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OW SHALL WE THINK OF GOD’S LAW IN POSTMODERNITY? HOW DOES GOD’S

law come to be in a postmodern world, how does it manifest itself, what is its
character, and how do we come to know it? Here we shall develop the claim that
Word and world come together to issue in a law that is uniquely postmodern in na-
ture and discernment. First, however, we must examine how these questions arise at
all by understanding the unique difficulty postmodernism poses for law in general.

I. THE POSTMODERN ETHOS

Modernity, with its classic hallmarks of an autonomous thinking subject, ob-
jective reason, an independent external reality, and foundational and universal
knowledge, has been under attack for a long time. One can exhaustively trace this
development going back at least as far as Nietzsche. Today, however, as we enter
the new millennium, postmodernism stands for the general intuition that life has
somehow fundamentally changed as compared with the modern era. This is evi-
dent in most every facet of our existence but is perhaps most obvious in our public
art, popular culture, and electronic mass media, which constantly expose us to an
explosion of volatile, incompatible, and bizarre images that blur truth and fiction,
reality and fantasy. These images inevitably force us to seek and invent meaning
beyond the parameters of modern rationality by choosing from an indeterminate
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In a postmodern world, it is not we who discover the truth of the law, but we are
instead grasped by it, just as we are grasped by the truth of the gospel in procla-
mation.



range of possible interpretative responses. Thus, while most postmodern thinkers
would concede that the modern worldview ostensibly continues to shape our
thinking at all levels, from the mundane to the sophisticated (perhaps especially
there), few moderns would disagree that there has been a gradual paradigm shift
toward a new way of understanding such concepts as self, reason, universality, lan-
guage, knowledge, and truth that is today recognized as distinctly postmodern in
nature.

What are some of the primary tenets of this new postmodern ethos? First, to
modernity’s concept of the autonomous self, postmodernity opposes a self that is
“decentered” and “situated,” in that self and world are truly mutually constitutive.
Second, to modernity’s strong conception of reason, postmodernity opposes a rea-
son that is contingent, fallible, and “local,” in that its rules and criteria for what
qualifies as “rational” at any given time are products of the historical, cultural, and
linguistic conventions then in place. Third, to modernity’s notion of reality as gov-
erned by universal structures, discerned methodologically and applied deductively,
postmodernity opposes the empirical, the provisional, the practical, the pragmatic,
and the unmasking of all totalizing perspectives as merely conventional and self-
referential. Fourth, to modernity’s “common sense” view of language as a neutral
medium that reflects the structure of the mind by which it is able to represent accu-
rately what it objectively perceives, postmodernity opposes language as the me-
dium in which self and world are mutually constituted. Finally, to modernity’s
conception of knowledge and truth as that which is immediately available to an
autonomous self with respect to an independent external reality transparent to
perception through direct intuition and the impartial exercise of reason, postmod-
ernity opposes language games, lifeworlds, practices, and conventions, again em-
phasizing the inherently local (rather than universal) character of all claims of
truth and knowledge.

II. THE NECESSITY FOR A POSTMODERN CONCEPTION OF GOD’S LAW

If we do, indeed, live in a postmodern age of such seeming instability and
fragmentation, how can it be said that we come to know God’s will for us as law? If
we give ourselves over to the most radical forms of philosophical postmodernism,
it is hard to be optimistic that we can come to such knowledge. For the French de-
constuctionist Jacques Derrida, for example, our present reality originates and
subsists, not by means of any transcendental source (e.g., God), but through the
imposition of systems of exclusion and repression. Accordingly, justice is itself the
exposing and deconstructing of those systems and the equally repressive ones that
inevitably replace them.

Of course, from a theological point of view such nihilism is unacceptable. As
Christians we assume in faith that God exists and is a source of law. Therefore, the
question for us is how to discern God’s will in whatever type of world we inhabit.
However, before we retreat pell-mell from postmodernity back into modernity, let
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us remember that the modern concept of law, though it certainly saw law as
founded in the transcendent, nevertheless was also theologically troublesome. The
modern concept of law succeeded a premodern view that saw God as the sole stable
source of meaning and value. God’s law, of course, could be known from Scripture.
But the law to be found there was basically a reminder of the law that had already
been inscribed by God in nature. That law, the natural law, could be known be-
cause of the metaphysical unity that was seen to exist between humans and nature,
between mind and body. With modernity the premodern metaphysical unity be-
tween humanity and nature broke down. Thus, philosophically, at least, there
came to be a split between subject and object, and correlatively in law between fact
and value. The world could tell us what is, but it could not tell us what ought to be.
Hence positivism came to reign in the modern view of the law. Theologically,
God’s law came to be viewed, particularly for Protestants, not necessarily as imma-
nent in creation, but as directly revealed, for example, in Scripture. To be sure,
there continued to be natural law theologians, particularly in Catholicism, but
their work also took on a modern positivistic twist that saw creation as a book of
rules from which the law can be read with some particularity (even though already
with Augustine, and particularly with Thomas Aquinas, natural law came to be
limited to the most general abstractions). In both cases law tended to be seen as
consisting of universal, eternal, and unchanging principles from which a single
correct answer to every legal dilemma could be methodologically deduced accord-
ing to the modern scientific ethos.

