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EDITORIAL  
  

 
 

Pierre Van Hecke 
 
 

 
It is with pleasure that I present this volume of Bulletin ET. After the double 
issue of 2007, containing the keynote lectures and a selection of offered papers, 
also this volume is the fruit of the rich 2007 Conference Religion and the 
European Project: Theological Perspectives. All the articles gathered here have 
been selected from among the many papers offered to the junior scholar’s 
conference and to the paper sessions of the main conference, each of them 
adding a particular voice and perspective to the discussion about the role 
religion, and in particular Christianity, can play in today’s and tomorrow’s 
Europe.  
 
In the first contribution, Annemie Dillen provides both a critical assessment of 
certain elements in the Christian tradition that can be a hindrance in the 
promotion of children’s dignity, and a discussion of the sources that same 
tradition offers to help promote justice in relation to children. Duncan 
McPherson tackles the difficult ethical issue of the use and misuse of biblical 
texts - whether from the Old or the New Testament - in support of the oppression 
of others, in particular in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In his 
article, Thomas Eggensperger analyses Victor Gerhardt’s recent monograph 
Partizipation: Das Prinzip der Politik focusing on the question which position 
religion has in the latter’s view on politics and on political philosophy. André 
Lascaris describes the multiple wounds and bruises Europe has suffered in the 
course of its history, and sketches a number of ways in which Christianity can 
contribute to overcoming and healing those wounds. In his contribution, Jean-
Marie Blaquart describes the tension, both within European culture and within 
Christianity, between its universalist claims and its particularity and proposes 
ways to surpass this tension. The joint article by Frank Delmartino, Arnout 
Justaert and Myriam Martins Gistelinck provides an empirical analysis of the 
way in which European politics deals with the values it holds so dear, and shows 
the vulnerability of these values in the political reality. Christoph Moonen 
discusses, and formulates some objections against, the way in which two 



2 Pierre Van Hecke 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

phenomenologists, Feuerbach and Henry, try to define the “essence of 
Christianity”. The article by Romualdas Dulskis describes the basic 
characteristics of Daoism and discusses its interest and value for contemporary 
Christianity. In her contribution, Erika Prijatelj sketches different phases in the 
psychological development of adults and shows how Christian counseling can 
accompany people through those different phases.  

This volume ends with five contributions articulating future perspectives on 
European Catholic theology on the basis of a close analysis of its recent, 
postconciliar past. In an introduction to this collection of articles, Stephan van 
Erp explores the key questions in this exploration of Catholic theology, of its 
past and future: in which cultural context does contemporary theology find itself, 
what are the guiding themes of post-conciliar theology and who are its most 
influential representatives, and finally: what is/could be its unifying paradigm? 
Tina Beattie opens this series of short contributions with a criticism of Hans Urs 
von Balthasar’s work, and in particular his alleged ‘feminism’, on the basis of 
which she develops her proposal for an integrated theology which unites Vatican 
II’s visions of social justice with a renewed interest in the mystical. In his 
contribution, Peter Hardt asks the question on the enduring importance of Karl 
Rahner for contemporary theology, even though the latter’s context was to a 
large extent different from the present. Ulrich Engel turns his attention to Marie-
Dominique Chenu and his influence not only on the Nouvelle Théologie, but also 
on the documents of the Second Vatican Council, demonstrating the importance 
of Chenu’s central theses for contemporary theology. Unlike the other 
contributions in the collection, Paul Murray does not take an individual 
theologian, but rather recent Catholic theology in the United Kingdom as a 
whole as the point of departure of his reflections. In doing so, he not only 
discusses the main themes and characteristics and the most important 
theologians, but also pays attention to the institutional context of Catholic 
theology in the UK, with its challenges and with its opportunities. Erik 
Borgman, finally, discusses the legacy of Edward Schillebeeckx’ thought for 
contemporary – and future – theology. He argues that theology and theologians 
should be present in the public sphere, and should permanently engage in the 
democratic debate, convinced of the importance of theology’s voice in the 
contemporary context.   

With this volume, the Bulletin ET enters the final year of its present format. As 
of next year, the journal will receive not only a new name: ET Studies, but also a 
new editorial board with a new editorial policy, which will better reflect the 
Society’s goals and ambitions. More information about these changes will, of 
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course, be communicated in due time, but for the present, we hope you will 
enjoy the reading of this issue. 
 
 

On behalf of the editorial board, 
Pierre Van Hecke, Editor-in-chief 
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STANDING UP FOR CHILDREN IN EUROPE 
The Contribution of Catholic Theology 

 
 

Annemie Dillen, Belgium 
 
 

 
1  Introduction  
 
At the beginning of August 2007 different Belgian newspapers reported about 
the Council of Europe. International relations nor military or economic issues 
were at stake. The work of the Council of Europe was brought to the attention of 
the public because of its actions for the protection of children, and especially the 
upcoming law that forbids the physical punishment of children all over Europe. 
This action is part of a broader programme, “Building a Europe for and with 
children”, run by the Council of Europe from 2006 until 2008. The focus is on 
children’s rights (especially children’s participation) and on violence against 
children.  

This European programme reflects concerns that are internationally supported. 
Recently a study by the UN Secretary General on violence against children was 
published1. This UN document was supported by the Council of Europe. From 
the 18 countries in the world that have a complete ban of the corporal 
punishment of children, 16 are European (except for Israel and New Zealand). 
These numbers demonstrate the importance of justice towards and the rights and 
protection of children to people in Europe. Despite significant regional 
differences in Europe – most southern (and mainly Catholic) European countries 
lack a complete ban of corporal punishment of children – most of these countries 
allow forms of physical discipline in the family.  

Whereas justice for children is an important theme in European politics, it is 
relatively absent in European theology. On the other hand, children’s wellbeing 
is a theme that receives more and more notice in the international theological 
forum, especially in the USA2. Theologians from different fields are calling 

                                                      
1  Cf. www.violencestudy.org (accessed 07.09.07). 
2  See for instance the Childhood Studies and Religion Consultation of the American 

Academy of Religion (since 2003), the triennial congress on children’s spirituality and 
Christian perspectives (http://www.childspirituality.org) and the proceedings published 
as Donald Ratcliff (ed.), Children’s Spirituality. Christian Perspectives, Research, 



 Standing up for Children in Europe 5 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

attention to the suffering of children in societies where children live increasingly 
with only one parent and suffer from poverty or child abuse3. Theologians 
concerned with the theme of children’s wellbeing (theology of children) are also 
challenged to rethink their own theologies, in order to take children’s 
perspectives into account (child theology). In Europe, theology of children and 
child theology are not much developed, and certainly not within Catholic 
theology.  

In this contribution I will offer some building blocks for such a European 
Catholic theology of children, taking the theme of justice for children – 
promoting both participation and protection – as a starting point for the 
reflection. Thereby I will first show how certain forms of religious thinking can 
hinder the promotion of children’s dignity. Secondly, I will show how Catholic 
theology has various resources that help to promote justice and dignity of 
children and how the work of the Council of Europe on the topic of justice can 
be complemented by a critical Christian theological reflection. 

I use the words dignity and justice here to refer to the broader context to which 
the special theme of corporal punishment belongs. I take the idea of a ban on all 
forms of corporal punishment as an example of promoting dignity and justice for 
children because corporal punishment is an actual part of European policy, it is 
highly debated and is therefore important to reflect upon. However, the 
theological reflections on children as I present them do pertain to broader 
domains, which can also be described by dignity and justice. One could disagree 
with the proposal of a ban on corporal punishment, but this does not mean that 
the general theological reflections that seek to stimulate children’s dignity and to 
promote justice for children need also be considered undesirable.  

I take as a basic position that in most cases, disciplining children is possible by 
other means than physical punishment. Therefore, of course, significant efforts 

                                                                                                                                   
and Application, Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2004. See also the recent 
books of American authors: Marcia J. Bunge (ed.), The Child in Christian Thought, 
Grand Rapids, MI – Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2001; David H. Jensen, Graced 
Vulnerability: A Theology of Childhood, Cleveland, OH: The Pilgrim Press, 2005; 
Joyce A. Mercer, Welcoming Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood, Practical 
Theology of Childhood, St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2005; Bonnie J. Miller-
Mclemore, Let the Children Come: Reimagining Childhood from a Christian 
Perspective [Families and Faith Series], San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2003. 

3  See for instance Janet Pais, Suffer the Children: A Theology of Liberation by a Victim 
of Child Abuse, New York, NY: Paulist Press, 1994; Adrian Thatcher, Theology and 
Families, Oxford: Blackwell, 2007; Pamela Couture, Seeing Children, Seeing God. A 
Practical Theology of Children and Poverty, Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2000. 
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must be made to help parents see and use other means, such as the method of 
positive parenting (triple P-programme)4. A legal ban of corporal punishment 
can thereby stimulate politics to develop these programmes and to motivate 
people to rethink corporal punishment. 
 
 
2  Towards a Critical Rethinking of Elements in the Christian 

Tradition 
 
2.1  Scriptural arguments in the discussion on corporal punishment 

For many Christians the idea of a ban on corporal punishment does not seem 
favourable for a variety of reasons, some of which are based on religious ideas. I 
discuss some of these religious ideas here, in order to help to remove religious 
obstacles to respecting the dignity of children in a European society. 

Biblical texts can function as legitimations for tolerating the corporal 
punishment of children. Some challenging quotes are: “He who spares the rod 
hates his son” (Proverbs 13:24a); “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if 
you punish him with the rod, he will not die. Punish him with the rod and save 
his soul from death” (Proverbs 23:13-14)5. Christians who interpret the Bible 
literally may consider that corporal punishment is recommended in these texts. I 
will propose another way of dealing with these texts below.  

We also find in the Bible ‘household codes’, which say something about 
relations between parents and children, especially in Ephesians 6:1-4: “Children, 
obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your father and mother’—
which is the first commandment with a promise—‘that it may go well with you 
and that you may enjoy long life on the earth’. Fathers, do not exasperate your 
children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord”. 
Colossians 3:20-21 states: “Children, obey your parents in everything, for this 
pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become 
discouraged”. 

These references come from broader household codes that focus on the 
relationships between men and women, parents (fathers) and children (sons), and 
masters and slaves. These three relationships are hierarchically structured, 

                                                      
4  Kathleen Marshall & Paul Parvis, Honouring Children: The Human Rights of the 

Child in Christian Perspective, Edinburgh: Saint Andrew Press, 2004, p. 250. See for 
instance the triple p, positive parenting program, http://www1.triplep.net. 

5  See also Proverbs 19:18, 22:15, and 29:15. 
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whereby the second should submit to the first. At the same time, the ‘man’, 
‘father’ or ‘master’ is admonished to behave in a loving or responsible way. We 
can speak of a kind of loving patriarchalism as a characteristic of these 
household codes6. The addition of ‘love’ is typical for the Christian community 
of the first century and distinguishes the Christian community and the biblical 
household rules from their host cultures, which were clearly patriarchal. I will 
focus here on the father-son relationship. Traditionally, the first part of the 
admonition has received more attention. The child’s obedience is presented as 
the way for children to honour their parents in the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (1995). The relevance of children’s obedience to their parents is often 
used as a legitimation for physical discipline. Parents often claim that they slap 
their child because the child did not obey (often after some warnings), because 
the child must learn that there are limits to his or her behaviour and that he or 
she must respect parental wisdom and authority. The second part of the 
household codes about parent-child relations often receives less attention. There 
are very few Christian reflections on what it means for a father to not exasperate 
his children7. Genuine reflection on this part of the household code could form a 
basis for a more critical position towards corporal punishment. Focussing on the 
second part, however, does not mean that the household codes are ‘harmless’ in 
the development of ideas concerning parent-child relations and methods of 
discipline. The question is then how to deal with this biblical tradition, as well as 
with the biblical words about corporal punishment in Proverbs and elsewhere. I 
will not give arguments here for the relevance of democratic parenting and for a 
prohibition of corporal punishment, but I will discuss how we can understand 
these biblical texts that promote corporal punishment or contain possible misuses 
of defences of corporal punishment. 

Empirical research shows that believing Christians who interpret the Bible 
literally differ significantly concerning the use of physical punishment from those 
who interpret non-literally8. A literal interpretation of biblical texts should be 

                                                      
6  Christine E. Gudorf, A Christian Response, in: Regina Wentzel Wolfe & Christine E. 

Gudorf (eds.), Ethics and World Religions. Cross-Cultural Case Studies, New York, 
NY: Maryknoll, 1999, 42002, 118-124, p. 119. 

7  Christine E. Gudorf, Rights of Children, in: Judith A. Dwyer & Elizabeth L. 
Montgomery (eds.), The New Dictionary of Catholic Social Thought, Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 1994, pp. 143-148. 

8  Vernon R. Wiehe, Religious Influence on Parental Attitudes toward the Use of 
Corporal Punishment, in: Journal of Family Violence 5 (1990/2) 173-186.  
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prevented. However, a non-literal interpretation of the Bible can take different 
forms.  

Christians are challenged to ‘wrestle’ with these difficult texts9. For Christians, 
it is impossible to erase the difficult patriarchal texts concerning parent-child 
relations, because these texts are part of the ‘legacy’ Christians have received from 
their ancestors10. The patriarchal elements, perceived today as ‘scandals’, give 
Christians the permanent task of ending the cycle of historically transmitted 
patriarchalism. 

Consequently, the method of ‘resistant reading’11 is important. This refers to 
‘reading against the text’, or looking for meaning that enlightens the process of 
reading and that contradicts what the text seems to say at first. This resistant 
reading presupposes that one sees the Bible as a book open to interpretation and 
critical reflection and revelation as a process in the future and not only in the 
past.12. During the process of critically reading the Bible and searching for truth, 
revelation happens13. Tradition is open to change and continuity is only possible if 
change and adaptation are also possible14. The believing community plays an 
important role in this process of interpretation.  

                                                      
9  Cf. Reimund Bieringer, Didier Pollefeyt, Frederique Vandecasteele-Vanneuville, 

Wrestling with Johannine Anti-Judaism: A Hermeneutical Framework for the 
Analysis of the Current Debate, in: Id. (eds.), Anti-Judaism and the Fourth Gospel. 
Papers of the Leuven Colloquium, 2000 [Jewish and Christian Heritage Series, 1], 
Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, 2001, 3-44. 

10  Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy & Geraldine M. Spark, Invisible Loyalties: Reciprocity in 
Intergenerational Family Therapy, New York, NY: Brunner-Mazel, 1984, p. 50. 

11  Cf. Adèle Reinhartz, Befriending the Beloved Disciple. A Jewish Reading of the 
Gospel of John, New York, NY: Continuum, 2001, p. 81-98. 

12  R. Burggraeve, Biblical Thinking as the Wisdom of Love, in: R. Bieringer, D. 
Pollefeyt, F. Vandecasteele-Vanneuville (eds.), Anti-Judaism and the Fourth Gospel. 
Papers of the Leuven Colloquium, 2000, Assen 2001, 202-225, p. 209. 

