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The Creed, the Created Order, and the Religions

RHE CHRISTIAN CREED is a particular profession of
faith, yet it is not the creed of a sect; it is essentially
uniwersalist. Both are clear not only from the Creed’s
oontent but also from the act by which it is professed.

By means of the Creed, one particular, identifiable (* visi-
ble ) community—the Christian Church—professes, both to
its own membership and to every particular person or com-
munity that wants to listen, its faith in God in the name of
Jesus Christ. The particular profession is offered with a uni-
versalist intent, in the context of a communal missionary com-
mitment to the whole world and, beyond that, in the perspec-
tive of the supernatural, all-encompassing, eschatological
“life of the world to come.” It is not surprising, therefore, that
even those primitive trinttarian creeds that lack every trace of
christological narrative (and thus also every reference to
Christ’s coming to do justice to the living and the dead) still
include a profession of at least a few eschatological articles of
belief at the end. The most notable among these features are
the universal church (which represents and anticipates the
final gathering of the saints), the (definitive) forgiveness of
sins, the resurrection of the flesh, and the life that lasts for-
ever.'

But the Creed harbors another universalism as well. It is

1Ct. DS 1-6.
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natural, fundamental, protological. In fthe text of the Creed,
this universalism surfaces in the profession of God as Creator
of all that is, whether seen or unseen, and of Jesus Christ as
God’s agent in creation. In addressing itself to humanity at
large, the Creed relies on this. It appeals to humanity’s native
eros—its native atbunement to God and to the whole world, its
limitless capacity for authentic understanding, and its un-
quenchable thirst for communion.

In the rhetoric of the Christian profession of faith, the
former universalism enjoys pride of place. The Creed’s primary
profession 1s positive: thematically, the Creed is designed to
formulate the Christian faith in its concrete, historic particu-
larity, in its commitment to the Christian mission to the whole
world, and in its anticipation of the eschaton. But if it is true
that the Creed primarily addresses itself to all of humanity
with the eschatological message that is the horizon of the Chris-
tian faith, this positive profession is undergirded by a com-
mitment to humanity and the world in their natural integrity,
by means of a “subsidiary universalism.” If, in the actuality
of its historic existence, the Church addresses itself to all of
humanity and the world with its particular message of salva-
tion, it is only by virtue of a fundamental, natural universalism
that it can so address them. And it is on the strength of this
latter universalism that the Christian commaunity itself, too,
acknowledges an all-inclusive natural order which it shares
with all of humanity.

“ All of humanity ” is not an abstraction; it comes in the
form of the great variety of “all nations” (Mt 28:19), along
with their great religions. The theological task of interpreting
the Creed in light of its commitment to fundamental univer-
salism, therefore, must somehow raise the issue of Chris-
tianity’s relationship with the world’s great religions.

In taking on this issue, we must remind ourselves of an
important reality——one heavy with consequence, as will be-
come clear in the course of this essay. This reality was not
unknown to the first Christian apologists: the Constantinian
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and Theodosian settlements of the fourth century slowly but
surely, and ever more forcefully, eased it into abeyance.
But it began to return with a vengeance in the early eigh-
teenth century, when the Enlightenment, increasingly fas-
cinated by the variety of religions and cultures in the world,
began to interpret them all in a Deist perspective as shapes
and manifestations of one and the same natural human reli-
giosity. This amounted to a demand, issued to the Christian
West, to take its place among the world religions as one of
them and to reshape its self-consciousness in light of that de-
mand. More than two centuries later, this reality is still very
much with us, only in much sharper relief. In the global village
of the twentieth century, it has not only become impossible to
overlook the world’s great religious traditions; they are also a
presence whose complexity is only just beginning to dawn
on us.

In view of all this, it is wise to remind ourselves right at the
outset of a fundamental fact about the world religions and to
do 0, at least initially, simply for the sake of realism and fair-
ness, that is, without immediately entering into much busy
theoretical argument or jumping to conclusions of allegedly his-
toric importance. The fact is this: the great world religions do
not content themselves with purely local or regional relevance;
they offer an encompassing interpretation of human life in the
world and of the world itself—which is, of course, what makes
them so transplantable to other areas in the world nowadays.
In other words, Christianity (along with Judaism, to which it
owes the faith in the One True God that remains its root com-
mitment) ? is not alone in relating a particular profession of

2 Gerd Theissen has made a point of stressing the relevance of the specifi-
cally Jewish tradition of monotheism to modern Christianity: “It is to
Judaism that we owe the faith in the Ome and Only God. For a long time
this faith was self-evident. Today it is a minority opinion. Since it is, his-
toriecally and objectively, the most important presupposition of Jesus’ preach-
ing, it must be made accessible anew today” (Der Schatien des Galilgers,
5th impr. [Miinchen: Chr. Kaiser, 19881, p. 55; English: The Shadow of the
Galilean: The Quest of the Historical Jesus in Narrative Form [Philadelphia:
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faith to a natural world-order universally accessible to human-
tty. Nor is Christianity alone in professing that there prevails,
by transcendent design, a deep co-ordination between, on the
one hand, that all-inclusive world order and, on the other
hand, the particular profession of faith shared among its mem-
bers. Consequently, the Christian mission to the world must
acknowledge some basic structural parallels between itself and
other great religions. They are the following. The (Judaeo-)
Christian tradition is not alone (1) in distinguishing between
the particular order created by the * revelation™ (or its func-
tional equivalent) that is the content of its own special pro-
fession of faith and @ wniversal order of * nature,”* (2) in
having conceptions about the mtegrity of the natural order and
its relativity, (3) in recognizing, on the basis of this order, a
natural comparability between itself and other great religions,
and hence, (4) in thinking that there is a natural basis for en-
counter and debate among the great religions.

These analogies, but especially the last two, may be discon-
certing, but at least they serve to emphasize the Christian
conviction that the Creed is not the creed of a sect. They also
suggest a basic conclusion: the Creed itself implicitly invites
and mandates a Christian dialogue with humanity’s great reli-
gions. Why?

Fundamental Christological Warrants for Encounter

If an acknowledgment of the universal order of nature un-
dergirds the Christian profession of the order of grace, then

Fortress Press, 19871, p. 36). While commending the encounter with all of
the world’s great religions, Vatican II’s Declaration on the Relationship
of the Church to Non-Christian Religions Nosire Ztate (n. 4) gives Judaism
pride of place. In the present context, however, it must suffice to note the
theological primacy of the Jewish-Christian dialogue. The Jewish theologian
David Novak has also affirmed this important issue, in his Jewish-Ohristian
Dialogue: A Jewish Justification (New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1989), esp. pp. 26-41.

8 Cf. Ninian Smart, The Philosophy of Religion, new ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1979), pp. 99-137.
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this acknowledgment must naturally extend to the ways in
which that natural order has been acknowledged and inter-
preted, notably in the great religions. Consequently, atientive
encounter with world religions, precisely inasmuch as they
make their particular claims in a universalist perspective, must
undergird the Christian mission. Since it is important to under-
stand this thesis accurately, let us clarify 1t in some detail.

What has been asserted is that it is the Creed that mandates
an attentive encounter. Our thesis, in other words, is presented
as a theological proposition predicated on positively Christian
warrants. It is not proposed in deference to any allegedly
superior general principle to which all the world’s religious
traditions would supposedly owe obedience on grounds that
naturally command universal acceptance. In accord with this,
the Catholic Church at Vatican II acknowledged positively
Christian grounds for professing itself as respectfully and even
vitally related to the great religions.*

The background of this profession is the whole complex of
christological doctrines, no matter how often they have been
misinterpreted. The two interrelated christological affirma-
tions that anchor our thesis are: first, that God is not set
against creation, and secondly, that, in being united with the
divine Logos, human nature (and the whole natural order
along with it) is not diminished but enhanced and dignified.’
In other words, Jesus Christ is professed as the Son of God
and as the Savior of all of humanity and of the whole world
because he embodies and includes and welcomes all ways and
all souls, assays and chastens them, and perfects them by put-
ting them in an ultimate perspective.® He is not so professed
because he (or faith in him) displaces other ways to God,

4 Vatican I, Nostre &Htate, n. 3; cf. Gaudium et Spes, n. 92.

5 Cf. Constantinople ITT (681 A.D.): Christ’s human will is not taken
away, but rather enhanced by being deified: DS 556.

6 On this “ rhetoric ” of “inclusion,” “obedience,” and “hope,” cf. F. J.
van Beeck, Christ Proclaimed, (New York, Ramsey, NJ, and Toronto: Paulist
Press, 1979), esp. pp. 145-262. Cf. also “Ten Questions on Soteriology and
Christology,” Ohicago Studies 25(1986) : 269-278, esp. pp. 277-78.
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along with the great souls that have found, lived, and taught
them. Very importantly, Christ incorporates the natural order
by virtue of sovereignty, not by dint of superiority.” It is mis-
leading, therefore, to characterize the classical Christian profes-
sion of Christ’s sole Saviorship as “ exclusivist.”

Consequently, T am convinced that Paul F. Knitter’s pro-
posal ® to make some kind of distinction in the Christian faith
between a universalist theological focus and a particularist
christological profession of faith is premature; it creates more
problems than it solves. From the point of view of the Creed,
it comes close to compromising the inextricable and mutual
bond between Jesus Christ and the living God, both in the
order of grace and in the created order. If that bond is loosened,
Jesus Christ ends up being entirely defined by the particularity
of his humanity, and any claims made on his behalf involving
a special universalism become an offensive exercise in Western
superiority and prejudice. In Knitter’s proposal, therefore,
both Christ’s uniqueness and his inclusiveness are jeopardized.

However, if the present treatment makes no concessions in
the area of Christ’s uniqueness in regard both to God and to
humanity and the world, it does wish to state that, to the ex-
tent that Christianity has presented itself as exclusivist, it has
misunderstood both Jesus Christ and its own normative profes-
sion of faith and, hence, the significance of the great religions
as well. Now as a mabter of historical fact, the proposition that
the Creed mandabes an attentive encounter with world reli-
gions has been heeded at least as much in the breach as in the
compliance, and aflirming it as integral to Christianity calls for
a firm mea culpa, on the part of both the Christian Church and
the Christian theologian. But the problem has roots in a mis-
guided christology. In interpreting Christ’s victory over sin
and death in triumphalist terms, and in uncritically aligning it-

7Cf. F. J. van Beeck, “Professing the Uniqueness of Christ,” Chicago
Studies 24 (1985) : 17-35.

8 No Other Name? A Critical Survey of Christian Attitudes Toward the
World Religions (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985).
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self with political power, the Church has often professed the
Creed (and, hence, Christ’s universal Lordship) in exclusivist,
intolerant terms, totally unwarranted by either the example of
the historical Jesus or the true sense of the conciliar defini-
tions. This error came to be compounded by dubiocus develop-
ments in the cultural shape of Western Christianity. Undue
deference on the part of the simple faithful to ecclesiastical-
political establishments became the norm; an increasing pre-
occupation with salvation from sin as the central theme of the
Christian faith contributed to the development of an ever more
starkly adversary relationship between Christendom and non-
Christian cultures.® In time, these developments provided
spuricus theological warrants for the “ conversion ” of the non-
Christian world; missionary campaigns could be as intolerant
and aggressive as the inquisitorial and administrative “de-
fense ” of the Christian faith at home.

One very serious blot on the history of the Catholic Church
m the Western hemisphere deserves specific mention, if only
because it shaped the Catholic Church in Latin America to
such a large extent. Unlike the slave traders, who made only
the feeblest of attempts at offering a religious justification for
their crimes against humanity, the leadership of the Spanish
Conquista explicitly interpreted Christ’s victory over the
demons as a rationale for brutal treatment of the native
Americans and the destruction of their culture; the protests of
authentic Christian prophets like Bartolomé de las Casas
(1474-1566) ** were disregarded. The problem wcould come to
the fore so virulently because it was really as widespread as
Christendom 1itself. The ecclesiastical triumphalism estab-

9Cf. F. J. van Beeck, Loving the Torah More than God? Towards a
Catholic Appreciation of Judaism (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1989),
pp. 69-77.

10 See especially his A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies.
Breuissima relacion de lo destruycion de las Indias, in Coleccion de docu-
mentos ineditos para la historia de Espafia, 71 (Madrid: Imprenta de Miguel
Ginesta, 1879), pp. 1-199. English: Tears of the Indians and The Life of
Las Cusas, by Sir Arthur Helps (Williamstown, Mass.: J. Lilburne, [1970]).
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lished in Europe stimulated the rise of Christian and post-
Christian Deism. And while it is unfair to exaggerate the links
between colonialist imperialism and the Christian missionary
endeavor in nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is unwise to
deny them altogether. The efforts of contemporary scholars
like Wilfred Cantwell Smith, John Hick, and even Paul
Knitter to reinterpret the Christian faith and its relationship
to other religions in “ inclusivist ” or “ pluralist ™ terms may
well have to be judged theologically unsatisfactory in the end;
what cannot be denied is that the scandals of the Christian
past ery out for the kind of remedial theological reflection they
offer. With this cautionary tale in mind, then, let us return to
the main theme.

Interreligious Dialogue and the Positive Elements

It must be carefully noted that the affirmation that the
Creed mandates a respectful dialogue has a limited target area.
The thesis states that the acknowledgment of the mnatural
order—an acknowledgment that Christianity shares with the
great religions—furnishes the interreligious dialogue with its
foundation; it does not state that it furnishes it with its all of
its content. In fact, when it comes to the content of the in-
terreligious dialogue, this essay is committed to a much
broader (that is, much more catholic) proposition, namely,
that the religions’ particular, positive elements should be the
principal content of the mberreligious dialogue. This must be
further explored.'*

First of all, positive elements, as (of all people) Schleier-
macher reminds us, are integral to actual religions® 'That

11 For much of the remainder of this essay I am deeply indebted to com-
versation with and suggestions from Charles Hallisey and Francis X. Clooney,
S.J., capable scholars in this history of religions, loyal friends, and reliable
and constructive critics.

