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I want to begin my remarks with words of gratitude to Professor Khiok-khng for his challenging work in this essay.  It is a provocative piece that envisions a fascinating use of cultural studies for biblical interpretation.  The potential yield from such “intersubjective” work promises to be beneficial indeed.

Professor Khiok-khng operates in three main stages.  First, he defines the work of an intersubjective reading.  By its very nature an intersubjective reading is a cross-cultural enterprise;  it anticipates that the cultural space and perspective of the reader is as important a variable in the interpretative process as the grammatical and ideational markers in the text itself.  Second, he applies this methodological understanding to his reading of Paul’s “metanarrative” of Christological predestination in Romans 8.  Third, he positions the Confucian Messianic expectation for the recovery of a national golden age as an interpretative, cultural lens for reading Paul’s words across the chasms of time and place.  Fourth, he contrasts Pauline and Confucian readings in an attempt to shed new light on the understanding of both.

There is much here to appreciate and relish.  Professor Khiok-khng’s approach isn’t a singular one;  it operates on several methodological levels simultaneously.  In making such a move he demonstrates that researchers need not be wed to a single approach in their interpretative endeavors, but can obtain rich produce by encouraging an investigative cross-fertilization in their work.  Khiok-khng’s own efforts draw from the insights of intertextuality, intersubjectivity, and rhetoric.

The intertextual interest opens his discussion.  Appealing to Kristeva, he notes that texts exist and develop meaning out of interaction with other texts.  That interaction can take place through quotations, references, allusions and other means.  When one looks at the discussion of predestination in Romans 8, then, one cannot assume that the hunt for meaning is limited within those textual borders;  meaning also arises as ideas and themes inside the text intersect with ideas and themes from other texts.  If Paul needs those other texts to produce meaning, careful readers must also appeal to those texts as they attempt to produce meaning in their own situations and circumstances.  

That final point is a key one.  Readers do not unearth meaning, as if Paul dug a literary hole and deposited a bone of thought inside that could be unearthed and retrieved intact in just the manner he’d left it.  Khiok-khng points us rightly towards the interaction that always takes place between readers and the text words they encounter.  There is always what he calls “rhetorical interaction” between reader and text.  A text does not have a single meaning;  it has a range of meaning potential that can be accessed by a reader.  As different readers approach this meaning potential from different contextual places with different situational identities and concerns, it is more than likely that they will be drawn to different aspects of that potential.  They will refer to those different and perhaps competing aspects of the text as its “meaning.”  Meaning, then, is contextual.  It is produced in the interaction of a text’s grammatical and ideational markers and the reader’s contextual emphases.  This is why what is meaningful in and about a text for those in one community might be radically different from the meaning assessment produced by members of a community in a different cultural context.  

This is the stuff of intersubjectivity.  Not even the writer him or herself, Khiok-khng warns, can control the meaning of a text so that it is limited to his or her original intention.  Even if it is the case, as he points out, that the writer of a letter like Paul might intend that his words be understood in only one way, once he sets those words free in different contexts he must be prepared for the possibility, as Paul found in Corinth, that his words may produce meanings that he never intended or even anticipated.  The apostle appears shocked that his Corinthian compatriots took his discussion about freedom in Christ Jesus to mean that all things were now lawful.  Certainly, he must explain, that was not his original intent.  But those were his words that had opened up the possibility of such an interpretation.  He was the one who suggested that we are free in Christ.  That language of freedom is a language filled will all kinds of uncontrollable meaning potential.  Given the interaction of a Corinthian context of past pagan traditions and apparent laisse-faire moral attitudes with a new Christian perspective of being set free as a new creation, it seems from hindsight less than surprising that the Corinthians could have come up with such a “meaningful” interpretation of the apostle’s teaching.  This is because the text markers in his letters and speeches came alive contextually.  Meaning is not discovered;  it is produced, in the first century and in the twenty-first.  

Of course many have charged that such a realization puts us on that slippery slope of interpretative relativism that honors no shared meaning across cultural borders.  Professor Khiok-khng’s work operates, however, as if exactly the opposite outcome will result.  The intersubjective approach subjects to doubt, as he puts it, that there is a determined text whose meaning as produced by one particular culture can obtain hegemonic authority over all other culturally influenced readings.  No one interpretation, then, can claim ultimate authority.  Every interpretation must acknowledge that its own understanding has been produced through the lens of its contexts and interests.  Every interpretation is forced, therefore, into conversation with other contextual productions in order to seek a fuller access to a text’s meaning potential.  And that is precisely why Professor Khiok-khng envisions a paper that has Confucian contextual interests looking alongside the methodology of the academic guild into the meaning potential of the predestination language of Romans 8.  His paper wants to model the very cultural dialogue and exchange that it methodologically prescribes.

