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This article pays tribute to Andries van Aarde’s theological and hermeneutical contribution.
His research unfolds in three phases: a narrative reading of the text, a social scientific
investigation of the context and an ‘ideal construct’ of the historical Jesus. Despite the
theoretical nature of these inquiries, Van Aarde indicates convincingly their practical value
for the church and society on the whole.

A step to the side: Into the text

The way in which the Bible has been transmitted, received and interpreted has been and still is
heavily debated. Into this scenario steps Andries van Aarde.

At the beginning of the 1980s, biblical interpretation was stuck in a blind alley of traditional
approaches: historicism and positivism on the one hand and structural analysis on the other, both
of which aimed to provide the exegete with an ‘objective” grip on the text. Van Aarde has always
valued the role of genre in biblical exegesis and hermeneutics, which means distinguishing
between gospel, acts, epistle and apocalypse. However, he became increasingly frustrated with
the inadequacy of this distinction and began hearing the voice of the narrator of the text. Who is
telling the story? For whom is it intended?

Especially: what does it aim to achieve? Van Aarde reads the gospels as narratives in accordance
with the principles of modern literary theory. According to the classical hermeneutical
communication model, there is always a sender, a message and a recipient involved in the
communication process. Van Aarde (1983:58-82) focuses especially on the narrative point of view,
that is, the way in which the narrator presents the story and what outcome the narrator has in
mind. No narrative is free from the ideology of the narrator. From this ideological framework, the
narrator creates characters who assume the roles of protagonists or antagonists and who act in a
constructed world of space and time.

According to Andries van Aarde (1983:76-80), the gospels are not historical reports about the life
and death of Jesus, but are narratives, permeated with the intrinsic ideology (theology) of the
narrator, who aims to draw readers into the story so that they can participate in the events.

The question is, however, whether these insights have practical relevance, for example for
preaching, or whether they are just theories from ivory tower academia? According to Van Aarde
(1984:123-146), engaging with the intention of a text certainly has practical value. After all, a
sermon is a communicative event.

The first step in this process is when the preacher engages with the text and seeks to discover its
intention. Van Aarde proposes a different set of questions to that of genre. The two main questions
are whether the text is argumentative by nature, inviting the reader to follow the rhetorical line
of thought, or whether is it a narrative text that lures the reader into the plot. Understanding
the way in which a text communicates has implications for exegesis and communication. The
process of communication is twofold: firstly between text and preacher and secondly between
preacher and audience. Ideally, the whole process should entail a Horizontverschmelzung, a fusion
of horizons of text, preacher and audience.

Van Aarde moves away from the traditional model of explicatio or applicatio: firstly explaining the
text and then making it relevant for the contemporary context, in other words, illuminating how
to move from text to sermon. The pitfalls in this regards include spiritualisation, allegorising or
drawing direct parallels between the text and today’s world, some of which are more successful
than others. What the text communicates, why it does so and its implicit outcome, can be integrated
into the structure of a sermon.



Van Aarde specifically applies his narrative approach to the
Gospel of Matthew. In an article (Van Aarde 1985) he argues
that ‘God with us” (Immanuel) is a key phrase in the Gospel of
Matthew, which occurs strategically at die beginning (1:23),
in the middle (18:19) and at the end (28:18). The ideology of
the narrator of the Gospel of Matthew is strongly influenced
by ‘God with us’. This determines the way in which he reads
and re-structures the Gospel of Mark and it also influences
his understanding of Jesus (Van Aarde 1985:272-289).

In a subsequent book (Van Aarde 1994a) entitled God-with-us:
The dominant perspective in Matthew'’s story, it becomes clear
that the ‘"dominant perspective’ refers to the narrator’s point
of view, which also reveals his theology. In other words, the
narrator has certain ideas which he chooses to convey in a
particular manner by means of literary techniques. ‘Ideas’
and ‘techniques’, concepts borrowed from literary criticism,
imply much more than the usual distinction between ‘form’
and ‘content’. They become powerful hermeneutical tools to
aid textual exegesis and which help the reader to discover
the intention of the text and even to become part of the story.