12 Uber die Religion: Reden an die Gebildeten unier ihren Verdchiern, 6th
ed., ed. by Rudolph Otto (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967), pp.
186-187. English: On Religion: Speeches to its Oultured Despisers, trans. by
Jobn Qman (New York, Harper & Row, 1958), pp. 234-235.



THE CREED AND THE RELIGIONS 547
means, any real dialogue between or among actual religions
must take into account their positive elements. It is a ration-
alist mistake to think that religiosity can exist in its “ natural ”
form, separately; in fact, only an appreciative understanding
and interpretation of a religion’s positive elements is capable
of laying bare, in an indirect fashion, its true nature as a reli-
gion.”® Secondly, it is good Christian theology to interpret the
positive elements in Christianity (and, arguably, in other reli-
gions as well) ** as the concrete shape of the human response
to God’s self-revealing graciousness, that is, as the concrete
shape of grace and, consequently, as superior to natural reli-
gion.”® It would, therefore, be a theological mistalke of the first
magnitude to exclude the great religions’ positive elements
from the agenda of the dialogue, no matter how intractable
they may seem. For, thirdly, even from a humanistic, purely
anthropological point of view, it is a mistake to want to sub-
due the concrete particulars of a different religion by fitting
them into some large, overarching framework that claims to
explain everything. A far more reliable test of the seriousness
of any encounter is a genuine, unprejudiced interest in the con-
crete particulars of other people’s convictions and practices, no
matter how particular and partial they may be. For it is a
sign not of respect but of prejudice and a false sense of superi-
ority to belittle and disregard the specific meanings, practices,
and intentionalities of others and, hence, of any positive reli-
gion not one’s own. This warning applies no less whenever it
is proposed, however politely, that we can account for these
specifics by regarding them as conventional differentiations of
one allegedly universal (i.e., natural) religion.

13 Cf, F. J. van Beeck, God Encountered: A Contemporary Systematic
Theology, vol. 1, Understanding the Christian Faith (San Francisco: Harper
& Row, 1989), §26, 3; §25, 3; cf. §24, 2, a.

14 Cf,, Heinz Robert Schlette, Die Religionen als Thema der Theologie:
Uberlegungen zu einer (Theologic der Religioneny, Quaestiones Disputatae,
22 (Freiburg, Basel, and Wien: Herder, 1963), pp. 43-65. English: Towards
a Theology of Religions, Quaestiones Disputatae, 14 (Freiburg: Herder;
London: Burns & Oates, 1966), pp. 41-61.

15 Cf. God Encountered, §26, 2; §31.
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Let us sum up. Our thesis affirms that the great religions
have an awareness of a universal order of nature in common
and that this awareness provides the interreligious dialogue
with a common point of departure. Our thesis disputes the
proposition that the dialogue requires that each religion be
exhaustively interpreted within the framework of one, alleged-
ly all-inclusive, naturally accessible order. This requires some
careful undergirding, by means of a reflection of a rather more
philosophical nature amounting to a full-scale excursus. Cum-
bersome though this procedure may be, it will at the very
least serve to bring home the delicacy of the task in hand.

Participative Knowledge

Let us begin by going back to the basic question. The
Christian acknowledgment of the all-encompassing order of
nature, it was stated, must extend to the ways in which other
religions have acknowledged that universal natural order. Why
exaotly is this so?

The answer to this question is as profound as it is obvious.
No human group or individual can claim to have an objective,
comprehensive grasp of the all-encompassing order of nature,
for the simple reason that they are all part of it. Human per-
sons can no more grasp or comprehend or be objective about
humanity and the world in their totality than fish can about
the water that sustains them or, for that matter, individual
persons can about the very persons they are. Just as we are
unable to adopt a point of view outside ourselves in order to
grasp ourselves in our totality as whole persons (which is why
all self-knowledge remains ever so precarious and provisional) ,
so we are unable to adopt a point of view outside our personal
relationships with others and, even more, outside humanity and
the world in such a way as to get them in clear focus in their
totality.

To realize this may be at first disconcerting. The idea of
the world and humanity as constituting a given, all-inclusive
order of reality “ out there” comes so naturally to the think-



THE CREED AND THE RELIGIONS 549

ing mind, and it is such an indispensable ingredient in all the
great cultural and religious traditions in the world as we know
it, that we naturally assume that “ we know what we are talk-
ing about” when we say “humanity and the world” or, for
that matter, when we say “I” or “me” or “you” or even
“us.” Yet critical reflection, as Immanuel Kant has so con-
clusively shown in his Critique of Pure Reason, compels us to
accept the fact that our cognitive grasp of certain realities is
subject to serious limits. These realities include our own selves
and other persons, humanity and the world in their totality
(and then there is the transcendent reality of God). What-
ever it may be that corresponds ““ out there in the real world ”
to the ideas we have of ourselves and of other persons, of
humanity and the world, we surely do not know them as
(Judging from the definite way we talk about them) we ap-
pear to know them, that is, we do not know them simply as
objects of knowledge*®

Does this mean that our knowledge of ourselves, other per-
sons, and humanity and the world is a complete illusion? That
it amounts to nothing? Of course not.

First of all, it makes little sense to say that we have an idea
but no real knowledge of realities about which we can, in fact,
know so much objectively. After all, in our quest for under-
standing, we approach humanity and the world in a great
variety of distinctive (if partial) ways, all of which are in some
way rational. By means of these approaches, we do succeed
in grasping a thousand particular, objective things, about our-
selves, about others, about humanity and the world. All the
while, of course, we realize that not even the largest accumula-
tion of such particular items of knowledge about ourselves,
others, and humanity and the world will ever add up to ex-

16 Kritik der reinen Vernunft, in Werke in sechs Bdnden, Ed. by Wilhelm
Weischedel, ([Wiesbaden]: Insel-Verlag, 1956-64), vol. 2, pp. 327-39. Eng-
lish: Immanuel Kont’s COritique of Pure Reason, trams. by Norman Kemp
Smith (London, Melbourne, and Toronto: St. Martin’s Press, 1968), pp. 315-
26,
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haustive comprehension. Yet we will insist, despite this essen-
tial provisionality and incompleteness of our knowledge about
ourselves, others, and humanity and the world, that we some-
how really know them. Ts this insistence merely naive, or does
it stand up to critical examination? This question leads to a
second, more important point.

In understanding ourselves, others, and humanity and the
world, we rely not only on detailed, objective, rationdl (and
sometimes even purely rational) knowledge but also on knowl-
edge a different sort. A realist like Thomas Aquinas, for all
his esteem of knowledge of the precise and rational kind, is
fully aware of this second type of knowledge. The most suc-
cinct formulation of his understanding of this issue occurs in
the context of an ethical discussion in the Summa theologicas
but the comcept itself occurs throughout his mature work,
where it has a variety of applications. He explains:

Right judgment can come about in two ways. The first way fol-
lows the path of the accomplished use of reason [perfectum usum
ratiomis]. The second way is based on a certain natural affinity

[connaturalitatem] with the things about which, as it happens, we
have to form judgments.?

In other words, knowledge—especially the knowledge that
is a reliable guide to the lived life and in that sense “ prac-
tical ”—is not limited to the rational kind. When the occasion
arises, knowledge is also available on the basis of familiarity
or participation. Saints know about God from their experience
of love (caritas) in prayer and practice; people faithful to
their marriage vows know about chastity from the experience
of the pains and joys of loyalty; and cobblers know about
leather from the experience of working with it every day. All
of this is so true that saying that they are the ones that really
know is not just an unpleasant attempt at edification or moral-
izing or an instance of the romantic idealization of old-fash-

17 8. Th. II-11, q. 45, a. 2, in c.: “ Rectitudo autem iudicii potest contingere
dupliciter, uno modo, secundum perfectum usum rationis; alio modo, propter
connaturalitatem quandam ad ea de quibus iam est iudicandum.”
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loned craftsmanship. They obuviously know. Only prigs and
rationalists will maintain that saints and chaste folks and
cobblers “don’t really know ™ just because they have not
studied either faith or ethics, or the physiology of the animal
skin and the chemistry of the tanning process, or just because
they do not succeed in explaining in articulate, objective terms
what they do know.

It is true, of course, that many people who know by famili-
arity are conservative; they often resist the findings of rational
investigation. But on the other hand, even without being prigs
or rationalists, intellectuals (and other smart people out to
win an argument) tend to be so impressed by detailed, objec-
tive knowledge (*the facts” or “the state of the art”) that
they end up, in practice, considering it the only “ real ” knowl-
edge. Even more importantly, they tend to be unaware of the
extent to which detailed, objective, articulate, rational (“ ob-
jectifying ) knowledge of every kind is and remains depend-
ent on participative knowledge, the sound understanding im-
plicit in the relationship of familiarity with the (for lack of a
better word) “ object” of knowledge.

This last proposition, which will be crucial to our argument,
can be further explored and clarified.

Perspective, Convergence, Interpretation

The pursuit of particular pieces of detailed, objective, ra-
tional knowledge is never entirely self-justifying, not even in
strictly academic endeavors. Establishing, say, whether there
is ammonia on the planet Jupiter assumes, at the very least,
that the researcher cares. There is no pursuit of academic
knowledge without some type of interest. That interest and
the grounds for it may very well not be entirely amenable to
articulation, yet they are not, for that reason alone, altogether
irrational. Educated interest of some sort motivates every
particular scholarly inquiry and gives it a provisional sense of
direction; if everything goes well, that sense of direction im-
proves as the inguiry moves along and as the data confirm or



552 FRANS JOZEF VAN BEECK, S.7.

modify it. Thus there results @ dynamic process. On the one
hand, as the detailed data accumulate, they contribute to the
researchers’ broad, participative familiarity with the problem
and make it more agsured; on the other hand, the pursuit of
detailed, objectifying knowledge is guided more and more by
the perspective furnished by this broad, initially unthematic,
but increasingly informed, participative knowledge. Only to
the extent that researchers develop sounder participative judg-
ment will their particular theoretical pursuits make more
sense; without such judgment, the objectifying research will
“fall apart ” and disintegrale, or simply become insignificant.
We conclude that objectifying knowledge needs the perspective
offered by participative knowledge if it is to make sense, and
that participative knowledge gains in assurance as it is in-
formed and articulated by objectifying knowledge.
Participative knowledge also accounts for something else;
the sense that what I know is coherent. Research will reward
and confirm the researcher’s initial interest according as the
particular data begin to arrange themselves into patterns; here
if anywhere the whole again and again proves to be more than
the sum of its parts. A good analogue of this is found in the
everyday experience of conwversation. In ordinary, everyday
communication situations, the experience of the dynamics of
live speech (the “rhetoric”) makes intelligent listeners of us.
We understand the drift of the conversation better as we be-
come better participants in it, and we are better participants if
we do not bore each other to tears by insisting on complete
explicitness about every last detail. Understanding a conver-
sation is indeed dependent on knowledge of the objective
meaning of words and the precise subject-matter of the con-
versation, but our ability to “read ” what people are saying
to each other in the situation is far more important. For the
understanding achieved in live speech is not dependent on the
participants’ awareness of each and every one of the discrete
linguistic elements that make up the speech-situation, even
though the precise meaning of all those (phonetical, gram-
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matical, syntactic, lexical, idiomatic, ete.) elements can be
analytically established. Understanding depends on the lived
experience of relevance. Relevance is dependent, among other
things, on the experience of convergence of all (or at last most)
of the elements in a speech-situation; and that experience is
primarily a matter not of attention to details but of participa-
tion in the process as a whole. If the speech-situation comes
off, all (or at least most) of the objectifiable elements of speech
conspire to function as “ pointers,” and from the way they
point we will spontaneously infer what the story is. The op-
posite happens when the speech-situation fails to come off. To
the extent that we don’t get the story, discrete elements in the
conversation will become prominent in a haphazard way, only
to distract and confuse and mislead us, and further explana-
tion or accumulation of detail (especially of the “ helpful”
kind) may only serve to make matters worse. Not until “the
penny drops” (often at the drop of the “right word ) *® will
we get reconnected and catch up and thus begin to under-
stand again, understand both the broad meaning (ie., the
“ point ) of the conversation in the first place and, in that
context, most of the details, too.

All of this, finally, constitutes interpretation. The two
kinds of knowledge mentioned by Aquinas are indeed dis-
tinguishable but are not doomed to remain forever separate;
normally, they function in interplay. Let us take a literary ex-
ample. “ Genuine poetry,” T. S. Eliot wrote in his great essay
on Dante, “can communicate before it is understood.” ** The
broad, intuitive, participative understanding which the first en-
counter with a poem awakens in me remains inarticulate at
first, but that understanding, no matter how unthematic, does
furnish me with a first perspective by which to guide my criti-
cal investigation. Then as the objective, detailed knowledge

18 Cf. Jan Ramsey, Religious Language, 2nd ed. (London: SCM Press,
1967), esp. pp. 11-48.

19 Selected Hssays 1917-1932 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company,
1932), p. 200.
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that I acquire about the poem falls into a convergent pattern,
I will proceed, thanks to my “ illative sense,” increasingly to
interpret the poem as a whole in the light of its details and the
details in the light of the poem as a whole. Thus in the process
of interpretation the poem (and my own spiritual world along
with it) get both more complex and more unified. Delightful-
ly, my inner world gets both furnished and organized; it de-
velops into a broader, more coherent landscape, with more pat-
terned, cherished detail. In the process, my horizon is ex-
panded and my perspective 1s enlarged to make room for even
more reality. Thus I grow and find both enrichment and en-
lightenment, in virtue both of what I come to know in the way
of objectivity and of what I come to understand by participa-
tion.

Let us sum up this analysis and come to a first set of con-
clusions. The fact that things and persons resist complete
comprehension by means of objectifying knowledge does not
prevent us from truly knowing them, for we can also under-
stand them in a more integral (if less articulate) way, by par-
ticipative knowledge. Far from being irrational, such partici-
pative knowledge serves to inspire and guide and lend perspec-
tive to objectifying knowledge, while objectifying knowledge in
its turn serves to structure and articulate participative knowl-
edge.

