EDWARD SCHILLEBEECKX AS CRITICAL THEORIST:
THE IMPACT OF NEO-MARXIST SOCIAL THOUGHT
ON HIS RECENT THEOLOGY

(o

HE FLEMISH DOMINICAN, Edward Schille-
I beeckx, published the Dutch original of his Christ the
Sacrament of the Encounter with God in 1960. In this
work, he transposed Catholic sacramental theology into the
anthropocentric mode which had been pioneered by Henri de
Lubac and Karl Rahner. So involved was he in the existential
categories of the anthropological turn that he deseribed * reli-
gion ” as “ essentially a personal relation of man to God, of per-
son to person.”* The English translation of this influential
book appeared in 1963 while Pope John XXIII was in the
process of convening the second Vatican Council. Nearly two
decades later, the English translation of the second volume of
Schillebeeckx’s Christological trilogy appeared, bearing the
title Christ the Experience of Jesus as Lord. To pass from the
first of these books to the second is to traverse a period of sin-
gular turbulence in recent Catholic theology. Both books ex-
press Schillebeeckx’s long standing concern that theology en-
hance contemporary Christians’ experience of Jesus. By 1977,
however, Schillebeeckx could no longer designate that experi-
ence as primarily one of “ personal communing with God.” *
As he put it in his speech on September 17, 1982, accepting the
Erasmus Prize for his contributions to European culture, con-
temporary theology involves “a historical praxis of commit-
ment to mysticism and politics.” ®

1 E, Schillebeeckx, O.P., Ohrist the Sacrament of the Emcounter with God
(New York: Sheed & Ward, 1963), p. 4.

2 Ibid,

3 Schillebeeckx, God Among Us, The Gospel Proclaimed, trans. by John
Bowden (New York: Crossroad, 1983), p. 253.
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Over the past fifteen years Schillebeeckx has studied and
made a qualified theological appropriation of the critical theory
of society of the neo-Marxist Frankfurt School. In the present
article I will argue that the measure of the distance from Christ
the Sacrament of the Encounter with God to Christ the Experi-
ence of Jesus as Lord is the permanent impact of critical theory
on his theology. The exposition of Schillebeeckx’s thought
which follows will have a fivefold purpose: 1) to consider in a
general way why contemporary Catholic theologians are inter-
ested in Marxist social thought, 2) to examine the stakes in-
volved in a Christian theological appropriation of ideology
critique, 8) to situate the dialogue with the Frankfurt School
in Schillebeeckx’s intellectual biography as a whole and to
delineate that dialogue’s impact on his understanding of the
nature of theology, 4) to show how this conception of theology
1s at work in Schillebeeckx’s recent work on office in the church,
5) to raise some critical questions about the continuity be-
tween this latest development in his thought and its earlier
phases, and to question the extent to which Schillebeeckx has
succeeded in appropriating the tradition of ideology critique
into contemporary Catholic theology.

I. Why Marx?

For some in the Catholic Church, any dialogue between
Christian thought and the Marx-inspired tradition of ideology
critique is doomed from the start. Marxism is a closed ma-
terialist system, inherently atheistic. For his part, Schille-
beeckx views the varying currents in the Marxist stream in a
more differentiated way. Marxist thought is a resilient body
of ideas, its thinkers capable of self-criticism. Noting what he
regards as its fruitfulness in Latin American liberation theol-
ogy, Schillebeeckx feels that Marxism must “also be a con-
stant source of inspiration to us ” in the political democracies
of the industrial West. * He locates Marx’s claim to our at-

4 Schillebeeckx, God is New FEach Moment, in conversation with Huub

Oosterhuis and Piet Hoogeveen, trans. by David Smith (New York: Seabury,
1983), p. 95.
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tention in his identification with the sufferings of those who
bore the physical burden of the industrial revolution. Thus
Marxist thought makes a present claim on us, not as a func-
tion of some pseudo-scientific system of materialist philosophy,
but as a function of the extent to which Marx, and those who
have attempted to revise his thought, share in what has re-
cently been called the ‘“hermeneutical privilege of the op-
pressed.” 3

Jesus preached the gospel to the poor, healed the blind and
the lame, and welcomed sinners and ate with them. Schille-
beeckx perceives a correlation between Jesus’s characteristic
concern for the outcast and marginalized of first-century
Palestine and Marx’s starting place in a genuine concern for
the vietims of industrialization in the nineteenth century. He
speaks of a “ convergence

between the emancipative interest by which critical theory is
guided, and the liberating power which proceeds from the gospel,
although they are not identical.®

By 1971, when he wrote the essay cited above, Schille-
beeckx’s encounter with critical theory had convinced him that
human communication in history, even the proclamation of
the gospel of Jesus Christ, can be systematically distorted in
the interests of maintaining unjust social structures. He there-
fore concluded that theological hermeneutics had to be ex-
tended systematically to include ideology critique. * Ideol-
ogy ” is any body of ideas whose relationship to reality has been

5 Lee Cormie, “ The Hermeneutical Privilege of the Oppressed: Liberation
Theologies, Biblical Faith, and Marxist Sociology of Knowledge,” OTSA Pro-
ceedings, 33 (1978), pp. 155-81. As Monika Hellwig has noted, however,
those who claim this privilege for the oppressed are rarely poor. See her
eloquent case for poverty as a paradigm for the human situation before God
in Whose Hxperience Counts in Theological Reflection? (Milwaukee: Mar-
quette U. Press, 1982), pp. 35-40.

6 Schillebeeckx, “ The New Critical Theory and Theological Hermeneutics,”
in The Understanding of Faith, Interpretation and Criticism, trans. by N. D.
Smith (New York: Seabury, 1974), p. 139.
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distorted in the interests of privileged groups.” Such groups
need not be defined in terms of an easily disposed of notion
of “class.” They can be designated on the basis of social
status, sex, race, etc. To do ideology critique is to ask who
benefits from the truth of a given body of ideas. Do they em-
body the veiled interests of dominant peoples or do they give
voice to the deep aspirations of the marginalized? Do they
work toward the maintenance of things as they are or would
the affirmation of their truth demand social change?

Theologians could conceivably “ practice ” this sort of ideol-
ogy critique from the comfort of their desks. But in his more
recent works, Schillebeeckx has gone on to embrace the posi-
tion, set out in some detail in the Christ book, that unless theo-
logians have political commitments which set them against the
social injustice which leads to the ideological distortion of the
gospel, they will be unable to overcome that distortion and
communicate the gospel in truth.

II. What Is at Stake in the Theological Appropriation of
Ideology Critique?

To the extent that the church’s preaching of the gospel be-
comes distorted in the interests of preserving unjust social
structures, Christianity will appear as the palliative spoken of
by Marx in his oft-quoted designation of religion as “ the opium
of the people.” In spite of the positive role he grants to reli-
gion earlier in the same text as the veiled bearer of authentic
human hope—* the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of
a heartless world ”—Marx nevertheless retains Feuerbach’s
atheist premise that religion is a creation of human conscious-

ness: “ Man makes religion.” ®

7 See Schillebeeckx on “ideology ” in ibid., p. 163, n. 90 and more recently
in “The Magisterium and Ideology,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 19
(1982), pp. 5-17. Cf. Gregory Baum, Religion and Alienation (New York:
Paulist, 1975), pp. 34-5 and “ The Impact of Sociology on Catholic Theology ”
in The Social Imperative (New York: Paulist, 1979), pp. 119-27.

8 Karl Marx, “ Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.
Introduction ” (1844) in K. Marw and F. Hngels On Religion (5th ed.; Mos-
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In this well-known text of Marx, we encounter the radical
difficulty in any theological appropriation of ideology critique.
The logic of Marxist analysis tends in a reductionist direction,
ie., it tends to treat religious ideas thematically as products
of human consciousness. What then of the reality transcending
human consciousness at which religious ideas aim?

Even if one follows Schillebeeckx in his extension of theo-
logical hermeneutics into ideology critique, one must admit
that an unavoidable aspect of theological activity is the
acknowledgement, without apology, of an historical author-
ity—a positive call or demand, an offer of salvation—which
theologians seek to make present. His acceptance of critical
theory’s suspicion of hermeneutics must therefore be a qualified
one. This means an inevitable conflict between theology and
the complete autonomy of reason or absolute freedom abstract-
ly conceived. This conflict involves weighty questions of funda-
mental theology. In an otherwise systematically reductionist
frame of reference, what is the impetus which accounts for the
introduction into the discussion of the reality of God? If, as
Schillebeeckx argues, human freedom and divine grace are
parallel realities only in our reflection, but are really two dif-
ferent perspectives on the same reality, what in our experience
justifies the introduction and maintenance of the religious per-
spective? ®

These fundamental theological considerations make it im-
portant to ask if there is anything of the * personal communing
with God ” of 1960 in the “ mediated immediacy ” of 19777 In
short, is there continuity between the de Petter Thomist-cum-
phenomenologist of Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter
with God and the critical theorist of Christ the Experience of

cow: Progress Publishers, 1972), p. 38, and the commentary on the text in
Religion and Alienation, Ch. II, and Matthew L. Lamb, Soliderity With
Victims (New York: Crossroad, 1982), pp. 52-3.

9 See the fundamental theological discussion in Schillebeeckx, Jesus, An
EBaxperiment in Theology, trans. by Hubert Hoskins (New York: Seabury,
1979), pp. 633-35, and the critique of sacralism in ““The Magisterium and

Ideology,” pp. 7-8.
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Jesus as Lord? Has Schillebeeckx’s performance in his ap-
propriation of critical theory been consistent with his theologi-
cal intent? Although a full treatment of these fundamental
theological issues is beyond the scope of this essay, they must
be kept in view as we trace the path of Schillebeeckx’s en-
counter with the critical theorists.

IIT. Critical Theory and its Impact on Schillebeeckx’s
Understanding of Theology

In 1934 a group of German-Jewish scholars from the insti-
tute for Social Research in Frankfurt came to Columbia Uni-
versity in New York seeking a refuge from National Socialism.
In Weimar Germany, they had begun a revision of Marxist
theory which they called the “ critical theory of society.” Chief
among its exponents were Max Horkheimer (1895-1978),
Theodor Adorno (1903-1969), Walter Benjamin (1892-1940),
who took his own life before he reached the United States,
Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979) and Erich Fromm. The criti-
cal theorists found themselves in a world which one hundred
years of Marxist theory and practice had failed to transform.
They perceived that the needless suffering and domination
under state socialism were easily the equal of the repression of
the forms of capitalism which had developed from the indus-
trial economy criticized by Marx. In what appears as heresy
to more “ orthodox” Marxists, the ecritical theorists turned
from an analysis of political economy to multidisciplinary
analyses of Western culture. They sought, particularly in
psychological categories, an account of what Marx’s own theory
had failed to explain.*

Access to this critical theory of the Frankfurt School is
gained via two key ideas: the dialectic of enlightenment and
critical negativity. Horkheimer and Adorno viewed the his-

10 For a history of the Frankfurt School up to 1950, see Martin Jay, The
Dialectical Imagination (Boston: Little, Brown, & Co., 1973). Cf. the dis-
cussion of critical theory in Lamb, Solidarity with Victims, Ch, 2. Lamb’s
note 3 provides a bibliography of recent studies on critical theory in the U.S.
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tory of reason, from the Greeks up through the Enlightenment
to contemporary science and technology, as profoundly ambi-
valent. While promising liberation from the domination of
irrational forces, be they nature, tradition, or religion, critical
reason has succeeded instead in creating new forms of domina-
tion which “ science ” now studies as part of nature.

This is the “ dialectic of enlightenment.” In One-Dimen-
sional Man, Marcuse would apply it to the contemporary
United States. Mass culture, he argued, had integrated dissent
so successfully that the liberal ideals of reason, freedom, toler-
ance, pluralism, ete., had turned into their opposites. As he
brought the book to its conclusion, he wrote: “ Dialectical
theory is not refuted, but it cannot offer the remedy. It can-
not be positive.” He closed the book with a. call to the “ Great
Refusal,” citing the words of Walter Benjamin: “1It is only for
the sake of those without hope that hope is given to us.” **

This is the “ critical negativity ” which passionately refuses
to recognize the identity of reason and reality in contemporary
. society. For fear that they would only reflect present contra-
dictions, critical negativity likewise refuses to propose positive
alternatives. Instead it maintains hope in what Horkheimer
called “ the longing for the totally other” and engages in the
kind of critical imaginings and rememberings we find in Mar-
cuse’s Eros and Ciwvilization (1955) .

To those who would require a theoretical account of this
hope, the critical theorist might reply that such an account
would be premature. Reason and reality are not in fact identi-
cal. For the philosopher to give the impression that they are
by joining them in theory could only redound to the advantage
of those who occupy positions of privilege in the present reality.

11 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man, Studies in the Ideology of Ad-
vanced Industrial Society (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), pp. 253, 257. For
a correlation of critical theory’s analysis with the theological notion of sin,
see William P. Loewe, “ Dialectics of Sin: Lonergan’s Insight and the Criti-
cal Theory of Max Horkheimer,” Anglican Theological Review, 61 (1979),
pp. 224-45.
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If asked how he/she knew this, the critical theorist might ask
inquirers to put themselves in the place of those who suffer
needlessly, including those who have died.

In its negative dialectic, critical theory exhibits a char-
acteristic concern for the liberation of human beings from need-
less domination, from what Marcuse called “surplus repres-
sion.” This accounts for its heated opposition to the various
forms of “ positivism ” which, according to the Frankfurt
School, had invaded all of contemporary theory. * Positivism ”
mistakes what is in good measure a product of society for what
is “ natural,” thus enhancing the power of this “nature” to
dominate people needlessly.*

While he is committed to carrying on the critical theory of
Horkheimer and Adorno, Jiirgen Habermas (b. 1929) finds
that critical negativity, in its inability to make positive pro-
posals for political transformation, has itself become ideology.
He therefore devoted his efforts to seeking a * quasi-trans-
cendental ” ground from which to make such proposals. In
the early 1970’s, this move took the form of his theory of
“ communicative competence,” according to which positive
political proposals should aim at the enhancement of the
“ideal speech situation ” implied in the very structure of lan-
guage itself.®

The Frankfurt School’s revision of Marx has implications
for the key question of whether Marxist analysis involves an
unalterably reductionist view of religion. Because they treat
culture as more than simply a superstructure for economic

120n “ positivism,” see Max Horkheimer, Oritical Theory, trans. by Mat-
thew J. O’Connell ¢t al. (New York: Herder & Herder, 1972), p. 138 and
Jiirgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. by Jeremy Shapiro
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1972), pp. 88-9.

13 For bibliography and discussion on Habermas, see Continuum, 8 (1970);
Philosophy of the Rocial Sciences, 2 (1972); Cultural Hermeneutics, 3
(1975-76) ; Quentin Skinner, “ Habermas’ Reformation,” New York Review
of Books, Oct. 7, 1982, and the reply by Thomas MeCarthy in the Jan, 20,
1983, Review; Dennis McCann; “Habermas and the Theologians,” Religious
Studies Review, 7/1 (Jan., 1981), pp. 14-21.
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reality, it could be argued that critical theorists never totally
identified religion and ideology. Critical theory would then be
more open to religious reality and to at least the negative task
of theology than Marx himself is usually thought to be. Both
Adorno and Walter Benjamin were sensitive to the prophetic
and mystical strains of Judaism which gave impulse to their
thought. The same can be said of Horkheimer’s claim that:

the traditional Jewish prohibition on naming or describing God
and paradise was reproduced in critical theory’s refusal to give
substance to its utopian vision.'¢

Schillebeeckx himself has noted the structural affinity be-
tween the prophetic tradition of Judaism and critical theory,
as well as the aptness of negative dialectic as an expression of
the future-oriented, eschatological faith in the God of Jesus
Christ.*® In his recent theology, particularly in the Christ book
and its projected sequel, Schillebeeckx has made ecritical
theory’s characteristic concern for the alleviation of needless
human suffering his own. He refuses to discuss Christology
apart from thematic reference to the “‘ barbarous excess” of
suffering and evil in human history.** He has thus begun the
process of making his theology thematically responsive to the
hermeneutic privilege of the poor.

Schillebeeckx encountered the critical theory which philo-
sophically informs his recent theology during the years between
1968 and 1973. The English-speaking reader has access to this

14 See Jay, Dialectical Imagination, pp. 56 and 32ff, On Horkheimer as
“negative theologian,” see Rudolf J. Siebert, “Max Horkheimer: Theology
and Positivism I & II,” Fcoumenist, 14 (1976), pp. 19-24; 42-45. Walter
Benjamin wrote his “ Theses on the Philosophy of History ” in response to
Gershom Scholem’s Major Trends of Jewish Mysticism. See Elisabeth Young-
Bruehl, Hannak Arendt, For Love of the World (New Haven: Yale, 1982),
pp. 161-63.