‘God-with-us’ is the dominant perspective of the narrator of
the Gospel of Matthew. The heart of the message is that God is
present in a limitless and unmediated way. The narrator uses
two narrative lines to expound this idea; he tells a story within
a story. The first narrative line is God’s unmediated presence
in the pre-Easter Jesus, who reaches out to the marginalised
and outcasts of the society. Analogous to the Jesus story is
the story of the post-Easter disciples, who continue to follow
Jesus’” example. They become manifestations of ‘God-with-
us’ to outsiders.

Van Aarde (1994:xiv) assumes that the Matthean gospel
also reveals something of the social context of the intended
readers. Most probably, they lived c.a. 70 AD, the time of
formative Judaism and tension between the synagogue
and the church. In the Matthean community, some people
in leadership positions chose to conform to the ideology
of the Pharisees in their behaviour and attitude, thereby
deviating from the example of Jesus. The narrator employs
narrative techniques to express his theological idea of ‘God-
with-us”. He draws the reader into the primary sequence
of the narrative, the commission of Jesus before Easter and
exhorts them to become part of the secondary sequence, the
commission of the disciples after Easter. The ‘God-with-us’
theme gives the narrator a basis of authority by which he
addresses the readers and succeeds in drawing them into the
story. In the new hermeneutics, this communication event is
called Einverstiindniss or Eindringlichkeit.

During the 1980s to the 1990s, Andries van Aarde produced
groundbreaking work with his literary approach to reading
the gospels. In the first place, these works could be treated
not as historical documents, but as skilful literary creations.
Furthermore, he stripped them of dogma, which usually
coloured exegetes” approach even before they read the texts
themselves. All texts, including biblical texts, are literary
inventions, thus, a world on paper. The aim of the narrator is
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to make this paper world real to the readers, inviting them to
become characters in the story as it were.

Although Van Aarde would soon turn towards other
approaches to the text, he did not take leave of literary
theory altogether. In 2006, he wrote a series of two articles
in which he first expounds genre and plot in the gospel
material (2006a:657-677), followed by an analysis of the
narrator’s point of view in New Testament texts (2006b:1111—
1143). In these two articles he combines historical criticism
and narrative criticism. He also employs some of the most
sophisticated, even abstract, narrative theories (e.g. Gérard
Genette and Mieke Bal).

Another sidestep: Into the context

During the mid-1980s, Andries
increasingly involved in research done by the Context

van Aarde became
Group, an international US based research project that
focuses on the interpretation of texts within the parameters
of social scientific models. Here, Van Aarde’s appreciation of
the narrative is supplemented with social scientific theories.
‘Every text, including a narrative discourse’, he writes (Van
Aarde 1988a:235), ‘reflects the social context from which it
originates, although in truncated form, presented from a
particular ideological perspective.” The text placed in its
historical context. After all, a narrative originates within
a particular context, for which its meaning is intended.
Biblical exegesis and the consequent hermeneutical exercise
therefore have to pay close attention also to the world and
circumstances outside the text. Van Aarde (1988a:237) calls
these forces, the mechanisms that generate texts, ‘culture’.
Thus, texts are not only determined by the ideology of
the narrator, but also by the culture in which they were
written. Consequently Van Aarde (1988a:237) states: ‘In this
connection, therefore, the term “culture” can be replaced by
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the term “social context”’.

Van Aarde then extends his appropriation of literary theory to
incorporate the social context. Instead of a one-way direction
from ‘sender to message to recipient’, a circular movement is
indicated: from recipient, to sender, to message to recipient.
The recipients and the world in which they function, bring
texts into being, that is, the social context co-determine the
production as well as the meaning of texts.

Thus, the narrative, as well as the social context, is important
to convey the meaning of the text. Put differently, intra-
textual as well as extra-textual concerns are involved in the
whole process of communication. These have far reaching
implications for biblical exegesis and hermeneutics. However,
how do modern day readers gain access to the social context,
the extra textual world? How do they build a ‘construction’
of an unfamiliar world? The first and foremost clues to the
extra textual world are provided by the text itself. But there
may be other sources which serious exegetes will take into
account even before they read the biblical text in question.