13  See Elisabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza, Toward a Feminist Biblical Hermeneutics. Biblical 
Interpretation and Liberation Theology, in: Charles E. Curran & Richard A. 
McCormick (eds.), The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology [Readings in Moral 
Theology, 4], New York, NY: Paulist, 1984, 354-382, p. 362. “[…] the biblical tradition 
understands itself not as a doctrinal, exegetical or historical tradition, but as a living 
tradition. [...] They [the New Testament authors], therefore, do not locate Revelation 
only in the past, but also in their own present, thereby revealing a dialectical 
understanding between present and past.” 

14  Stanley Hauerwas, The Moral Authority of Scripture: the Politics and Ethics of 
Remembering, in: Charles E. Curran & Richard A. McCormick (eds.), The Use of 
Scripture in Moral Theology [Readings in Moral Theology, 4], New York, NY: Paulist, 
1984, 242-275, p. 252. “Traditions by their nature require change, since there can be 
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Within the broad range of Christian denominations, conservative Protestants 
will most often use biblical quotations as a basis for their educational behaviour, 
in casu corporal punishment15. This does not mean that there are no elements 
needing critical reconsideration in light of the theme of corporal punishment in 
Catholic theology. Below I reflect on elements that are more typical for Catholic 
theology, such as the family ideal and the inclusions in church documents. 
 
2.2  Religious ideas about the ideal, sacrificial family life 

In addition to the direct biblical quotations that are sometimes used to legitimise 
corporal punishment, the Christian tradition offers a perspective of family life and 
parent-child relations with very little potential for criticising corporal punishment. 
In the first centuries of Christianity, a priest could marry and might even 
encourage the use of corporal punishment in disciplining his wife and children16. 
Although some changes have occurred in the Christian tradition due to its 
interference with secular culture, today there are still various aspects of this 
tradition that restrain the clear condemnation of corporal punishment in families. 

                                                                                                                                   
no tradition without interpretation. [...] Change and continuity are two facets of the 
same process, the process we call tradition. So much so that continuity can only be 
maintained by continual development, and development or change is only such (and not 
simply replacement) because of continuity.” 

15  American empirical research shows that people who see themselves as members of a 
rather conservative Protestant Christian church generally have more tolerant opinions 
on corporal punishment: Annette Mahoney et al., Religion in the Home in the 1980s 
and 1990s: A Meta-Analytical Review of Conceptual Analysis of Links Between 
Religion, Marriage, and Parenting, in: Journal of Family Psychology 15 (2001) nr. 4, 
559-596, pp. 559 & 578. See also Christopher G. Ellison, John P. Bartkowski, 
Michelle L. Segal, Protestant conservatism and the parental use of corporal 
punishment, in: Social Forces 74 (1996) 1003-1029; Christopher G. Ellisson & 
Darren E. Sherkat, Conservative Protestantism and support for corporal punishment, 
in: American Sociological Review 58 (1993) 131-144. Gershoff and others found that 
conservative Protestant parents of three year-old children more often believe that 
physical discipline of children is necessary and they are less conscious than other 
parents of the possible negative effects on children. In the research, these conservative 
Protestant parents showed themselves to feel less guilty than other parents when using 
corporal forms of punishment: E.T. Gershoff, P.C. Miller & G.W. Holden, Parenting 
Influences from the Pulpit. Religious Affiliation as a Determinant of Corporal 
Punishment, in: Journal of Family Psychology (1999) 307-320. See also A. Mahoney 
et al., a.c., p. 578. 

16  Christine E. Gudorf, A Christian Response, p. 119. 
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The idea of the ideal family can conceal forms of injustice or violence in daily 
life. Family life is often idealised in Christian thinking. The adoration of the ‘holy 
family’ – the family of Jesus of Nazareth, his mother Mary and his father Joseph – 
which became popular at the end of the 19th century in the Catholic tradition, plays 
a role in the idealisation of families. The traditional prohibition of divorce and the 
biblical references used to legitimate this tradition, also play a role in the 
idealisation of families. Idealisation or romantisation means that a lot of attention 
goes to what is good in families while the bad elements are rarely seen. It is clear 
that if one looks at the family through rose coloured glasses, the presence of the 
problematic character of corporal punishment is only seldom perceived. This is 
also the case when speaking about families in terms of ‘sacrifice’.  

With the American moral theologian Christine Gudorf, I stress the dangers and 
the one-sidedness of a sacrificial language concerning family ethics. Some parents 
use sacrificial language, which can be grounded in the religious tradition of self-
giving, to refer to their merits as parents. They want to be the ‘perfect parents’ and 
thus say that they give up everything for the child and sacrifice themselves for the 
sake of the child. This attitude is dangerous because the deficiencies of the parent-
child relationship are not seen and because the child is made dependent upon the 
parent ‘who does everything for the child’17. When discussing corporal 
punishment, many parents respond that it is inevitable to use a form of physical 
punishment, but in saying so, they actually seek to legitimise their own behaviour, 
as it is very difficult to admit that one’s own parental behaviour is not always 
perfect. Instead of admitting one’s failures and limits – which somehow lead 
parents to slap or beat a child – many parents search to legitimate this behaviour, 
in order not to be condemned by others. This kind of legitimation increases the 
chance that the child will experience injustice. The sacrificial language and the 
romanticisation of the family function as ways to hide failures, limitations and 
forms of injustice. In society we find a pedagogical norm that supports this use of 
sacrificial language: “Parents/educators should engage themselves in the 
development of their children, and they should not expect something in return”18. 
This implies that those who engage themselves so extensively cannot be seen as 

                                                      
17  Cf. Christine E. Gudorf, Sacrificial and Parental Spiritualities, in: Religion, 

Feminism, and the Family, Anne Carr and Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen (eds.), 
Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1996, 294-309, p. 300 ff. 

18  Hans Van Crombrugge & Lieve Vandemeulebroecke (i.s.m. Hilde Colpin), 
Beschouwingen over de aard van familiale en pedagogische relaties. Naar aanleiding 
van de Nobelprijs economie voor Gary Becker, in: Onze Alma Mater. Leuvense 
perspectieven 47 (1993) 410-430, p. 414. 



 Standing up for Children in Europe 11 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

evildoers. However, family violence (in all its different forms) may then escape 
perception. Children need some level of autonomy and parents also need to deal 
with their own difficulties and desires. They must not work out their own 
frustrations on the children by expecting recognition for all the so-called sacrifices 
they make. Gudorf writes that some parents try to find compensate for their own 
lack of self-respect and the memories of a lack of control or power from their 
childhood through their children’s obedience and thankfulness. The value of 
obedience is often used as a way to legitimate corporal punishment. When parents 
try to ensure the child’s obedience, even by using corporal punishment to reach 
this goal, they often legitimise their behaviour. They use the argument that they 
are acting for the sake of the child and his or her future, by teaching good norms 
and values that seem unacceptable to the child at the time. However, this argument 
based on a combination of ‘acting in the best interests of the child’ and 
‘obedience’ is seldom free of any parental self-interest. For parents, the obedience 
of children can give them a brief feeling of power, the security of the reputation of 
a good parent and thus also a kind of self-validation. The idea that parents do 
everything for the sake of their children, as it is implied in the sacrificial language, 
can work to concealing what is very difficult for parents to acknowledge: the 
deeper motivations of their behaviour. These motivations are never pure, as human 
beings are no angels. However, when one discovers that the use of corporal 
punishment, for instance, may not be based on the interest of the other, this could 
change the opinions and/or the behaviour of that parent. In some cases, real 
sacrifices are of course necessary, but to speak in general in terms of ‘sacrifice’ 
about parenting and about family relations as such, could be concealing. 
 
2.3  The religious preference for harmonious and cohesive family relations 
and the anxiety over a language of children’s rights 

One of the main secular arguments against corporal punishment is based on the 
rights of children, which defends the dignity of each individual child. The 
language of rights, in general, and surely the discourse on the rights of the child, 
are, however, criticised by some theologians. The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child argues for state intervention in families, which could harm the family, some 
theologians argue. For example, Terrence Anderson writes that the Convention’s 
“strength is its provisions for shielding children from clearly named and agreed 
upon abuses. But these provisions are embedded in a framework of individual 
rights used to legitimate a kind and degree of state interference with the family 
which could seriously undermine the strength of marriages and families so 



12 Annemie Dillen 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

essential to the true well-being of children”19. Theologians who defend family 
cohesion, harmony and the ‘natural hierarchical relationships’ within a family are 
rather sceptical about the Convention of the Rights of the Child20 

To consider individual family rights means to prefer egoistic self-interest, 
suggests the Catholic American history professor Elisabeth Fox-Genovese21. 
Stanley Hauerwas writes: “The language of ‘rights’ (…) encourages us to live as if 
we had no common interests or beliefs”22. Or again with the words of Anderson: 

The moral framework of rights reflects (…) the premise that human beings 
are first of all individuals and only secondarily members of communities. 
This is damaging to the kind of human relationships integral to marriage 
and family. Indeed, with such a premise, it is difficult for the Western, 
liberal tradition even to understand more organic communities like those 
of kinship and family, ethnic communities, peoples or nations, and 
covenant communities such as churches and marriages23. 

Theologians who argue strongly against children’s rights often use the argument 
that parents themselves have to decide how they educate children and that this 
parental right to choose should be respected. This argument is partly inspired by 
the concern to educate children in a religious way, without state intervention. In 
Catholic Social Teaching, the idea of subsidiarity was initially developed to 
protect the right of parents to choose how they educate their children24. One often 

                                                      
19  Terrence R. Anderson, Child and Family in Christianity, in: Harold Coward & Philip 

Cook (eds.), Religious Dimensions of Child and Family Life: Reflections on the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, Victoria: Wilfried Laurier University Press, 
1996, 31-52, p. 52. Similar arguments can be found in pedagogical and philosophical 
literature, as for instance: Ferdinand Schoeman, Rights of Children, Rights of Parents, 
and the Moral Basis of the Family, in Laurence D. Houlgate (ed.), Morals, Marriage, 
and Parenthood. An Introduction to Family Ethics, Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1999, 
220-227. 

20  Bruce C. Hafen, & Jonathan O. Hafen, Abandoning Children to their Rights, in: First 
Things. A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Life (1995/55) 18-24. 

21  Elisabeth Fox-Genovese, Women and the Future of the Family, in: James W. Skillen 
& Michelle N. Voll (eds.), Women and the Future of the Family, Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Books, 2000, 13-45. 

22  Stanley Hauerwas, Suffering Presence. Theological Reflections on Medicine, the 
Mentally Handicapped, and the Church, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1986, p. 129. 

23  Terrence R. Anderson, a.c., p. 50. 
24  Arnold Anzenbacher, Christliche Sozialethik. Einführung und Prinzipien, Paderborn: 

Schöningh, 1998, p. 212. Also Pius XI, Quadragesimo anno, nr. 79; Leo XIII, Rerum 
Novarum, nr. 11.  
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forgets that subsidiarity however also implies the duty of the state to give 
subsidiary care to parents. In the context of the discussion about corporal 
punishment, this care could exist in giving parents formation about adequate tools 
for disciplining and educating children, without using corporal punishment or 
other damaging practices. One could claim that the state should not intervene in 
any way because greater harm may come to children in this way than under 
parental authority. However, this leaves few arguments for a clear minimal norm 
of discipline in education (no use of corporal punishment) or for adequate parental 
instruction from the state or another state-subsidised institution or group.  

The focus on harmony, cooperation and cohesion, on the one hand, and a clear 
hierarchical structure of family relations ensuring the right of authority to parents, 
on the other hand, could be legitimised with reference to the biblical household 
codes. The Dutch moral theologian Grietje Dresen reads the household codes as a 
preference for a ‘harmonious conception’ of family relations25. Although in the 
letter to the Ephesians the relation between a man and a woman is described 
through the metaphor of the body (“For the husband is the head of the wife as 
Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Saviour”)26, the image 
of harmonious cooperation, just as body parts cooperate, seems to influence the 
parent-child relationship as well27. Dresen shows how the “idealising metaphor of 
the body is used in the Catholic tradition to present power relations within families 
as a natural, organic element, but at the same time an element of a love 
relationship”28. The second part of the parent-child household codes has not been 
discussed much throughout history, probably because the authority and hierarchy 
of parents over children is established much more ‘naturally’ than the authority of 
a husband over his wife or a master over his slave29. This second part of the 
household codes should be, however, critically questioned – as I have shown in 
the first part of this paper. Although the responsibility of parents for children is 
very important and parents must be trusted in their educational task, this does not 
mean necessarily that the interests of children are fully respected. Violence against 
children can be easily concealed as a result of the ordinance that children must 

                                                      
25  Grietje Dresen, Liefdevolle macht en de metafoor van het lichaam. Aantekeningen bij 

de katholieke interpretatie van het vierde gebod, in: Ead. (ed.), Is dit mijn lichaam? 
Visioenen van het volmaakte lichaam in katholieke moraal en mystiek, Nijmegen: 
Valkhof Pers, 1998, 130-145.  

26  Eph 5:23a 
27  Grietje Dresen, Liefdevolle macht, p. 132. 
28  Ibid., p. 130. 
29  Ibid., p. 135. 
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obey and that parents must use their authority to ensure the functioning and 
cohesion of the family. I do not mean that authoritarian parenting necessarily leads 
to violence, but this attitude towards parenting can facilitate corporal punishment 
and even major forms of violence. In Gudorf’s words: “Focus in social teaching 
on the romantic image of families, as centred on the loving authority of parents 
and the need for trusting obedience from children, works not only to discourage 
any critical attention to the needs of children in potentially abusive homes but 
denies children support for recognising abusive behaviour as wrong and resisting 
it” 30. This is true for any ‘organic’ and ‘harmonious’ discussion about families, as 
can be found in critiques on children’s rights, in the use of principles of Catholic 
Social Teaching and in references to the Bible. Gudorf speaks about abusive 
relationships according to a certain family discourse. But, although there are surely 
forms of education where no corporal punishment is used, and which may be 
much more damaging for children than those families where a child gets from time 
to time a smack, it is also important to mention how certain theologically 
legitimised images of the family can function as a stumbling stone in the plea to 
ban corporal punishment. 
 
2.4  Lack of attention paid to children in church teachings 

In addition to the elements from the Bible and the tradition, the lack of attention 
paid to children in church teachings also plays a role in the way corporal 
punishment is easily legitimised by some religious groups. Only recently, 
children’s education and ways of relating to children have become a theme in 
Christian ethics. While certain bishops’ conferences have condemned violence 
against women, violence against children remains mostly out of sight. The sexual 
abuse of children by priests received attention in Catholic circles because of recent 
scandals, but violence against children, which is much more common in families 
and in parent-child relationships, really suffers from a lack of attention in church 
teaching. This may be due to a variety of things, such as: the traditional focus on 
marriage, the focus on obedience and hierarchy in families, the fact that children 
are regarded first in the context of religious education, the limited scope of biblical 
texts about children and families as such, and the so-called relativisation of family 
life in Christianity (based on biblical passages such Matthew 10:37: “Anyone who 
loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves 
his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me” and Luke 14:26: "If anyone 

                                                      
30  Christine E. Gudorf, Rights of Children, p. 146.  
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comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his 
brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple”)31. 

