
THEOLOGY AND THE INTERRUPTION OF EXPERIENCE

A theological epistemological reflection on the status of experience in
Christian faith can hardly be called an unengaged academic exercise.
Those who embark on this venture today find themselves in the midst of
a debate that has already been going on for years and that certainly since
modernity – with its turn to the subject – has been one of pressing con-
cern. Since that time, philosophers and theologians have appealed to expe-
rience both to legitimate and delegitimate religious truth claims, adopt-
ing a variety of positions in the process. The continuous discussion on the
place of spiritual or mystical experience in the reflection on the relation
between different religions is just one example of this1. Another is the
impassioned dispute (especially in the last decades of the previous cen-
tury) between the so-called ‘Chicago’ and ‘Yale’ schools on the relation
of faith experience to the development of tradition and thus, by extension,
the legitimacy of correlation method in modern theology as a whole.

The category of experience also crops up in contemporary religious
philosophical and theological discussions which examine the way in
which Christian belief relates, or needs to relate itself, to the so-called
postmodern context. As far as Western Europe is concerned, this context
can be analysed (from a cultural-sociological perspective) in terms of
detraditionalisation, individualisation and pluralisation: the previous all-
pervasive and unquestioned Christian horizon of understanding has grad-
ually disappeared. Meaning and significance are no longer standardly
supplied by the past but are now to be attained by searching and con-
sciously choosing between a variety of religions, narratives, rituals, etc.
– as if at a religious supermarket2. In philosophical terms one speaks
(often depending upon one’s evaluation of the present context) of a post-
metaphysical era, marked by deconstruction and radical hermeneutics,
aestheticism and nihilism. It goes without saying that opinions differ on
the way in which Christian faith needs to relate to such a context.

It is therefore with some trepidation that I tread into this debate and
attempt to reconceptualise the concept of religious experience as an

1. Cf. the contribution of Sebastian Painadath to LEST IV: Diversity of Religions,
Unity in Spirituality, included in this volume, pp. 141-152.

2. For this paragraph, I refer to the analysis I have presented in my Interrupting Tra-
dition: An Essay on Christian Faith in a Postmodern Context (Louvain Theological and
Pastoral Monographs, 30), Leuven, Peeters; Grand Rapids, MI, Eerdmans, 2003, ch. 3-4.



‘experience of interruption’. On the one hand, I make this move in dis-
cussion with the modern theologies in which experience, often in a tense
relationship with tradition, is portrayed as the primary instrument to bring
Christian faith up to date. On the other, I also enter into debate with (lit-
erally) postmodern theologies that portray religious experience as a rup-
ture with the present culture of nihilism and loss of meaning and which
jettison every intrinsic relation between context and Christian belief.

But before going further: what do we understand as coming under
experience? Most thinkers who try to answer this question, start from the
assumption that experience is a paradoxical and complex fact with mul-
tiple dimensions3. Many make a distinction between three standard mean-
ings for experience that are also found in everyday language (and which
can be distinguished at least in German and Dutch): experiment, momen-
tary sensation or ‘experienced occurrence’ (Dutch ‘belevenis’, German
‘Erlebnis’), and ‘being experienced’ (Dutch ‘ondervinding’, German
‘Erfahrung’). But in its broadest sense almost all dimensions of human
understanding could be linked to this concept: sensory (and non-sensory)
stimulus, perception, observation, sensation, participation, interpretation,
savoir-faire, savoir-vivre, practical knowledge, insight – even tradition
as a collective term for a knowledge that has proven valuable in the past
and which can guide living, thinking and acting today. Experience as
experiment, ‘testing’, has positive scientific connotations and is embed-
ded in a logic of experimental verification. With sensation or ‘experienced
occurrence’ (Dutch ‘belevenis’, German ‘Erlebnis’), attention is focused
especially on an intense subjective experience with at least a strong affec-
tive component. Experience as ‘being experienced’ points rather to a
savoir-penser, a savoir-faire, or a savoir-vivre acquired in and from the
past. To a large extent, this savoir-vivre gives shape to the identity of an
individual or group; it enables one to deal in a qualified way with what
occurs in everyday situations, thus allowing one to experience the here and
now ‘in perspective’. In experience as ‘sensation’ the intensity of the
subjectively lived ‘here-and-now’ dimension often comes into tension
(and sometimes even ruptures) with the prevailing interpretative frame-
works that determine everyday life. Experience as ‘being experienced’,
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3. See for instance D. MIETH, Annäherung an Erfahrung – Modelle religiöser
Erfahrung im Christentum, in W. HAUG – D. MIETH (eds.), Religiöse Erfahrung: His-
torische Modelle in christlicher Tradition, München, Fink, 1992, pp. 1-16; D. MIETH,
What is Experience?, in Concilium. International Journal for Theology 14 (1978) 113,
40-53. Further: M. DUMAS, Introduction à l’expérience en théologie: Pluralité, ambiguïté
et nécessité, in M. DUMAS – F. NAULT – L. PELLETIER (eds.), Théologie et culture: hom-
mages à Jean Richard, Québec, Presses de l’Université Laval, 2004, pp. 123-142.



‘savoir-vivre’, on the other hand, does not so much require to be inter-
preted but rather is interpretation. This is not to deny the ‘experiential
dimension’ of daily life but implies that interpretation is already taking
place and even constitutes the condition for this dimension. Interpretation
is then not so much a conscious act of a reflexive subject who wants to
grasp a not yet interpreted fact or occurrence and therefore secondary; on
the contrary, it is already provided in what makes experience experience.
But, as will become apparent, this means already taking a stance in the
debate, certainly if we want to research what religious experience is and
how it functions within Christian faith and theology.

I. LESSONS FROM A MODERN DEBATE

EXPERIENCE IN MODERN CORRELATION THEOLOGY

‘Modern correlation theology’ is – and in this I am following Francis
Schüssler Fiorenza and David Tracy4 – a collective term for a diversity
of theological approaches that (generally speaking) despite internal dif-
ferences proceed from the notion that two poles, tradition and context,
need to be brought into relation with each other. This modern theologi-
cal project strove to think Christian faith from the dialogue with a con-
text of modernisation and secularisation. With such Catholic representa-
tives as Hans Küng, Edward Schillebeeckx, and David Tracy, this method
of theologising has undeniably been of extreme importance to the renewal
of theology during the second half of the 20th century. From a theolog-
ical epistemological point of view, the category of experience occupies a
very important place.

It is important to point out that the modern theological stress on expe-
rience did not occur in a vacuum. It reflects a change in the way that
moderns intend to reach knowledge. Also, even though few in a positive-
scientific way would conceive of religious experience in terms of an
experiment that legitimates scientific knowledge (experience as verifying
a hypothesis), there nonetheless echoes to a certain extent something of
the same logic. The truth and plausibility of faith needs to be experienced
– only the actual living of Christian faith can support the truth claims
thereof. The increasing role of experience in faith and faith reflection
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4. Cf. F.S. FIORENZA, Systematic Theology: Tasks and Methods, in F.S. FIORENZA –
J.P. GALVIN (eds.), Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives, Minneapolis, MN,
Fortress, 1991, vol. 1, pp. 3-87, esp. 55-61; D. TRACY, The Uneasy Alliance Reconceived:
Catholic Theological Method, Modernity, and Postmodernity, in Theological Studies 50
(1989) 548-570.



thus fits in with the modern rejection of a knowledge that is only handed
over from the past without the possibility of testing it in the present. Truth
is not so much something that approaches us from times gone by but
rather something that needs to be confirmed in the here and now. Play-
ing with the two already mentioned standard meanings of the word, one
could paradoxically affirm that truth is not a matter of experience (as a
savoir-faire learnt from the past) but of experience (the subjectively expe-
rienced here-and-now). The truth of the faith does not reside so much in
tradition or in doctrines, but in a religious lived faith experience that pre-
cedes tradition and doctrine (and on the basis of which this tradition and
doctrine can either be held or placed under critique). And even though
many theologians admit that there is no experience without an already
given interpretative framework – all experience is already interpreted
experience – nonetheless experience continues to hold primacy of place.

However, this manner of theologising has not only had its supporters
but also its critics. It suffices for me to refer, albeit in an unnuanced way,
to the post-conciliar discussions between theologians of the respective
Concilium and Communio groups5, as well as to the heated debate in the
US between the so-called Chicago and Yale schools6. Flanders, too, expe-
rienced a similar discussion in the 1980s with no less than religious expe-
rience as its burning issue. It involved a dispute between the internation-
ally renowned thinkers Edward Schillebeeckx and Antoon Vergote. To set
in motion what we ourselves will develop further, let us now examine (be
it only too briefly) this discussion. We will, however, not omit to draw
some lessons from it for the continuation of our reflection.