It is at just this point, though, that I would like to push Professor Khiok-khng as he pushes the boundaries of our interpretative process.  For it is at just this point that it seems to me that he backs away from this very provocative intersubjective approach and settles instead for a rather routine reading that parallels two cultural perspectives side by side instead of helping us see how different meaning might be if we were to read the Pauline materials through the lens of Confucian messianic thinking.  There is, indeed, some of that, but by and large the paper keeps the two approaches, that of the academic guild, and that of Confucian messianic thinking so separate that one never sees the intersubjective interaction the methodological section of the paper leads us fervently to expect.

The very language “metanarrative of Christological predestination” seems to undercut the possibilities established in the earlier intersubjective discussion.  The assumption seems to be that a Pauline metanarrative would be the guiding principle for interpreting Paul’s individual text about predestination in Romans 8.  If that is indeed the case, not just for Paul, but for whomever would access his language, then there really can be no real cultural interaction.  Meaning in that case cannot be produced unless one first understands and perhaps buys into the metanarrative itself.  And this is apparently Professor Khiok-khng’s thinking since this is how the paper now begins to proceed.  

Professor Khiok-khng explains that the context of Romans 8:28-30 guides our understanding of the text itself.  This, of course, fits the understanding that there is meaning potential in the text and the context guides the reader to access some particular part(s) of that potential as “meaningful.”  Then, however, the context is limited to Paul’s own literary horizon, it seems.  It is a context that establishes a metanarrative of bondage to suffering, falleness, and sin.  Again, though, Paul creates this context, as Professor Khiok-khng shows, in the way he crafts his letter.  The point is important because this is the context Paul creates;  it is not necessarily the context from which all his readers read.  In that case, the process is not fully intersubjective, it would seem.  Paul is telling his readers what the (their?) context is (should be?) as he tries to delimit their reading options before their own contextual perspectives can have any influence.  

Professor Khiok-khng, it seems to me, participates in this process by agreeing that Paul’s context is every reader’s context, and thus allows the author to do what he has himself already said the author cannot do, that is, mandate what meaning his readers will access as meaningful from his writing.  In such a case the reader is no longer producing meaning, the writer, in this case Paul, is producing meaning for the reader.  He does so by forcing upon the reader the clarifying context (a metanarrative) for the material he gives, as if the reader’s own context (should it be different) is inconsequential to this particular reading process.  I’m not suggesting that this methodological approach to reading Paul is wrong, many scholars across time have appealed to it;  I’m suggesting instead that it seems to be in contradiction with the approach that Professor Khiok-khng pushes in the opening of his paper.  His actual analysis, then, seems to be at odds with the analytical method he commends.  The tension is that the paper promotes one method, then executes another.

The actual reading, then, of the predestination language in Paul seems more conventional than one would expect given the paper’s opening section.  There is, however, a hint that Professor Khiok-khng is reading the material from another lens when he argues that the object of the predestination language is not the believers in Christ but Christ himself.  It’s here that I would have deeply appreciated seeing exactly how the Confucian messianism interacted as a reading lens into the Pauline material.   I’m not convinced that someone operating from a standard exegetical approach of unearthing Paul’s original intent would ever agree to the conclusion that the text language is not talking about the predestination of believers.  Obviously, as Professor Khiok-khng acknowledges, the idea of some being predestined to salvation and others not, can be most problematic and frightening.  But even operating through the Pauline metanarrative of suffering with creation, I’m not sure how one can override the language of the text which seems to have multiple people, not a single Christ figure, as the object of the predestination language.  The paper would have plowed new ground indeed if Professor Khiok-khng could have shown us precisely how engaging the meaning potential of Paul’s Romans 8 language through the lens of Confucian messianism led him--if indeed that’s what led him--to his particular form of Christological predestination.

