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Notes
and
Comments

THE EXPERIENCES OF A
CATHOLIC THEOLOGIAN

At a conference of the Catholic Acad-
emy of the Archdiocese of freiburg, in
February, 1984, whose theme was
“Understanding Man in the Context of
the Mystery of God” and which was
held in anticipation of Karl Rahner’s
80th birthday, Fr. Rahner spoke of “The
Experiences of a Catholic Theologian.”
This is not a summary of his theology,
nor even of his life, but simply a testi-
mony of a theologian about himself
and especially about his faith. With the
kind permission of the publisher, we
are printing here a translation of the
text which has since appeared in book
form, Vor dem Geheimnis Gottes den
Menschen verstehen. Karl Rahner
zum 80. Geburtstag, ed. Karl Lehmann
(Munich: Schnell and Steiner, 1984). As
is well known, Rahner died not long
after the time of this conference. We
therefore offer the article in his mem-
ory.—FEditor

By the title, “The Experiences of a
Catholic Theologian,” | do not
mean very personal and intimate
experiences, which belong in a

real biography, a biography that
will never be written. Nor do |
mean, at least not primarily, the
experiences of church politics and
clerical life, experiences which
appear to me too unimportant
because they are mine and should
therefore not be reported today. |
do mean, however, the experi-
ences of a theologian or, better
said, of a person who was given
the assignment to be a theologian
but who does not know all that
well whether he has done justice
to the assignment. This doubt
feeds not so much on a general
human inadequacy as on the
impossible demand that belongs
essentially to every theological
enterprise in that it must speak of
the incomprehensible—God. If |
now speak here of “experiences,”
it should be observed from the
outset that one is, of course, deal-
ing with theological statements
that are intended to be profes-
sional. Nevertheless, no one
would deny the subjectivity
behind the selection of those
statements; rather, one would
rather admit it freely.

The first experience of which |
wish to speak is the experience
that all theological statements are
analogous statements, even if in
very different ways and to various
degrees. In itself this is obvious for
every Catholic theologian. On
some page of every theological
textitis stated expressly. And since
Erich Przywara it has become still
more obvious for the theologian.
Nevertheless, | feel that this state-
ment is practically forgotten again
and again in connection with indi-
vidual theological statements. ltis
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the fright at this forgetting that is
the experience of which | want to
speak. | will begin quite simply.
According to an utterly
unsophisticated understanding of
the concept of analogy as learned
inthe schools, itis characteristic of
an analogous concept that a state-
ment about any specific reality
made with the aid of such a con-
cept is indeed legitimate and
unavoidable, but it must always in
acertain sense be retracted at the
Ssame time because the simple
attribution of this concept to the
Intended subject alone and with-
out simultaneous retraction, with-
out this unique and strange
Swinging between Yes and No,
would distort the subject that is
really intended and would end up
false. But this mysterious and
Strange retraction that is necessary
for the truth of an analogous state-
ment is usually not made clearly
and is forgotten. It is not possible
o develop here a true meta-
physics of knowledge through
analogous statements and thereby
o ward off the naive idea of the
~ Schools that an analogous concept
s a hybrid between a normal uni-
¥ocal concept and an equivocal
- one: on a true understanding
~Analogy must be on the contrary
Onsidered a fundamental struc-
 lure of human knowledge.
- Here | am only concerned with
what belongs to the essence of
- analogy and is only too often for-
Botten and very often not even
(Onsidered in particular cases—
the retraction of the attribution of
-4 conceptual content when the
tribution is made. The Fourth
Lateran Council says expressly that
from the viewpoint of the world,
that is, from any conceivable start-

ing point of knowledge, one can
say nothing about God with the
character of positive content with-
out indicating at the same time a
radical lack of proportion between
this positive statement and the
intended reality itself. But in the
practical business of theology we
forget this time and again. We
speak of God, his existence, his
nature as person, the three per-
sons in God, his freedom, his will
that binds us, and of similar topics.
Of course, we must do this—we
cannot simply remain silent about
God, for one can do that, really do
it, only after one has already spo-
ken. But in all this speaking we
usually forget that every such
attribution can be predicated of
God only to some degree legit-
imately when we are constantly
retracting it at the same time;
when we retain as the true and
only secure point of our knowl-
edge the mysterious swinging
between Yes and No, and so
always let our statements also fall
into that inconceivability of God
that remains silent; when our the-
oretical statements also once
again share together with us our
existential fate of a loving, trusting
offering of ourselves up to God’s
own disposal which we cannot
penetrate, to the judgment of his
grace, to his holy incanceivability.

