Considerations on reflections

concerning Irenaeus' and Origen's

treatment of Paul's epistle to the Romans

Given the many interesting and meaningful observations in papers and responses for the seminar I limit myself to some contextual and atmospheric observations that might be helpful for the discussion. Dr. Bassler mentions in her response the ghastly events of Sept. 11 as bearing hermeneutical relevance. I want to take that point some steps further. These events hint at a complex issue that at the present time seems to be completely out of the purview of the Christian West and limited entirely to the world of Islam, namely that of martyrdom. The two persons that are in the center of this seminar's discussion and their contexts, however, prove that the early church produced martyrological ideas, motivations and practices that were, respectively are, not too different from the urges of the suicidal assassins of Sept.11, 2001. 

This equation might upset at first sight yet critical historians and theologians will agree that the adulation of martyrdom in the early church and the enthusiastic readiness of early Christians to die the martyr's death were obviously suicidal, and this not merely occasionally but 'en masse.' But murder? However what is the glorification of blood and gore in preaching and teaching of the early church other than the exaltation of butchery and the encouragement to have it carried out? Within the biographical context of Irenaeus there is the long report on the martyrs of Lyon given by Eusebius in the fifth book of his Church History. This account is engulfed in slaughter, terror and suicidal urge of the victims turning active instigators and actors who change the will of the torturers and of the executioners into their own. However this is not all. 

There are two further aspects always overlooked in the generally venerating portrayals of early Christian martyrdom in the common histories of the church. The first one is the denunciatory purpose and effect of the heresiomachic literature of the early church. Their authors must have known that the Roman police would have taken these writings as excellent sources for their investigative and persecuting efforts. The diffamatory qualities of these writings 'adversus haereses' added to their dangerous dimensions for all those holding the caricatured opinions and being identified with the denounced evil practices, that also the Roman authorities would be dead set against. The fact that the heresiomachic literature is written for public consumption proves that one did not mind the police and the courts having easy access to it. Intention of the authors, therefore, cannot be excluded. The deadly persecution of heretics by the forces of the state from Constantine on made merely more obvious what had been opinion and intention of church leaders before.

There is even another murderous aspect generally overlooked in the discussion of martyrological literature, in particular its Christian samples. Scholarship, curiously enough, has overlooked the fact that nowhere in the martyrologies is anything said about police hearings nor about what those victims answered when they were asked by police and court about names, locations, practices and rites of their cult, questions that were definitely raised. This is, for instance, partly documented in the famous reports of Pliny - and they were required by procedural rules anyhow. Another clue is the reference to acts of torture before the execution. Since the martyrs allegedly confessed readily to being "Christiani" the torture could not have aimed at bringing that out but must have looked for further information. Another hint in this direction is found in the case of the martyr Sanctus from Vienna as reported in the martyrology of Lugdunum, already mentioned. Of him we hear that he confessed right away and readily "Christianus sum." Nevertheless he was further tortured many a time never saying anything more than the confession mentioned, not even his name, nor those of his people or his place of origin. He did not reveal his social status (slave or free), nor did he give away any other personal data. Only from Gnostic circles is such silence known. They seem to have been prepared for such investigative hearings and trained how to evade precise answers, if necessary through outright lying, all of this for the purpose of protecting people, community and cult. The "catholic" heresy-fighters turned this evidence into the defaming lie that the Gnostics shied away from martyrdom. From Basilides on we have evidence that for Gnostics subversive protest against state and society was in order, indeed a fundamental necessity, and persecution and martyrdom a matter of course. Yet there was no reason to play the powers' game and actively thirst for martyrdom. If it would come one would be ready for it but without any direct or indirect assistance to the persecutors, judges or hangmen from the victims, even less an endangering of fellow-believers or the community, its cult and theology. What if the Christian Gnostics had learned such evasiveness and the use of code language from Paul, not the least from the author of Romans? 

On the other hand, the silence about the investigative procedures of Roman police and courts and about the reactions of arrested members of the "catholic" branch of the church calls for the conclusion that these people did not mind betraying names of their fellow-believers and other data relevant for the police. Such an assumption is not unrealistic given the high value put on martyrdom. Being arrested and tried would be a safe way to heaven - just as the Islamic "martyrs" believe today.

Irenaeus puts a high value on martyrdom. He had had relations to victims of persecution already in Asia Minor, and according to the report about the (48) martyrs in Lyon, mentioned above, Irenaeus, meantime moved from Asia Minor to Gaul, was considered by these Celtic martyrs as their man, as the proper successor to their martyred bishop. The report does not give any clues what "denominations" these martyrs came from. No theological classifications are intimated. With all probability "heretics" were among them. As one reads Irenaeus one needs to acknowledge that the segregation of the heretics had not yet happened, and did not occur even after the persecution either. He has to acknowledge the existence of "heretics" in his immediate environment. Anyway, there is no justification to the common claim that Irenaeus in his 'Adversus haereses' described reality. Whatever Irenaeus says seems to be much less definitive than usually assumed. The chances are much higher that everything he describes as given, is merely alleged, is rather wishful thinking, a reality he wants to be but that is not yet.