In being known in this twofold way, all redlity reveals its
structure. There is both unity and multiplicity to every thing,
to persons, and to humanity and the world in their totality.
The multiplicity in them allows us to approach and appreciate
them by means of detailed, objectifying knowledge; yet we
realize that they are more than a conglomerate of objectifiable
elements; for a fuller understanding of their integrity (that is,
their unity) we remain dependent on participative knowledge.

The pursuit of knowledge of every kind thus invariably
turns out to be an exercise in interpretation; put differently,
it is interpretation that mediates between reality and our-
selves, On the one hand, things and our own selves and other
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persons and humanity and the world can indeed be known in
their integrity but only interpretatively, that is, according as
our participative understanding of them increasingly makes
sense of, accommodates, and integrates objectifiable elements
arranged in significant structures. And on the other hand, all
the details we objectively know about things and ourselves
and other persons and humanity and the world are indeed a
matter of true knowledge, but they acquire meaning only to
the extent that they, loo, are known interpretatively, that is,
in their relevance to the whole.

Cur analysis has shown that comprehensive, totally objec-
tive, definitive knowledge of humanity and the world as such
is and remains inaccessible to us. We know the order of na-
ture in its all-encompassing integrity only by way of familiar-
ity and participation. That is, we know it interpretatively, as
we let ourselves be guided by the patterns of convergence that
strike us and the perspective we construe.

This has consequences. The task of interpretation faces
human understanding with redoubtable standards of excell-
ence. Indeed the standards will recede forever; interpretation,
like tradition, is never done. If no individual person and no
human community can know humanity and the world con-
clusively and definitively, then no individual, no group can
ever claim exemptlion from interpretation; none can claim
knowledge that is neither perspectival nor based on converg-
ence,

Interpretation in an Eschatological Perspective

This is the moment to return to our principal thesis: the
Christian respect for the universal order of nature must
naturally extend to the ways in which other religions have
acknowledged and interpreted that natural order, The lengthy
analysis just conducted leads to a conclusion: in today’s world
community no individual, no community, and not even the
Christian Church (with its divinely authorized, universalist
missionary commitment) can propose one understanding of
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the natural order of humanity and the world as definitive and,
in that sense, exclusive; none can afford to dismiss alternative
interpretations of the world and humanity as definitively ir-
relevant, dated, or unworthy of consideration.”

This can be put differently. We, non-Christians and
Christians alike, profess positive faiths that also imply a funda-
mental understanding of the natural order of the world and
humanity. Not surprisingly, our positive statements of faith
differ a great deal, but then, it is in the nature of positive reli-
gious traditions to be very different. Our understandings of
the world and humanity are different, tco, but it is clearly the
same world and the same humanity we are referring to, even
though we do not comprehend just how they are the same,
that is, we agree they are the same even though we interpret
them differently.

Where do we get the idea that it is the same world and the
same humanity we are referring to? What makes us think we
can get past our interpretations of them? The answer must be:
the implications of the act of interpretation itself.

Let us start with a parallel. We know from experience that
simply hearing someone speak a different language conveys, in
and of itself, the present situation’s potential, both for con-
tinued incomprehension (with the likelihood of hostility) and
for mutual understanding (with the possibility of peace) . This
is so because it is obvious to us that we both speak languages,
and we know that languages, no matter how foreign-sounding
they may be, are (must be) interpretable, at least to an ap-
preciable extent. Thus the speech-situation in and of itself
lays bare the fact that we cannot nol communicaie: we are
meant to communicate even tf we do mot understand each
other's language. But this experience of communication be-
low the level of language faces us with a choice: we can either
decide not to pursue the process, or we can decide to learn
how to cross the linguistic boundary and to communicate with

20 For the way in which this applies to Judaism, cf. Loving the Torah More
than God?, pp. 3-4, 66-82.
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each other by particular linguistic means, that is, by linguistic
interpretation. There is something else that speech-situation
conveys as well, at least unthematically: neither communica-
tion mor interpretation has anything to gain from the asser-
tion, on the part of either party, that its particular language is
superior to the other’s.

Positive faith-professions, as George Lindbeck has rightly
argued, have basic characteristics in common with languages;
chief among these is that languages are cultural in nature;
they must and can be learned.” Just as we must both resolve
to communicate across linguistic divides and develop the in-
terpretative skills to do it, so it takes willingness as well as in-
terpretative skill to communicate across the divides made visi-
ble by the encounter between the great religions. Both the will-
ingness and the skills to deal with the particulars are a matter
of learning. To those open to learning, the simple encounter
with a different world-view, like the simple encounter with a
speaker of a foreign language, involves the realization that the
stated convictions we both live by are mierpretations, our par-
ticular interpretations of humanity and the world. It also
makes us realize that these interpretations harbor, in and of
themselves, the potential for mutual understanding and en-
richment, simply because they are interpretable to others, at
least to a large extent (that is, others can learn about them) .

This recognition has implications. Most of all, in our very
attempts at interpreting our various interpretations of the
natural order to each other, there is implicit a twofold junda-
mental affirmation on which we find ourselves in practical
agreement: the world and humanity are basically intelligible,
and we humans are one at least in the sense that we recognize
each other as essentially equipped for the kind of intelligent, in-
terpretative communication that can lead to growth in shared,
participative understanding of truth.

This final affirmation, which 1s wmplicit in the persistent

21 Cf. The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), esp. pp. 32-41, 73-84.
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practice of nterpretative communication, must guide the
dialogue among the great religions, rather than any explicit
profession of a single, common, overarching, systematic philo-
sophical or religious faith. It is only by participation, that is,
by interpretation, that all of us know humanity and the world
in their natural integrity. Does it not stand to reason, then,
that it is by the patient sharing of our several perspectival
understandings of humanity and the world that we are likely
to come to a better (if never definitive) understanding of the
world and the humanity we share? Such a persistent practice
of hermeneutics will also help reveal two fundamental implicit
truths about the natural order we appear to have in com-
mon: the essential intelligibility of humanity and the world,
and the fundamental unity of humanity in virtue of its capac-
ity to find and appreciate truth, that is, our native resemblance
to the transcendent One. We will also convey that as believers
we profess faith-commitments that we find endlessly enlighten-
ing and which we expect will guide us to the end. As believers
we are not living by the affirmation and imposition of totali-
tarian ideologies that brook no questioning. And thus the in-
terpretative dialogue could reveal, by implication, that our
faith-commitments do indeed aspire beyond the furthest imagi-
nable horizon to the One that many of us—Jews, Christians,
and Muslims—worshipfully call Ged.

Despite some appearances to the contrary, the proposal just
advanced is not an attempt to trade in the mistaken Christian
triumphalism of the past for an equally mistaken relativist
pluralism. There are several reasons why this is not so.

First of all, the proposal, which is fundamentally indebted
to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s work, understands tradition as a
process of ongoing interpretation, which keeps alive a contin-
uous adjustment of perspectives (in Gadamer’s term, a “ fu-
sion of horizons”) across times and places.® In interpreting

22 Cf. Wahrheit und Methode, 2nd ed. (Tibingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul
Siebeck], 1965), pp. 289-90, 356-57, 375; English: Truth and Method,
(London: Sheed & Ward, 1975), pp. 273-74, 337-38, 358).
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the judgments of the past, we iry to reconstruct the historic
concerns that prompted, inspired, and thus prejudiced the
judgments in such a way that they were appropriate (or at
least understandable) responses to those concerns. But what
happens in this process of interpretation is that the past puts
us on the line. Under the impact of our own questioning,
judgments made in the past turn out to be able to challenge
us; the judgments of the past lay bare the concerns that
prompt, inspire, and thus prejudice the judgments we live by.
Thus the examined and interpreted past reveals us to our-
selves.

Implicit in Gadamer’s hermeneutical theory is the affirma-
tion of absolute truth as a living reality, ultimately transcend-
ent, yet endlessly fascinating in the present. Those truly de-
voted to the process of interpretation will find themselves con-
tinually chastened as well as delighted by the discovery that
knowledge of this ultimate reality is available only by par-
ticipation, in perspectival fashion, even asymptotically, and
not in a form that will ever be exhaustive or definitive.

Secondly, it is true that the Christian Church professes its
faith in an overarching divine design, namely, that it is in
Jesus Christ risen that God has definitively welcomed human-
ity and the world into the divine life. Still, the fulfillment of
this divine commitment remains a matter of hope, that is, of
a profession of faith that remains true only to the extent that
it is interpreted perspectivally.” Present faith does not give the
Christian Church any present grasp of the shape of the escha-
tological fulfillment of humanity and the world. The Church
makes eschatological affirmations, which shows that it claims
some access to the fulfillment; but this access rests entirely on
discernment, that is, it operates on interpretation.

To maintain this consistently eschatological perspective, it
would seem to be of the utmost importance to recall that the

23 Cf. Christ Proclaimed, pp. 308-09, 331-42. Cf. also God Hncountered, §40,
1; 842, 1.
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central theme of the Christian faith i1s the glory of God and
God’s commitment to share the divine nature with humanity
and the world; it is not the question “ Who is saved? ” (cf, Lk
13: 23-24) ** Thus I cannot agree with Paul F. Knitter’s de-
cision to seek for a firmer foothold for pluralism in “ soterio-
centrism.” ** If the salvation issue is allowed to become their
dominant preoccupation (as it has in many ways since
the sixteenth century), Christians are likely, by an exercise
known to psychologists as projection, to interpret other reli-
gions as narrowly as Christianity itself. This undiscerning
approach turns other religions into competing systems of sal-
vation (and eventually, under the influence of rationalist tol-
erance, into alternative ones—even though a liberalized ver-
sion of Christianity usually continues to be presented as a
philosophically superior salvation system). In the long run,
great, original figures like Gautama Buddha then get ignorant-
ly lumped together under the rubric “ Savior figures ” or even
“ Christ figures ”; whether this alien characterization is im-
posed on them in admiration or in disqualification is irrele-
vant. T
The great Tradition of the undivided Church has been less
prejudiced. It has viewed, with far deeper discernment, the
great souls in the history of religions as revelations of the
eternal Logos in creation and the religions themselves as ex-
pressions of humanity’s natural desire for God and thus as
worthy of careful, appreciative (if critical) understanding.®®
Tt has also been prepared to distrust parts of them as poten-
tially misleading manifestations of human depravity, which
makes them worthy of careful, critical (if compassionate) un-
derstanding. And when it comes o the question who is saved,
surely a pilgrim Church that can commit some of its own sin-
ful members to God’s judgment by excommunicating them
with a view to their salvation (1 Cor 5: 4-5) can entrust to

24 On this essential theme, cf. God Encountered, §20, 2.
25 The Myth of Christian Unigueness, p. 187.
26 Cf, Nostra Htate, nn. 2-3.
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God’s merciful judgment those who, as a matter of simple
fact, seek God with an upright heart along other pilgrim paths?

There is a further point. The catholic tradition holds that
the natural order is fully revealed only in the act of being di-
vinely exceeded. This has a consequence for our present argu-
ment: in not claiming to grasp the shape of the fulfillment of
humanity and the world to come, the Christian faith implies
that it has no definitive understanding of them in their natural
integrity either. For ali the eschatological assurance inherent
in the Christian profession of faith, it is in the nature of Chris-
tianity (and hence of its universalism) to be transitional. Con-
sequently, the Christian Church need not (and indeed must
not) think it incumbent upon itself, simply by virtue of its
total commitment to the profession of Christ’s sovereignty
and uniqueness, to sit in judgment on other religions or to
assign definitive places to them, either in God’s kingdom to
come or in God’s world as we know it already. dJust how
Christ is Lord, already in the present moment, of all the dead
and all the living (cf. Rom 14: 9) is a mystery of eschatologi-
cal faith and hope, not a matter of present comprehension.
This mystery, in other words, is inaccessible to Christians ex-
cept by way of perspective, the kind of perspective that is de-
signed to foster in the Church the attitude of the pilgrim, not
the arbiter.

What, then, are we to make of Karl Rahner’s proposal to
call the countless people who live well and nobly outside the
Christian community, by the light available to them, ““ anony-
mous Christians ” ? The expression, unfortunately, has elicited
as least as much misunderstanding as genuine Christian open-
ness. It is clear that it must not be understood as an expan-
sionist gesture by which countless admirable non-Christians,
unbeknownst to themselves, are captured by a totalitarian
church that brooks no goodness in the world outside itself. It
is clear, too, that it is one way to express the Christian marvel
at the free revelation of God and the Logos in the world; hence,
it also conveys the Christian commitment to respectful mis-
sionary effort.
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Unfortunately, however, it must also be said that Rahner’s
insight has encouraged a whole generation of systematic theo-
logians to content themselves with a generous wave of the
hand in the direction of the great non-Christian religions and
to think of themselves as dispensed from all attempts at a de-
tailed understanding. This amounts to turning the phrase
“ anonymous Christians ” into pure theory. To be credible,
marvel at the manifestation of the Logos at work in the world
must inspire encounter at close quarters. For that reason, too,
this essay has argued that the interreligious dialogue must con-
cern itsel with the veligions’ positive elements.

Finally, the mention of close quariers calls to mind the fig-
ure of the historical Jesus. The imitation of Christ would
seem to commend to the pilgrim Church truly Christ-like ap-
proaches to other religions, not to mention Judaism. Time and
again, Jesus made Israel’s universalist tradition his own (cf,,
for example, Is 66: 18-21!); he found and admired true faith
outside Israel and glorified the Father for it. The Gospel of
Luke goes so far as to have Jesus address the Christian com-
munity with an eschatological threat based on that same
Jewish universalism (Lk 18: 24-29).

The memory of that threat, it is true, does not come natural-
ly to a triumphalist Christianity still residually accustomed to
the attractive (and often quite constructive) privileges of the
Constantinian establishment and its aftermath. But now that
the Christian faith no longer defines the prevalent cultural
climate, it is easier to see that those privileges had a dark side
to them, too. They caused the Church to lose its pre-Constan-
tinian ability to give an account of its faith from a position of
equality and even subordination, amidst a variety of non-
Christian religions and philosophies and often before the
tribunal of the powers that be. The second-century apologists
and Origen had still been ready to do that. In accepting estab-
lishment, the Church lost touch with some of the patience and
neighborliness that the early communities, in imitation of the
historical Jesus, had shown vis-a-vis outsiders. In the process,
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it also lost, in all likelihood, some of its original sense of Jesus’
God, as Gerd Theissen pointedly (if somewhat testily) re-
minds us:

Christian faith in God has often been fundamentally compromised
by its entanglement with power and domination. A persecuted
minority for centuries, Jews have more credibly testified that the
God of the Bible is not on the side of the powerful and the domi-
nating.®?

