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1. Survey of Modern Linguistics and Bible

Linguistics is the science of language, that is, of the forms and contents of words, sentences and
texts. Linguistics of the twentieth century is particularly characterized by its understanding that
the manifestations of language are essentially based on structural relationships. These
relationships are the marrow of language and can be expressed with mathematic precision. The
notion of language form is fairly solid today; the assessment of semantics and pragmatics,
however, is still fluid. The latter examines the personal and social performance of language.

Following the platonic and aristotelic language theory, grammar and rhetoric, the Judeo-
Hellenistic exegesis of the Septuagint and the rabbinical interpretation of the Masora owned a
highly developed system of “linguistics”. Noticeable are the Hexapla, Synopsis and Lexica of
Origen and Augustine. These approaches were deepened by the humanistic exegesis of the
renaissance and illuminism, and then systematically developed in the historical-critical research
done in the decades since R. Simon.

Currently, while still safeguarding the inspired character of the Word of God, scholars more
commonly understand the text of the Bible to be a coherent system of signs with narrative
structures and motives. Biblical texts are expounded as communication, with distinctions being
made between langue and parole, diachronics and synchronics, signifiant and signifié, codes,
actants, and interaction. Further modes of interpretation are “generative poetics” (Delorme),
textpragmatics (Frankenmolle), and structural analysis (Marin, Stenger). Besides hermeneutic
theories of interpretation, recent linguistics with its manifold sets of disciplines and schools has
sharpened the methodical awareness of contemporary exegesis. It is now an integral part of the
pluralism of exegetical methods.



2. Modern Linguistics and the Apocalypse

The profusion of exegetical commentaries written in an attempt to disclose the secrets of the
Apocalypse of Saint John, from patristic until modern times, attests to the tremendous difficulties
contained in it. It is the purpose of this paper to explain how the book of Revelation can be
interpreted with the aid of discourse-linguistic tools, and to suggest some concrete methodical
steps of how to go about that interpretation. The motivation for the choice of this text-oriented
method is the desire to contribute to the solution of particularly defying questions discussed by
contemporary scholarship. There are, for example, the occurrences of seemingly abnormal tense
fluctuation, the puzzling merging or veiling of protagonists, the apparent lack of inter-textual
logics, the textual intertwining, and also the mystifying amassing of imagery. It seems to be
helpful if these complexities are treated with the text considered qua textus.

The most suitable method appears to be one that would investigate the logical flux of
communication of the text, without scrutinizing its historical-critical features. Consequently, the
method of discourse analysis, an innovative branch of mainstream linguistics, can be chosen. It
works in accordance with the principles of text-grammatical hermeneutics. What procedural
steps does this method employ?

Most typical of discourse analysis is how it looks beyond sentence boundaries. Whereas the
historical-critical interpretation with its diachronic perspective receives its orientation from the
chronological pattern of a respective textual genesis, discourse analysis, being essentially
synchronic, gets its bearings from an intra-textual time pattern, the organic sequence of
sentences. All features are taken as 'goal-directed’ elements of communication. Text-relevant
signs such as direct or reported speech, context/intertext, clause type and word order are
examined. The "archimedic point' that characterizes the whole text is the theme developed in
dialogical communication.

The chosen pericope can be subdivided into several segments, called macro-sentences, which are
derived from contents. Criteria for a meaningful text segmentation are, for instance, ‘change in
worlds', episode markers and change of active subjects. This step is followed by an investigation
into the subsequence of direct speech, that is, the various descriptive, explanatory and prophetic
text parts. Particular attention is paid to the instances of rather uncommon tense fluctuation, that
IS, when voices switch between perfect, aorist, imperfect, present, and future tenses without
apparent reason. Also subject to scrutiny is the prosopological succession.