For example: the Gospel of Luke and consequent Acts of
the Apostles were written during the second half of the 1st



century CE. The context is that of the Judaic Hellenic world.
The early church had taken its first catholic steps, despite
the severe persecutions and brutal executions during the
reign of Domitian (81-96 CE) and the Jews had to reorganise
themselves under Pharisee leadership. Serious conflicts arose
between the Jewish and Hellenistic worlds and within the
growing Christian community; adherents to the new faith
had to be accommodated from all sectors of the community.
What were the contextual issues and how does the gospel
address these?

Thus, even before tackling exegesis of a particular biblical
text, it is possible for exegetes to construct an imaginary
social context which may have produced the text. Imagining
themselves into this context may result in a meaningful and
coherent hermeneutical exercise.

Still deeply aware of the social context in which biblical texts
were produced, Andries van Aarde (1988b:829-846) turns to
Jesus. What did the world in which Jesus was born and bred,
in which he lived, taught and died, look like? Jesus has to
be studied in the context of the eastern Mediterranean world
during the time when the New Testament came into being,
that is, Palestine under Roman rule, but also deeply under
the influence of Hellenistic thought and culture. This society
was structured by some important ideological powers
that determined the different social relationships, namely:
economy, politics, family life and religion. In analysing these
categories, Van Aarde (1988b:840-842) realises that modern
notions of rich-poor in terms of 20th century capitalism of
the developed world is vastly different from those of a 1st
century citizen in the eastern Mediterranean world.

In the first place, the poor happened to be under those who
were for some reason or another ‘unclean’. A tax-collector,
who performed a disgraceful task, was, despite all his riches,
labelled poor. But in the second place, the family was the
most important and most central social entity. Everything
revolved around the family. Family relationships and to be
securely embedded into a family were more important than
anything else. If disaster struck, one could always rely on the
family for help. In this sense, rich and poor were defined not
only in terms of economic or monetary means, but in terms
of family support. Thus, poor was not an economic category
in the first place, but the poor were those people who did not
belong to a family and had no societal resources. Given the
strong patriarchal orientation of the time and the dependence
of the family on its head, the patriarch, the poor had no-one
else to rely on but God. In the 1st century Palestine, Jesus is
to be found among the social outcasts who relies on God, his
heavenly Father.

This article (1988b:844-845) also aims to make it clear that the
gospels cannot serve as liberation manifestos as expressed
in political terms like ‘the privilege of the oppressed poor’.
However, perhaps without realising it directly, Van Aarde’s
research into the historical Jesus was initiated. For from this
point further, just as he applied himself diligently to narrative

theories, Van Aarde would now turn his attention to models
of social scientific criticism.

Biblical hermeneutics should always keep in mind the
cultural distance between ancient and modern cultures,
as well as mutual cultures within a particular period
(1993b:516). Taking a look at advanced agrarian societies
in 1st century Palestine, Van Aarde (1993b:515-545)
illuminates the intricate social relationships of the time.
Now, even more than previously, it becomes clear that not
economy, but the family was the dominant institution in the
society. However, a once predominant agrarian society had
developed at the time of 1st century Palestine and became
much more differentiated and stratified than before. During
this transitory phase kinship and family ties were put under
some stress, although, the interests of the family would not
vanish completely yet. Instead, family relationships were
absorbed into the broader societal structures, where they
developed into an ideology. These societal structures were
organised hierarchically and consisted of only two classes:
the few elite, the powerful and the masses, those without
power, usually the workers or the peasants. There was no
middleclass. Between the elite and the masses existed a kind
of reciprocal relationship, best described as a patron-client
agreement. Patrons protected the clients and the clients
were dependent of the patrons. Thus, it appears that the
tight-knit familial bonds of the agrarian society have now
been extended to a new relationship that functioned as an
imaginary family or fictive kinship groups that were bound
to one another by a shared solidarity (1993b:536). A group
that gathered around a particular patron, called themselves
his followers, or his disciples. Most probably the disciple
circles of Jesus, as well as of John the Baptist, functioned as
imaginary families. However, in the case of Jesus it appears
that the ‘clients’” mostly consisted of the marginalised of
society, the unclean, the displaced ones.

