Reading a Text for Insight: The Theoretical Background

This approach is based loosely on David Tracy’s account of how to interpret a “classic” text. See David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1981).

A classic text, for Tracy, is any text that continues to draw and shape readers who keep interpreting and reinterpreting it over time. While, in a sense, the readers keep a text alive, they do so because the text seems to have its own “staying power”: people keep rediscovering that it has something to say in new situations. Most religious communities’ sacred scriptures would qualify as classic texts, but the category is much broader.
Here is how Tracy describes the process of interpretation:

“First, the interpreter of the classic comes to any reading of the text as a subject with a certain preunderstanding of the subject matter of the text” (118).

Second, “If the classic is a classic … another force comes into play. That force is the claim to attention, a vexing, a provocation exerted on the subject by the classic text … [It is] a claim that transcends any context from my preunderstanding that I try to impose upon it, … a claim that will interpret me even as I struggle to interpret it. I cannot control the experience, however practiced I am in techniques of manipulation. It happens, it demands, it provokes … I may, upon further reflection, end by rejecting that claim. And yet at the moment of the original encounter I am forced, often unwillingly, into a suspension of my disbelief. I experience a release from my usual controls, a liberation from my most cherished opinions by the sheer power of the claim now forced upon my attention by the classic itself” (119-120).
Third, “the interpreter will employ some model of dialogue to indicate the appropriate kind of response to the realized experience of the classic” (120). Interpreters must still respect their own viewpoint even while they come to appreciate a (perhaps) different viewpoint expressed by the text. If those viewpoints differ drastically, they have to find a way to make sense of that difference. Sometimes they find a way to reconcile both viewpoints. Sometimes, one or the other view point has to be modified, or in extreme cases even rejected. There is no way to predict the outcome of that dialogue in advance.
Fourth, the reader enters into “the larger conversation of the entire community of inquirers,” past and present, some of whom will read the text quite differently (121). And the reader will have to account for those differences in a way that does justice to them.