A major question I have with respect to Irenaeus' surviving writings that are discussed in the seminar is this whether the martyrs that called for his elevation would have been happy with the two books of his that are our objects of study now. The position that Irenaeus sets forth there would not have put Roman police or courts on alert, but rather put them to rest. Was that intentional? There does not seem to have been a persecution in Lyon after that in 177/78. Jerome's hint that Irenaeus died a martyr has little evidence for it. If Gnostics alone were persecuted neither Irenaeus nor any other of our "catholic" sources would have mentioned them. Concern for sons and daughters of the devil was not necessary.

Contrary to Irenaeus, Origen had been tortured and victimized by Roman persecutors several times. He definitely eulogized martyrs and martyrdom. The question whether he died in prison is undecided. O., son of a martyr, certainly had been imprisoned toward the end of his life. Still, Origen as little as Irenaeus had any room for protective means and training of believers against persecutors, means like evasiveness and outright lying or the use of code-language.

Common to both authors and their writings discussed is an antiheretical perspective, yet with a rather ironical twist in as much as both are anything but paragons of "orthodoxy" the later church wanted and wants them to be but they bordered on what the later church would call heresies. Irenaeus leaned towards the Montanists. Although in his remaining works, his enthusiasm and chiliasm are reduced the latter still informs his understanding of history, and contributes to its isolation, schematization and mythification. Even more obvious is the distance of Origen to later orthodoxy,  in particular to what the Western church understood under it. Origen was even a condemned heretic. Irenaeus and Origen shared such irony of being a "blend" of  "orthodox" and "heretical" with another person later used as major producer of orthodox ideas, Tertullian. In his case, too, the fact that he later joined the same so-called heresy that Irenaeus had flirted with, Montanism, the history of Christian theology usually treats as a marginal accident. All of this points to the fact that any dealing with such persons as interpreters of scriptures should look at them and their works as representatives of phenomena in flux, in this much comparable to Paul and his writings.

This already is sufficient warning against the common dealing with both authors. They are forced into the very construed and abstract Procrustesbed of an allegedly rather consistent development of theology within the early church, a development that was anything but consistent, very colorful and turbulent instead. They do not fit that procrustean arrangement. Such an approach does injustice to the fact that a fixed and firm phenomenon Christ-oriented theology did not exist yet at that time - although both, Irenaeus and Origen, would have loved to have had it, and would have referred to it if it had existed. All general claims and references these and other authors, later claimed "catholic," invoke show no real proof but are merely emphatic asseverations. In fact, they relate to a theology highly in motion, and they do this by way of experimenting and trying out certain ways and directions, not at all consistent but very much in a trial and error fashion.

Their approach was anything but innocent or apolitical, instead highly politicized. This politicization applies to the debate about the canon issue too, in which both authors were involved as well. Because of this highly politicized situation and intent the stratification of facts became very important. In this process claims become substitutes for facts, and exegesis worked often enough as producer, conveyor and deliverer of political arguments and "virtual" facts, contrary to reality.

Therefore, the observation of resemblances of Irenaeus's (and also Origen's) hermeneutical and argumentative patterns and their organizational infrastructure and interactive procedure with those of modern exegetes should not be easily made but should be more profoundly scrutinized. They have certainly some things in common but the situation and the purpose of modern scholarly exegesis in many ways are very far removed from those of people like Irenaeus and Origen. The political standing of contemporary scholarly exegetes in church and society today is very isolated. Presently, the only ones who have chances to connect are extremely conservative exegetes - since much of the power structures in West and East are very conservative too.

The representatives of dialectical theology had such influence for a relatively short time, first as exegetes of the dissident movement against Hitler and then, for twenty years at most in the context of the restoration of church and theology in post-war Germany. As soon as such exegetes turned against that restoration as, for instance, Ernst Käsemann did the church turned against them.