Once again, the result of the research is a monograph:
Kultuurhistoriese Agtergrond van die Nuwe Testament. Die
Eerste-eeuse Mediterreense Sosiale Konteks (Van Aarde 1994a)
[The Cultural Historical Background of the New Testament.
The First Century Mediterranean Social Context]. The aim is
to provide modern readers with information regarding the
social context of the area surrounding the Mediterranean
Sea during the beginning of the New Testament. Van Aarde
starts with the Maccabean War (2nd century BC) until the
Bar-Kochba insurrection (2nd century AD) (1994a:9-62),
thereby conveying something of the social dynamics behind
the cultural history of the New Testament. He gives an
overview of the Hellenistic-Roman presence in Palestine and
offers some background to the religious beliefs, philosophies
and cultural practices (1994a:63-86). The issues that were
raised in the articles, are systemised and elaborated in the
book, especially from Chapter 3, part 2 (1994a:86-130).
Consequently, he discusses the many movements, groups,
streams of thought, traditions and conflict within 1st century
Palestine. Interpretation of the New Testament requires of the
exegete to take all the larger structures of the Mediterranean



society into account, like the political regime and economic
exploitation of the Roman Empire, as well as the smaller
units like kinship that came under pressure within Palestine
as an advanced agrarian society.

Here a new, or should one rather say, an old world is opened.
Andries van Aarde dares the modern exegete to explore a
different way of life, a different mode of thought. Yet the
hermeneutical exercise does not require merely cognisance
of a strange and different word; it demands putting on a
different ‘think cap” altogether. Only then, one can imagine
how “the world goes round’.

Jesus from the side

It appears that Andries van Aarde’s interests in both
narrative and social scientific criticism paved the way for
thorough research into the historical Jesus. Also, by now,
Van Aarde plays a lively part in the so-called ‘third quest’ for
the historical Jesus. However, up to the 90s, this is a debate
mainly among scholars of the United States; Van Aarde is the
only South African who openly supports this research and
even partakes in discussions on the subject.

In 1993 (Van Aarde 1993a:397-423, 1993¢:942-962), two
articles are published in HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological
Studies that give an indication of the Jesus research in South
Africa since 1980, from Andrie du Toit, to Willem Vorster,
to Andries van Aarde. The latter article was initiated by a
research project (1992-1993) at the Institute for Ecumenical
and Cultural Research in Collegeville, Minnesota, titled
The epistemic status of New Testament and the emancipatory
living of the historical Jesus in engaged hermeneutics. Engaged
hermeneutics proposes engagement between theologians
from the developed and the developing worlds. Theologians
from the developed world often follow the traditional
European academic approach to the canon, which is often
irrelevant for the poor and oppressed countries elsewhere,
whereas scholars from the developing world choose for
the option of liberation-theology to serve their own needs.
Where may the common ground for engagement be found?
According to Van Aarde, not in the canon, but in the historical
Jesus.

Taking cues from the gospels and from the 1st century
Mediterranean world, Andries van Aarde proceeds to
construct an ‘ideal type” of Jesus of Nazareth. In terms of Max
Weber’s understanding, this ‘ideal type” is not a depiction
or hypothesis of reality, but a theoretical construct (cf. also
1994¢:592, 1995:332, 1996:487, 2002:434), an imaginative
sociological ‘ideal type’.