15 Schillebeeckx, Understanding of Faith, p. xiii, and * Critical Theories
and Christian Political Commitment,” Concilium, 84 (New York: Herder
and Herder, 1973), p. 51.

26 Schillebeeckx, Christ the Experience of Jesus as Lord, trans. by John
Bowden (New York: Seabury Press, 1980), p. 725.
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dialogue with the Frankfurt School in the translations of a
series of essays written during that period. I have elsewhere
reviewed this dialogue and briefly indicated its impact on the
conception and execution of Schillebeeckx’s Christological
project.’™ In describing the development evident in these
essays it is difficult to overlook the role his experience of the
Church in the Netherlands played in this development. This
1s especially true of what he calls the “ critical communities ”
or the “ basic movement, > within Dutch Catholicism. He tells
us that, around 1969 or 1970, he made a conscious decision to
identify himself with this movement as a kind of sympathetic
theological critic and spokesman. He sees in this movement a
promise for the Church’s future.

Loosely associated with these critical communities in the
Dutch church at this time was a group of young theologians,
some students of Johann-B. Metz at Miinster, all under the in-
fluence of the spirit of protest animating European university
life at the time. They included the Dutchmen Frans van den
Oudenrijn and Ben van Onna and the Belgian Marcel Xhauf-
flaire. I have the impression that it was this group—-Schille-
beeckx called them theologians of * contestation ”—which
challenged the direction of his thought at this time. Although
he had been introduced to the negative dialectic of Adorno and
Marcuse by the time he wrote the “‘ Epilogue ” to God the Fu-

17 See William L. Portier, ¢ Schillebeeckx’s Dialogue with Critical Theory,”
Eeumenist, 21 (Jan.-Feb., 1983), pp. 20-27. The first two of the five essays
reviewed in this article are “Toward A Catholic Use of Hermeneutics” and
“ Epilogue: The New Image of God, Secularization and Man’s Future on
Earth.” Both were translated from the Dutch by N. D. Smith and appeared
in God the Future of Man (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1968) as Chapters
I and VI. They appeared in Dutch as Chapters 1 and 7 of Geloofsverstaaen
(1972) but not in the English translation of 1974. “The New Critical
Theory ” and “The New Critical Theory and Theological Hermeneutics ”
originally appeared in Dutch in Tijdschrift voor Theologie, 11 (1971), pp.
30-50; 113-39. In English translation by N. D. Smith, both appeared in The
Understanding of Faith as Chapters 6 and 7. The fifth essay, ©Critical
Theories and Christian Political Commitment,” translated by David Smith,
appeared in Concilium, 84, pp. 48-61 in 1973.
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ture of Man in 1968, Schillebeeckx was still very much taken
by the theology of secularization and the death of God current
at this time. His trip to the United States the previous year
had perhaps fueled this interest.*®

At about the same time, Marcel Xhaufflaire was putting the
finishing touches on his theology dissertation under Metz at
Miinster, Feuerbach et la Théologie de la Sécularisation. In
Feuerbach the young Belgian found a type of modern theol-
ogy’s uncritical reflection of Western secularism. He de-
nounced as “secularist ideology ” the unquestioning accept-
ance of Western culture implied in the then current theologies
of secularization.*

Theology in a “ post-Feuerbachian ” context, he argued, re-
quired a revolution in the way theologians conceive the rela-
tionship between theory and practice.”® The alternatives would
be either the eager capitulation to the modern world of secu-
larization theology or various forms of resentful rejection of
the world, both of which would be content to leave the world
exactly as it was. This is what Xhaufflaire and his friend Karl
Derksen refer to as Les deux visages de la théologie de la sécu-
larisation, the title of a collection of essays which they edited
in 1970. In place of theology as ideology Xhaufflaire called for
“a critical theology as critique of theology.” Van den Ouden-
rijn pursued this task in his German work of the same title in

18 On the development of Schillebeeckx’s thought up to this period, see
Mary E. Hines, “ God After the Death of God: A Study of the Development
of the Theology of Secularization in the Works of Edward Schillebeeckx ”
(Toronto: unpublished M.A. thesis, St. Michael’'s College, 1976) and T. M.
Schoof, “ Masters in Israel: VII, the Later Theology of Edward Schille-
beeckx,” Clergy Review, 55 (1970), pp. 943-60.

19 Cf. Frans van den Oudenrijn, “La théologie de la sécularisation: une
idéologie religieuse de la société uni-dimensionelle,” in Marcel Xhaufflaire and
Karl Derksen, eds., Les deux visages de la théologie de la sécularisation
(Tournai: Casterman, 1972).

20 Marcel Xhaufflaire, Feuerbach et la Théologie de la Sécularisation (Paris:
Cerf, 1970), p. 382. Charles Davis reflects on the implications of this argu-
ment - in -“ Theology and Praxis,” Cross Currents, 23 (1973), pp. 1564-68 and
in his Theology and Political Society (Cambridge: University Press, 1980),
esp. pp. 5, 39, 60-64; cf. Lamb, Solidarity with Victims, pp. 72-73.
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1972. In 1970 Xhaufllaire could note that this new approach
to theology had begun to receive practical confirmation in the
formation of new communrities in Belgium and the Nether-
lands. One of the chief organs for this new movement was the
short-lived journal Tegenspraak (Contestation) which flour-
ished during 1970-71.

In the two articles on critical theory and theology which he
wrote for Tidschrift voor Theologie in 1971, Schillebeeckx
gave a serious hearing to the theology of contestation of the
critical Catholicism movement. By the time he wrote the 1973
Concilium piece on “ Critical Theories and Christian Political
Commitment,” the position on critical theology from which he
would write the Christ and Ministry books had become clear.
In surveying these developments in Schillebeeckx’s theology,
the young theologians of contestation seem to have had an un-
deniable impact on his direction in the early 1970’s. Their
critique of the theology of secularization based on the under-
standing of the relationship between theory and practice in
Marx’s thought, e.g., the ““ Theses on Feuerbach” (1845), par-
ticularly the XI*:, challenged Schillebeeckx to take more seri-
ously the passing nod to “orthopraxis” he had made in the
1968 essay on hermeneutics. In addition, their use of Haber-
mas’s revision of the critical theory of Horkheimer and Adorno
in a more positive direction drew Schillebeeckx into explicit
conversation with Habermas. Although he exempted Xhau-
fllaire from the ecriticism, he saw in ecritical Catholicism’s
tendency to reject all previous theology as ideology the danger
of dissolving theology into critical theory.?* In developing his
critique of Habermas, Schillebeeckx formulated, in response to
the reductionist tendency he perceived in the theology of con-
testation, his own proposal for theology’s specific contribution
to critical social thought. The Christ and Ministry books are
part of the concrete working out of this proposal.

21 Schillebeeckx, Understanding of Faith, pp. 138-42, and on Xhaufflaire,
p. 164, n. 107.
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In the series of essays under discussion here, we find Schille-
beeckx wending his way from a “ use ” of the hermeneutics of
Heidegger and Bultmann as well as his prolonged flirtation
with the theology of secularization in the late 1960’s to an ex-
tension of theological hermeneutics in the direction of critical
theory in 1971. He thereby moved from a rather traditional
understanding of theology as the present interpretation of
texts from the past (the theoretical demonstration of the iden-
tity of later expressions of faith with the original “ data ) to
a less “ idealist ” notion of theology. “ In the light of the salu-
tary challenge presented by critical theory to theology,” he
affirmed in 1971 that “ orthopraxis ” must be “ an essential ele-
ment of the hermeneutic process.” * Thus Schillebeeckx un-
dertook the revolution in theology called for at the conclusion
of Xhaufflaire’s Feuerbach book.

The first and most significant result of his encounter with
critical theory, therefore, is this reformulation of the nature of
theology’s task. This revision is based on his attempt to take
seriously the understanding of the relationship between theory
and practice in neo-Marxist thought. In this new context,
theology becomes reflective  self-consciousness of Christian
praxis ” or “the critical theory (in a specifically theological
manner) of the praxis of faith.” ** The term prawis is here dis-
tinguished from mere practice (as in “ practical ” applications
of pre-given theory) by its co-constitutive relationship with
theory likewise conceived. In dialogue with the critical theor-
ists he has become convinced that the question of the histori-
cal mediation of Christian truth which has preoccupied him
throughout his career cannot, short of the eschaton, receive a
definitive theoretical answer.

The second decisive influence of critical theory on Schille-
beeckx follows from the first: namely, the shift of emphasis
from past experience theoretically considered to present ex-

22 Tbid., p. 132.
23 Ibid., pp. 143-44.
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perience or praxis as the object of the theologian’s reflection.
This notion is clearly at work, for example, in his conception
of the Ministry book as a reflection on the praxis of critical
communities in the Netherlands. His discussion of the “au-
thority of experiences ” in the Christ book clearly bears the
marks of his having worked through the debate between
Habermas and Hans-Georg Gadamer on tradition and its ideo-
logical distortion. “ The authority of experience,” Schille-
beeckx claims, “ has a narrative structure.” ** In any such nar-
rative, the memory of human suffering must be allowed to exer-
cise a corrective function against ideological distortion.

At this point Schillebeeckx thinks Christianity makes a dis-
tinctive contribution to the dialogue with critical theory in the
matter of their common concern: the redemption of the world.
This contribution has both negative and positive dimensions.
It is the latter which Schillebeeckx regards as distinctively
Christian., On the basis of theological warrants such as the
eschatological structure of Christian faith in a promise of re-
demption from sin which has yet to be completely fulfilled, as
well as the critical remembering of the doctrine of original sin,
which would convict of Pelagianism any vision of human self-
redemption, Schillebeeckx thinks that Christians must join
Horkheimer and Adorno in their radical “ no” to all ideologi-
cal attempts to bless and legitimate the present as realizing
what amounts to the fullness of God’s Kingdom.

On the other hand, Schillebeeckx thinks that interpreting
the gospel and living its truth in the present has an inevitable
political dimension which consists in the commitment to trans-
form unjust social structures which impede the communication
and realization of the salvation promised in Christ. This move
from traditional Christian compassion for poor individuals to

24 Schillebeeckx, Christ, p. 38, and the discussion of the authority of ex-
periences on pp. 86-40. For a guide to the literature in this debate, see
Dieter Misgeld, “ Critical Theory and Hermeneutics: the Debate Between
Habermas and Gadamer,” in John O’Neill, ed., On COritical Theory (New
York: Seabury, 1976), pp. 164-83.
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a critical political involvement contesting unjust structures is
the most crucial and debatable aspect in Schillebeeckx’s recent
theology. Space does not permit an adequate treatment of it
here. Theologically it would involve a thorough account of
why action on behalf of justice should be regarded as a con-
stitutive part of the Church’s preaching of the gospel.*® Philo-
sophically it involves Schillebeeckx in the debate surrounding
Habermas’s theory of communicative competence.

Schillebeeckx concurs in Habermas’s view that, because of
its refusal to make positive proposals for social transformation,
the critical negativity of Adorno functions as an ideology in
which critical theory becomes the scholar’s only form of
praxis.*®* Against Habermas, however, Schillebeeckx argues
that the theory of communicative competence rests on a tacit
philosophical anthropology derived from the Enlightenment’s
commitment to the liberal values of individual freedom, toler-
ance, etc. Thus the ideal of freedom toward which Habermas’s
theory strives is empty, pointing only to an abstract utopia.”
To put it another way, Habermas “ identifies no clearly de-
fined target group as a potential agent for social transforma-
tion.” %

Faith in the God revealed in Jesus Christ, on the other hand,
18 a basis for political proposals which have both a specific di-
rection and a concrete subject or carrier group. We find this

25 For an exegesis of the 1971 Synod of Bishops on this topic, see Charles
M. Murphy, “ Action for Justice as Constitutive of the Preaching of the
Gospel: What did the 1971 Synod Mean?,” Theological Studies, 44 (1983),
pp. 298-311.

26 Schillebeeckx, God the Future of Man, p. 205, n. 8. Cf. Marcel Xhau-
flaire, La “Théologie Politiqgue” (Paris: Cerf, 1972), p. 89, n. 98,

27 Schillebeeckx, * Critical Theories and Christian Political Commitment,”
pp. 58-59, and Understanding of Faith, pp. 126, 112-13, For his part, Habermas
denies having such a transcendental philosophical anthropology. See his “A
Postseript to Knowledge and Human Interests,” Philosophy of the Social
Sciences, 3 (1973), pp. 160-61, and the arguments in Christian XK. Lenhardt,
“Rise and Fall of Transcendental Anthropology,” Philosophy of the Social
Sciences, 2 (1972), pp. 231-486.

28 M. Lamb, Solidarity with Victims, p. 44.
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direction in the narratives which recall the past experience of
God in Christ with the hope of bringing new Christian experi-
ence to life in the present. In order to avoid ideological dis-
tortion, this narrative should be told, as Schillebeeckx attempts
to structure his Christology, as a part of the history of human
suffering. In solidarity with those in need of liberation
throughout the world, critical communities of Christians
should celebrate and recall this narrative in their worship.
Theclogians should mine the history of its interpretation for
memories which will contribute to the alleviation of suffering
in the present.

In addition, therefore, to performing a function of critical
negativity in the world, politically committed communities of
Christians carry on in both worship and theology the critical
remembering which can lead to fruitful political action in the
present. Thus such communities could become the concrete
agents for social change lacking in Habermas. Their expecta-
tion of and hope for salvation in the God of Jesus Christ be-
yond political efforts and achievements would move them to
seek God continually in prayer and worship. Thus the “ his-
torical praxis of mysticism and politics” of which Schille-
beeckx speaks.

The third significant influence of critical theory on his re-
cent thought is this move to expand traditional Christian com-
passion for those who suffer to include an evangelical call to
think and act politically on their behalf. Theologians must al-
low the interest and experience of the suffering to work as an
epistemological corrective to thinking and as an impetus to
political action. In all of this, the program does not differ
significantly from that proposed by Metz. What sets Schille-
beeckx apart is that in both his Christological trilogy and the
Ministry book he has attempted to carry out this program on
a massive scale. In the next section I wish to consider briefly
how the views on the nature of theology described above have
been brought to bear on Schillebeeckx’s recent reflections on
the question of office in the Church.
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IV. The Ministry book as Ideology Critique and Critical
Remembering

Schillebeeckx addresses the question of the ordained ministry
in the Church from within the framework sketched above.
Theology is critical reflection on Christian praxis. He begins,
therefore, from the experience of the critical communities of
Christians with whom he has identified. He states explicitly
that the practice of such critical communities was ‘ the stimu-
lus and the challenge to this study.” *

The “ modern so-called shortage of priests” (p. 72) and the
ensuing phenomenon of the “service priest” (p. 79) have, in
his view, given rise to a situation in which “ a wave of alterna-
tive practices sweeps over the church throughout the world,”
with an accompanying attitude of non-acceptatio legis arising
“ spontaneously, and on all sides” (p. 79). He is apparently
referring to situations among the critical communities in his
own country, and situations in Africa and Latin America as
well, where trained pastoral workers and catechists who func-
tion as leaders in their communities have begun to preside over
what participants regard as true Eucharistic celebrations.®

Because the shortage of priests arises from what he regards

20 Schillebeeckx, Ministry, Leadership in the Community of Jesus Christ,
trans, by John Bowden (New York: Crossroad, 1981), p. 10l. Hereafter
page numbers will be given in the text. Cf. Schillebeeckx, God is New Each
Moment, Chapters 9 & 10. From a comparison of these chapters with John
A. Coleman’s The Ewvolution of Dutch Catholicism, 1958-1974 (Berkeley: U.
of California, 1978) it is clear that the “critical communities ” to which
Oosterhuis and Schillebeeckx are referring derive from the Septuagint move-
ment which Coleman incorporates into his sociological analysis of Dutch
Catholicism on pp. 239-47.

80 See Coleman’s statistics and commentary on the Duteh Catholic percep-
tion of a “priest shortage” in ibid., pp. 302-303; the statistical review on
the priest shortage throughout the world by Jan Kerkhofs in the first essay
in Lucas Grollenberg, Edward Schillebeeckx et al., Minister? Pastor?
Prophet?: Grass-roots Leadership in the Churches (New York: Crossroad,
1981) ; and the letter from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,
published September 8, 1983, and presenting the congregation’s theological
objections to such practices as those discussed by Schillebeeckx.
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as non-theological factors, i.e., the exclusion of all but celibate
males from the ordained priesthood, Schillebeeckx is willing to
consider the possibility that the widespread “illegal ” prac-
tices may constitute a valid criticism of ideological elements
in existing church order (p. 77). The purpose then of what he
openly refers to as “ critical remembrances ” (p. 3) of the his-
tory of the ordained ministry is to “indicate the ideological
elements involved in it” (p. 90). He is not trying to do
“neutral ” history in any positivist sense. He has an admitted
interest (pp. 100-104). Through this critical remembering, he
hopes to arrive at a theological evaluation of these alternative
practices.

