FUNDAMENTAL THEOLOGY AND THE DYNAMICS
OF CONVERSION

[ ]

N ONE of his better known essays, Bernard Lonergan
points out that theclogy is entering a new age and cannot
continue to be what it has been since the sixteenth cen-

tury.” Whereas it used to be a deductive science resting on
premises taken from Scripture and church documents, it has
become a predominantly empirical discipline, resting on data,
which have to be interpreted by complex processes and tech-
niques. This new theology, if it is not to be the dupe of every
fashion, needs a new foundation. In seeking such a foundation,
Lonergan, building on the analogy with other empirical disci-
plines, concludes that it is possible for a science to have identity
and unity even though all its laws and conclusions are subject
to revision. What the scientist relies on ultimately is his
method. By method Lonergan means a set of recurrent and
related operations leading to cumulative and progressive re-
sults. Although methodology can to some extent be set forth
in explicit rules, mastery of method requires long experience of
the way the science operates. Each science is a particular dy-
namic way of generating knowledge.

Applying these principles to theology, Lonergan then points
out that the empirical theology of today is a reflection on re-
ligion. The foundation is not a set of objective statements but
rather the subjective reality of the persons who reflect upon
their religious experience, and especially upon the basic process
we call conversion.? Conversion, for Lonergan, means a radical

1B, J. F. Lonergan, “ Theology in Its New Context,” 4 Second Collection (Phila-
delphia: Westminster, 1974), pp. 55-67. ’

? Rlsewhere Lonergan states: “ As conversion is basic to Christian living, so an
objectification of conversion provides theology with its foundations,” Method in
Theology (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), p. 130.

175



176 AVERY DULLES, §.J.

shift in a person’s apprehensions and values, accompanied by
a similar radical change in oneself, in one’s relations with other
persons, and in one’s relations to God. The subject of theology,
then, is the person undergoing conversion to God. Conversion,
as an ongoing process, is for Lonergan correlative with living
religion. Reflection on conversion, he contends, can supply the
new theology with the foundation it needs—a foundation which
is concrete, dynamic, personal, communal, and historical. Re-
ligious conversion manifestly possesses each of these five
properties.

My aim, in the present essay, is not to analyze the nature
of theology in general but rather to reflect upon the aims and
methods of a single specialization, fundamental theology. The
notion of fundamental theology is much controverted in recent
Jiterature. Some authors seem to look upon it as a kind of
philosophy of religion; some as a strictly rational apologetic
for Christianity; some as a generalized reflection on the cate-
gories of religious discourse, and some as an introduction to
theological method. Karl Rahner has distinguished between
“ fundamental theology ” and a “formal theology of founda-
tions ”; and then again he has made a distinction between both
of these disciplines, it would appear, and what he calls a * first-
level reflection” on Christian faith.® I have no desire to dis-
pute the terminology of Rahner or any other authority, but I
intend in these pages to set forth, as simply as I can, my own
conception of fundamental theology as a reflection on the
structures of religious conversion and, more specifically, those
of conversion to Christianity.

* * ¥

The assignment of the fundamental theology, as I under-
stand it, is to show how the decision to become a Christian
can be a responsible exercise of human freedom. In order to
carry out this assignment, I shall contend, the theologian will

3 K. Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith (New York: Seabury, 1978), pp.
8-14. See also his article, “ Formale und fundamentale Theologie,” LTK? 4:205-6.
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have to adopt categories of thinking which would not be avail-
able apart from revelation and faith. He will have to look on
reality empathetically from the believer’s point of view and to
experience faith, as it were, from within. Christian faith, in
my estimation, cannot be justified by public criteria offered
in common human experience.

It might be thought that by linking fundamental theology
with conversion T am limiting the scope of the discipline so
that it deals only with the initial approach to faith on the part
of one who has hitherto been a nonbeliever. I would argue,
however, that conversion is a continuous process demanded at
every stage of the Christian life, and that fundamental theology
is therefore of existential import to all believers. Being a Chris-
tian is not a static condition, for no believer has faith fully
and securely in hand. Christianity, as Sgren Kierkegaard well
knew, is something to which we are constantly called, and the
response to that call demands that we be ever and again ex-
tricated from the unbelief that threatens to engulf us.

The concept of fundamental theology just proposed will gain
in clarity if contrasted with another, more familiar to most
Roman Catholics. Fundamental theology is traditionally de-
fined as that discipline which seeks to demonstrate the credi-
bility of the Christian message and of the Church’s claims by
the unaided light of reason. This project, it seems to me, is
flawed in three respects.

First, this discipline, by calling for demonstration, reflects
a rationalistic understanding of reason as a faculty that pos-
sesses within itself, independently of experience, the principles
needed to deduce unassailable conclusions. As I shall later
contend, reason always operates within a fiducial framework.
T accept John Henry Newman’s thesis that creative intellectual
achievements are never attained or justified by way of deduc-
tion or explicit proof.

Second, the standard fundamental theology is unrealistic
insofar as it demands that the proofs be constructed by the
light of reason alone, without the illumination of divine grace.
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This seems to me to be an artificial distinction, inapplicable
in practice. The presence or absence of grace can never be
verified by empirical tests. We never have the right to assume
that our reason is operating by a purely natural light. To the
Christian theologian it seems far more probable that reason,
whenever it seriously engages itself with religious questions, is
motivated by a God-given attraction to the salvation which
theology understands as God’s gift to us in Jesus Christ. That
motivation affects the way in which questions are posed and
in which evidence is assessed. Fundamental theology, if it is
to consider what human reason actually does in reflecting on
religious questions, must investigate the dynamics of a power
that is open to the attraction and illumination of grace. The
theologian cannot agree in advance to throw away what is, to
his mind, the key to the phenomenon under investigation.

Third, the standard definition fails to elucidate what is meant
by a demonstration of credibility. This involves either too much
or too little, according to whether or not it implies that the
truth of Christianity must be positively demonstrated. If rea-
son alone can achieve this demonstration, then faith would
seem to be superfluous; it could at most reduplicate what rea-
son can do without it. If fundamental theology has to stop
short of establishing the truth of the Christian faith, it fails to
show the rationality of the decision by which one decides to
embrace it, for it seems unreasonable to commit oneself de-
cisively to that which is probably false.

In asserting that fundamental theolegy must study not only
the preambles of faith but the dynamics of faith itself, I de-
liberately set out to pierce the supposedly impermeable wall
between reason and faith. I hold that reason is at work not
only in the approach to faith, but in the very act of conversion,
and indeed in all the mental activity of the believer. Funda-
mental theology necessarily operates within the circle of faith,
for the Christian believer cannot conceive of authentic religious
conversion apart from the gracious self-communication of God
and the gift of faith, which is known only from within the
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faith-commitment. To attempt any explanation of Christian
faith which draws only upon data derivable from universal ex-
perience is to foreclose the very possibility of a satisfactory
account of faith. To persons untouched by a grace-filled Chris-
tian experience, I submit, Christian faith can only appear as
exorbitant and irrational. At best, it would be dismissed as an

overcommitment.
* % *

In what follows I shall reflect on the process of conversion
in two phases, which I distinguish for purposes of orderly
presentation, although in actual practice the two are concurrent
and mutually interdependent. I shall speak of conversion first
from the standpoint of the individual who comes to a decision
of faith and second from the standpoint of the believing com-
munity which mediates the action of God bringing about con-
version. While pasteral theology commonly treats of the sec-
ond phase, it has been generally neglected by fundamental
theology. To study faith as though it were a purely individual
decision, uninfluenced by the impact of the community of faith,
would be as foolish as to try to account for marriage by an
investigation of a solitary individual, without regard for the
interaction between the two prospective partners. Fundamental
theology, I suggest, must ask not only how we get to God but
how God comes to us. It must maintain a theological as well
as an anthropological focus.

Looking at the process of becoming a Christian from the
first of these two standpoints, I would insist that it must be
seen as conversion. This term, as we have already seen, with
Lonergan’s help, signifies not just a change or development
but a radical transformation, involving a transvaluation of all
values. The convert apprehends differently, says Lonergan,
because he has become different.* Michael Polanyi likewise
describes conversion as a self-modifying act whereby one passes
to a radically new way of seeing things. He speaks of the con-

£ “ Theology in Its New Context,” p. 66.
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version needed to accept an irreducibly new scientific theory,
such as those of Freud, Eddington, Rhine, and Lysenko.” The
justification of religious faith presents problems similar to those
encountered in justifying a scientific revolution.® The new out-
look is not simply deducible from, or reducible to, anything
knowable outside the framework it provides. It is separated
by a logical gap from any other faith or ideology. No one who
has not undergone a conversion is in a position to affirm that
the conversion is an authentic one. And the believer, in making
this affirmation, is expressing his or her own faith.

Any conversion, religious or other, is problematic. It may
be asked on what grounds the process and the resulting act of
faith are held to be responsible rather than blind or arbitrary.
Before giving my own answer to this question I should like
to mention two solutions which seem to me to be inadequate.
One group of theologians, perhaps including Lonergan himself,
seems to hold that conversion occurs not in the very acceptance
of the Christian message but in & more fundamental act of faith
which is made possible by an interior gift of grace accessible
even to the unevangelized. In order to have an experience of
grace, or of the love of God poured forth into our hearts, these
theologians would say, one does not need to have heard the
gospel or the name of Jesus Christ. An accepting response to
the workings of grace, as we experience these in our own lives,
is or includes an act of divine and saving faith. Christian be-
lief, in this perspective, is viewed as a particular thematization
of the basic transcendental conversion, and hence not as re-
quiring a new conversion for its acceptance.

This theory of basic or transcendental faith in my opinion
contains much truth. I personally hold that the grace of God
is at work everywhere, and that a fundamental act of saving
faith is within reach of every human being. But I am also

5 M. Polanyi, Personal Knowledge (New York: Harper Torchbooks ed., 1964),
pp. 150-51.

¢ Cf. T. S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Univ. of
Chicago Press, 2nd ed., 1970).
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convinced that the gospel message, with its good news of what
God has actually done for us in Christ, adds something which
basically alters the structure of faith itself. Christianity tells
us what we could never have spun out of our own private con-
sciousness, namely that God has appeared on earth in the per-
son and career of Jesus of Nazareth. The gospel enables us to
relate to God in a new way, thanking and trusting him because
of what he has actually done for us in the incarnate life, death,
and resurrection of his Son. Those theologians who treat faith
simply as a transcendental experience of God, taking place in
the inwardness of the human spirit, tend to minimize the his-
torical element in the Christian religion and to overlook the
crucial role of mediation through the living community of faith.

I conclude, therefore, that to come to Christian faith from
any other stance, even from the theistic faith of Judaism, is a
radically new discovery requiring that kind of heuristic process
here described as conversion. The early Christians, in contro-
versy with the Jews, appealed to the Hebrew scriptures as
proof texts, but in fact they were reading these Scriptures in a
new way, in the light of the Christ-event, and hence were not
giving deductive or syllogistic arguments. The Old Testament,
indeed, teaches us to Jook in history for the work of a God who
loves and saves, but the Christian interpretation of the Old
Testament is a “new hermeneutic ” which takes its starting
point in the Christ event as the key to the meaning of the
Scriptures rather than interpreting Jesus in the framework of
the previously accepted Jewish categories.

A second school of fundamental theologians, at the opposite
extreme, speak as though Christian conversion could be effected
by demonstrative reasoning from historically accessible facts.
This position corresponds to what I have already described as
the traditional fundamental theology. In the early modern
period, from the seventeenth century to the nineteenth, apolo-
getics, in a deluded quest for objectivity, sought to establish
the credibility of the Christian religion by means of historical
proofs. Any reasonable man, it contended, looking at the data
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of history, would be obliged to admit that God had authenti-
cated the prophets, Jesus Christ, and the Christian Church by
prophecies and miracles. From this it followed that the Chris-
tian religion must be accounted a true revelation. This posi-
tivistic approach was unsuccessful because it oversimplified the
process of establishing the existence of fulfilled prophecies and
miracles, including the resurrection of Jesus. As Hume con-
clusively showed, the academic historian, without the guiding
light of religious presuppositions, will look upon error or decep-
tion in the accounts as far more likely than the actual occur-
rence of events such as the resurrection of a dead body.

Since the end of the nineteenth century, a host of Christian
apologists have pointed out the inadequacies of the positivist
approach. Henri Bouillard speaks for this newer tendency when
he writes: “ No historical proof could suffice to establish that
these facts [i.e., miracles] manifest the presence of God and
the advent of his Kingdom, unless these are spiritually dis-
cerned from the standpoint of a personal commitment.” * Mere
facts, viewed in the perspectives of positivistic historiography,
would be incapable of bringing about a conversion. For posi-
tivistic historiography has its own principles which prevent it
from acknowledging any such thing as a divine activity in
history. The decision of faith, therefore, must rest on a con-
version process in which the data of history function in a dif-
ferent manner, still to be described.

Granted the insufficiency of the two approaches just outlined,
we are left with the apparent irrationality of the decision of
faith. If it cannot be grounded either in a commonly accessible
transcendental faith or in rationally demonstrable historical
events, how can conversion be distinguished from a blind and
irrational leap into the dark? How can authentic faith be dis-
tinguished from fanaticism or delusion?

One may begin by retorting the objection against the ob-
jector. How does the nonChristian justify the nonacceptance

7 “ De l'apologétique 3 la théologie fondamentale,” Dieu connu en Jésus Christ,
Les Quatre Fleuves 1 (Parisi Ed. du Seuil, 1978), 57-70, p. 69,
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of the Christian message? Careful scrutiny, I believe, can make
it apparent that every intellectual stance, including all religions
and all secular ideologies, rests upon a multitude of unspecifi-
able and unverifiable assumptions, and in that sense may be
called a “ faith.” Agnosticism is itself a faith, insofar as it im-
plies the assertion that we lack the capacity to attain sure
knowledge about the transcendent. Although one may hold with
Locke that it is unreasonable to be certain of anything about
which we lack immediate evidence or demonstrative knowl-
edge, this very principle is itself an act of faith, incapable of
being made immediately evident or of being demonstrated from
what is immediately evident. In point of fact, every world-
view, including positivism and skepticism, rests upon a matrix
of presuppositions too complex and subtle for enumeration, let
alone for proof. As Polanyi shows at length, no intelligence can
operate outside a fiduciary framework.? Whenever we judge or
decide, we commit ourselves to something which could con-
ceivably be false. '
Everybody, then, operates on some faith or other, and each
faith is, in the nature of the case, incapable of being cogently
proved. In real life choice is between rival faiths, and there
is no neutral ground from which to adjudicate their opposite
claims, for every set of criteria itself presupposes some faith
or other. Alternative systems, in religion as in the sciences,
threaten each other, since the unbelief of people whom we re-
spect imperils our own convictions. Each faith therefore propa-
gates itself by seeking to win converts. 1t must overcome or die.
Practically speaking, however, there are norms which oper-
ate even In the case of conversion. Most people do have some
criteria which serve as a rule of thumb for choosing among
conflicting creeds. Some of these rules are so basic that they
are almost inseparable from the inherent structures of the hu-
man mind. For example, few if any of us would defend a con-
viction that arose through simple inattention to data, so that
it could be corrected by closer attention. Without fearing con-

8 Personal Knowledge, p. 266 et passim.
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tradiction from others whose judgment we respect, we can
reject certain systems as incoherent, superstitious, or fraudu-
lent. But, having eliminated what is manifestly illusory and
unhelpful, we are left with a number of systems of acknowl-
edged competence-—those which are regarded as credible and
enlightening by people whose judgment we esteem.