1. Edward Schillebeeckx: Experience as Bridge between Christian Tra-
dition and Modern Context

For Edward Schillebeeckx, Flemish Dominican and emeritus profes-
sor at the K.U.Nijmegen, experience is a key term to understand what
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5. In connection with this, see the various comments by Cardinal Ratzinger, co-founder
of Communio. For example, on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of Communio:
J. RATZINGER, Communio – Ein Programm, in Internationale Katholische Zeitschrift Com-
munio 20 (1992) 454-463: post-conciliar theologians have opted for the novel at the price
of the true by presenting old liberal insights as new Catholic theology (p. 455). And fur-
ther: the theology of Communio should let God’s Word be the answer to people’s ques-
tions and thus cannot “remain in the domain of the experts, theologians or Church mak-
ers, who hurry from one meeting to another, and thereby reinforce their dispiritedness
about the Church in themselves and others” (p. 461 our translation).

6. For an overview of this debate, cf. J.C.K. GOH, Christian Tradition Today: A Postlib-
eral Vision of Church and World (Louvain Theological and Pastoral Monographs, 28),
Leuven, Peeters; Grand Rapids, MI, Eerdmans, 1999.



revelation is and how it occurs, as well as what is at stake in Christian-
ity’s two thousand year long tradition right up to the present7. In Jesus,
he attempts to describe Jesus’ specific experience of God as an ‘abba’-
experience, both fitting in with, and an expression of, the intimate rela-
tionship of Jesus with his father8. Furthermore, it was the Easter expe-
rience of the first disciples after Jesus’ crucifixion that brought them
together again and thus constituted the beginning of the Christian com-
munity. Ultimately, as Schillebeeckx’ second Jesus-book, Christ9, tells
us, it is the experience of grace, the experience of having found salva-
tion from God in Jesus Christ, that is given multiple expression in the
New Testament and is the driving force behind the Christian tradition
– which is in fact a tradition of Christian experience – right up to the
present day.

After all, there is no revelation without experience: revelation can only
be discerned ‘in and through human experiences’. For, in addition to a
subjective dimension in the experience of revelation, Schillebeeckx also
distinguishes an objective aspect, a cognitive claim – sometimes also
called the interpretative direction of the revelatory experience – that
unfolds itself together with the experience. Within the experience itself are
present intrinsic interpretative elements, which constitute the objective
kernel of experience (interpretandum), to be distinguished (but not sepa-
rated) from other interpretative elements (interpretaments) that originate
from the situation in which the experience takes place. Here Schillebeeckx
takes love as an example: in their experience of love, lovers obviously
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7. For a more detailed study of this, see my Experience according to Edward Schille-
beeckx: The Driving Force of Faith and Theology, in L. BOEVE – L.P. HEMMING (eds.),
Divinising Experience. Essays in the History of Religious Experience from Origen to
Ricœur (Studies in Philosophical Theology, 23), Leuven, Peeters, 2004, pp. 199-225. For
this current exposition we are relying on Schillebeeckx’ earlier methodological works,
such as his Tussentijds verhaal over twee Jezusboeken, Baarn, Nelissen, 1978 (ET: Interim
Report on the Books Jesus and Christ, London, SCM; New York, Crossroad, 1980).
Schillebeeckx maintained similar positions thereafter in Erfahrung und Glaube, in
F. BÖCKLE (ed.), Christlicher Glaube in moderner Gesellschaft, vol. 25, Freiburg-Basel-
Wien, Herder, 1980, pp. 73-116. At his farewell lecture upon his attaining emeritus at
Nijmegen, Theologisch geloofsverstaan anno 1983, he reformulated a number of these
ideas, which were then afterwards almost entirely incorporated into the first part of Mensen
als verhaal van God, Baarn, Nelissen, 1989 (ET: Church: The Human Story of God, New
York, Crossroad; London, SCM, 1990). In our text, however, we rely mainly upon Tussen-
tijds verhaal.

8. Cf. E. SCHILLEBEECKX, Jezus het verhaal van een levende, Bloemendaal, Nelissen,
1974 (ET: Jesus: An Experiment in Christology, New York, Seabury; London, Collins,
1979, pp. 210-221 – ‘abba’ = Daddy, Father).

9. Cf. ID., Gerechtigheid en liefde: Genade en bevrijding, Baarn, Nelissen, 1977 (ET:
Christ: The Christian Experience in the Modern World, London, SCM, 1980).



know that their experience is about love10. The experience of love thus
speaks for itself; it has a certain transparency of its own. This does not
mean that interpretative elements (interpretaments) coming from else-
where – for instance, from literature or popular culture – do not matter.
Interpretation does not come in addition to the objective aspect of expe-
rience but rather, as its self-expression, is deeply interwoven in the actual
experience itself11. Applied to the experience of the (first) Christians,
such first-order expressions as ‘Jesus is the Christ’ and ‘He lives’, refer
to the common fundamental basic experience of ‘having experienced sal-
vation in and through Jesus’. It is this basic experience that is expressed
in the New Testament writings, in various interpretative ways, in relation
to the Old Testament and the then contemporary context. Although this
fundamental basic experience does not exactly coincide with the New
Testament interpretations, yet at the same time the former is not discon-
nected from the latter. In fact, one is even not able to disconnect the one
from the other because from the outset such basic experience is already
contained within pre-existing interpretative frameworks – frameworks
that are also influenced by underlying theories and models. There is not
simply just an ‘un-mediated experience’.

Christian faith is essentially about this basic experience, certainly if
we ask ourselves what Christian faith can still mean for us today. And this
is Schillebeeckx’s primary concern: a stubborn adherence to certain tra-
ditional interpretaments may end up restricting precisely the open access
to this basic experience (the interpretandum). For, just as the New Tes-
tament gave testimony to that basic experience in various ways depend-
ing on the situation, so too the ‘living tradition’ which is the history of
consecutive historical-contextual interpretations of that same shared basic
experience. Schillebeeckx’s first lesson for modern theology then is: tra-
dition and the development of tradition are only legitimate when they
enable faith experience for Christians today.

Furthermore, for Schillebeeckx, the category of ‘experience’ is crucial
in order to analyse the current situation. On the one hand, Schillebeeckx
uses the category of ‘contrast experience’ in order to point – positively –
to our ineradicable expectation, persisting in the modern secular context,
of a sustainable future for humanity. On the other hand, this experience

16 L. BOEVE

10. “Thus this interpretative identification is an intrinsic element of the experience of
love” (ID., Interim Report [n. 7], p. 13).

11. “Real love is fed by the experience of love and its own particular ongoing self-
expression […]. However, this growing self-expression makes it possible to deepen the
original experience; it opens up the experience and makes it more explicit” (Ibid., pp. 13-
14).



witnesses – negatively – to the equally persistent unsettling of us all
because suffering and senseless injustice continue to threaten this future
for an overwhelming majority of people12. It is to this modern context of
experience that the Christian faith needs to relate itself. And, in order to
do so, a ‘critical correlation’ between tradition and the modern situation
is necessary13, which in fact can rightly be called a correlation between
experiences. On the one hand, current contrast experiences help the Chris-
tian tradition to cast a fresh look at the liberation being offered by the God
of salvation. On the other, this tradition, as the interpretation history of
experiences of salvation, renders perspectives that allow for this modern
context of experience to be structured from a Christian point of view.
Today such correlation results, for Schillebeeckx, in the claim that “the
question of Christian identity is intrinsically connected with the question
of human integrity”14 and thus also implies an ecological, social and polit-
ical praxis. And it is in this praxis, in the actual engagement on behalf of
the suffering and the fight for the ‘Humanum’, that the fundamental
Christian basic experience can once again take shape. This is today the
locus of religious experience, the privileged place where God’s commit-
ment to the human person can be experienced: in the resistance to suf-
fering and injustice. Being Christian today entails a closely intertwined
politics and mysticism15.

It is precisely the link between the modern human experience of search-
ing for liberation and the Christian message of salvation which for
Schillebeeckx presents the best argument in favour of the plausibility and
relevance of Christian faith today, both within and with regard to secu-
lar society. After all, both Christianity and secular society involve fun-
damental, thoroughly human experiences of resistance to injustice and
longing for wholeness: all people share such experiences. However, even
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12. Cf. Interim Report (n. 7), p. 55.
13. In Church (n. 7) p. 36 – and already earlier in Christ (n. 9), p. 72, Schillebeeckx

speaks about interrelation/interrelationship between Christian tradition and Christian sit-
uation.