His rather brief overview of the history of the ordained
ministry in the Church yields two conclusions. First, there has
been a cumulative process of “‘ ontologizing ” and “ sacerdotal-
izing ” which has served to remove the ordained ministry from
its ecclesial context and set it apart from the community.
Second, he thinks that the ministry should be understood

essentially in ecclesial terms, and not as an ontological qualifica-
tion of the person or minister, apart from the determinative con-
text of the church (p. 40).

There is nothing then in the apostolic or dogmatic witness to
prevent the alternative practice of the critical communities
from eventually being accepted in the church (p. 99).
Whatever one thinks of Schillebeeckx’s reading of history or
of the conclusions he draws from it, it is essential to keep in
mind critical theory’s influence on his conception of what he is
doing in this book. He does not think that he is engaged in an
abstract theoretical discussion about the nature of ministry,
nor does he wish to take the alternative practices unexamined
as normative (pp. 101-103). He is engaged in critical reflec-
tion on Christian praxis and accordingly disavows any position
which would expect a purely theoretical answer to the question
of legitimate contemporary forms of ordained ministry in the
church. Rather these forms must be determined in a “ mutual-
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ly critical correlation ... . between what the New Testament
churches did and what the Christian communities do now ” (p.
87). The old theoretical question of the identity of the apos-
tolic faith with later interpretations has returned in the new
trappings of neo-Marxist theory-practice notions as the ques-
tion of the continuity of Christian experience.®* The relation-
ship between orthodoxy and orthopraxis is thus one of the
central issues in Schillebeeckx’s recent theology.

In trying to give the proposals in the Ministry book a serious
hearing on their own terms as critical theology, two difficulties
come to mind. Both arise from the requirements of Schille-
beeckx’s own approach to theology. The first has to do with
the “ authority of experiences,” specifically the experience of
the critical communities upon whose alternative practices he is
trying to reflect. The second has to do with Schillebeeckx’s
fidelity to the historical record in his attempt at a critical
remembering of the history of ordained ministry in the church.

Ideology critique is something of a boomerang. Unless the
critic is in unequivocal solidarity with those who suffer from
the present order of things, attempts at unveiling ideology can
easily be turned back upon the critic. In the case of the critical
communities, one wonders how truly urgent is their present
state of suffering at the hands of the institutional church.
“ Felt necessity ” in this case seems to arise more from ecclesio-
logical opinions than from sheer shortage of numbers. One
wonders at the value of treating these so-called “ critical com-
munities ” and their counterparts in Latin America and Africa
as instances of the same phenomenon. Their * eritical ” pos-
ture seems to be more of an inner-church than a political one.

In his conversation with Schillebeeckx which forms the basis

310n the issue of the continuity of Christian experience, see Louis Dupré,
“ Experience and Interpretation: A Philosophical Reflection on Schillebeeckx’
Jesus and Christ,” Theological Studies, 43 (1982), pp. 30-51, and Maurice
Wiles’s review of Ohrist in Religious Studies Review, 9 (Jan., 1983), pp.
44-46. Tor my own view, see  Schillebeeckx’s Dialogue with Critical Theory,”
p. 25,
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of God Is New Each Moment, Huub Qoosterhuis describes
these critical communities as “middle-class, welfare state
Christians ” who seek alternatives to present structures, but
whose solidarity with the poor is expressed primarily in wor-
ship. Schillebeeckx himself admits that in order to be absolute-
ly consistent, he would have to abandon his life-style as a pro-
fessional theologian. He describes his present environment and
way of life as “middle-class.” ** In addition he acknowledges
that his position as a professional academic in the dominant
culture renders his reflection “ suspect.” Nevertheless he does
not think that this can justify “ the pure silence of complicity.*
Fair enough. As one for whom the relationship between poli-
tical commitments and theological reflection is a source of con-
stant concern, I cannot honestly begrudge Schillebeeckx his
study in the Albertinum at Nijmegen. Nevertheless the suspi-
cion of which he speaks is agitated in me by his apparent mis-
handling of the historical sources.

When a patristic scholar of the stature of Henri Crouzel, S.J.,
takes up Schillebeeckx’s challenge to counter historical argu-
ments with historical arguments (p. vi) and goes on to con-
clude that in the Ministry book Schillebeeckx has arranged his-
tory to suit his thesis, even the most sympathetic reader must
take pause.®* If Crouzel is correct, then, in spite of his protest
that he has not sundered ministry from below from ministry
from above, Schillebeeckx has indeed exaggerated in distin-
guishing so sharply between the primarily ecclesial context of
the ministry and the ontological qualification of the minister.
Perhaps, as he has put it, “ a liberal bourgeois conception of

82 Schillebeeckx, God Is New Fach Moment, pp. 92-93.

33 Schillebeeckx, Christ, p. 649, For an illuminating presentation of criti-
cal theory’s insight that the absolute consistency of which Schillebeeckx
speaks always favors the tyrant, see Horkheimer’s “ A Fable of Consistency”
in Dialectical Imagination, p. 36.

8¢ Henri Crouzel, “Le Ministére II, Témoinages de I’Eglise ancienne,
Nouwvelle Revue Théologigue, 104 (Nov.-Dec., 1982), p. 748, and the English
translation 'in Clergy Review, 68 (May, 1983). In the first part of this
article, Albert Vanhoye critiques Schillebeeckx’s use of the New Testament.

2»
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freedom ” has been allowed to intrude itself into his concep-
tion of evangelical freedom. This apparent mishandling of the
historical record may be an indication that the fundamental
theological opinions which his reading of history presupposes
owe more to Enlightenment ideology than Schillebeeckx
realizes.

Lest my raising of these questions be exploited by those who
oppose Schillebeeckx on doctrinaire grounds, I wish to state
clearly my belief that his questions are theologically legitimate
and deserve a serious hearing by his colleagues. Further, the
kind of history of the ordained ministry which he proposes in
the interest of declericalizing the priesthood is urgently needed.
Precisely because of these beliefs, I wish he had reflected more
carefully on his own position in the academic establishment and
its possible distorting of a view of history which is basically
correct in its perception of a harmful exaggeration of the
ontological character of priesthood.

V. Concluding Critical Questions

In my view, the basic thrust of Schillebeeckx’s recent
theology in its dialogue with Marxist social thought deserves to
be affirmed. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that
in the encounter between critical theory and Catholic theology
many difficulties arise. In delineating two of them by way of
conclusion, I do not wish to detract in any way from the magni-
tude of what Schillebeeckx has accomplished over the past fif-
teen years. Both difficulties are foundational issues. The first
concerns Schillebeeckx’s relationship to his past as a meta-
physician. The second concerns the ambivalence of his use of
historical-critical method in Christology. In both cases I am
unclear about whether the difficulties arise because of a con-
flict between the inner demands of Marxist thought and those
of Christianity or whether they are reflections of Schillebeeckx’s
position (or perhaps it is my own) on the way from traditional
to critical theory in theology.
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One of the crucial functions of ontological language in the
Christian tradition has been to express the experience of sal-
vation in Christ and to communicate its universal offer. Thus
positions which appeared as ““ merely moral ” or exemplary or
“ purely symbolic ” or revelatory have been rejected as placing
these savings truths in jeopardy. On the other hand, as Schille-
beeckx has argued in the Ministry book, ontological language
can acquire ideological elements which lend a certain divine
necessity to unjust situations, thereby impeding the experience
it is supposed to enhance. It is not difficult therefore to ap-
preciate his recent reluctance to use such language. Neverthe-
less this tendency to flight from ontology raises serious ques-
tions. Without such language, how can one address the ques-
tion about whether Christians’ liturgical remembering of Jesus
is any different from Marcuse’s critical remembering of Orpheus
and Narcissus? Can the redemptive significance of Jesus’s
death or the traditional confession of his divinity be adequately
voiced without resort to this kind of language?

Schillebeeckx himself recognizes that in order for the con-
crete forms which he thinks Christian faith can give to critical
theory’s unspecified hopes for emancipation to be plausible we
must be able to regard human life “even apart from revela-
tion . . . as more than simply meaninglessness.” ** Even if our
glimpses into this more than meaninglessness are only nega-
tive, such an affirmation seems to require a minimal, negative
realistic metaphysics.?** Thus Schillebeeckx decries the anti-
metaphysical trend of modern thought and expresses his hope
for a “ non-essentialist * metaphysics which would be more of
a conclusion than a starting point.*”

35 Schillebeeckx, Understanding of Faith, p. 98.

36 Those who have approached critical theory from a Lonerganian perspec-
tive tend to converge on a similar, though not identical, position. It focuses
on what Lamb calls “internally related and recurrent concrete activities op-
erative in both cognitive criticism and historically transformative action.”
See Solidarity with Victims, p. 81, and the article by W. Loewe, cited in
note 11 above. ’ :

37 Schillebeeckx, God the Future of Man, pp. 41, 46-47, n. 20; Understand-
ing of Faith, p. 106; cf. T. Schoof, “ Masters in Israel,” pp. 951-52.
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In advocating the possibility of a “ non-essentialist” meta-
physics, Schillebeeckx seems to have been trying to protect the
reality of God and the affirmation that he acts in our history
from a reductionist materialist analysis, which would view
religious ideas as human creations with a purely social basis.
In his earlier works, Schillebeeckx might have referred to some-
thing like our non-conceptual (non-social?) but real intellec-
tual knowledge of God. A strict materialist analysis such as
that of Habermas would reduce anything like this non-con-
ceptual, pre-apprehension of the absolute to pre-personal or
social conditions of meaning. Schillebeeckx’s recent works
seem to be headed in a similar direction.®® What then of the
reality of God?

In order to negotiate his theological appropriation of ideology
critique successfully, Schillebeeckx must retain at least a mini-
mal, fundamentally negative, realist metaphysics from his
Thomist past.** To the extent that this is impossible within
the framework of Marxist social theory, it would be likewise
impossible to affirm intelligently the reality of the God upon
whose saving power our hopes rest. Further, if this reality can-
not be spoken of as impinging “ directly,” as it were, on our
history at at least two crucial points, namely creation and the
resurrection of Christ, then talking about this reality is simply
another way of talking about human consciousness. This be-
lief, that God can “ act ” in history apart from human agency
(as in the example of the resurrection) is essential to the nat-
ural sense of the scriptures and of all our credal and other
worship language.

The notion of some form of “direct” union of the human
soul with God has long been operative in the Christian under-
standing of prayer, and even in the account of the soul’s know-
ing itself in authors from Augustine to Rahner and Schille-
beeckx himself. That such a notion is operative in Schille-

38 Schillebeeckx, Jesus, pp. 618-19.
39 For an outline of such a metaphysics, see Germain Grisez, * Sketch of a
Future Metaphysics,” The New Scholasticism, 38 (1964), pp. 310-40.
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beeckx’s earlier thought is clear from the notion of “en-
counter ” or from his considerations on the non-conceptual but
real intellectual grasping of the absolute.** The general trend
of late-Enlightenment criticism is to banish such divine illumi-
nations along with Platonic innate ideas or Kantian trans-
cendental ideas to the realm of idealist transcendentalizing of
the social conditions of knowing at a particular period. What
happens to such traditional notions of human communion with
God in Schillebeeckx’s later thought? Would he still, for ex-
ample, describe the sacraments as encounters, with all the
“ bourgeois,” personalist overtones of that word?

In a beautiful section of the Christ book Schillebeeckx ad-
dresses the question of prayer and the relationship between
political and mystical activity for Christians. He explicitly
raises the question of whether the believer has a direct rela-
tionship with God. His answer in terms of “mediated im-
mediacy ” is not unlike the kind of negative metaphysics 1
have been speaking of. Indeed this passage comes as close as
any I have read to a conversation between the early Schille-
beeckx and the later Schillebeeckx.**

The clear religious intent of this moving passage is, in my
reading, at odds to some extent with the fundamental theo-
logical position systematically at work in Schillebeeckx’s later
thought. In a discussion of “ God’s Saving Activity in His-
tory,” he affirms that God manifests himself to us “ only in an

b4

‘ indirect revelation *.
Through the intermediary or agency of the liberating conduct of

men in quest of salvation-from-God, God reveals himself ‘ indirect-
ly ’ in history as salvation for men.*?

Although he ““ completely ” dissociates himself from the posi-
tion that “ the resurrection was achieved not in the person of

40 Schillebeeckx, Revelation and Theology, trans. by N. D. Smith (New
York: Sheed & Ward, 1968), II, pp. 157-206.

41 Schillebeeckx, Christ, pp. 804-821. On p. 809 he asks: “ Does the believer
have a direct relationship with God or not?”; on p. 817 he asks: “Is pray-
ing an ‘I-Thou relationship’ between God and man? ”.

42 Schillebeeckx, Jesus, p. 634.
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Jesus but only in the believing disciples,” it would seem that
this intention comes to grief on the fundamental theological
position expressed above. In terms of such a position it seems
impossible to view the resurrection as manifesting “in a uni-
que way a totally independent divine causality.” * It is not at
all clear that this fundamental theological position is demanded
either by the Christian sources or by th€ interpretation of
human experience in terms of the categories of Marxist social
thought. It seems more at home in the milieu of secularization
theology with all of the attendant criticisms called down by
Xhaufllaire and others.*

The same is true of Schillebeeckx’s use of historical-critical
method in a manner consistent with the above fundamental
theological position. Western academic theology’s commitment
to historical-critical method has served over the years to drain
from the scriptures their power to function religiously in the
churches.** Readers who smell an ideology of decline here are
urged to consider whether they can imagine a more telling in-
stance of modern bourgeois thought than Bultmann’s demy-
thologizing of the New Testament. The pre-suppositions un-
derlying much contemporary practice of historical-critical
method in theology are an obvious vestige of the naiveté of

48 The lagt phrase is that of Gerald O°Collins in Fundamental Theology
(New York: Paulist, 1981), p. 86. For Schillebeeckx on God’s action in his-
tory, see Jesus, pp. 633-34; on the resurrection, see Jesus, pp. 644-50. See
also Germain Grisez’s as yet unpublished “Ten Theses on the Resurrection
of Our Lord.”

44 A related internal inconsistency in the matter of the redemptive power
of Jesus’s death is addressed in George Vandervelde, “ Creation and Cross
in the Christology of Edward Schillebeeckx: A Protestant Appraisal,”
Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 20 (1983), pp. 257-71.

45 Ever since Walter Wink proclaimed the “bankruptey” of historical-
critical method as an approach to the Bible, a considerable body of literature
has appeared on the desirability of its continued presence in theology. For
two examples, see Charles Davis, “The Theological Career of Historical
Criticism of the Bible,” Cross Currents, 32 (1982), pp. 267-84, and. Dennis
d. McCarthy, “God as Prisoner of Our Own Choosing: Critical-Historical
Study of the Bible, Why and Whither,” in Paul L. Williams, ed., Historicism
and Faith (Scranton: Northeast Books, 1980), pp. 17-47.
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early Enlightenment. Historical-critical method’s in’cegration
into the liberal theological tradition and its continued domi-
nance in the academy testify to the depth of modern theology’s
uncritical capitulation to the world.*

In my judgment, one of the residues of positivism in Schille-
beeckx’s theology is his nearly total dependence on highly
speculative forms of New Testament criticism. Particularly in
the Jesus book, the text functions primarily as data and critical
remembering as narrotive is rarely achieved. Schillebeeckx’s
attempts in the Christ book to reconstruct the social world of
the New Testament are notable exceptions. His critical politi-
cal intent might be better served by options in fundamental
theology which would free him to consider interpretations of
the New Testament which more skeptical forms of historical
criticism would exclude. I am thinking specifically of the re-
surrection and the New Testament miracles. Although the
present essay cannot even address the question of the relation
of historical-critical method to theology, I would like to submit
that the inner warrants of ideology critique require that the
dominance of historical-critical method in biblical studies in the
academic establishment be subjected to a searching herme-
neutic of suspicion.

To speak in a more general way, it remains to be seen how
the classic biblical affirmation that truth is lived and done
will survive the attempts of Schillebeeckx and others to put
it into the categories of Neo-Marxist social thought. We must
certainly admit that this mode of analysis has revealed the
surprising extent to which modern theology, in both the scho-
lastic and liberal traditions, has come to be dominated by un-
critical early Enlightenment notions of theory.