Arguments against corporal punishment of children are most often based on the 
dignity of the child and the idea that children are full human beings who require 
equal respect for their integrity as adults. The neglect of this equal respect is called 
‘adultism’. Adultism entails an arbitrary judgement about difference, much in the 
same way as racism and sexism propose differences and then claim 
discrimination, even though race or sex may be irrelevant to the subject. Adultism 
holds that children should be treated differently because they are not adults, even 
in those instances where age is not a decisive factor, as when children and 
teenagers are denied respect simply for being young32. This is why the term 
adultism expresses a morally negative evaluation. It refers to the moral prohibition 
to see adults and children as two radically different kinds of people, and to refuse 
children certain basic rights because they are not-yet-adults. Arguing that children 
deserve a slap when they make a mistake, while never permitting such a 
disrespectful action towards an adult is a clear example of adultism. The 
alternative idea is that children should be seen, as often as is possible, as people 
who are not fundamentally different from adults although not altogether the same. 
This then would lead to taking children more seriously, especially in families. 
Children’s rights movements not only argue against corporal punishment, but also 
plead for more participation by children in families. Both are expressions of seeing 
children not as ‘not-yet-adults’ for whom the world is arranged totally differently, 
but as subjects with their own dignity and deserving of respect.  

To the present date, Catholic recognition of children’s participation in families 
relates solely – though in a limited way – to religious education and spirituality. 
Gudorf states, rightly, that: 

The absence of any teaching that elaborates the meaning of the dignity of 
children or the limits of parental authority allows such interpretations of 
parental authority to pass from generation to generation in the same way 
that authority of industrialists and estate owners over their workers was 
formerly justified on the grounds of the economic dependency of workers. 
By contrast with church teaching on the rights of these other weak groups 
to share in decision making (OA 47), social teaching has not granted 

                                                      
31  See the paper by Adrian Thatcher, entitled ‘[The Absense of] Children in 

Contemporary Theology’, presented on the conference ‘Committed Relationships: 
Have They a Future? Marriage and its ‘Substitutes’ in Contemporary Society’, Mary 
Immaculate College, Limerick, Ireland, March 24-25, 2006.   

32  Bonnie Miller-McLemore, Let the Children Come. Reimagining Childhood from a 
Christian Perspective, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2003, p. 158. 



16 Annemie Dillen 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

children rights to participate in any family decision affecting their welfare. 
(…). (T)he more general issues of children’s dignity and justice have not 
been raised due to a failure to recognize children as capable of 
participating in responsible decision making33. 

In Christian texts, not much is written about physical discipline of children, and in 
general it does not seem to be a major theme in religious writings, which means 
that there is room for support of corporal discipline. However, there are also 
religious texts, for instance from the Baha’i community, explicitly stating that 
striking children in order to discipline them is not allowed34. The United Methodist 
Church adopted a policy document on corporal punishment at its General 
Conference in Pittsburgh in April and May 2004. This document states, among 
other things: “Therefore, be it resolved that the United Methodist Church 
encourages its members to adopt discipline methods that do not include corporal 
punishment of their children. And be it further resolved that the United Methodist 
Church encourages congregations to offer opportunities for dialogue and 
education on effective discipline of children”35. Recently, in August 2006, during 
a gathering in Kyoto, Japan (World Assembly of Religions for Peace), more than 
8000 religious leaders from different religions, including Christians, Jews, 
Muslims, Buddhists and others, adopted a Declaration on Violence against 
Children. In this Declaration the leaders of different religions committed 
themselves to stimulate a change in attitude concerning corporal punishment and 
to promote teaching non-violent methods of discipline and asking governments to 
ban corporal punishment and ensure the rights of children. This position gathered 
from different religious leaders is very important and needs further reflection and 
implementation.  

                                                      
33  Christine.E. Gudorf, Rights of Children, pp. 146-147.  
34  I refer to the text, ‘Tablets of Abdu’l-Baha’, written by Abdu’l-Baha, the son of the 

founder of the Baha’i faith, Baha’u’llah. “Whensoever a mother seeth that a child hath 
done well, let her praise and applaud him and cheer his heart; and if the slightest 
undesirable trait should manifest itself, let her counsel the child and punish him, and 
use means based on reason, even a slight verbal chastisement should this be 
necessary. It is not, however, permissible to strike a child, or vilify him, for the 
child’s character will be totally perverted if he be subjected to blows or verbal 
abuse.”Abdu’l-Baha, Tablets of Abdu’l-Baha, vol. 3, Wilmette, IL: Baha’i Publishing 
Trust, 1988, p. 605. Cited in: Evaz Fanaian, A Baha’i Response, in: Regina Wentzel 
Wolfe & Christine E. Gudorf (eds.), Ethics and World Religions. Cross-Cultural Case 
Studies, New York, NY: Maryknoll, 1999, 42002, 113-118, p. 114. 

35  Corporal punishment by parents and caretakers, in: www.stophitting.com/religion/ 
unitedmethodist.php.  
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Notwithstanding the recent commitments of Christian leaders, there are different 
elements in the Christian tradition that may function as stumbling stones for 
European policy makers in their attempts to generate public recognition that 
physical punishment of children should be forbidden by law. At the same time, 
many of these elements can be critically rethought. Catholic theology can 
contribute to this European discussion – and to the wellbeing of people living in 
Europe, especially the weakest to which children belong – by being cautious in 
doctrinal, ethical or pastoral ideas and attitudes that legitimate corporal 
punishment of children, or more broadly, that ignore domestic violence towards 
children. In other words, if Christian theology is critical and hermeneutical, it 
should be aimed at rethinking those elements in its tradition that prevent Christian 
theology from standing up for the dignity of children. 
 
 
3  Christian Theology in Defence of Children’s Dignity 
 
Critical rethinking should be complemented by retrieving positive sources in 
Christian theology that contribute to the defence of children’s dignity and the 
promotion of justice in relation to children. 
 
3.1  Images of children 

The argument that children need to be corporally punished often refers to a 
specific conception of who children are and how they should be treated. Based on 
Augustine’s view (among others’) of original sin, there is a strong focus in 
Protestant Calvinist theology on the ‘seeds of sin’ in the child36. Every child is 
fully human, and therefore from the beginning corrupted by original sin, and has a 
strong tendency towards wrong behaviour. Therefore the child should be ‘guided’ 
and ‘disciplined’ in order to learn the norms of society and not to act sinfully. 
Children should be disciplined in order to promote the social order37. John Wall 
writes of Calvin that “his view of child-rearing can be summarized as the 
disciplining of sin. While this phrase can be and has been distorted to mean that 
children should be treated harshly and punitively, in fact Calvin’s teachings 

                                                      
36  See John Wall, Animals and Innocents. Theological Reflections on the Meaning and 

Purpose of Child-Rearing, in: Theology Today 59 (2003) nr. 4, 559-582, p. 565.  
37  Barbara Pitkin, ‘The Heritage of the Lord’. Children in the Theology of John Calvin, 

in: Marcia Bunge (ed.), The Child in Christian Thought, Grand Rapids, MI – 
Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2001, 160-193, p. 167. 
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require that children be treated with special warmth and respect. The disciplining 
of sin really means that children’s unruly human nature should be educated for 
participation in the life of God’s social covenant”38.  

The opposite view proposes an idealisation of the pure and innocent child – as 
defended, among others, by Schleiermacher and popularised in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. This romanticisation places children on a pedestal without taking them 
seriously in a complete way; they are separated from society and placed on a 
pedagogical island where they are protected from the dangers of real life. In this 
way children cannot participate in society and are not given a voice. Only when 
one recognises that children can act in a morally good or bad way, that they have 
an important sense of moral knowledge39 and that adults can discuss moral themes 
and behaviour with children, are children adequately considered; in this case, there 
is no need for a defence of corporal punishment.  

It is important to search for an ‘anthropology of children’ that avoids a 
pessimistic view of children as sinners and the optimistic view of children as pure 
and innocent. To take children seriously as persons means to acknowledge their 
capability to sin or act in a morally wrong way, as well as making morally good 
decisions as well. Of course, this does not mean that children automatically have 
the same moral capacity as adults. In this sense, the work of Piaget and Kohlberg 
remains important. However, these phase theories run the risk of reducing children 
to what they are ‘not-yet’ able to do.  

In the theology of Karl Rahner one can find elements that take the dignity of 
children as full human persons seriously. Rahner developed a ‘theology of being a 
child’40. He writes that being a child is not only important as a preparation for 
‘real, adult life’; being a child is, as such, also very valuable. Childhood is not just 
a provisional phase in life. He writes: “We do not lose childhood as that which 
recedes ever further into our past, that which remains behind as we advance 
forward in time, but rather we go towards it as that which has been achieved in 
time and redeemed forever in time”. Childhood is “important in itself also, as a 
stage of man’s personal history in which that takes place which can only take 
place in childhood itself, a field which bears fair flowers and ripe fruits such as 

                                                      
38  Ibid., p. 565.  
39  See e.g. an explanation in Elaine W. Lindner, Children as Theologians, in: Peter B. 

Pufall & Richard P. Unsworth (eds.), Rethinking Childhood, New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 2004, 54-68, pp. 63-64. 

40  Karl Rahner, Gedanken zu einer Theologie der Kindheit, in: Id., Schriften zur Theologie. Band 
VII. Zur Theologie des geistlichen Lebens, Einsiedeln-Zürich-Keulen: Benziger Verlag, 1966, 
313-329, p. 316. 
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can only grow in this field and in no other, and which will themselves be carried 
into the storehouse of eternity”41.  

Rahner uses two theological arguments for his position that childhood as such is 
not only a preparation for adulthood42. The first theological argument refers to the 
human freedom as subject to place oneself under the history of God. The human 
being experiences him/her self as a free subject in relation to God and thus each 
subject has its own eternity. Or, in the words of Mary Ann Hinsdale: “To be a free 
human subject means that one can make present to oneself the whole of one’s life 
– past, present, and future”43. In childhood itself the relationship with God, which 
leads to being a free subject, takes place in a proper way, as the quote above 
shows.  

The second theological argument, which is also implied in the remarkable quote 
relating childhood to field of flowers, refers to creation theology. Each creature of 
God stands in a direct relation to God. This is true for human beings in all phases 
of life. This relation of a human person in all phases of life to God allows full 
human life to remain for eternity, so that nothing is lost44. 

In contrast to the romantic view of children as presented by Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and others, Rahner however does not view the child as “a sort of 
innocent arcadia, as a pure source which only becomes muddied at a later stage”45. 
He continues: “Christianity views even childhood as already and inevitably the 
origin precisely of that man to whom guilt, death, suffering and all the forces of 
bitterness in human life belong as conditions of his very existence.” Guilt, death 
and suffering here must be seen in the context of grace, Rahner adds. He writes: 
“Christianity’s awareness of the guilt and tragedy which belong even to the 
beginning is (…) the necessary outcome of its awareness of the blessedness of 
grace and the redemption which overcomes this guilt and tragedy, and which 
comes both before and after it”46. 

                                                      
41  K. Rahner, Ideas for a Theology of Childhood, in: Id., Theological Investigations. 

Volume VIII. Further Theology of the Scriptural Life 2 [Translated by David Bourke], 
London: Darton Longman & Todd, 1971, 33-50, p. 36. 

42  See B. Grümme, Eine Theologie der Kindheit bei Karl Rahner: ein Gespräch 
zwischen Systematischer Theologie und Religionspädagogik, in: Orientierung 68 
(2004) 231-234, p. 232. 

43  M.A. Hinsdale, ‘Infinite Openness to the Infinite’: Karl Rahhner’s Contribution to 
Modern Catholic Thought on the Child, in: M.J. Bunge (ed.), The Child in Christian 
Thought, Grand Rapids, MI – Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2001, 406-445, p. 422. 

44  B. Grümme, a.c., p. 232.  
45  K. Rahner, Ideas for a Theology of Childhood, p. 40; M.A. Hinsdale, a.c., p. 424.   
46  K. Rahner, Ideas for a Theology of Childhood, p. 40. 
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These theological arguments show how theology can contribute in a positive 
way to the recognition of the dignity of the child. To promote the dignity of 
children is not only a question of politics or ethics, but also from theology as such, 
whereby we must reconsider not only theological obstacles to the promotion of 
children’s dignity, but also where proper theological arguments can be given.  

Rahner’s theology of childhood was far beyond the opinions of his time. He 
recognises the value of childhood itself, and does not reduces the theme ‘children’ 
or ‘childhood’ to a theological reflection on what it means to be a child of God. 
Even many modern handbooks for dogmatic theology either do not have a key 
term ‘child’ or ‘childhood’ or else immediately start with discussing childhood in 
its metaphorical meaning of ‘being child of God’47. The theological testament of 
Van Balthasar (‘Unless you become like this child’48) speaks extensively about 
childhood, but also concentrates mainly on the metaphorical meaning of children 
and being God’s children, on a child’s relation to God and on Jesus as a child. 

It is a merit of Rahner that he takes children seriously, as such. He avoids 
thereby sacralising children. One could recognise a paradoxical sacralisation of 
children in secular culture, where a lot is being done for children, where big 
demonstrations are held if a child is murdered, and where the child is often 
considered as the ‘king’ or the ‘queen’, one could say. I use the term ‘paradoxical’ 
because secular culture is at the same time not particularly child-friendly. Children 
are very important for commercial industries: they are actually used as consumers, 
for instance, and thereby not really protected as ‘children’49. The secular 
sacralisation of children could be seen as a way of ‘Daseinsbewältigung’50, a way 
to cope with the difficulties of life, as children represent hope and new life and are 
                                                      
47  See B. Grümme, Eine Theologie der Kindheit, p 232. Grümme refers to W. Beinert, 

Glaubenszugänge. Lehrbuch der katholischen Dogmatik, Bd. 3, Paderborn: 
Schöningh, 1995, in which the theme child is not discussed, and T. Schneider, 
Handbuch der Dogmatik, 2. Bde., Düsseldorf: Patmos-Verl., 1992, p. 596, and W. 
Pannenberg, Systematische theologie, Bd. 2, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 
1991, p. 483, in which immediately the theme of being child of God is discussed.  

48  Hans Urs von Balthasar, Wenn ihr nicht werdet wie dieses Kind, Freiburg-Einsiedeln: 
Johannes Verlag, 1988, 21998. See also Hans Urs von Balthasar, Unless You Become 
like this Child [translated by Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis], San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1991. 

49  See Todd D. Whitmore & Tobias Winright, Children. An Undeveloped Theme in 
Catholic Teaching, in: Maura A. Ryan & Todd D. Whitmore (eds.), The Challenge of 
Global Stewardship. Roman Catholic Responses, Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1997, 161-185.  