Some Reflections on Today’s Discussion

Recent years have seen a vigorous discussion of fresh pro-
posals—aimed at understanding all the great religions, as a
matter of stated principle, in a pluralist perspective. But some
of these proposals are strongly reminiscent of questionable
eighteenth-century precedents,®® because they thoroughly re-
lativize particular religions by “placing” them in an all-en-
compassing framework. In this setting, all the religions’ al-
legedly mmiversalist intentions tend to be viewed as equally
right, and all their allegedly particularist claims as equally
mistaken.” While allegedly promoting dialogue among the
religions, this approach in reality favors “a new monologue
containing them instead.” *°

The more general theological writings of the learned islamic-
ist Wilfred Cantwell Smith, no matter how inspiring and at-
tractive, are a good example of this unsatisfactory approach.
The problem is that Smith offers, under cover of a visionary
exhortation to dialogue, what is in reality a hierarchical classi-
fication of all positive religions. As long as he simply discerns

27 Gerd Theissen, Der Schatten des Galiliers, p. 55; The Shadow of the
Galilean, p. 36.

28 For a competent discussion of no less than 14 recent books related to
this issue, cf. the twin review essays by Francis X. Clooney (“ Christianity
and World Religions: Religion, Reason, and Pluralism”) and Paul F.
Knitter (“ Making Sense of the Many”) in Religious Studies Review 15
(1989): 197-204; 204-07.

29 Ci. God Encountered, §28, 4, a, [d].

80 David Novak, Jewish-Christion Dialogue, p. 80; italics added.
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a “vision of world brotherhood ” as a development that “ we
believe to be a step towards God’s vision,” there is still a wel-
come note of provisionality and perspective, even though
Smith’s reference to God’s vision as the point of perspective
raises doubt.** The doubt is reinforced by the very title of the
essay from which this quote was taken: *“ Mankind’s Religious-
ly Divided History Approaches Self-Consciousness.” Are we
to understand that human self-consciousness is the essence of
religion, and is the God whose vision Smith wishes to approxi-
mate simply human self-consciousness writ large? ** There is
even more reason to enter firm reservations when Smith pro-
poses that it is the task of theology “to formulate not a view
of others seen through Christian eyes, but rather a view, in
global perspective, of humankind, . . . a God’s-eye view, one
might almost wish to say, of all the human family.” Are eyes
other than Christian ones available to us? Finally, reservation
should turn into firm rejection when the ““ almost ” is dropped
and the ruling is handed down in all its undisguised immod-
esty: “. .. 1in God’s eyes there is genuine pluralism.” ** Else-
where, Smith can write, with an astonishing lack of awareness
of the relativity of his own position: “I am ready to argue
with a Christian theologian, on Christian premises, that the
modern comparative religionist’s vision of the religious history
of mankind provides a truer vision of that total history—that
is, a vision closer to God’s way of seeing it, a more authentic
Heilsgeschichte—than is any interpretation of this wide-rang-
ing matter formulated within the Church before the present
information, or tndeed any serious historical information, was

31 “ Mankind’s Religicusly Divided History Approaches Self-Consciousness,”
in Religious Diversity: Hssays by Wilfred Cantwell Smith, ed. by Willard
G. Oxtoby (New York and London: Harper & Row, 1976), p. 111; italics
added.

32 Cf. God Encountered, §25, 4, d; $35,2-3.

33 “ The World Church and the World History of Religion: The Theological
Issue,” in The Catholic Theological Society of America: Proceedings of the
Thirty-Ninth Annuel Convention 39(1984): 52-68; quotations pp. 54, 63
(italics added for emphasis).



THE CREED AND THE RELIGIONS 565

available. Tt is significant to add this: that I would argue the
corresponding point with Muslim theologians, on Islamic
premises. I write that sentence not glibly, but in full serious-
ness, realizing that the radically new wision that it implies
would have to be defended before and ultimately assimilable
by Muslims themselves. . . . [T|his religious reconceptualiza-
tion is not simply my wish but is necessitated by the advance
of modern Enowledge.” ** Here both Kant and Christian doc-
trine—Dbien étonnés de se trouver ensemble—must rise in pro-
test, for this is illegitimate theological language. It cries out
for the realization that when it comes to the knowledge of our-
selves, other persons, and humanity and the world (not to
mention God), there are, in the final analysis, no judges and
arbiters, only participators, discerners, and interpreters.

While T must strongly disagree with Professor Smith, I do
recognize that his approach to religious pluralism bears the
marks of his lifelong struggle to understand a different reli-
gion in all its particularity, Islam. This spells the difference
between Professor Smith and an author like John Hick, who
has also treated the issue of religious pluralism with great fre-
quency but always in very general terms and very frequently
in reliance on secondary materials only. Professor Hick’s oft-
repeated rejection of the absoluteness of Christianity would
seem to be the principal source of the energy with which he
has committd himself to very firm judgments about other reli-
gions. But the problem with those judgments is that they ap-
pear to have too easily absolved the author, in advance, from
the conscientious, detailed study of these religions themselves.

The curiously high-handed, even authoritarian overtones of
this new, enlightened orthodoxy are due to the fact that its ad-
vocacy of tolerance comes mainly from above. Those who pro-
fess it tend to claim, whether implicitly or explicitly, that they
occupy the higher ground, that theirs is the viewpoint from
which all religions, not to mention humanity and the world as

3¢ Religious Diversity, p. 112; italics added for emphasis.
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a whole, can be placed, that is, judged. The principal problem
with such a principled pluralism is that it fails to realize that
its understanding of the world and humanity, too, is participa-
tive, not comprehensive. What is unacceptable, therefore, is
the definitiveness of its claim or, in other words, 7ts deficient
awareness of the relativity of its own perspective,

Curiously, but not really surprisingly, blindness to the rela-
tivity of all understanding is precisely what this new approach
would seem to have inherited from the very orthodoxies it re-
gards (often with reason) as dated because they are out of step
with the temper of the present, allegedly unbiased age. Under
cover of the fine-sounding, tolerant slogan of “ pluralism,”
therefore, this approach invites all religions to submit to the
new universalism by giving up whatever is incompatible with
it, just as the old orthodoxies (supposedly) had demanded
that all other faiths give up whatever was incompatible with
themselves. But why would anyone wish to trade in an old,
sturdy (if theocratic) orthodoxy for an almost entirely theo-
retical, pan-humanitarian ideology that looks so blatantly like a
benign form of post-Christian, rationalist, Western imper-
alism?

Very sensibly, therefore, in a world torn apart by patently
unjustifiable differences and inequalities that beggar descrip-
tion, this brave, suspicicusly painless type of liberal univer-
salism of Western origin has been accused of “ view[ing] the
whole world as like unto itself, and [of keeping] its distance,
even if it be a sympathetic distance, from the wretched of the
earth.” ®

Envoy

This can also be put in the straightforward, uncompromising
language of Christian doctrine. The original unity of all of

85 Cf. Tom ¥. Driver’s “The Cage for Pluralism,” the final essay in The
Myth of Christian Uniqueness (pp. 203-18; quotation p. 206), discussing a
highly critical response by Kenneth Surin to the essays in that collection.
Cf. also Michael Barnes, “ Beyond Inclusivism,” The Heythrop Journal 30
(1989) : 325-27,
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humanity, along with the whole world, is protological: it is of
God’s fashioning, and it is in the nature of a first installment
on a magnificent promise. The ultimate unity of all humanity,
along with the whole world, is eschatological: again, it is of
God’s making—however and whenever God may fulfill crea-
tion’s native potential, beyond anyone’s wildest dreams.

For the here and the now, however, we will have to hold on
to a paradoxical proposition. We uphold the finality of the
Creed we profess, but we invoke that very finality to argue
that our Christian commitmeni must be to the in-between,
that is, to the present pursuit of justice and truth. This will
consist partly in the respectful cherishing of all that truly dis-
tinguishes all of us and partly in the painstaking overcoming
of all that estranges us. This conception of truth and justice
will show all the signs of the here and the now; it will have to
submit to the dynamics of provisionality inherent in the great
Tradition. In short, it will have to combine modesty with
hope. The modesty will consist in reckoning with the possi-
bility that at any time and in any situation, even in our best
moments, any of us may be thoroughly misguided in what we
think or do. The hope will consist in the trust that humanity
and the world will truly come into their own by a design not
conceived by human reason nor made by human hand, an in-
comprehensible, hidden design that is as holy as it is loving,
and that comes to do justice to us from beyond us. In view
of the accomplishment of that hoped-for design, neither truth
nor justice is accomplished by claiming that it is in the nature
of Christianity (or, for that matter, of any other faith or
philosophy) to give us a commanding bird’s-eye overview of
humanity and the world, a view claimed to be a “ God’s eye-
view.” Only the Lamb who was slain, the Lion who has con-
quered, is worthy to open the scroll that has the mysteries of
the fulfillment sealed up in it (Rev 5: 1-5, 12). Final justice
and final truth are ours to anticipate, not grasp.

And in any case, we know from the Gospel just how God
means to direct our gaze as we view humanity and the world.
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We are to view them not from any height but, so to speak,
“ from below,” that is, from the traveling Samaritan’s patient,
neighborly viewpoint. For the pilgrim, servant Church to try
to define, in the name of God, the final unity of humanity and
the world while it still finds people lying by the roadside with
no one to understand or serve them is the equivalent of walk-
ing to the heavenly Jerusalem with blinders on. Or, to change
the metaphor, to dream up a common language this side of the
eschatological Halleluyah amounts to compounding the al-
ready existing confusion of tongues with yet another vociferous
ideological jargon; in that sense, it would only help shore up
the tower of Babel.*

36 The last phrase suggested by remarks in Tom F. Driver’s “ The Case for
Pluralism,” p. 205.
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1. Introduction

Y ANY MEASURE, Karl Rahner was one of the prin-
cipal architects of the renascence of trinitarian the-
: ology that has marked the last half of this century
Ra.hner found that in their practical lives Christians were “ al-
most mere ‘ monotheists’” * while in speculative endeavors the
treatise on the Trinity stood “ isolated in the structure of dog-
matic theology as a whole,” * and so he devoted himself to-
overcoming both the practical irrelevance and the theoretical
isolation of the doctrine. He proposed as a methodological
Grundawziom the dictum that “the ‘economic’ Trinity is the
‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘ eco-
nomic’ Trinity,” ® in order to preclude any sharp disjunction
between how God 1s in se and how God is ad extra, between
theology and the economy. He also developed a technical con-
cept of self-communication, inscribed it within the heart of his
trinitarian theology, and materially recast the traditional ac-
count of the Trinity to accord with that notion.

His account of the identity and role of God the Father is a
striking, although little noted, feature of Rahner’s thought.
His trinitarian theology trumpets the primacy of God the
Father: this is evident in his oft-stated resolve to begin the

1 Karl Rahner, The Trinity, trans. Joseph Donceel (New York: The Sea-
bury Press, 1974), p. 10. Hereafter cited as T'rinity.

2“ Remarks on the Dogmatic Treatise ‘De Trinitate’,” in Karl Rahner,
Theological Investigations IV, trans. Kevin Smyth (New York: The Seabury
Press, 1974), p. 78. Hereafter cited as “ Remarks.”

3 Trinity, p. 22.
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theological enterprise, in consort with Scripture and the
Greeks, with God the Father, rather than the one divine es-
sence shared by Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.* And that
primacy, in turn, is secured by an extraordinary emphasis on
the wunoriginatedness traditionally ascribed to the Father.
What unoriginatedness involves and how unoriginatedness and
fatherhood bear on the identity of the Father become crucial
questions within Rahner’s trinitarian theology.

This is no bit of trinitarian arcana, no subtlety of interest
only to a scholastic mindset, but an issue whose consequences
reverberate throughout Rahner’s thought. Two examples will
suffice. Insofar as Rahner relies on the notion of self-com-
munication, he regularly identifies the Father as the origin of
the self-communication. Divinity is communicated to the Son
and the Holy Spirit. Issues regarding the identity of the
Father impinge, therefore, on questions about the self-com-
munication precisely because they bear upon the identity of
the self that is communicated. In addition, Rahner works out
the identification of the being of God and the triune being of
God in the person of the Father, Thereby the guestion about
the identity of the Father becomes important in settling the
ontological status of the immanent trinity, the sense in which
God is antecedently trinity in se.

This essay will examine Rahner’s rich and complex account
of the identity of the Father. It will be necessary, first of all,
to situate that teaching, to clarify what Rahner means by un-
originatedness, and to determine how he understands unorigi-
natedness and fatherhood to be interrelated in constituting the
identity of the Father. Second, the essay will argue that
Rahner’s account of that identity does not, in fact, succeed and
that this undermines his trinitarian theology. Rahner’s position
can thus be seen as an attempt to identify a philosophically
conceived abyss with the Father of trinitarian doctrine by re-
working the unoriginateduness traditionally ascribed to the
Father.

4 Trinity, p. 16.
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II. ‘O 0ebs and the Father

In an essay that appears early on in the Theological Inves-
tigations, “ Theos in the New Testament ”, Rahner outlines the
content of the New Testament conception of God under sev-
eral headings.” He notes, first of all, the New Testament’s
imperious claim that its God is the one true God, 6 feds.
Rahner describes this as the New Testament’s doctrine of
God’s uniqueness. Under a second rubric, God as person,
Rahner ranges several topics. According to Rahner, as per-
sonal, God is (1) an agent who acts (2) freely in (3) histori-
cal dialogue with human beings and (4) in se doing discloses
his attitudes or dispositions, in contradistinction to his meta-
physically necessary attributes, toward human beings. Third,
that unique God, a free and living God, is a God of love and
is so definitively and irrevocably because God “ has bound
himself.” ¢ God’s last word and last deed is love, Fourth and
finally, Rahner asserts that within the New Testament the
unique God, & feds, is identified with the one whom Jesus calls
Father; the one true God is the Father of Jesus Christ.