1 think, | hope, that no the-
ologian would seriously take issue
with what has just been said. And
yet at the same time how often
does such a view represent only a
single, formal sentence that is also
expressed somewhere in our the-
ology. How little is this theological
commonplace something like an
entelechy that permeates our
whole theology in a really radical
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and inexorable way in all its state-
ments. How much do our state-
ments from the university
podiums and from the pulpits and
from the holy tribunals of the
Church have such a ring that one
does not perceive clearly that
these statements are virtually
trembling with the last bit of a
creature’s modesty that knows
how one can really only speak of
God, that knows that all speech
can be only the last moment
before that holy silence that fills
also even the heaven itself with the
clear vision of God face to face.

Certainly one cannot expressly
add to every theological proposi-
tion that it is simply intended in an
analogous sense and that there is,
in connection with such a proposi-
tion, actually a greater inequality
to be pointed out in addition to
the expressly stated equality. But
in theology one should still attend
more clearly to whether in his indi-
vidual statements the author has
not time and again forgotten what
he asserts somewhere generally
and abstractly about the analo-
gous character of all theological
concepts. If one would really put
into practice this fundamental
principle of theology, this basic
axiom of theology, then it would
have to become clear to the hearer
of these theological statements
what immense dimensions
between divine and created reality
are not filled up by the content of
such statements but which rather
remain empty.

We say, for example, that with
death the human being comes to
the definitive point of his ethical
nature, of his relation to God,
comes before the judgment of
God. That is all true, but it says of

the intended reality in a partly very
formal and abstract idiom and a
partly moving, naive image, infi-
nitely little about the concreteness
of what is intended. Certainly one
should not fill these empty spaces
in our knowledge and faith with
the naivetés of modern spiritism, if
simply because such fillers are in
the end extremely uninteresting.
But one should understand that
with such statements we are both
informed of something and simul-
taneously made to forget some-
thing, that in many respects such
statements open up for us empty
spaces and at the same time draw
the curtain before our eyes, even
though those spaces are filled, and
we remain uninformed about
them. What does it really mean,
for example, that the Son of Man
will come again on the clouds of
heaven, that under the
appearances of the Eucharist he
truly gives himself to us with flesh
and blood, that the pope is infalli-
ble in his ex cathedra pronounce-
ments, that there is an eternal
hell—that above and beyond all
the infinite distances the human
being in his ridiculously small
creatureliness should have any
serious dealings with the bound-
less, ineffable reality of God him-
self? In theology one says many
things and then stops and, con-
trary to his own basic convictions,
thinks that he is now really at the
end and can stop, that the few
statements that have been made
are statements which quench the
existential and metaphysical thirst
of man and are not—as they are in
truth—the challenge to realize
that with all these statements ulti-
mately one should only reach that
dead end that is without
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answers—the situation which
according to Paul in 2 Cor. 4:8 con-
stitutes human existence.

Here 1 would gladly, but cannot,
speak more fully about the incon-
teivability of God and so about the
true subject of theology. | would
only like to testify to the experi-
ence that the theologian is only
truly a theologian when he does
not think complacently that he is
spegking with transparent clarity
butis frightened at the swin ging of
the analogy between Yes and No
over the abyss of the incon-
ceivability of God and at the same
time experiences it as holy and tes-
tifies to it. And | would like only to
confess that |, as one poor the-
ologian, think in all my theology
too little of this analogous char-
dcter in all my statements. We talk
100 much about the subject and
Ultimately forget in all this talking
the subject itself of the discussion.
Asecond experience, which fol-
lows naturally from the one just
Mentioned, is the experience that,
~ Practically speaking, we often or
almost always forget in our the-
“ology the real center of that about
Which we really ought to speak.
Since the Second Vatican Council

there has indeed been much talk .