Today, however, this modern concept of law, while it meets our understand-
able desire for certainty in the law, seems contrary to our postmodern lived experi-
ence. How can even God’s law be considered unaffected by time and context when
the law as we have interpreted and applied it in the past sometimes no longer seems
right and just under the changed circumstances of the present, and when Chris-
tians themselves have sometimes changed their minds about what the law is (for
example, as they did with respect to slavery)? How can we be confident of moder-
nity’s right-answer thesis when often even after the most painstaking analysis we
simply do not know what it is that God wants us to do and think, and when in
many cases we see no single right answer, but several more or less correct possible
answers which must be mediated in a setting of profound disagreement?

If we cannot give ourselves wholly over to modernity, where shall we turn in
our quest to understand the nature of God’s law and how we come to know it?
Some say that we should simply return to premodernity. This would offer us the
opportunity to see God’s law once again as immanent and discernable in and
through creation, something largely denied to us by modernity. It is not likely,
however, that we could ever return to a premodern view of the law. The premodern
worldview is simply no longer our worldview. In any event, while modern rational-
ism may not be capable of yielding ultimate truth in law, we would not want to sur-
render its gains so long as its theoretical, methodological, and scientific viewpoint
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is kept in proper perspective. Thus, since we can neither remain in modernity nor
return to premodernity, can we somehow bravely move forward to find a theology
of law that again will allow us to see God’s will as somehow immanent and dis-
cernable in creation (without an unrealistic return to a premodern world view),
that makes use of modern rationalism (without limiting truth to that yielded by
theory and method), and that is distinctly postmodern (without surrendering to
nihilism and relativism)? As we have already said, our specific claim is that Word
and world come together to issue in a law that is uniquely postmodern in nature
and discernment. In making this claim we shall take as our point of departure
Hans-Georg Gadamer, whose hermeneutic philosophy represents the thoroughly
postmodern, yet non-nihilistic, point of view for which we have been looking.*

III. GOD’S LAW IN THE WORLD AS DIVINE WORD

How can it be said (contrary to modernity’s fact-value split) that God’s law is
immanent in creation? Here we shall draw upon Augustine’s reflections (via Gada-
mer) upon the verbum Dei. Reading the prologue to the Gospel of John, Augustine
was perplexed how the Son could be seen as the Word without coming to the unde-
sirable conclusion that the Son is merely an external and perceptible utterance of
the Father, thus subordinating the Son to the Father in an anti-Trinitarian way.
Augustine approached this problem by making a distinction between an inner and
an outer divine Word. He concluded that the outer Word (the Son) embodies the
full self-knowledge of the inner Word (the Father), thus preserving the unity of the
Father and the Son. As a result, God the Father is fully present in God’s historical
utterance of the Son. But the outer expressions of the inner Word do not consist
solely of the historical Jesus Christ. Indeed the whole of creation itself is to be seen
as having been spoken into being and continually sustained by means of the inner
Word. In fact, Gadamer sees it as a natural extension of Augustine’s view to say that
the inner Word is fully realized and perfected only by means of the incarnation, by
becoming flesh, by becoming world. Thus, Augustine has provided a way of think-
ing of God as being present in the world (by means of Word) as its truth in general
(as God has intended it to be), and specifically as the truth of the law (as God wills
for us to be and act).

IV. GOD’S LAW IN THE WORLD AS HUMAN WORD

But how does the truth of the world and God’s law with respect to it come to
be expressed in our understanding? Gadamer answers that it does so through the
medium of language. Thought belongs to language, and language belongs to the
world in such a way that language is the place of disclosure where subject, object,
thought, and world meet. Thus, language is capable of bearing and reflecting being
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and its truth “truthfully.” Gadamer, citing Thomas Aquinas and Nicholas of Cusa,
demonstrates this capacity by paralleling Augustine’s distinction between inner
and outer divine Word with a distinction between inner and outer human word.
Outer word, held Thomas, is capable of bearing the truth of the inner word in the
same way that a “truthful” conclusion is already present in the premises from the
beginning. Nicholas of Cusa affirms Thomas’s analysis by insisting that outer word
is in no way a weakened manifestation of the inner word, its multiplicity being but
a “prismatic reflection” of the inner word’s original unity.