Bo far, so good. Rahner’s argument is largely exegetical and
gives new force to the deliverances of New Testament scholars.
Nevertheless, systematic considerations do obtrude. Granted
that in the New Testament ¢ eds is the Father, Rahner argues
that 6 feds signifies the Father and does not merely stand for
the Father.” Prescinding from complexities in the theory of
meaning, one can discern only slightly muffled echoes of a bat-
tle with scholasticism over the concept of God and over the
internal organization of the treatise on God (the De Deo
Uno—De Deo Trino sequence) . Negatively, Rahner denies that

5 Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations I, trans. Cornelius Erest, O.P.
(New York: The Seabury Press, 1974), pp. 79-148. Hereafter cited as
“ Theos.”

8 “ Theos,” p. 117.

7 See Cornelius Ernst’s remarks about this claim in his note in “ Theos,”
pp. 127-8.
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6 feés signifies either the divine nature or “ the Trinity in gen-
eral (and hence indistinctly).”® Were that the case, 6 feds
would merely stand for rather than signify the Father. Posi-
tively, if “ God” signifies the Father, then the one who acts
freely in historical dialogue with human beings and thereby
discloses his dispositions (rather than attributes) is the Father
of Jesus Christ. In effect, the lengthy descriptive phrase
uniquely picks out God the Father. So, according to Rahner,

when the New Testament thinks of God, it is the concrete, indi-
vidual, uninterchangeable Person who comes into its mind, who is
in fact the Father and is called 6 feds; so that inversely, when 6 feds
is being spoken of, it is not the single divine nature that is seen,
subsisting in three hypostases, but the concrete Person who pos-
sesses the divine nature unoriginately, and communicates it by
eternal generation to a Son too, and by spiration to the Spirit.®

Rehner trusts that his thesis about the Father will foster a
recovered awareness of the trinitarian rhythm of the Christian
life. Prayer and grace provide his stock examples. If God
signifies the Father, the Christian at prayer will be more vivid-
ly aware that she prays in the Spirit through Jesus Christ to
the Father* By the same token, if, as children of God, we
are children of the Father, then the mediatorial role of Christ
in our being children of God will be underscored. Moreover,
Rahner sees a connection with the question of whether or not
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit possess proper non-appropriated
relationships to the justified person in grace. As Rahner sees
it, the justified person’s relation to the Son and the Spirit
cannot be interpreted as sonship without making “God”
stand for the Trinity in its entirety. Consequently, the Trinity
is our “ Father ” in grace only by appropriation. If, on the
other hand, the Father in the Trinity is also our Father
through grace, then our relation cannot be interpreted as son-
ship, and it may need to be asserted that ““ each of the three
persons has its own proper relationship to the justified man.” *

8 ““ Theos,” p. 130. 10 ““ Theos,” pp. 129-30, 148,
9 ¢ Theos,” p. 146. 11 Theos,” p. 147.
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Whether or not the claim that “ God ” signifies the Father
leads to a recovered sense of the trinitarian rhythm of the
Christian life, its ramifications within Rahner’s theology are
noteworthy. For one thing, it is an example of Rahner’s char-
acteristic refusal to develop a separate or independent doctrine
of God. He pillories the scholastics for developing, despite
their best intentions, a treatise more accurately termed De
Divinitate Una rather than De Deo Uno? Instead, one ought
to treat the ““essence” of God only in conjunction with the
being of the Father and thereby only as ““the Godhead of this
Father.” ** Tt is preferable to handle “the general doctrine of
God as the doctrine of God the Father, the sourceless origin in
the Godhead,” rather than “ as the doctrine of the nature of
God which is common to all the Persons.” **

Methodologically, Rahner recommends beginning the sys-
tematic enterprise with the consideration of the Father. In
Rahner’s eyes this has the further merit of making the sequence
of the “ treatises ” reflect the historical unfolding of revelation
itself.** The systematic yield is not a better version of the
traditional De Deo Uno—De Deo Trino sequence but a re-
vamped sequence that moves from “the Godhead of this
Father” to treatments of Christology and then Pneuma-
tology.*®

12 “ Remarks,” p. 102.

13 “ Remarks,” p. 83.

14 “ Observations on the Doctrine of God in Catholic Dogmatics ™ in Theo-
logical Investigations 1X, trans. Graham Harrison (New York: The Seabury
Press, 1973), p. 131.

15 “ We might say at least with equal right that the history of revelation
first reveals God as unoriginate person in his relation to the world, and next
proceeds to the revelation of this person as the origin of intra-divine, per-
sonalizing vital process.” Trinity, p. 20, note 15,

16 See the remarks about this at the very end of The Trinity. I plan in
another essay to address the status of the concept of * trinity ” in Rahner.
That concept belongs to a different level of discourse and involves a set of
considerations that go beyond a merely linear treatment of the Godhead of
the Father, Christology, and Pneumatology. Where “trinity ¥ ought to be
treated and what logical shape that treatment must possess on Rahner’s
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Finally, insofar as “ God ” signifies the Father, the divinity
of the Son and Spirit will be “ conceptually a consequence of
the fact that the Father comumunicates his whole nature.” **
The doctrine of the Trinity’s compatibility with monotheism
is rooted in the Father’s role as fons trinitatis. If the Father
is the one true God, then if the Son and Holy Spirit are them-
selves divine, they are so thanks to their origination from the
Father rather than to their possession of a common nature.

I1I. The Father as Unoriginate Origin

The equation of 6 feds and the Father engenders a dilemma
that Rahner must confront the minute the question of natural
theology arises; he seems to have no way out of an unpalatable
disjunction. On the basis of this claim about the Father, he
could simply deny the very possibility of a natural knowledge
of God: God is either apprehended by faith through grace as
the Father of Jesus Christ or God is simply not grasped at all.
From Rahner’s perspective, that would be tantamount to
fideism and would entail the scrapping of the very foundation-
al theology he labored to construct. Conversely, Rahner could
boldly affirm that God is known in natural theology precisely
because the God so grasped ¢s the Father. If, however, the
term of natural theology is the Father, there seems to be no
way to deny the inference that the entire Trinity is knowable
by reason from the created order. If, that is to say, the act of
self-communication constitutes the Father, then the Father
simply cannot be known in isolation from the Son and the
Spirit. Faith, then, is rendered superfluous and supplanted by
an extraordinarily virulent gnosticism.

Rahner’s response is to make a paradoxical assertion. “ It Is
obvious,” he says, “that the Father is not known as Father in
natural theology, i.e., not as He who communicates his nature

terms are questions worth pursuing. For one attempt to discern, inter alia,
various levels of trinitarian discourse, see Robert Jenson, The Triune Iden-
tity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982).

17 “ Theos,” p. 146.
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to the Son by an eternal generation, and it is cbviously true
that the necessary uniqueness of the divine nature is discerned
by natural theology.”** In short, Rahmner’s position is that
natural theology grasps the Father but not the Father as such,
1.e., as Father, This seems, on the face of it, a contradictory
assertion, for how can natural theology both know and not
know the Father?

In part to resolve this problem, Rahner introduces at this
point the concept of unoriginatedness. Natural theology, he
claims
ascends not just to a divinity but to a God; it knows, that is, that
this divine nature necessarily subsists, and subsists, what is more
(or at least also), in an absolute and unqualified unorigination
(Ursprungslostgkeit) . Natural theology is quite capable of affirm-
ing the necessity of a pure and absolule unorigination in God, {ree

from any conceivable restriction, even if its statement of this re-
mains wholly formal.*®

§

So what natural theology knows is the “ absolutely Unorig-
inate.” * Inasmuch as Rahner credits natural theclogy with
the ability to discern “ the necessary uniqueness of the divine
nature,” 2! it 1s reasonable to infer that Rahner identifies that
uniqueness with unoriginatedness.

Positively, Rahner affirms that philosophy grasps “ this con-
crete, absolutely unoriginate Origin of all reality.” ** More-
over, the Unoriginate is seen “ not just as set over against an
origination by creation, but as opposed to every conceivable
real and hypothetical origination.” * But “every conceivable
real and hypothetical origination ” would include the begetting
of the Son and the breathing of the Spirit, that is, it would
range over origination by self-communication. Consequently,
the absolutely Unoriginate is affirmed to be the origin of all
reality ad extra as well as all reality ad inéra. It is origin by
creation ex nihilo as well as fons trinitatis.

18 “ Theos,” p. 132-3. 21 “ Theos,” p. 132.
12 Theos,” p. 133. 22 ““ Theos,” p. 132.
20 “ Theos,” p. 134. 22 “ Theos,” p. 132.
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Negatively, Rahner denies that philosophy discerns that the
concrete, absolutely Unoriginate is “ Origin also by communi-
cation of the divine nature and not merely by creation ex
mhilo.” ** 'Thus the divine self-communication, according to
Rahner, remains “ utterly concealed ” from natural theology.*
Tts affirmation of the absolutely Unoriginate is said to remain
“ wholly formal,” to bear on its object only “formally and a
priori.” ** Rahner’s point seems to be that the knowledge of
an absolutely unoriginate origin of all possible reality does not
entail the ability to deduce everything that has in fact sprung
from that source. A gap, a logical hiatus, must be marked be-
tween the formal or @ priori domain and the material or o
posteriors domain. The fact of divine self-communicative ac-
tivity can remain “ utterly concealed,” buried within the Un-
originate, because philosophy endorses the Unoriginate only as
the source of whatever can be. From that absolute reservoir of
possibilities, however, philosophy cannot deduce the actuality
of divine self-communication.*”

Nevertheless, Rahner continues to insist that “ when natural
theology acquires knowledge of a single and absolutely first
Principle of all reality (not just creaturely reality), what is so

24 “ Theos,” p. 132.

25 “ Theos,” p. 132,

26 “ Theos,” p. 132.

27 By the same token, the philosophical account of the created world can
only be formal in Rahner’s scheme. Philosophy can discern the e priori strue-
tures that any possible world, any possible creation, must take, but it can-
not deduce either (a) the existence of the world, the actuality of creation
or (b) the determinate content of the actual world. Rahmner’s doctrine of
creation, in short, is conceptually tied to his account of the being of the
Father and, in particular, can be tied to the twists and turns in the rela-
tion between unorginatedness and fatherhood in comprising the identity of
the Father. The distinction between creation as the condition of possibility
of the self-communication and creation as a comsequence of the self-communi-
cation (as brought about by the seli-communication in order to realize itself)
mirrors the distinction between unorginatedness and fatherhood within
Rahner’s account of the Father. To the extent that Rahner succeeds in iden-
tifying the Unoriginate and the Father, he will succeed in identifying crea-
tion as both condition and consequence of the self-communication.
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known is the Father.””® The central feature, therefore, in
Rahner’s account of the Father is the identification of the ab-
solutely Unoriginate with the Father. Thereby, to be sure, a
wrinkle has been added to the original question of what 6 feés,
“God,” signifies. Its signification now covers both absolute
unoriginatedness and fatherhood. So Rahner is claiming that

(1) “God?” signifies the Father precisely as the absolutely un-
originate Father;

(2) The absolutely unoriginate Father is grasped by philosophy;

(8) Philosophy grasps the concretely subsisting God guae the ab-
solute Unoriginate but not qua Father.

This move plays an important role in Rahner’s constructive
theological endeavor. Grant Rahner his concept of the ab-
solutely unoriginate Father and the trinitarian form of his en-
tire project becomes clear. At no step need one ever move
outside the trinitarian orbit; everything can be brought within
its purview. Rahner can plausibly claim, for example, that on
his terms either God is known as Father or Son or Holy Spirit
or else God is simply not known at all.*® This is because even
philosophy’s grasp of the Unoriginate is not a move outside
the Trinity.

This may surprise readers of Rahner inclined to stress the
complete independence of the philosophical propadeutic. But
grant him the identity of the Unoriginate with the Father and
even philosophy may be brought within the trinitarian form as
an inner moment of theology. Within the Father, in fact,
Rahner is able to identify the philosophical or speculative first
principle with Christian faith’s first principle. Ultimately both
spring from the same root, and both share an identical object,
so that the differences between philosophy and theology are
absorbed into a deeper and primordial unity. From this per-

28 “ Theos,” p. 133.

29 Rahner says that “we can never conceive of a divinity which does not
exist either as that of the Father or of the Son or of the Spirit.” Trinity, p.
84, note 6.
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spective, the thesis about the Father may even provide the
vehicle for bringing together Spirit in the World and the Theo-
logical Investigations under a single conceptual and trinitarian
umbrella! In any event, the identity of the Unoriginate and
the Father anchors the ultimate compatibility of a rich series
of terms whose mutual coherence is required for the viability
of Rahner’s project. Natural and revealed knowledge of God,
nature and grace, creation and predestination, providence and
predestination, to name but a few, presuppose that identity for
their ultimate reconciliation in Rahner’s scheme.

IV. Unoriginatedness and Fatherhood

Introducing the concept of unoriginatedness, as we have
seen, has only complicated the claim that 6 feds signifies the
Father., In order to secure that 6 feds, © God,” refers to a uni-
tary thing, Rahner needs to provide some account of the re-
lationship between unoriginatedness and fatherhood in con-
stituting the Father. At stake, in other words, is the unitary
identity of the Father. Moreover, the decision to reject an in-
dependent doctrine of God and to treat the Godhead of God
only within the account of the being of the Father puts the
identity of God with the Father (and, thereby, the Trinity)
at issue as well. In particular, Rahner must dispel any con-
cern that the epistemological distinction between grasping x
as unoriginate origin and grasping x as Father opens out into
an ontological distinction that so bifurcates unoriginate origin
and Father as to preclude their really being the same x.*
Commitment to the identity of being and knowing rules out
Rahner’s ability to separate sharply how the Father appears in

20 Once you operate within the parameters of Rahmer’s distinction, it be-
comes very difficult to refer to the entity under discussion in a way that
clarifies the issue. Rahner himself has difficulties: when he needs a cir-
cumlocution to identify what it is that is unoriginate and what it is that is
Father (without simply defining one in terms of the other), he sometimes
speaks of the first hypostasis or the first person of the Trinity. My use of x
as a placemarker for the underlying issue is mot done merely out of my own
sense of rigor.
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relation to us, for ocur knowledge, and how God is in se, inde-
pendently of our knowledge. Much is at stake.