50  Stepan Orth, Grosses Interesse an den Kleinen. Das Kind rückt in den Fokus der 
Theologen, in: Herder Korrespondenz 57 (2003/5) 255-260, p. 259. 
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seen as symbols of goodness and pureness. In that case, one can ask if the 
cultivation of certain child images do not overwhelm and prevent the wellbeing of 
real children, who are in some way essentialised by a kind of child idolatry51.  

The tendency of child idolatry in secular culture may be reflected in actual 
theology. The movement of ‘children’s theology’, which pays a lot of attention to 
children’s own theological ideas, is often accused of a kind of child idolatry. The 
reflections of, among others, Jürgen Moltmann52 about the the child’s messianic 
meaning and the hope for the future that a child represents, can become similar to 
the described ‘Daseinsbewältigung’53. It is important that Christian theology 
values children, but at the same time does not expect children to bring about 
salvation by themselves. The hope of Christians and the expectation of salvation 
refer to Jesus Christ. Although the theological and Christological focus in 
Christian thinking had for a long time prevented the elaboration of a real theology 
of (about) children, this also makes it possible to avoid child idolatry when 
thinking about real children. Rahner’s theology avoids a sacralisation of children 
by focussing on children’s sins, but also by relating his theological arguments for 
the dignity of children to the idea of being a child of God, without however, 
reducing the relevance of childhood as such to a metaphorical meaning. By 
thinking about being a child of God, Rahner explains what it means to be a child: 
the dignity of childhood as such is theologically based on the relationship children 
can have with God, as being children of God. On the other hand, the meaning of 
being a child of God is explained by real childhood and especially Rahner’s ideas 
about the dignity of childhood54. He does not reduce his ideas about children (both 
in metaphorical and real senses) to being obedient, submissive and trustful, but he 
speaks about freedom and being a subject. The clear theological argument about 
the dignity of children can avoid children’s own sacralisation.  

When looking at Rahner’s theology from a contemporary perspective and from 
the concrete proposals for stimulating children’s participation in families and 
elsewhere and also to prevent disrespect of their dignity by the use of corporal 
punishment for instance, one can however also be critical. Rahner does not speak 
                                                      
51  Anton A. Bucher, An wirklichen Kindern vorbei, und doch unersetzbar: Kindbilder, 

in: Jahrbuch der Religionspädagogik 20 (2004) 62-73, p. 72. 
52  Jürgen Moltmann, Kind und Kindheit als metaphern der Hoffnung, in: Evangelische 

Theologie 60 (2000) 92-102. See also J. Moltmann, Child and Childhood as 
Metaphors of Hope, in: Theology Today 56 (2000/4), 592-603.  

53  Stephan Orth, a.c., p. 259. 
54  Bernhard Grümme, Eine Theologie der Kindheit bei Karl Rahner: ein Gespräch 

zwischen Systematischer Theologie und Religionspädagogik, in: Orientierung 68 
(2004) 231-234, p. 232. 
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about the child as a subject in our contemporary sense, where being a subject 
means to have rights and to have a voice that should be heard in a participatory 
context. One cannot expect the contemporary constructionist pedagogy in 
Rahner’s thought, but this means that his theology is not as such a plea for more 
participation of children and for taking seriously their own ideas as they co-
construct meaning. Rahner’s theology is most of all a concrete example of how 
theology plays a role in valuing the dignity of children. What this dignity 
concretely means must be discussed over and over again.  

Here we must consider ethics. I will not discuss extensively the themes of 
children’s participation and the banning of corporal punishment, as two elements 
that are discussed under the aspect ‘respecting the dignity of children’. I will rather 
move on to show how not only theology, but Catholic Social Teaching as well can 
play a role in the promotion of the dignity of children, even concerning more 
concrete themes. 
 
3.2  The contribution of Catholic Social Teaching to the defence of children’s 
dignity 

Although there are many elements in the Christian and also in the Catholic 
tradition that can be seen as obstacles to the promotion of children’s dignity, other 
elements in this same tradition should be retrieved in order to stimulate society’s 
attention to children’s dignity. In Catholic Social Teaching, the rights of children 
are mentioned for the first time in Rappresentanti in terra (1929), an encyclical of 
Pope Pius XI55. In numbers 45-46 the Pope states that it is the right of the child to 
get a proper education, and if parents fail to offer this education, it is the duty of 
the state to make sure that the rights of children are guaranteed. We read that the 
state “should begin by encouraging and assisting, of its own accord, the initiative 
and activity of the Church and the family, whose successes in this field have been 
clearly demonstrated by history and experience. It should moreover supplement 
their work whenever this falls short of what is necessary, even by means of its own 
schools and institutions” (no. 46). In other, later texts, the Catholic Church speaks 
about the right of children “to life, culture and material support”56. This rights 
approach is very important for stimulating respect for the dignity of children. It 
could however be complemented by a more elaborated theological anthropology 

                                                      
55  Todd D. Whitmore & Tobias Winright, Children, p. 162 
56  Ibid., See also Christine E. Gudorf, Rights of Children, in: Judith Dwyer (ed.), The 

Dictionary of Catholic Social Thought, Collegeville, MN: Michael Glazier, 1994, 
143-148. 
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of children, explaining who children are and why they need their dignity to be 
respected. In many Catholic texts, one finds a focus on children as gifts of God, 
but mostly in the context of procreation and the protection of the embryo57. 
However, the ideas that children are gifts of God and are created in the image of 
God, can be considered very important for children after birth as well. Children 
are “ongoing gifts created in the image of God”58. Catholic Social Teaching also 
focuses on the future of children59, who are “destined for union with God”60. This 
focus on the future makes clear that children are not a possession of the parents; 
parents should restrain from obsessive attitudes towards their children. They may 
not use children for their own aims, but need to respect them as human beings with 
a future that lies in God’s hands. This is also a strong theological argument for the 
dignity of children, which is very closely related with Rahner’s defence of 
children’s dignity in the context of his view on eternity. However, the focus on the 
future can also strengthen the idea that children are ‘not-yet-full-human beings’, 
an idea that can favour a unilateral socialisation vision of children – which in its 
turn is sometimes used as a legitimation for corporal discipline of children. 

Whereas theological ideas about respecting children’s dignity are mostly found 
in bioethical texts of the Catholic Church, ideas about ‘participation’ are mostly 
discussed in the context of social ethics rather than family ethics. To stimulate 
‘participation’ of children is however important in order to protect the dignity of 
children and to prevent children from being reduced to objects or not-yet-adults. 
With Julie Hanlon Rubio, I would like to argue that it would be important to 
stimulate a movement to more democratic thinking and to enhance the idea of 
participation in the family, in analogy with the movement from hierarchical to 
more democratic thinking that took place in Catholic Social Teaching61. In the 
context of thinking about corporal punishment, the ideas of ‘democratic parenting’ 
and ‘participation’ or ‘giving a voice to children’ are important, because we see 
that corporal punishment is more likely to happen in patriarchal families and in 

                                                      
57  See Todd D. Whitmore & Tobias Winright, Children, p. 177. See among others the 

documents Donum Vitae and Humanae Vitae. 
58  Todd D. Whitmore & Tobias Winright, Children, p. 178. 
59  Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, no. 11; John XXIII, Mater et Magistra, nos. 227-232; 

Gaudium et Spes, no. 52, Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, no. 15, Octogesima 
Adveniens, no. 24, Evangelii Nuntiandi, no. 29; John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio, 
nos. 36-41. 

60  Todd D. Whitmore & Tobias Winright, Children, p. 178. 
61  Charles E. Curran, The Changing Anthropological Bases of Catholic Social Ethics, in: 

Charles E. Curran & Richard A. McCormick (eds.), Official Catholic Social Teaching 
[Readings in Moral Theology, 5], New York, NY: Paulist, 1986, 188-218, p. 197. 
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families where the authority of parents is nearly absolute, as this gives parents the 
freedom to discipline children in whatever ways they want. 
 
3.3  The contribution of Catholic theology to the European discourse on 
corporal punishment 

A Catholic theological reflection on the dignity of children in the context of a 
reflection on corporal punishment not only leads us to rethink our own theology 
and to look with new eyes at Catholic Social Teaching, but it can also contribute to 
social policies in Europe. The contribution of Catholic theology in Europe in this 
domain lies in, among other things, the extra motivation a critical theology can 
offer to protect the dignity of children as well as the idea that promoting children’s 
dignity also means respecting religious elements of their identity and preventing 
the image of children from being totally defined in terms of ‘autonomy’. Catholic 
theology focuses on relations and interdependence, and cannot allow the 
autonomy of children to be seen as an ultimate goal. The Catholic teaching on 
families can also prevent children from being considered ‘islands’ that need to be 
given all opportunities for self-development. Whereas a too harmonious view of 
families has to be avoided, Catholic teaching can help European policy to continue 
the reflection about the promotion of the dignity of children – especially in relation 
to a ban on corporal punishment – without blaming the parents or thinking only in 
terms of oppositions (children against parents). Theological ideas about 
forgiveness and sin are important here as well. The discourse on a ban of corporal 
punishment is often seen as a threat to parents, as many parents would say they do 
their best, but sometimes they have no other option than to strike their children. A 
ban on corporal punishment may become more acceptable if parents know that 
forgiveness is possible and that grace is stronger than sin. Parents have the duty to 
respect children’s dignity, but they may not succeed. At this point, one should not 
offer ‘cheap grace’, but Christian parents should know that their human sins do not 
condemnation them as persons. A ban on corporal punishment is mostly important 
for becoming aware of the social sin of disciplining children with violence. 
 
 
4  Conclusion 
 
In order to make a ban on corporal punishment possible throughout Europe, it is 
important to take into account the religious aspects of Europe’s heritage. In this 
contribution I discussed how Christianity, and especially Catholic theology, can 
contribute to the respect for the dignity of the child and how one can deal with 
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religious stumbling blocks that prevent the acceptance of a ban on corporal 
punishment. It is important to rethink elements of the Christian tradition. Thereby 
it is necessary to have an open view of revelation, which stimulates ‘wrestling’ 
with biblical passages on corporal punishment. It is also important not to idealise 
harmonious family life and to be prudent in speaking about hierarchy in families. 
The family bond is important. A ban on corporal punishment may not lead to 
blaming the parents nor should the idea of children’s rights lead to setting children 
against their parents. It is, however, relevant to consider children as ‘children’ and 
not as not-yet-adults. The relevance of childhood as such is reflected in Rahner’s 
theology of childhood, but needs further reflection in relation to concrete 
challenges, such as the contemporary ethical and legal debates on physical 
discipline. In this way, I hope that Christian theology may in many ways 
contribute in a positive way to the respect for the dignity of children. 
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A HISTORY OF OPPRESSION 
Christian Zionism and the Palestinians 

 
 

Duncan Macpherson, United Kingdom 
 
 

 
1  Introduction  
 
In this paper I will explore some of the issues around European Christian 
theological prejudice against Jews and Judaism and ask whether attempts to 
make amends for the wrongs done to one people have blunted the conscience of 
Christians to the sufferings of another. While accepting the influence of 
fundamentalist evangelical Christianity in this moral insensitivity I will suggest 
that a residual biblical fundamentalism has played its part in the growth of a 
more pervasive current of mainstream Christian Zionism. 

After the Second World War, the impact of the murder of six million Jews by 
people of a Christian culture had a seismic effect on Christian attitudes to Jews 
and Judaism. In October 1965, the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on 
Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate spoke positively of the common spiritual 
heritage shared by Jews and Christians.  

It is perhaps ironic that the division between those who attribute anti-Semitism 
to New Testament texts and those who blame the misuse of the texts mirrors the 
division over the justification for Zionist and other oppressive colonialist 
ideologies on the Old Testament.  Do we blame the text or its interpreters? There 
is irony too in the fact that those who see the problem with anti-Judaic texts in 
the New Testament are seldom the same people who perceive problems with the 
land traditions in the Old—or indeed the other way round! Sharing a common 
concern for the moral consequences of believing in the inspiration of Scripture, 
each group generally has a political agenda, particularly in relation to Israel and 
the politics of the Middle East. Some of those involved in the Jewish-Christian 
dialogue, including those who did not support a radical critique of the New 
Testament anti-Semitism, build uncritical support for Israel on a foundation of 
Christian guilt, branding anti-Zionism or even negative criticism of Israeli 
policies as the new anti-Semitism.  

In 1948 and again in 1967, Palestinians--Muslim and Christian--suffered 
expropriation and occupation. This was done in the name of an, initially secular, 
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Jewish nationalist, ideology that the Christian world was unwilling or unable to 
oppose. I will argue that the phenomenon of Christian Zionism derives only in 
part from the paralysing sense of guilt over past Christian crimes against the 
Jews. In the case of Evangelical Christian Zionism moral insensitivity towards 
the plight of the Palestinians is clearly attributable primarily to an overtly 
fundamentalist approach to Scripture. An examination of mainstream Christian 
Zionism indicates the influence of an, at least residual, biblical fundamentalism 
used to underpin the ideology of so many other past colonialist enterprises. 
 
 
2  The Toxic Texts of the Bible 
 
Discussion of the New Testament basis for anti-Semitism or of the Old 
Testament justification for colonialism and Zionism can only be understood 
against the wider problem of other ‘toxic texts’ in the Bible. Challenges to belief 
in the inspiration for Old Testament can be found in God’s acceptance of 
Abraham’s sexual exploitation of Hagar (Genesis 16), in the primitive moral 
barbarism of God’s command to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac (Genesis 22), in the 
inspiration of the Spirit for Jephthah’s murder of his daughter (Judges 11:29-40), 
the practice of polygamy by the patriarchs, and the commands in the Pentateuch 
to impose capital punishment for no less than 613 crimes, including not only 
crimes that would be recognized as such today, but also for adultery (Leviticus 
20:10), unchastity in unmarried women (Deuteronomy 22:21), rebellion in 
adolescents (Deuteronomy 21:18-21) and homosexual acts (Leviticus 20:13). 
Forms of execution included stoning to death, impaling on a stick or burning 
alive and witnesses who testified at a trial were often expected to participate in 
the killing. The historical books also condone the slaughter of the priests of a 
rival religion (1 Kings 18:40), the sending of bears to kill children who mocked 
the prophet Elijah (2 Kings 2:22-24.) and the killing by God of those 
accidentally touching the Ark of the Covenant (2 Samuel 6:6).  