Professor Khiok-khng does something else instead;  he makes a very traditional exegetical move.  He adjusts the content of the Pauline metanarrative.  He argues that the metanarrative of the suffering and groaning of creation speaks of the Oneness of God who is impartial and whose righteousness revealed in Jesus Christ is based on grace.  Given that context, which is Paul’s own context as Professor Khiok-khng acknowledges, then it would, one would think, appear unlikely that Paul might be suggesting that some are predestined for salvation and others are not.  Therefore the object of predestination must have been the single Christ figure.

It is just as likely, though, that Paul could have included an understanding of grace within the traditional understanding of predestination.   Even those predestined for salvation could not have earned that status;  it would have been graciously predestined on them and not others.  That would allow the language of the text to be read in the way most scholars have thought the grammar suggests it should be read and still fit Paul’s larger contextual understanding of grace.  But that’s not the key concern here;  the key concern is that it remains Paul’s context that is important, not that of the reader.  So we don’t yet see how the reader’s context influences how he/she produces meaning in light of his/her setting;  we see the reader finding Paul’s context and adjusting to and reading from it since it is apparently the one and only controlling metanarrative.  Perhaps this is Professor Khiok-khng’s intent;  it could be that reading out of Paul’s context is a part of the process that prepares the reader for reading from his or her own.  In fact, I would press for exactly that kind of investigative understanding;  but Professor Khiok-khng doesn’t state that this is the case as far as I can see.

All of this makes one wonder whether any appeal to the Confucian perspective on messianism will make any difference at all since the Pauline metanarrative is the one which must be the interpretative lens for the reading material on predestination.  Professor Khiok-khng notes that the two metanarratives are quite different.  Paul focuses on the Christ metanarrative of God’s cosmic salvation;  the Confucianist version focuses on a moral transformation of humanity in the hope of recovering an ideal dynasty.  In fact, I found his study of the recovery of the Golden Age as the contemplated Datong or Great Harmony to be fascinating.  Its emphasis on a moral transformation that would begin with exemplary leaders and encourage the same kind of moral uprightness in the general populace created a kind of democratization of messianism that I found very exciting.  Again, though, I would push Professor Khiok-khng to integrate this material more fully as a reading lens onto Paul, as the opening of his paper suggested he might do.  For in this case, I wondered whether it might not actually alter the way he looks at Paul.  He argued that from Paul’s contextual perspective one should see predestination as oriented towards the Messiah and not the people.  But in the Confucian perspective the people play the messianic role as a people, even though the leader generates the messianic process.  Without the role played by the people the Golden Age, it would seem, would not appear.  Why, in that case, wouldn’t reading through that lens produce the meaning conclusion that Paul was, as the grammar seems to suggest, talking about the messianic predestination of a messianic people and not a single Christ figure alone?  Professor Khiok-khng argues in that section that Paul is only talking about the predestination of an individual messiah;  his reading of the Confucian corporate expectation would lead one to believe that the predestination language could apply equally well to believers as messianic agents.  Predestination of believers, while still problematic, would have in this case an intriguing explanation or produced meaning.

In the end this is where ultimately I’d like to push Professor Khiok-khng.  It seems that instead of fully integrating the two metanarratives of Paul and Confucius that he sets them side by side and compares and contrasts them so that neither is the reading lens for the other.  That intersubjective moment that the paper promises and a reader like me looks forward to never really occurs.  And thus the paper ends with the rather lengthy and fascinating section that looks at contrasting Pauline and Confucian horizoning of human history.  It does not, however, bring them into an exploratory interaction.  I point to one place where expectations are raised.  On the bottom of page 20 Professor Khiok-khng notes that Confucius is helpful to his reading of Paul.  He goes on to explain that Confucius understands a human as a social being with a personal self hood.  Socialization is a process, in this view, that authenticates a person not by detaching from the world but by making attempts to harmonize one’s relationship with others.  He notes that similar language is used by Paul to speak of Christians being conformed to the likeness of God’s son.  He points out the similarities between them;  he does not read one from or through the lens of the other.  I, for example, wondered how this reading of Confucius might enlighten the way one looks at the possibility of the “predestined” ones actually being messianic figures participating with that mission of Christ’s.  Can Paul be read that way?  Is there sufficient potential in the meaning of his words to allow such a contextual production of meaning?  Surely this discussion of authenticating one’s being in harmonizing relationships with others would be a helpful lens to read other Pauline texts, such as the ones on meat sacrificed to idols.  It might help here in Romans 8 as well not just as a comparison of two different cultures but also as a reading of one culture’s core text from the perspective of the core text of another culture.  