It would be a mistake to take Rahner’s concept of unorig-
inatedness at face value. It looks like the traditional ascrip-
tion of innascibility or unbegotienness to the Father, and there
is certainly nothing Christianly inappropriate about that. Yet
we should not prejudge the case by filling in Rahner’s concept
with the traditional content; I think there are several good
reasons for not doing so.

If we are ever to be in a position to assess Rahner’s proposal
about the Father, we first need more clarity about what he
means by unoriginatedness and how he sees this related to
fatherhood. To do that, we need to examine his talk of “ total
unoriginatedness ” and “concrete unoriginatedness” in rela-
tion to three terms: uncreatedness (or aseity), unbegottenness
(or innascibility) , and fatherhood. First, “ total unoriginated-
ness ” must be situated in relation to uncreatedness and un-
begottenness. Second, what is distinctive about Rahner’s con-
cept of “ concrete unoriginatedness” is to be identified by
ranging it alongside Aquinas’s account of trinitarian char-
acteristics.

Total Unoriginatedness. One legacy of the ancient trini-
tarian debates is the hard won distinction between uncreated-
ness (or, positively expressed, aseity) and unbegottenness (or,
as the Latins came to say, innascibility). Tremendous con-
fusion, in part due to their similar spelling in Greek (agenetos
and agennetos) , resulted from a failure to distinguish the two.*
Unoriginatedness, in other words, might be used in the sense
of uncreatedness or in the sense of unbegottenness. Insofar as
aseity or uncreatedness was at issue, the decisive point was
that Father and Son and Holy Spirit were uncreated or a se
ipso. Being unoriginate in the sense of uncreated, therefore,
was not a property that uniquely singled out one member of

31 See the account of G. L. Prestige, God in Puilristic Thought (London:
8.P.CK., 1952), pp. 37-52.
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the Trinity as opposed to another. It bore instead on the di-
vine nature.

On the other hand, unlike aseity or uncreatedness, unbe-
gottenness was a property peculiar to the Father, one expres-
sive of the primacy accorded to the Father within the Trinity.
Logically, it represented the denial of being begotten and, by
extension, the denial of having an origin. Armed with the dis-
tinction between being uncreated and being unbegotten, it
was possible to deny that whatever was uncreated (unoriginate
in this sense) was by that very fact unbegotten (unoriginate
in that sense) and, conversely, to deny that whatever was be-
gotten was eo ipso created. To be unbegotien, therefore, could
not be what made God God. If so, the very possibility of di-
vinity’s being communicated would be precluded.

According to Rahner, “ before the revelation of the Trinity,
the total unoriginatedness cannot yet be differentiated into
aseity and innascibility.” ** If we follow revelation in its
temporal unfolding, the sequence commences with an unorig-
inate origin subsequently shown to be the Father of Jesus
Christ. Only at that point is total unoriginatedness divisible
into aseity and innascibility. Nevertheless, one can think of
philosophy as logically, rather than temporally, prior to the
revelation of the unoriginate Origin as the Father of Jesus
Christ and then philosophy’s object is total unoriginatedness.
Total unoriginatedness, in turn, must ultimately be identified
with the Father.

The earlier tradition needed to distinguish uncreatedness
and unbegottenness without proposing any more comprehen-
sive concept capable of systematically unifying or bridging the
two. The novelty of Rahner’s concept of total unoriginated-
ness is that it purports to accomplish just that. Uncreatedness
and unbegottenness are themselves moments or dimensions of
a total unoriginatedness which includes both within itself.
Therein they merge into an impenetrable unity and are only

32 Trinity, p. 59, note 8.
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to be distinguished from one another subsequently, i.e., from
the vantage point of Christian faith. Aseity bears on being
the principle of all reality ad extra; innascibility on being the
principle of all reality ad intra. Rahner’s concept of total un-
originatedness spans both and points towards some more en-
compassing reality in which they find their root.

Concrete Unoriginatedness. Precisely how are unoriginated-
ness and fatherhood interrelated in Rahner’s thought? Before
turning directly to that question, we need to have some sense
of what might be at stake in a theologian’s decision about how
to conceptualize the relation between the two. Aquinas will
provide a useful example.

In question thirty-two of the Summa theologiae, having
denied that the Trinity of persons may be known by natural
reason, Aquinas develops a theory of notiones or characteristics
to explain how the divine persons are known.” Characteristics
are “concepts whereby the persons are known.”* Aquinas
posits five: innascibility, fatherhood, sonship, common spira-
tion, and procession. Obvicusly some persons will be marked
by more than one characteristic. Within Aquinas’s theory of
knowledge, human beings know what is simple (e.g., God) in
a complex way, so the multiplicity of characteristics belonging
to a particular person as known need introduce no diversity
into the person in se.

Nevertheless, the characteristics are not all on a par for
Thomas. Indeed only three are said to be personal character-
istics, inasmuch as they constitute persons; they are father-
hood, sonship, and procession. It is, in fact, precisely because
no philosopher qua philosopher knows “ the mystery of the
divine persons through the personal properties of fatherhood,
sonship and procession ” ** that Aquinas denies that the Trin-
ity can be known by natural reason. Most intriguing for our
purposes is Aquinas’s denial that innascibility is a character-

38 Summa theologiae, Blackfriars edition, 60 volumes (New York/London:
MecGraw-Hill/Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1964-1981).
3¢ §.7. 1a, 32, 3. 35 8.7, 1a, 32,1 ad 1.
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istic that constitutes a person. The person of the Father, in
Aquinas’s way of speaking, is constituted by fatherhood. In-
nascibility is, indeed, a characteristic of the Father and only
of the Father but, for all that, it does not compuise the identity
of the Father, It does not serve to distinguish the first hypo-
stasis from that of the Son and the Holy Spirit. Insofar as the
Father is unbegotien or unoriginate, the Father cannot be
known as being from another. For Aquinas, one might say,
innascibility only works to point cut one previously identified
by other means (specifically, by fatherhood) .

Aquinas’s reasons for this contention are Instructive. First,
persons are distinguished by opposed relations of origin and
these relations are, in turn, based upon processions. Innasci-
bility, according to Aquinas, is itself a relation only indirectly.
In the first instance, it 1s the negation or dental of a relation,
the relation of being begotten or, more broadly, having an
origin, It supposes a prior aflfirmation of the act of begetting.
Moreover, no procession, no act underlies innascibility. There-
fore innascibility lacks those features that are person-produc-
ing for Aquinas. Innascibility cannot constitute a trinitarian
hypostasis.

In a question devoted specifically to the Father, Aquinas
entertains a suggestion that unbegottenness be taken both
negatively and positively.®® On this supposition, unbegotten-
ness would connote simultaneously both (1) that the Father
comes from no one and (2) that the Father is the source or
principle of others. Aquinas concludes that unbegottenness
must be taken negatively, that is, as excluding generation in
a passive sense. If taken positively, he says, there would be
no way to distinguish it from either fatherhood or spiration.
So the meanings of innascibility and fatherhood must be held
to be diverse.

Finally, Aquinas inquires in another context whether a hypo-
stasis in the Trinity still remains when by thought we isolate
the relations from the persons.®” Specifically, he asks whether,

26 8.7 1a, 33, 4. 87 8.7 Ia, 40, 3.



RAHNER ON THE UNORIGINATE FATHER 583

if one should set aside fatherhood in thought, the unbegotten
hypostasis of the Father would remain nevertheless. Appeal-
ing to the distinction between personal and non-personal
characteristics. Aquinas answers that if one thought away a
non-personal property like Innascibility, the person or hypo-
stasis of the Father would still remain. If, conversely, father-
hood were subtracted, the hypostasis would be subtracted as
well. Without that property, there would no longer remain a
hypostasis distinet from the Son and the Holy Spirit. By
fatherhood, ““the Father is not only Father, but also ¢ some-
one,” i.e., a hypostasis.” *®* All by itself, innascibility is ““ a nega-
tive, aflirming nothing.” *

Rahper handles the relation between unoriginatedness and
fatherhood 1n his concept of “ conecrete unoriginatedness.” He
claims that “ God’s unoriginatedness, as manifested in his self-
communication, possesses a positive character: the fact that
the divine unoriginate communicates himself in no way
threatens or impairs his absolute integrity.”* The implied
contrast between a negative and a positive unoriginatedness is
worth noting. Negative unoriginatedness, we may fairly pre-
sume, is identical with that “total” unoriginatedness that
philosophy grasps. Positive unoriginatedness, on the other
hand, is ranged alongside of the divine self-communication, a
fact outside philosophy’s purview, Within the seli-communi-
cation of God, “ the essence of unoriginatedness shows itself in
its concreteness: divinity (aseity) which can communicate it-
self without thereby losing itself, yet without merely keeping
to itself, for this would do away with the character of a self-
communication.” * The logic of Rahner’s claim is that, if a
self-communication occurs, then unoriginatedness is concrete
in its very essence and so the Father.*? Thereby, in the terms

38 8.7. Ja, 40, 3 ad 1. 40 Trinity, p. 84.

39 8.7, Ta, 40, 3 ad 3. 41 Trinity, p. 84, note 6.

42 The status of the self-communication is left open at this point. Whether
its contingent givenness can be surmounted in Rahner’s thought is a question
that will be addressed later.
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of the self-other dialectic hovering in the background, God is
not trapped within the opposed alternatives of solitariness or
self-Joss, Concrete unoriginatedness spells God’s (ie., the
Father’s) ability to communicate himself without risk of los-
ing himself.

So the Father is “not only °fatherhood’ (hence °notion-
ality ), but the concrete God in the unity of essential aseity
and notional fatherhood, concrete unoriginatedness.” ** Care
needs to be taken, however, in specifying that unity or connec-
tion. Some specifications can certainly be ruled out. For one
thing, it would be misleading to think of concrete unoriginated-
ness as the sum, so to speak, of aseity and fatherhood. Putting
it that way conjures up the false picture of aseity and father-
hood as logically prior and independently accessible elements
which are then subsequently combined to yield concrete un-
originatedness. Fven were that accurate, innascibility would
not be the result, for nothing would thereby be settled about
the Father’s originlessness. Besides, Rahner invoked “ total ”
unoriginatedness precisely in order to merge aseity and in-
nascibility into a unity that was concepiually impenetrable for
philosophy. The twin moments of aseity and innascibility were
distinguishable only given the resources of specifically Chris-
tian revelation, that is, the self-communication of God.

Furthermore, Rahner is not making the Thomistic claim
that innascibility is predicated of the Father while the Father
is counstituted by fatherhood. On that supposition, innascibil-
ity presupposes that the person of the Father has already been
identified by other means. By itself, it does not identify a
hypostasis. But “ concrete unoriginatedness ” does not work
that way.

Rahner is saying that concrete unoriginatedness and father-
hood are identical. He says, for example, that “the Father-
hood and the unoriginatedness of the Father may be distin-
guished, without overlooking the fact that the Father's un-
orginatedness is his fatherhood and should not be conceived as

43 Trinity, p. 84, note 6.
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previous to it, as constituting a person.” ** In other passages,
he expressly identifies unoriginatedness as that which consti-
tutes a hypostasis in contradistinction to those of Son and
Spirit. Rahner contends that “ insofar as he is unoriginate . . .
the Father himself has a manner of being given and of existing
which distinguishes him from Son and Spirit, but which yet
does not properly precede his relation to either of them.”*
Finally, Rahner counts among the “ person-constituting ” rela-
tions of origin, “ the unoriginatedness (innascibility, unbegot-
tenness, Pater ingenitus) of the Father as the origin of the
Son (Fatherhood) .” *

Rahner’s identification of concrete unoriginatedness and
fatherhood seems more nearly akin to the proposal, rejected by
Aquinas, that innascibility involves both originlessness and
being the source or principle of others. Certainly there is a
similarity, Rahner’s deployment of “iotal” and “ concrete”
unoriginatedness, related as negative and positive, covers some
of the same conceptual territory. But the differences run
deeper. The proposal Aquinas spurned operated only on the
level of trinitarian characteristics; it still presupposed some-
thing like the classical De Deo Uno—De Deo Trino sequence.
From the outset, however, Rahner has refused to treat the being
of God prior to and independent of the being of the Father.
Aseity itself is only a moment within total unoriginatedness.
Thereby the dialectic of unoriginatedness and fatherhood is a
dialectic within the very being of God, the Godhead of God, as
well. The transition from negative and total unoriginatedness
to positive and concrete unoriginatedness operates both on the
level of the Trinity and on the level of the divine essence.

The identification of concrete unoriginatedness and father-
hood is the pivotal claim. If they cannot be identified, a rift

44 Trindty, pp. 78-9. Emphasis added.

45 Trinity, p. 74. Here, as in a few other passages, Rahner talks (curiously)
of the Father’s having a manner of being given. Is this manner of being
given something other than his self-gift in Son and Spirit? What could it
be?

46 Trimity, p. 78,
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opens within the very being of God between the Unoriginate
and the Father of Jesus Christ. At the decisive point of transi-
tion from negative and total to positive and concrete unorig-
inatedness stands Rahner’s appeal to the concept and the fact
of a divine self-communication. As a consequence, the status
of the identity of the Unoriginate and the Father is finally in-
separable from the status of the act of self-communication.

V. Critique

There are several compelling reasons to think that the re-
quired identity of the Unoriginate and the Father cannot be
carried through successfully on Rahner’s terms. Indeed, his
scheme simultaneously requires and precludes that identifica-
tion. At worst, the two features simply exclude one another.
At best, they exhibit a mere conjunction, a juxtaposition, a
simultaneity that falls short of identity, yielding instead a
hybrid. The identity of Unoriginate and Father becomes, at
best, a ‘ necessary accident’; so too the act of self-communica-
tion. The upshot is a pervasive ambiguity about whether the
ultimate origin of all reality is indeed the Father of Jesus
Christ or whether there is something behind or prior to the
Father. Ultimately, it seems that what Rahner is trying to do
is to identify a philosophically posited abyss with the Father
of Christian faith by remberpretating the traditional notion of
innascibility.