The list could be extended at length. For Christians, some of the legal 
prescription in the Old Testament have been explicitly modified or even 
abrogated by Jesus himself. However contrary texts are not only discovered in 
the Old Testament, they have also been encountered in the New. A number of 
passages in Paul and in the Book of Revelation express vindictive attitudes 
towards sinners in matters of sexual morality that seem at odds with the attitude 
of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels. Paul has also been accused, perhaps 
unfairly, of misogyny. Inevitably his thoughts on marriage and the subordination 
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of women reflect the culture of his time and it can be argued that in some 
respects, his attitudes compared well with those of his contemporaries. 
Nevertheless, more might have been expected from an author believed to be 
inspired by God to write inerrant texts and there is certainly no excuses for his 
curmudgeonly wish that judaising Christians might accidentally castrate 
themselves with the izmel, or ritual knife, used in circumcision (Galatians 6:12). 
But the biggest bugbear for believers in the inspiration of the New Testament 
lies in the language used about ‘the Jews’ and its relationship to the subsequent 
history of the persecution of Jews up to and including the Nazi death camps. 
 
 
3  The NT and anti-Semitism 
 
Following the full realisation of the enormity of the crimes committed against 
the Jews in the extermination camps a number of Jewish thinkers began to 
discern the roots of anti-Semitic in the alleged anti-Judaism in the Gospels of 
Matthew and John, where the Jews seem to be represented as responsible for the 
Crucifixion, with the Romans excused by Jesus because ‘they know not what 
they do”  (Luke 23:34). 

Others suspected that such verses were at the root of anti-Semitic sentiments 
behind the failure of Christian leaders and, more particularly, of Pope Pius XII, 
to speak out against the Nazi genocide.  The question to be confronted was the 
extent to which New Testament teaching and/or its misinterpretation had 
contributed to, or prepared the way for this horror. 1 

The earliest institutional Christian condemnation of anti-Semitism was from 
the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches, meeting in Amsterdam in 
1948: "We call upon all the churches we represent," the delegates to the 
founding Assembly of the World Council asserted, "to denounce anti-Semitism, 
no matter its origin, as absolutely irreconcilable with the profession and practice 
of the Christian faith. Anti-Semitism is sin against God and man." In its third 
assembly in New Delhi in 1961 it also declared that "In Christian teaching the 
historic events which led to the Crucifixion should not be so presented as to 

                                                      
1  In 1960, Jules Isaac, the Jewish historian who had identified a Christian ‘culture of 

contempt’ for the Jewish people as rooted in the Gospels and preparing the way for 
the Holocaust [The Teaching of Contempt (L'enseignement du mépris, Paris: 
Fasquelle, 1962)] was welcomed by Pope John XXIII and then asked the Pope to 
remove the anti-Judaic and anti-Semitic passages from Catholic liturgy and text 
books.  
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fasten upon the Jewish people of today responsibilities which belong to our 
corporate humanity and not to one race or community.” In October 1965, the 
Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on Non-Christian Religions, Nostra 
Aetate, also rejected the idea that the Jews were collectively cursed for 
crucifying The death of Christ could not be laid ‘against all the Jews, without 
distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today’ the Council also insisted 
that ‘although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be 
presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy 
Scriptures.’ 2 

For the majority of Christians, rejection of anti-Semitism and the 
acknowledgement of Christian contribution to the ‘culture of contempt’ against 
Jews involved an admission that the New Testament had been misused for anti-
Judaic and anti-Semitic purposes. Thus, for example, the eminent Catholic 
Biblical Scholar, Raymond Brown maintained that although the details of the 
trial of Jesus are not to be taken as literal historical truth, they nevertheless 
reflect real event and were only later misconstrued as laying the blame on “the 
Jews” by later interpreters.3   

Other more radical critics, Jewish, Christian and post-Christian, identified the 
New Testament texts as the source of the problem, seeing the role ascribed to the 
Jews in the New Testament as part of a culture of contempt leading directly from 
John’s Gospel to the gas chambers. Among these critics, John Dominic Crossan, 
of De Paul University, Chicago, ex-Catholic priest and former co-chair of The 
Jesus Seminar, praised Browne’s disavowal of anti-Semitism but expressed 
regret at his acceptance of the historicity of the passion stories, which Crossan 
believes fuelled centuries of Christian anti-Semitism. 4 The radical feminist 
theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether also saw hostility to Judaism as an early 
development in early Christian thinking and related it directly to the growth of 
belief in the Divinity of Christ. 5 In a debate with Messianic Christian theologian 
David Stern, Friedrich-Wilhelm Marquardt, following Paul Van Buren and 

                                                      
2  Section 4 of Declaration on the Relation of the Church to non-Christian religions, 

Nostra Aetate, October 28, 1965:  http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ 
ii_vatican_council/ documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html 

3  See Raymond E., Brown, The Narratives of Jesus Passion and Anti-Semitism, in: 
America, April 1, 1995. 

4  John Dominic Crossman, Exposing the Roots of Anti-Semitism in the Gospel Story of 
the Death of Jesus, San Francisco, CA: Harper, 1995. 

5  Rosemary Radford Ruether, Faith and Fratricide, New York: Seabury, 1974. 
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others, argued that in order to reject Christian anti-Semitism, traditional 
christological doctrines should be rejected.6 

Summarizing the views of biblical scholars who identify an anti-Judaic 
tendency in modern historical-critical scholarship, Clark M. Williamson sees the 
root of this tendency in the way in which Jesus was depicted ‘over-and-against’ 
the Judaism(s) of his time. Williamson breaks this tendency down into four main 
areas. The first of these is the concept of "late Judaism;" a degenerated Judaism, 
‘preparatory for and inferior to Christianity.’ The second is the characterization 
of late Judaism as blindly legalistic in its interpretation of the Scriptures so that 
only the Church can read the scriptures (Legalistic Jews were "deaf to the 
gospel": Jeremias). The third area consists of the historical misrepresentation of 
the Pharisees as the enemies of Jesus. The final area is seen as an affirmation of 
guilt for the death of Jesus by his Jewish contemporaries7 and it was the radical 
difference between Jesus and the Pharisees that explains Jesus’ tragic end8. 
Against this anti-Judaic tendency among historical critical scholars Williamson 
urges the view of Sanders that first-century Judaism "kept grace and works in 
the right perspective”9, citing passages in first-century Jewish writings that 
emphasise grace as paramount. 

In 1965, at a formal dialogue at Latrobe, Pennsylvania in January 1965, Rabbi 
Solomon Grayzel of Brandeis University and Father John Sheerin, CSP, editor 
of The Catholic World took Jules Isaac’s work as a starting point and agreed 
with his contention that the Christian “teaching of contempt” against Jews and 
Judaism ‘went back to the earliest Fathers of the Church and must be uprooted 
from Christian theology lest the tragedies of history repeat themselves.’ 
However   Grayzel, following Isaac, attributed the teaching of contempt to the 
text of the New Testament itself. Sheerin, following Catholic scholar Gregory 
Baum, argued that it was rooted not in the New Testament but only in 
“misunderstandings” of the New Testament by Christian writers from the second 
century onwards.  

                                                      
6  H. Hegstad, Savior of the Gentiles or Israel’s Messiah?, in: Theology Digest, Summer 

1997, p. 112. 
7  ‘Karl Rahner, in his "Meditations on St. Ignatius’ Exercises," states: "The crucified 

Lord is betrayed and abandoned by his friends, rejected by his people, repudiated by 
the Church of the Old Testament."’ Cited in: Charlotte Klein, Anti-Judaism in 
Christian Theology [Trans. Edward Quinn], Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1978. 

8  James Parkes, The Conflict of the Church and the Synagogue, New York, NY: 
Meridian Books, 1961. 

9  E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, London: SCM Press, 1977, p. 247.  
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Commenting on the two poles of the debate, Cardinal Keeler claims that today 
‘we would hold the two, continuity and discontinuity, in more equal balance…to 
account for the Holocaust,’ suggesting that one must acknowledge the historical 
role of Christian anti-Judaism. But, he argues, ‘Christian anti-Judaism alone 
cannot account for the Holocaust. Semi-scientific racial theories and specific 
historical, ideological, economic and social realities within Germany must also 
be taken into account.’ Supporting in passing the growing, if gratuitous opinion 
that anti-Zionism might be emerging as the ‘new anti-Semitism,’ Cardinal 
Keeler expresses regret that, ‘The Passion is still read without official 
commentary or guidance on Passion Sunday and Good Friday, leaving it up to 
local churches and pastors to “fill in” how it is to be understood by their 
congregations.  Numerous questions of selections of lectionary texts abound.  
Often, it is difficult, in the juxtaposition of biblical texts, to distinguish between 
a theological relationship of fulfilment, which is the Church’s teaching, and 
supercessionism, which clearly is not.’10  
 
 
4  Assessing the Argument 
 
In evaluating the attributions of anti-Semitism or anti-Judaism in the New 
Testament, it seems appropriate to point out that all of the New Testament 
writers, with the possible exception of Luke, were Jewish and the word ‘Jew’ 
translates the Greek word for ‘Judean.’ The gospels are not anti-Jewish, but have 
been interpreted in such a way. Only with the passage of time a gentile church 
came to identify the shorthand term ‘Jews,’ used for the enemies of Jesus in the 
Gospel, with the religious and cultural minority  living in their cities.11  

It is evident that, repeatedly down the centuries, the Gospel story was invoked 
to justify the persecution of those Jews who would not accept the Christian 
Gospel. Nor was this theological odium all one way: the Talmud apparently 
teaches that Jesus Christ was illegitimately conceived during menstruation, was 
a fool, a magician, a seducer; that he was crucified, buried in excrement in hell 
and worshipped as an idol by his followers. Although the identification of Jesus 

                                                      
10  Cardinal William H. Keeler, Catholic-Jewish Dialogue: A Developing Agenda 

[Address at a Jewish-Catholic dialogue sponsored by the Brazilian Conference of 
Catholic Bishop in Salvador, Brazil, June 7, 2004, http://www.bc.edu/research/ 
cjl/meta-elements/texts/cjrelations/resources/articles/Keeler_agenda_June04.htm]. 

11  A point of view argued in: William R. Farmer (ed.) Anti-Judaism and the Gospels, 
Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1999, p. 319. 
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as the person referred to in these verses has been contested it is admitted by 
some Jewish scholars12. At all events it was certainly a factor in the growing 
historical Christian prejudice against Jews. Moreover it was the Christians who 
had the power and, with the possible exception of the massacre of Christians by 
Jews in Jerusalem in 614 as alleged by the monk Antiochus Strategos, Jewish 
hatred of Christianity could not be translated into persecution. 

The transformation of Christian religious bigotry and persecution of the Jews 
into a racial myth can be traced back to fifteenth century Spain when even those 
Jews who had accepted Christianity were regarded with suspicion and 
persecuted by the Inquisition. Later, nineteenth and twentieth century 
nationalisms which were essentially secular in character and often hostile to 
religion usually defined which people should be included as part of the nation in 
a way that included religious identity. Thus it is unimaginable either in the case 
of Attaturk’s Turkish nationalism or Herzl’s Zionism that Turkish or Jewish 
national identities could have been asserted without reference to the religions of 
Islam and Judaism respectively. In countries with a Christian culture, 
nationalists exploited religious traditions to justify discrimination, pogroms and 
ethnic cleansing. Although Jews were the chief victims of the new nationalisms, 
it also affected Muslim populations in Greece and, more recently, in former 
Yugoslavia.   

The fact that the, mainly Christian, Roma (or gypsy people) suffered a 
genocide no less ruthless than that suffered by the Jews suggests that religious 
prejudice was only a supporting factor in the Nazi justification for anti-Semitic 
outrage. However it was a factor exploited to the full in order to encourage 
Christian acquiescence with Hitler’s racial laws. NT scholars of the calibre of 
Gerhard Kittel were able to lend their considerable expertise in Biblical Studies 
to feeding hatred against Jews and Judaism.13 However those who trace the 

                                                      
12  For example: "The Talmud contains a few explicit references to Jesus [...] These 

references are certainly not complimentary [...] There seems little doubt that the 
account of the execution of Jesus on the eve of Passover does refer to the Christian 
Jesus [...] The passage in which Jesus' punishment in hell is described also seems to 
refer to the Christian Jesus. It is a piece of anti-Christian polemic dating from the 
post-70 CE period [...]" See Hyam Maccoby, Judaism on Trial, London: Littman, 
1982, pp. 26-27. Also, David Kraemer, professor of Talmud and Rabbinics at the 
Jewish Theological Seminary, calls for honesty about hostile Jewish texts about Jesus 
– see Stephen Greenberg, Jesus Death Now Debated by Jews, in: The Jewish Week, 
New York, March 10, 2003.  

13  Robert P., Ericksen, Theologians under Hitler: Gerhard Kittel, Paul Althaus and 
Emmanuel Hirsch, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987. 
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history of anti-Semitism should recognize that it is a prejudice that predated 
Christianity. Failure to reckon without economic and social factors can easily 
lead commentators to over simplify such connections. In an extreme example, 
one author claims to trace causal connections between the killing of chickens 
and the murder of six million Jews! 14. However, many respected scholars 
perceive a problem not only with the interpreters of the New Testament or with 
the choice of texts in the lectionary--the issue that concerned Cardinal Keeler-- 
but with the New Testament texts themselves, with their implied, sometimes 
explicit, ‘supercessionism’—the belief that the Old Testament has been 
superseded by the New. Sensitivity to “supercessionism” influences North 
American Theologian, Douglas John Hall, avoids the terms Old and New 
Testaments, preferring “Older” and “Newer Testaments”15.  Likewise Process 
Theologians, interpreting God and reality as constantly evolving, identify  Jesus 
as the "Representative Jesus" rather than the "the unique Jesus," preferring to see 
him not as superseding Judaism but transforming it into something superior. For 
Clark Williamson even this abdication of traditional faith can often translate into 
residual supercessionism where ‘Christianity transcends both Pharisaism and the 
prophets.’ For Williamson, Schubert Ogden is the only Process Theologian who 
is not guilty of this, since his work implies that ‘we will have to reject all the 
traditional attempts to distinguish sharply between "Old Testament and New 
Testament," "law and gospel," . . . "Prophecy and fulfilment" For Williamson, 
supercessionism has been responsible, directly or indirectly, for ‘too many 
unconscionable assaults upon Jews. History’s slaughter-bench is drenched with 
the blood of those slain because they "obstinately" refused in their "blindness" to 
see that the Christian alternative was better.’16  

Some writers wish to go further and talk as though there was no sense in 
which Christ fulfils the earlier Covenant. From this perspective Judaism and 
Christianity are seen as parallel covenants with equivalent value. The political 
perspective of Christian Zionism follows easily from this and it is probably no 
accident that many of the key Christian contributors to Jewish-Christian 

                                                      
14  Charles Patterson, Anti-Semitism: the Road to the Holocaust and Beyond, New York, 

NY: Lantern Books, 1982, and Eternal Treblinka: Our Treatment of Animals and the 
Holocaust, New York, NY: Lantern Books, 2000. 

15  Douglas. J. Hall, Professing the Faith: Christian Theology in a North American 
Context, Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1996, pp. 303 and 407.  