14. ID., Interim Report (n. 7), p. 62.
15. “This radical concern for human society indicates a special presence of God. If liv-

ing man is the fundamental symbol of God, i.e. ‘the image of God’, then the place where
people are dishonoured, oppressed and enslaved, both in their own hearts and in society,
is at the same time the privileged place where religious experience become possible in and
through a life-style which seeks to give form to that symbol, to achieve wholeness and lib-
eration. Thus real liberation, redemption and salvation always diverge into mysticism,
because for religious people, the ultimate source and foundation for the healing and sal-
vation of mankind, living and dead, is to be found in God” (ibid., pp. 59-60 – italics mine).
See also the Festchrift Schillebeeckx edited in honour of J.B. Metz: ID. (ed.), Mystik und
Politik: Theologie im Ringen um Geschichte und Gesellschaft. Johann Baptist Metz zu
Ehren, Mainz, Matthias-Grünewald, 1988.



though these experiences have to do with the deepest concern of life, they
do not necessarily ask for a religious interpretation. Nevertheless, Schille-
beeckx affirms that in order to understand their fundamental character,
which so deeply affects human existence, one is helped by the word God.
And he continues: “I say, ‘is helped’; not ‘gives a better understanding
of’ this experience than the agnostic explanation”, and further: “So I am
talking about universally shared experiences which are fundamental to
any human existence. By the introduction of belief in God’s saving pres-
ence these experiences manifest a distinctive comprehensibility which is
not present in other interpretations in which belief in God is not
expressed, and which can be understood by others (even if they do not
accept it)”16.

Some conclusions from this: (1) There can be no faith without expe-
rience. A faith that cannot be actually experienced is not worth believing
in. (2) In historical contextual experiences the universal significance of
the Christian message (the ‘offer of revelation’) continually manifests
itself in concrete particular forms. This was the case with Jesus, and this
is once again the case when the narrative of Jesus’ life and death ‘fits’
(or does not ‘fit’!) in with our own life experiences. (3) On the basis of
this, Schillebeeckx can affirm that for the modern Christian there is an
intrinsic bond between a properly understood modern striving for an eth-
ical and just society and following Jesus in working for the kingdom of
God17.

2. Antoon Vergote: Not from Experience to Faith but from Faith to Expe-
rience

As with Schillebeeckx, so too for Antoon Vergote the increasing
importance of experience for faith has to do with the crisis of faith in
secularising Western European society. But whereas the appeal to expe-
rience is for Schillebeeckx an indication and incentive for the necessity
of a renewed faith expression in dialogue with the changed context (aimed
at remedying the breakdown in communication between the handed down
tradition and the current situation), for Vergote, on the other hand, such
a renewal is not the solution to the crisis but rather its symptom18.
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16. ID., Church (n. 7), p. 84 (italics mine).
17. “Christianity has to do with the integration of being human in and through a source

experience in which people, confronted with the man Jesus, connect the world, society and
the individual with the absolute ground, the living God, our salvation” (ID., Interim Report
[n. 7], p. 62).

18. With sentences such as, “The superficial talk on faith experience leads […] to
forms of sheer experience faith, faith that is determined by and limited to the immediate



The way in which an experience-based faith functions does not find
favour with this philosopher, theologian, psychoanalyst and emeritus pro-
fessor of the K.U.Leuven (Belgium). The name ‘God’ is only linked to
profoundly deep human experiences (e.g. of love, a deep mysterious
power, human dignity) in a second move: “‘God’ becomes a symbolic
name-giving, inherited from the religious tradition in order to signify
something mysterious, something deep, something valuable. ‘God’
becomes an adjective (something divine, or the predicate in a proposition:
the mysterious, the deep … that to me is God)”19. But in the Christian
tradition God is not a ‘predicate’ says Vergote. God is a ‘subject’: ‘after
all, love is not divine, but God is love’. Profound experiences have not
so much to do with Christian faith as with a general human basic dispo-
sition instead, a sort of basic faith or primal trust constituting a part of
the human being itself.

The accentuation of the role of experience in faith then runs the risk
of reducing Christian faith to this general human ‘primal faith’. Vergote
here speaks significantly of the ‘sliding of faith into experience-based
faith’20. However, for Christians, faith is not accepting something based
on experience, something secondary, but rather a given in its own right.
After all, there is nothing in Christianity that would compel people to
believe or that would lead them, quasi-automatically, to faith. For non-
engaged observers, Christianity is only the accidental product of a series
of contingent, historical events, which in no way can place any claim on
this history. The faith which Christians have distinguishes itself from that
general human primal trust precisely through reading this contingent his-
tory as salvation history. It is here, in the wanderings of a negligible peo-
ple and especially in the specific person of Jesus that God has been
revealed in history. Being a Christian contains this confession: God has
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experience”, this Louvain theologian, philosopher and theologian distances himself from
what he judges to be a too easy reliance upon ‘experience’ in faith and theology. See
A. VERGOTE, Ervaringsgeloof en geloofservaring, in Streven 52 (1985) 891-903. Also
taken up in ID., Het meerstemmige leven: Gedachten over mens en religie, Kapellen,
DNB/Pelckmans, 1987, pp. 16-30. We are relying upon the latter version. For the quote:
ibid., p. 16 (our translation). Vergote also wrote on religious experience in among others:
Religie, geloof en ongeloof: Psychologische studie, Antwerpen-Amsterdam, De Neder-
landsche Boekhandel, 1984, pp. 111-186 (ET: Religion, Belief and Unbelief: A Psycho-
logical Study, Leuven, University Press, 1996). More general studies on the Christian faith
in relation to the modern context are: Cultuur, religie, geloof (A. Dondeyne-leerstoel),
Leuven, Universitaire Pers Leuven, 1989; De Heer je God liefhebben: Het eigene van het
Christendom, Tielt, Lannoo, 1999; Moderniteit en Christendom: Gesprek in vrijheid en
respect, Tielt, Lannoo, 1999.

19. ID., Ervaringsgeloof en geloofservaring (n. 18), p. 17 (translation ours).
20. Ibid., p. 19 (among others).



come to us in Jesus Christ. Faith is then also not an ascertaining of a truth
(which we certainly cannot determine), but rather a performative act: reg-
istering oneself in and through the reality made open by this confession,
entering into a personal relationship with a God who does not merely
coincide with our experiences, longings and motivations: “Recognising
him is not experience”; it is participating in a relationship. “Walking
towards God requires a leap”21.

In contrast to experience-based faith, ‘faith experience’ is not primary.
It can only be acquired by fully engaging in the leap of faith one takes
in confessing that God has become present in Christ. Thus, faith experi-
ence has everything to do with the experience of what it is to be in faith.
Here Vergote likewise refers to the analogy between faith and love. ‘Love
based on experience’ can be compared to a spontaneous falling in love
and the longing that grafts itself onto it. The ‘experience of love’, on the
other hand, is the fruit of the surrender of oneself to a very specific per-
son; only after spending years together through good and bad days can
people “testify that they know what love is; love becomes the experience
of love”22. Thus, experience does not produce faith, but rather faith pro-
duces experience. For Vergote, this happens when people manage to see
their own lives and understanding of reality as being in coherence with
the message of the Christian faith. It involves an integration between faith
and life through which life begins to speak about faith, about “a concrete
living of faith which interprets and values the world and one’s being
human from the perspective of faith”. This necessitates the construction
of a specific culture of faith, learning to read with the eyes of faith. For
otherwise, “it just remains words, words, words … words without expe-
rienced reality”23.

3. Lessons from a Modern Debate

Both Vergote and Schillebeeckx seek to answer the question: how can
one still be a Christian in a detraditionalised context when being one is
no longer self-evident? Their discussion thus concerns the way in which
Christian faith relates itself to modern secular culture and, related to this,
the tension between living out a Christian faith and belonging to a secu-
lar context, each with their own experiences and interpretative frame-
works.
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21. Ibid., p. 26 (translation ours).
22. Ibid., pp. 27-28 (translation ours).
23. Ibid., pp. 28-29 (translation ours).



(1) First of all, Vergote and Schillebeeckx are in agreement that the
changed context has caused a crisis of faith and that the modern secu-
lar culture arising from this presents a challenge to theology. In con-
nection with this, they both recognise the universality of secular truth
claims – from the sciences for instance. They also accept as a fact that
people are stamped with a ‘natural (religious) disposition’, one that can
be considered a general human trait. For both it is meaningful to speak
about ‘profoundly deep human’ experiences as distinct from Christian
experiences.

They disagree, however, on the relation between what is generally
human and that which is Christian. Whereas Schillebeeckx particularly
stresses the continuity, also as a chance to provide Christian faith with
contextual credibility and relevance, Vergote places emphasis on the dif-
ference. For him, the generally human does not meet the Christian since
the latter requires a leap, a moment of discontinuity that transforms the
natural religious disposition of the human being and brings about its own
believing rationality. This distinguishes the particularity of the Christian
faith from the universality of the generally human: Christian faith does
not let itself be reduced to general human religion. With Schillebeeckx,
rather, Christian faith is about linking up with and integrating the gener-
ally human, which is then built upon by, and brought to fruition in, the
Christian.