At a second stage in selecting a faith for ourselves, I submit,
we employ practical or pragmatic criteria. We eliminate as
personally unacceptable those creeds which, in our estimation,
would fail to enhance the quality of our lives. While the ques-
tion of higher or lower quality cannot be mechanically meas-
ured, most of us would agree that qualities such as charity,
joy, peace, patience and the like are preferable to their oppo-
sites. To one who has experienced them, these qualities are
self-validating. St. Paul made use of criteria such as these in
instructing the Galatians regarding the kind of conduct that
befitted Christians (Gal 5:22). Similar criteria, I believe, can
be applied to the choice between rival faiths. We are rightly
inclined to accept a faith which promises to bring openness,
generosity, mutual concern, and freedom to individuals and to
the social body. We shy away from faiths that seem to foster
hatred, misery, narrowness, violence, anger, impatience, and
the like.

Still a third set of criteria focuses on those benefits which
we expect specifically from a religion. People turn to religion,
if at all, because they are looking for an escape from their
situation of guilt and alienation and from the ever-present
menace of death. Further, they expect religion to shed light on
questions of ultimate meaning and to provide a coherent set of
purposes and values for their lives. The religions differ notably
from one another in their ability to furnish or credibly promise
these benefits. A shift from one religion to another is frequently
motivated by a judgment regarding the relative capacities of
the two faiths to offer these specifically religious values.

In short, we may say that the chief criterion for a viable
religious faith is its ability, or apparent ability, to satisfy those
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hungers of the human spirit which cannot be satisfied apart
from faith. The concrete experience of these hungers will vary
from person to person and from culture to culture; but there
seems to be a generic human drive to be known, valued, and
loved; to be drawn into communion with others; to be delivered
from death and from the threat of final absurdity. A faith
which offers even a provisional glimpse of ultimate meaning and
abiding value will normally have great power to attract be-
lievers. Christians are convinced that the perception of God
obtainable through Jesus Christ is able to provide these bene-
fits more effectively than any other faith.

* * *

Thus far I have spoken as though conversion were the
achievement of the solitary individual, dispassionately ponder-
ing the claims of different faiths and ideologies, which come
into view as potential objects of choice. I have not shown how
such deliberation brings about what Lonergan and others re-
fer to as a conversion, a total transformation of the very person
who accepts the faith in question.

This aspect of conversion can better be seen if we begin at
the other end of the process and ask how it is that God brings
a potential believer to the point of personal transformation.
For it is certain that the kind of transformation required by
religious conversion, if it is to be authentic, must be the work
of God. We cannot convert ourselves by our own unaided
powers.

Looking at this process from the point of view of faith, the
Christian theologian will have good reason to suppose that God
operates immediately in the depths of the human psyche, arous-
ing selfless love, boundless hope, patience and gratitude of a
kind that simply cannot be accounted for by any set of con-
tingent circumstances. By responding to interior graces of this
kind, a person may be raised to a very high degree of personal
perfection. In this way an unevangelized person may be
brought to a kind of nonobjective or transcendental faith, de-
serving of the utmost respect.
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In the present paper, however, I am concerned with the
process by which people are brought to explicit Christian faith,
that is to say, to an acceptance of Jesus Christ as Lord and
Savior. Such a conversion, as is evident, commonly occurs
through the ministry of the Church, which as a community of
faith brings the message and the person of Christ within reach
of potential believers. The Church makes its impact through
committed testimony and through the symbolic embodiment
of that testimony in the lives of Christians. Let me briefly
touch on each of these two styles of impact.

It can scarcely be doubted that testimony, and indeed verbal
testimony, plays an essential role in the transmission of Chris-
tian faith. For, as we have already noted, Christianity is an
essentially historical religion. It looks upon a certain man, a
certain series of events, at a certain time and place in the rather
distant past, as the primary mediator of the message of salva-
tion. No one can profess Jesus Christ as Savior, as incarnate
Son, and as risen Lord, without dependence on Christian proc-
lamation, either oral or written.

How does the proclaimed word bring about conversion?
Words can be used to convey information, but mere informa-
tion does not convert; it simply fits into previously existing
thought categories, or if it fails to do so, it is ordinarily rejected
as false. Words can also be used for discursive argumentation;
but argument, even though it may convince, does not convert,
for it necessarily appeals to the premises and presuppositions
of the persons to whom the argument is directed. In inducing
a person to accept a new faith, we have to dispose our hearer
to accept new categories of thought and speech which previ-
ously seemed strange and incomprehensible.

Religious testimony is singularly well suited to achieve this
precise effect. As an expression of personal conviction, testi-
mony draws its power from its appeal to the trustworthiness
of the speaker. Any believer who proclaims a definite faith
engages himself as a witness to what he affirms; he guarantees
by his person the integrity and soundness of the message. To



FUNDAMENTAL THEOLOGY AND CONVERSION 187

accept the testimony is to accept the witness as a person; to
reject it, conversely, is to reject the witness as a person. When
we bear witness to our religious faith we make an offer of friend-
ship; we expose what is most intimate and vulnerable in our-
selves, most subject to ridicule and rejection. Trustingly we
invite others to enter into a personal communion of shared
faith, a communion constituted by a network of interpersonal
relations. Whoever accepts such religious testimony becomes
a member of a new community and is changed as a person by
that very fact.

In the light of these considerations we can easily see how
religious testimony paves the way for conversion. In order to
be genuinely open to the testimony of another, the hearer must
put aside any natural tendency to judge and criticize the mes-
sage according to a previously given set of expectations. The
responsive listener, out of love and respect for the person of
the witness, will seek to enter the latter’s cognitive perspectives,
to see the world from the witness’s point of view. Through
empathy it will be possible for the hearer to imagine what
reality must look like to the speaker, and this vision, once
grasped, may seem far more attractive than anything the
hearer could have conceived apart from this testimony.

Fundamental theology, therefore, cannot neglect the crucially
important factor of testimony. It must grapple with the diffi-
cult problem of drawing the line between credible and incredi-
ble testimony. Since religious testimony has the power to upset
our expectations, we must beware of setting up rigid criteria,
such as those conventionally used by academic history and by
courts of law, both of which necessarily operate by rules which
apply to common and repeatable situations. Still, criteria there
are. The more extraordinary and unexpected the message, the
more guarantees we normally demand from the witness. Where
a claim to divine revelation is made, the criteria are similar to
those already outlined for the choice of a religion. On the one
hand, we must consider whether the message is evidently ab-
surd or whether it can be explained away as simple confusion,
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legend, fraud, or the like. On the other hand, we must con-
sider whether the message has illuminative and transformative
power, whether it brings promise of reconciliation with God,
and does whatever else a divine revelation is supposed to do.
As regards the witnesses, we shall seek evidence of their sin-
cerity, their competence, their conviction, and the importance
they attach to their message. We shall ask whether their testi-
mony is corroborated by a plurality of independent witnesses.
We shall also look to see what effects the message has had on
the lives of those who already believe it. Are they more gen-
erous, joyful, open, and courageous than nonbelievers? If so,
we shall have reason to suspect that by believing them we might
ourselves achieve a richer and better life.

Because testimony is intimately connected with the person
of the witness, credible testimony is never a mere matter of
words. This is especially the case with testimony to religious
faith, which touches the person at the deepest level. A wit-
ness to a revelation is not credible without being at least in
some measure transformed by the message itself. If we are to
bear effective witness to Jesus as risen Savior we must be
joyful, hopeful and courageous; otherwise it will be apparent
that our faith is not deeply and sincerely held. On the other
hand, even a faith that is rather weakly held can be impressive
in its own way. The most important thing will be the hearer’s
estimation of what effects the message would be capable of
having on one who did fully accept it. Most Christian mis-
sionaries hold forth the examples of Christ and the saints, and
are reluctant to propose themselves as examples of what Chris-
tian faith can do for people.

Christianity propagates itself, then, not only by explicit, or
verbal, testimony, but even more importantly by implicit, or
factual, testimony—that is, by the testimony of transformed
lives. In the measure in which faith is truly accepted, its ad-
herents become living symbols of the creed they profess. The
power of salvation takes over their existence and shines forth
in their persons and in their actions. Such a transformation is
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particularly impressive when it is beyond expectation and when
it defies the general patterns of human behavior. Paul was able
to claim for himself that the life of Jesus was manifest in him,
even when he was being given over to death for Jesus’s sake
(2 Cor 4:7-11) . A peace which is not troubled even amid dan-
ger and affliction can be a potent reminder of the transcendent
power of divine grace.

The rationalistic apologetics of recent centuries was perhaps
misguided in its attempts to prove that miracles were antece-
dently possible. If miracles could fit into the framework of
what we already regarded as possible, they would be powerless
to effect a conversion. The whole point of miracles, if one may
put it in this way, is that they are beyond what we would have
deemed possible. They shake us up and bewilder us, so that
we acknowledge that our previous horizons were too narrow.
The possibility of miracles, if it can be established at all, can
only be established in the light of the conviction that miracles
have occurred. Miracles, moreover, are most convincing when
intrinsically connected with the message they accredit. The
miracles of Jesus were not mere proofs that whatever he said
should be believed; they were a way of telling his audience that
the Kingdom he proclaimed was already being inaugurated.
They were a kind of visible word. In the course of its history,
Christianity has relied less on physical miracles, which are
relatively remote from its message, than on the moral miracle
of transformed lives. Such lives visibly embody the salvation
which verbal proclamation promises and describes.

In order to complete the line of thought in which we are
presently engaged, it would be necessary to engage in some
consideration of symbol. Symbol, as understood in contempo-
rary religious thought, might be described as a sign which em-
bodies a message and manifests the presence of the reality it
signifies. A symbol, unlike a mere sign, communicates by in-
viting people to participate in what the symbol means, to in-
habit the world which the symbol opens up, and thereby to
discover new horizons, with new values and goals. Symbols,
therefore, do something to us. They shift our center of aware-
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ness, and thereby change our perspectives and values. Symbols,
therefore, have the kind of transformative power that is needed
for conversion to come about. Without symbols, no revelation
could be effectively communicated.

The message concerning Jesus Christ, then, must not only
be spoken or written. It must also be symbolically enfleshed
in actual life. This happens, to a greater or lesser extent, in
the Church, and every church is under judgment to the extent
that it fails to incarnate the gospel in its actual practice. The
successful proclamation of Christianity does not require, in the
first instance, a better theory of apologetics. It does require
that Christians be seriously committed to their faith, so as to
make the churches living and corporate signs of the presence
of Christ in the world. According to many contemporary
ecclesiologists, with whom T align myself, the Church, in its
basic reality, is a symbol or sacrament of Christ.

For the Christian believer the translation of the gospel into
practice is not something extra, over and above the process of
conversion. It is part and parcel of the conversion itself. As
I have repeatedly insisted, conversion is not a mere change of
ideas or objectives. More fundamentally, it is a transformation
of the person who is converted. The believer becomes a differ-
ent being. The convert acquires a new identity, a new self, and
for this reason it is customary for Christian converts, in bap-
tism, to take a new mame—a Christian name, signifying this
new identity.

The new identity is one that each Christian shares with
others. It is the corporate identity of the Christian community,
into which the individual is integrated as an extension of his
own self. He sees and hears no longer with his own eyes and
ears alone, but with those of the Church to which he now be-
longs. He thinks its thoughts and it thinks in him. His faith
is a participation in the faith of the Church, to which he sub-
mits as the rule of his own believing. He knows what the com-
munity knows, not with mere spectator knowledge, whereby
one gazes al something, but by an inner familiarity, through
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indwelling, somewhat as we know our own bodies. The more
completely the believer dwells in the community of faith and
relies upon it, the more lively will be his sense of the Christian
faith, and the better will he be able to discern what is and is
not consonant with faith. The more he makes the faith of the
community his own, the better will he be able to see the de-
ficiencies in the ways that Christians have previously expressed
their faith, and the more creative he will be in adapting Chris-
tian doctrine and symbolism to new and unprecedented situa-
tions. Paradoxically, commitment to the Church is a normal
prerequisite for competently ecriticizing the Church.

In these last paragraphs I have passed quite deliberately
from the individual to the ecclesial dimension of conversion.
I would insist that no Christian conversion is complete unless
it situates the convert solidly within the community of faith.
But it is equally important not to stop with the ecclesial. The
Church does not subsist in itself, nor is it intelligible in itself.
It subsists in Christ. Christian initiation, therefore, is initia-
tion into Christ, whose body the Church is. Baptism sacra-
mentally symbolizes both a death to one’s former self (the self
of the isolated stranger) and a rebirth to new life in Christ,
the life of the People of God. In the words of Paul, quoted by
Lonergan in his essay on conversion, “ If anyone is in Christ,
he is a new creation; the old has passed away and, behold, the
new has come ” (2 Cor 5:17) .° The Christian already lives by
faith in the transformed universe of the eschatological future.

To extend this line of consideration to its logical conclusion
we should not stop with Christ. We should have to discuss the
doctrine of the Holy Spirit, who alone can account for the inner
conviction with which Christians accept the person and teach-
ing of Christ. The Spirit gives power and eflicacy to Christian
proclamation and arouses a positive response in the hearts of
those who are called to believe. The full conviction of Chris-
tian faith is not achieved without both the outward and the
inward testimony of the Holy Spirit. By reception of the Spirit

® Cf. Lonergan, “ Theology in Its New Context,” p. 66.
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the individual is incorporated into the Church, the Body of
Christ.

William James treated religious faith as though it were a
hypothesis to account for certain peculiar experiences. At a
certain point, when one is moving in a tentative way toward
faith, one’s religion may in fact be nothing more than a hypoth-
esis. But so long as one looks upon it in this light one has not
as yet been converted. A hypothesis is a tentative explanation
which one is prepared to discard as soon as a better explanation
is forthcoming. A religious faith, on the other hand, claims us
totally, so that we are no longer in a position to discard it with-
out loss of our new identity. As Polanyi remarks in answer to
James, “ a religion exists for us only if . . . it carries us away.
It is not in any sense a ‘ hypothesis’.” ** We do not so much
grasp the faith as allow ourselves to be grasped by it, so that
we are at its disposal rather than its being at ours. Our mind
functions in a new way as God’s thoughts break into it and
possess it. It is possible, of course, for us to lose our faith, but
such a loss, if we really had faith, would mean a shattering of
our selfhood and of our world.

C I 3

It may seem at this point that T have gone far beyond the
proper limits of fundamental theology. If fundamental theology
ought not to draw upon Christian doctrine, I have indeed trans-
gressed the limits. But I hope that I have also succeeded in
showing that the restriction is unwarranted, because it is quite
impossible to account for Christian conversion, or to show the
reasonableness of faith, in terms of merely human and created
factors, and without reference to the Christian doctrine of God.
The reasonableness can be sufficiently explained to the believer,
but only from within the circle of faith. A nonChristian can
sce the coherence of the Christian explanation only if he or she
is willing to accept the Christian doctrines in a hypothetical
way, at least for purposes of the discussion.

10 M. Polanyi and H. Prosch, Meaning (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1975),
p. 180.
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If the basic thesis of this paper is correct, it is a mistake to
attempt, with certain theologians, to make Christian conver-
sion plausible on terms other than those of Christianity itself.
Every effort to account for Christian faith without the power-
ful interventions of God’s Word and God’s Spirit is in the last
analysis foredoomed to failure. Such efforts, although well in-
tended, necessarily end by giving the impression that faith,
insofar as it 1s specifically Christian, must be either a tenuous
conjecture or a fanatical overcommitment. It may be possible
to show a nonChristian why one might use Christian symbols
as a way of talking about one’s boundary experiences, but the
use of Christian symbols is not yet an act of Christian faith.
To justify Christian faith one would have to show that it is
proper to believe, with the firmness of faith, that Jesus really
is what the New Testament and the creeds say that He is.