Edward Schillebeeckx has been the first of the acknowledged
giants of contemporary Catholic theology to put together a full
scale critical theology. The ambivalence of this attempt is a
faithful reflection of the ambiguous posture of Western Cath-

46 See Lamb, Solidarity with Victims, pp. 53-55.
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olic theologians both as members of a professional elite and as
members of the politically, economically, and militarily domi-
nant culture in the contemporary world. Schillebeeckx as the
critical theorist of the praxis of faith challenges Western Chris-
tian theologians to make this position of privilege in the pres-
ent order of things critically operative in their thinking. He
‘challenges them to seek the epistemological basis for theology
in solidarity with those who suffer. As did St. Luke, the
evangelist whom he reads as a commentary on our present
situation as middle-class Christians, Schillebeeckx preaches
“The ¢ Gospel of the Poor ’ for Prosperous People.” *

Wirriam L. PoRTIER
Mount St. Mary’s Qollege
Emmitsburg, Maryland

47 Schillebeeckx, God Among Us, pp. 175-T9, a sermon on Lk 6:17, 20-26.



THE HISTORICAL JESUS:
SOME OUTSTANDING ISSUES

[ ]

DWARD SCHILLEBEECKX'S treatment of the his-
torical Jesus is perhaps the best part of his two-vol-
ume work on Christology. Here, as nowhere else, he

shows himself to have thoroughly mastered the very compli-
cated discussions that have gone on amongst New Testament
scholars during the past generation, a mastery all the more
remarkable since he is a systematic theologian with an exper-
tise in a field which is not only different, but often on quite a
different wavelength from New Testament study. Of course
he is not infallible, and he has sometimes backed the wrong
horse, as for instance when he follows Theodore Weeden’s in-
terpretation of the disciples’ role in Mark, or when he reduces
resurrection appearances to the level of conversion experiences,
thus confounding effect with cause. But he has been amply
criticized for these misjudgments, and the present contribu-
tion will honor him not by a critical review of his work, but by
further discussion of some of the issues he has raised.

I
Jesus and the Kerygma

What is the relevance of the historical Jesus to New Testa-
ment theology and Christology? There are at least four pos-
sible views.

At one extreme there is the view that it is at once irrelevant
and impossible to “ask back to” the historical Jesus. It is
irrelevant because the earliest Christian kerygma is a procla-

1 See the criticism of R. E. Brown in his review of Schillebeeckx’s two
volumes in CBQ 42 (1980), 420-21. Brown speaks of Schillebeeckx’s  un-
fortunate fascination for the Perrin-Weeden approach to Mark” (p. 421).
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mation of the resurrected Christ, not of the earthly Jesus, and
impossible because we have no traditions which reach back
with certainty over the gulf created by the Easter event be-
tween the pre- and post-Easter Jesus.?

At the other extreme is the view that the Easter traditions
are valueless and that the pre-Easter traditions are not only
of great historical value, but are our sole source even for post-
Easter faith in the resurrected Christ.

Occupying the middle ground between these two extremes
are two other views. One is that while the basis for Christian
faith lies in the Christ as preached in the post-Easter kerygma,
the pre-Easter Jesus is the essential presupposition and legiti-
mation of the kerygma.* The other view is that the historical
Jesus compromises the fundamental revelation. Yet Easter is
necessary to assure the continuance after the death of Jesus
of Jesus’s initial offer of salvation.’ As a result of Easter, we
can say, *“ Die Sache Jesu geht weiter” (W. Marxsen). But
Easter does not add anything to the salvation already offered
in Jesus’s lifetime. It merely extends it.

Of all the views, Schillebeeckx’s comes closest to the last
mentioned.® Is he right in his choice? In the present writer’s
opinion, the last of these views does not square with the ear-
liest kerygma, at least insofar as it is accessible to us in the
Pauline epistles and in the kerygmatic speeches of Acts.” The

2The classic exposition of this line of thought is W. Schmithals, Das
Eoangelium nach Markus (Giitersloh: Mohn, 1979).

3 This discussion has taken place almost entirely in German. It began with
R. Pesch, “Zur Entstechung des Glaubens an die Auferstehung Jesu. Ein
Beitrag zur Diskussion,” ThQ 153 (1973), 201-228. For a report in English
on the discussion see J. P. Galvin, “ Resurrection as Theologia Crucis Jesu:
The Foundational Christology of Rudolf Pesch,” ThSt 38 (1977), 513-25.

4This is the line followed by the right wing post-Bultmannians. See e.g.,
F. Hahn, Historical Investigation and New Testament Faith (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1983).

5 Thig is the line followed by the left wing post-Bultmanniaus, see e.g.,
H. Braun, Jesus (Stuttgart: Kreuz, 1969).

6 Schillebeeckx speaks of Easter as entailing a “ remewed offer of salvation
in Jesus” (Jesus, 390).

7 The proposal has been made, apparently independently, by R. F. Collins,
Introduction to the New Testament (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983)
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Pauline kerygma is focused upon the death and resurrection of
Jesus. It is of course notorious that there are extremely few
Pauline references to the earthly life of Jesus prior to the ter-
minal point of his death. Yet it is arguable that these few
references we have are all important. Paul characterizes the
earthly life of Jesus both in the (Ppre-Pauline) christological
hymn in Phil. 2:6-11 and in the discussion of the two Adams
in Rom 5:12-21 as one of obedience to the Father’s will and
plan of salvation. This is of decisive importance, and allows
us to argue that it was the pre-passion earthly life of Jesus
that determined the pattern and significance of his death.
Easter did not confer upon the death that significance, but re-
vealed it for what it was already in itself, and vindicated its
own inherent claim. Paul also has other things to say about
the pattern and configuration of Jesus’s earthly life. He became
poor for our sake (2 Cor 8:9) and the historical context of his
earthly life was within the community of the covenant (Rom
15:8) . Thus his death is indicated by Paul to have been the
culmination of a life of self-giving, and a death placed firmly
in the context of Israel’s eschatological hope. The earthly
Jesus’s proclamation of the kingdom, not otherwise explicitly
mentioned by Paul, is implicit here.

When we turn to Acts we find in the kerygmatic speeches a
frequently recurring reference to the earthly life of Jesus as
a preface to the paschal kerygma:

Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty
works and wonders and signs which God did through him in your
midst . .. (Acts 2:22).

... how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and
with power; how he went about doing good and healing all that
were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him (Acts 10:38).

At the same time, however, these kerygmatic speeches repre-

sent the paschal event as not merely the extension of the pre-
Easter offer of salvatjon, but as an overplus, an enhancement

and by B. Meyer in a paper (to be published) read at the Symposium de In-
terrelatione Evangeliorum, Pascha 1984, Jerusalem, entitled “ Objectivity and
Subjectivity in Historical Criticism of the Gospels.”
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of that offer: “ God has made him Lord and Christ, this Jesus
whom you crucified” (Acts 22:36). This post-Easter en-
hancement of the author was also accepted by Paul when he
reproduced a pre-Pauline formula in Rom 1:4, “ designated
Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his
resurrection from the dead ” (italics mine) . Hence the weight
of emphasis in the earliest kerygma is not upon the pre-Easter
Jesus, but upon the death-resurrection. It was this that made
the eschatological salvation definitively available as it had not
been in Jesus’s earthly life.

Accordingly we conclude that the “ asking back to the his-
torical Jesus ” (Riickfrage zu Jesus) is necessary in any recon-
struction of the N'T kerygma and Christology. But at the same
time it is not an enquiry into the NT kerygma and Christology
itself but into its presupposition and its legitimation. By legiti-
mation we do not mean establishing the ultimate truth of the
kerygma, for that is accessible only to faith; we mean that it is
a demonstration of the continuity between the pre-Easter
Jesus and the kerygmatic Christ, that the kerygmatic inter-
pretation of Jesus is within the same frame of reference as the
activity of the earthly Jesus.

I

Reconstruction of the Historical Jesus: The *“ Criteria ™
of Authenticity.

Anyone who accepts the methods of historical criticism and
who wishes to “ask back” to the historical Jesus must first
decide upon the so-called criteria of authenticity. Since Schille-
beeckx wrote his two volume work the discussion of this prob-
lem has continued. It has since been proposed that we should
speak of indices rather than criteria of authenticity. This is
because there is an increasing realization that these methods
do not take us beyond the realm of possibility and cannot
offer conclusive proof of authenticity. We may presume that,
had he written his book now, Schillebeeckx would have spoken



372 REGINALD H. FULLER

of indices rather than criteria, for he is fully aware of their
limitations and of the fact that they yield probability at most,
and not certainty.

Subsequent discussion has also borne out Schillebeeckx’s in-
sistence that the indices should be applied positively rather
than negatively, that is to say, in order to establish what was
probably authentic to the historical Jesus rather than what was
unauthentic.

Of all the proposed indices, it is that of dissimilarity that is
the most controversial. This is because, as Schillebeeckx prop-
erly recognizes, it would, if applied consistently in a negative
fashion, detach Jesus completely from his Jewish environment
and destroy entirely any continuity between the pre-Easter
Jesus and the post-Easter kerygma. Yet the fact that on the
one hand there was an antithesis between Jesus and his con-
temporaries that ended in his rejection and crucifixion, and on
the other (as we have seen) that there was an enhancement
and an overplus between the proclamation of the pre-Easter
Jesus and the post-Easter kerygma, justifies our use of this in-
dex in a careful and cautious manner. The index of dissimi-
larity (or, as I prefer to call it, of distinctiveness) has to be
applied positively at the initial stage of our enquiry, in order
to discover what was distinctive of the earthly Jesus’ message
and offer. It is the application of this index that pin-points
Jesus’s distinctive eschatological proclamation as the clue to
understanding what he stood for. Once this has been estab-
lished it is better to drop this index as having served its pur-
pose and to take up other indices, namely coherence and mul-
tiple attestation, though of course we must be aware of their
limits in each instance.

It is useful, though not decisive for instance, to apply the in-
dex of coherence immediately after we have established by the
index of dissimilarity what is distinctive of Jesus, for other
matters that cohere with his eschatological message have a
good claim to authenticity. If however it is used as an exclud-
ing principle it could land us into circular argumentation. We
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have no right to eliminate what lacks coherence with Jesus’
central message, since Jesus did not necessarily have a com-
pletely coherent system of tenets or convictions. Even great
people are not invariably consistent. This will be the case
particularly if we agree with Hans Conzelmann that Jesus’s
enunciation of the will of God and his teaching about God
represent two quite distinct areas of proclamation, unrelated to
the eschatological message.®

Multiple attestation by itself cannot of course take us back
further than the early post-Easter community. Even F. C.
Burkitt, who pioneered this index as applied to documentary
sources, admitted that the overlapping of Mark and Q took us
back only to the 40’s and 80’s of the first century, and not
necessarily to the pre-Easter Jesus. The same holds true of
multiple attestation as applied to the various forms of the
Jesus tradition as established by the form critics.

The linguistic and environmental tests, by themselves, do
not necessarily take us back beyond the Aramaic speaking
community, and not necessarily to the earliest Aramaic speak-
ing community at that. They can only be used as additional
confirmation after the other tests have been applied. At this
stage it would be useful to bring in once more the index of
coherence. All in all, it would be wrong to use one index only,
as Kédsemann proposed: each of them has to be used at appro-
priate stages in our investigation.

Although most scholars pay lip-service now to the positive
use of the indices, they do nevertheless widely apply the dis-
similarity index to the christological titles, eliminating them on
the ground that they originate in the post-Easter church. The
chief texts in support of this are Rom 1:4; Acts 2:36 and pos-
sibly Phil 2:11. If the christological titles were predicated of
Jesus for the first time after Easter, it would be conclusive
proof that pre-Easter attribution of such titles to him repre-
sents a post-Easter retrojection. Now there is another argu-
ment against their pre-Easter origin, namely, as far as the

8H. Conzelmann, Jesus (ed. J. Reumann; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973).
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synoptists are concerned, their paucity of attestation, and their
almost complete absence from Jesus logia (the problem of the
Son of Man title will be discussed later). If we eliminate the
titles from the accepted Jesus material this would be on the
ground of their rarity rather than because of the index of dis-
similarity. But this is not the whole story, as we shall see below.

IIT
The Message of the Earthly Jesus

We are generally agreed that the central message of Jesus
was the inbreaking of the eschatological kingdom of God.
Schillebeeckx translates this to mean a decisive offer of salva-
tion: “ the intercourse of Jesus of Nazareth with his fellow-men
is an offer of salvation-imparted-by-God.”® A caveat however
needs to be introduced here. “ Kingdom of God ” is a strictly
eschatological concept, referring to what will happen at the
End. To claim that Jesus’s offer was of salvation without quali-
fication is to lapse into over-realized eschatology. The Bult-
mannians who participated in the New Quest were rightly more
cautious when they spoke of the proleptic presence of God’s
eschatological kingdom in the words and works of Jesus.** If
we opt for an over-realized eschatology in the proclamation of
Jesus it in fact removes the dissimilarity between Jesus and
later forms of the post-Easter kerygma. For the deutero-
Paulines (Ephesians and Colossians) and especially the Johan-
nine community practically eliminated the element of not-
yetness in the proclamation of salvation through Christ. We
would therefore prefer to speak of the proleptic offer of future
salvation in the proclamation of the pre-Easter Jesus. This
also leaves open the possibility that the realization of this
salvation was decisively advanced as a result of Jesus’s death.
If eschatology is overrealized in the message of Jesus, it leaves
no room for any further achievement through the death of
Jesus.

9 Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 179.
10 Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth (New York: Harper, 1960), 64-69.
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Schillebeeckx follows the post-Bultmannian New Questers
in insisting that Jesus did have something to say about his
death. Gone is the view of Bultmann himself that we know
nothing about Jesus’s interpretation of his death, a view which
he supported by the claim that all the passion predictions are
vaticinia ex eventu. The post-Bultmannians have sought evi-
dence in the non-Marcan passion prediction in Luke 13:88-34
and in the eschatological saying and the saying about service
at the Last Supper. Schillebeeckx goes further than this and
claims that there is an original nucleus behind the Marcan suf-
fering Son of Man sayings. He formulates his position in quite
general terms: ““ All the gospels or attestations on the part of
the first Christians are quite sure that Jesus went to the cross
freely and deliberately. What we have here is post-Easter
theological reflection ¢ after the fact,” but also perhaps certain
historical reminiscences.” ** (italics mine) . No evidence for this
claim is advanced.

In addition to the sayings about service, Schillebeeckx fol-
lows J. Roloff in arguing for an authentic nucleus in Mark
10:45b.*> Much as we would like to follow these authorities,
caution seems to be advised in this insistence. The absence of
the lytron part of the saying in all the other service sayings
(Mark 9:35; Luke 22:27 and John 13:1-20) makes it likely
that in Mark 10:25b we have to do with a post-Easter addi-
tion, emanating probably from eucharistic reflections on the
Last Supper tradition and more specifically on the cup word.

The late Norman Perrin argued emphatically that all the
Son of Man sayings without exception are post-Easter creations
originating in a pesker tradition based on Daniel 7:13-14.**
His view has won fairly wide acceptance in the U.S. That the
future Son of Man sayings are largely the end product of a
pesher tradition we can more readily accept. But Perrin’s fur-

11 Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 303-6.

12 Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 303.

13 N. Perrin, “ Mark 14:62 The End Product of a Christian Pesher Tradi-
tion?” NTS 12 (1965-66), 150-55, repr. in A Modern Pilgrimage in Chris-
tology (Philadelphia: Fortress 1974), 10-22.
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ther argument that the present and suffering sayings so orig-
inate strains our credulity. For one thing, neither of these
groups of Son of Man sayings has any direct connection with
Dan 7:13-14. And for another, the present sayings, at least,
are so widely attested (Mark, Q). Further, if the Son of Man
as a christological title were a creation of the post-Easter
church, one would have expected it to show up in its direct
christological statements, and not only in Jesus’s logia (Acts
7:56 is of course the one exception, but an exception that prob-
ably proves the rule). “Son of Man > therefore satisfies the
index of dissimilarity. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that
Jesus did actually use “ Son of Man™ as a self-designation.
True, we do not know for certain where he got it from or what
he meant by it. Can we not therefore admit our ignorance?
That being so, we may argue that the suffering Son of Man
sayings contain an original nucleus which antedates a knowl-
edge of the details of the passion story. Such a saying would
be: “The Son of Man is to be delivered up into the hands of
man > (cf Mark 9:81; 14.41; Luke 24:7). This saying, which
produces a word play in Aramaic, has good claims to be co-
herent with Jesus’s message. In it he asserts that his rejection
by his contemporaries is within the purview of the Father. It
does not attribute explicit soteriological significance to his
death, but relates his rejection to his essence of mission (para-
didotai as a divine passive denoting what God will do to him) .
Edward Schillebeeckx has placed us in his debt by coining
the phrase “ theology of Jesus ” to describe Jesus’s central mes-
sage. By this he meant that Jesus was concerned not so much
with who he himself was, but with what God was doing in him.
Even if christological titles were used in the ambit of Jesus, and
even if he accepted such titles on occasion or elicited them from
his disciples as the tradition of all four gospels represents him
doing, Jesus’ concern is not so much with his own identity as
such, as with what God was doing through him. Jesus, to use
the terminology proposed by A. E. Harvey, presented himself
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to his contemporaries as God’s agent.** His own identity was
of concern only for the sake of God’s activity in him. In this
sense we may go beyond the post-Bultmannian claim that
there is in the earthly Jesus an “implicit” or “indirect”
Christology and speak of a “ direct theology of Jesus,” for
Jesus claims directly to be the agent of God: “If I by the
finger of God cast out demons . ..” (Luke 11:20 par. Q). One
may object that such a theology is inadequate on the ground
that many other figures in Israel’s salvation history were
agents of God, notably Moses. But the distinctiveness of
Jesus is preserved by the unique eschatological character of
God’s activity in Jesus. Jesus is the agent not of some pre-
liminary activity of God as were Moses, the prophets, or John
the Baptist, but quite specifically of his final redemptive act,
proleptically present.