(2) Both recognise that in Christian religious experiences the intrinsic
bond with the Christian tradition needs to be taken seriously. Experi-
ences are not unmediated but instead are embedded in interpretative
frameworks. They are thus not just mere sensations but rather presup-
pose an education in, or at least familiarity with, the Christian tradition,
as well as belonging to a Christian community of faith.

Nevertheless, whereas for Vergote these frameworks are presupposed
in order that one can really speak of a Christian religious experience, in
which case then interpretation precedes experience, for Schillebeeckx it
is actually the other way round. Experience retains, despite its link with
interpretation, a certain independence such that it can place certain inter-
pretations under critique. For Vergote, experience has its place in a life
of faith when faith becomes the key to approaching life and thereby
becomes an experienced faith. Vergote thus lays emphasis upon acquir-
ing a specific Christian interpretative framework in which one can then
meaningfully speak of a Christian religious experience. For Vergote,
experience learns from interpretation (even though Vergote does not
exclude per se a reciprocal dynamic between them). For Schillebeeckx,
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it is the current faith experience that helps renew traditional interpreta-
tions, in order for tradition to be a living tradition. Interpretation learns
from experience.

(3) Generally put, Schillebeeckx stresses the bridging function of the-
ology and thus, over and above the differences, the continuity between the
best of modern culture and Christian faith. Vergote, in contrast, accentu-
ates the difference between the Christian faith option and the general nat-
ural religious disposition, which he too recognises. On the other hand,
Schillebeeckx does recognise that discontinuity can occur in the tradition
owing to the continuity that is sought with current experience (a discon-
tinuity, however, that serves an ultimate desire for continuity with tradi-
tion). Vergote then, for his part, will stress again the continuity between
the faith option that is to be made today, and the narratives that are to be
made one’s own through faith experience.

If in principle the difference between them seems unbridgeable, per-
haps from a contemporary perspective their mutual disagreement can
in fact be somewhat relativised. This is because for Schillebeeckx too
there can be no Christian experience without a Christian interpretative
framework, i.e. without an actual living of faith within a community of
faith. After all, when he assumes a fundamental-human experience
shared by all, this is never acquired in a commonly shared way as such,
but always embedded in particular interpretative frameworks. It is at
this point that for Schillebeeckx the theological epistemological role of
faith experience offers chances for the renewal of tradition. However,
perhaps here one has to admit that Schillebeeckx’s analysis of what
experience is and certainly of the current context, is already from the
start too much determined by his Christian background and theologi-
cal input. Especially (but not only) non-Christian commentators, like
the Belgian humanist atheist Leo Apostel, have pointed this out24.
Schillebeeckx presupposes (and does not break free from) a Christian
horizon of understanding when speaking of human (religious) experi-
ence. On the one hand, according to Apostel, he leaves the content of
religious experience as undefined as possible, but on the other hand he
nonetheless links (or wants to link) experience to tradition. It is pre-
cisely because of this that Schillebeeckx remains caught in a thinking
where the generally human only attains its ultimate fulfilment in the
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24. Cf. L. APOSTEL, Religieuze ervaring bij Edward Schillebeeckx, in E. KUYPERS (ed.),
Volgens Edward Schillebeeckx (Rondom filosofen, 3), Leuven-Apeldoorn, Garant, 1991,
pp. 91-131.



Christian25. He should have emphasised “the autonomy of the prelin-
guistic moment in religious experience” before linking this to interpre-
tation26. However, Schillebeeckx cannot, or will not, go so far. This
explains the ambiguity to which Apostel and others point. Even though
in principle Schillebeeckx holds to a universal prelinguistic element in
experience, shared by all people as a fundamental basic experience,
nonetheless he remains de facto entrenched in a Christian interpretative
framework – something that relativises (but does not neutralise) the actual
distance between Vergote and Schillebeeckx.

The basic intuitions of Vergote as well as Schillebeeckx continue to
offer interesting points of departure for a current reflection on what con-
stitutes experience. At the same time it is very important to recognise the
contextual setting of their discussion and thus the underlying modern
epistemological presuppositions in both their positions.

(1) Vergote teaches us that there is no Christian experience with-
out faith, that faith becomes experience within an already present and
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25. Cf. Ibid., p. 118: “according to Schillebeeckx, the struggle against alienation for
a sense of wholeness, occurs just as fully and authentically (albeit it more heroically and
without any hope) among atheists as it does among Christians. Nonetheless, he immedi-
ately adds to this such restrictions that it is only in the Christian struggle for wholeness
[…] that the true campaign for liberation can be carried out”. And further: “Had he por-
trayed religious experience as such (qualitatively in a class of its own) […], then he would
have managed to find it (with different modalities) among the various religions and, at least
as concerns the global experience of meaning, also among non-adherents of religion. This
would have made possible a real dialogue, which is what Schillebeeckx had wanted. But,
by tying down the description of experience so tightly to the interpretative frameworks,
he prevents himself from reaching his goal” (translation ours).

26. We find a similar insistence upon the autonomous character of religious experience
with Jaak Vandenbulcke, who wished to defend Schillebeeckx against Vergote. He pleads
for a prelinguistic, human depth experience, which ‘in its fundamental universality’ pre-
cedes all interpretations (religions) and is at the same time constitutive for them. What is
more, the link to this experience forms the touchstone for the truth claim of a religion. Cf.
J. VANDENBULCKE, Geloof op basis van ervaring: Naar aanleiding van A. Vergote’s ‘Cul-
tuur, Religie, Geloof’, in Tijdschrift voor Theologie 29 (1989) 270-278. It is this position
that has led today to the so-called pluralistic theology of religions. Religions are then par-
tial, incomplete cultural mediations of a universal shared (mystical) experience. This means
that the truth content of a religion stands in relation to this experience and, to the extent
that no religion knows how to fully express this experience, no religion can then claim to
have the absolute truth. Put differently, the particularity of religion is relativised in func-
tion of the universality of the (mystical) experience. In its most pointed form: religions
are true despite their particularity. At this last point Schillebeeckx finally pulls out and con-
tinues to operate within an inclusivist model. See for instance his Identiteit, eigenheid en
universaliteit van Gods heil in Jezus, in Tijdschrift voor Theologie 30 (1990) 259-275
(Altered French translation of this article: Universalité unique d’une figure religieuse his-
torique nommée Jésus de Nazareth, in Laval théologique et philosophique 50 [1994] 265-
282).



particular Christian horizon of understanding, the faith community. Or
still further: there is not simply an immediate link between profound
human experiences and Christian faith-based interpretation.

(2) Schillebeeckx reminds us that the credibility and relevance of
Christian faith only emerge in the experience of the faithful, and this
always in relation to a context. The interplay of experience and interpre-
tation constitute the engine of tradition development. Faith experience,
then, takes place within the Christian horizon of understanding but at the
same time places this under scrutiny and challenges it towards renewed
interpretative expression. This is necessary (a) when long-standing inter-
pretative frameworks no longer adequately express the faith experience
and this (b) because the socio-historical context in which this experience
manifests itself has changed.

In fact, along the lines of this last lesson, what is going to occupy much
of our current reflection on experience and theology is the thorough
change to a number of modern presuppositions that lay at the basis of the
debate between Schillebeeckx and Vergote.

II. THE INTERRUPTION OF EXPERIENCE – THE EXPERIENCE OF

INTERRUPTION

Indeed, it is our intention to draw lessons from this modern debate so
as to initiate a reflection for what some have designated the postmodern
context. We will briefly outline the socio-cultural and epistemological
shifts that fundamentally shape the context in which theology is being car-
ried out today. We will then sketch some thought currents which, in crit-
ical distance from this context and modern-theological attempts to relate
themselves to it, develop religious experience as a rupture with the con-
text. This comes, however, despite just criticism, at the expense of one
of correlation theology’s most important insights, namely the intuition
that there is an intrinsic connection between faith and context. It is from
a contemporary reflection on this intrinsic connection that in paragraphs
four and five the concept of religious experience will be developed as
‘interruption’.

1. From Secularisation to Detraditionalisation and Pluralisation…

As was mentioned at the beginning, modern correlation theology has
undeniably been of extreme importance to the renewal of theology dur-
ing the second half of the last century. But it ceases to function when,
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owing to increasing detraditionalisation27, the overlap between culture
and faith becomes too remote, i.e. at the moment when on a cultural level
profound human experiences are (or can) no longer be quasi-automatically
interpreted within Christian interpretative frameworks. The result of a
non-problematised correlation today is de facto quite often a horizontal
and functionalised reduction of Christianity in terms of cultural Chris-
tianity, ethics or aesthetics. This is what Vergote feared with regard to
Schillebeeckx’s understanding of experience: in se there is absolutely no
basis for assuming that a profound human experience will lead to it being
interpreted as a Christian experience. If, after the explicit, even the implicit
Christian horizon of understanding (the cultural overlap) in Western soci-
eties has detraditionalised, then appealing to experience seems counter-
productive, were such an appeal not immediately linked to the faith expe-
rience of believers standing within a tradition and faith community.