Fundamental theology, as I understand it, should not try to
make Christian faith plausible to persons who have no experi-
ence of the gospel. Tt would be more to the point to show why
the decision of Christian faith must seem irrational from a non-
Christian perspective. Such a demonstration would have real
value. The more reasonable faith is made to appear, by the
standards of common human rationality, the less vividly does
the Church—the community of faith—appear as a sign of rev-
elation. Only if faith is allowed to manifest itself as the miracle
it really is, and as a scandal to nonbelievers, can it shatter their
preconceptions and lead them toward conversion.

Avery Durrgs, S.J.
The Catholic University of America
Washington, D.C.



THE SUBJECTIVITY OF THE THEOLOGIAN

(o

When freedom is really understood, it is not the power to
be able to do this or that, but the power to decide about
oneself and to actualize oneself.!

—Karl Rahner

¢, GOOD DEAL OF the very best theological writing in
d  the past few years has had to do with method in

A theology, the task of theology, and the relation of
the theologlan to the church? T take these to be issues in fun-
damental theology or, perhaps better, issues fundamental to
theology. The question raised here falls in the same arena:
why and to what extent is self-reflection vital to theological
reflection?

In order to answer my question I must risk the charge
that I am willing to return theology to a private and pietistic
exercise, for I am convinced that some attempts, otherwise
entirely praiseworthy, to support theology’s public and aca-
demic character run the opposite risk of abstracting theology
from its existential practice and conditions. I fear that theology

* Foundations of Christian Faith (Mew York: Seabury Press, 1978), p. 38.

2 For important statements from a variety of perspeclives, see: P. Tillich, Sys-
tematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965) I; Bernard Lonergan,
Method in Theology (New York: Seabury Press, 1972); Schubert Ogden, “ The
Task of Philosophical Theology ” in Robert Evans, ed., The Future of Philosophical
Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971) pp. 55-84, and “ What is The-
ology?” in Jouwrral of Religion 44 (1973), pp. 22-406; Van A. Harvey, “The
Alienated Theologian,” in Evans, pp. 118-143; David Tracy, Blessed Rage for
Order (New York: Seabury Press, 1975); Gordon Kaufman, An Essay on Theologi-
cal Methed (Missoula, Montana: Scholars’ Press, 1973); John Connolly, “ The
Task of Theology,” Proceedings of the Catholic Theological Society of America 29
(1974), pp. 1-58; Karl Rahner, “ Reflections on Methodclogy in Theology,” in
Theological Investigations (New York: Seabury Press, 1974) 11:68-114; Robert
Doran, Subject and Psyche: Ricoeur, Jung, and the Search for Foundations (Dis-
trict of Columbia: University Press of America, 1977); Thomas Omen, “ The Pre-
understanding of the Theologian,” read at the Karl Rahner Symposium, Marquette
University, 1970.
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may become the speech of professors who do not realize that
they are confessors as well. On the other hand, while I both
recognize the ecclesial roots of theology and rejoice in its con-
nection with and service to the ecclesial community, I am
equally concerned that the roots and service not be taken to
relieve theologians of personal and individual responsibility for
believing what they believe and, especially, for unsparing criti-
cism of it. I fear that theologians may become once again mere
spokespersons for the ecclesial community and its liturgical and
administrative leaders. The concern that dictates this essay,
then, is that the theologian not evaporate in the cloud of de-
mands on the part of the academy for abstraction from the
personal conditions of faith and belief or in the cloud of the
church’s demands for the sacrifice of critical intelligence in its
service.?

This essay, therefore, is in part about the believing of the
theologian. At the outset, however, I wish to make one point
in order to avoid misunderstanding. Belief is in one important
way absolutely unimportant to theology.* What I believe to

51 think that theology answers for itself its questions on its methods, tasks, and
relations with the church, including the relation between theology and beliefs. The
assumption I made throughout this essay and nowhere herein argue is this: the
intellectual autonomy of theology is inviolable just as it is in any other science or
discipline. Theology is not subject to “ authority ” any more than is philosophy
or philology. I am aware that this position has considerable implications for the
theology of revelation and Catholic theologies of church office and order. One of
the concerns of this paper is to suggest that theology is nonetheless religious and
to propose that its link to the church be other than that of authority and
obedience.

* The nature of belief and believing is itself a complex issue. T am taking belief
here in a rather commonsensical and traditional sense, an assertion of a state of
affairs which one thinks trus but for which one does not have conclusive evidence.
Whatever else need be said about religious beliefs, specifically such as noting their
symbolic character, their mediating function with regard to faith and affectivity,
their performative meaning, and so forth, I think that they are intended by be-
lievers to be cognitive as well. And, with regard to their cognitive function, I do
not think that they are self-evidently true or self-validating, except in the sense in
which William James claims that faith creates its own verification in action; see
W. James, Essays on Faith and Morals (Ohio: Meridian Press, 1965), p. 96ff. For
clarifying discussions of the distinctions between faith and beliefs, see Lonergan,

“ Belief: Today’s Issue ” in A Second Collection, ed. F, Crowe (New York: Sea-
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be true is not true because 1 believe it or because anyone else
believes it. Neither my beliefs nor anyone else’s can function
as their own evidence. I may not be entirely clear precisely
how the beliefs of the church should function in theology; in-
deed, T sometimes wonder about the very status of these beliefs.
But I am clear that I may not argue in theological discussion
that my belief or the church’s belief grounds the truth of belief.
Nothing is true because it is believed; rather, it is believed be-
cause one thinks it true. Theology, then, may be a search for
the reasons that lead to and support belief, that is, for the
contextual intelligibility of beliefs. Theology cannot any longer,
if it ever did, suppose that what is delivered is true because it
is delivered. For example, for a variety of reasons or * causes”
I believe that Jesus of Nazareth is physically no longer dead.
I do not know this, but I believe it, and believing will exercise
considerable influence on the way I think about the Christian
message; so also shall my realization that I only believe it, do
not know it, can be mistaken in both my belief and my inter-
pretation of the Christian message. The fact of the matter,
both for myself and as far as I can see for Christian theology,
1s that Jesus is liable still to be dead. No effusion of faith, no
magisterial or homiletic rhetoric, no dogmatic pronouncement
can eliminate this “fact of the matter.” Whatever the cer-
tainty that the tradition ascribes to the “ assent of faith,” a
belief remains a belief and does not become knowledge in hac
lacrymarum wvalle.

Another example: T think that few of us are in a position to
make the judgment that God exists. Most of us believe that
God exists and hope so, but few of us know so. Perhaps we are
all dazzled—even convinced for a few moments—by the proofs
offered by those who seem to know God exists.” But when we
turn from the book to the eerie landscapes of Io or Titan, to

bury Press, 1975), pp. 87-99; and Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Faith and Belief (New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1979).

®I am so dazzled and convinced whenever I read the 19th chapter of Lonergan’s
Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (New York: Philosophical Library,
1957). In my clearer moments I think my problem has to do with an inadequate
differentiation of consciousness. -
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the horror of Aushwitz, to the world of pain within and without
(none of which can counter transcendental arguments, of
course) , the dazzle dims and we know that we do not know.
And when we know that we do not know, theology becomes a
significantly different matter. I would never challenge the wis-
dom of Vatican I’s declaration on the possibility of a knowledge
of the existence of God, except to comment that I am glad that
I myself can at least believe and hope.’ To use Rahner’s
words: ”

Every answer is always Just the beginning of a new question. Man
experiences himself as infinite possibility because in practice and
in theory he necessarily places every sought after result in question
. . . Man is not the unquestioning and unquestioned infinity of
reality. He is the questicn which rises up before him, empty, but
really and inescapably, and which can never be settled and ade-
quately answered by him.

For myself at least, the “results ” which must be questioned
include every belief; and prominent among the questions which
perhaps may never be settled I must place this one: “Is there
an Unquestioned by which my emptiness shall in fact be filled?”

The point of this initial digression is simple enough. While
they may not argue legitimately that what the ecclesial com-
munity believes is true because believed, theologians must know
what they believe, why, and with what degree of assent, and
this for the sake of clear theological reflection and communi-
cation. The theologians’ beliefs and a statement of those be-
liefs are crucial to theology, whatever the beliefs may be. As
we all know, the beliefs of theologians play an enormous part
in what they think and how they think it. Not enough atten-
tion has been paid to this fact, although everyone in the theo-
logical community supposes it. It can even be supposed that
those theologians who view theology as a discipline wholly and
solely proceeding under the criteria of philosophy and the rele-

8 On Dei Filius at Vatican I, see Lonergan’s Method in Theology, p. 320ff; on the
knowledge of God, see essays in Collection: Papers by Bernard Lonergan (New
York: Herder and Herder, 1967), pp. 84-95 and 4 Second Collection (New York:
Seabury Press, 1975), pp. 117-183.

" Rahner, Foundations, p. 82.
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vant human sciences have themselves beliefs of various sorts
that 1mpinge upon their theclogical work.

My business here, however, is with a broader subject than
simply the question of the beliefs of the theologian, nor do I
presume to offer any solution to the problem of the relation
between belief and theology. Rather, I want first to maintain
that theological reflection necessarily includes self-reflection and
that such self-reflection is the fundamental moment in funda-
mental theology. Second, I wish to point out that such reflec-
tion is not exhausted by a reflection on *“ common human ex-
perience ” as that is expressed in culture, nor by reflection on
the Christian witness embodied in historical remains, but in-
ciudes as well the theologian’s own experience and witness.
Third, it will be argued that the matter to be reflected upon
embraces the subjectivity of the theologian in its full range—
intellectual operations, valuational stand, religious life, faith,
and beliefs, Fourth, I claim that the self-reflection includes a
retrieval and understanding of one’s affectivity, state of psyche,
even what we once called the state of soul. And, finally, I pro-
pose that this self-reflection is a condition for honest and fruit-
ful theological reflection, is crucial methodologically for funda-
mental theology, and must be carried out by the fundamental
theologian as a matter of conscience.

I

Theology can be defined as reflection on the meaning and
truth of a religion in a culture.* Major interpreters of theology
agree that there are two foci of attention in theological reflec-
tion, no matter how the relationship between them is conceived:
the religious message in its various forms, and the cultural sit-
uation in which the message is proclaimed and in which, in
modern, pluralistic culture, there are available a variety of
alternative messages.” In addition, some interpreters suggest
that there are two basic or constitutive questions for theology,

8 See Lonergan, Method in Theology, xi, 170, 267, 331-355.
° The two are masterfully stated by Tillich in Systematic Theology I, pp. 8-70.
Whether Tillich’s formulation is adequate is questioned by Tracy, pp. 45-46.
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one regarding the meaning, the other the truth of the message.*®

We may make a further distinction between those interpre-
tative disciplines such as exegesis, histerical theology, doctrinal
or “ confessional ” theology, and systematics on the one hand,
and that discipline or “moment” within disciplines or fields
called fundamental theology. Although fundamental theology
ts concerned as well with the meaning of the message and
rightly relies on the interpretative disciplines for clarification
of meanings, its main objective is the validation of the claims
of the message in relation to the truth of other claims. Its main
modes of argumentation are dialectic and metaphysics; that is,
fundamental theology clarifies meanings and their ground by
contrast with other meanings and argues for the truth of one,
usnally by some form of appeal to experience.

In addition to tackling the question of the truth of the re-
ligious message, fundamental theology has the responsibility
for a reflective clarification and systematic interrelation of the
objectives, the data, the methods, and the modes of argument
proper to the other theological disciplines and to itself. It at-
tempts to answer such questions as: What is it that the special
theologies are trying to achieve? What are their aims and hopes
in terms of theory and practice? What kinds of discourse, texts,
behaviors supply their subject matter? What are the intellec-
tual or discourse procedures proper to them? For example, are
story-telling, paradox, parable, wisdom saying, prophecy, hom-
ily, confession, syllogism, phenomenological description, and
metaphysical deduction all valid and aceeptable forms of theo-
logical argument?

In addition, then, to the content questions of fundamental
theology, such as questions on the meaning and truth of the
basie claims of the Christian witness regarding human existence,
there are also “ methodological” questions such as whether

10 See, for example, the third and seventh chapters of Tracy’s book.

** This implies that the truth of explicit beliefs is a matter of relative adequacy;
the “appeal to experience ” falls under the criteria of adequacy. I must add that
I do not intend here to make an adequate distinction between subjects or fields in
theology but only to set off fundamental questions from others in order to place
my own inquiry here as fundamental.
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theology is possible as a responsible human activity, how such
reflection is best carried out, and what exactly it is that the
theologian reflects upon and for what purpose. But, reflection
upen the conditions under which theology is a responsible ac-
tivity involves reflection upon the one who wishes to engage in
such a task.” Let me, then, briefly and schematically raise
questions and pose answers on the necessity of self-reflection
to theology.

First, what is self-reflection? It is the objectification in con-
cept and appropriation in decision of the theologian’s own
subjectivity. Such self-reflection I take to be a preoccupation
of modern philosophy from Kant to Lonergan, with its profit-
able sidetrips and complements in romantic idealism, marxist
political and economic analysis, the methodological concerns
of empiricism and positivism, the turn to experience of natural-
ism, existentialism, and phenomenology, and the reflection on
“ games ” by the linguistic analysts.*®

How is such reflection to be accomplished? By a combina-
tion of available reflective methods, some of them not readily
recognized as reflective by the members of the academic guild.
First, there is the transcendental reflection of such figures as
Maréchal, Rahner, Lonergan, and Coreth, et al.;** then, re-
flection on one’s “ place ” and biases implied in the social criti-
cism of the Frankfort School;* next, the interpretative ap-

12 Once again we find with Feuerbach, Bultmann and Rahner that theology is
anthropology—with quite different theoretic frames and outcomes in each case.
See L. Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, trans, George Eliot (New York:
Harper Torchbooks, 1957) ; R. Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology (New York:
Scribners, 1958); and Rahner, Foundations.

1% For a history and interpretation of the “ turn to the subject ” from the point
of view of contemporary transcendental philosophy, see: E. Coreth, Metaphysics,
ed. J. Donceel (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968), pp. 17-44; and O. Muck,
The Transcendental Method (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968).

¢ On transcendental reflection see Coreth and Muck; for the best example in
philosophy of religion see Rahner, Hearers of the Word (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1969); for the transcendentalist eritique of Kant’s incomplete turn to the
subject, see J. Maréchal, A Maréchal Reader, ed. J. Donceel (New York: Herder
and Herder, 1970).

** On sccial criticism see Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of
the Framkfort School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston:
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proaches to imagination and feeling in Freud, Jung, and the
existentialist depth therapists;® again, the reflections of recent
commentators on “story ” which involve forms of autobio-
graphical self-understanding in J. Dunne, M. Novak, J. Shea,
et al.;*" and finally, the classical disciplines of spiritual direction
and examination of conscience.'®

What is the point of the reflection? Theological reflection
1s, if anything, reflection on human experience, for which a con-
dition of understanding is the theologian’s own experience.
Theologians, if they are to come to understand the experience
and speech of others, must come to understand their own ex-
perience and speech. While the need for this analysis and
appropriation is not peculiar to theology (it is important to all
the humanities) , it is especially necessary for theology, a dis-
cipline concerned with interiority and with transcendent mean-
ing, for what is finally at stake in the theologian’s reflection
is the theologian’s interiority and intentional relation to the
transcendent. I say this because I think that the turn to the
subject of modern thought is irrevocable and that, in the light
of it, only dogmatic and heteronomous meaning can be found
in religious languages by the theologian who has not taken
that turn.