In an tmportant work Werner Grimm has shown how the
sayings of Jesus have been deeply and subtly impregnated with
the language of Deutero-Isaiah.*® This is altogether different
from the rather mechanical way the later Evangelists cite
deutero-Isaianic and other material, and bears all the marks of
an original, creative mind. A wide range of Jesus material
bears this imprint: beatitudes, victory over Satan, forgiveness
of sins, prayer, sayings against fear and anxiety, the newness
of the kingdom, the messianic torah, the promise of salvation
for the nations, Jesus’s self-giving to death—all these topics are
dealt with in language derived from Deutero-Isaiah. Jesus does
not have to say, “I am the eschatological prophet.” He shows
himself to be such in his work and fate interpreted by his word.
Grimm maintains further that it was not the servant of
Yahweh passages that were decisive for Jesus’s self-understand-
ing and for his sense of eschatological mission. Rather, it was
the deutero-Isaianic message as a whole. Grimm goes so far as
to describe this self-understanding and mission as “ messianic.”

1¢ A, E. Harvey, Jesus and the Oonstraints of History (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1982), 173.

15 W, Grimm, Die Verkiindigung Jesu und Deuterojesajo (ANTJ 1: Frank-
furt am Main/Bern: Lang, 21981). . .
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For those of us who have been influenced by Bultmann and
the post-Bultmann school there is a natural reluctance to admit
the term “ messianic ” as applied to the pre-Easter Jesus. But
it is meant as a description of the phenomenon, not as a claim
that Jesus explicitly designated himself as a “ messianic ” fig-
ure. Jesus’s words and works show that he understood himself
to be activating the salvific prophecies of deutero-Isaiah. He
constantly looked back to his baptism by John the Baptist
as the moment of his authorization and sending (Mark 11:27-
33) . He may well have thought of that baptism as his anoint-
ing. Even if we dismiss the sermon in the Synagogue at
Nazareth, found only in Luke (4:16-30), as Lucan redactional
composition, Isaiah 61 has played a significant part in an un-
doubtedly authentic Jesus logion, viz., the answer to John
(Matt 11:15 par Q). From this it would be legitimate to in-
fer that Jesus regarded his baptism as a prophetic anointing.
In this sense Jesus could have understood himself to be Mesiah,
Christos. This would be the response he sought to elicit from
Simon and the other disciples at Caesarea Philippi. What they
did not understand was that this involved the further step of
self-giving even unto death. Simon was wrong, not because he
postulated a political Messiahship for Jesus, but because he
failed to understand that the fate of the deutero-Isaianic
prophet included rejection and martyrdom. As a description of
the Jesus phenomenon there we should prefer “ messianic
prophet,” that is, one anointed by God for eschatological mis-
sion, to proclaim and activate the proleptic presence of God’s
eschatological salvation and to announce its impending con-
summation. This takes us a significant step further than
Schillebeeckx himself was able to go, and brings the title
“ Messiah "—albeit in the very restricted and specific sense—-
within the orbit of the historical Jesus.

Schillebeeckx has further placed us ir his debt by highlight-
ing and describing what he called Jesus’s “ Abba experience.” *¢
He rightly sees in this Abba experience-—granted to Jesus in

16 Schillebeeckx, Jesus, 256-69.
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his baptism—the basis for his eschatological mission. The
revelation of God as Father is not the disclosure of a general
religious idea, but the concrete call to a specific mission and the
endowment with the power to accomplish it. Schillebeeckx is
equally right when he cautiously refuses to draw from this
circumstance the corollary that Jesus explicitly designated him-
self as either Son or Son of God.

These explicit titles belong to the Christology of the post-
Easter church. However, Jesus’s Abba experience certainly con-
stitutes a basis for the later Father/Son language which was
developed in Mark 13:32; Matt 11:27 par. Q; and Matt 28:19,
and above all in the Johannine discourse material.

This brings us to the question of the retrojection of the
christological titles. Raymond E. Brown, in his study of the
Matthean and Lucan infancy narratives, has reconstructed the
backward development of Christology.*” Initially, he holds, the
“decisive christological moment” was (possibly) identified
with the parousia, then certainly with the resurrection. Then
it was pushed back into the earthly life of Jesus, possibly first
to the Transfiguration, then (certainly) to the baptism, then
to the birth or conception (in the Matthean and Lucan infancy
narratives) and finally in the Fourth Gospel to the pre-existent
phase of the life of the Son of God. Of course this development
is not to be understood as an orderly or linear one. No doubt
different communities identified the decisive christological
moment differently and continued to do so. But it is possible
to discern some of these varying Christologies in the NT. What
Brown does not make clear in his book is whether this retro-
jection process is to be regarded as the christologizing of a life
previously regarded as un-christological. If we were justified in
the foregoing paragraphs in arguing for an implied messianic-
prophetic Christology in the earthly phase of Jesus’ career,
then we must conclude that the retrojection process was not
a christologizing of an un-christological life. What happened is

17 R. E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1977), 29-32 ete.
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that as the titles were retrojected they were used to designate
what was already present in the pre-Easter Jesus. Indeed, one
might trace the process in both directions. Before Easter cer-
tain titles were used in the ambience of Jesus to designate him
as eschatological prophet. These titles would include Mar-
Kyrios and Mesiah-Christos. After Easter they would have
been projected forward to describe what Jesus had become at
the resurrection, viz., the One who was to come again at the
end and then as the exalted, reigning One (Acts 2:36). Thus
the statement that he was made Lord and Christ means that
he was made so in a regnant, glorified sense, not that he became
what he was not before. The other christological title which
comes into consideration at this point is Son of God. We have
already agreed with Schillebeeckx that this title did not come
into use either as a self-designation or as a title used by others
during Jesus’s earthly life. It was first introduced after Easter
as a title derived from Jewish Davidic messiology.”®* But when
it was retrojected as Brown has traced the process it did have
something in the life of the earthly Jesus which it could latch
on to and describe, namely, Jesus’s Abba-experience. Hence it
was not an arbitrary procedure when the voice from heaven
at the transfiguration and at the baptism was formulated in
terms of a Son Christology. For it was precisely at his baptism
that the historical Jesus received his Abba-experience. Thus
we can see the christological titles first being projected to the
resurrection, picking up the freight of post-Easter Christology
and then in course of time retrojected again, carrying that
freight backwards with them.** Easter did make a difference,
but the difference was one of degree, not of kind, in the de-
velopment of Christology.

Grimm has further argued that we should not draw too sharp
a distinction between the eschatological prophet and the

188ee J. A. Fitzmyer, “ Addendum: The Implications of the 4Q ‘Son of
God ’ Text,” in A Wandering Aramean Collected Aramaic Essays (Ann Arbor,
MI: Edwards, 1979), 102-13.

19 Ferdinand Hahn had already proposéd a similar projection-retrojection
line of development for the title Mar-Kyrios, The Titles of Jesus in Chris-
tology (London: Lutterworth, 1969).
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messianic Son of David. This concept or image was not, he
holds, interpreted exclusively in political terms in the OT or
pre-Christian Judaism. There was a line of tradition which
brought the Son of David expectation quite close to the idea
of the eschatological prophet:

The relation (between the eschatological prophet and Jewish
messianology) should not be defined onesidedly in antithetic terms.
Precisely in deutero-Isaianic logia we find traits suggesting that
Jesus regarded his eschatological mission and the way predestined
for him not only as the fulfillment of the ebed-prophesies, but also
in connection (often typologically) with the OT redeemer figure
of David.?®

We may compare this suggestive claim with Schillebeeckx’s
depiction of a “ Prophetic-cum-sapiential Davidic messian-
ism.” #* This raises the question of the historical Jesus’s affini-
ties with wisdom. It is now widely accepted that phenomeno-
logeally speaking Jesus appeared in the mode of a sage as well
as in that of eschatological prophet. But this is often pro-
pounded in a purely phenomenological sense, unrelated to
Jesus’s eschatological claim: Jesus was simply one of wisdom’s
envoys or spokesmen, one of a series of which John the Baptist
had been the immediately preceding envoy or spokesman. The
way seems to have been barred to relating Jesus’s wisdom func-
tion to the finality of his prophetic mission. If however we can
draw a connecting line between the eschatological-prophetic
and sapiential tradition via the Son of David Christology as it
is adumbrated in the Isaianic and deutero-Isaianic materials as
Schillebeeckx and Grimm have independently done, it may be
possible to argue that in presenting himself as sage, Jesus was
implicitly claiming to be the last, definitive envoy and spokes-
person of wisdom. As in the case of his prophetic activity, it is
the content of his word rather than his explicit claim which is
decisive.

Grimm goes on to advance a similar claim for a Mosaic
Christology:

20 Grimm, Verkiindigung, 311 (my translation).
21 Schilleebeeckx, Jesus, 456-59. o
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“In his concrete activity and speaking Jesus latched on to the OT
redeemer figures David and Moses (as well as to prophetic ways of
speech and functions). But he did this critically, selectively and
interpretatively. His criterion was the deutero-Isaianic soterio-
logical message and the redeemer mysteriously proclaimed by
deutero-Isaiah.” 22

It is surely more than a concidence that quite independently
Schillebeeckx advances a similar claim for Jesus, although he
does so more directly in the context of Jesus’ exorcisms:

Wisdom is bound up with authority of exousia, the authority of
whoever has sent the ‘ wise one’: the clean or the unclean pneuma.
Obviously the prophetic tradition is here blended with that of Son
of David . . . The Son of David and ‘ king of the Jews’ is he who
shares God’s dominion; and this becomes clear from his total au-
thority over demons and all the elements. This was anticipated in
the late Jewish conception of Moses: Moses was the king of the
whole nation because he had full authority to do miracles . . . In
the wisdom literature, after all, the ‘wise man’ possesses ‘the
whole world ’, 23

Clearly there is more work to be done here. The investigation
should be accomplished along the lines Grimm has already
chosen when he established the deutero-Isaianic impregnation
of Jesus’s logia.

Conclusion

This discussion of issues raised by Schillebeeckx’s treatment
of the earthly Jesus and the attendant problems associated
therewith has, it is hoped, shown that he not only summed up
the New Testament work of several decades but advanced posi-
tions which have for the most part independently been taken
up by New Testament scholars since the appearance of his
work. It may therefore be regarded not merely as Forschungs-
bericht, but as a truly seminal and creative contribution to New
Testament Christology.

Recivarp H. FuLLer
Virginia Theological Seminary
Alexandria, Virginie

22 Grimm, Verkiindigung, 312, ' 23 Bchillebeeckx, Jesus, 457.



CHRISTOLOGY IN THE CONTEXT OF EXPERIENCE:
ON THE INTERPRETATION OF CHRIST BY
E. SCHILLEBEECKX

[ ]

AKING A CRITICAL JUDGMENT of Schille-
‘ \ / I beeckx’s Christology is difficult. He has not dealt
with it in a comprehensive and formal manner, but
rather in association with other topics or under certain re-
stricted aspects. Secondly, his remarks on Christology are only
partially systematic in character, being marked by a method-
ological pluralism which includes exegetical, dogmatic, and
empirically descriptive methods. This pluralism does not make
for the desired comprehensive presentation; it can blur ideally
distinct, though not separate, aspects and dimensions, and this
can prevent the attainment in turn of all the truth accessible
to any one of the given methods, rigorously pursued. Finally,
there are certain divergences among the author’s many scat-
tered statements over the years in which a critical reader might
see contradictions but which the author presents as the con-
tinuous development of a single, constant, and valid basic
thought.

If one were to try to bring these statements into some sort
of unity, one could single out the dimension of experience,
especially in the more recently formulated positions. The
author is primarily seeking an interpretation of Christ which
stems from present experience and aims at new experience.

1. “ Precritical > Presentations and Positions

Among the many early presentations of his position, one de-
serves special attention. The author himself called it a “chris-
tological sketch ”, and it is paradigmatic for the dogmatic and
systematic point of departure of the whole way of thought. In

383
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his essay on “ The Mysteries of Christ and the Trinity ” from
the volume of collected writings Revelation and Theology,*
the author displayed special interest in the condition humaine
of Jesus Christ. This interest is related in turn to the influence
of phenomenological philosophy and modern anthropology and
is called (not without a touch of exaggeration) a revolutionary
impulse for dogmatics (828). Yet it was then quite clear to
the author that Jesus in his humanity is only * interesting ” in
the end if the mystery of his personal union with the divine
person is taken seriously, and this mystery implies the mystery
of the Trinity as well. Thus Schillebeeckx rehabilitates the
classical christological development of dogma as he identifies
the underlying impetus of this development with the principle
“that Christ is not a human person alongside a divine per-
son” (ibid.) and yet that the human nature of Christ must
not be understood as “ depersonalized ” (which corresponds
fully to the traditional doctrine of the Enhypostasis of the
human nature of Christ). One could argue that the statement
concerning the human form of God’s appearance is not quite
precise and that the thesis of a continuous, progressive incarna-
tion over the whole length of Jesus’s life can hardly ground all
that is claimed for it as explaining the growth of Christ’s
humanity. Nevertheless, nothing could be found in the de-
scriptions drawn from phenomenology which would be unfit-
ting in principle to explicate the life of Christ.

Other statements of this period 2 proposing a theology of the
sacraments rooted in Christ as the Ursakrament point in much
the same direction (25). Here too the author remains within
the basic framework of the Chalcedonian dogma and its defini-
tion of Christ as “ one person in two natures ” (23). Entirely

1E. Schillebeeckx, Offenbarung und Theologie I (aus dem Niederlandischen
iibersetzt von H. Zulauf) Mainz, 1965, 328-331. The translation and pagina-
tion of this work and all the following are based on the German editions
cited.

2 Christus, Sakrament der Gottbegegnung (deutseh von H. Zulauf), Mainz,
1960.
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in line with the tradition, the deeds of Christ are interpreted
as theandric acts, drawing even on a distinction found in
Thomas between the mixed and the simply human activities
of Christ, each of which can claim the right to be termed sacra-
mental causality. The Incarnation is described here with a
soteriological and historical realism as the mission and sending
of the Son to earth (26). Statements of the fourth Gospel are
heavily relied upon which later will be described as merely
secondary.

In this context, the meaning of the Incarnation is seen as the
“ divinization of the human ”, following the at once realistic
and supernatural language of the Greek patristic tradition.
The fullness of grace proper to Jesus in his humanity belongs
to him “ by virtue of his divinity ” (26). “As God, Christ is
equal to the Father in all things” (39). The “mystery of
Christ ”, also described as the “ Incarnation” and the “ mys-
tery of Christmas”, is the * self-realizing revelation of the
salvific mystery of the Trinity ” (46). The deeds of Jesus
Christ were thus his earthly worshipful obedience to the
Father, culminating in his sacrificial death, which was accepted
by the Father in the Resurrection, here understood in a sal-
vifically realistic way. All these truths and realities can be
understood only in light of the mysterious but basic fact that
“ Christ in his humanity is virtually the Son of God” and
“the second person of the Trinity, worthy of our worship ”.
As such the Son is “in unity with the Father the principle of
the Holy Spirit ” (43) .

The author in this period obviously considers all these state-
ments to be well-grounded on a biblical foundation, to whose
sense and spirit the tradition of the Church (Chalcedon) had
remained faithful, neither perverting nor abandoning the bibli-
cal message. The author’s close ties to the tradition are not
placed in any serious doubt by occasional minor imprecisions
in his choices of words and phrases or by his somewhat popu-
larizing formulations. To say that the divine person of the Son
“took on a human form of appearance ” (23) could be seen as
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falling into the same fault ascribed often to traditional
theology, namely that of not safeguarding the true humanity
of Christ from continuing docetistic and monophysite tenden-
cies. One might raise the same objection to the statement that
Christ is “ God in a human manner and human in a divine
manner ”, as it could appear that such a way of speaking re-
duced the two natures to two modalities, one nature becoming
merely a mode of appearance of the other nature; but of course
it is perfectly clear that such was not the intention of the
author. Nevertheless, even here it is evident that the author
was attempting to abandon strict, systematic conceptions and
to move towards a more fluid use of language, more accessible
to people of our day and making the truth more intelligible.
On the whole, in this phase in his interpretation of the mystery
of Christ, he used vital if somewhat redundant language. Both
the description of Christ as primal sacrament (a term taken
over from the patristic era and at the time this book was writ-
ten already generally accepted) and the related association of
Christ with the notion of sacrament are well suited to illumi-
nate the truth of the God-man in its significance for the pres-
ent life of the Church and to be of help to modern Christians.
This occurred, however, without any concern for the exegeti-
cal and hermeneutical problematic, which was already then
much discussed and surely not unknown to the author.