The dialectical theologians in general and Ernst Käsemann in particular had this in common that they practiced targetshooting populating their environment with foes like sitting ducks because enemies were and are essential for their understanding of theology and church, not merely ordinary adversaries but true heretics. The dialectical theologians and the ancient heresiomachs were obsessed with the concept of holy writ too, although both groups knew better, namely that that concept stood on feet of clay. Irenaeus and Origen as well as dialectical theologians used exegesis of the alleged "holy writ" for doctrinal purposes, their concept of doctrine, however, is very different. In the case of Irenaeus and Origen, the targetshooting was part of the new creation of a world. In the case of Käsemann and the likes of his, this world is no longer new. Despite their schematized cardboardlike character Irenaeus' and Origen's targets, the Gnostics, were more real than Käsemann's "enthusiasts". Whereas Irenaeus and Origen knew their own religious environment that was close enough still to that of Paul, including the Gnostics, Käsemann in his commentary on Romans does not want to know the Gnostics any more, and his religio-historical analysis is wooden at best. The reason for this woodenness unites him again with the schematizations of Irenaeus and Origin. They are done for the purpose of an allegedly higher degree of theologization. In the case of Origen, who had a very lively exchange with and knowledge of Jews, not only in Caesarea but also in Alexandria and then in Caesarea and Jerusalem again, it is a tragedy that this experience and knowledge going with that had not really influenced his interpretation of Romans. A history-removed concept of theology was the cause of that. Model for this abstraction of Irenaeus and Origen were the Pastoral Epistles, although Origen's concept of theology should have been light-years removed from that of the author of Past. 

One point needs to be made with respect to the comparison of Käsemann with Irenaeus and Origen: Käsemann's political naiveté and his ignorance of strategy are stunning. His belief in the lasting force of scholarly arguments is moving in its innocence. Not only Irenaeus and Origen but also the author of Past, so much hated by Käsemann, were politically more astute and shrewd than the father of Elisabeth Käsemann, murdered by the Argentinean security forces. When this murder struck Käsemann his commentary on Romans had been more or less finished. The last phase of Käsemann's life remained practically unreflected literaturewise.

Despite the lengthy deliberations about New Testament texts and those of Paul in particular, those of Origen of course even vastly more than those of Irenaeus, the argumentative pattern and, to a degree at least, the results are similar to that of Past: it is the high grade of abstraction from the movement and life of the real texts. In the case of Origen, this is especially tragic, because he proves a few times, for instance in some interspersed treatments of certain psalms, that he is still prepared to demonstrates that awareness of texts as live phenomena. However in general his exegesis is the presentation of more or less elaborate theological tracts, for which the Pauline text, often simply paraphrased, gives merely the excuse. Irenaeus, of course, is the father of prooftexting, to that degree even unknown in Pharisaic-rabbinic exegesis. Even in that respect the Past, and most probably Polycarp, had instigated Irenaeus and all fundamentalism ever since.

In the papers for the seminar, Irenaeus' ingenious invention of a hermeneutical/doctrinal masterkey for the interpretation of all of scriptures, no matter what text or what document, is touched upon. This invention allows him to transform whatever text in the Bible into an arbitrarily exchangeable pattern that could fit anywhere. Origen does not go that far. Despite his speculative passion he still has respect for the individuality of texts and documents. His portrait of Romans is definitely different from that of the Gospel of John, and not only because one is that of an epistle and the other one that of a gospel.

It is very surprising, though, that the argument implied in Past and made again and again by Irenaeus that the Gnostics had no respect for texts and that their exegeses were sham and bogus has been repeated ever since. The textual traces left of Gnostic exegesis speak against that and also what we learn generally about the exegetical activities of persons like Basilides. The claim that they did not respect the First Testament is proven wrong, too, by the vestiges we have of their elaborate interpretations of the First Testament. The most extraordinary phenomenon in this respect is Marcion whose Antitheses seemed to built to a large extent on exegeses of the Septuagint. I mention this here because despite of their belittinglings, denunciations and denials of Gnostic exegeses people like Irenaeus and Origen definitely knew of them and reacted to them, most often without direct reference, so also in the texts dealt with in the seminar papers..

Another issue of the relevance of silence is the problem of Rufinus' translation of Origen's commentary on Romans. It represents a shortened text. What did he leave out and why? 

This needs to suffice. I am thankful for the instigation the papers and responses gave me for further thinking and wish good seminar sessions.

At the close of my observations, I want to make a more general remark concerning the present emphasis on the contextuality and subjectivity of textual readings. Such insights are meaningful, and it should not be forgotten that they are found already in Marxist and in Heideggerian hermeneutics. However this emphasis on the relativism of exegetical pursuits and insights should not blind us against the fact that the approaches to Paul like those of Irenaeus and Origen turned Paul upside down and robbed him of his identity and also the first time listeners and readers of the texts of their own. Is there a justification for such drastic changes, even outright burials? Do authors have no dignity of their own? Does their writing texts mean that they are a free-for-all for everyone? Should exegetes not take into account that these are human rights issues too, those of the dead? Would the respect for the dignity and the rights of the dead not need to be included among our exegetical criteria too? Should liberation theology in our times not call for a liberation of the fettered, disenfranchised dead as well, of those who were disallowed by later generations to say what they wanted to say. Among those disowned are often also those, who were killed once more by the monuments erected above them and in their alleged favor. Exegesis that respects human rights is not so much interested in political correctness as in passionate political engagement for human rights and human beings all across the board and through all times.
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