| _abopt the hierarchy of truths of the
Christian gospel. And lazy and
- Short-sighted theologians, when
they fall into difficulties with a par-
Beular question in their the-
‘ologies, will readily seek an
_®scape by saying that what really
_Matters in this or that particular
-Question is not so much what is
- lrue or false. But what is really the
~lrue center of the Christian gos-

- Pel—about this we reflect much

- Ioo little. One can naturaily and
- Nghtly say that this center is Jesus

of Nazareth, the one crucified and
risen again, from whom we Chris-
tians take our name. But if that is
true and is to be helpful, then we
must still say why and how this
Jesus is the one on whom alone
one can rely in life and death.
How, then, are we to answer this
question? If this answer were not
the confession that the actual self-
communication of the eternal God
beyond all creaturely reality and
the finite gift of God are that which
is promised, offered and guaran-
teed to us through Jesus and him
alone, then the reality of Jesus,
becauseitindeedinitselfandin its
message remains in the finite and
the contingent, would found per-
haps one religion, perhaps the
best, precisely the “Jesus religion”
[jesuanische religion] but not the
absolute religion intended for all
men in all seriousness. The one,
real center of Christianity and its
gospel is therefore for me the real
self-communication of God in his
own most personal reality and
glory to the creature. it is the con-
tession of the most unlikely truth
that God himself with his infinite
reality and glory, his holiness, his
freedom and love can truly and
without reduction reach us our-
selves in the creatureliness of our
existence. All else that Christianity
offers or expects from us is with
respect to this only an introduc-

tion or “secondary consequence.”

One can also express in other
ways what { have in mind here.
Were | to deny that, | would be
contradicting what | have just said
about the analogous character of
all theological statements. But for
me all religion of Jesus, regardless
how pious, all commitment to jus-
tice and love in the world, all
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humanism that wants to use God
for man and does not hurl man
into the abyss of God—all this
would be a religion of an
incomprehensibly modest
humanism, of one that is quite
simply denied us by the immense
power of God’s love, by which God
himself is truly beside himself.
Our only choice is either to desire
all—that is, God himself in his
pure divinity—or to be damned—
that is, buried in the prison of our
finiteness. In a Catholic theology
one can speculate whether a “pure
nature” in itself would not be
happy and perfected in itself
under the distant sovereignty of
God. In truth, however, and pre-
cisely because of the inexarability
of grace, the reality is such that we
either remain stuck in our
finiteness or come to that place
where God is himself as such. One
might well feel the need to make
the sober observation that, aside
perhaps from a few saints, this
thirst for the absolute, the inex-
orability of the unconditional, the
ecstasy of the finite spiritinto God,
is not to be found in the common
person at all. But even if our the-
ology usually reflects only on how
those entrusted to the Church and
her sacraments come before the
face of God himself, it should
reflect much more on how to think
of the odyssey of all people,
including the most primitive living
a million years ago, including the
non-Christians and even the athe-
ists, such that it leads to God him-
self. Of course, one can say—
although | find it a bit cheap and
facile—that this really divine salva-
tion which is possible everywhere
for all people and in all times takes
place in ways that God alone

knows.

Thisis true, and | too, along with
all Christian theologians, must
ultimately leave matters to the
inscrutable workings of God,
through which he succeeds in
penetrating with his liberating love
the detestable concrete bunker of
egoism. But when Christianity can
and must really be concretely con-
ceived such that it can be offered
to people in all cultures and at all
times, such that it should truly be
capable of becoming their
religion, one must then reflect
specifically on the “anonymous”
Christian everywhere and at all
times, even if the importance of
the controversial word as such
does not matter to me. Who
knows, it might be an act of
incredible arrogance on the part of
the created being if an individual
does not want to let himself be
saved without seeing how his
neighbor will be saved. But it can
also be a sublime act of brotherly
love, one that is demanded of each
Christian in the end, if it is really
only in his hope for all that he
hopes for himself and so reflects
on how God’s grace, which is in
the end God himself in his self-
communication, is really poured
out over all flesh and not only over
a few who have been marked sac-
ramentally.