This last insight by Nicholas of Cusa, however, signals a fundamental distinc-
tion between Word and word that had been previously drawn by Thomas. While
God by means of Word creates the world in the unity of a single intuition, from the
human point of view of word, the world unfolds in the multiplicity of temporality.
Although this difference emphasizes the finitude of word, it need not wholly de-
tract from word’s truth-bearing capacity, since God’s eternal unity can neverthe-
less be seen as constantly bearing upon external creation and its components as an
assertion of their truth as they play themselves out in the finitude of temporality.
This claim again is supported by Nicholas of Cusa, who held that the single Word
of God is reflected in (or shines through) every created thing.

Thus, there is a dialectical relationship between the one Word and the multi-
plicity of creation as we experience it. Gadamer sees as the perfect example of this
duality the proclamation of the gospel. Here the unity of the divine Word comes to
be expressed “truthfully” in the multiplicity of human words. The one Word
comes to be proclaimed ever anew in the multiplicity of its proclamation. Hence,
just as the unity of the divine Word asserts itself as the truth of the gospel in exter-
nal worldly proclamation, so, too, it asserts itself as the true nature for us of all else,
and in particular of God’s law with respect to it, for there is nothing in the multi-
plicity of temporal being the truth of which does not have its origin in that unity.

V. HOW GOD’S LAW AS W(W)ORD IS MANIFESTED IN A POSTMODERN WORLD

Thus, the Word shines through or asserts itself in word as the truth of exter-
nal creation. And it does so, not only in the sphere of science (as the exaggerated
claims of modernity seems to contend), but also in such “non-methodological”
and “non-theoretical” human spheres as history, art, philosophy, religion, and law.
But exactly how does this truth shine through as word? The non-nihilistic but yet
postmodern answer, according to Gadamer, is that it asserts itself and we are
grasped by it hermeneutically.

What does Gadamer mean by this? For Gadamer, the world and its aspects,
and specifically the truth of the law, emerge through a merging of horizons. One
such horizon in legal analysis is the law as received in tradition (e.g., the United
States Constitution or the Ten Commandments). The law so received as artifact is
far from a self-evident object, as modernity contends, but in a postmodern way is
open in that it constantly presents itself ever anew and productively in a multiplic-
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ity of ways, lending itself to a fecundity of interpretations, all of them potentially
truthful from the standpoint of the wholeness of some legitimate perspective.
Thus, the truth of a law is never finished. Further, we as interpreters of the law, as a
second horizon, are also never finished. As the law is constantly presenting itself
under new aspects, we are constantly questioned anew and our expectations based
upon past interpretation constantly disappointed. Thus, we are continually pre-
senting or reconstituting ourselves anew through meaningful interpretation, by
means of which we become co-creators of our own present and future experience.
A third horizon is a context of application. Law (even such cherished axioms as
“love your neighbor as yourself”) as conceived in the absence of a situation of ap-
plication is simply an empty generality. Consequently, the law is to be found in the
facts. Literally, there is no law until it is revealed experientially in them.

Each of these horizons is primordially historical. Accordingly, we can approach
the law only as we are enabled from the standpoint of our past experiences and
prejudices. So, also, the law itself can be known only as it has been previously inter-
preted. Even the context of application, although wholly contemporary, can present
itself only as it has developed historically. Thus, these horizons form the perspective
from which the law appears and is of interest to us, just as we cannot, for example,
view the “Mona Lisa” except from the visual perspective da Vinci incorporated into
the painting itself. Yet, though restrictive in this way, these historical givens (or
prejudices) are not to be viewed negatively, since they are the only means by which
further experiences and interpretations are enabled. In any event, since reality is con-
stantly presenting itself under new aspects, all horizons as they are interactively
brought into play are burst open and brought into a state of indeterminacy. Thus, for
example, the horizon of the interpreting subject, like the prodigal son in the biblical
parable, is in a constant progression of coming into being through a primordial pro-
cess of alienation and return, a process in which other horizons, now seen as foreign
and perhaps threatening, are integrated into a consciousness that is newly aug-
mented and unified. In the same way, the horizons of law and the context of applica-
tion are transformed just as they are about to be further placed in play in the context
of future experiences, where they will be further transformed again.

Gadamer claims that the merging of these horizons in play results in an event
of being in which the truth for us of the law ever asserts itself anew for the present.
Thus, we as interpreting subjects have no ultimate control over the manifestation
of truth as modernity tends to suggest with its theories and methods. Rather, this
truth “happens” to us as it asserts itself. Accordingly, we do not discover the truth
of the law, but are instead grasped by it, just as in an event of proclamation we are
grasped by the truth of the gospel.