Of special significance for the later development of the
author’s views is the fact that already the theological, sacra-
mental understanding of Christ is being developed with a cer-
tain recourse to the concept of experience. The category of
“ encounter ”, which was introduced into the understanding of
the sacraments, is described as a “reference to our natural,
existential experience ” (10). Yet, according to his brief state-
ments on this topic, the experience which is given with human
existence in general is not yet constitutive of revelation and
the faith. He states expressly that revelation and the faith
themselves constitute the encounter with God, an encounter
which of course gains its full meaning only as experienced en-
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counter. All of this has quite a modern turn to it; yet at the
same time it is balanced and closely bound to the doctrine of
faith.

The personalist category of “encounter” sets the tone as
well for the Answer® which Schillebeeckx gave in 1964 to Bis-
hop Robinson’s Honest to God. Although the Anglican bishop
rolled out the whole problematic of a hermeneutically oriented
theology, Schillebeeckx does not address the methodological
questions but instead works out, with the help of an ontology
of the person, an answer which was influenced by modern per-
sonalism and yet offers no substantial consideration of the
problem of understanding and the complicated issues asso-
ciated with it. In the presentation of the mystery of Christ
the same familiar formulations appear once again, in which
Jesus is termed the “ sacramental form ” of God (72), where
God is “immediately encountered ”. This surely is meant of
the ontological, divine sonship of Jesus Christ, as Robinson’s
functionalism is repudiated expressly. Regarding the signifi-
cance for the efficacy of the grace of that “ sacrament ” which
the God-man embodies, the reader comes upon a sentence
which sounds today almost “ hyperorthodox ”: “. .. We know
nothing about any meaningful possibility of being graced apart
from Christ” (78). Schillebeeckx argues against Robinson
that, although Jesus might very well be understood in the
sense of the Anglican bishop as one who was “for others”
(74) , still this could never be the final word. The final word
of our author refers to that “ metahistorical love of the Trin-
ity ” which appeared in Jesus, a love which is shared with us
in him, leading not simply to an encounter with a human being
but to an encounter with God in faith. Here it is quite clearly
the ecclesial faith of the Nicene-Chalcedonian tradition which,
even without applying much of the art of hermeneutics, the
author seemed still to consider as intelligible and communi-

3 Personale Begegnung mit Gott. Eine Antwort en John A. T. Robinson
(deutsch von H. Zulauf), Mainz 1964.
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cable, and the significance of which he wanted to elucidate in
marked opposition both to Robinson’s total capitulation to the
spirit of the times and to any merely modish tendency.

At the same time Schillebeeckx writes elsewhere * of the
“ coming of the son of God into the dimension of our worldly
historicality ” (20), in which “salvation as a supernatural
reality offers itself to us in the form of an inner-worldly real-
ity—the humanity of Christ” (20). As “ God’s Word ”,
Christ is God himself, the son who addresses us personally in
the human Jesus” (40) . According to Schillebeeckx the whole
New Testament is carried by this faith, which would be passed
on undiluted to later times. “ From what has been said it has
become clear that the christological confessions of faith found
in the sacred scripture would be unintelligible apart from their
trinitarian framework and that the later apostolic ‘ symbol’
is simply an explicit formulation of the basic inspiration of the
apostolic kerygma. In the apostolic kerygma, in the earliest
catechetics, and in the apostolic confessions of faith, the
mystery of Christ is seen from the fundamental point of view
of a comprehensive mystery of God” (172). Not only is the
unified, unbroken chain of the tradition upheld in the form of
the teaching office of the church, but even more: “ This tradi-
tion is essentially bound to its living subject, the church, the
living people of God under the leadership of official church
ministry ¥ (27), which includes—as if self-evident—infalli-
bility as well.

There can be no doubt that these christological statements
were worked out in strict conformity with the Catholic rule of
faith. They are formulated in personal categories in a some-
what more pronounced manner than in traditional Christology,
and they are expressed in terms of the category of “en-
counter ”’; and yet in no way do they betray any withdrawal
from the dogma of the church, of which the author can still say:
“ We must, however, remain conscious of the fact that dogma

4 Offenbarung und Theologie I, Mainz 1965.
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thoroughly reiterates the salvific reality of the content of reve-
lation ” (220). A hiatus between scripture and dogma is not
yet felt here. The problematic of epistemological movement
between text and author and between the author and his later
readers is not yet made thematic. The development of dogma
is accepted as needing no defence. And yet one remark almost
sounds like a warning: “ New interpretations of the dogma can
have a legitimate but just as easily a heretical meaning”
(228) . The hermeneutic problem as such is not yet taken up
and in any case not yet critically turned against the dogma of
the church, as is clear for example in the passing mention of
R. Bultmann (219f).

II. The Shift towards Hermeneutics and Critical Theory

In contrast to the “ pre-eritical ” period a certain shift makes
itself apparent in Schillebeeckx’s writings in the post-conciliar
era. This change can be noticed already in the essays col-
lected in the book: God—the Future of Man.”*® The author
seizes on the whole “ arsenal ” of hermeneutical problems and
on the “ mounds of hermeneutical material ”, in order to apply
them to the dogma of the church. This he does at first with
the positive intention of furthering the inevitable new inter-
pretation of the conception of God as the “ God who is our
future . However, the hermeneutical tools are merely laid out
and in a somewhat pedantic fashion prepared provisionally for
what is deemed the decisive task of ““ formulating anew for our
present day ” (86f) the old truth of scripture. This is seen as
necessary because we understand each text “ only in its appli-
cation to our present time ”, i.e. from our contemporary self-
understanding. And yet this hardly exhausts the hermeneutical
problem. The basic question would still have to be posed and
answered: What happens if the text and our seli-understanding
or our pre-understanding of ourselves as human (Vorver-

5 Gott—die Zukunft des Menschen (deutsch von H. Zulauf und H. A.
Mertens) Mainz, 1969. . . .
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stindnis) come into conflict with each other? In such a case
the self-understanding would seem to take precedence despite
protestations to the contrary affirming the normative role of
the text. Already at this point a certain doubt must arise
whether Schillebeeckx is in any better position than Bultmann
to maintain the normativeness of sacred scripture. The crucial
question as to whether the self-understanding can be ques-
tioned or even corrected radically by the text is in any case not
affirmatively answered here.

Another question does not admit of any definitive answer on
the basis of this work, namely, whether with such stress on the
self-understanding and on the “ hermeneutical situation” the
(christological) content of the kerygma must not be prejudiced
and twisted. It is noteworthy that the few texts about Christ
say merely that God gave us in him “ the possibility to create
a future ” (153); “. .. that which occurred in him is the basis,
norim, and criterion of every expectation of the future ” (160).
The mystery of the person of Jesus Christ remains here merely
expressed in the formulation that “ even for him that relation-
ship to the God whom he calls his Father is the basis of his con-
ception of the coming kingdom > (160) .

Only with the book “ Contributions towards a Hermeneuti-
cal and Critical Theology ”°® does hermeneutics seem to be
elevated to a central role in his judgments. The work begins
with the engaging question: “ From where in the last analysis
do we draw our knowledge that a new updating interpreta-
tion of the Christian message or of any old dogma, . . . or of the
doctrine of the two natures (Council of Chalcedon) really does
correspond to the gospel and really is ‘orthodox’ in this
sense? ” (9). The techniques of the hermeneutical method ap-
pear now to have been expanded to include structuralist
linguistics, logical-linguistic analysis, and the phenomenological
philosophy of language, although the possible contribution of

8 Glaubensinterpretation: Beitnige zu einer hermeneutischen und kritischen
Theologie (deutsch von H. Zulauf), Mainz 1971.
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these disciplines to a theological hermeneutics will be mini-
malized later on. The same fate awaits the whole hermeneutics
of the humane sciences. Whereas they are praised at the
beginning as the irreplaceable and necessary instrument for the
modern communication of faith, it is then maintained (with an
apparent logical gap) “. .. that a purely humanities-oriented,
¢ Gadamerhermeneutics > is insufficient for theology” (72).
Thus the basic question in theology is “. . . not so much about
the relationship between the past (scripture, tradition) and
the present as about the relation between theory and practice ”
(71). With this determination, the author distances himself
from humane-historical hermeneutics and turns more towards
“negative dialectics” (Th. W. Adorno) and the “ critical
theory ” (J. Habermas), which were becoming popular at that
time. Both appeared especially well-suited for a critical re-
flection on ““ orthopraxis,” i.e. on the Christian ethical-political
“ praxis,” viewed now as decisive for every new interpretation
of the faith: “ There is a notable convergence between the in-
terest in emancipation by which the critical theory is moti-
vated and the liberating power of the gospel, even though the
two may not be fully identified with one another” (154).
Therefore “. . . the critical theory of society is an auxiliary
science for theology ” (155). And yet much remained unclear
about the relationship between the gospel (church and dogma)
and the critical rationality of the modern Christian. On the
one hand, faith and dogma were supposed to be corrected by
social critique, to which even the church was subordinated;
faith and dogma were to be criticized by the standards of their
efficacy for social praxis, so that it had to come to an “ under-
standing of the tradition against the tradition ” (146). On the
other hand, however, dogma was supposed to retain and exert
its critical power, at least as a “ dangerous form of recollec-
tion” (164). But how could that which is supposed to be
criticized ever become itself the measure of the critique? The
answer to this question was to be provided by reference to
“ praxis ” and the experience which it brings forth: “ ‘Praxis’
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is an essential element of a contemporizing and liberating in-
terpretation ” (159) of the Christian faith. For a faith come of
age it is not “ orthodoxy ” but “ orthopraxis ” which is deci-
sive. The author, however, seemed unable to say what the
“ orthos ” in the concept of “ orthopraxis ” could possibly mean
or from where it could draw its content. It would have to be
something standing above “ praxis”, which would then be in
contradiction to the binding standard of verifying the faith in
praxis and in the practical experience of life. True: the author
does allow at one point a certain reservation, viz. that the
truths of the faith could never be derived directly from life’s
praxis and its experiences; rather such truths simply must re-
flect real human experiences (15). But at this point the same
question returns which was posed above by the unresolved
problematic of the role of self-understanding: How can we be
prevented from simply identifying our own experience with the
truth of faith, turning the faith into a mere human product?
How can one avoid reducing the faith to the measure of one’s
own small, private experience?

At still another juncture the quandary of the question about
God is expressed when the author admits that God cannot
actually be experienced. How could practical experience ever
serve, then, as a criterion of substantiating the truth of the
faith? The author seeks help here in a merely rhetorical
escape: God is said “. . . to be experienced in human experience
as one not immediately experienced ” (387). Clearly, the con-
cept of experience remained still to be articulated, inasmuch as
precisely an aspect of immediacy (alongside transcendental
structures and aposteriori reflection) is generally thought es-
sential to the definition of experience.’

These principles of critical-practical hermeneutics already
had shown their influence on the christological statements of
the author, even if still in somewhat unthematic fashion. That
is made clear by formulations such as the following: the human
Jesus-event is the revelatory deed of God in history; Jesus is

7 Cf. J. B. Lotz, T?*anszendenta,le BErfahrung, Freiﬁurg, 1978, 20 f.



CHRISTOLOGY IN THE CONTEXT OF EXPERIENCE 393

the revelation of God and “the eschatalogical presence of
God ” for Christians (48); Jesus is the manifestation of God
(51) . The altered point of view can be seen in the contention
that an “orthopraxis” in which Jesus is affirmed (even by
non-Christians) as something unique and absolute could be
“ more orthodox ” than the doctrine of the one person in two
natures (74). The dubiousness of such statements rests not in
their view of Jesus as God’s event in history, which of course
is quite true, but rather in that they no longer reach to the
mystery of the God-man; indeed, they no longer seem even to
want to do so. Logical rigor is not lacking inasmuch as
Schillebeeckx stated that God could never be experienced in
the world without becoming simply an objectified part of real-
ity. It must be clear, however, that experience and praxis,
which no one today would want to exclude from the interpreta-
tion of the faith, nevertheless must be brought into theology
and Christology in quite a different way from that proposed
here.

III. The Jesus of Experience

In his later, directly christological works, the author does
little to alleviate what is problematic about the experiential
starting-point; quite to the contrary, he even aggravates the
problem. Only at this point does the rich and varied arsenal of
hermeneutics receive a concrete application and determine the
systematic structure so pervasively that all contents are al-
ready prejudiced by the hermeneutical principles.

The subtitle of the book, Jesus: The History of One Still
Living [Jesus, het verhaal van een levende]®, was meant to ex-
press the experiential starting-point by claiming that the his-
torical Jesus, as one who is alive, is capable of being experi-
enced. Not much attention is paid to the special problem of
how a past event or life can be experienced, the question as to
the anamnetical or recollective experience and the unique mode

8 Freiburg 81975,
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of contemporaneity which it demands between the subject and
the object of the experience. According to the Catholic doc-
trinal principle, only the church and her living tradition can
create such contemporaneity. As a matter of fact, there is an
acknowledgement of this function of the church in a few refer-
ences of the book, such as when it is said that the Church is
“the norm for our understanding of the faith ”, although this
sentence is followed by another, in which the author expresses
doubts about the “ Church’s Christ” (28) and wishes to ab-
stract from dogma.

The author seeks to attain the necessary contemporaneity
in accord with “ the demands of critical rationality ” by recon-
structing the origins of the faith in Jesus. The entire interest
of the work is concentrated on the question about the identity
of Jesus of Nazareth. Faith and historical critique converge
here, without deciding the question which the reader might well
want to pose as to which of the two instances should be de-
cisive were they to come into conflict, especially as the author
has already declared his doubts about the “ Church’s Christ ”.
But not even the historical Jesus is, according to Schillebeeckx,
attainable, since historical research “ never can bring out the
true Jesus of Nazareth ” (28). With that, the author indicates
his critique of exegesis and the historical-critical method in so
far as they lead, at least in their exclusive application, to the
most divergent of views. He terms his own working instru-
ment a “theological exegesis”, the theological dimension of
which is not, however, the dogma and faith of the Church,
but rather that Christian experience which already at the be-
ginning was constitutive for faith in Christ. It is the basic dis-
closure-experience which not only provides a principle of veri-
fication for the biblical reports about Jesus but which also per-
vades the entire later history of faith in Jesus. In its content
this experience is defined by a concrete, lived experience of
“ salvation in Jesus ”.

The problem posed thereby is that many divergent experi-
ences and interpretations of Jesus are to be found already in
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the New Testament. Thus some single, concrete, unifying fac-
tor has to be postulated, even though its definition turns out to
be purely formalistic. It is the “ reference to the one Jesus”,
which runs through all these experiences, or that phenomenon
which leads the people of the New Testament “. . . to define
the highest sense of their lives by reference to Jesus of
Nazareth” (48). They actually experience not Jesus himself
but merely a kind of reflection from him and a reference to
him. Thus the origin of Christianity rests neither in Jesus alone
nor in the early Christian community, but in “ both of them
taken together as offer and response ”. It is the experience of
the community (together with every later experience), which
bcomes constitutive for the Christ-event and for Christianity.
The figure of Jesus himself becomes simply the counterpart,
the one pole of the experienced reality of salvation. It is not
a question of the disciples’ and the earliest Christians’ recog-
nizing in Jesus the Lord, the Son of Man or the Messiah;
rather, since they first experienced in him certain changes in
their lives, they then gave him these names of distinction (49).
Jesus was simply the departure-point, the pre-condition for
the faith of Christians, while the element which actually has
content and creativity came from the life-experience of the
community, which for its part was formed largely by its social-
cultural environment. Accordingly, Jesus would be nothing
without the community. It appears here as if the constitution
of Christianity were still to be divided between these two fac-
tors; and yet in fact the inner logic of the position would de-
mand that the experience of the community take precedence
over Jesus, since it is from this experience that the disclosure
of who Jesus was and what he did occurs. It is this experience
which first lends meaning and content to the Jesus-event. « The
constant factor (both for the biblical origins of Christianity
and for its continuation) is the changing life of the ¢ commun-
ity of God’ or the ¢ community of Christ’, an experience be-
getting community ” (49). A temporal priority is ascribed to
Jesus’s offer, but what the offer is all about is defined first by
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the response of the community. The question which would
need to be posed here is not formulated, viz. whether the com-
munity might not have deceived itself in its projections, ex-
pectations, and longings in regard to Christ. The theory of
projection, found, say, in Feuerbach or Freud, is neither an-
swered here nor excluded.