I do not think that it is forbidden
for a Christian theologian to find
the topic of man’s sinfulness and
the forgiveness of guilt out of pure
grace in a certain sense somewhat
secondary to the topic of the radi-
cal self-communication of God. It
Is not as if in our egoism we were
not sinners who time and again
become stuck in ourways; notasif
we didn't need God’s forgiving
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grace, which is to be received
without claim and as pure grace;
notas if it were not evident that the
self-communication of God
occurs practically as always forgiv-
ing self-communication; not as if
the fundamental experience of
our hopelessly sinful condition in
which we first experience con-
tretely our freedom were not
iccording to the witness of Chris-
tian experience of all times always
the concrete situation in which the
person really begins to long for
God.

- Butwhen we see with what diffi-
tulty people today receive the
message of justification as only the
forgiveness of sins; when, more-
over, for a Catholic theologian
God and his promise of himself to
Mmankind—however that promise
s to be understood more pre-
tsely—is, already prior to sin,
Pure grace, an unexpected miracle
of God who disappears and makes
nto his own history the adventure
f such a love, then, | think, one
May .safely find the self-commu-
MNication of God to the creature to
. & & topic more central than sin
nd the forgiveness of sin. |

Tknow that such a statement is
highly problematic, especially if
Placed before the tribunal of the
Scriptures. But if indeed we can
Teally not reflect about sin in any
Other way than in the context of
divine Jove for the sinner, there is
Aso at least the danger of hybris,
that we take our sins too seriously,
that we forget that perhaps what
Sactly frightens us most in man-
kind's terrible history is, in spite of
‘fverything, more the result of the
-uman being's creatureliness in
_;hlS guiltless stupidity, weakness

-And instinctive behavior than the

real sin for which we must really
answer before God’s tribunal. For
this reason | am thinking still from
a thoroughly Christian viewpoint
and not from any smug humanism
that faith in God’s self-commu-
nication in free grace may be set
somewhat before the confession
of the human being’s sinfulness.
The history of our conscious
awareness of our faith testifies
unambiguously that in this con-
sciousness there is a history, there
are changes and variations in
emphasis. If, since the time of his-
torical consciousness, we know
this explicitly and do not in our
practice simply engage and
endure such changes, then
indeed today we can exercise our
claim on the right to such shifts of
emphasis. We can then think that
the Christian gospel can be con-
veyed today more plausibly and
effectively by means of such shifts
of emphasis. In the context of our
considerations today itis not really
a question of naming and describ-
ing the Christian reality as such
but of saying something about the
experience that one has had of this
reality—in his own very subjective
way, of course. And so let it be
admitted here, even if with some
anxiety, that in my theology the
topic of sin and the fargiveness of
sins stands, in what is certainly a
problematic way, somewhat in the
background with respect to the
topic of the self-communication of
God. But when one admits in this
way that he cannot realize equally
all conceivable experiences of the
Christian in his own limited sub-
jectivity, then he can still ask the
one who counts this against him
whether he too must not take a

loss in the bargain, for his own
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theology must be subjective in
order to be able to express clearly
enough what really matters to him.

A third experience should be
listed, one chosen just as
arbitrarily as the others. Previously
when a theologian pursued his
theology as the member of a
religious order, as one belonging
to a definite family formed by a
spirituality distinct from other
religious orders, his theology was
very directly and noticeably
marked by a very definite theology
of his order. The great orders, such
as the Benedictines, the Domin-
icans, the Franciscans and the
jesuits, had each its own theology.
They cultivated it, distinguished it
from others, and had the leaders
of their schools approved by the
Church and named doctors of the
Church. They were proud of their
own theology. Against all this one
can raise basically no objection,
provided that the differences do
not—as was often the case ear-
lier—lead to frozen, partisan dis-
putes among the schools.