Indeed, perhaps an analysis of the present-day context in terms of sec-
ularisation28 is no longer opportune, while it is probably better to speak
of detraditionalisation, individualisation and pluralisation. For the Chris-
tian tradition is no longer unproblematically passed down from genera-
tion to generation, while identity formation no longer occurs along the tra-
ditional beaten track. Moreover, the result of socio-cultural modernisation
processes is not so much a secular environment in which a concept of the
generally human prevails and to which Christian faith then seemingly
needs to relate itself in a one-to-one relation. Instead, there is pluralisa-
tion: Christians find themselves in the midst of a multiplicity of funda-
mental life options and religions, worldviews, value systems, lifestyles
and spiritualities. Those who nowadays reflect upon religion and funda-
mental life options do so within a context of many different options, 
in which the actual encounter with a concrete other (fundamental life
option) not only points out their own specific identity and particularity but
at the same time questions this identity: it can indeed be otherwise! The
question of the identity, credibility and relevance of the Christian faith
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27. As the successive reports of the European Values Study seem to show – refer-
ences: J. KERKHOFS – R. REZSOHAZY (eds.), De stille ommekeer: Oude en nieuwe waar-
den in het België van de jaren tachtig [The Silent Turn: Old and New Values in the Bel-
gium of the ’80s], Tielt, Lannoo, 1984; J. KERKHOFS – K. DOBBELAERE – L. VOYÉ, De
versnelde ommekeer: De waarden van Vlamingen, Walen en Brusselaars in de jaren
negentig [The Accelerated Turn: The Values of Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels in the
’90s], Tielt, Lannoo, 1992; K. DOBBELAERE – M. ELCHARDUS, et al., Verloren zekerheid:
De Belgen en hun waarden, overtuigingen en houdingen [Lost Certainty: Belgians and
Their Values, Convictions and Positions], Tielt, Lannoo, 2000.

28. I.e., a secular domain wresting itself from the influence of religion and acquiring
its own autonomy in respect of rationality and ethics.



thus appears in a completely different light29. In short, the current con-
text is no longer that of a culture that has secularised itself away from a
Christian horizon, thus only one recognisable partner to which theology
must relate itself; instead, it is a context of plurality and difference. And
this naturally has consequences for the way in which Christians give an
accounting for their faith.

2. … in Combination with an Epistemological Shift

In addition, and connected to this shift, postmodern criticism of ratio-
nality seriously discredits the modern presumption that through reason a
sort of general human standard with a claim to universal truth unfolds. It
was to this sort of universality claim that the particular Christian faith
tradition and truth claim were to relate themselves. Since the 1980s, how-
ever, postmodern sensitivities have undermined the modern presupposi-
tions of universality, objectivity, transparency and communicability.
These sensitivities, having sprung from the lessons of the history of the
20th Century – think for instance of Lyotard’s critique of the ‘grand nar-
ratives’30 – foster a suspicion against totalising intellectual frameworks.
Instead, they focus attention upon alterity, difference and radical his-
toricity. They point out the limits, contextuality, particularity and con-
tingency of each construction of meaning. For this reason postmodern
authors devise, frequently from a radicalisation of the ‘linguistic turn’,
thinking patterns that take as their point of departure a heightened sensi-
tivity towards radical plurality, historicity and difference. They call for a
greater awareness that our ways of coping with such plurality and dif-
ference perpetually threaten to misunderstand or functionalise them31.
It is thus from this perspective too that contemporary philosophy and the
humanities find fault with an all too simplistic presupposition of consen-
sus, continuity and harmony. After all, such intellectual frameworks often
imply hegemonic mechanisms of in- or exclusion32.
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29. Cf. among others L. BOEVE, When Secularisation Turns into Detraditionalisation
and Pluralisation: Faith in Search of Understanding, in ET-Bulletin 12 (2001) 258-270;
Interrupting Tradition (n. 2).

30. Cf. J.-F. LYOTARD, La condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir, Paris, Minuit,
1979; Le différend, Paris, Minuit, 1983.

31. I have dealt with this in my Critical Consciousness in the Postmodern Condition:
A New Opportunity for Theology?, in Philosophy and Theology 10 (1997) 449-468, as
well as in The Particularity of Religious Truth Claims: How to Deal with it in a So-called
Postmodern Context, in K. DE TROYER – C. HELMER (eds.), Truth: Interdisciplinary Dia-
logues for a Pluralist Age (Studies in Philosophical Theology, 22), Leuven, Peeters, 2003,
pp. 181-195.

32. Hence the question arises today what these general human structures might actu-
ally be. Such methodological plurality holds sway over both the (human) sciences and



To the extent that modern correlation theology (and frequently too the
reaction against it), whether implicitly or explicitly, embraced these mod-
ern epistemological presuppositions, it shares in its loss of plausibility.
The presumption of continuity between tradition and context, legitimated
by and expressed in the religious experience, no longer works and is often
considered as a Christian recuperation. But how then do we conceptualise
theologically the status of religious experience today? Does religious
experience then affirm instead a rupture with the context, an irreconcil-
able difference between context and faith?

3. The Christian Experience of Transcendence as Rupture with the Con-
text?

Similar discussions to those between Schillebeeckx and Vergote have
also taken place in the United States – and are still ongoing. The prob-
lem of correlation theology has for some decades now been highlighted
by the so-called ‘anti-’ and ‘post-foundationalist’ theologies33, including
the argument for the priority of tradition over experience34. Philosophers
of religion and theologians – often inspired by Karl Barth – have turned
against the modern appeal to experience and reason. In this the relation-
ship between religious experience and faith tradition has been reversed:
tradition determines experience; narrativity comes first and is confirmed
by experience. Those who appeal to the autonomy of experience neglect
its irreducible linguistic, and therefore particular, embedding: a Christ-
ian religious experience is dependent upon the ‘cultural-linguistic’35 con-
text in which it takes place, and cannot be considered without it. Secular
experience is therefore not so much a neutral experience, to which Chris-
tians need to relate their faith and tradition, but also already unmistakably
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philosophy that their results are not always complementary. Certainly in those instances
where human scientists or philosophers claim to be normative, hidden presuppositions and
agendas often play a huge role. Plurality carries with it conflict, heterogeneity and incom-
mensurability.

33. ‘Foundationalist theologies’ are those theologies that reflect upon the truth of the
Christian faith in relation to the context, more precisely the modern context. The term
refers to the endeavour to ‘found’ the Christian truth claim according to or upon the (mod-
ern) standards of rationality.

34. Particularly in the English-speaking domain this debate has been and is being vig-
orously maintained between the so-called (‘anti-foundationalist’) Yale school (with pro-
ponents like George Lindbeck) and (‘correlationist’) Chicago school (for instance, with
David Tracy). See e.g. G.A. LINDBECK, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology
in a Postliberal Age, Philadelphia, PA, Westminster, 1984; and D. TRACY, Plurality and
Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope, Chicago, IL, University of Chicago Press, 1987;
The Uneasy Alliance Reconceived, in Theological Studies 50 (1989) 548-570.

35. The term is from G. Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine (n. 34).



embedded in a very specific, non-religious thought current and lifestyle.
It is precisely the different ‘cultural-linguistic’ embeddings of both expe-
riences that make them substantially different. And there is no given level
at which both experiences can be unified that would escape such ‘cultural-
linguistic’ determination. Even one who appeals to a pre-linguistic com-
ponent to experience already does so from a very specific, context-bound
linguistic rooting.

Still others have more recently joined in the chorus of criticisms lev-
elled against correlation theologians such as Schillebeeckx and Tracy.
They conceive of Christian faith and faith experience no longer as in con-
tinuity with context and contemporary thinking, but rather as in a ruptured
relation. Faith and religious experience create a different and open another,
indeed higher, way of perceiving and thinking, which then stands in sharp
contrast to the current modern and postmodern ways of thinking.

