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Hans-Georg Gadamer turned hundred

Earlier this year, on the 11th February 2000 the great German philosopher, Hans-Georg Gadamer became a century. What an experience to have lived through the whole twentieth century. On the first page of his autobiography he also mentions the great events which he lived through: the change from gas to electric lighting, the first cars, the first cinema, the first telephone in his parents’ home, the sinking of the Titanic and of course the world wars. Gadamer was in the true sense of the word a man of the whole twentieth century.

top
Not only events but especially people form the heart of Gadamer’s recollection. He was acquainted with the most important German philosophers of his century. People like Edmund Husserl, Nicolai Hartmann, Karl Jaspers, Karl Löwith and many others. Perhaps the greatest of them all was Martin Heidegger. After the publication of his ‘Sein und Zeit’ (‘Being and Time’) in 1927 Heidegger became a celebrity over night. Or as Gadamer put it: ‘With a single stroke, world fame was his’.
 Right from the beginning Gadamer established firm ties with Heidegger that eventually developed into a lifelong friendship. Gadamer often assisted Heidegger in the bleak post-war years when his older friend’s relations to the Nazi’s were revealed and he severely criticised.

top
Gadamer also mentioned the name of the well-known New Testament scholar, Rudolph Bultmann, with respect and affection. He called Bultmann ‘a passionate humanist as well as a sharp theologian’. He vividly recalled the fifteen years which he and other young students met each week at Bultmann’s house. Many of these students like Heinrich Schlier and Günther Bornkamm later became renowned scholars. They met each Thursday evening at Bultmann’s apartment. And what they did was remarkable. They read classical Greek texts! One student read the translation loud while the others followed the Greek text. In the course of fifteen years they covered many thousand of pages from the Greek literature. 

top
According to Gadamer Bultmann was a strict man. They usually started exactly at 20h15 and continued to 23h00. During the reading Bultmann did allow some comments and remarks but after a while he directed their attention once again to the Greek text. After eleven they could relax while Bultmann served them wine. Jokes were told and the good ones Bultmann jotted down. After some years he even collected the jokes into one volume. Gadamer and the other students knew when to leave when Bultmann turned the bottle upside down and waited for the last drops to assemble in the neck. He would then drink these last remains and the students interpreted that as a sign to leave. When Gadamer left Marburg somewhere in 1938 or 1939 it was painful to severe the links with this group: ‘I missed nothing so much as this circle of friends and the form of its life’.
 

top
Pieter Craffert was there (The full Afrikaans text available on the website.)

To celebrate this remarkable event the University of Heidelberg gave a banquet and 1 200 people were invited. One of them was prof Pieter Craffert of the Department of New Testament, Unisa. He received a scholarship from the famous Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung and lived with his family in Heidelberg for one year. It was during his stay in Heidelberg that he received the invitation. 

top
Many important philosophers attended the banquet. People like Jürgen Habermas, Richard Rorty and  Paul Ricoeur. Craffert says it was a moving moment when Gadamer entered the Aula of the University. He walked with a stick and was supported by one of his sons. Even more touching was the moment when Gadamer rose and responded. The voice was still clear but one could hear that an old man was addressing the audience. He said that he was in no way better or more clever than others. Life taught him to take responsibility for his own life and that life must not be lived according to a fixed set of rules. 

top
He also emphasized the goods things of life. To eat and to drink and to be happy. When he was still a professor Gadamer was often seen in one of Heidelberg’s many taverns enjoying good food and wine while discussing philosophy. According to Gadamer there is a close relationship between the good things in life (like eating and drinking) on the one hand and good philosophy on the other. In the company of students and the enjoyment of these good things philosophy became sheer delight. His students remembered Gadamer as the professor whose door was always open to them; as the one who joined them in many discussions and the one who made philosophy an unforgettable experience. 

top
It is therefore clear why Gadamer emphasized in his response the relationship between science and pleasure. Science is of course an intellectual enterprise and we must never forget that. It must also be done on a very high level and very standards are being called for. The very intellectual nature of science requires academic excellence of us. There is, however, another important element of scientific engagement: the sheer joy of searching and knowing. Put differently: Old Testament science is also much more than a degree and a job, it also gives immense pleasure to know something of the Hebrew text and the great world in which Israel lived and believed. Science (of the Old Testament) and pleasure are therefore mutually inclusive. 

top
Gadamer and the Old Testament

Gadamer said very important things about ‘method’. Too many people are still of opinion that the right method assures the right meaning.
 According to Gadamer no method can render the truth of a text or history. Interpretation is a complicated matter and many things (like context, convictions, ideas, etc.) determine meaning. It is therefore of no avail to search for the right method in the hope that that will unfold the right meaning.
 

top
Gadamer developed the idea of ‘play’. Method is still important and play does not exclude method. It only reduces plahy to its rightful place. Exegesis is not primarily method, but experience. While experiencing the text something happens. While struggling with the text, meaning is discovered. And this does not happen with the strict application of a method. A method does not invariably determine true meaning. A method rather functions like a rulebook or guidelines that explains the rules of playing. Such books are very valuable, but they are not the play itself. In other words: play is so much more than a book of rules or guidelines. Play is only discovered when play commences. And yet, the rulebook and guidelines remain important because they fulfil a critical function. To the same extent, an exegetical method is not an experience with the text in itself. Therefore, the exegetical method may never dominate, but instead must give direction, it must enlighten and criticise.

top
During play the subject-object relationship is dismantled. The players cannot force the play into a position of object when they are engaged in playing. The players never gain control over it, nor can they manipulate it. The player never takes the initiative nor determines of course of playing.
 Actually, the contrary happens: Play is lord, the “subject” that governs all else. It intices, lures the player to take part, it draws him near, it makes him participant and keeps him occupied. Such play has its own spirit. It is never dependent on the the palyer and is never caused by him. The play creates this itself. Hereby, the player is placed in a position to want to play and to continue with dedication.

top
As with play, the interpreter is drawn into the artwork and is carried along. And when he gives himself over whole heartily to the work, something happens to him. He loses himself and he forgets about himself. He is so taken in by the art at play, is so overwhelmed by it and taken along, that he loses himself in it and forgets totally about himself. He loses himself in his surrender to the text. He allows the text to take command over him and to form him radically. In this process he is “played” by the text and given form by it. In other words: his own powers are unleashed through the strength of the artwork or text; the reader is lifted to greater hights through the understanding possibilities of the text; he can discover unknown abilities, by losing himself in the text. The player loses himself in the reading process: he forgets his objective to control the text, to manipulate it for own gain, to exploit it for own concerns, etc. In short: He becomes so involved, becomes so unified with the text, that he comletely forgets about himself. And in this unselfish surrender, and in a state of chronic forgetfulness (of own interest), the enormous beauty of the play to understand the text rests.
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