Little, Brown & Co., 1973) and Jurgen Habermas, Theory and Practice (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1973).

16 See . Freud, “ The Origin and Development of Psychoanalysis™” in J. S. Van
Teslaar, ed., An Qutline of Psychoanalysis (New York: Modern Library, 1925),
pp. 21-70, and The Interpretation of Dreams (New York: Modern Library, 1950) ;
on Freud, Jung and dreams see Charles Rycroft, The Innocence of Dreams (New
York: Pantheon Books, 1979); and the relevance of psychological theory to the
foundations of theology see Doran, op. cit; on existential therapy, see J. F. T.
Bugental, Psychotherapy and Process: The Fundamentals of an Ewistential-Hu-
manistic Approach (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1978).

17 J, Dunne, Search for Time and Memory (New York: Macmillan Co.,, 1969);
M. Novak, Ascent of the Mountain, Flight of the Dove (New York: Harper and
Row, 1971); for the interplay of imagination and self-understanding, see J. Shea,
Stories of God: An Unauthorized Biography (Chicago: Thomas More Press, 1978)
and R. Haughton, Tales from Eternity: The World of Fairytales and the Spiritual
Search (New York: Seabury Press, 1973).

18 On the contemporary return, in Catholic circles, to the traditional disciplines,
see W. J. Connolly, “ Contemporary Spiritual Direction,” in Studies in the Spirit-
uality of Jesuits 8 (1975), pp. 97-124.
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Ineluctably, the theologian understands that possible stands
are many but only one is occupied; that responsibility must be
taken for that stand, and that the stand cannot be supplied
by any other—not by a class, a guild, a friend, a hierarch, a
tradition. One is given a stand as a birthright, but one must
win it again for oneself or find another. Nor is the theological
stand entirely explained by the considerations now common
in fundamental theology’s methodological side, by considera-
tions of objectives, methods, models, and data. These are, in
significant part, explications of the stand but, as we shall see,
the stand is more than they. The theological “ world > of the
theologian includes these as it does because that world is
founded on a self-understanding, the understanding of a person
as well as of a profession. In fact, all objectives, methods,
models, and data are subject to revision and have been revised
again and again; but the principle of their revision is not them-
selves but the revisor and the revisor’s self-understanding.®

The stand is arrived at through more or less adequate, more
or less critical, more or less controlled reflection. It is arrived
at not simply by reflection on objectives, data, models and
methods—although these are more easily spoken of—but, more
importantly, by reflection on the self and its relation to these.
Moreover, the stand is a matter of decision and not of under-
standing alone. One does not simply “find” oneself—or, if
one does, the position is now the position of a finder and not
a place “given,” for which one has no responsibility and to
which there is no alternative. The theologian not only under-
stands, but decides where to stand.®

**T do not mean that one arrives at an understanding of oneself nondialectically
and directly apart from one’s dealing with issues of objectives, methods, and with
data; nor do I mean that there is a temporal progression from self-understanding to
the understanding of data. I only mean that the self understood is not coterminous
with the objectives, methods, and data of the study of religion or of theology. I
am suggesting, however, that one put oneself among the data to be understood. In
that case, understanding of religion and self will function dialectically.

2% Theories of genetic, cultural, and behavioral conditioning notwithstanding,
Barth was not born a neo-orthodox dogmatist, Bultmann was not shaped into a
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The theologian does not escape the conditions of ordinary
existence where decision in even the most important matters
is illuminated by the reasons marshalled, yet surrounded by
shadows unaccounted for. The shadows are thrown by the
theologian’s own subjectivity. They are not ordinarily ob-
jectified in a theology, yet they are of inestimable importance
in its formation and for an understanding of it. The shadows
include values, feelings, emotional states, what is often called
the “unconscious,” the superego, id, persona, ego-consciousness,
unspoken fears, experienced but unknown longings, resent-
ments, hopes, dreams, beliefs, life objectives, and so forth.
Thus, the thesis: Self-reflection is required in theological re-
flection. The very stand from which theology is carried out is
itself to be understood and appropriated. This is a fundamental
moment for all theology, and is best connected with the meth-
odological responsibilities of fundamental theology.

The alternatives to systematic self-recovery are horrendous,
among them confusion on basic distinctions between imagin-
ing, thinking, knowing, and believing; unillumined, uncriticized
and voracious blases; ideological use of religious language and
theological concepts; evasion of personal responsibility for one’s
believing and thinking; and subjection of theological reflection
to nonreflective criteria (*“ authority ).

IIT

Fundamental theology includes a reflection on one’s own
experience and on one’s own witness to the meaning of that
experience. First, it is impossible to understand what is com-
mon in “common human experience ” unless the “ common ”
includes one’s own experience. Second, it is impossible to un-
derstand a religious witness unless one is a witness, and very

Heideggerian demythologizer by his German Lutheran background, nor Rahner
trained by the Jesuit counterparts of B. F. Skinner to be a transcendental dia-
lectrician. They became what they becane by understanding and deciding, and the
basic insights and judgments and decisions had to do with themselves as well as
with their cultural situation.
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difficult to understand unless one recognizes that fact and what
one’s witness is.

It is a truism of hermeneuties that the text and the theo-
logian must share in common at least a question if the text
is to be understood and respoken in interpretation.” However,
that the text and the interpreter, or the believer and the theo-
logian, must have a question in common is not all that may
be said. It may be asked whether the question pops full-blown
into the head of the theologian. Why such a question exists
for this person, why this person has the very question which
leads to theology, is not at all explained by the fact that the
question is also the question of others. It is far from being
the question of all persons. It remains this person’s question
about the meaning of human existence and about the truth
of the witness to that meaning. To question the existential
conditions of the origin of this question is as necessary as
addressing the more obvious issue of the question’s intention.
Dogmas and doctrines and even churches have their history
and so their contexts for interpretation; so do the questions
put by theologians.

The experience which may well give rise to the theological
question is, indeed, common—thus we have religions. But that
it gives rise to a question which constitutes the theologian as
a theologian is not usual or ordinary, even if its possibility in
experience is common. The question of the meaning of human
experience can arise other than verbally or notionally, or other
than as a matter of distracting and even absorbing intellectual
play, only if for the theologian existence and experience have
become a serious and central intellectual coneern. Thus, the
meaning of human experience is a problem of and about the

21 The classic expressions in theology remain those of R. Bultmann. See his
essays in H. W, Bartsch, ed., Kerygma and Myth (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
1961) and “Ts Exegesis without Presuppositions Possible?” in 8. Ogden, ed,
FEaistence and Faith: the Shorter Writings of Rudolph Bultmann (New York:
Meridian Books, 1960), pp. 289-296. For Lonergan’s discussion, see Method in
Theology, chapter seven.
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theologian’s own life and not merely a question about the life
and language of others.

Again, a theologian’s question about the meaning and truth
of the religious witness can arise other than verbally or no-
tionally only if in fact the theologian’s life is no longer a brute,
unquestioned fact, but a question to which an answer and its
witness must be given in one way or another, and in fact is
given. As it was religion and theology which gave rise to the
university and the divinity school, and not vice versa, so it
is the personal wrestling with the meaning of the theologian’s
own existence that gives rise to academic, theological question
and inquiry, and not vice versa. The uncommitted or only
“intellectually ” committed theologian is either a figment, an
anomaly, or a sinner.?* Theology, like philosophy, is never
merely a profession, but is always, when it is authentic, a form
of confession to the meaning of human experience. Even if in
the individual case the theologian cannot take an explicitly
religious or confessional stand, still that stand is a confession
and requires understanding. The theologian’s word and work
are unavoidably in the human experience named * common,”
and are unavoidably a witness to its meaning.

Although we may distinguish theology from religion as we
distinguish theory from common sense experience, they should
not be separated.® It is the very same self who speaks in both
worlds. The theological “self ” is, in fact, the pretheological
“self ” now criticized, refined, and clarified by reflection on
itself in relation to culture, witnesses, and theologies. This self
remains, even while it speaks theologically, a pretheological
self, one who speaks a witness to the meaning of human ex-
perience in every word and action. The links between and the
influence of the pretheological on the theological voice is what

22 That a theologian can be committed to the questions of theology and the mean-
ing of religious faith and imagination while disaffected from traditional belief and
theological solutions, see Harvey’s essay and his The Historian and the Believer
(New York: Macmillan, 1969) .

28 G Lonergan’s discussion of common sense and theory in Insight, pp. 178-190.
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must be brought to explicit conceptual knowledge by the theo-
logian. The “ world ” of religious experience and language in-
terpreted by the theologian, then, is the theologian’s own world.
It is true that theology is theory about the world of belief and
action, and is a distinctive speech not to be identified with
belief and action. Yet for all its distinctiveness, theoretic speech
does not remove the theoretician from that world or from the
necessity of a stand in that world. The word of religion is a
word about “salvation”—however that term may be under-
stood by the theologian under the variety of methods and eri-
teria. The world about which the theologian speaks is the world
spoken about theologically. Can any theologian think that the
term “ salvation ” applies to others, that reflection on the mean-
ing of God is on what God means to others alone?

The theological self, then, is not an abstract, “ academic”
self—unless, God forbid, that is the only self of whom one can
speak! The theological self can only be a self in relation to and
in various degrees of participation in traditions of witness. The
self who speaks theologically is the self who lives and dies,
suffers and rejoices, hopes and fears, does good and avoids
evil—and all this always in one or another community of wit-
ness. This is the accessible self, the self to be mediated in
fundamental reflection, even if one grants that the self cannot
be wholly mediated?* The self-recovery aimed at is for the
sake of theory, but the self recovered is not a theoretic self.
The self to be recovered is the passionate self who reflects.
“Thyself ” in “know thyself ” is none other than the theolog-
ian’s own concrete self, the subject of experience and the sub-
ject who bears witness. To claim, then, that theology is reflec-
tion on religion in a culture can be misleading unless it is kept
clear that the culture is the theologian’s and that the theolo-
gian is religious®

24 8o Pahner asserts in Foundations. See, for example, pp. 17-19 and 35-87.

251 do not suggest that one cannot understand a culture or a religion other than
ong’s own. It may be enormously difficult to do so, but the modern cultural sci-
ences and ecumenical efforts prove the possibility.



THE SUBJECTIVITY OF THE THEOLOGIAN 207

Iv

To reflect on method in theology is also and inescapably to
reflect on one’s subjectivity. In the first place, theologians
must “know the business,” the procedures, the canons, the
modes of inquiry, the rules of evidence of their field. They must
be able to distinguish when their judgments are possibly, or
probably, or even certainly true. They must understand their
“place ” in the field, what their expertise is, how their specialty
is related to and limited by the specialties of others, how
their judgments fit the judgments of others, how to state what
they know in such fashion that no responsible person in the
field will misunderstand their meaning and the extent and
weight of their claims. To put the matter bluntly, the theo-
logian is responsible for theological speech, and the responsible
person does not shoot from the hip. The difference between
missing and hitting the mark is, in large part, an understanding
of the accepted and public procedures and rules applicable to
the theological realm of discourse. But, especially in fundamen-
tal theology, an understanding and appropriation of the opera-
tions that account for the structure of theological discourse, its
procedures and rules, is requisite. Method in theology rests on
the method transcendental to human experience—on what
Lonergan calls ““transcendental method” and Dewey “the
method of intelligence.” * This method, grounding and cor-
recting all methods, is available to the theoretician only in self-
reflection. What Lonergan calls “intellectual conversion” is
no luxury in theology; it is fundamental to the theological
enterprise.”’

Secondly, the possibility of this intellectual self-appropria-
tion rests on moral self-appropriation. The search for truth is

26 See the first chapter of Method of Theology for Lonergan’s discussion of
transcendental method. Dewey’s appeal to the “ method of intelligence ” is con-
stant in his work; for his best theoretic construction, see Logic: The Theory of
Inquiry (New York: Holt, Rhinehart, and Winston, 1938).

27 Method in Theology, pp. 238-289.

'
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a moral act, and search for self-understanding is itself a moral
act, as are the evasion of truth and the flight from self-under-
standing. Nor should the search for truth in self-reflection,
while it is carried out for the sake of theoretic understanding
of religion, be separated from the rest of the theologian’s moral
devotion. Reflection and the pursuit and implementation of
value in action cannot be separated one from the other, for
devotion to truth and its requisite self-understanding entail a
devotion to other values—from values transcendentally stated
as the “good ” and the “ beautiful,” to categorial values such
as peace, honor, probity, purity of life, and faithfulness in love.
The values of the theologian qualify the theologian’s search for
truth. Unfortunately, we tend to make theory suit uncriticized
practice, the desire for truth serve lesser and ignoble desires,
method bend to the need of the moment. Mammon in its many
shapes, sarz in its enticements, put their claims to theoretical
reflection.

These remarks can be interpreted as a homily, 1T suppose.
I do not mean them so. Rather, they embody a philosophical
and theological anthropology. I am not claiming that the theo-
logian must discover this or that specific set of values or sur-
render to an authoritative arbiter of values. I am claiming that
valuing is unavoidably influential in reflecting. On the one
hand, valuing is inextricably bound up with religious language,
for religious speech is related to human action, and action is
for or against value. Thus, religious language is itself a moral
language, and a condition on the understanding of that lan-
guage is the moral life and self-understanding of the theologian.
On the other hand, theory itself, as a form of human life, is
moral. It is bound by its canons and by values. What the
theologians individually will come to understand is conditioned
not only by their intellectual ability and by their grasp of their
intellectual subjectivity, but also by their attention to and
critical evaluation of their own values—or the lack thereof.

Now, theologians wish to do good and avoid evil, prefer
justice to injustice, know that purity of heart is better than
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impurity. We also suspect that the understanding of these
values depends on the moral state of the inquirer, and that
there is a profound relationship between acting and thinking
such that not only is thinking a condition upon acting but
acting is a condition upon thinking. Fundamental reflection
includes not only reflection on the foundations of ethics, but a
reflection on the theologian’s moral life in relationship to think-
ing. Horace Bushnell, whose reflections on method in theology
remain a signal achievement of American evangelical thought,
puts the relationship between moral sensibility and theology
this way:

... truth is to be gotten by a right beholding of the forms or images
by which it is expressed. Ingenuity will miss it by overdoing; mere
industry will do scarcely more than muddle it; only candor, a
graciously open, clean candor will find it. We can take the sense of
its images only by offering a perfectly receptive imagination to
them, a plate to fall upon that is flavored by no partisanship, cor-
rugated by no bigoiry, blotched by no prejudice or passion, warped
by no self-will. There is nothing that we cannot make out of them,
by a very little abuse, or perversity. They are innocent people who
can never vindicate themselves when wronged, further than to
simply stand and wait for a more ingenuous beholding. . . . We
want, in fact, as a first condition, a mind so given to truth that our

love and reverence shall open all our sympathies to it and quite
indispose us to any violent practice on its terms.?®

Thirdly, theologians are unavoidably religious persons. There
are many stands toward ultimate meaning possible, but no
stand at all is impossible. That theologians are religious per-
sons in this sense is obvious; so is everyone else. Theologians
settle in relation to the ultimate, however the ultimate is the-
matized in symbol and concept. Even though they do not
carry the meaning of an absolutely transcendent, Dewey’s
“ Democracy ” and Marx’s “ Classless Society,” are nonetheless

28 “Our Gospel a Gift to the Imagination,” Buwilding Eras in Religion (New
York: Scribner’s Sons, 1881), pp. 266-267. For his major statement on the method
of theology, see the “Preliminary Dissertation on the Nature of Language, as
Related to Thought and Spirit ” in God in Christ (Hartford: Brown and Parsons,
1849), pp. 9-117.
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symbols of the ultimate or ideal condition of human experience
as much as the “ Kingdom of God” is. Now their individual
stands must be explicated and appropriated by theologians
precisely as their own and for the sake of their theoretical un-
derstanding of the witness of others. In this context, conver-
sion means the explication of one’s stand on these matters and
an appropriation of it as one’s own, a personal settling for the
sake of the theoretic settling.