Today, | think, itis no longerasiit
was earlier. According to the laws
of my order | would, for example,
have to be a supporter of the so
called “scientia media” and would
have to reject and oppose the
Thomistic doctrine on grace of the
Baroque Period. There are today
no longer such clearly identifiable
theologies of the orders nor can
there be. The formulation of the
questions, the theological mate-
rial with which one mustwork, the
importance of a modern biblical
theology, the results of amore pro-
fessional history of dogma and of
theology—all this makes it simply
impossible for a reasonable per-
~ son simply to follow the clear and

traditional school theology of the
order to which he belongs.

The real differences in theology
today cut across the orders. That is
obviously far from meaning, how-
ever, that the theology of a
religious has nothing to do with
the uniqueness of the life and spir-
ituality of his order. | hope, for
example, that the great father of
my order, Ignatius of Loyola, has
granted me that some small por-
tion of his spirit and of his unique
spirituality is noticeable in my the-
ology. Such is at least my hope! |
am even of the somewhat immod-
est opinion that in this or that
point | stand closer to Ignatius
than the great Jesuit theology of
the Baroque Period, which did not
always, and then not in unimpor-
tant points, do sufficient justice to
what one might term a legitimate
existentialism of Ignatius. If the
communist Ignatius Silone per-
sonally dedicated one of his books
to me on a previous birthday with
the motto “Unum in una spe: liber-
tas” (one in one hope: liberty),
then perhaps | as Jesuit can indeed
remember that in that part of the
soberly powerful closing prayer of

‘the Exercises where Ignatius gives

himself over completely and
totally to God, freedom ranks
before the Augustinian triad of
conscience, understanding and
will. 1 do not think that this order
was just the coincidence of diction
and rhetoric. Nevertheless, | do
not think that the traditional Jesuit
theology has taken this com-
pletely seriously either. Nor do |
know whether this has really been
done better in my theology,
although | have still tried a little. In
any case, as a Jesuit | do not feel
bound to a narrow school the-
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ology, still less to a specific school
philosophy.

I have on the whole valued more
highly the Thomistic philosophy
as interpreted by Maréchal than
the Suarezianism in which | grew
up in the first place. One can, of
course, level the criticism against
‘such modern philosophy and the-
ology as I tried to pursue them that
one has not gone beyond an eclec-
ticism. But where in the world is
there a systematic philosophy and
theology about which one could
not raise the suspicions of eclec-
ticism because it has identifiable

‘Sources of various origins? And
how could one today pursue the-
ology differently than in the
broadest possible confrontation
and dialogue with all the terribly
differentiated variety of today’s
anthropological sciences? Then
“how can such a theology that tries
-to listen on all sides and wants to

learn from everywhere avoid the

- triticism of eclecticism? | know, of
~Course, that in my theology there

‘are perhaps many statements that
do not fit together absolutely
Unambiguously and clearly
becjiuse, given the original plu-
rality of the sources of one’s
_ knoyviedge, one is hardly in the
~Position of carrying out an ade-
- Quate and comprehensive reflec-

~ltion on the coherence of all his
~Statements. A theologian can
~ therefore only ask his friends and
the critics of his theology to meet

“his theology with gracious benev-
“Olence, to consider the starting
' points, the basic tendencies, the
formulations of the questions
. Maore important than the “results,”

" Which indeed in the end can never

- be really final. | |

- A fourth and final experience

remains to be mentioned, even if
perhaps it is already hidden in the
previously mentioned experi-
ences and is certainly not the most
important for theology as such. |
refer to the incongruence of the-
ology with the other sciences. | am
not referring here to any sophisti-
cated question about a theological
epistemology, or to a general phi-
losophy of science. | refer rather
to the simple fact that I have expe-
rienced and actually know only a
terribly small part of thatwhich can
be experienced and can be known
about man from all the sciences in
addition to the expressions of
poetry, music and the plastic arts
as well as even the history of man-
kind, even though as a theologian
| would really have to know all
that. If as theologian | do not really
inquire abstractly but reach for
God himself, then | may consider
uninteresting absolutely nothing
of that through which he reveals
himself as creator of the world, as
ford of history. | |
Indeed, one can claim quite
piously that everything important
for my salvation stands in Scrip-
ture and that one need not know
anything beyond that. But if in
order to find God at all, | mustlove
him for himself and not only for
myself as my salvation, then | ¢can
in no way restrict my interest to
Scripture alone. Then everything
through which God lets himself be
perceived in the world of creatures
is of interest to me, and moreover
precisely for the theologian as
such who should undertake in his
study intellectually to explode a-
false egoism of salvation. But ofall -
that which | would for this reason