VI. THE POSTMODERN CHARACTER OF LAW AND ITS TRUTH

What is the character of this law that is constantly “happening” or asserting
itself? Because the truth of the law results from a constant mediation of past and
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present, it, although always thoroughly contemporary, also has a timeless quality
by means of which something of enduring significance, namely the Word as it re-
flects God’s will for us, is constantly proving itself. It is finite in that the law as we
have received it in the past runs out and is broken open as it addresses the new de-
mands of the present, requiring us to remain receptive to the new possibilities and
orientations that God’s will for the future may require of it. It is productive in that
God’s law always exceeds our understanding of it at any given time so that its truth
keeps happening and is always on the way. It is rhetorical in that it arises more
from conversation and praxis than deductive logic, convincing and persuading us
as we go without necessarily being able to prove. Finally, it is plural in that both the
relativistic idea that every interpretation is equally truthful and the dogmatic idea
that only one necessarily is so must be rejected. There may be equally well-justified
interpretations of what God’s law requires in a given context. In such cases we as
moral actors must choose between multiple ways of proceeding that appear equally
more or less just, being called upon in this way to be co-creators of the law.

VII. THE ISSUE OF CRITERIA

But how do we test whether we truly have become grasped by God’s Word as
it asserts itself as the truth of the law? We cannot step outside these events of her-
meneutic fusion of horizons in order to identify transcendent means and methods
of doing so. Specifically, we cannot rely on the enlightenment’s strong concept of
autonomous, disinterested, and unbiased reason, since, as we have already seen,
reason is always to some degree the captive of some outside agenda. Nor can we
rely overly on pre-established criteria, since, although we shall always apply crite-
ria, in postmodernity no criterion can be taken as foundational. Modernity’s fram-
ing of the question of truth, based upon criteria of scientific reason and method,
admitted answers compatible only with its restricted point of view, thus robbing
Shakespeare and Bach (not to mention the claims of faith) of any meaningful claim
to truth.

On the other hand, if there are no definitive criteria, neither are we left totally
at sea. Gadamer’s postmodern hermeneutical approach suggests its own signposts
of recognition. One such signpost is tradition. Any disagreement we may have in
the present presupposes a more profound common agreement based in tradition.
Thus, for us Christians there is inevitably brought into play in ethical deliberation
the horizon of the Christian narrative as it has found expression in legal and moral
convictions. Of course, tradition is not followed blindly. The Word, since it is al-
ways flowering in a new parousia, is genuinely deconstructive, refusing to be
bound to the cross of any aspect of tradition that has become unjust and oppres-
sive. A second such signpost is what Gadamer calls the sensus communis. God’s law
is assuredly not the result of a popularity contest or the dictate of fashion. It does,
however, include a “common sense” recognition of what has already come into be-
ing and cannot be changed, a sensitivity to the community’s present needs, aims,
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and hopes for the future, and a sense of proportion and relationship that is gov-
erned by the requirements of humanity as a whole, but always subject, of course, to
a postmodern prophetic vigilance against the suppression of new meaning.

VIII. AN INTERSECTION OF FAITH, WORD, WORLD, AND LAW

If our discussion of tradition and sensus communis has given us some sense of
confidence in law’s stability and continuity, we nevertheless still have not solved
the problem whether we can discern the law with certainty. In many situations we
simply may not know what God would have us do. In such cases we may ultimately
not know whether what we have chosen to do is obedient or disobedient to God’s
law. Thus, any certainty we now have in the law must ultimately rest in faith. It is a
faith that constantly asserts as against nihilism that there is truth in this postmod-
ern world, and indeed truth in law. As Word bears on the world, law comes thereby
to be expressed in the multiplicity of human word. And while we make full use of
reason, criteria, and signposts, in the end we recognize God’s law in the blessed
mode of light and beauty that is uniquely the Word’s, however it may be obscured
in this world of finitude. Thus, when we are able to see meaningful bases of distinc-
tion, so that not all opinions and proposals appear equally good, it is by means of
God’s Word. When we begin in the course of theoretical argument to recognize the
reasons, based in the traditional, the pragmatic, or the contextual, why one solu-
tion begins to take on greater weight and truth than another, it is by means of
God’s Word. The unity that shines through all terrestrial things (including the law)
self-evidently as their beauty is the Word. And so, while we can and should con-
tinually seek the law, we do not discover it, nor can we control it with our modern
quest for certainty and right answers. Rather, as the Word has its way with us, we
are grasped by it, captivated and claimed by it however imperfectly, and brought
home by it even as we continue as sojourners in our postmodern world.
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