Theory about religion is theory about stands and witnesses
in word and action to the ultimate meaning of human experi-
ence. While we all settle in relation to that meaning (even by
refusing to settle), the theologian enters the religious world of
meaning in order to interpret it as well. The possibility of
entering it is accepting it as one’s own, just as one must do to
enter the world of the child and the madman in order to in-
terpret it. While one need not accept the truth or the adequacy
of the witness of another, how shall anything but confusion
in interpretation result if the very fact of one’s own relation
to the ultimate and the content of one’s own witness to it is
not adverted to, not understood insofar as it can be, and not
appropriated? How shall interpreters interpret Augustine’s
“ Our hearts shall never rest,” if they know not their own rest-
less hearts and fail to bring them to the text? They may, for
example, mistake Augustine to be self-seeking. How shall they
understand “until it rests in Thee ” unless, with Augustine and
religious persons, they know what it means to rest? They may
take him to be irresponsible. Theology as a logos on theos will
fail in theologians who have not come to terms with their own
mythos on theos.

The question whether one must understand one’s own human
experience and one’s witness to the meaning of human experi-
ence if one is to understand another’s is a form of the question
of the relation between theory and practice. As it is usually
and acceptably phrased, the function of theory in philosophical
reflection is “critical,” that is, it attempts to uncover the pre-
suppositions, the logic, and the objectives of ordinary experi-



THE SUBJECTIVITY OF THE THEOLOGIAN 211

ence and language, and to expose them to a cooler intelligence.
We want to understand human life in order to live it better.
It is practice that demands theory, practice that gives rise to
it and waits upon it (when it can afford to!) . But it is essential
to ask this question: whose practice? Theirs? On the contrary,
a critical understanding of Christian practice is possible on the
grounds that it is the theologians’, at least in this sense: that
they share with the “ text ” they study not necessarily its stand
and witness, but a stand and witness.” Theologians’ own
“ practical ” stands in common human experience and their wit-
ness to it brought them to the theoretic question in the first
place. The theologians’ growing understanding of this fact and
its content in their own existence is essentially tied to the dia-
lectic that may result in an understanding of another’s experi-
ence and witness as well.*

Finally, it must be asked whether the affections of the theo-
logian in response to the symbolic witness condition the under-
standing of the meaning of the witness and the judgment on
its truth. They do. I cannot understand the relative adequacy
of Moloch, of the Phoenician witness to human experience, if
I have not felt the fear of the ultimate and something of its
smoldering and brooding power; nor Kali, unless I have once
suspected that the divine may prove insatiable; nor the eternal
return and its confluence of despair and hope if I ignore my
sexuality and death; nor “God is my rock and my fortress,”
unless I appropriate my own hope for a rock, my own need of
a fortress.

The theologian has a stand, a religious stand, and needs to

2 By text I mean any cultural presentation of religious meaning, from sacred
book to ritual behavior.

3 My understanding of theory and practice relies on that of John Dewey; see
R. Bernstein, Praxis and Aciion: Contemporary Philosophies of Human Activity
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971), pp. 165-229; and John E.
Smith, Purpose and Thought: The Meaning of Pragmatism (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1978); for Dewey’s own statement, see The Quest for Certainty: A
Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action (New York: Cavpricorn Books,
1960).
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understand and accept it. The theologian brings a religious
self to the theological conference table. The temptation of
“academic ” discourse in theology and religion study is not
that it is theoretic or that, for the sake of theory, religious
convictions will be “ bracketed.” Rather, it is that affections
and convictions may not be recognized and may hover behind
one’s seat at the table, may thread their way unnoticed through
“ objective ” discourse. Theology may easily become a speech
hollowed out, distant rather than theoretic, the speech of the
experts who know nothing of what they speak because they
fear the surrender and liberation of their own hearts which
religion brings and, more importantly for our purposes here,
who know neither their own fear nor what it is they fear. The-
ology has often enough in the past spoken with loud and dog-
matic volce, a voice intent upon covering its own emptiness
and making itself safe; it can now be the voice, insistent and
controlled, pretending to be expert on the love of a God whom
it fears and wishes to quiet. The reflection called for if this
abstraction is to be avoided is a reflection on one’s life lived in
relation to the divine, or, if one prefers, in the face of death.

First, then, thinking in its fundamental moment should be
thinking on and appropriation of one’s own thinking. Second,
thinking, if it is to be responsible, is a valuing of truth. But
truth is one among many values. For thought to be truthful
in the long run, the life lived must be lived for values. Theory
requires its foundation in moral conversion, and so theology
for its own reflective clarity and probity requires a continuing
moral self-reflection. Finally, reflection on religion is reflection
on a witness to the ultimate. No self escapes such ultimates or
avoids a stand, not even the theorist when theorizing. In order
for the witness to the ultimate to be understood, there is re-
quired a recognition and acceptance of the fact, meaning, and
truth of one’s own witness.®

31 My debt to Lonergan for the concepts of intellectual, moral, and religious
conversion and their relation to theology is evident; see Method, pp. 287-244.
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Feelings qualify religious subjectivity. Human beings feel
the world before they know it. They not only sense objects,
but interact with them on the level of affectivity before they
even know their names. The infant is not an organ, but an
organism. Its world is not a melange of shapes and colors to
be gazed at, but a world of filling and emptying, warming and
chilling, pleasure and pain, safety and danger, a world of re-
action to and action upon things which are felt and “ placed ”
by feeling. This is no less the case for the adult.

Human beings feel themselves before they know themselves.
They work before they know what the workings are. They
dream and hope and cherish and decide and create before they
know what it is to do these things. They feel themselves doing
them before they turn and ask what they are doing. In fact,
it is conceivable that persons may go on doing without asking
questions about themselves at all. T merely mean to point out
that the subject is prior to the theory of subjectivity. The
possibility of such a theory is in part constituted by the fact
that the subject is present to itself in consciousness.

Finally, persons feel God before they know God. Saints are
not saints because they have five ways to demonstrate the
existence of God. Before the five ways “ all men” call God
God. How is this possible? How is God “known” before
being known? God is “known ” in affection and disaffection
through a curious dialectic of feeling, of presence and absence,
of need and desire, of wonder and fear, even of love and hate.
The world, the self, and God are first felt and only then ques-
tioned and understood. “Knowing” God and knowing what
kind of God God is is first of all, and perhaps finally, a matter
of feeling.*®

32 By “feeling” here I mean one’s presence to one’s cognitional and volitional
intentions of being. While self-presence is conscious as experience, it may not be
known. And, although it is transcendental to human experience, it differs qualita-
tively from culture to culture, class to class, person to person.

33 Method, p. 65.
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In addition, reflection is qualified by feeling. The “reasons
that the heart has” that shoot out their tendrils well beyond
what the reasons of the mind allow are feelings. Feelings
condition the course of theoretic reflection, from attention
through judgment, positively and negatively, augmenting and
limiting. If this is not evident from a reading of classical and
contemporary theologians—indeed of any interpreters of hu-
man meaning—then little is. Who could read Tillich, Altizer,
Ogden, or Barth, for example, without agreeing with Lonergan
that feelings represent the “mass and momentum ” of human
living? *

What qualifies and conditions both religious stand and theo-
retic labor ought, so far as possible, to be understood and ap-
propriated by the theologians whose life it is to think on stands.
No less than the psychiatrist, no less than the literary critic,
the theologian needs self-knowledge if knowing of the object
is to be objective. Feelings must be identified and accepted as
one’s own, if their influence on one’s theological reflection is
not to be subterranean. Thought transcends immediate feeling,
but thought is not without feeling—and feeling ought to be
understood, appropriated, and, where necessary, purified and
disciplined if theology is to make its proper way.

Now this recovery is possible; feeling can be reflected upon
and understood and appropriated. The most obvious methods
are the psychotherapy of Freud, the dream analysis of Jung,
and the more recent existential and humanistic psychologies.
With them we may turn to the dreams of need and desire,
where longings and fears repressed in waking consciousness
make their appearance in their appropriate symbolic “ tales.”
However, the images of the dream are not the only signals of
feeling, nor does psychology provide the only methods of re-
covery. I will mention two other “ places ” where one’s feelings
may be raised and pursued by the theologians: their history
and their prayer.®

% One’s imagination in night dreams or day dreams is shaped and fed by one’s
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Theologians may ask how they came to be theologians. The
answer will be a “ history ” or an “ autobiography ” which will
reveal some interesting bit of the feeling that affects the fact
that they are theologians and what kind of theologians they
are—how some questions and inquiries engage their interest
and others do not, how some positions attract them and others
repel, why they handle certain questions as they do.

There is also possible an analysis of one’s prayer. Prayer is
a highly imaginative activity, replete with images and charged
with feeling. It is a form of day-dream in this respect. It is
here, where the divine is intended quite directly, that the feel-
ings of self, the world, and the divine can be most readily found
and displayed. The finding and the displaying are, of course,
the art of the spiritual director. They are possible because, in
any sustained and properly guided attempt at prayer, the fear
of God and longing for God, the suspicion of final meaningless-
ness and hope for life, the guilt at one’s being apart from God
and the deep joy at being for God, are bound to appear in the
images that crowd prayer, crashing in (only half bidden) on
one’s consciousness and fleeing one’s gaze and grip.

The issue, then, can be addressed in practice. Theologians
can take up the question of how precisely feelings, mediated
by images and actions, bring them to and shape their work.
Whether by psycho-therapy, historical reminiscence, prayer
and its analysis, or by all three, the theologian can uncover the
affectional element of subjectivity.

I have made two claims: that intellectual, valuational, re-
ligious, and affectional subjectivity are interlaced, inseparable,
and ever-active aspects of theoretical subjectivity and should
be recovered by the theologian, and that they can in fact be-
come a subject matter for the theologian’s reflection.®® But
why? To what point?

history, one’s culture, one’s various communities and their traditions. I intend no
“ individualized ” reading of imagination. For further comment, see “ Imagination
and Prayer,” Review for Religious 83 (1980), pp. 739-748.

*% Robert Doran makes the case for the possibility and necessity of nsychic con-
version more adequately than I have done or can do in his Subject and Psyche,
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V1

While it is argued persuasively by some that without ortho-
dox Christian belief, theology may still be good theology,* it
should not be argued that without reflection on one’s intellec-
tual operations, one’s values and one’s stand on ultimacy, the-
ology may still be a fully reflective and so authentic form of
theoretical speech and understanding. As long as theology aims
at being a fully reflective form of understanding, no aspect of
the theologian’s subjectivity can be overlooked in the quest
for a theoretic understanding of the meaning of the divine in
human experience. Retrieval of intellectual subjectivity is a
moral exigence. Again, like all speech and understanding, the-
ology is governed by moral and aesthetic values. It seeks the
truth and attempts to articulate the truth well. While it no
doubt is conditioned by its historical and cultural situation, it
aims at self-transcendence in knowing and valuing. Reflection
is intrinsically ordered against the lie, against obfuscation and
obscurantism, against all personal and group bias. The truth
must be told and this is a moral matter. And theology means
to speak with the aesthetic qualities proper to theory: direct-
ness, simplicity, clarity, logical order, accuracy, careful and
systematic use of terms. Thus, language, as the instrument for
the discovery and expression of truth, must not be ill-used.
It too is a moral matter.

Theological reflection is not constituted as authentic by its
objectives, data, methods, modes of argument. It is so consti-
tuted by performance, in the thinking and speaking of an au-
thentic human being and the authentic human being is, on the
level of fully reflective activity on human meaning, the self
known and possessed. The recovery of the self in fundamental
theological reflection is thus a matter of conscience; it is a
salvific or graced work. By the very fact that it demands moral
authenticity as well as intellectual autonomy, theology thereby

8¢ Schubert Ogden, “ What is Theology?,” pp. 86-38. I do not think that this
means that with orthodox Christian faith theology cannot be good theology.
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refutes and rejects the claim that it is merely a “ work” and
not “ faith.” It exists, at bottom, because its practitioners have
care for human beings, themselves, and for God. If the Chris-
tian tradition has anything at all to teach us, it is that care
is impossible without grace.

Now the selves recovered will be various in their grasp of
the nature and exigencies of intelligence, the values worth
valuing, their stands on ultimacy, and the development and
forms of their affectional subjectivity. I am not arguing for a
specific theory of intelligence, set of values, stand on ultimacy,
or norm for affectional complexion. No self, not the atheist or
the manic depressive, is closed out of the theological enterprise.
T am arguing that the person who speaks theologically needs
to be a recovered self, that this recovery is essential to theology
and possible for the theologian, that the moment of recovery
is best located in fundamental theology, and that the recovery
is a prime moral exigence for theological reflection.

This position is implicit in the Christian theological tradi-
tion, I think, although in the past it usually took the form of
the claim that the theologian must be a believing and prac-
ticing member of the church. Even now, when some theologians
view themselves as believing and practicing members of the
academic guild and are less often and directly subject to eccle-
siastical authority, still we recognize the indissoluble connection
between the theologian’s work and the life of the church. The
leaders of the church surely recognize the connection even
when, on occasion, they wrongly construe it to be that between
subject and superior, or question and answer; in this case we
find calls to agreement or silence. In the persons and cases of
H. Kiing and E. Schillebeeckx we find both the theologian’s
deeply held convictions of autonomy and connection, and the
call of authority to obedience. But if the theologian is now
autonomous and no longer a spokesperson in ecclesiastical
livery, how are we to conceive the relation between the church
and the theologian? If the administrative leaders of the church
no longer may guide or set limits to theological reflection, has
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the church anything to say to the theologian? Yes, in my view
it does. For the theologian the church has a paranetic appli-
cation of the gospel: “ Know yourself as you truly stand before
God and in the world if you would speak truthfully and well
of both.” Under such a religious word theology remains a work
of faith and a graced life. This we have long believed and,
even while we reinterpret and reconstruct the belief, there is
no need to abandon it.

Wiiniam M. Saea
University of South Florida
Tampa, Florida



SEEKING FOUNDATIONS FOR FAITH: SYMBOLISM
OF PERSON OR METAPHYSICS OF BEING?

[ 4

“Theology is the happy result of a daring trust in the co-
herence of faith and reason.”* Much of the uneasiness posed
for the contemporary critical thinker by the phenomenon of
Christianity stems from the awareness that Christian existence
is predicated on a commitment that seemingly breaks conti-
nuity with man’s secular existence in the dipolar domain of
nature and history that he has humanized in the mode of con-
temporary culture. Somewhat surprisingly, this discomfiture
does not so easily surface in any study of the period of an-
tiquity or the medieval era, and one can but wonder why.
These earlier epochs of Christianity emphasized the transcend-
ence of God more readily and more radically than do we, and
they thematized that transcendence from within an exacting
intellectualism. True enough, this was done prior to the rise
of historical consciousness and preceded today’s all-pervasive
secularity. But the feeling persists that this goes only part
way towards explaining why and how earlier modes of Chris-
tian thought were able to maintain faith and reason in such a
delicate balance.