16  Clark M. Williamson, Anti-Judaism in Process Christologies?, in: Process Studies 
10/3-4 (Fall-Winter 1980) 73-92. See also http://www.religion-online.org/ 
showarticle.asp?title=2492  
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dialogue often have a strongly pro-Israeli view of events in the Middle East. If 
Christ does not fulfil the Law and the Prophets, the modern State of Israel 
emerges as an alternative candidate. Israel is not the only state to be built upon 
colonial oppression, is not unique in its racism, it militarism or its aggressive 
policies towards its neighbours. However it is unique in the number of devout 
religious people, Christians as well as Jews, who regard it as the fulfilment of 
divine promise. For those who refuse to ascribe messianic status to a colonialist 
state built on foundations of terrorism and ethnic cleansing and maintained by 
discrimination, military occupation and war it might seem surprising that the 
political ideology of Jewish nationalism should find theological support from 
Christians. For Christian critics of Zionism, the acceptance of Zionism involves 
collusion with the ongoing injustice done to the Palestinians, to the Syrian 
refugees from the occupied Golan Heights, to Lebanese civilian victims of 
Israeli bombing and to Jewish conscientious objectors in Israel. Meanwhile, for 
an honourable remnant of religious Jewry, the substitution of the state of Israel 
for the expected Jewish Messiah is nothing less than blasphemous. 

Biblical scholar and political activist Michael Prior CM (1942-2004) raised the 
issue of Bible texts that were apparently morally unacceptable and at odds with 
the ‘core Gospel message’ of the liberating love of God revealed in Jesus Christ. 
He pointed to Old Testament texts invoked to justify colonialism and, in 
particular, the colonial oppression of the Palestinians. The relationship between 
Michael Prior and the Bible was a contradictory one. He had learned to study 
and love the Scriptures. He was a recognized and distinguished New Testament 
critic, he actively promoted the biblical apostolate, and it was from the Bible that 
he found the hunger for justice that characterized his engagement with political 
issues and his untiring advocacy for the Palestinian cause. Despite all this, he 
came to see the Bible as having served, and continuing to serve, the interests of 
colonialism and oppression. In common with many thoughtful modern Christian 
writers, Michael’s concern with peace and justice issues made him less inclined 
to pursue lines of research that had no relevance to the struggles of the poor and, 
in the words of his friend Peter Miano, it was in the context of Palestine that 
Michael ‘became disenchanted and impatient with the moral emptiness of 
mainstream biblical scholarship.’ His frequent visits to the Holy Land provided 
him with strong sense of the historical and geographical context of the Bible. 
However there was another parallel deepening of understanding taking place. 
Michael became progressively more disturbed by ‘the ubiquitous signs of the 
oppression of the Arabs’ and, during a sabbatical visit in 1983-4 that he began to 
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question ‘the role of the Bible narrative of promise and possession of land in the 
expansionist activity of the Jewish settlers’ (Prior 1999: xiii) 

It was from the Bible that Prior had learnt the hunger for justice that 
underwrote his political sympathies, and in particular from the two texts that he 
saw as most directly inspiring this hunger; the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 
5-7:29) and the preaching of Jesus at Nazareth (Luke 4:14-30). As in his work 
on 2 Timothy, he derived fundamental insights from seeing both of these texts in 
the total context of the books of which each formed part. Unlike the 2 Timothy 
studies however, these essays exhibit a hunger to connect with the issues 
engaging ordinary people in their moral and political struggles. They also help 
us to discern the implicit hermeneutic or interpretive standpoint that was to 
inform his approach to biblical interpretation. 

Resisting the interpretation of the Sermon as an abstract ideal, he asserts that 
‘It should spur one on to a higher kind of living’ and although ‘the Teaching of 
the Mount has special relevance to anyone who claims to be a follower of Jesus’, 
He conceded that it was not practicable for the world of politics. Nevertheless he 
held that it had considerable relevance for those seeking to influence social and 
political realities. The disposition to treat others as one would wish them to treat 
oneself (Matthew 7:12) ‘offers the most serious resistance to the idolizing of the 
divisions of the human race on the basis of nationality, creed, race, or wealth’ 
(Prior 1999: 65-6) 

The inspiration to resist the ‘idolizing of the divisions of the human race on 
the basis of nationality, creed, race, or wealth’ found further support in Luke’s 
Gospel with its perceived emphasis on a preferential option for the poor. Prior 
penned several articles  (Prior 199; 1991 and 1994) developing this thesis, in 
preparation for his Jesus the Liberator, Nazareth Liberation Theology (Prior 
1995). In it he analysed the various interpretations of the text and, as in the case 
of the Sermon on the Mount insists that it can only be understood within the 
context of the whole Gospel narrative leading up to the drama of the crucifixion 
and resurrection. 
 
 
5  The Old Testament as an Instrument of Oppression 
 
However, despite finding so much inspiration from the Bible for his political 
theology, Professor Prior found some of the themes in the Old Testament less 
conducive to his liberationist theme. The problem is to be found in the fact that 
the Torah ‘is fundamentally rooted in the escape from Egypt of the Hebrew 
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slaves, who entered and occupied a land which was already occupied by others.  
The occupation of another people's land realistically demands systematic pillage 
and killing.  What distinguishes the biblical account of this activity is that it is 
presented as having not only divine approval, but as happening at the command 
of the divinity.  ‘In the traditions in the Book of Joshua, in particular, the 
Israelites killed and butchered in conformity with the directives of God.  This 
presentation of God as a monster gloating over the destruction of others must be 
rejected out of hand by anyone who presumes that the conduct of an ethical God, 
at the very least,  will not fall lower than that of ordinary secular 
decency.’(Prior: 1989) 

Prior points to the contradiction that liberation theologies look to a whole 
range of biblical themes that ‘fit the concept of liberation very comfortably (e.g., 
liberation from oppression in Egypt, Babylon, etc.),’ but they ignore texts of 
oppression.  ‘If the Bible is looked to as providing a theological basis for 
Liberation Theology elsewhere, the sad reality is that in its place of origin it has 
become an equally well-founded basis for a Theology of Oppression.’ 

In his 1997 Lattey Lecture, (Prior 1998 and Macpherson: 161-178) ) Prior 
makes a related point that, whereas liberation theologians ‘have appropriated the 
Exodus story in their long and tortuous struggle against colonialism, imperialism 
and dictatorship…,’ the perspective on the Exodus story takes on a different 
complexion when read 'with the eyes of the Canaanites', that is, with the eyes of 
any of several different cultures, which have been victims of a colonialism fired 
by religious imperialism, whether of the Indians in North or Latin America, the 
Maoris in New Zealand, the Aborigines in Australia, the Khoikhoi and San in 
southern Africa, or, the Palestinians in Palestine.’ He goes on to ask whether a 
consistent reading of the biblical text does not ‘require the liberating God of the 
Exodus to become the oppressive God of the occupation of Canaan?’ 

Professor Prior’s major work, The Bible and Colonialism, published in 1997 
and subsequently in translation in Arabic, French and Spanish editions, argued 
that, by the standards of secular modern moral values, what the biblical narrative 
commands are war crimes and crimes against humanity. That this work was 
penned in 1996-7 during a sabbatical year in Bethlehem against the background 
sound of bullets and rioting, gave the issues discussed added relevance and 
poignancy.  

The book’s examples of the oppressive use of the biblical narrative focus on 
Latin America, South Africa and Palestine. [The original title was to have been 
‘Land of Israel, God and Morality.’ Originally Prior had intended to focus his 
discussion exclusively on the Zionist use of the land traditions of the Bible but 
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his publishers urged that he broaden the scope of the discussion to include the 
other two examples]. His discussion of these examples is followed by an 
examination of the textual and historical evidence relating to the Pentateuch and, 
in particular, to the historicity of the Exodus and the Conquest arguing that 
modern biblical scholarship ‘has shifted from viewing much of the biblical 
narrative as simple history to concentrating on its authors as historiographers, 
whose reconstruction of the past reflected their own religious and political 
ideologies’ (Prior 1997:247). After a review of the research findings that support 
this view of the biblical narrative, Prior asks whether ‘texts which belong to the 
genre of folkloric epic and legend, rather than history…confer legitimacy on the 
Israelite possession of the land and on subsequent forms of colonialism which 
looked to the biblical paradigm, understood as factual history, for legitimization 
later?’ (Prior 1997:252) he then proceeds to examine scholarly discussion of the 
seventeen hundred and five references to the word ‘Land’ in the Bible and found 
only two scholars to have analyzed the use of the word; W D Davies and Walter 
Brueggemann, both professors at  Union Theological Seminary. Davis’ The 
Gospel and the Land, 1974, and The Territorial Dimension of Judaism, 1982, 
were both written from a Zionist standpoint and the first of these in response to a 
specific request to lend support to Israel after the 1967 war. Brueggemann’s 
1977 work, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in Biblical Faith 
refused to engage with moral or political questions relating to Israel-Palestine. 
Prior considered that such discussion, that neglected moral considerations, 
inevitably reflected the Euro-centric perspectives of virtually all western 
historiography, and in the case of W F Albright, traces of its racism. The Bible, 
for some, ‘was the idea that redeems the conquest of the earth.’ Prior conceded 
that there were a ‘breadth of views within the Old Testament on land occupation 
and war’ but insisted that there remained ‘the major question of the portrayal of 
God as one who does not conform to even the minimum morality which nation 
states commit themselves to today’(Prior 1997: 268). 
 
 
6  Assessing the Argument 
 
Michael Prior was not of course the first to find Old Testament texts 
problematic.   

In the second century, Marcion had responded to scandalous material in the 
Old Testament by rejecting all of the books of the Old Testament as inspired by 
the devil rather than by God, also setting aside those parts of the New Testament 
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that appeared to support its authority. This theory was later taken over by the 
Manicheans, rejected by the Church Fathers and solemnly condemned by the 
Councils of Florence 17 (1438-45) and Trent18 (1545-63).  None of this prevented 
the allegorical or spiritual interpretation of the Scriptures, a method applied in 
the texts of Bible itself19.  

The early Church Fathers did not deny the literal meaning of morally 
repugnant texts20 but they tended to move on quickly to the more important 
‘spiritual meaning’ interpreting the text allegorically. Origen (185-284) for 
example considered the literal sense of the Old Testament as the "husk" which 
hid the "kernel" of truth, and saw the story of the fall of Jericho and the 
subsequent massacre of its inhabitants as an allegory of the individual 
Christian’s spiritual warfare (Bruce 2002). 

For those Christians who survived into the modern era retaining traditional 
belief in the plenary inspiration of Scripture this allegorical approach found little 
favour as a solution to the problem. Meanwhile the development of historical 
critical approaches to the exegesis of biblical texts exposed further problems for 
belief in biblical inerrancy.  

                                                      
17  ‘The Holy Roman Church […] professes that one and the same God is the author of 

the Old and the New Testament — that is, the law and the prophets, and the gospel — 
since the saints of both testaments spoke under the inspiration of the same Spirit.’ See 
http://www.ewtn.com/library/COUNCILS/FLORENCE.HTM and Denzinger 
Enchiridion Symbolorum, 706. 

18  ‘Following …the examples of the orthodox Fathers, it receives and venerates with a 
feeling of piety and reverences all the books both of the Old and New Testaments, 
since one God is the author of both.’ See: http://history.hanover.edu/ 
texts/trent/ct04.html   and Denzinger Enchiridion Symbolorum, 783.  

19  Thus the blatantly erotic Song of Songs would scarcely have made it into the Old 
Testament Canon if it had not been interpreted allegorically to refer to God’s love for 
his people. Paul did not employ allegory to cope with contrary texts but he used 
allegory on four occasions: the Passover references in 1 Corinthians 5:6-8; the use of 
Exodus typology in 1 Corinthians 10:1-11; in his application of the law against 
muzzling a working ox in 1 Corinthians 9:8-10; and in Galatians 4:24, where he 
explicitly states that he is using the story of Sarah and Hagar ‘allegorically speaking.’ 
The Epistle to the Hebrews is entirely given over to an allegorical interpretation of 
Old Testament rituals.  

20  Cf. St. Augustine [Quaestiones 3, De Potentia] and St. Thomas, who, in the Summa 
[1. Qu.102] states that wherever Scripture makes use of this method we must hold to 
the historical truth of the narrative as a foundation of whatever spiritual explanation 
we may offer. (‘[...] in omnibus quae, sic per modum historicae’). Equally the 
statement: “libros integros cum omnibus suis partibus” was to be taken quantitatively 
rather than qualitatively.   
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Increasingly Professor Prior’s focus of interest moved away from the kind of 
theological discourse where he might have developed the already implicit 
hermeneutic contained within his work on the Sermon on the Mount and in the 
preaching of Jesus at Nazareth.  Instead he began to research the history of 
Zionism and the relationship between the land traditions of the Bible and the 
ideology of Jewish nationalism.  This research found impressive expression in 
his masterful 1999, Zionism and the State of Israel.  Here he traces the avowedly 
secularist origins of Zionism, its ideological appropriation of the biblical myths 
of exodus and conquest for its own purposes and the gradual emergence of 
religious forms of Zionism accepted by most, although not all, religious Jews. 

In his latest writings, the issue of the Land traditions of the Bible was of 
interest largely for its place in the ideology of Zionism. Opting for a negative 
moral interpretation of the text and denying the historicity of the Exodus and 
Conquest, Prior lacked the time or the motivation to address adequately the 
wider issues of the doctrine of biblical inspiration and of its place in a Christian 
Theology of Revelation. It remains for others to identify his implicit 
hermeneutical key to the Bible in the message of liberation for the poor preached 
in the synagogue at Nazareth and in the challenging social ethic of the Sermon 
on the Mount. 
 
 
7  Parallel Solutions 
 
It has not perhaps been generally recognized that Christian attempts to cope with 
the colonialist and genocidal contrary texts of the Old Testament can provide 
ammunition for anti-Judaic or ‘supecessionist’ approaches to interpreting the 
New. Likewise anti-supersessionist approaches to the New Testament, in 
reaffirming the enduring and independent value of the Old Covenant, tend to 
reinforce the problems we may have with the contrary texts of the Old 
Testament. For Fundamentalist Christians there is of course no problem: God’s 
notions of compassion and justice are far above ours and it is quite possible for 
God to command ethnic cleansing and genocide for the Canaanites-- and by 
extension the Palestinians-- and also to condemn the Jews for their refusal to 
accept Christ. Admittedly, the Dispensationalist Christian Zionists find a role for 
the Jews in the final struggle; to that extent the Old Covenant still stands. 
However those Jews who do not then convert will have no place in the future 
Kingdom. There is, after all, no contradiction in Zionist anti-Semitism (Sharif 
1983). One feeds upon the other, and it is interesting that some of the leading 
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American Zionist evangelical preachers have been accused of anti-Semitic 
remarks.21  

Just as the alleged anti-Semitism—or more properly anti-Judaism-- in the New 
Testament is variously attributed either to the misinterpretation of Scripture or to 
the texts themselves, so too, in the case of the Old Testament the justification for 
Zionist and other oppressive colonialist ideologies is blamed either on the texts 
of their interpreters.  Frequently those who see the problem with anti-Judaic 
texts in the New Testament are seldom the same people who perceive problems 
with the land traditions in the Old—or indeed the other way round! Sharing a 
common concern for the moral consequences of believing in the inspiration of 
Scripture, each group generally has a political agenda, particularly in relation to 
Israel and the politics of the Middle East.  