One major task consists in explaining the symbolic expressions. The focus of concern is not their
theological value, however, but rather their profile as they evolve throughout the text. A keen
awareness must be maintained of how figurative terms that stand in a relationship of mutual
exclusion to one another (ex.gr., in Rev 21:1-22:5, Bride/wife; gold/glass; servant/kingship),
become blended, and how intertextual connections with the Old Testament develop, that is, how
certain expectations become attached to the text in the light of previous texts.

Thus, discourse constituents and communication rules can be defined by demonstrating how the
inherent flux of communication, as well as the logical embodiment of words, clauses and macro-
sentences combine to form the ultimate unit of exegetical analysis, i.e., the text.



3. Discourse Analysis applied to the Apocalypse

Within the vast array of methods and approaches applied to the Apocalypse of John?, one needs
to pinpoint one’s own standpoint®. An approach is like a ship’s compass that ensures a
reasonably safe cruise towards the port of destination. The starting point is the actual text®. The
aim is to attain to the most precise possible comprehension of John's visionary experience by a
careful scrutiny of the text qua textus. Since questions like, for instance,

Do verses 21:1-8 and 21:9-22:5 constitute a meaningful unity?
Why such numerous repetitions of terms and images?

What is the reason for often unexpected tense switches?
Where do the intra-textual interpretations come from?

What is the purpose of frequent contrasts?

burst the boundaries of sentence-based exegesis, one necessarily turns to a text-oriented analysis,
using the methodological contributions made by both ancient and modern authors. What follows
is the introduction of the text-oriented method, its position in modern Linguistics and an outline
of its underlying text concept. Finally, a few practical exegetical steps of procedure will conclude
the presentation.

3.1. Text qua textus: The point of departure is the argument that meaning is conveyed not by
single words or sentences but by texts*, the highest methodically attainable platform, where the
said becomes the meant®. The basic metaphysical working hypothesis is our trust in the
verifiability of human language. Thus, our sights are set on a goal-oriented interpretation. To this
end, the syntactic form of the text is being analyzed as a means of extracting its meaning. This
approach is inspired by elements of modern text-theory, discourse grammar, and
Pragmalinguistics. The hermeneutic key terms are text, unity, dialogue, context and content. The
question now becomes, “Where are we within mainstream Linguistics?”

3.2. Position within modern Linguistics: The Cours de Linguistique Générale by the Genevan
Ferdinand de Saussure, published posthumously in 1916, is widely held to be the foundation of
modern Linguistics. In this work, he discussed three terms: i) langage, i.e., the faculty of speech
present in all normal human beings, comprising ii) langue, the sum of words stored in the minds
of individuals, and iii) parole, the concrete use of language by an individual. Whereas langue is
collective and systematic, parole is individual and accidental. Thus langue is set in opposition to
parole as it relates to the specific function of uttered speech.

The mutual relationship among these three terms was for decades a research subject® during
which time a text was tenaciously regarded as a simple parole. Likewise, it could be asserted that
Revelation was seen as John's parole. In recent years, however, there has emerged an increasing
trend towards analyzing the way sentences operate in sequence to produce coherent stretches of
language, the upshot of which has produced an innovative branch of Linguistics called discourse
analysis.” Typical of this approach is the surpassing of sentence-boundaries with their syntactic
limits, Whisch results in a text being considered as relating more to the langue level than merely to
the parole®.



The first and most basic challenge to scholars was the attempt to find a universal definition of
“text”. This search resulted in the realization that a text can be defined not just by text internal
components, but also by external factors such as the setting in which the communication takes
place. Thus, diverse authors began to distinguish between i) a pragmalinguistic text-theory, and
i) a sign-oriented text-linguistics. Within the mainstream Linguistics of the second half of the
20th century, the division between the leading school of 'generative language comprehension’,
and that of ‘functional language comprehension’ became ascertainable. The latter held features of
the structuralist text theory®, nourished by Saussure's preference for the preexistent language
system langue before the concrete linguistic activation parole. Since then, modern Linguistics
has evolved into a proliferation of disciplines that have sharpened the hermeneutic conscience of
biblical exegesis. Textlinguistics in particular has become a thriving component of the exegetical
method repertoire?. Since the present hermeneutic viewpoint is neither a historical-critical one,
nor an esthetic-literal one, but rather the dialogical comprehension of the text, understood in its
integration into the context of the entire book, the method used can therefore be defined as
synchronic-descriptive linguistics.