gladly know, | know practically

nothing. All human experiencesin
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all the sciences, arts and events of
history speak for the theologian of
God, and the individual the-
ologian knows practically nothing
of these. It is for this reason that
his theology, with all that commit-
ment to human existence to which
one gladly calls attention, is so
abstract and pale, so far from that
which shows what the world and
human beings are.

Certainly, the thelogian has ulti-
mately only one thing to say. But
this one word would have to be
filled with the mysterious essence
of all reality. And yet each time |
open some work of whatever mod-
ern science, | fall as theologian
into no slight panic. The greater
part of what stands written there |
do not know, and usually | am not
even in the position to understand
more exactly what it is that | could
be reading about. Andso l feelasa
theologian that [ am somehow
repudiated. _

The colorless abstraction and
emptiness of my theological con-
cepts frightens me. | say that the
world has been created by God.
But what is the world—about that |
know virtually nothing, and as a
result the concept of creation also
remains unusually empty. | say as
theologian that Jesus is as man
also Lord of the whole creation.
And then | read that the cosmos
stretches for billions of light years,
and then 1 ask myself, terrified,
what the statement that | have just
said really means. Paul still knew in
which sphere of the cosmos he
wanted to locate the angels; 1 do
not.

Frightened, | ask myself
whether the eternal kingdom of
God is not at least half filled with
souls that never arrived to a per-

sonal life history: for according to
the general Church teaching the
personal-spiritual and immortal
soul is present already with the
first fertilization of the ovum by
the sperm. Yet | cannot imagine
how the countless numbers of nat-
ural abortions can be consistent
with even such an elementary his-
tory of personal freedom. | ask
myself how one should think more
precisely about primitive mankind
2 million years ago as the first sub-
ject of a history of salvation and
revelation. I am taught by secular
anthropology that the distinction
between body and soul must be
made with more care and that it
remains problematic. | am, there-
fore, no longer able to interpret so
dualistically the teaching of
Humani Generis that the human
body stems from the animal king-
dom while the soul is created by
God—as the text indeed seems to
be teaching upon first reading.
Because it could have a thoroughly
practical meaning, 1 ask myself
whether a pope could cease to be
pope through an incapacitating
sickness. | could go on in this way
still further, with problems that the
modern sciences create for the-
ology, problems which theology
has still as yet not answered very
clearly.

How does it stand with the
unambiguous stability of human
nature, a stability presupposed by
the teaching on the natural laws of
morality, if one situates the human
being in the history of evolution
with his gene pool that has after all
come about and is subject to
change still? Does not then the
tone of the Church’s moral procla-
mation sometimes frighten one
through its lack of ambiguity and
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its immutability, characteristics
not even so easily found in the
human being himself? The the-
ologian can and must be careful
and modest in this situation. On
the other hand, he must, of
ourse, have the courage to utter
his message and to stand by his
conviction.

The theologian can perhaps
console himself a bit with the
(Observation that natural scientists
themselves have not either
reached an unambiguous syn-
thesis between what they as natu-
ral scientists themselves postulate
methodically for their work and
that which they still experience in
themselves, secretly, beyond the
isolation of their fields, as free-
dom, responsibility and question-
ing beyond everything particular.
If the theologian experiences in
this discomforting way his own
'gnorance, then he could—if cou-
rageously and without fear he
accepts this experience—be for
the rest of the scientists an exam-
Ple and inspiration to pursue their

-sciences out of the same stance of
Modesty and self-imposed limits.
The tensions between the sci-
ences would in this way not be put
1o the side but rather sharpened
because they are admitted. The
nevitable dispute, however, of the
‘Sciences among themselves and
‘Wwith theology would still be sur-
‘founded with a peace that can rule
-among all those who, each in his
- own way, sense and endure the
‘mystery that we call God.
~-_There would still be many expe-
- hences to report, and those | have
-feported may not be of the great-
‘&stimportance. 1 could tell of my

- &xperiences with my colleagues at

_;t_he universities of Innsbruck,

Munich, and Minster. | could
speak of the experiences of my 62
years in the jesuit Order. | could
dig up some friendly and some
less happy memories of my experi-
ences in Rome. And | could go on.
A life is indeed rich, even when in
old age it disappears behind the
clouds of forgetfulness.