At odds with the declared principle that historical-critical
research “ never can bring out the true Jesus of Nazareth”
(28), that all searching for the historical Jesus is only the
“ chasing after a phantom ”, the author then takes up—and as
if its possibility were self-evident—the task of  entering
genuine Jesus-terrain” (127) seeking “. . . to carry out an
historical-critical investigation of what really was verbalized in
Jesus ” (90), albeit only as mirrored in the reflection and re-
flexion of the community of disciples. Thus there follows the
attempt to determine the “real aspect”, the “ trustworthy
tradition,” and the correct relationships of the community to
the historical Jesus as opposed to simply arbitrary projections
and constructions or to the kerygmatic reworkings and accre-
tions ” (76). Viewed from the central principle of experience,
it is not easy to see why such painting-over should be held to
be anything other than experiences and genuine references to
that “ pole ” which Jesus is. In the further course of his book,
the author acknowledges only those experiences as genuine
which belong, as does the so-called “ Q-source of sayings ”, to
the earliest stratum of the history of the traditions entering the
New Testament and which omit every personal or authorita-
tive claim by Jesus. This purpose can also be served by those
parts of the synoptic gospels which reflect the purely human
“ life-praxis ” of Jesus. In this context even Peter’s confession
that Jesus is the Messiah is presented as a misunderstanding,
which Mark (8, 27-33) supposedly corrects, since it is less a
confession of faith than a radical misunderstanding of what
Jesus’s view of his life is all about. “ For Mark it is a heretical
Christology of the  theios afer’” (286).
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In the attempt to work out this historical picture of Jesus,
the emphasis is placed “ upon that reign of God which is con-
cerned with humaneness ” (124), that reign proclaimed by
Jesus. In his parables and beatitudes, Jesus contradicts con-
ventional human practice and intends merely to express a
radical “No” to the previous history of human suffering.
(This interpretation reveals how influential modern patterns
and paragons of understanding can be for the interpretation of
the New Testament). By contrast, the summons of Jesus to
conversion is not especially stressed, since according to this
interpretation Jesus was not a preacher of doom, as was, e.g.,
John the Baptist. “ John appeared to the folk like a dirge;
.. . Jesus appeared like a song ” (123).

What the disciples found so impressive about the “life-
praxis ” of Jesus is defined above all in terms of a humane
“doing the good” and of a manner of dealing with people
which made them rejoice ” (177), such as the banquets held
with the lowly and the outcasts of society. All the character-
istics of Jesus which go beyond the merely human are pushed
to the periphery or simply left aside. Although the childhood
history of Jesus theoretically could not be denied a certain re-
lationship to Jesus on grounds of the “ experience principle ”
(Mt 1, 18-23; Lk 1, 5—2, 52), it is dismissed nevertheless as
irrelevant. “His birth in Bethlehem is a Jewish theologumenon,
i.e. an interpretative point of view, not an historical state-
ment” (102). Here again, it is clear that only those experi-
ences are allowed significance which correspond to the reduc-
tionistic scheme of the human Jesus.

That applies as well to the signs of power and the miracles
of Jesus, which are declared to be historically ambivalent and
incapable of being understood literally (161). It is obvious
that a category of judgment enters in here other than that of
the historical-critical judgment, which purportedly seeks to re-
spond to the demands of the text and of the historical-socio-
logical context of Jesus’s day. This other category of judgment
remains throughout all interpretations the basic hidden catalyst
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and the standard of measure for legitimizing or denying any
experiences of Jesus. It is the subjective significance for people
today and for the modern self-understanding, as is shown by
the final statement about Jesus’s signs and miracles: “ Even
had Jesus historically and literally done all of this, still how
could that be of meaning for us today? What does a social
worker in the third world of today care about the miracles of
Jesus from way back then?” (16). Here it is clear that the
author is not concerned in the end with gaining access to the
historical Jesus, who despite all these efforts is claimed to be
inaccessible, nor is he interested in the final analysis in how the
disciples experienced Jesus’s power and miraculous deeds;
rather, the purpose seems to be a critique carried out by a
modern self-understanding which is not that of ecclesial faith.

This completely selective use of the historical-critical method
and the related principle of experience can be seen especially
in Schillebeeckx’s attitude towards the saying of Jesus found
in Mt 11, 27, a passage important for the mystery of this per-
son and in former years often termed the “ Johannine section ”
of the synoptic gospels, since it seemed to stand like an iso-
lated island in their midst. While many modern exegetes ex-
press their conviction that this saying cannot be demonstrated
to have derived from the post-resurrectional community, our
author himself at first admits that this saying “ at its core ”
could be considered as genuinely coming from Jesus, only then
to claim that it is saturated to the core by hellenistic, Jewish-
Christian, late Jewish and even Hassidic influences, which are
in opposition to any possible derivation from Jesus himself
apart from the residue of a simple consciousness in Jesus that
he had a mission (235) .°

Despite all verbal protestations to the contrary, a non-
kerygmatie, historical Jesus remains the postulate and leading
motif of the explanation, as is evident in the omission of those

9 Cf. L. Scheffezyk, Tendenzen und Brennpunkte der neueren Problematik
un die Hellenisierung des Christentums. (Sitzungsberichte der Bayerischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Phil-Histor. Klasse, 1982/2) Miinchen 1982.
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Pauline confessional formulae which also extend back into the
earliest tradition and where the “ divine ” picture of Christ is
characterized by preexistence and by an equality to the Father
despite the acknowledgment of the lowliness of the one who
became human (cf. Phil 2, 6-11; 1 Cor 15, 3-5) .

That center from which the religious meaning of salvation
in the historical Jesus himself is said to stem and in which the
“ salvation from God ” finally is based is his unique relationship
to the Father, so that the judgment of Jesus himself is viewed
again here under the aspect of religious experience. After ex-
pressing certain reservations about the theological potential of
the concept and language of “ Father ” heard from the mouth
of Jesus, it is finally admitted that this concrete, immediate
“ Father-experience ” can be viewed “. . . as the soul, the
source, and the entire manner of his self-presentation ” (235f.) .
At this point the dilemma both of this hermeneutical starting-
point and of the systematic structure of this Christology comes
to light. Regarding the immediate, concrete Father-experi-
ence of Jesus, the question is posed which would be in prin-
ciple of significance for all the experiences of the disciples as
well, viz., whether it might not well have been derived from a
deception, whether Jesus’s exceptional experience was not the
result of an illusion in light of which, of course, all subsequent
Christian experience of the disciples and of all Christianity
would have to be termed illusory. The answer is interesting
for its logical consequence, which follows stringently from the
point of departure in an experience which in the end could
never be objectified. According to Schillebeeckx, one could
very well dismiss Jesus’s Father-experience as an illusion; but
what is decisive is to put one’s trust in Jesus. And yet, in that
case, one should draw the consequence that this trust is in-
capable of demonstration, that it is preceded by no plausibility
or judgment of its believability whatever. It is not objectively
based in Jesus himself, but rather in his reflection in human ex-
perience. It is a voluntaristic, at worst even an arbitrary, de-
cision. This whole complicated hermeneutical manner of
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thought leads in the end to something very much like a merely
arbitrary option.

It can be understood easily enough that there is but little
room for a realistic view of the salvific dimensions of Christ’s
death and resurrection in such a scheme of human experience,
measured as it is—at least in its remote meaning—by the
standards of the modern understanding of self. Although the
author admits that Jesus viewed his death as a consequence of
his service of love for humankind and solidarity with others,
he denies that Jesus considered his death as “ salvation or a
propitiatory sacrifice”. This death was proof of Jesus’s fidel-
ity to his mission, which implies already in the pre-resurrec-
tional ministry a reference that the concern or “affair” of
Jesus should continue. Although the author himself occasion-
ally admits that the reconstruction of this historical picture of
Jesus and his deeds is “rather vague and weak ” (283), still,
it provides the basis for the interpretation of the Easter events
and the reports of appearances, which present merely an ex-
pression of the conversion experience which the disciples
achieved through a reflection about the historical Jesus.

These “ visions ” were “extrapolations of the graced char-
acter ” of the divine workings in the disciples. Everything be-
yond is but “ supra-naturalist hocuspocus” (576). The
author’s subjectivistic principle of experience is confirmed once
again by this interpretation, in which the hypothetical nature
of method comes clearly to light. According to this explana-
tion the Easter experience does not stem from a new, trans-
subjective event subsequent to the death on the cross but
rather begins simply as a process of recognition among the
disciples, an occurrence of conversion and a reminiscence about
the historical Jesus, who for his part serves only as the depar-
ture point and a point of reference for an internal, human ex-
perience.

Tt is for this reason that the “ Easter experiences ” lack the
significance and strength to reach (much less surpass) the
validity and normativiteness of the simple picture of the pre-
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resurrectional Jesus. The normative statement of the New
Testament about the mystery of the person of Jesus remains
that concerning the eschatalogical prophet: “ It is from God
that Jesus is present for his fellow humans; he is God’s gift to
all people. That is the New Testament’s ultimate vision of
Jesus of Nazareth and at the same time the definition of his
essence” (493). Accordingly, the statements about Christ
in the Fourth Gospel are assigned a lesser rank; they
are “theology of a second grade” (482). “Logos” and
“Pneuma” are to be understood only as abstract concepts
which offer as little proof of Jesus’s preexistence as do the con-
tentions of preexistence in regard to the Jewish Torah (483).
Even more obvious is that only a minor significance could be
attributed to the further christological development in the an-
cient Church, as it often expressed the one-sided influence of the
view of Christ in the Fourth Gospel, which is “ not to be taken
in such an exaltedly christological fashion ”. For this reason,
too, Jesus may not be interpreted from the mystery of the
Trinity, since this is but “ theology of the third grade ” (593).
In the end, the author does try to link the life of Jesus with the
mystery of the Trinity, which in its turn receives a quite dif-
ferent interpretation. In his creatureliness and his humanity
Jesus is understood as son of the Father thanks to his essen-
tial relation to the creative God. He distinguishes himself from
other humans in the end only by his Abba-experience (583f.).
Thus the Nicene doctrine with its divergent formulation can
be said to have been unnecessary. Likewise, the doctrine
of Chalcedon is disqualified as the expression of the “lofty,
philosophical sophistries of these Greek minds > (500), a posi-
tion which could easily be shown to stand in contrast to the
results of the history of dogma. Even the title “Son of God ”
falls under this critique, since Jesus is not named in this way
anywhere in the New Testament (487). In line with this argu-
mentation, the church’s confession of faith in the God-man is
rejected, since “ God-man ” is an “ equally conceivable and in-
conceivable mixture ”. The “ God-man” is “a divine icon”,
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by which “ we neutralize the critical power of God himself
(596) . One can understand why the critics identified this in-
terpretation of Jesus with liberal theology or brought it into
association with A. Ritschl’s model of the ethical Jesus, where
the “ divinity ” of Jesus is understood only as an index of his
ethical significance.” And yet one need not criticize or refute
our author’s concept of Jesus on the basis of such extraneous
comparisons. A comparison between his own early writings on
the “sacramental Christ” and his final verdict against the
“divine icon” Christ could offer the basis of an internal
critique.

The book Christ and Christians: The History of a New
Praxis for Life ™ is constructed on the basis of much the same
hermeneutic and systematic principles, which represent more
of a “ Jesusology ” than a Christology, the latter being viewed
as ideologically suspect. In this work the emphasis is placed
more on the question as to how New Testament Christianity
experienced salvation and grace and how this experience could
provide us with orientation for today. Concerning positions on
Christology itself and their hermeneutical justification, there
are no major, essential differences from the previous work. In
connection with the description of the experience of grace,
Pauline theology is allowed a greater significance than before.
For Paul salvation is definitely and exclusively “salvation in
Christ from God ” (171). The universal significance of Christ
(in Colossians) and the cosmic-political understanding (in
Ephesians) are expressly singled out and brought into con-
nection with modern  political theology ” and a theology of
liberation (205). Even the majestic-authoritative statements
about Christ as the “ glowing reflection of the glory of God”
(2 Cor 4, 4) or as the image of God and the mediator of crea-
tion (Hebrews 1, 8) are mentioned as characterizing the New
Testament’s faith-consciousness and are grasped as a way of

10 Cf. R. Slenczka, in: Theol. Lit. Zeitung 103 (1978) 425.
11 Freiburg, 1977.
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contemporizing what is normative about the faith, viz. that
“ salvation comes in Jesus from God ” (293). This work also
speaks more positively than before of the Johannine Chris-
tology, albeit with the reservation, born of personal conviction,
that this Christology is merely functional and that for John
Jesus merely stands “ in a unique relationship to God in a way
which surpasses all else” (417). Even the splendid titles of
Christ in the Apocalypse are acknowledged to have been con-
temporizations of the core Christian creed in light of a specific
situation of persecution (422). The apocalyptic features pre-
dominant in this sacred book are claimed as the basis of a
Christian theology of liberation, the recommendation of which
ends Schillebeeckx’s own work (446). Ignoring the likely ob-
jection that this is a hermeneutically premature subordination
of the biblical statements to modern problems and needs, one
could understand these statements as building blocks for a
biblical Christology which erects a bridge to the dogma of the
ancient Church. But such is quite clearly not the author’s
intention. He measures all such statements over against
what he considers to be the original Christian message of the
“ eschatological prophet”. Measured by this standard these
statements appear to be quite secondary; this is a method which
tries to justify itself by implying that the scriptures as such,
taken as a whole, possess little formal but rather only a so-
called existential authority, born of experience, which in the
final analysis is the original experience of the disciples with
the historical Jesus. All later interpretations stand under the
negative index of being “second ” and * third grade” theol-
ogies. The first Jesus-book, in a passage often overlooked, con-
trasted these with  first-order ” statements, where basic Chris-
tian orthodoxy is said to be already so fully constituted (485)
that everyone must be viewed as an orthodox Christian who
holds to the simple Jesus of the early biblical tradition. That
agrees with the clear attempt of the second Jesus-book to de-
value the Pastoral Epistles for their “ unaltered ” and “ uncon-
temporized > repetition of the matter of the tradition, which is
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offered “in the form of clichés ” (283). These biblical state-
ments, too, are to be criticized by the standard of measure pro-
vided by the early, concrete experience of Jesus, especially
since an illegitimate, “ institutional elevation ” of the original
experience of Jesus through the juridical, formal authority of
the Church can be detected here (62). The canonization of the
sacred scriptures is judged critically, and the doctrine concern-
ing the conclusion of revelation with the death of the last
apostle is dismissed; for where a legitimate contemporization
of the “original history ” of Jesus takes place, revelation is
actually still going on. The revelation arising from an en-
counter with Jesus belongs to the authentic process of revela-
tion. But, in all of that, there is one constant which controls
and permeates all successive “ revelations ”” and which must re-
main acknowledged as the basic experience of “ salvation from
God in Jesus ”, where Jesus 1s understood in terms of his mere-
ly human, pre-resurrectional, non-divine life. The various and
changing interpretative experiences remain at the level of de-
pendent variables. When this variable is experiencd concretely
as corresponding to “the suffering prophet Jesus” (i.e. in the
non-argumentative, subjective experience) and when the cur-
rent contemporization of the original life-witness is a success,
a “ fifth Gospel ” (2) comes into being, a claim which demon-
strates how radically the temporal situation or even the in-
dividual with his or her experiences is meant to be related
constitutively to “ revelation ”. “ The contemporary life-report
of Christians belongs to the very core of Christology ” (2).
Despite all this emphasis on the contemporary and ever-new
dimension of progressive, never-ended revelation, the question
remains what really is so new about the result. Even in the
first Jesus-book it was obvious that supposedly new interpreta-
tions of Jesus’s person and works (to be a self in radical giving
of self, to defend fellow humans, to be a mystic or an exegete
of God, etc.) were in fact only rhetorical exaggerations of
Jesus’s humanity; it is at least doubtful whether these inter-
pretations really do correspond as well to the modern mind as
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is contended. That holds no less for the predicates suggested
for Jesus in the second book: the mystic of God; the defender
of humanity; and the fellow human, who has experienced
humanity to its depths and yet gives expression to God (828).
Basically, no truly, qualitatively new experiences are brought
about with Christ, but old ones are clothed with new terms.
Even these terms fall short of the mystery of faith in the God-
man, Jesus Christ, as is clear in the Jewish conception of Jesus,
which is expressed in the “ first-order ” statements.