Absolute and Relative Unorigination. Because the divine
self-communication remains “ utterly concealed” {from it,
natural theology misses an important fact about the absolutely
Unoriginate. It has no idea that ““ this absolutely Unoriginate
possesses the divine nature and its own absolute unorigination
simply in being related to its Son.” ** This, of course, is simply
the claim that natural theology does not know the Father as
Father. The reason, presumably, is that the Father is who he
is only in relation bo the Son. Substitute the claim that un-

47 % Theos,” p. 134,
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originateness and fatherhood are identical, however, and you
generate a contradiction. The contradiction resides in Rahner’s
claiming about the same x (vaguely put, the first trinitarian
hypostasis) that it is both absolutely and relatively unorig-
inate. If the Unoriginate as grasped by natural theology is
absolutely unoriginate, “{ree from any conceivable restric-
tion,” *® it cannot possess its unorigination only in relation to
the Son. Were that the case, its unorigination itself would be
constituted by a relation and thus not be absolute. Its being
absolutely unoriginate means its being is constituted independ-
ently from any relation, including its relation to the Son. That
relation must be adventitious to its being as the absclutely un-
originate, What cannot be said is that a thing has its unre-
latedness in relatedness. At this point, the absolutely Unorig-
mnate and the Father, total and concrete unoriginatedness,
move in opposite directions.

Unoriginate and Self-Communication. The notion of self-
communication is central tc Rahner’s trinitarian theology. To
grasp the measure of the magnitude of the divine act, accord-
ing to Rahner, one must invoke the category of selthood rather
than essence or nature. What God communicates is no less
than God’s very self. The incarnation of the Son and the de-
scent of the Spirit are therefore described as “ the inner, mu-
tually related moments of the one self-communication, through
which God (the Father) communicates himself unto the world
in absolute proximity.”* It is thoroughly characteristic of
Rahner’s scheme that the communicator is the Father and so,
since the communication is a self-communication, the self in
question is that of the Father. The self-communication is that
“by which the Father communicates himself.” *°

If, however, unoriginatedness and fatherhood are identical, a
self-communication becomes logically impossible. The reason
is straightforward: unoriginatedness is, by definition, incom-
municable. It represents that in God which cannot be trans-

48 “ Theos,” p. 134. 49 Prindty, p. 85. 50 Trinity, p. 102.
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mitted and the permanent logical bar to the very possibility
of a complete self-communication. Moreover, to the extent
that unoriginatedness and self-communication pull apart, the
Unoriginate looks more and more like something pre-personal,
something to which the category of selfhicod does not obvious-
ly apply. It is more like a pre-personal source of trinitarian
personality.

Indeed, Rahner appears to link God’s transcendence with
unoriginatedness and God’s immanence with self-communica-
tion. Distance and inaccessibility are associated with unorig-
inatedness while nearness or closeness are predicates of the
self-communication.” As a consequence, the reconciliation of
divine transcendence and divine immanence is worked out with
his account of the being of the Father. The struggle is evident
in Rahner’s insistence on preserving God’s “absolute integ-
rity ” even within the self-communication. That integrity, that
divine transcendence, is preserved by claiming that even in the
self-communication the Father remains “ the unoriginate, who
keeps to himself, who remains the incomprehensible ”** or, a
bit more pointedly, “ stays the one who is free, incomprehen-
sible—in a word, unoriginate.” ** Insofar as unoriginatedness
represents a logical bar to self-communication, divine irans-
cendence and divine immanence end up being played off one
another; God’s transcendence competes with God’s capacity
for fellowship.

Status of the Self-Communication. Rahner argues that,

51 Rahner, for example, regularly contrasts God as  the distant, incom-
prehensible and asymptotic term of our transcendence” and God as “ present
in the mode of closeness” in the self-communication. See Foundations of
Christian Faith, trans. William V. Dych (New York: Crossroad, 1978), p.
119. Hereafter cited as Foundations.

52 Trinity, p. 64.

53 T'rinity, p. 84. See also the analogy between self-communication and the
experience of transeendence in Foundations (pp. 121-2). Rahner argues
about, the term of transcendence and, by extension, God in the self-communi-
eation that “ while it is what is innermost in this movement, it also remains
absolutely beyond and absolutely untouched by this transcendental move-
ment.”
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giwen a self-communication, the Unoriginate is disclosed to be
the Father. The transition from total unoriginatedness, philos-
ophy’s object, to concrete unoriginatedness is effected by ap-
peal to the act of self-communication. Even though it grasps
the Unoriginate, philosophy does not perceive therein that the
Unoriginate is in fact the Father. Why not? Presumably be-
cause, as Rahner emphatically insists, the Unoriginate is both
incomprehensible and free. No merely a priori construction
can deduce any free act. 4 fortiori, the act of self-communica-
tion cannot be deduced from the concept of the Unoriginate.
No logical entailment can span the transition from total to
concrete unoriginatedness or fatherhood. Thereby the * ab-
solute freedom ™ and the *irreducible facticity ” of the self-
communication is preserved.”* It is only “experienced as an
event in pure facticity, it cannot be deduced from another
point, and as such again it remains a mystery.” *®

Since 1t cannot be deduced, one must look to history to de-
termine whether or not a self-communication has indeed taken
place. This is what Christianity does. It affirms that God has
been operative historically in Jesus Christ and in the bestowal
of the Spirit upon believers. The incarnation and the descent
of the Spirit, however, are facts gleaned from history and, in-
sofar as they are historical facts, represents contingent states
of affairs. It could always have been otherwise. If the self-
communication is a purely contingent state of affairs, the act
of self-communication cannot qualify or determine the very
being of God in se. So Rahner insists that

Between a priori deduction and merely a posteriori gathering of
random facts, there exists a middle way: the recognition of what
is experienced aposteriorily as transcendentally necessary, because
it has to be, because it cannot be mere facticity, whatever the rea-
sons from which this necessity may be inferred.>

5¢ Trinity, p. 88, note 10.

55 Trinity, p. 88, note 10. Note the close connection between freedom and
mystery.

56 T'rinity, p. 100, note 18.
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Only if the self-communication stamps God essentially in se
is there an immanent trinity. And, to the extent that “ God ”
signifies the unoriginate origin in the first place, only if the
self-communication intrinsically and necessarily determines
the Unoriginate is that Unoriginate essentially or necessarily
the Father.

The status of the self-communication, therefore, bears on the
nature of the identity of the Unoriginate and the Father. If
Rahner insists, as he does, on the freedom of the self-com-
municative act, he is forced to admit that the Unoriginate is
free to be Father or not, iree to be concrete or not, and, by
extension, free to be a trinity or not. If Rahner insists, as he
also does, on the necessity of the self-communication, he is
forced to concede its deducibility from the concept of the Un-
originate rendering it thereby rationally (i.e., philosophically)
comprehensible. That is, if the self-communication essentially
or necessarily characterizes the Unoriginate, philosophy could
not grasp that Unoriginate without grasping it precisely as
Father. What Rabner wants to affirm is the identity of un-
originatedness and fatherhood as well as the non-deducibility
of the self-communication. But that puts him in the bind of
saying that one and the same act is both necessary and free.
To be sure, in Rahner’s thought the principal stress falls on
the freedom and sovereignty of the unoriginate God. This em-
phasis, together with the simultaneous assertion of the act’s
freedom and necessity, means that the self-communicative act
has the status of a ‘necessary accident’ in God; so too, the
identity of the Unoriginate and the Father is a ‘ necessary
accident.” *

Rahner does claim that the Unoriginate God and the self-
communication do not “simply coincide . . . in lifeless iden-
tity.” ** The appeal to the category of life at just this juncture

57 The complete argument for this claim exceeds the scope of this essay.
Suffice it to say, it would involve careful attention to Rahner’s account of
freedom, especially the relation between freedom and eternity, as well as to
his account of the being of the Holy Spirit and its role within the Trinity.

58 Trinity, p. 84.
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is tantalizing. Nevertheless, Rahner settles for the negative
form, the denial of a lifeless identity, rather than provide a
positive account of what the divine life itself consists in. Not
surprisingly, he avoids the obvious positive move, viz. the
simple equation of that life with the act of self-communica-
tion so that it comprises God’s very being. In a slightly dif-
ferent context, when abterapting to reconcile God’s distance
(or transcendence) and God’s nearness (or immanence as
self-communicating) , Rather says that the two “coincide in a
way which subsumes both—term and object—and their dif-
ference into a more original and ultimate unity which can no
longer be distinguished conceptually.” ** Again there is an ap-
peal to a coinciding and a species of identity. This time the
coincidence itself is described as conceptually impenetrable.
Presumably the same holds true for the coincidence of nec-
essity and freedom. In the absence of a positive account of
their compatibility, the coincidence is indistinguishable con-
ceptually from a ‘ necessary accident ’.

An Abyss. 1 would like to conclude this discussion by mak-
ing a further interpretive proposal, even though I cannot fully
argue its aptness within the parameters of this essay. Rahner’s
distinctive claim about the identity of the unoriginate Father,
coupled with the several aporias argued to be attendant upon
that claim, generates the hypothesis of an abyss lying behind
the Father. Consider the evidence.

Rahner’s position relies on a dialectical interplay between
total and concrete unoriginatedness, between the Unoriginate
and the Father. They are to be both distinguished and iden-
tified. A sharp logical break is marked between them. That
hiatus cannot be spanned conceptually. Thought cannot
bridge it, for incomprehensibility is a predicate of the Unorig-
nate. Only a completely free act which, as free, is non-dedue-
ible can surmount the logical hiatus and effect the transition.
Christianity, proclaiming that a divine self-communication has

59 Foundations, p. 119,
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taken place, confesses the Unoriginate to be the Father of
Jesus Christ.

In effect, philosophy mounts to an abyss, to what it recog-
nizes reflection cannot encompass but only endlessly approach
in an asymptotic fashion. That abyss is subsequently iden-
tified, from the standpoint of Christian faith, with the unorig-
natedness classically taken to be distinctive of the Father with-
in trinitarian theology. Total unoriginatedness, insofar as it
points to the underlying unity of uncreatedness and unbegot-
tenness, already moves in the direction of an abyss, an onto-
logically formless prius. This move, baptizing the abyss by
identifying it with trinitarian unoriginatedness, ultimately un-
derwrites Rahner’s reconciliation of faith and reason, theo-
logical and philosophical first principles.

Conversely, however, the reinterpretation of the traditional
notion of innascibility through the category of the abyss
creates problems within Christian theology. An abyss is in-
comprehensible noetically. Its actions, if and insofar as it acts,
are non-deducible: its will is inscrutable and unpredictable.
Formless ontologically, the abyss can never be completely iden-
tified with any state of affairs grounded in it or, to use a dif-
ferent metaphor, with any action springing from it. When,
therefore, Rahner tries to identify the philosophical abyss with
the Father of Christian faith through a reinterpreted notion
of innascibility, he runs up against the abyss’s imperviousness
to any concrete determination like fatherhood. In Rahner’s
language, the dialectical tramsition from “total” to “con-
crete ¥ unoriginatedness cannot finally be made.® Thereby

60 The hypothesis of an abyss shows where Rahner seeks to distance him-
self from Hegel without reverting to a pre-critical metaphysic. It is not the
destiny of the abyss to become subject, as is the case for ‘substance’ with
Hegel. Schelling’s version of romantic idealism comes closest to providing
Rahner with a philosophical vehicle. (An essay well worth pondering in this
connection is Emil Fackenheim’s * Schelling’s Conception of Positive Philos-
ophy,” The Review of Metaphysics 7 [1953-54]: 563-82.) The trinitarian price
to be paid, however, is no less heavy than what comes with electing the
Hegelian option. The upshot of coupling an abyss with a self-communicative
act is a trinitarian theogony, and that is no advance over Absolute Spirit,
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the free act of self-communication, suspended over the abyss,
seems at best a necessary accident and, along with it, the
fatherhood of God. The abyss, not the Father, is the ultimate
source of the entire Trinity (immanent as well as economic)
and of the created order. It becomes the condition of possi-
bility of the immanent trinity. Solitariness rather than fel-
lowship threatens to be the final word about God.
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“ Useful falsehoods are dangerous things,
often costing something down the road.”

Garry Wills

1" N THE PROLOGUE to his provocative study of the
Declaration of Independence, Garry Wills claims Abra-
& ham Lincoln distorted Thomas Jefferson’s document for
powhtncal purposes. Amid the tumult of civil war, Lincoln en-
couraged Americans to “ dedicate ” themselves to the “ propo-
sition that all men are created equal,” because on this basis
their “ fathers ” had originally “ conceived ” the nation “ four
score and seven years” earlier.

In fact, says Wills, the signers employed the word ‘ equality
not to denote an attribute of individual persons but rather to
describe the severed colonies’ political standing vis-a-vis the
mother country. Nor did the Declaration conceive a nation:
“if anything, July 4, 1776, produced twelve new nations.”*

Lincoln’s creative use of the Declaration of Independence at
Gettysburg bore both benefits and costs. It emboldened
Union resolve during the war and inspired a new nation in the
aftermath. Yet it also, thinks Wills, promoted the false notion
that the Declaration contains a coherent political “ doctrine,”
a doctrine one must adopt ““in order to be an American.” In
addition, it transformed the Puritan ideal of a “rcity set on a

1 Garry Wills, Inventing America: Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence
(New York: Vintage Books, Random House, 1978), pp. xiii-xvi,
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hilltop ”* to a theory of American manifest destiny—"a belief
in our extraordinary birth ” as a “mnation apart,” with an ob-
ligation to “ save the world.” ?