3.3. Text concept: Text is communication. As such it is the material object of research’. Yet,
what is the meaning of text, or in other words, what is the formal object of consideration?
Without confronting the ‘Babel’ of modern text theories, we will explore some facets of the
reality text.

3.3.1. Sign system: A text is a tissue of conventional signs, each one illustrating the other by
flowing from one point to the next one, thus conveying meaning. All signs are defined by
succeeding signs, resulting in a gradual process, therefore, of self-definition and sense limitation.
There is no instantaneous text perception. That is why only the appreciation of the book’s unified
end product enables one to comprehend its single textual elements.

3.3.2. Communicative process: The text is the vehicle of communication®®. It includes an
addresser, upon whose identity the text meaning essentially depends. Important also is an
assessment of the addressee. John writes to the seven Churches in Asia minor as his target group,
and he utilizes a codesystem whose signs require analysis. The text meaning is therefore the
result of many communicative factors. It is a social interactivity, i.e., a communicative process
between the respective text-producer and text-recipient**. However, this communication is but
the means to a goal, that is, to ascertain what a certain addresser intends to obtain from his
addressees™®. Meaning interacts with the extraction of the author's intention™®.

3.3.3. From text meaning towards author's intention: To subjectively determine the writer's
intention outside the text meaning is an exercise in futility, and ultimately brings the reader to
ignore the text itself'”. By means of the way in which he receives or processes the text, the reader
deduces the text meaning: he proceeds from words to sentences, to the recognition of textual
units, and eventually grasps the plan of the text. This plan is particularly effective in capturing
John’s uniqueness. His individuality is especially evident in the Apocalypse, and prevents the
writer from categorizing him?®.



3.3.4. Text integrity: Another key issue arises from the above reasoning, viz., the necessity of a
methodical respect for textual and contextual integrity. Words and sentences convey their
meaning depending upon how they are assembled and amalgamated into a text and context™,
which explains the weakness of unilaterally sentence-based exegesis?’. The genuine sense of a
text can be appreciated only by viewing each of its parts in relation to the wholeness of the text.
Only then can true text emotion be perceived?.

3.4. Discourse analysis: To assume that the sentence is the principal unit of textual
investigation? could be compared to somebody entering a garden and being absorbed in
contemplating every single flower, whereas the enjoyment of the beauty of a flowerbed lies in
observing how its colors, shapes and textures blend into one harmonious unity. Just as a garden
is more than the sum total of its flowers, so the text is more than the sum of its clauses.
Therefore, we determine that, instead of concentrating on virtually untraceable stages of textual
production (diachronics)?, it is more fruitful to consider the product as the most self-revealing
tissue. Discourse analysis, essentially synchronic, is based on the intra-textual time pattern, the
sequence of its elements?. This internal advancement of speech events could be designated as
'intra-textual diachronics', a method that scrutinizes a text in keeping with text-grammatical
hermeneutics. It also looks for discourse rules, making sense of the text in terms of
communication®.

The text is, therefore, cross-questioned on its ellipses, redundancies, alternations, text relevant
signs, direct/reported speech, descriptive/ explanatory/prophetic speech, context/intertext, clause
type and word order. The theme, developed in various rhemata, serves as ‘archimedic point'?®,

This is what is meant by 'text-oriented interpretation’.

3.5. Practical steps of procedure: The initial effort should be to set forth the most formal
possible text description, subdividing the chosen pericope into several units which have been
derived from text sense and content. These sense portions are called macro-sentences®’ with each
possessing its central predicate. Hence, sense segments can be related to each other. Criteria for a
meaningful text segmentation are 'change in worlds', episode markers, and the like?®. Moreover,
text features such as foreground, background and plot®® need to be identified. A concise review
of some major checkpoints follows.