One clue lies in the refusal of early Christian thought to
allow the transcendence of God to collapse into what the Stoics
meant by apatheia, in which God remained at an ontological
remove from the world, impassive and indifferent to its plight.
The stress upon God’s utter transcendence of the world was
always complemented with an insistence upon his creating,
knowing, loving and saving action in that world even to the
point of assuming its history as his own in the human life of
Christ and in the Spirit-directed life of the believing commu-

1'M. D. Chenu: Faith and Theology, transl. D. Hickey, (N.Y., Macmillan, 1968),
p. 30. .
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nity. The real theological question was how the two—the
transcendence and the immanence of God—were brought to-
gether. The answer usually lay in viewing God as the Pan-
tocrator whose transcendence was such that he planned and
carried out all things (moral evil excepted) in the oikonomia.
In the Patristic period the categories used were Christian adap-
tations of sometimes Stoic, but more usually Platonic, notions.
The advantage they offered is that they possessed a symbolic
power that enabled believers to speak of the world as a vast
sacrament of God everywhere present and operative in the
depths of his creation. All reality, nature and history, bespoke
the transcendent because the metaphysies at work nurtured
within itself a symbolism. What was uncovered to the human
spirit was a logos structure and a mysterious dynamism of
symbol—Dboth of which pointed the way to God. The thought
forms borrowed from Platonism engendered a rich symbolic
vision in Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, and (less successfully)
Dionysius. The statements of belief worked out in the early
Councils were called symbola because they were intended as
a locus of encounter with God. For the Greek Fathers, the
world and the Bible were two differing symbolic forms of the
Logos of God from which the soul began its mystical ascent to
God. For Bonaventure in the Middle Ages, the Word is the
supreme exemplar cause containing all divine ideas, and more-
over is present within the soul as the illuminating ground of
all the truth to which it attains.?

But, if Medieval theology vindicated its foundations by dis-
covering the isomorphism between the Logos of God that came
to expression in his historical revelation addressed to faith, and
the logos-structure of the real as God’s creation that lay open
to reason, it can be questioned whether this is any longer an
option for theology in the post-Enlightenment, post-critical
period. On the contemporary scene this has been thrown into

PV 14

further jeopardy by Heidegger’s ““ overcoming ” of metaphysics

2 Cf. Bonaventure’s Itinerarium Mentis in Deum and his De Reductione Artis ad
Theologiam.
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in uncovering the “onto-theo-logical ” character of Western
thought. The influence of this on foundational questions in
contemporary theology has been massive. Its implication is
that the Greek discovery of logos was a mixed blessing—on
one hand, 1t led to a concern for existents; on the other, it re-
sulted in a neglect of being itself. Both Plato and Aristotle
were philosophers of essence: the former sought the pure Forms
reflected in things, the latter focused on ousia to discover the
being and intelligibility inherent within things. With Descartes,
in the modern era, this forgetfulness of being was furthered to
where it culminated in the introduction of a dichotomy be-
tween the existent and its representation in the mind. The
Cartesian fissure between soul and body as substantia cogitans
and substantia corporea meant isolating an abstract realm of
ideas from a concrete world of sensations; it set a whole new
problem for philosophy in seeking the origins of thought from
within a radical subject-object dichotomy. Its immediate im-
plication for theology was that religious faith could no longer
find its anchorage in reason’s encountering of the real. Subse-
quent theology had the option of casting its lot with Descartes
and Spinoza and treating the content of {aith rationalistically,
or traveling the distinct route that leads from the restrictive
empiricism of Hume to the fideism of Kant. Reason, at any
rate, was loosened from all experiential contact with the real,
and theology could only repudiate experience and its symbolic
modes of expression entirely, or accept the limitations of an
empiricism that deems the object of theology unknowable and
so only postulated by practical reason (Kant) or by feeling
(Schleiermacher’s Gefiihl) .

Heidegger, however, viewed his own project as overthrowing
what had previously been a neglect of Being (Sein) in the pur-
suit of the beingness (Seitendenkeit) of the beings. His urging
of the “ontological difference ” found surprising confirmation
in the concerns of the later Wittgenstein who writes of origi-
nating language in a way that suggests Heidegger’s Being Ttself
at least in this that both possess an ontological priority over
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the natures and being of things. Religious language, for Witt-
genstein, has a meaningfulness of its own that derives from
nothing more basic than language itself as a phenomenon of
life. The meaning in question arises solely from the use of
language in the particular “language game ” being played. It
does not reflect a prior intelligible structure to reality itself;
the truth factor then is not embedded in any correspondence
of what is said to some actual state of affairs (as if knowing
were analogous to seeing), but solely in its adequacy to meet
and deal with an ever changing state of affairs (so that knowing
is more adequately grasped as analogous to acting).

What Heidegger and Wittgenstein seem compelled to say is
that any search for the foundations of religious faith in the
structure of the real is not only impossible but ill-advised. They
repudiate all metaphysical underpinnings of faith; Barth and
Bultmann represent a differently nuanced version of this basic
stance in repudiating all historical foundations for Christian
faith, the former by appeal to an ahistorical Urgeschichite, the
latter by recourse to existential “ decision ”. In all these cases,
we are a long way indeed from the Greek Fathers in the third
and fourth centuries, and from Bonaventure and Aquinas in
the thirteenth. It is Aquinas who finally offers a conceptual
clue as to what was at work all along in the Classical achieve-
ment, namely the distinction between faith and reason which
allows to the latter in principle the capacity to grasp the causal
relation of the world to its creative cause. By contrast, Heid-
egger and Wittgenstein would have us believe that the search
for theological foundations is illegitimate to begin with. It may
be so. The Medievals never exaggerated the distinction between
faith and reason into a separation, much less an opposition.
Christian theologians today find it next to impossible to ap-
propriate that distinction otherwise than in the misleading
light of the divorce of faith from reason that is the history of
modern religious thought. What may well explain the Medie-
val accomplishment is a common rooting of both faith and
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metaphysics in experience; something alien to modern man.
For them, it was an experience that went unthematized into a
theory of experience, partly because there was no felt need to
do so, and partly because the resources with which to do it were
lacking at this time.

The Consequences for Foundational Theology

Once thought (by which is meant ultimately some form of
metaphysics) is precluded as affording a grounding for religious
belief, the sole alternative is recourse to some form of experi-
ence. But experience by itself is ambiguous and its meaning
turns on interpretation. To avoid a subtle re-entry of reflective
thought in grounding faith, contemporary theology has chosen
rather to risk a great deal on personal commitment of the sub-
ject. This assumes many forms: some variation on Kant’s
postulate of practical reason, or on Schleiermacher’s Gefiihl
(e.g. Tillich’s Ultimate Concern), or response to a divine word
that escapes history, as in Barth’s Urgeschichte, or Bultmann’s
Geschichte as a demythologized interpretation by the believer
of his summons to authentic existence. It can legitimately be
asked, too, if Lonergan’s “ conversion” does not reduce to this
also, since intellectual conversion, though critically mediated,
is itself sublated by the religious conversion. This latter is ex-
plained only as “the love of God flooding the heart” and its
occurrence does not observe the axiom nihil amatum nisi prae-
cognitum.® This is not entirely clear of the aura of voluntarism,
in spite of the fact that the language of faculty psychology
gives way to that of horizon analysis. Thus, for Lonergan,
meaning (including that which might undergird belief) is an
act of the subject who intends it (in the drive to self-transcend-
ence) rather than something embedded in the objects experi-
enced. Rahner’s Vorgriff makes his thought cognate to that of
Lonergan in that the intellect’s pregrasp of Infinite Being ulti-

8 Bernard Lonergan: Method in Theology (N.Y., Herder & Herder, 1972), pp.
105, 122; on sublating conversion, p. 243.
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mately derives from an ontologically prior surrender of love.*

There is an alternative, it is true, to grounding faith in the
commitment of the subject; it lies in the objectivity of a radical
historicity. Gadamer’s Truth and Method has shown the im-
possibility of pursuing Husserl’s earlier defense of presupposi-
tionless thought, and has convincingly argued for man’s coming
to awareness from within an historical tradition and a culture-
bearing language. But Gadamer’s vision is not without theo-
logical problems of its own. The interpreter’s preunderstanding,
delivered to him by the tradition in which he stands, does
supply to some degree the bases for his act of faith. Also, the
fact that the horizon of the investigator is a moving one that
alters as it “ fuses ” with the alien horizon of the historical text
may explain that the hermeneutical circle is not a vicious one.
But there is no escaping the finitude and temporality of the
understanding that emerges from all this (even Gadamer him-
self insists upon it), and so the history of which the investi-
gator-believer becomes part remains always radically relative
and can have no absolute point of reference. The vector into
the open future, while ever transcending present history, can
never intend anything beyond the finite and the temporal, even
asymptotically.

Pannenberg attempts to supply this lack in Gadamer by
grounding the hermeneutical act in the unity of world history
(Universalgeschichte) . To Gadamer’s objection that this marks
a return to Hegel, to the absorption of history into philosophy,
Pannenberg replies that this can be avoided by the awareness

¢ Karl Rahner: “ The Concept of Mystery in Catholic Theology,” Theol. Investi-
gations, IV, “. . . knowledge, though prior to love and freedom, can only be realized
in its true sense when and in so far as the subject is more than knowledge, when
in fact it is a freely given love ™, p. 43. What Rahner means to say is that human
knowing is by way of anticipating Absolute Being, something achieved by a sur-
render to it in love as Absolute Mystery. Cf. also Hearers of the Word, Chap. 8;
“In final analysis, knowledge is but the luminous radiance of love; . . . As an inner
moment of knowledge it is both its condition and its ground”; pp. 40 & 41
respectively in the translation by Joseph Donceel in 4 Rahner Reader, ed. G. A.
MecCool, N.Y.: Seabury Press, 1975.
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that history can be one and universal only in its end that is
not yet realized. Thus, we do not yet know such history in its
universality and will not know it before its consummation.
This final consummation of things cannot be derived from the
present course of history, nor is it some telos towards which
history is tending. Paradoxically, without being itself actual,
it comes to us out of the future which thus enjoys ontological
priority over the present, and determines that present retro-
actively. We know the unity of world history only provision-
ally, in anticipating its end; it is the event of the Resurrection
of Jesus that vouchsafes to us that anticipation, by lifting as
it were the veil of history. Pannenberg is quite sanguine on
the objectivity, and so public availability of this understanding,
for all men: “ because this future is not alien to reason, but is
rather its origin from which it implicitly always derives, faith
cannot stand in opposition to reason.” ° For all its impressive-
ness, this theological adaptation of Gadamer’s thought suffers
two difficulties: 1) first, it is an idiosyncratic view of history
that seemingly distinguishes between history in itself that is
somehow finished and so can determine the present, and history
as it concretely comes to actualization within the parameters of
our time, and ii) secondly, it amounts in the end to an ontol-
ogizing of history.

In summary, the two consequences for foundational theology
of the overcoming of metaphysics are the two flights to personal
commitment on one hand, and to a radical historicity on the
other. In the former, there seems missing an element of ob-
jectivity, one that is cognitive in kind (the subjective experi-
ence of man knowing replaces the objective experience of what
is known) ; in the latter, history is transformed covertly into
ontology, a move in which it is difficult to see how history is
any longer historical.

5 Wolfhart Pannenberg: “ Faith and Reason ”, Basic Questions in Theology, 1I,
transl. by G. H. Kehm (Phil.,, Fortress Press, 1971), p. 64.
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The Positive Gain: A Symbolism of Person

Whereas Heidegger is clear that his thought says nothing
for or against the theological question, which is the question
of God, he does observe in Identity and Difference that his
critique of the onto-theo-logical structure of Western thought
is meant to open man to at least the possibility of the true
God as opposed to the idols of thought.® Here his project is
not unlike that of Kant in disallowing knowledge in order to
make room for “faith ”. Heidegger spells this out by way of
the analogy he suggests for theological thinking: namely, that
theology is to God as philosophy is to Being (Sein).” The
turning aside from the existents to make room for Being’s
coming to pass in the beings it lights up is not too far removed
from what the believer intends with the category of divine
revelation. Indeed, Heidegger’s Sein is described in terms tra-
ditionally reserved for the divine: it casts itself into Dasein in
a gift-like (fate-like?) fashion; in itself it lies beyond the grasp
of Dasein and can be experienced only as it makes known the
beings, yet it ever transcends them without assuming any thing-
like identity as the Transcendent, as itself a being. Wittgen-
stein’s thought (as noted earlier) bears surprising parallels to
this line of thinking, in a quite different context.

What cannot be gainsaid is that there have been positive
gains for Christian theology in this new direction given to spec-
ulative thinking. For one thing, it does check a rationalism
which, while not running rampant in theology, must be ac-
knowledged to have been at work covertly at least in some
quarters. For modern Catholir theology this was most evident

8 Martin Heidegger: Identity and Difference, transl. J. Stambaugh (N.Y., Harper
& Row, 1969), pp. 72-73.

?Cf. James M. Robinson: “The German Discussion of the Later Heidegger ”,
The Later Heidegger and Theology, Vol. 1 of New Frontiers in Theology, ed. J. M.
Robinson & J. B. Cobb, Jr. (N.Y., Harper & Row, 1963), p. 43, who indicated
that Heidegger himself introduced this analogy at the 1960 meeting of the old
Marburgers, an analogy of which the theological work of Heinrich Ott has made
constructive use.



SEEKING FOUNDATIONS FOR FAYTH 227

in the method (largely developed in the wake of the Baroque
theologian, Christian Wolff) of using propositions of faith as
premises for reaching new conclusions through the rigorous ap-
plication of a formal logic, both deductive and inductive. Look-
ing back from a present vantagepoint, one can see that the
Neo-Scholastic revival was not free from a certain conceptual-
ism that gave epistemological underpinnings to this rational-
istic emphasis. More importantly and positively, however, the
new way of posing the Being-question drew explicit attention
to the phenomenon of historical consciousness, to the rooting
of meaning in experience. It pointed the way to a recovery of
literature (especially sacred literature) and its symbolic modes
of expression from its absorption by philosophy. On similar
grounds, it obviated the temptation to confuse religious beliefs
with their theological understandings.

Heidegger, moreover, believed himself to be reversing a di-
rection first taken as early as Socrates and Plato; his retrieval
(Wiederholung) of the origins of genuine thought is meant to
be, not another metaphysics, but the overthrow of all meta-
physics. This, if it be taken seriously, means something radical
where the search for foundations to religious faith is entered
upon. If it need not mean that faith lacks all foundations, or
even such as are publicly verifiable, it does mean that it is
vain to seek such in any logos-structure to the ontic (the
“ onto-theo-logical ”) order, in the realm of the beingness of
the beings. Rather, if there be any such foundations, they come
unbidden to consciousness out of the Unknown (das Nichts)
assuming forms of temporality and historical finitude which are
ever being transcended as man is released into the future.