Some, perhaps many, of those involved in the Jewish-Christian dialogue, 
including those who did not support a radical critique of the New Testament 
anti-Semitism, build uncritical support for Israel, not on dispensationalist 
fundamentalism, but upon a foundation of Christian guilt, branding anti-Zionism 
or even negative criticism of Israeli policies as the new anti-Semitism.22 As 
examples of this among North American Catholic writers, Father Edward 
Flannery, holds the view that Israel is an essential part of Judaism, and that 

                                                      
21  See, for example, Debra Nussbaum Cohen, Falwell Antichrist Remark Sparks Anti-

Semitism Charges, in: Jewish Telegraphic Agency, New York, January 22, 1999 
[www.jewishsf.com/content/2-0-/module/ displaystory/story_id/10405/format/html/ 
displaystory.html], or James Warren, Nixon And Billy Graham Anti-Semitism Caught 
On Tape, in: Chicago Tribune, March 1, 2002 [http://www.rense.com/ 
general20/billy.htm]; Rev. Dan C. Fore, former head of the Moral Majority in New 
York, once professed: “I love the Jewish people deeply. God has given them talents 
He has not given others. They are His chosen people. Jews have a God-given ability 
to make money. They control the media; they control this city.” The sentiment has 
been echoed by Falwell, who remarked during one sermon that “[A] few of you don’t 
like the Jews, and I know why. They can make more money accidentally than you can 
on purpose.” Others, such as Rev. Donald Wildman, founder of the American Family 
Association, have adopted the view of evangelical leader R. J. Rushdoony’s 
conviction that the mainstream television networks promote anti-Christian values 
because they are mostly controlled by Jews.  

22  For example, one author lists those who ‘oppose Israel’ with those who look to the 
New Testament ‘to get signals on how to desecrate synagogues, drive out the Jews’ or 
‘assert there was no holocaust.’ See Martin E Marty, Removing Anti-Judaism from the 
Christian Pulpit, in: Howard K. Clark and Irwin J. Borowoksky (eds.), Removing 
Anti-Semitism from the Pulpit, New York, NY: Continuum, 1996, p. 17. 
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‘support for it is a sine qua non of the dialogue.’23  He characterizes criticism of 
Israel and Anti-Zionism as ‘not necessarily, but…almost always a symptom of 
'the anti-Semitic virus'.24  In contrast the State of Israel seems to some degree to 
fulfil prophecies of the First Covenant unfulfilled by Christianity.25  Father 
Robert Drinan too, argues that Christians should support the state of Israel 'in 
reparation or restitution for the genocide of Jews carried out in a nation whose 
population was overwhelmingly Christian.26'  

Anti-Zionist Jews and Christians, along with those who are just strongly 
critical of Israeli policies, are invariably excluded from the forum of the Jewish-
Christian dialogue. Rosemary Ruether, to her credit, publicly indicated that her 
radical views on Christian anti-Semitism were entirely compatible with 
principled support for the Palestinians27 . In consequence she then found herself 
disinvited from groups concerned with Jewish-Christian dialogue.28  Israeli anti-
Zionist scholar, Uri Davis, had been refused the right to participate in 
discussions organized by the Council of Christian and Jews in London and 
Michael Prior, once his opinions were discovered, found himself disinvited from 
the Israel committee of the same organization29. 

In response to texts that seem oppressive either to Jews or to Palestinian and 
other victims of colonialism, there is a common temptation to counter the 
oppressive nature of these texts by denying their historicity. Michael Prior 
marshalled evidence from considerable scholarly testimonies to the effect that 
the Exodus and the Conquest had no basis in historical fact. Analogously, 

                                                      
23  Edward H. Flannery, Israel, Jerusalem, and the Middle East, in: Eugene J. Fisher, A. 

J. Rudin, and M. H. Tannenbaum, Twenty Years of Jewish-Catholic Relations, New 
York, NY: Paulist, 1986, 73-86. 

24  Edward H. Flannery, a.s., p. 82. For a recent discussion of the relationship between 
anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism see Michael Prior, Antizionism = Antisemitism?, in: 
Doctrine and Life 52 (July-August 2002), 339-47. 

25  Edward H. Flannery, a.s., pp. 84-5. 
26  Robert F. Drinan, Honor the Promise, Cape Town and New York: Doubleday, 1977, 

xi.  
27  Rosemary Radford Ruether, The Wrath of Jonah: The Crisis of Religious Nationalism 

in the Arab-Israeli Conflict, New York, NY: HarperCollins, 1989.  
28  Ruether recounts this reaction ‘to illustrate how the issue of Christian critique of anti-

Semitism and the Holocaust has been co-opted into a pro-Israel stance that silences 
the Palestinian story.’ See A Tale of Two Books, in:  Michael Prior (ed.), They Came 
and they Saw, London: Melisende, 2000, p. 73                                                                                                                                                                                         

29  Duncan Macpherson (ed.), A Living Stone: Selected Essays and Addresses by Michael 
Prior CM (London: Living Stones of the Holy Land Trust and Melisende, 2006)., p. 
25. 
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Raymond Brown, while resisting the radical scepticism of non-Christian 
commentators, readily admitted that the narrative of Christ’s passion was not to 
be regarded as history in the narrower sense. Assuming that both Michael and 
Raymond Brown were correct in this, it does not get believers in divine 
inspiration of Scripture off the hook. If there was indeed no conquest of Canaan, 
the text of Joshua is still a glorification of genocidal violence. Likewise if the 
evangelists did falsify the events of Holy Week so as to move the blame for the 
death of Christ from the Romans to the Jewish authorities and the Jerusalem 
mob, this does nothing to make such an attribution less offensive. Indeed it is the 
more offensive for being false! Whether historically true or false, in both cases 
contrary texts cry out for some justification—at least for those who believe in 
biblical inspiration. 
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POLITISCHE PHILOSOPHIE IN RELIGIÖSER 
KOMPONENTE – VERSUCH EINER NEUDEFINITION 

Zu V. Gerhardt, „Partizipation: Das Prinzip der Pol itik“ 
 
 

Thomas Eggensperger, Deutschland 
 
 

 
„Wenn [der Mensch, T.E.] damit nicht den Anspruch verbinden will, selbst wie 
ein Gott zu sein, tut er gut daran, an einen Grund, der die Natur und den 
Menschen umfasst, wenigstens zu glauben.“ (478). So endet das hier zu 
diskutierende Buch im Blick auf das Naturwesen Mensch, das von der Natur als 
Ganzer sprechen kann. Dieses Schlusswort macht das Buch besonders 
interessant. Der an der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin lehrende Philosoph 
Volker Gerhardt präsentiert nach einer Reihe von Vorarbeiten1 eine systematisch 
angelegte Studie zur Politischen Philosophie. Der Titel des Buches zeigt die 
Leitlinie der These des Autors an: „Partizipation. Das Prinzip der Politik“.2 
Verstanden wird diese Partizipation als Teilhabe, als Teilnahme an einem 
Ganzen, über das niemand allein verfügen kann. Partizipation ist der auf die 
Gemeinschaft mit Anderen bezogene Akt individueller Selbstbestimmung und 
ist somit Prinzip der Politik. 

Die umfassende Monographie ist mehr als nur eine Explikation der zu Beginn 
aufgestellten These, da sie im Grunde eine eigene Theorie des Politischen 
darstellt. In 10 Kapiteln entfaltet der Autor sein Konzept, das mit einer 
„Exposition zu einer Theorie der Politik“ beginnt und mit der „inneren Logik 
des Politischen“ endet – ein Bogen wird gespannt und geschlossen vom 
Ursprung zur Gegenwart. 

Im Folgenden fokussiere ich meine Präsentation auf die Frage, wie und in 
welcher Weise Gerhardt mit dem Phänomen des Religiösen umgeht, was 
Religion im Kontext von Politik und Politischer Philosophie für ihn bedeutet. 
 
 

                                                      
1  Volker Gerhardt, Selbstbestimmung. Das Prinzip der Individualität, Stuttgart: 

Reclam, 1999; ders., Individualität. Das Element der Welt, München: C. H. Beck, 
2000. 

2  Volker Gerhardt, Partizipation. Das Prinzip der Politik, München: C. H. Beck, 2007. 



44 Thomas Eggensperger 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

1  Partizipation als Prinzip – Begrenzungen durch Natur und Gott  
 
Partizipation ist für Gerhardt ein Prinzip, „in der die Menschen wechselseitig 
Einfluss aufeinander nehmen, um im sozialen Zusammenhang mehr zu 
erreichen, als ihnen als Einzelwesen möglich ist“ (14). Mehr als Einfluss ist dem 
Einzelnen im politischen Geschehen gar nicht möglich. Hier sieht Gerhardt eine 
Parallele zur Natur, in die der Mensch auch nur sehr begrenzt eingreifen kann - 
und wenn er es tut, im Wesentlichen unter Mithilfe ihrer selbst, indem der 
Mensch sich selbst als Mittel einbringt, um als Natur in der Natur Zwecke zu 
erreichen, die selbst zur Natur gehören. Die Aussage Gerhardts ist interessant, 
weil das Phänomen der Natur seine Studie permanent begleitet. Der Mensch als 
politischer Akteur bleibt von ihr begrenzt, wie er auch begrenzt ist in seiner 
Berufung auf Gott, der den Einzelnen zwar befreien mag von „allen endlichen 
Bedingungen“ (meint er damit die Erlösung?), nicht aber von den „gegebenen 
Verhältnissen“. Politik ist zudem begrenzt durch sie selbst, denn jeder Versuch 
des Menschen, Einflüsse geltend zu machen, führt zu Widerspruch, zu 
Opposition. Es ist Gerhardt ein Anliegen, die begriffliche Klärung von Macht, 
Recht und Moral im Gegenüber zur Politik durchzuführen. Politik hat seiner 
Meinung nach im liberalen Parlamentarismus auf der Grundlage des 
Menschenrechts das Fundament in der Eigenständigkeit des Individuums 
gefunden. Über Gerhardts Verständnis von Menschenrecht wird an späterer 
Stelle noch zu reden sein. 
 
 
2  Partizipation und Repräsentation 
 
Gerhardts Theorie der Politik geht eindeutig vom Individuum aus. Es handelt 
aus sich selbst und es ist für sein Handeln verantwortlich, Selbstbestimmung ist 
das Prinzip der Individualität. Es ist der Name Gottes, der die Gewähr dafür 
bietet, dass „einzigartige Wesen ihren Grund im einzigartigen Ganzen“ (21) 
haben, denn das Individuum sucht nach einer Entsprechung seiner selbst im 
Ganzen seiner Welt. Der Mensch entwickelt einen Sensus für die Konsequenz, 
die „im Erkennen auf Wahrheit, im Handeln auf die Wahrhaftigkeit im Guten 
und im Erleben auf den sich selbst genügenden Sinn des Schönen“ (ebd.) zielt. 3 

                                                      
3  Vgl. dazu Volker Gerhardt, Gott und Grund, in: Hermann Deuser & Dietrich Korsch 

(Hg.), Systematische Theologie heute. Zur Selbstverständigung einer Disziplin 
[Veröffentlichungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft für Theologie 23], 
Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2004, 85-101. 
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Zur Selbstbestimmung gehört die Mitbestimmung. Selbstbestimmung ist 
Prinzip des individuellen Handelns, das politische Handeln ist aber auf 
Mitbestimmung gegründet. Aus der von der Selbstbestimmung her gedachten 
Mitbestimmung erwächst Politik. Zur Vermeidung von Missverständnissen 
schlägt Gerhardt anstelle von Mitbestimmung den Terminus Partizipation vor, 
da es sich dabei zum einen nicht um die betriebliche Mitbestimmung handelt, 
und er zum anderen in diesem Begriff den Vorteil sieht, dass das totum ins 
Bewusstsein gerückt wird, an dem die pars aktiven oder passiven Anteil hat. 
Dabei ist Partizipation eng verbunden mit Repräsentation, denn 
gesellschaftliches Handeln bedarf der aktiven Stellvertretung von Personen, die 
für andere oder im Namen anderer Personen handeln. Das totum einer 
politischen Organisation repräsentiert die aus ihnen bestehenden partes, doch 
jede pars ist Element des Ganzen, d.h. ohne Repräsentation gibt es keine 
Partizipation, aber die Repräsentation wäre ohne die Anteil nehmenden 
Individuen sinnlos. Nach Aristoteles ist Polis keineswegs die versammelte 
Menge von Individuen oder die Stadtmauer-umfasste Einheit, sondern der 
vereinigte Wille von Individuen, die sich auf einem bestimmten Territorium 
versammeln können. Es ist die Partizipation – ausgestaltet durch den 
individuellen freien Willen–, auf welcher der politische Charakter der 
Vereinigung beruht. Das Wollen ist allerdings nicht per se schon politisch, denn 
eine so verstandene Totalisierung des Politischen würde den Sinn des 
Politischen zerstören, ist es doch angebunden an das Prinzip der Gegenseitigkeit. 
Politik geht es um die Institutionalisierung selbstbewussten Tuns, 
Selbstbewusstsein steht – wie Gerhardt formuliert, durch einen „evolutionären 
Vorsprung“ vor der Politik. 
 
 
3  Der sterbliche Gott 
 
Gerhardt scheut sich nicht, die „Gottesfrage“ zu stellen, d.h. die Einordnung des 
Religiösen in den politischen Kontext. Es ist erstaunlich, wie eindeutig er die 
Sinnfrage mit der Gottesfrage in Verbindung bringt. So bezieht er sich zunächst 
auf den „sterblichen Gott“ Leviathan des Thomas Hobbes, auf Platons göttliche 
Seele des Menschen, um dann zu behaupten: „Solange man den Glauben an die 
Korrespondenz von Mensch und Welt nicht gelten lässt, solange man nicht 
respektiert, dass die menschliche Individualität so unantastbar ist, wie nur das 
göttliche Ganze sein kann, hat die Politik noch nicht zu ihrer besten Verfassung 
gefunden.“ (54) Wenn sie aber diesen Schritt getan hat, dann kann die politische 
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Freiheit, in den Worten Tocquevilles zu Amerika, in der Religion „die Gefährtin 
ihrer Kämpfe und Siege, die Wiege ihrer Kindheit [und] göttlichen Quell ihrer 
Rechte“ (n. 54) erkennen. 
 