3.5.1. Dialogical sequence: God's voice is customarily rendered perceptible to a certain
community by way of an oracular dialogue between the visionary and the divinity within a cultic
setting. There is also the dimension of a liturgical dialogue between the actual reader and an
assembly, recurring ceaselessly throughout the centuries since Revelation was written. Thus,
during liturgy the hearer comes in touch with the primordial addresser, God. Alternating features
such as direct speech, descriptive, explanatory and predictive discourse parts, understood as
dialogue, are analyzed.

3.5.2. Tense sequence: The verb is the lifeblood of a text®. With particular care, the dynamics
of all the verbs must be examined in order to establish the underlying chronological order and
text levels such as foreground and background®!. The tense choice is conditioned by the authorial
attitude towards an event: thus, the present, perfect and future tenses are typical of John’s taking



a rather commenting locution attitude, whereas tenses such as imperfect, pluperfect, aorist and
conditional manifest a narrating attitude®.

3.5.3. Prosopological sequence: In order to answer the question: who says what and why in
which channel and when and to whom and with what effect®® one needs to analyze how John
presented each character emerging along the discourse. To identify the addresser and addressee®*
means to determine their status, which is crucial for understanding the message. Their utterances
are seen as 'speech events', i.e., truly signifying actions, equivalents to realities, provoking things
to being set in motion. Most eloquent in this respect are text relevant signs such as verbs,
pronouns and other time/space- pertaining particles of speech and adverbial conventions.
Undeniably, the multiplication of actants also is a highly effective literary device of
dramatization, amplifying the vivacity of a given text.

3.5.4. Symbology axis: There has always been a sentiment of perplexity in face of the book'’s
symbolism. How do these images coalesce through the chapters to finally converge and flow, for
instance, into 21:1-22:5? Applying the strategies of discourse analysis, the focus is not trained
on their theological value, but rather on their textlinguistic profile*>. A matter of particular
attention is the conjoining of two symbols that are mutually exclusive. This analysis, however,
should be viewed as a side effect of the more text-oriented exegesis.

3.5.5. Intertextual awareness: What are the echoes and pressures of anterior Scripture passages
perceivable in the text*®? To identify the varied forces and expectations attached to the text
against the backdrop of preceding or surrounding texts is called intertextuality®’. Relationships
between writing and reading, text and context, authorial intent and textual meaning are to be
thought of in terms of pressure, interference and systematic change rather than a linear
development, authorial design and textual influence. Intertextuality is one of the reasons for the
text to be viewed as a dialogue.

3.5.6. Text preparation: The first step in the text interpretation is to determine its borders (text
demarcation)®® with its initial and final transition points, usually determined both by content and
formulation. Before examining the text in its segmented form, however, it seems indispensable to
state its textual oneness or indivisibility (text unity). Finally, the chosen pericope must be
defined in its textual transmission (text standardization). In an almost bi-millennial history of
text transmission, the Apocalypse of John presents relatively few text-critical problems. The
appraisal of the most relevant variants may take place in situ along the discourse analysis proper.
To facilitate its analysis and consultation, the text can be subdivided into minor units,
textlinguistically called syntagmata.

3.6. Concluding assessment: The previous information indicates that the method employed is
inductive: by examining a given pericope of the book of Revelation, common discourse
constituents and communication rules are identified. The intent is to show the inherent flux and
logical embodiment of words, sentences and sections between the narrower and broader
context*®. How does the dialogue unfold from one part to the next? An attempt must be made to
show how each text segment fits together with the preceding and succeeding one. The ultimate
objective is a clearer understanding of the visions contained in the Apocalypse which is achieved
by taking the path of its dialogical reality. Lastly, Pope Benedict XV has repeatedly invited the



community of Catholic biblicists to rethink and refine existing scriptural methods*': the above
approach wishes to be part of this larger picture of renewed efforts in this important area of
biblical research.
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