First is the Radical Orthodoxy movement initiated and headed by John
Milbank: started in Cambridge, they define religious experience in the
context of their reintroduction of neo-platonic augustinian thought frames,
which they argue for in order to escape the aporias of modernity and post-
modernity36. Modern secularism led to a world without ultimate founda-
tions, which postmodernly has become all too aware of its value-and
meaning-lessness. Cynicism and scepticism now have rule, together with
nihilism and self-assured superficiality. Secularism has destroyed what it
attempted to ensure: identity, corporality, aesthetics, social and political
life, sexuality. However, Radical Orthodoxy is not merely concerned with
a radical-critical exposé of modernity whose scandal is revealed in post-
modernity. For, precisely because postmodern nihilism is the outcome of
this secularism, the current context offers at the same time the chance for
a renewal, a re-introduction of the theological project, since in post-
modernity the ‘secular claims to truth’ have lost much of their credibil-
ity and been weakened37. Owing to modernity’s failure to ensure value
and meaning in the immanent38, there is once again room to anchor the
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36. Cf. J. MILBANK, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, Oxford,
Blackwell, 1994; J. MILBANK – C. PICKSTOCK – G. WARD (eds.), Radical Orthodoxy:
A New Theology, Londen – New York, Routledge, 1999; and J. MILBANK, The Programme
of Radical Orthodoxy, in L.P. HEMMING (ed.), Radical Orthodoxy? A Catholic Enquiry,
Aldershot, Ashgate, 2000, pp. 33-45.

37. MILBANK, The Programme of Radical Orthodoxy (n. 36), p. 42
38. “Although it might seem that to treat of diverse worldly phenomena such as lan-

guage, knowledge, the body, aesthetic experience, political community, friendship, etc.
apart from God is to safeguard their worldliness, in fact, to the contrary, it is to make even
this worldliness dissolve” – from the Introduction in MILBANK – PICKSTOCK – WARD (eds.),
Radical Orthodoxy (n. 36), pp. 1-20, esp. 3 (Suspending the Material: The Turn of Radi-
cal Orthodoxy).



integrity of the temporal in the eternal. However, this requires a radical
reintegration of the worldly within a resolute theological perspective. This
is what Radical Orthodoxy takes to heart. “For this new project”, Mil-
bank cum suis write in the introduction of Radical Orthodoxy, “does not,
like liberal theology, transcendentalist theology, and even certain types of
neo-orthodoxy, seek in the face of this drift to shore up universal accounts
of immanent human value (humanism) nor defences of supposedly objec-
tive reason. But nor does it indulge, like so many, in the pretence of a bap-
tism of nihilism in the name of a misconstrued ‘negative theology’”39.
For, doing the latter would be to continue the modern theological project,
placing the criteria for theological truth outside theology. It is only when
the worldly refers to its eternal source, thus only from a profound theo-
logical perspective of the temporal participating in the eternal, that the
integrity of world and time can be ensured40. And this participatory rela-
tionship – paradigmatically expressed in the liturgy – precedes language
and experience. “Since God is not an item in the world to which we might
turn, he is only first there for us in our turning to him. And yet we only
turn to him when he reaches us; herein lies the mystery of liturgy – liturgy
which for theology is more fundamental than either language or experi-
ence, and yet is both linguistic and experiential”41. Hence, religious expe-
rience refers to this relationship and places the worldly sub specie aeter-
nitatis. Religious experience makes one participate in the harmony of
being in relation to God, and reveals diversity reconciled to unity, strongly
marking itself off from the contemporaneous cultural experiences of alien-
ation, differentiation, conflict and intruding alterity42. Religious experi-
ence thus confirms the ruptured relation of the theological recapturing of
the world to its secularistic and nihilistic reduction in modernity and post-
modernity. According to Philip Blond, another member of the Radical
Orthodoxy movement, such a secular experience of the world becomes
theologically ‘displaced and exceeded by a religious mode of percep-
tion’43. He describes this form of ‘perception’ (Wahrnehmung) as a higher
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39. Ibid., p. 1.
40. “The theological perspective of participation actually saves the appearances by

exceeding them” (Ibid., p. 4).
41. MILBANK, The Programme of Radical Orthodoxy (n. 36), p. 44 – reference to

C. PICKSTOCK, After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy, Oxford,
Blackwell, 1997.

42. See among others my (Post)Modern Theology on Trial? Towards a Radical
Theological Hermeneutics of Christian Particularity, in Louvain Studies 28 (2003) 240-
254.

43. Cf. P. BLOND, Introduction: Theology before Philosophy, in ID. (ed.), Post-Secu-
lar Philosophy: Between Philosophy and Theology, London – New York, Routledge,
pp. 1-66, esp. pp. 22ff., here p. 23.



form of ‘cognition’. It requires an active seeing and is therefore more
than being passively overtaken by one or other phenomenon that acts as
a ‘vehicle of transcendence’ (see e.g. Kant’s Sublime, Levinas’ Face of
the other or Marion’s Icon). When phenomena are perceived from a the-
ological perspective, then what Blond calls ‘the Trinitarian harmonic’
comes into play, “and this harmonic with its focus on mutual joy, solic-
itude, and love calls human beings to participation in the possibilities that
God as the highest reality gives and donates to human life, an activity that
is unrecognisable by any mere human passivity in the face of ultimate
experience”44. This higher form of knowledge stands at odds with a ‘sec-
ular construal of reality’ and opens ‘the possibility of a greater reality’
because reality “always offers more possibilities to sight than any secu-
lar attempts to objectify it as a godless materiality. Which is to say that
perception sees more than self-sufficient being, because beings them-
selves show more than self-sufficiency”. In contrast to the ‘secular gaze’
which limits itself to the certainty of the visible “the conjunction of per-
ception and faith discloses a world whose origin lies beyond itself”45.

Secondly, there are a number of French thinkers such as E. Levinas,
J.-Y. Lacoste and J.-L. Marion, who – at least according to some com-
mentators46 – have performed a so-called ‘theological turn’ in French
phenomenology. They start with the Heideggerian critique of Western
rationality, but in a second move go beyond Heidegger and present, as the
starting point for a religious thinking, a concept of religious experience
at odds with modern thought patterns.

To Jean-Yves Lacoste47, for example, ‘liturgical experience’ breaks off
from Heidegger’s in-der-Welt-Sein. Such an experience, for which also
the experiences of ‘reposing’ (l’aise) and a ‘work of art’ are paradig-
matic, is possibly more original than the experience of Angst which
unlocks the in-der-Welt-Sein of Dasein. For Lacoste, Heidegger’s anthro-
pology of Sein-zum-Tode fails to adequately express or exhaust the
essence of being human. For, in the liturgical experience, in the Eucharist,
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44. Ibid., pp. 23-24.
45. Ibid., p. 24.
46. See: D. JANICAUD, Le tournant théologique de la phénoménologie française, Com-

bas, Éclat, 1991; R. WELTEN, Fenomenologie en beeldverbod bij Emmanuel Levinas en
Jean-Luc Marion, Budel, Damon, 2001; P. JONKERS – R. WELTEN (eds.), God in France:
Eight Contemporary French Philosophers on God and Religion (Studies in Philosophical
Theology, 28), Leuven, Peeters, 2005.

47. See especially J.-Y. LACOSTE, Expérience et Absolu (Épiméthée), Paris, P.U.F.,
1994, and the study by J. SCHRIJVERS, Jean-Yves Lacoste: Une phénoménologie de la
liturgie, in Questions Liturgiques 84 (2003) 73-97. This study, incidentally, refers to an
evolution in the thinking of Lacoste where his previous opposition to Heidegger becomes
less severe.



or in prayer, the closed horizon of the world-without-God is broken open
and human existence comes to stand in the light of the dynamic of cre-
ation and eschatological fulfilment. By using the images of the hermit
and the pilgrim, Lacoste elaborates that the logic of in-der-Welt-Sein is
transfigured into the logic of the être-face-à-Dieu, esse coram Deo. The
world as world is left behind to make space for an anticipation of the
Kingdom48. Time and again Lacoste uses the following terminology to
characterise this movement: transgression, conversion, frustration and
terror, decentering of the subject, abandonment or surrender of the self,
suspension of history, eschatological anticipation. He designates the litur-
gical experience itself as non-expérience (and non-événement). After all,
it concerns an experience that escapes from the experience of, and in, the
world. Although it is an experience that does not occur without the world,
yet, at the same time, it tears it open and reminds one of the gulf between
history and the Absolute49. And it is here that Lacoste locates the critical
potential of the liturgical non-experience: “le caractère fondamentale-
ment non expérientiel de la liturgie nous permet de critiquer toute théorie
où l’expérience gouverne la connaissance de Dieu, et où la relation de
l’homme à Dieu s’accomplit dans le champ d’expérience de la con-
science”. Liturgical experience is not simply an experience of God that
resonates with our general human world of experience and that lends
cogency to our religious narratives and theories – an experience to which
we can then appeal for religious truth claims. “Dans le clair-obscur du
monde et de l’histoire, la liturgie, s’il faut en parler en termes de con-
science, est cette expérience dans laquelle la conscience s’affronte à un
Absolu inévident, et ne peut prendre congé, sinon d’une perpétuelle
ambiguïté, du moins des nécessités d’une perpétuel discernement auquel
nulle infaillibilité n’est garantie. Nul n’entre en liturgie sans vouloir que
Dieu le visite. Mais nul ne fait l’expérience de la liturgie sans y appren-
dre que Dieu n’y est jamais présent à la conscience sur un mode pleine-
ment évident”50.