Consequently, Van Aarde (1993c:946-947, cf. 1996:477)
investigates traditions concerning Jesus’ birth and the
relationship with his family and draws the following
portrayal of the historical Jesus: he lived in 1st century
Herodian Palestine, a world where family interests were
ideologically conditioned. Strained family relationships,
his sharp critique of the patriarchal family and his trust in
God as his Abba become noticeable (cf. 1995:330, 1996:487).
Jesus seems to redefine the kingdom of God in terms of a
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brokerless household (Van Aarde 1993c:947, 951), where
family members have direct access to God, the Father without
the usual intercessions of the patriarchal head of the family.
Thus, Jesus does not see the kingdom of God as an apocalyptic
event, or comparable to earthly kingdoms. He envisages the
kingdom of God as a household where strained relationships
are ‘healed by means of “politics of compassion” and God'’s
unmediated presence’ (Van Aarde 1995:330).

A further question that has to be investigated is the matter
of Jesus’ baptism. Usually baptism is a ceremonial or ritual
event in order to heal ‘sinful sickness’ (Van Aarde 1993¢:952)
or to remove certain stigmas attached to people, for example,
being a fatherless son. The picture becomes even clearer as
Van Aarde realises Jesus’ special concern for the ‘nobodies’
in the society, women, children, prostitutes, tax collectors
and so forth. By baptism Jesus is healed from ‘sinful
sickness’, perhaps he was initially a follower of John the
Baptist, but then broke away and started his own ministry
of ‘healed healers” who heal and forgive sinners (Van Aarde
1993¢:952, 1995:330). The alternative wisdom of the ‘ethos
of compassion” was regarded as subversive to the temple
ideology and brought him into disfavour with the religious
leaders of his time, the Pharisees and the Sadducees.
Eventually, like a criminal he was crucified by the Roman
procurator. ‘No family or fictive family took care of his body
—and so Jesus of Nazareth died as he was born — a nobody
among nobodies” (Van Aarde 1995:330).

These views Van Aarde would publish some years later in a
sensational (even notorious) book, Fatherless in Galilee: Jesus
as child of God (2001). Andries van Aarde is the first Afrikaans
speaking South African to write a book that critically
examines the life and history of Jesus of Nazareth (Le Roux
2002:77). This compels the reader to think historically, to
penetrate to the earliest attestations of Jesus, to appreciate
Jesus as someone from the 1st century Mediterranean world
and to see a full picture of his life as human being (Le Roux
2002:97).

Andries van Aarde’s understanding of the historical Jesus has
been shaped through the many years that he was involved
with the Context Group and Jesus Seminar. He shares many
of their ideas and methods and has a special high esteem for
John Dominic Crossan (cf. e.g. Van Aarde 2001:30-32, 62-63,
65-71, 168-169, 188-190). However, he takes his own point
of departure, namely those traditions that point to Jesus as a
fatherless son (2011:72, 77), supported by an ‘excursus’” into
a post-Easter Joseph trajectory (2001:82-118). Uncovering
one layer after the other, Van Aarde comes closer to the
historical Jesus. Research confirms that Jesus grew up as a
fatherless son. He came from a peasant farming community
of Herodian Galilee. He displayed a remarkable affinity
towards the outcasts and marginalised of the society and was
considered as a ‘healer’ by them. Towards the temple and
imperial hierarchy, he was critical and rejected their modes
of operating. He communicated his vision of the kingdom
of God by means parables, metaphorical and proverbial
expressions and the favourites are not the elite of the society,
but the poor and rejected members.



Van Aarde’s (2001:1-32) investigation is historical by nature,
but definitely not in the positivist sense of historicism. He
agrees with many of his predecessors that a grip on the
historical Jesus is impossible. The closest one can get to
the ‘historical Jesus’ is by means of a multidisciplinary
and interdisciplinary approach, therefore, the traditional
historical criticism has to be supplemented by insights from
especially social scientific criticism. Thus, Van Aarde calls his
‘ideal” construct of Jesus, ‘Jesus from the side’” (Van Aarde
2001:38).

What does this mean?