This shift in thought from a metaphysics of being or becom-
ing to an ontology of existence, with its transcendental dimen-
sion and the marked turn to the subject, is well caught by
Thomas Munson; his expression “A symbolism of person”
comes close to the mark as a descriptive phrase.®* This conveys

8 Thomas N. Munson: Religious Consciousness and Ewmperience (The Hague,
Martinus Nijhoff, 1975).
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that what is being explored is the domain of consciousness, with
obvious centrality given to experience wherein the context of
life, history, and culture prevail over the forms and structures
of reason. The implication, for theology, is one of the origins
of religion lying beyond the ordered intelligibility to which
reason has access. Theology, in so reflecting, is able to break
out of the Platonic mould in which it came to birth culturally
and to which traditionally it has been beholden; that is, it is
not restricted to what it can know in and as idea. Some major
consequences of this are: an acceptance of love as capable of
taking the human spirit beyond what it is capable of when love
is viewed as always measured and limited by prior cognitive
achievement; an allowance for novelty and unpredictability
beyond the phenomenon of order; an awareness of the priority
of the future over the past whereby the present is appropriated
less as determined by the past than as something continuously
being recreated in the light of a projected future. The play of
consciousness here is markedly creative in kind and more closely
approximates aesthetic activity than that proper to science.
The resulting expressions, both cognitive and linguistic, are
symbolic rather than literal in kind, leaning towards the image
rather than the concept. The stance of consciousness is one
that puts into relief its receptivity towards reality as it gives
itself to man, as over and against the concupiscence of reason
to control and manipulate. At least the sublating of knowledge
by love at work here bespeaks man’s being drawn into the place
of encounter where he is not only less concerned with imposing
his ideas on reality, but even less concerned with registering
what has already come to appearance than with being gifted
with a new and deepened awareness of the richness of reality.
Speaking metaphorically, Munson suggests that it is more a
matter of hearing than of seeing, something closer to the ex-
perience of music than of painting.® The sort of knowledge
that comes to the fore is one that resists absolutizing; it helps

® Ibid., Chap. 111, esp. p. 80.
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explain the random element in things and events; it coheres
with man’s sense of his own rootedness in freedom. The source
of this pre-logical knowing is itself Mystery, but in the positive
rather than negative sense of the term; only the believer is able
to name it “God ”. The ambiance that best nurtures man’s
enriching encounter with it is less thought than silence; its
most proper language is not science but prayer. The Christian,
caught up in this kind of awareness that expresses itself as a
symbolism of person, understands that knowing God is some-
thing more than knowing about him.

The Need for a Recovery of Metaphysics

The positive gains of this cannot be gainsaid, above all that
heightened sense of the divine transcendence (recommended
to us by Kierkegaard’s insistence upon the “ infinite qualitative
difference ) . But insofar as what is mysteriously encountered
is thematized by way of a phenomenology of consciousness and
expressed in a symbolism of person, there is some problem as
to how this “ given ” can be dealt with in the objective domain
of public discourse—where surely the theological enterprise
belongs. This is not to suggest that whatever foundations for
faith can be articulated by way of a symbolism of person can
be dismissed as entirely subjective—not at any rate in the sense
in which Heidegger speaks of “subjectity” since Descartes.
Still, the objective, scientific examination to which they are
open is a qualified one that ultimately cannot get beyond the
flight to commitment, or contents itself with pointing out (with
Wittgenstein) what sort of language game is being played and
what are the corresponding rules of grammar to be observed.
If something can be said for the meaningfulness of such lan-
guage, usually on the basis of usage, little can be done to verify
truth-claims. This raises the problem of the cognitive charac-
ter of the theological act; theology’s statements are truly ac-
knowledged to be “ expressive ”, but it is not so clear that they
are genuinely “assertive”. This calls into question whether
or not a symbolism of person by itself can uncover adequately
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the foundations of faith, since the affirmations of the believer
clearly intend to assert something about a real state of affairs
over and against the subject and his language.

One clue to the inadequacy of any symbolism of person lies
in the elusiveness of the very term “ person ”. To protect it
from collapsing into pure randomness it is commonly conceived
in conjunction with “nature ” as its correlate. The distinction
—person/nature—would appear to be an irreducible one; it is
for example unnegotiable in any talk about the Trinity that
would avoid dissolving the doctrine. The notion “ person”
even as taken metaphysically is of itself relational. Psycho-
logically taken, it is rooted in the exercise of freedom wherein
one makes oneself to be the sort of person one is on the basis
of one’s {ree decisions, one’s chosen relationality to others. But
within the human sphere this self-positing is tethered down to
within the ambit of human nature, to the finite range of rela-
ticnships the latter makes possible. Even within divinity,
Christian tradition speaks of three Persons of one nature
(though that nature is not to be thought of as a fourth element
in the godhead behind the Persons, as both Aquinas and Karl
Barth are at pains to insist) . It is the nature that accounts for
the structure or range of intelligibility within which the person
achieves itself in free self-relating. If the latter is the domain
of freedom, the former bespeaks the realm of what is not con-
tingent and could not be otherwise than it is—even (concep-
tually speaking) in God, where the divine nature means that
the trinitarian relations cannot be finite or temporal, cannot be
meaningless or loveless, ete.

But if natures are laid hold of in concepts (so that it is the
logos-structure of the real that is isomorphic to the ideas of
the mind), this excludes the divine nature which cannot be
circumscribed by any finite concept and so remains conceptu-
ally unknown and unknowable. Moreover, as long as one re-
mains within a metaphysies that sees being in terms of essence,
it is not clear how even the intelligibility within the transcen-
dental concepts (goodness, truth, life, knowledge, love, ete.)
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can offer a cognitive perspective onto God. Thus, of themselves,
neither Platonic eidos nor Aristotelian ousia bespeaks the di-
vine. But need this mean the jettisoning of all metaphysical
knowledge in the interest of the creative free-play that charac-
terizes knowing by way of a symbolism of person? If the re-
mote origins of the forgetfulness of Being to which Heidegger’s
“ ontological difference ” calls attention lie with Plato’s idea
(reducing knowledge to remembrance) and with Aristotle’s
ousia (reducing knowledge to abstraction of form)-—is not an
alternative approach possible?

Being not as Essence, nor Facticity, but as Act

Another route, at any rate, was first suggested by the Arabic
commentators on Aristotle, whose Islamic faith led them into
a misinterpretation of Aristotle.** Much later, Aquinas’s Chris-
tian faith was able to supply him with an insight into the
character of existence as something other than mere “ given-
ness ” explained as the will of Allah. The origin of this was his
Christian belief in God as the Transcendent One who is not part
of the world but the ground of the world which he summons out
of nothingness and sustains in being. This initiated the move
in thought from concern with a domain of essence (grasped
in the concept) to that of existence (achieved in the judg-
ment) ; the latter understood as manifesting a different level
of intelligibility entirely. Theology was then able to thematize
its understanding of God in terms of the pure act of Be-ing,
once the mystery of finite being was grasped, not as mere

1 The misunderstanding turned on the Arabs reading into Aristotle’s text from
the Posterior Analytics 11, 1 (88b 83) concerning the difference between knowing
“ that something is” and “ what something is ”, the quite different distinction be-
tween the copulative and the existential functions of the verb “to be”. Axistotle
himself, however, was not here (or elsewhere) touching on the distinction between
essence and existence, but meant merely to differentiate between noting that a
subject of inquiry was something in itself on one hand, and precisely determined as a
particular kind of thing as an object of demonstration, on the other. For a de-
tailed consideration of the interprstation of Aristotle by the Arabic commentators,
see Leslie Dewart: The Foundations of Faith (N.Y., Herder & Herder, 1969),
chap. 3.
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facticity, but as the exercise by existents of an act whereby
they participated in the unparticipating pure act of “to be ”
(Esse). Such a move surmounted the immanentism of Aris-
totelian naturalism on the one hand, and the mere positing of a
realm of transcendent Forms in Platonic symbolic thinking
(which reduces to a form of “faith ) on the other. Here faith
is finding its foundations—and so capable of verifying the
meaning and truth claims of its language by way of public
discourse—in an act that is truly metaphysical. But not, it
must be noted, with any version of the metaphysics that Heid-
egger set himself to overcome, i.e. the metaphysics of subjec-
tivity deriving from Descartes in which reason in effect imposes
its own structures upon the real order. It is rather a meta-
physics that has its origins in concrete historical experience,
experience wherein finite being, in its very otherness from the
knowing subject, reveals itself as neither groundless, nor as
grounding itself, but as real only in its grounding in the pure
subsisting act of “ To Be™.

Metaphysics Rooted in Experience: the Intuition of Being

Heidegger’s Sein, while not the Transcendent, is trans-
historical and so transcending, and comes gift-like (fate-like?)
to Dasein as a primal thinking out of which originates all sub-
sequent thinking about entities in their ontic (existentiell)
state. Rahner’s Vorgriff plays a similar role, supplying what
the philosopher knows as the horizon of being, and what the
believer names God, as the Absolute Mystery towards which
the human spirit strives; it is the background and felos against
which all categorical knowing and loving occurs as a limited
thematization of what is seized non-objectively in the pregrasp.
Cognate to this, also, is Lonergan’s “insight ” into the phan-
tasm which, in the context of the dynamic structure of con-
sciousness in its drive towards self-transcendence, releases the
inexhaustible intelligibility of the transcendental “ notions”
(being, truth, goodness, etc.) of which categorical concepts are
particularized expressions.
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What this serves to draw attention to is that in some sense
conceptual thinking is a derivative from a prior state of pre-
conceptual awareness, rooted in the immediacy of life experi-
ence. But—as an alternative to Heidegger’s “ primal thinking”,
Rahner’s Vorgriff, and Lonergan’s “ transcendental notions ”—
what is here suggested is simply the intellect’s intuition of real
existence in a non-conceptual dimension to the single unified
act of knowing that always includes the conceptual.™ What
this implies, however, is the priority of existence over essence,
not solely in the sense of being more ultimate in the ontological
order, but also in the sense of being the first thing understood
by the intellect. Aquinas makes very clear that being is what
first of all comes to be in the human intellect.* He literally
calls this awareness ““ intuition ”, identifying it as the mode of
knowing proper to spirit; that man’s spirit is incarnate spirit
seemingly demands the qualification that the connatural mode
of knowing in his case is “ abstractive intuition ».** This is so
because all intellectual contact with the real is mediated by

** The implications of this theory of an objective dynamism of intelligence have
been worked out in detail by the late Dominic M. DePetter; cf. “Impliciete
intuitie ”, Ti#dschrift v. Philosophie, 1, 1939, pp. 84-105. Unfortunately, none of
his work is available in English translation; a development of his theory can be
found, however, in Edward Schillebeeckx: “The Non-Conceptual Intellectual
Dimension in Qur Knowledge of God According to Aquinas”, Revelation and
Theory, Vol. II, transl. N. D. Smith (N.Y., Sheed & Ward, 1968), pp. 157-206.
Jacques Maritain, earlier in Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (Washing-
ton, Pantheon Books, 1953), had written of the preconscious life of the
intellect wherein “. . . reason indeed does not only articulate, connect, and infer,
it also sees; and reason’s intuitive grasping, intuttus rationts, is the primary act and
function of that one and single power which is called intellect or reason ”, p. 75.

12 Summa Theol., 1, q. 5, a. 2: “ Primo autem in conceptione intellectus cadit ens,
quia secundum hoc unumquodque cognoscibile est quod est actu, ut dicitur in IX
Meta”.

% Aquinas uses the term “Iintuition ” explicitly of angelic knowing (S. Theol., I,
q. 58, a. 8); human knowing is rational rather than purely spiritual but remains
the knowing of spirit in matter and so retains an intuitional element. This is true
especially in that what inaugurates the rational process is an immediate awareness
of first principles which can only be by way of an intuitional act, which Aquinas
attributes to an immediate awareness of real beings insofar as they have being
(cf. 8. Theol. 1, q. 79, a. 7), itself an intellectual intuition that spontaneously and
pre-reflectively consummates the act of sensing.

<
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way of sensing the entities of this spatio-temporal world, but
as long as one is speaking of synthetic knowing, i.e. of an aware-
ness of existence in the conceptual grasp of essences that are
really existent, such contact with the real is operative from the
very beginning and constitutes the intellect’s intending of the
real order—thus retaining an intuitional character. This occurs
only on the pre-reflective level, and amounts to an implicit
intuition of finite being in its dynamic origin from and telos
towards the unparticipating Act of Being.

Exactly how this occurs epistemologically is a question that
lies beyond the confines of this brief essay. Suffice it to say for
present purposes that prior to the grasp of being in its formal
structures in a reflective abstractive act (ylelding the concept
of essence) there is a grasp of things in their existential reality
by way of a pre-reflective judgmental act that spontaneously
consummates the sense intuition of spatio-temporal entities,
in which the act of “to be” of the entities of the world is lived
intentionally by the intelligence as its own act of “ to know ”.
Only subsequently is this thematized as the idea of being that
is achieved reflectively in the science of metaphysics. Rahner,
of course, attempts to say something very much like this but
in the differing philosophical categories of his “ pre-grasp ”.
The differences (and, as I think, advantages) to the alternate
explanation offered here is that it does not demand recourse to
an a priori, though non-objective, grasp of Infinite Being as
the transcendental condition of knowing categorical realities,
but can content itself with allowing an intuitional dimension
to a posteriori knowing in which finite being is grasped in its
analogical unity relative to a Pure Act of Be-ing as its Source
and Ground. The only a priori element lies in the very struc-
ture of intelligence itself as isomorphic with reality so as to
allow for that intentional identity which constitutes the mys-
tery of knowing, and not in any “ content” to intelligence,
even non-objective and pre-conceptual in kind. Thus, ulti-
mately, the dynamism at work here is that of the being which
is known rather than of the knowing itself; it is an objective and
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cognitive dynamism, not a subjective and conative one. What
the two explanations have in common is an anthropological,
and so experiential, rooting of a genuine metaphysics.

A Reservation: the Objectification of God

Granting an implicit intuition of being, however, requires
understanding that all human knowledge is at the same time
conceptual. If the former remains the well-spring of what has
here been called a symbolism of person, the latter dimension
calls for an extension of thought into a metaphysics of being.
This suggests that theology, in using the resources of meta-
physics, does in fact objectify God in the concepts it uses and
in so doing reduces God to within the world of finitude. In
dealing with this objection, it should be noted at the very out-
set that the being which is primordially intuited, and then elab-
orated into the metaphysician’s idea of being in all its analog-
ical range, is finite being. The intelligible content then of all
our concepts, including the transcendentals, remains finite, and
so there is no question of their circumscribing or representing
properly the divine. What they do provide is a perspective
from which it is possible to discourse meaningfully and truth-
fully about the divine; their finite intelligibilities offer us a
means of naming God in the judgment that he is the Source
and Ground of the perfection or value in question in lieu of any
proper concept representing God.

Still and all, this does depend upon an exercise of thought
that only occurs by way of a subject-object dichotomy. Yet
Heidegger’s search was for a primal thinking that was precisely
antecedent to all differentiation of subject and object. There
is one serious warning in this objection for the metaphysical
tradition that views being as act: it cautions against the en-
croachments of conceptualism from which that tradition needs
constantly to purge itself. Nonetheless, it needs to be noted
that on the reflective level thought cannot occur otherwise than
by a process of objectification. This is not to reduce everything
that is known either to the status of a thing, or of an idea
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subject to the intellect’s manipulative control. It is rather
rooted in knowing reality as other than oneself as the knower,
and constitutes consciousness’s act of throwing (from ob-jicere)
the intelligibility it seeks in relief over against its horizon of
understanding. As Pannenberg has noted, all explicit knowl-
edge is objective “since every definite content is grasped in
distinction from one’s own subjectivity and other contents ».**
All talk about the “ non-objectifiability ” of God, then, is
merely a way of noting that the concept used is not subject to
manipulation by reason. It is not meant to imply another sort
of autonomous, privileged experience and language that is
immediate and so escapes objectification. Where our knowledge
of God is concerned, at any rate, it is naive to suppose that
one can escape the limitations of objectifying thinking by flee-
ing to a realm of existential thinking; to speak of the divine
in such existential terms is seemingly only a way of conveying
that God does not exist in reality as finitized by the mind’s
objectifications of him.