4. Research Question: Between Continuity and Discontinuity

Contrary to modern theology, the abovementioned authors and thought
currents conceive of Christian experience as a rupture and emphasise its
discontinuity with the modern and postmodern context. This results in
two consequences:
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48. See, e.g., LACOSTE, Expérience et Absolu (n. 46), p. 35.
49. Ibid., p. 52.
50. Ibid., pp. 59 and 76 respectively.



First: the Christian faith experience differentiates, conferring a spe-
cific identity that distinguishes itself from other forms of identity; it actu-
alises a specific understanding of reality and living. Christian identity is
not just a variation or particular interpretation of a general human reli-
gious disposition, which we all have in common and on the basis of which
we can come to mutual agreement. This is a powerful response to Edward
Schillebeeckx. Despite the importance he places on the connection with
the generally human, he still implicitly presupposes the Christian identity
(dixit Apostel). Yet, at the same time, his method does not explain how
Christian identity necessarily follows upon the generally human, or how
exactly the leap of faith effects a particular, powerful transformation of
this general human experience (dixit Vergote).

Second: whereas in modern theology the relation to the context
(expressed in terms of the correlation of experiences) contributes intrin-
sically towards tradition development and therefore a contemporary for-
mulation and conception of Christian faith, to the critics of correlation,
however, the relation between tradition and context is now only consid-
ered to be extrinsic. The Christian tradition has little or nothing more to
do with the modern or postmodern context, which is mostly critiqued as
antagonistic. Faith experience is the experience of this rupture, it signi-
fies discontinuity. Conversion means turning oneself away from this
world. The focus on the intrinsic relation between tradition and context,
and the need for recontextualisation at each shift in context, is here
Schillebeeckx’s strong point: new experiences of faith in a changed con-
text serve to place old forms of the tradition under scrutiny and thereby
push towards tradition development51.

It is thus plain to see that the conception of religious experience
depends crucially upon the way in which one views the relation of Chris-
tian faith to context, be it as continuity or discontinuity, intrinsically
bound to each other or merely extrinsically affiliated.

Hence the following research question: if it is such that in the Christian
experience the relation of tradition to context is revealed (whether as con-
tinuity or discontinuity), is it then possible to think of Christian experience

32 L. BOEVE

51. Cf. for instance E. SCHILLEBEECKX, Breuken in christelijke dogma’s, in ID., et al.
(eds.), Breuklijnen: Grenservaringen en zoektochten. FS T. Schoof, Baarn, Nelissen, 1994,
pp. 15-49, esp. 26: “Even thanks to shifts and breaks in formulations of dogma, the dogma
remains true”, and further: “An historical break with previous cultural forms of the faith
can sometimes then be the only possible way to come to a contemporary reformulation of
the dogma which is faithful to the Gospel and the Christian faith tradition. […] The ever
new present enters by redefining the past” (translation ours).



as being both distinctive and maintaining an intrinsic relation between
tradition and context at the same time? Is it possible to critique the mod-
ern theological presumption of continuity without letting go of the impor-
tant basic intuition that experience challenges tradition towards recon-
textualisation?

Formulated somewhat differently: is it, on the one hand, possible to
conceive of faith experience as that which lends to Christians their spe-
cific Christian identity in order that this identity can be distinguished and
affirmed in relation to other identities? And, on the other hand, is it pos-
sible, at the same time, to conceive of this experience as that which puts
this identity to the test from within in order to prevent it from becoming
closed or totalitarian so that instead it remains open to what happens and,
renewed by this, can then define itself in relation to the context it finds
itself in?

In what follows I would like to demonstrate that conceiving of religious
experience as ‘interruption’, thus retaining both continuity and disconti-
nuity, offers a prospective answer to my research question. (a) On the
one hand, the specificity of the Christian experience interrupts the all too
easily presupposed continuity between tradition and context, between the
multiplicity of profound human and religious experiences and the Chris-
tian experience of knowing oneself to be in relation to the God of Jesus
Christ. The experience of being Christian refers back to the radical par-
ticularity, narrativity and situatedness of Christian identity, and therefore
brings with it distinctness and difference. Interruption, however, is not
rupture: Christian experience divorced from what Christians experience
as profoundly human becomes esoteric and meaningless. (b) On the other
hand, because context and tradition are intrinsically linked, this experi-
ence may interrupt the Christian tradition from within. The Christian faith
experience occurs amidst a radical hermeneutical process that takes as its
starting point the theological awareness that even though God’s revela-
tion can only be communicated through language and history, one never
totally coincides with it. And here too interruption does not mean rupture.
Particular language, tradition, narrativity remain the intrinsic possibility
conditions for revelation, but revelation time and again makes them run
up against their boundaries.

5. Interruption

We can further develop this proposal of ‘experience as interruption’
along the following theological epistemological lines, while at the same
time summarising and placing in perspective what we have introduced
thus far.
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(a) Nowadays the category of ‘religious experience’ is theologically
often unproductive and even misleading because of the modern episte-
mological presuppositions clinging to it. This much the critique upon
modern correlation method has made clear. The presumption of continu-
ity between Christian experience and general human experience not only
is unable to account for Christian specificity but, at the same time, fits
within a modern concept of rationality and truth. When the concept of
experience shows traces of the scientific logic of experimental verifica-
tion, in which the truth of something needs to be established by experi-
ence, these presuppositions will only be strengthened all the more. This
implies, if you will, a first interruption to the prevailing modern theo-
logical concept of experience.

Religious experience, then, primarily refers back to the actual faith life
of Christians, one of being initiated into the Christian tradition and par-
ticipating in the life of that faith community – thus to a very specific way
of living one’s life. Religious experience as faith experience, the actual
living out of the Christian narrative through becoming experienced in this
faith, refers theological-epistemologically to the density of the concrete,
contextually situated faith life, in which narrative, interpretation, savoir-
faire, perception, praxis, signification and reflection run into each other.
Typical for faith experience is that today, because of the changed context
of detraditionalisation, pluralisation and individualisation, being a Chris-
tian increasingly implies a choice, an act of will. To be a Christian means
choosing for a life that is framed within a well-defined narrative and com-
munity, a choice that is often called into question by the confrontation
with the current context – just as, faith-wise, this very choice is experi-
enced and interpreted as both a must and a calling.

(b) This does not mean however that the dialogue or confrontation
with the context can only be thought of as extrinsic as many critics of
modern theology contend. Often these critics only focus their criticism
upon elements of the context in order to then present another type of
(faith) rationality which rejects the context. On the basis of postmodern
thinkers they state that Christian correlation theology will never be able
to justify itself and therefore ruins the theological project. They contend,
for example, that whoever maintains the continuity between Christian
faith and modern context will too easily begin totalising from a Christ-
ian point of view and hence make truth claims which he or she cannot
substantiate. Or, they explain that correlation theology merely makes of
Christian faith a doubling of what humanly spoken is already true, good,
or authentic in itself. And it are precisely the universal truth – and human-
ity – claims that are postmodernly suspect. But there the dialogue with
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the context stops for these critics. For then they produce from the depths
of Christian tradition itself a rationality which opposes the context: for
example, they introduce neo-augustinian models of thought or try to con-
stitute a new type of foundational thinking (in spite of itself) from the
‘givenness’ of reality.

However, Christians are no less postmodern than their contemporaries.
Each manner of identity formation is both shaped and queried by post-
modern sensibilities. Hence it is that the Christian faith experience nec-
essarily involves the context in its faith life and creates greater awareness
of the specific narrativity and reflexivity, historicity and contingency,
which define one’s standing in the faith, the tradition and the faith com-
munity. In this sense, recontextualisation – as the descriptive indicator for
the way in which faith and tradition relate to the context – is always
already at work. And so the thought currents sketched earlier are just as
equally exponents of a certain way of dealing, in fact of the inability to
deal, with challenges that the current context (in particular, the challenge
of otherness and difference) poses to everyone. This implies a second
interruption to a theological concept of experience, namely the claim that
in religious experience the breach between tradition and context is
bridged.

(c) Nonetheless, the current critical consciousness, which in our time
starts from a heightened sensibility for irreducible plurality, particularity
and heterogeneity, very much offers new opportunities for a contextual-
theological justification of faith. Thus, on this point we differ from the
critics. What is more, it is our conviction that precisely the confrontation
with the context makes it possible today for theology to conceive of the
substance and nature of ‘religious experience’ differently. We do this
within the framework of a radical-hermeneutical theology. This starts out
first of all with the irreducible particular-narrative character of Christian
faith, deeply qualified by radical historicity and contingency. At the same
time this way of theologising holds that revelation can only be discerned
in this all too historical and contingent reality. It goes without saying that
this has serious consequences for considering what the truth claims of
Christian faith are (and the various articulations thereof) – but we can-
not offer this matter any further treatment here52. It suffices here to take
a resolute distance from other forms of so-called radical-hermeneutical
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theologies, which in a deconstructionist negative theological movement,
à la Caputo and others, wish to denote the truth moment of Christian faith
as beyond, with consequent reduction of, all particularity. However, only
in the all too particular does God become revealed and this becoming
revealed can in no way be dissociated from that particularity. Apophasis
is not a reducing away of kataphasis but rather a radical-hermeneutical
qualification upon it53.