This paper argues that an analogous situation exists in the
way the Roman Catholic theologian John Courtney Murray
used the encyclical teachings of Leo XIII and the founding
documents of the American republic From 1945 to 1967,
Murray presented powerful and yet flawed interpretations of
these texts to advance two momentous projects: doctrinal
acknowledgment of religious freedom by the Roman Catholic
Church and social recognition of a link between Catholic and
American political thought. It is important to identify these
flaws because, like Lincoln’s reading of the Declaration, Mur-
ray’s interpretations have not only enhanced but also handi-
capped contemporary Roman Catholic social ethics.

The argument will proceed in three steps. First, Murray’s
case for Catholic approval of religious freedom and American
political thought will be outlined. As the shifts and increasing
complexity of Murray’s thinking on these matters have been
ably demonstrated by others, only a distillation of his thought
will be offered here.® Second, an argument for Murray’s mis-
interpretation of both Leo XIII's encyclical teachings and
American political thought will be presented. The purpose will
not be to invalidate Murray’s outstanding achievements in
American Catholic social ethics but to establish the grounds
for challenging it in step three. This final step will focus in on
two persistently influential yet problematic dimensions of his
work: the organic theory of doctrinal development and the
Catholic incorporation of American liberalism,

2 Ibid., pp. xix-xxii.

3 See J. Leon Hooper, The Bthics of Discourse: The Social Philosophy of
John Courtney Murray (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press,
1986) ; Thomas T. Love, John Courtney Murray: Contemporary Church-State
Theory (New York: Doubleday, 1965): Robert W. McElroy, The Search for
an American Public Theology: The Coniribution of John Courtney Murray
(New York: Paulist Press, 1989); Donald E. Pelotte, John Courtney Mur-
ray: Theologian in Conflic (New York: Paulist Press, 1975).
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The Two Projects

Murray’s work in ethics and public affairs covered a wide
range of topics, resulting in a prodigious output of over 130
magazine and journal articles in thirty-five years. His two
projects, religious freedom and Catholic compatibility with
American political thought, constitute over a third of this cor-
pus. The following offers an encapsulated version of each
argument.

Religious Freedom

In thirteen Theological Studies articles from 1945 to 1966,
Jobn Courtney Murray turned mainstream Roman Catholic
teaching about religious freedom on its head. He claimed that
the public expression of an individual’s religious faith was
morally acceptable on grounds internal to Catholicism itself.
But what of Pope Leo XIII’s nineteenth century support for
Catholic confessional states and for the banning of an indi-
vidual’s public expression of non-Catholic religion? Murray
said that this was “comnsequent upon social fact and social
necessities of the historical, not theoretical, order,” a position
taken to protect church freedom against attacks by Europe’s
newly constituted, anti-clerical nation-states.*

Murray located the non-contingent core of Catholic thought
on religious freedom in three interrelated ideas: the distinction
between state and society, the freedom of the church, and the
dignity of the person. Each idea crystalized at different times
in his thought, reaching mutual reinforcement during and
after the religious freedom debates at Vatican II.

By 1951, Murray felt a critical element m understanding

¢John Courtney Murray, “Leo XIII: Two Concepts of Government,”
Theological Studies 14 (December 1953): 566. Theological Studies is here-
after cited 7§ and article authors and titles will be given only in the first
citation. See also his “The Church and Totalitarian Democracy,” 7§ 13
(December 1952) : 551; “ Leo XIII on Church and State: The General Struc-
ture of the Controversy,” 7'S 14 (March 1953): 13; and “Leo XIII: Two
Concepts of Government, IT Government and the Order of Culture,” T8 15
(March 1954) : 16.
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religious freedom was the distinction between state and so-
ciety. The state neither embodies society as a whole nor as-
sumes responsibility for all of its needs. Instead, it is but one
social mstitution among many and has one principal task: to
preserve public order by administering essential levels of peace,
morality, and justice. Care for the total common good of so-
ciety—which “includes all the social goods, spiritual and moral
as well as material, which man pursues here on earth in ac-
cord with the demands of his personal and social nature”—is
the province not of the state alone, but of all the social institu-
tions (family, church, university, business firm, voluntary as-
sociation, state) functioning freely, cooperatively, and ap-
propriately in their distinct areas of competence.’®

In his search for an example of this distinction in papal
encyclicals, Murray admitted that “ up to [Leo XIII's] Rerum
novarum, the traditional distinction between society and state
is obscured.” ¢ But in this encyclical the distinction surfaces
when the pope describes the power of the state in the economic
order as “strictly limited” o grave social emergencies to
which no other social unit can adequately respond. Murray
used the following quotations from the encyclical: “ The law
ought not to undertake more, nor ought it go farther, than the
remedy of evils or the removal of danger requires,” and “ Let
the state protect these lawfully associated bodies of citizens;
but let it not intrude into their internal affairs and order of
life.” Leo XIIT’s use of a more “paternal” and less “ prop-
erly political ” notion of the state in other letters was a func-
tion not of his principles but of “the historical conditions
which this particular pope confronted.” ”

With the help of this distinction between state and society,
Murray argued that direct care for the spiritual good of society

5 John Courtney Murray, “ The Problem of Religious Freedom,” 7§ 25
(December 1964): 528. See also his “The Problem of State Religion,” TS
12 (June 1951) : 158, n. 6.

6 John Courtney Murray, “The Issue of Church and State at Vatican
Council I1,” T8 27 (December 1966) : 586.

778 14 (December 1953) : 551-54.
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depends not on the state but on religious individuals and insti-
tutions. “ The Church and the churches, and various volun-
tary associations for religious purposes’ should be neither im-
peded nor directly aided by the state.® While the state should
show concern for the religious condition of society, its cura
religionis must go no farther than preserving juridical condi-
tions ““ favorable to the free profession and practice of religion”
by the people (the cura Libertatis religionis) and their religious
institutions (including Roman Catholic concern for the cura
libertatis Ecclesiae) °

Murray found arguments against state coercion of religious
institutions in “ 60 or more documents of Leo XIII” and saw
an argument against direct state aid for religion in the pope’s
Sapientiae christianae statement that “ the goverance of souls
(regimen enimorumy) is committed to the church alone, in such
wise that the political power has no part in it at all.” From
this, Murray concluded that

When the pope says ‘ no part at all,’ it is to be presumed that he
means ‘no part at all” Not even therefore an instrumental part.
Consequently, when one finds in history the civil power playing a
part in the goverance of souls, one can be sure that other factors
were at work beyond the exigencies of principle; they were factors
inherent in special historical circumstances.'®

From the beginning of his deliberations on religious freedom,
Murray considered the basic issue “ the freedom of the human
person to reach God.” ** But not until he established the iden-
tities and relative autonomies of state and church did he

878 25 (December 1964): 528. See also T8 27 (December 1966): 598.

9 T8 27 (December 1866): 598. See also John Courtney Murray, “ Con-
temporary Orientations of Catholic Thought on Church and State in the
Light of History,” 7§ 10 (June 1949): 189; 7§ 12 (June 1951): 173, n.
17; 7S 25 (December 1964): 528.

10 On state coercion, see 7S 12 (June 1951): 156; and 78 27 (December
1966): 593. On state aid, see 78§ 14 (June 1953): 204; and 78 27 (Decem-
ber 1966) : 606.

11 John Courtney Murray, “ Freedom of Religion: I. The Ethical Problem,”
T8 6 (June 1945) : 236.
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amplify this dimension of the problem. This process helped
him understand how the dignity of the person (rooted in
humanity’s God-given rationality and freedom) requires that
individuals be allowed the freedom to negotiate the claims of
citizenship and religiosity in their own consciences and not
have these claims negotiated for them in enactments between
states and churches. Thus, the state is not to promote reli-
gious truth for individuals but to protect the individual’s right
to pursue such truth; the church may facilitate this pursuit
through its call to “ teach, rule, and sanctify,” but it may not
enlist the state in these activities, lest individual consciences
be coerced. ““ No argument can be made today,” said Murray,
“ that would validate the legal institution of religious intoler-
ance,” *?

Murray identified “ the truth of the dignity of the human
person ” as “ part of the Catholic position from the beginning,”
though it did not “ emerge as determinant of social and politi-
cal doctrine” until Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum.® Another
important step was Lieo XIIT's Immortale Dei reference to the
person as both “ citizen and also Christian.” “Leo XIII was
implicitly saying,” wrote Murray, “ that the human person by
his action as Christian and citizen ought to be the instrument
and agent of establishing this harmony in actual fact.” **

Murray held that these three non-contingent ideas under-
girding religious freedom were incipient in Leo XIII, further
elucidated in the writings of Pius XI, Pius XTI, and Jobn
XXIII, and fully manifested in Vatican’s IT’s Dignitatis
humanae. Few issues, thought Murray, gave greater evidence
for the development of doctrine in the Roman Catholic Church
than religious freedom.

12 On the role of the church, see 7§ 12 (June 1951): 156. On intolerance,
see TS 25 (December 1964) : 570.

13 Edward Gaffney, “ Religious Liberty and Development of Doctrine: An
Interview with John C. Murray,” Catholic World, February 1967, p. 278. See
also T8 27 (December 1966) : 586.

1478 10 (June 1949): 189, 220-22. See also T§ 14 (June 1953): 209-11
and 78 27 (December 1966) : 587,
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American Political Thought

In the introduction and first two chapters of We Hold These
Truths, John Courtney Murray argued that Roman Catholic
thought provides the best intellectual brace for the “ American
Proposition ” contained in the Declaration of Independence,
the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. This assertion was
based on four links he perceived between Catholicism and the
founding documents of the American republic.

First, he traced such American principles as the rule of law,
the importance of consent of the governed, and the distinction
between state and society back to the Christian political
theory of medieval Europe. In the thirteenth century, for ex-
ample, Henry of Bracton understood that the king was “ under
God and under the law > because “the law makes the king.”
Similarly, “the principle of consent was inherent in the medi-
eval idea of kingship ”’; as an instance, Henry VI’s Chief Jus-
tice insisted that the king “may set upon theim [the people]
non imposicions without their consent [sic].” Finally, the dis-
tinction between state and society was apparent in the medi-
eval differentiation between studium and imperium.”®

Second, Murray felt that the Declaration, like Roman Cath-
olic thought, assumes a “ realist epistemology.” Here, “the
real ” is the “ measure of knowledge ” and human intelligence
can reach “the real, i.e., the nature of things.” This epistem-
ology was “made clear by the Declaration of Independence in
the famous phrase: * We hold these truths to be self-evident.””
In these words, the American founders presumed the Catholic
notion of “objective truth, universal in its import” and “ac-
cessible to the reason of man.” ™

Murray also thought the Declaration shares with Catholic-
ism a commitment to the moral theory of natural law., Both
the Declaration and the Bill of Rights were “ tributary to the

15 John Courtney Murray, We Hold These Truths: Catholic Reflections on
the American Proposition (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1960), pp. 32-35.
16 Ibid., pp. viii-ix and 327.
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tradition of natural law, to the idea that man has certain orig-
mal responsibilities precisely as man, antecedent to his status
as citizen,” Here again, Catholicism and the Declaration draw
on the shared epistemology “that man is intelligent; that
reality is intelligible; and that reality, as grasped by intelli-
gence, imposes on the will the obligation that it be obeyed in
its demands for action or abstention.” *”

The fourth link Murray recognized was mutual recognition
of God. The Declaration, he wrote, “ looks to the sovereignty
of God as to the first principle of its organization.” Like
Catholicism, the American founders understood God as the
“ Creator of nature and the Master of history.” *®

On the strength of these four links, Murray concluded that
if a time came when either indifference or dissent eroded the
principles of the Declaration,

The Catholic community would still be speaking in the ethical and
political idiom familiar to them as it was familiar to their fathers,
both the Fathers of the Church and the Fathers of the American
Republic. The guardianship of the original American consensus,
based on the Western heritage, would have passed to the Catholic
community, within which the heritage was elaborated long before
America was'®

Problematic Interpretations

But in arguing for Catholic recognition of the importance of
religious freedom and of the value of American political
thought, Murray presented flawed interpretations both of the
encyclical teachings of Leo XIII and of the founding docu-
ments of the Republic.

The Encyclical Teachings of Leo XITI

Close analysis of the papal encyclical literature does not
support the argument that Leo XIII recognized—implicitly
or explicitly—the three non-contingent elements Murray con-

17 Thid., pp. 37 and 109. 18 Tbid., pp. 28 and 37. 19 Ibid., pp. 42-43.
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sidered essential to Catholic thought of religious freedom.
Both a micro- and a macroscopic study of these letters rebuts
Murray’s claim.

When viewed in detail, the critical texts that Murray used
do not sustain his argument. This is true, first of all, concern-
ing Murray’s distinction between state and society. When Leo
XIIT wrote “that the law ought not to undertake more . . .
than the remedy of evils,” he was addressing the state’s re-
sponse to specific social emergencies such as labor strikes, Sun-
day labor, or work-force oppression. In such cases, the state
must offer assistance without assuming the responsibilities of
the business firm itself; the latter would be an intrusion into
an association’s “ internal affairs and order of life.” In saying
this, the pope was not—as Murray suggested—establishing a
principle for the state’s approach toward society under normal
conditions. Leo XIIT was clear on this matter: since the state’s
purpose is “to serve the common good,” it must monitor so-
cial life in all its dimensions. The power of the state, he said
in Rerum novarum, « should be exercised as the power of God
is exercised—with the fatherly solicitude which not only guides
the whole, but reaches also individuals.” 2

Murray’s second element concerned church freedom. When
Leo XIIT declared in Sapientiae christianae that the political
power has “no part at all ” in governing souls, he was referring
to tasks specific to the church: the preaching of the Gospel;
the practice of sacred rites; the distribution and discipline of
ecclesiastical offices; the enactment and administration of
canon law; and the regulation of religious congregations, as-
sociations, and institutions. Leo XIII was not saying—as
Murray maintained—that the state should not assist the
church in these tasks; he was simply stating that these are not
the state’s prerogatives. Two paragraphs farther along in the
same letter, the pope noted: “in the public orvder itself of

20 Leo XIII, Rerum novarum, 35. All encyeclical references are taken from
Claudia Carlen, ed., The Papal Hncyclicals, 5 vols. ([Wilmington, N.C.]:
McGrath Publishing Co., 1981), vol. 2.
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