But | want to try to say some-
thing about still one more experi-
ence, about an experience that
cuts straight across everything said
up to this point and which for that
reason cannot be counted along
with them—about the experience
of the expectation of “thatwhich is
to come.” If as Christians we con-
fess our belief in an eternal life in
which we should share, this
expectation of what is to come is
first of all not anything especially
unusual. One speaks, of course,
with a certain comforting pathos
about the hope of eternal life, and
far be it from me to criticize such a
thing if it is meant sincerely. But as
for myself, when | hear such talk it
strikes me as a bit strange. ltwould
seem to me generally that the
imaginative models in terms of
which one tries to clarify his idea
of eternal life hardly fit the radical
break that is after all posited with
death.

One conceives of an eternal life,
which is already strangely enough
described as “the beyond” and as
continuing “after” death, insucha
way that it is too heavily burdened
with the realities we are
accustomed to here, such as con-
tinuation of life, meeting with
those with whom we were close
here, joy and peace, banqueting
and rejoicing and all such, never
coming to an end but ever con-
tinuing. | am afraid that the radical
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inconceivability of what is really
meant by eternal life is rendered
harmless, and what we call the
direct vision of God in this eternal
life is reduced to a joyful occupa-
tion next to the others that fill up
our present life. The ineffable
mystery that plunges the absolute
Godhead himself, naked and
plain, into our narrow crea-
tureliness is not truly recognized.

| admit that | find it a distressing
task of today’s theologian, one that
has not yet been mastered, to dis-
cover a better imaginative model
for this eternal life such that, from
the very beginning, the tenden-
cies to render the idea harmless
are ruled out. But how? How? If
the angels of death have cleared
away from the rooms of our spirit
all the worthless rubbish that we
call our history (although of
course the true essence of our
freedom as we have exercised it
will remain); if all our starry ideals
with which we ourselves had pre-
sumptuously draped the heaven of
our existence burn up and fade
away; if death has set up an enor-
mous, silent emptiness and we
have accepted this silently in faith
and hope as our true essence; if
then our life, however long, up to
death appears as a single, short
burst of our freedom, one that
appears to us to be stretched out
in the loop of time, one in which
question translates itself into
answer, possibility into reality, the
offer of freedom into its actualiza-
tion; and if it then becomes man-
ifest in an enormous fright of an
ineffable joy that this enormous
silent emptiness that we experi-
ence as death is in truth filled with
the ultimate mystery which we call
God, filled with his pure light and

with his love that receives every-
thing and gives all; and if then also
out of this inscrutable mystery the
face of Jesus, the Blessed One,
appears to us and looks at us, and
in this concrete face God sur-
passes all our true assumptions
about the incomprehensible and
inscrutable God, then, then | sup-
pose | would not like really to
describe what comes but still in
my stammering to point out how
one can in the meantime await that
which is to come, in that he experi-
ences the passing away of death
itself as already the beginning of
that which is coming. Eighty years
are a long time. But for everyone
the lifetime that is measured out to
him is the short moment in which
what should does happen.—Trans-
lated by Peter Verhalen, O. Cist.

Karl Rahner

TOWARD A CHRISTIAN
CULTURE

It may appear strange to make ref-
erence in the same brief note to a
biography of Christopher Dawson
and a book subtitled “A Science
Supplement for Catholic Elemen-
tary Schools.” The link between
the two lies in their common con-
cern to penetrate intellectual
inquiry with religious sensibility
and vision. The central point of
Dawson’s immense learning was
to engage the study of culture
from within the religious context
which alone he believed gave