The current contextual consciousness is already at work when we rather
describe religious experience as Christian experience of God, or Christ-
ian experience of transcendence, and thereby underline the particularity
of the Christian narrative. In their faith experience, Christians know they
stand in a mediated relationship to the God of Jesus Christ. This experi-
ence differentiates Christians from non-Christians, including those who
believe in a god, a higher power, something deeper, etc. (for the god of
the statisticians is not always the ‘God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’), or
even the other monotheistic religions. In short, what would seem to unite
sometimes causes very sharp differences. For example, it is precisely
what links the three so-called prophetic religions (also called ‘religions
of the Book’ or ‘religions of revelation’) that thoroughly distinguishes
them: Islam, Christianity and Judaism differ fundamentally in the way
they perceive their respective ‘prophets’ Mohammed, Jesus or Moses;
the role that sacred scriptures play (Qur’an, Bible and Torah respectively)
within their religions; and the way in which the revelation of God is
understood in history. The particular Christian faith experience, itself
already an entanglement of a diversity of experiences, helps position
Christians amidst a multiplicity of fundamental life options and religions.

(d) But the confrontation with the current contextual critical sensi-
tivity for plurality, particularity and otherness also indicates that who-
ever retreats into their own identity becomes totalitarian and oppres-
sive. A hermeneutics of contingency goes necessarily hand-in-hand with
a hermeneutics of suspicion. For this reason some postmodern thinkers
present the confrontation with the irreducible otherness of a concrete other
as a new way of breaking identity open without destroying it: a dynam-
ics of appropriation and expropriation prevents identity from becoming
totalitarian such that it closes in upon itself and eliminates otherness.
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These thought trajectories can also be made theologically fruitful. For the
Christian experience of transcendence does not simply establish identity,
but also problematises it from within. Within the faith experience itself
resides an inaccessibility, an otherness which does not allow itself to be
thought of too rapidly as being in continuity with the Christian narrative
tradition (and other narratives), even though it can only be articulated
within this narrative tradition. Theologians can learn from the current
critical consciousness that by appealing to transcendence (or universality),
cherished truth claims very often become totalitarian, and that the closed
structures of such truth narratives cannot cope with the confrontation with
the other (such that they therefore exclude it or strip it of its very other-
ness). At the same time, the current critical consciousness has made the-
ologians aware that the relation to the ‘other of the narrative’, respect for
this otherness, provides the critical impetus to critique closed or closing-
off structures and narratives, both inside and outside one’s own tradition.

Translated theologically, these insights from today’s contextual criti-
cal consciousness help conceive of faith experience – as the experience
of being caught up with God in a concrete mediated way – as follows:
as the Other of the Christian narrative, God essentially withdraws from
this narrative even though it is only in and through this narrative that God
is revealed, i.e. comes to speak. The God who has everything to do with
this narrative will nonetheless not be grasped by it, but instead questions
the narrative itself from within, interrupts it, makes it collide with its bor-
ders. Only when faith experience reckons with this interrupting aspect of
a God who will not be reduced to the Christian narrative (even though
God cannot be thought without it), can tradition development also be
thought theologically today. Thus it is that actual encounters with others,
the reading of texts, the pondering of events, the being faced with joy and
sorrow, wonderment and horror, etc. can just as well be so many moments
of interruption in which Christian identity formation is paradoxically
questioned from within, because for Christians it is precisely in these
opportunities that God is announced as the One who interrupts. In the
inextricable dynamics of experience and interpretation, which Schille-
beeckx saw as the source of tradition development, tradition does indeed
involve itself with the context, and the critical-practical re-evaluation of
theology occurs in the dialogue and/or confrontation with this context. Yet
this not from a presupposed continuity between tradition and context, but
rather difference – difference which, from the dialogue with the context,
we have learnt to observe and value as constitutive in the formation of
identity. And it is precisely this lesson which makes it possible to con-
textual-theologically consider the structure of Christian faith experience.
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(e) This means that new ways need to be found in order to think Chris-
tian experiences of transcendence at the border of what is commonly
understood as ‘experience’. In the literature, authors like Kevin Hart54

and Denys Turner55 (among others) speak of the experience of God as
‘irreducible intrusion from elsewhere’, ‘absolute interruption’, ‘experi-
ence with experience’, ‘experience of non-experience’, ‘absence of the
experience’. However, the question frequently remains unsolved by a lot
of authors as to how this ‘experience’ is to be situated within the Chris-
tian tradition to help bring forward the reflection on tradition development
and tradition hermeneutics – this, after all, had been the concern of
Schillebeeckx. Often inspired by a study of the mystics and negative the-
ology, they continue to present a kind of ‘experience’ that militates pre-
cisely against the prevailing concept of experience (including its auton-
omy and primacy with respect to interpretation); but they seldom develop
how exactly they would have experience foster and question actual faith
life.

For our part, we choose to opt for the concept ‘interruption’, a term
already coined by Johann Baptist Metz as being the shortest definition of
religion56. The faith experience encircles a God who is made known to
us in concrete histories and narratives, a God who cannot be known with-
out these (in other words, God is not an object of immediate experience)
but who at the same time does not coincide with them, and who frus-
trates from within each attempt to capture God in word and narrative.
From a contextual perspective, the Christian faith experience situates
Christians amidst a variety of fundamental life options and therein lies the
challenge – between relativism and fundamentalism – to give an account
of one’s own Christian claims in dialogue and confrontation with nar-
ratives from other fundamental life options – a dialogue and con-
frontation into which the Christian brings precisely this faith experience
to bear. An identity informed by faith is contextually speaking an unin-
sured identity. Such is the case too from a theological perspective. On the
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one hand, the faith experience places Christians in continuity with the
Christian tradition and faith community, while on the other hand it ques-
tions and even puts this continuity at stake because of the radical-
hermeneutical structure of the Christian discourse about God. Christian
faith experience is both the experience of the interruption of tradition and
context and the interruption itself57.

(f) For, immediately connected to this, different than (most) correla-
tion theologies (emancipation, political or liberation theologies) anti-cor-
relation theologies often develop a blind spot towards (or even dismiss)
a praxis-oriented theology with its sensitivity for the concrete historicity
and materiality of life. It is precisely here that a ‘theology of interruption’
can render its services by holding on to the intrinsic involvement of tra-
dition with context in the interrupting experience of God. It is in very spe-
cific encounters and occurrences that for Christians God comes inter-
ruptingly close, in daily life, in being faced with the poor and the other,
even though for Christians this will often require exceptional attentive-
ness and hermeneutical care. Interruption becomes an interpretative key
for tradition and context to track where God can let Godself be known
today. Faith experiences remain very particular experiences, bound to
actual histories, in which God is not simply laid bare all at once, but
rather, as in an interruptive pause, halts our Christian narratives and
throws them open to what is proclaimed in these narratives as the King-
dom of God, which is both realised and promised in Jesus Christ. For
this reason Christians are called to be interrupters, wherever the poor and
the other have become a function of totalising narratives, whether these
be Christian or not. The faith experience of interruption causes interrup-
tion. And it is here that God is revealed today.

TO CONCLUDE

In our current European culture, after the all-encompassing Christian
horizon of understanding has fallen away, an appeal to ‘religious experi-
ence’ seems to many a final possibility to bring the Christian narrative
back into discussion. Very often, holistic experiences of depth, harmony,
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all-embracing unity, etc. lie at the basis of a very general religiosity that
frequently acquires concrete form in neo-religious spiritualities or move-
ments in which disparate fragments from older traditions are selectively
rehabilitated. It is tempting – in a modern correlation dynamics – to
rethink Christian faith in terms of these experiences as what continually
connects and knows how to bring the deeper layers of these experiences
into discussion. But, more likely the Christian faith experience does not
lend itself to this purpose, bringing instead a distinctness the experience
of which places these movements and spiritualities as well as its own
identity under critical scrutiny. For the Christian narrative does not teach
in Jesus Christ a God who is easily reconciled or who binds in harmo-
nious love. It is also the God of the apocalyptic judgement, the God who
interrupts time and pulls the rug from under our attempts – whether Chris-
tian or not – at self-assurance. It is a God finally who calls upon us to
likewise be engaged in interrupting those instances where the least of
God’s people are being despised and oppressed58.
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