral, as we discern the spirits behind a given historical community, and adjust 

our ‘belief’, according to how well the community supports our utopia. Our subsequent 

action thus furthers the associated ‘ideology’ only insofar as it reflects the Holy Spirit, 

bringing our action in the present in line with our stated utopia: the Spirit-constituted 

Kingdom of God. This is that alternative, ‘political’ manifestation – the ‘utopia’ – which 

Yong’s ‘many tongues’ point toward, when properly remembered through the 

pneumatology of history. 
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