IV. Approximation to the Christological Dogma?

The goal of both the large Jesus-books was to bring Jesus
and his concerns and “affair” in their human and natural
historical dimensions nearer to modern humanity, which is
supposedly incapable of belief in Christian dogma. On the
basis of the alleged original form of the gospel Jesus was to be
presented in the categories of everyday human experience,
which need not even be expressly religious. This attempt, which
only seeks to provide the * prolegomena ” to a Christology, is
characterized often today as ‘““ Christology from below ”. Our
author rejects this title, probably not least because, in its valid
dimension of coming from above, faith is included already in
the development from below. But new problems are posed by
the Catholic principle of faith and doctrine—to the extent that
one still wants to hold to it. There follows a whole series of
questions, hermeneutical and systematic, wihch are especially
urgent in light of the unfinished task of permeating the masses
of material collected in these works with clear and consistent
theological thought. One question, for example, is this: What
kind of faith is it which can be directed towards a prophetic
human being and the history of his impact? The question be-
comes all the more unavoidable because in the whole context
of these works the reflection on the difference between faith
and experience is too abbreviated, as is the discussion of the
differences between experience on the one hand and cognition,
judgment or insight on the other. The assent of faith, which
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refers to divine truth transcending our reason and yet made ac-
cessible by revelation, is largely equivalent to the assent of
experience, where the motive is the evidentia sensibilis.

The emphasis on the subjective moment in experience, where
an inherent ambiguity could never be finally excluded, is ex-
aggerated, so that in the end an arbitrary decision is made for
one particular experience, while other experiences, especially
those of the later Church, are minimalized in their claim to be
binding. This leads ultimately to a subjectivistic reinterpre-
tation of revelation and of the normative witnesses of revela-
tion, as is indicated in the rhetorically bold but again ambig-
uous formula of the “fifth Gospel ”. If the consequences of
such contentions are considered closely, an understanding of
revelation would have to follow in which the authority of
revelation and the authority of (Christian) experience would
merge (Christ, 55). Experience belongs constitutively to the
occurrence of revelation. By a sweeping condemnation of any
gross opposition between revelation and experience (which in
this form is maintained by no one), and despite occasional
protestations to the contrary, the author moves towards a
synthesis of both realities which is theologically and herme-
neutically untenable. The synthesis suggested here is equiva-
lent to misunderstanding the basic human hermeneutical situa-
tion, which is characterized not by a co-constitution of the text
itself by its interpreter, or of the letter by its reader, or of the
contents of a missive by those addressed, but rather by an un-
derstanding acceptance of the message, by receptivity and
hearing and by attention to what is said, after which one can
make what is said (or revealed) one’s own or reject it. In
these later works of Schillebeeckx, one often gains the impres-
sion that he is making human conditions and human receptiv-
ity, including all that is human and so all that is experienced,
much more than instrumental causes of divine revelation; he is
making them its efficient cause in the full sense of the word or
even its formal cause. To use an extreme example, one might
object that the one addressed in a letter should have to deter-
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mine its content and even compose it, in order to understand
and accept it. To pursue this starting-point even further, the
question might be allowed why the ones addressed should need
ever to open and read the letter at all, since the content was co-
posited and co-constituted by themselves. As a matter of fact,
the question occasionally posed in these works as to why
salvifically significant human experience can come to existence
only with Jesus of Nazareth is never answered. H. Braun’s
answer was of stricter logical consequence: viz., that he sim-
ply did not have any other experience at his disposal (which,
at least ideally, should call attention to the limits of ex-
perience) .

Schillebeeckx seeks to answer or at least to dismiss the ob-
jections of his critics in several recent, shorter works.** They
show how, where the presentation is kept short, as is the case
here, many positions emerge more sharply, if somewhat more
crudely as well, whereas the explosive expansion of hermeneu-
tical questions and preliminary inquiries can make the orig-
inal movement of understanding more difficult and less clear.
Christian theology is led back to two sources, viz., revelation
and experience, both of which are constitutive for it. (Cf. In-
terim Report on the Books Jesus and Christ [— A], cited as
with the previous works according to the pagination of the
German translation, cf. here A 13). “ Interpretative experience
belongs essentially to revelation” (A 20 f.), although the
human does not ground revelation itself (a statement which
actually should eliminate the claim that experience is essen-
tially constitutive for revelation). It is now said of Jesus—
with still greater clarity than before—that he is simply “ the
point of departure for the concept of salvation in the New
Testament ” (ME 81). It is also explained that Jesus merely
made an offer which people responded to with their own pro-
jections. He was simply a “ stimulus, a catalyst of name-giving

12 Die Auferstehung Jesu als Grund der Brisung (Quaest. disp. 78) Fre-
burg 1979 (A); Menschliche Erfahrung und Glaube an Jesus Chrisius. Eine
Reohensohaft, Freiburg 1979 (ME).
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projections ” (A 33). In an interesting aside, it is said that his
catalytic role lay in what “he appeared to be from his life
and death ” (A 33; italics mine) . These projections relate thus
to something uncertain and merely apparent.

On the other hand it is hard to avoid the impression that the
author did not remain fully unimpressed by his critics. The
accepted pluralism of New Testament Christologies is qualified
by the addition that in their convergence a kind of unanimity
or harmony of the one faith quite well could have arisen (A
55) . In the same context, Christian tradition seems to experi-
ence in principle an increase in value, even if only as a tradi-
tion of experience. Assurance is given that “ second order”
statements do not mean second rate statements (111). The
conception of the resurrection is clarified at various points to
show that neither the empty tomb nor the visions concerning
appearances need to be denied a certain historical reality
(A 89 ), even if later (e.g. A 102) the “ bodily resurrection ”
once again approaches being a mere model of interpretation.
Schillebeeckx acknowledges a Christology which includes
dogma in its method from the start and seeks in its effort
merely “ to lead believers to a Christology ” (A 114). One may
perhaps thus see grounds for expecting the further step over to
an acknowledgment of the vere homo, vere Deus, even though
this does not yet seem to have occurred, at least if the author’s
appended Credo is taken seriously. A confession of faith in
the “ only-beloved son ” is not yet identical in sense or content
with the Nicene-Constantinopolitan confession of faith in unum
Dominum Jesum Christum, Filium Dei unigenitum. A good
theological hermeneutics will not overlook the difference.
(Translated by Richard Schenk, O.P., Munich)

Lro ScuEFFCZYK
University of Munich
Yunich, West Germany



DOGMATIC PLURALISM AND THE
NOETIC DIMENSION OF UNITY OF FAITH

[ ]

FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEMATIC which underlies
contemporary ecumenical efforts is the question of
how ecclesial unity can be attained when churches

hold dogmatic traditions which collaborative efforts find impos-
sible to reconcile on a conceptual level.* Past approaches to
ecumenism from within the Roman Catholic tradition often
stressed the necessity of a unilateral conversion and adherence
to Roman Catholic dogma as a condition for unity. More re-
cently, ecumenical efforts since Vatican IT have probed ways to
arrive at a unity which respects the ecclesial traditions of each
church and entails a conversion for all. One contemporary ap-
proach of great import focuses on the Council’s affirmation of
a legitimate pluralism not only in understanding but in dog-
matically confessing the mysteries of faith.* Unquestionably,
unity of faith embraces the level not only of dogmatic confes-
sion but also of lived praxis, of worship and service together.®
One issue raised in the context of the Vatican IT affirmation,

1 The Orthodox dogma of the procession of the Spirit from the Father alone
and the Roman Catholic filioque are a case in point.

2 Decree on Heumenism II1, 17; in Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and
Post-Oonciliar Documents, edited by Austin Flannery, O.P. (Northport, New
York: Costello, 1975), p. 466,

3 Few would find cause to disagree with Rahner’s reflections on this point:
“The community and the unity which are being achieved do not exist simply
or exclusively in the dimension of the word as such and at the conceptual
level. . . . we must express this one creed in common, celebrate the Death of
the Lord in common in the physicality belonging to this, celebrate the sacra-
ments in their physicality, serve the world in common in action, and then
through all this process community of creed iz achieved in the midst of all
the pluralism of the theologies.” Karl Rahner, 8.J. “ Pluralism in Theology
and the Unity of the Creed in the Church,” in Theological Investigations X1
(New York: Seabury, 1974), pp. 21, 22.
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however, is the question of what constitutes the specifically
noetic dimension of unity of faith when the possibility of an
irreducible dogmatic pluralism is recognized.

The Vatican I decree De:i Filius affirms at the heart of every
dogmatic formulation a core sensus which is understood and
declared by the Church,* and which is “ ever to be retained.” ®
Although theologians such as Fransen, Dulles, and Chirico
have distinguished between the perduring insight of a dogma
and its embodiment in the thought forms of a particular his-
torical epoch, words like ““ content,” “ intent,” “ signification,”
and “ meaning ” often are used interchangeably to denote what
it is that perdures within the historical relativity of a dogmatic
formulation.®

This article seeks to clarify further the nature of the noetic
dimension of unity of faith in the context of differing dogmatic
traditions. After some pre-notes on the notion of dogmatic
pluralism, the first part of the study summarizes approaches
represented by Lonergan, Fransen, Dulles, and Chirico. The
second part of the study focuses on the contribution of Schille-
beeckx to the discussion by examining some of his early in-
sights on the noetic dimension of faith as it is constituted by
both conceptual and non-conceptual kinds of knowing.” The
last part of the essay utilizes Schillebeeckx’s insights to clarify
further the nature of unity of faith in its noetic dimension, and
thus, also, the nature of legitimate dogmatic pluralism.

+ DS 3043.

5 DS 3020. For a consideration of the context of this declaration see
Bernard Lonergan, 8.J., Doctrinal Pluralism (Milwaukee: Marquette U.
Press, 1971), pp. 40 ff.

¢ David Tracy in Blessed Rage for Order (New York: Seabury, 1975)
stresses the importance of reflecting on what meaning in a theological con-
text means.

7 Convinced that the thought categories employed in these past essays are
foreign to a modern mentality, Schillebeeckx in recent writings has abandoned
this kind of thinking in favor of an experiential-existential approach. This
article calls attention to the value of his earlier argument in its own right,
and its theoretical contribution to a pressing contemporary question.
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PRE-NOTE: THE CONCEPT OF
DOGMATIC PLURALISM

The notion of a legitimate dogmatic pluralism is related to
yet distinct from the concept of theological pluralism. Faith
itself unites the believer noetically to the unseen God, not in
the manner of the immediacy of the life of heaven, but in a
way that is mediated by concepts and symbols and yet which
transcends what can be contained in these representations.
Faith’s impulse to understand and to express the reality to
which it clings finds expression in theology. If theology is faith
seeking understanding, theological pluralism is the diversity of
ways to understand and articulate these mysteries. A pluralism
of social-cultural settings and life experiences gives rise to dif-
ferent ways of experiencing and expressing the Christian mys-
tery. This diversity includes conceptual frameworks involving
divergent philosophical and theological presuppositions. Often
these differences are of such proportion that they may be de-
scribed, in Rahner’s words, as an “ insurmountable ” theologi-
cal pluralism.®

A pluralism in theological opinions necessarily has implica-
tions for the dogmatic formulations of the Church. Because
of their power to express a fundamental faith experience of the
Church with a clarity of insight needed at a particular time of
crisis, certain theological understandings have attained an au-
thority beyond that of theological opinion. The central mys-
teries of the faith thus articulated in an ecclesially authorita-
‘tive way are dogmas. As faith confessions, dogmas necessarily
employ conceptual categories which serve the mind’s and
heart’s confessing of God. But every dogma is expressed in
the context of a specific sociological and historical setting which
conditions the choice of language used and, indeed, the choice
of one specific theology expressed in the formulation. As a
fruit of human reflection, dogmatic formulations of necessity

8 Rahner, “ Pluralism in Theology,” p. 12.
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find expression through the use of a particular theological
stance.

Because they are ecclesiological proclamations addressed to
a Church called to believe and confess God together, dogmas
entail a communal linguistic terminology which is always his-
torically conditioned. Dogmas thus point to the mystery but
do not exhaust it. Aquinas’s insight that dogmas are a percep-
tion, a glimpse of the divine truth “ tending thereto,” captures
the truth that dogmatic formulas are meant to lead and open
the believer beyond the limitedness of concepts to the presence
of the saving mystery itself® Nevertheless, dogmas do express
the central mysteries of the faith in a way that is authoritative
for the believing community. Dogmatic pluralism, then, is a
diversity in the ways of understanding and authoritatively
confessing central mysteries of the faith.

The possibility of such a pluralism is recognized by the Vati-
can II Decree on Ecumenism:

The heritage handed down by the apostles was received differently
and in different ways, so that from the very beginnings of the
Church its development varied from region to region and also be-
cause of differing mentalities and ways of life. . . . What has al-
ready been said about legitimate variety we are pleased to apply
to differences in theological expressions of doctrine. In the study
of revealed truth East and West have used different methods and
approaches in understanding (cognoscenda) and confessing (con-
fitende) divine things. .. .

In commenting on the decree, G. Dejaifve has argued convine-
ingly that the technical word confitenda employed in the docu-
ment applies to a valid diversity in dogmatic formulations.
The decree acknowledges a legitimate pluralism involving dif-
ferent ways of experiencing and articulating the divine mystery
in an authoritative way. References in the document to the
“ apostolic heritage ” received and developed in diverse ways,

9 “ Actus autem credentis non terminé,tur ad enuntiabile, sed ad rem.”
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 11-11, 1, 2, ad 2.
10 Degree on Heumenism III, 14; III, 17; Flannery, pp. 464 466.
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and to the legitimacy of differences not only in understanding
but in “confessing” divine things, suggest the validity of
Dejaiive’s conclusion:

A theological pluralism, that is, an irreducible diversity of theologi-
cal systems, is, in effect, possible in the framework of dogmatic as-
sertions themselves, and this fact is verified precisely at that heart
of the Catholic Church itself.*

Thus, the question addressed in this paper is not simply that
of a pluralism in theological conclusions deriving from dogmas,
a pluralism which has abounded from the earliest centuries of
the Church, but the more difficult question of pluralism in
those relatively few theological statements of truly central
aspects of the Christian mystery, articulated authoritatively
in ecclesial faith confessions, and explicitly affirmed precisely
as dogma by their respective churches. The Vatican I1 recog-
nition of the legitimacy of precisely this kind of pluralism
serves to focus the problem of this study: in the context of a
legitimate dogmatic pluralism, can further clarity be brought
to the question of what constitutes unity of faith in its specifi-
cally noetic dimenison? '

A SPECTRUM OF APPROACHES

Unity of Faith on a Non-Noetic Level

A first approach adopted by Bernard Lonergan situates unity
of faith in the non-noetic dynamism of the human spirit reach-
ing out in unrestricted love for God. The unity of faith bind-
ing together ecclesial communities in their diverse beliefs is
transcendental religious experience. This latter is the “inner
word ” constituting the reality of “{aith.” As a state of un-
restricted being-in-love with God, the “ content” of the ex-
perience which is “ faith ” is not a content given by knowledge,
and its object is not reflexively known. This experience is un-

11 G. Dejaifve, 8.J.,, “Diversité dogmatique et unité de la Révélation,”
Nouvelle Revue Théologique 89 (1967), 21.
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interpreted, unmediated by concepts, images, or words, and be-
lies the universal validity of the thesis that nothing can be
loved unless it is first known. Through faith the believer grasps
transcendent value and experiences fulfillment of the human
dynamism toward unrestricted love. Faith is a judgment of
transcendental value, and is the “ eye of religious love ” which,
beyond the outer word of various religious beliefs, is the true
bond uniting all religious traditions. It is on this level of trans-
scendental consciousness that true unity of faith lies.'?

What is the value, then, of specific “ beliefs? ” Beliefs are
the fruit of value judgments, and these latter in turn come from
the inner word of faith as the “eye of religious love ” able to
discern God’s self-giving. Specific beliefs are the * outer word ”
of faith and the concrete expression of the “inner word ” of
being in love; they mediate this latter word to the levels of
meaning. Deeper than the differences of various beliefs lies
“faith ” as the height of fulfilled consciousness surveying all
with the eye of love. This fundamental distinction between
faith and beliefs thus provides a foundation for an ecclesial
unity which transcends all specific religious traditions. Faith
as the power of unrestricted love is the bond making all tradi-
tions one.” “Such a positive orientation and the consequent
self-surrender, as long as they are operative, enable one to dis-
pense with any intellectually apprehended object.” ** Tt is love
which “ replaces doctrine as the unum necessarium.” **

Lonergan thus situates unity of faith on the non-noetic level
of the immediate, uninterpreted experience of unrestricted love.
This position has evoked Pannenberg’s caution that Lonergan
risks identifying “meaning” with an intentionality that is
volitional in kind.** To situate unity of faith on the level of un-

12 Bernard Lonergan, S.J., Method in Theology (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1972), pp. 112, 115, 119.

12 [bid., p. 119,

14 Doctrinel Pluralism, p. 26.

15 Ibid., p. 27.

16 See W. Pannenberg, “ History and Meaning in Bernard Lonergan’s Ap-

proach to Theological Method,” in Looking at Lomergan’s Method; edited by
Patrick Corcoran (Dublin: The Talbot Press, 1975), pp. 88-100.














































































































































































































































