Foundations for Faith

Where does all this lead us where the question of foundations
to faith is concerned? The overcoming of metaphysics has had
as its effect the attempt to seek such foundations either in the
personal commitment of the subject or in the objectivity of
language that has no ontological ground beyond itself (lan-
guage is here seen as a mode of life, in the sense of an acting
that sets its own norms rather than finding them in reality as
antecedently known) . But the religious knowledge which arises
in these ways, and which perhaps can best be characterized as
a symbolism of person, for all its richness and even indispensa-
bility, needs to be complemented by, and tethered down in, a
metaphysics of being. It is misleading to suggest that the cate-
gories of being, seized in a genuine metaphysics, block off the
personal act of “listening ” to the ultimately real that lies be-

14 Wolthart Pannenberg: Jesus, God and Man, transl. 1. L. Wilkins & D. A. Prieb
(Phila. Westminster, 1968), p. 175, n. 146.
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yond concepts, or impede the facing of a future that is fully
such in remaining open and unforeseen. Were this the case, it
would imply that man is open to the mystery of things only
in his personhood and not in his nature; it would equate free-
dom with irrationality suggesting that the latter can be gained
only by jettisoning a major function of intellect; it would tend
somehow to disjoin spirit from bodiliness and from concrete
existence in the spatio-temporal cosmos.

Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein shows that man’s very onto-
logical structure involves a relationship to Being and its sum-
mons, in virtue of which man is the shepherd of Being. True
enough, Being always unveils itself out of nothingness (das
Nichts), so that it conceals itself even as it unveils itself; thus
Being itself never appears as such, is rather “no thing”, but
only the horizon in which the beings appear. Rahner trans-
forms this, however, to where the Vorgriff terminates at the
Absolute and the Holy which is the divine. Still, for both
thinkers, man is in the stance of openness towards Being out
of which there occurs an originating manifestation of the ulti-
mately real, and so of the Sacred (literally and religiously for
Rahner, metaphorically and in a profane sense for Heidegger) .

A certain uneasiness with the degree to which this empha-
sizes the a priori element, exaggerating the pre-conceptual as-
pect in knowing to the detriment of reason’s a posteriori contact
with real existents—one is like a pilot in an airplane at night
or in fog, flying by controls **~—had led to espousing a somewhat
different metaphysics in this essay. It is one in which a con-
ceptual grasp of the essences of existing things includes an
implicit non-conceptual intuition of the being of things (their
actus essendi) as participating in a subsisting act of Be-ing.
It is cognate to the thinking that has come into prominence
since Heidegger, however, in that it views Being as the ulti-
mately real that makes its claim upon man; moreover, it does

15 The image is that of Sean de h-Ide writing in “ Rahner and Lonergan ”, Irish
Studies, Spring, 1976, p. 67.
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so in a way that precedes reflective knowledge and also retains
an ontological priority over all conceptual thinking, thus be-
speaking the original unity of the subject and object of knowl-
edge.

Concretely considered, this call of Being to man through the
beings is nothing less than the summons of God. It is God
inviting man to believe through the structures of nature and
the events of history. Formally speaking, the distinction be-
tween nature and grace has to be maintained, i.e. between what
man is capable of on his own resources (not without God, it
should be noted, but apart from God’s self-communication),
and what man becomes capable of in virtue of God’s self-
communication. As freely coming from God, the former bene-
fits are given to man as his own; the latter are bestowed on man
as a sharing in what in itself remains proper to God, and so
come only through the saving events of concrete history as a
transformation and transfinalization of man’s natural exist-
ence. The revelatory intelligibility of these events is manifest,
of course, only to the “light” of faith, but that is something
formal by itself that demands the events themselves as sup-
plying “ content ”. Still, nature and grace are but two insepa-
rable dimensions to one concrete and integral order of human
existence. I{uman nature exists only historically, and God’s
will to save, which is universal, has sublated all of history into
salvation history. The truth is that God would not have cre-
ated man had he not intended to destine him for real union
with himself. Thus, we can echo Tertullian’s phrase, anima
humana naturaliter Christiana est; or with others among the
Fathers understand that “ the Logos Incarnate walked on earth
in his own footprints . It is God’s claim upon men, then, that
is the ontological root of the “natural ” desire for God. The
reality of this appetite within man, that is to say, within con-
sciousness and so within experience (though not necessarily re-
flectively so), founds man’s basic stance vis-a-vis God which is
one of openness to revelation—whether such revelation, which is
thereby universal, be heeded or not. But that revelation is real
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only as mediated through the cosmos on the one hand (in a
“natural ” revelation wherein God retains a certain anonym-
ity) , and through salvation history on the other (in a covenan-
ta] revelation wherein God both manifests and communicates
himself as Trinity) . But the former so-called “ natural ” revela-
tion in actual fact takes place only within the ambiance of grace
—because it does not cccur apart from God’s offer of salvation
addressed to human freedom, by way for example of moral
choices implicitly regarding ultimates. When it occurs, how-
ever, among those who are explicit believers, then (and in all
probability only then) it affords the foundations for eliciting
an act that is properly called “natural theology ”. What is
affirmed thereby—formally speaking as an act of reason but
from within an ambiance of faith—is, on different levels, at
once something believed and something that functions as the
rational ground for believing in the Triune God of a historical
revelation. As so functioning, faith is illuminating reason so
as to free the latter for its proper role of discerning the mean-
ing of what faith confesses, including the grounds for believing
itself, without collapsing the act of faith itself into a rational
act. The advantage to a theology that proceeds in this way
is that it allows faith to reach into the domain proper to meta-
physics. It does so only insofar as the latter illumines the
Ground of existence that the believer alone names God. More-
over, it does so for its own (i.e. theology’s) purposes and so
transposes metaphysical thinking into the perspective of an-
other wisdom, but it does so by leaving intact and not violating
the methods and procedures proper to the discipline it enlists
in its own cause. Metaphysics is thereby left a rational disci-
pline which rationally grounds the act of believing in historical
revelation.

Thus, if theology is to seek the foundations of faith, seem-
ingly knowledge by way of a symbolism of person needs the
complementarity provided by a metaphysics of being. This is
only to say that, against Ritschl’s hope, “ theology cannot dis-
pense from, or be construed in isolation from, some overall
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metaphysical scheme ”.** There are other ways of saying this:
that faith needs a juncture within man to be the place of its
insertion, of its donation, one which it elevates and transforms
but which itself can only be in the domain of reason; or that
history, concerned with events that are by definition contin-
gent, needs structures that are not arbitrary and which are
supplied by nature—if history is not to collapse into mere ran-
domness. This complementarity of the historical and the nat-
ural (by which is meant not the physical alone but the meta-
physical also) means that there is no need to ontologize history,
making the future retroactive, as Pannenberg appears to do;
nor to hypostasize Tradition as is suggested by Gadamer’s
project. Another advantage to this mode of thinking is that
it clearly leaves history free of all covert implication of neces-
sity. This latter remains a suspicion that persists in all systems
of thought that bear a Hegelian stamp. Even Rahner’s theol-
ogy, while explicitly defending the freedom of the Incarnation
and so the eternal utterance of the Word in God, is not without
the suggestion that, by the very nature of things, that Word is
eternally spoken in order to be uttered in time to men, as a
sort of divine self-enactment.

Insisting upon the dialectical relationship between history
and nature (thus between a symbolism of person and a meta-
physics of being, as modes of knowing) makes it clearer that
God’s revelation reaches into both domains. Langdon Gilkey
has pointed out the curious tendency to think of nature as the
sphere of the scientist, and history as the sphere of the theo-
logian.” Yet the meaning of God’s acting in history finds at
least a point of reference in his acting as the author of creation.
History is saved thereby from being reduced to the interpre-
tation of events by men. The Logos becomes flesh (as St. John
tells us) and not data for human interiority as it is constitutive
of meaning (which is at least an implication of Lonergan’s

16 James Richmond: Theology and Metaphysics (N.Y., Schocken Books, 1970),
p. xi.
" Langdon Gilkey: Reaping the Whirlwind (N.Y., Seabury, 1976) ,p. 336, n. 4.
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thought) . None of this need imply that the occurrence of
meaning is anything other than an immanent act of conscious-
ness. But it does mean allowing history to be precisely history,
with the consequence that the events of God’s acting in the
world assume the character of what Walter Kasper calls an
underivable historical event of love.** By this is meant God’s
love which is always creative and summons us to a future that
remains open, but which is rooted in God’s being and wisdom
and so avolds arbitrariness and all decline into voluntarism.
What God has definitively done within history in raising
Christ from the dead has set the omega point for history. But
the way to that eschatological consummation lies across a vast
uncharted and still open, worldly future in which God’s love
responds creatively to man’s freedom. But the basic horizon
for understanding all that God has done and will do in tran-
scendent freedom lies in the intelligibility of being seized by
the intellect in its finite modes as providing a true cognitive
perspective onto the divine Ground in which alone it is actual.
Here Christian faith finds the raticnal foundations for its own
believing in the God who is confessed on the basis of his self-
manifestation and self-communication-—and beyond this the
conceptual resources for a deepening understanding of that
confession. But this is by no means adequate for the restless
search for understanding unleashed by the act of faith. Beyond
this lies an appeal to that mode of knowing indigenous to faith
that we have characterized in a most general way as a sym-
bolism of person, a knowing which finds expression in the evoc-
ative language of symbol and myth. The kind of knowledge
that faith puts one in pursuit of looks at once to silence and to
speech. Plato’s absorption with the Forms to be contemplated,
or in Aristotle’s case to be abstracted from things, began a tra-
dition that did not tend to give place to the former. Munson,
at any rate, is quite right in noting that for both Hume and
Descartes silence is disqualified as rational experience, whereas

18 Walter Kasper: Jesus the Christ, transl. V. Green (N.Y., Paulist Press, 1976),
p. 183.
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for the Medievals it was a necessary component of thought.®®
The silence to which one is brought by faith, however, is not
empty but a silence in which there sounds the word. If this be
s0, it calls into question James Mackey’s suggestion that theo-
logians should set aside the category of revelation and content
themselves with that of faith.** Perhaps a contrary suggestion
is not out of order: has not the time come to repudiate Kant’s
doing away with knowledge in order to make room for faith,
or in its contemporary versions to make room for commitment
or for language as ultimates? One argument for this is the be-
lief in two modes of God’s presence in our midst—as Preuma
and as Logos.
Wrirniam J, Hinr, O.P.

The Catholic University of America
Washington, D.C.

1 Op. cit., p. 82.

2 James P. Mackey: ¢ Divine Revelation and Lonergan’s Transcendental Method
in Theology », Irish Theol. Q., Jan., 1973, p. 17; this grounds Mackey’s proposal
that theology deal with the past “not in order to read God’s mind but in order
to rceeive the spirit by which to build the future ”, p. 19.



PRAYER AND SACRAMENT:
A ROLE IN FOUNDATIONAL THEOLOGY

RO

will become evident in the course of this essay and

partially because autobiographical issues may provide
context for the conceptual positions which follow, I should like
to describe two formative personal influences upon the theo-
logical issues addressed in this paper. They concern cultural
unity and criticism: the experience of monasticism and the
process of doctoral dissertations. The narrowness of the locs
may also excuse some of the occasional naiveté in the succeed-
ing remarks made about theological method.

My undergraduate career was taken as part of a monastic
environment. I am not and was not a monk, but a diocesan
seminarian., Monks taught me, heard my confessions, commis-
erated in my failures and rejoiced in my successes. Friends
entered the monastic community to which we were so proxi-
mate, and friends left that same community for occasionally
mysterious reasons. Monastic spirituality and quotidian exist-
ence permeated the walk-ways, the folk-art of the surroundings,
and the experience of the classroom. Over the years, as I have
reflected upon that time, I find that my personal integration
into that environment produced a certain vision: a unity of life
in which upon occasion prayer, thought, and action (both in-
ternal catechesis and external evangelization) achieved inte-
gration. Not that there were not mistakes or disasters (or that
there still are not) , but that the ambiance engendered a vision
of the whole. Indeed, I suspect that is precisely what cenobitic
communities were meant to accomplish during their earliest
days—to provide a vision of a societal whole in which praxis
informed thought, and thought grew from religious and secu-

P ARTIALLY FOR methodological reasons which I hope
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lar praxis. Religion (whether thought or action) was not di-
vorced from experience, but informed the whole. It may not
be an experience which the urban world of  modernity’ recog-
nizes, indeed that world may think it slightly retrograde; but it
was nonetheless a unified experience. In its best moments it oc-
casioned a personal epiphany of how culture and religion inter-
act to form a meaningful whole.

In time, I spent a number of years working on a dissertation
which outlines the theological development of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge. Coleridge never lost the belief that a cultural unity
could become available in the post-Enlightenment and post-
revolutionary period. A product of both the 18th century
German and British Enlightenment and of the French revolu-
tion, Coleridge spent an entire life trying to organize his in-
sights into epistemology, aesthetics, metaphysics, ethies, reli-
gion, and theology. He was deeply aware that religion operates
within a culture, and that it could not be a purely private affair.
Indeed, his final published work, On the Constitution of the
Church and State according to the Idea of Each (1830) syn-
thesized just this public level of religion and culture. From a
period in 1795 when he lectured on religion as a critic of politi-
cal life until his final days, Coleridge was not interested in
resurrecting Christendom, but in recognizing that the forma-
tion of the new society should require religion to play an in-
tegral role.

Although Coleridge himself occupied only a fragmented
present instead of his envisioned whole (yet achieving far more
than he permitted his auditors to see), he offered at least this
reader a reaffirmation of the vision of cultural unity in which
emotion and thought, prayer and action, religious symbols and
criticism could remain public and significant for the cultural
whole. Religious groups would become a social minority, but
they could contribute an important element in the formation
or transformation of culture.

The problems Coleridge articulated perdure. We still wish
a community of critical believers, those who can accept the
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religious symbols of a particular tradition and yet can thought-
fully reformulate that tradition in such a way that the symbols
are not volatilized. The symbols must have an authority which
is not simply human agreement, and yet are available to hu-
man criticism. So the Words of the Scriptures must be at once
the Word of God addressing society, and yet the product of
social forces; the personal presence of the authoritative divine
Speaker and yet a text to be read like any other. Sacrament
must be both a congeries of images, words and gestures which
can be re-formed, shaped by historical creativity, and yet the
Presence of an Other who shapes, forms, and creates the maker
of the gesture,

This personal set of contexts perhaps indicates how the
question of Foundational Theology cannot be for me a private
conceptual operation of the thinker, the uninvolved act of the
theologian, nor the symbolic act of an individual/community
without sociocultural matrix. The theologian is already within
a believing, prayerful, community of discourse, a particular
culture, and a scholarly group of inquiry. The three cannot be
detached even if the questions can be distinguished. Founda-
tional theology does not ask its questions simply on the level
of scholarly inquiry—but must recognize the confessional dis-
course and the particular culture of each expression. The essay
which follows is an attempt to articulate some of the conditions
under which the inclusion of these issues can be addressed in
theological method. I do not pretend that the issues articulated
are exhaustive, nor that the conditions set out here are the only
ones which must be fulfilled if foundational theology is to be
done. What I would argue is that without the resolution of
these questions, there will remain serious lacunae in contempo-
rary theological method. What follows will therefore be highly
programmatic: programmatic in the sense that its positions are
tentative theses for further probation, and that its positions
are in some way normative for the achievement of foundational
theology. With some considerable effort, their elaboration
might provide schema for theological and cultural synthesis.









































































































































































































































































