Up to now, that is, the 1990s, research regarding the
historical Jesus, was either ‘from above’ or ‘from below’
(Van Aarde 1993¢:953, cf.1994c:362, 1994d:589, 2001:38).
Christology ‘from above’ that took shape after Constantine,
reflect traditions of political power and hierarchy and are
characterised by many conciliar debates regarding the ‘two
natures’ of Christ. Then came the ‘Enlightenment’” with its
trust in human reason and which, especially during the 18th
century, had an almost devastating effect on the Church.
Consequently a Christology ‘from below” became important
for theologians of the 19th and 20th centuries, which focused
increasingly on the humanity of Jesus. However, both these
Christologies, from above and from below, indicate a vertical
direction. This was not the way in which Jesus was seen by
his own contemporaries or earliest followers. They regarded
him as equal, regarded him from a horizontal perspective,
therefore, ‘from the side’. Thus, Van Aarde’s ideal construct
of the historical Jesus ‘from the side’ takes into account the
social processes in terms of which Jesus was either honoured
or put to shame by his contemporaries of the community in
which he lived — and died.

Jesus‘from the side” has far reaching implications for the South
African theological scene, as well globally. The concern of the
project that initiated the paper mentioned previously (1993c)
was ‘engaged hermeneutics” and the engagement implied
is between the traditional theology of theologians from the
developed world and contextual theology of the developing
world (cf. 1994¢:345-367, 1994d:575-596). Theologians on
both sides regard the Bible, especially the New Testament,
as hermeneutical source (1994d:577). However, theology
from the developed world is permeated by the vertical
structure of Christology ‘from above” as well as ‘from below’
(1994a:362). Furthermore, the imperialism and colonialism
of the developed world onto the developing world was
not received favourably by theologians from the latter.
Consequently, contextual theology from the developing
world often became ‘designed’ to shake off the manipulative
power-invested hold from the developed world. Is it possible
to find an alternative design for engaged hermeneutics?

Contextual theology of both the developed and developing
world is concerned about the ‘economically poor and
politically oppressed ... the non-person ... the peripheral
person’ (Van Aarde 1994c:349). Therefore, Jesus from the
side provides the ideal ground for engaged hermeneutics
and becomes the proverbial ‘answer to the question’.
Research into the historical Jesus reveals that Jesus of
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history continues in Jesus of faith (Van Aarde 1995:329, cf.
2003:549). The Christian religion is not a book religion, but
models its belief patterns on the words and deeds of Jesus
of Nazareth. Therefore, memory of the Jesus of history as
manifestation of God, would make it clear to understand
what ‘emancipatory living’ means. Thus, Jesus the Jew
living in 1st century Herodian Palestine whose life started
and ended as a ‘nobody’, is the ideal hermeneutical bridge
between the developed and developing world, by providing
not a theology from ‘above’ or ‘below’, but from the side.

Of course, engaged hermeneutics is not relevant to contextual
theology of the developed and developing world only, it
pertains to existential and ethical issues of society at large:
matters concerning gender, race, sexual orientation, age,
social and religious orientation:

As the living symbol of God’s unmediated presence, the
historical Jesus set people free and, as the risen Christ and Kyrios
(Lord) he still sets people ... free from distorted relationships
with oneself, others and God. Christian ethics is not an abstract
ideology but it is based on the humanness and humaneness of
the Jesus of history.

(Van Aarde 2003:550)

Concluding remarks

Andries van Aarde has done pioneering research by
appropriating theories and methodologies of fields from
outside theology to reading biblical texts. Studies like
these are interesting, even entertaining, but often run the
risk of remaining theoretical endeavours without any
practical value, however. Andries van Aarde convincingly
demonstrated that this is not the case. On the one hand,
he strips the biblical texts from their usual dogma. On the
other hand and most importantly, he holds these texts in
deep respect by appreciating their narrative art as well as
the socio-cultural context in which they originated. His
compelling portrayal of the historical Jesus has far reaching
implications for further academic studies, as well as for the
practical ministry of the church.
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APPENDIX 1

Andries Gideon van Aarde — Curriculum Vitae

Born

25 April 1951, Pretoria, South Africa

Education

D.Litt. (Ancient Languages: Greek), 2005, Dissertation: ‘The Infancy Gospel of Thomas
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