 
4  Keine politische Theologie, aber eine säkulare Perspektive: 

Menschenrecht 
 
Bei aller Sympathie Gerhardts für die religiöse Komponente zeigt er sofort auch 
wieder die Grenzen auf: Eine „politische Theologie“ gibt es seiner Meinung 
nach nicht, weil religiöse Erwartungen und Interessen nur Mittel, nicht aber Ziel 
des politischen Handelns sind. Gerhardt ist nicht davon überzeugt, dass säkulare 
Politik aus der priesterlichen Herrschaft entstanden ist, wie es Vertreter der 
politischen Theologie behaupten, aber seiner Meinung nach nur zum Teil recht 
damit haben. Denn bereits zu Zeiten der Nähe von priesterlicher und königlicher 
Herrschaft nutzt oder eliminiert die juridisch-politische Lenkung einer 
Gesellschaft das Religiöse (Assmann). Gerhardt plädiert für eine „wachsende 
Eigenlogik politischer Prozesse“ (55). Wer sie bestreitet, der möchte eine 
„andere, nicht länger durch das Interesse der Individuen begründete Politik 
betreiben“. Dies sieht er im Konzept Carl Schmitts, allerdings auch in denen 
seiner Eleven J. Taubes und G. Agamben, interessanterweise sogar bei 
Böckenfördes Behauptung, die Demokratie beruhe auf Voraussetzungen, die sie 
selbst nicht sichern könne. Gerhardt erbringt den Gegenbeweis in den drei 
Stufen politischer Entwicklung von der frühen Institutionalisierung über die 
wachsende nationalstaatliche Autonomie bis hin zur Selbstkonstitution unter 
dem Anspruch eines kodifizierten Menschenrechts. Leider belässt es der Autor 
in diesem Zusammenhang bei diesen Andeutungen, obgleich das sujet Wert ist, 
ausführlicher erörtert zu werden. 

Vielmehr geht Gerhardt auf die säkulare Perspektive ein, denn seines 
Erachtens ist Politik von ihrer eigenen juridisch-technischen Dynamik her auf 
Säkularisierung angelegt und bleibt gebunden an die organischen 
Naturvorgänge, die sich im Übergang von der Gattung zur Gesellschaft zu 
selbstgesteuerten Prozessen der Kooperation und Koordination steigern. Der 
Grundvorgang der Politik zur Unterwerfung gesellschaftlicher Vorgänge einer 
an einheitlichen Vorstellungen orientierten politischen Lenkung ist die 
Partizipation an den Institutionen. Da diese politischen Institutionen ihre 
Handlungsperspektive im Vertrauen auf die Generationswechsel kalkulieren, 
sind sie im engen Sinne „säkular“ verfasst. Das neue saeculum einer weltweiten 
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Konstitution ist Aufgabe des Menschen und gelingt nur in Anerkennung der 
religiösen Unterschiede. Volker Gerhardt betont, dass es dafür einen 
Ausgangspunkt braucht, der allen gemeinsam ist. Und diesen sieht er in der 
Natur des Menschen, in der und mit der Mensch sich gesellschaftlich als frei und 
gleich behauptet. Gleichheit und Freiheit begründen das Recht und in ihnen 
könne die verbindliche Kraft gefunden werden: „Es ist das Menschenrecht, das 
zum Weltrecht werden muss, wenn es unsere politische Hoffnung tragen können 
soll.“ (57) 
 
 
5  Ideen und Wirklichkeit  
 
Gerhardt vertieft in seiner Studie die Frage nach der Bedeutung der Idee im 
Blick auf die Wirklichkeit und geht bei seiner Tour durch die Geschichte der 
Politischen Philosophie kritisch auf John Rawls ein. Dies geschieht 
paradigmatisch auf dem Hintergrund, dass philosophiegeschichtlich der einzelne 
Mensch als real angenommener Ausgangspunkt allen politischen Handelns in 
reiner Idealität zum Vorschein kommt – so auch bei John Rawls. Der Handelnde 
wird als eine Idee präsentiert, die zu der anderen Idee passen soll, zu der er im 
Ganzen gehört. Bekanntlich geht Rawls von der „Fairness“ aus, welche die 
grundlegenden Ideen systematisch verbindet und so zur Idee der Gesellschaft als 
ein faires generationsübergreifendes Kooperationssystem wird. Das Fundament 
sieht er in der grundlegenden Idee der Person. Allerdings muss nach diesem 
Konzept die Idee der Person übereinstimmen mit der Gerechtigkeits- und 
Gesellschaftsidee. Und die dazu passende Personkonzeption ist die Rolle des in 
sich begrenzten moralisch-vernünftigen Bürgers. Aber, so fragt Gerhardt 
provokant, was hat dieser Ideenkristall mit der Wirklichkeit menschlichen 
Daseins zu tun, dessen natürliche Dispositionen in einem langen 
Kultivierungsprozess gewachsen sind? Der Mensch ist de facto viel sozialer und 
partizipativer veranlagt, als Rawls vermutet.  

Dennoch konzediert Gerhardt, dass Rawls mit der prinzipiellen 
Unverzichtbarkeit von Ideen recht hat und negiert gleichzeitig ein wie auch 
immer geartetes Primat der Politik. Dies bedeutet eine Überschätzung von 
Politik in Verkennung der Wirklichkeit, kommt doch „die Politik nicht ohne 
´ich´ sagende Individuen in Gang“ (69).  
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6  Es gibt sie doch! - Wahrheit in der Politik 
 
Entgegen der Ansicht beispielsweise Hans Kelsens, dass Wahrheit in der Politik 
keine Zuständigkeit eigne, ist es für Gerhardt evident, dass der (eigentlich 
ohnehin sachlich gar nicht mögliche) Verzicht auf Wahrheit entweder in 
Sprachlosigkeit oder in Widersprüche führt und somit Politik – gleich dem 
täglichen Leben – auf Wahrheit gar nicht verzichten kann. Dazu führt Gerhardt 
fünf Gründe auf. Neben den (1) die Gewissheit tragenden Prinzipien (in Form 
gebracht als Grundrechte und –gesetze) gibt es seiner Meinung nach (2) die 
Wahrheit von Urteilen über Tatbestände sowie die (3) Wahrheit von Aussagen in 
Texten (z.B. Gesetze). Zudem muss man (4) auf die Wahrheit logischer und 
grammatikalischer Regeln bauen können und zum letzten (5) braucht es die 
Wahrhaftigkeit der beteiligten Personen, um verlässlich zusammenarbeiten zu 
können – wenngleich Politik in diesem Punkt die meisten Defizite aufzuweisen 
hat. „Wenn also die Politik der Moral nicht völlig fremd gegenüberstehen soll, 
bleibt sie auf Wahrheit angewiesen (…). Auch das gehört den zu den 
Wahrheiten, von denen sich sagen lässt: We hold these truths to be self-evident.“ 
(78) 
 
 
7  Politik und das Politische 
 
Gerhardt distanziert sich auch in einem anderen Punkt vom mainstream des 
Definitionspools der Politischen Philosophie und kritisiert den allgemein 
angenommenen Unterschied von Politik und dem Politischen, da ihm diese 
Annahme partout nicht einleuchten will. „Entwurf und Begriff des Politischen 
sind vom tatsächlichen Vollzug der Politik nicht zu trennen.“ (88) Er begründet 
seinen außergewöhnlichen Schritt damit, dass zu Politik alles gehören kann, was 
im öffentlichen Raum Aufmerksamkeit nach sich zieht, was allerdings auch dem 
Politischen zukäme, weil es auf das weite Handlungsfeld im öffentlichen Raum 
gerichtet sei und gleich der Politik versucht, das gemeinsame Merkmal aller dort 
stattfindenden Vorgänge auf den Begriff zu bringen. Für Gerhardt ist der 
Unterschied einfach nur stilistischer Natur (das eine ist ein Substantiv, das 
andere ein – substantiviertes - Adjektiv) und für die Theorie der Politik bzw. des 
Politischen bedeutungslos. Dies gilt umso mehr, als das „Politische“ selbst in der 
politischen Theorie auch recht unterschiedlich definiert wird. Deshalb plädiert 
Gerhardt gegenläufig zur gegenwärtigen Konzeption (in der Tradition Arendts 
und Vollraths) für die synonyme Verwendung des Begriffs mit - dem an sich 
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praxisorientierten Terminus - „Politik“. Der Gedankengang Gerhardts ist m.E. 
einerseits plausibel, denn um welches Politische soll es denn gehen wenn nicht 
um das Politische der Politik als Praxis, andererseits aber hilft m.E. die 
Unterscheidung doch, zwischen dem politischen Alltagsgeschäft und der 
politischen Theorie zu unterscheiden. 
 
 
8  Recht – aus der Natur oder Menschenwerk? 
 
Der klassische Disput zwischen „Konservativen“ und „Revolutionären“ wird 
von Gerhardt wieder aufgegriffen, nämlich „ob das Recht von Natur aus gilt und 
somit physis ist, oder ob es von Menschen geschaffen worden ist und folglich als 
thesis gelten kann“ (94). Hierbei geht er erst einmal von einem 
Wechselverhältnis aus, da alle Politik Tätigkeit des Menschen ist (thesis), aber 
sie geht ursprünglich aus der Natur hervor und bleibt dieser verbunden und nicht 
nur das – die thesis muss selbst zur physis werden, von der sich eine neue thesis 
abgrenzen kann. So habe bereits Platon konzediert, dass die Götter Vernunft und 
Ordnung gewähren, der Mensch aber Einsicht und Einsatz zu zeitigen habe. Die 
menschliche Natur domestiziere sich selbst und wird dadurch politisch. 
Aristoteles mit dessen teleologischen Naturbegriff führt die Formel des zõon 
politikon als Naturbedingung des Menschen ein. Dieser Begriff, so Gerhardt, 
kann auch heute beibehalten werden unter der Voraussetzung seiner 
Vereinbarkeit mit dem evolutionären Verständnis des Naturbegriffs des Nach-
Darwinschen Verständnisses. 

Die Natur ist nach Gerhardt – auch hier schwimmt er bewusst gegen den 
Strom - ohnehin ein wichtiges Anliegen und er legt Wert darauf, dass der Geist 
sich nicht dazu verführen lässt, auf sie verzichten zu wollen. So ist 
beispielsweise Kultur die Natur des Menschen, der bereits vor seiner Rolle als 
Partizipant der Kultur Partizipant der Natur ist. Ohne darauf näher einzugehen, 
verweist er darauf, dass dieser Naturbegriff, der der Kultur, Moral und Politik 
eine eigene Evolution zugesteht,  in seiner umfassenden Bedeutung in 
Metaphysik übergeht.4 

Allerdings entscheidet sich Gerhardt zugunsten des Begriffs des 
„Vernunftrechts“, um den methodologischen Aufwand einer 
Naturrechtsinterpretation mit dem Junktim einer Sollvorschrift zu vermeiden. 
Bei der Vernunft ist schließlich die Formulierung universeller Ansprüche 

                                                      
4  Näher ausgeführt in Volker Gerhardt, Individualität. Das Element der Welt, 20 ff. 
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unbestritten. Allerdings ist die Vernunft keine Instanz metaphysischer 
Provenienz, über die man nur zu übermenschlichen Einsichten gelangen könnte 
(dann wären ihre Gesetze bereits göttlich…). Die Vernunft ist qua Instrument 
des Menschen zur Erkenntnis und willentlichen Setzung von Zwecken 
unentbehrlich. Weil Gerhardt die essenzielle gegenseitige Doppelbindung von 
Mensch und Vernunft konzediert, hält er es für definitiv besser, nicht mehr vom 
Natur- oder Vernunftrecht zu sprechen, sondern vom  Menschenrecht, ist der 
Mensch doch Ursprung und Träger der elementaren Rechte. 

„Mit der Autonomisierung des Individuums wandelt sich das Natur- und 
Vernunftrecht zum Menschenrecht und erhält eine neue Stellung innerhalb der 
politischen Organisation“ und wird damit „zum internen Regulativ des Rechts“ 
(116).  

Das Menschenrecht lässt sich erstens universal begründen, weil es für jeden 
Menschen gilt, gelten muss. Zweitens lässt sich der normative Anspruch des 
Menschen auf das Menschenrecht begründen im Rekurs auf dessen Natur, d.h. 
seine Beschaffenheit und Kontingenz, die zu keinem Zeitpunkt unberücksichtigt 
gelassen werden kann. 

Natur konnte und kann also nicht übergangen werden. Das wirklich 
beeindruckende am Menschenrecht ist das Phänomen, dass sich ein politisches 
System als Ansammlung menschlicher Kräfte mit dem Streben nach Macht und 
Einfluss dem Menschenrecht als selbst geschaffener Institution unterwirft – aus 
dem Instrument wird eine Instanz. Gerhardts Naturverständnis zeitigt Folgen für 
sein Gottesverständnis: Gleich wie die historisch-soziologische Realität des 
Glaubens bestand, es ist evident, dass sich der Mensch in Gott der Natur 
innerlich verbunden fühlt. 
 
 
9  Leitlinie „Natur“, die Freiheit und das Vorpolit ische 
 
Handelt es sich hier nicht um die mustergültige Wiederkehr des Naturrechts in 
den politisch-ethischen Diskurs?  Hinsichtlich der Stellung der Gesellschaft im 
Übergang von der Natur zu den politischen Institutionen zeigt Gerhardt die hohe 
Bedeutung des Individuums, das Handlungsvollzüge qua Individuum 
verantwortet. Somit ist ein häufig konstruierter Gegensatz zur Allgemeinheit 
(Gattung) obsolet ist. „Auch die politische Konstruktion eines Gegensatzes 
zwischen ´Selbstbestimmung´ und ´Solidarität´ (…) ist verfehlt, weil schon die 
Aufforderung zur Solidarität nur von einem sich selbst bestimmenden 
Individuum verstanden werden kann.“ (195) So liegt im Individuum die ganze 



 Politische Philosophie in religiöser Komponente 51 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

Realität, und Gesellschaft wird die Lebensform einer Gattung, die durch Kultur 
möglich wird. Der entscheidende Akt im Übergang von der bloßen „Gattung“ 
zur ausgestalteten „Gesellschaft“ liegt in der kulturellen Leistung und der 
Anerkennung ihrer selbst.   

Die Selbsterfahrung des selbstbewussten Individuums als Medium des 
Wissens ist nach Ansicht des Autors eng mit der Partizipation an den 
gemeinsamen Beständen des gesellschaftlichen Lebens verbunden. In diesem 
Kontext kommt auch die Freiheit ins Spiel, verstanden nicht als Widerspruch zur 
Natur, sondern als ein Ineinander. Wenn aus dem Begriff der für alle gleichen 
Freiheit ein allgemeines Prinzip des Handelns wird, dem die ganze Gesellschaft 
untersteht – wofür Gerhardt plädiert, ist der Schritt zum politischen Verständnis 
der Freiheit vollzogen. „Im Prinzip der gleichen Freiheit liegt, … das 
legitimierende und das regulierende Prinzip der Politik.“ (222)  

Das Phänomen der Natur bleibt bei Gerhardt relevant auch im Blick auf das 
Vorpolitische, d.h. dem Versuch der Rekonstruktion dessen, was war, bevor 
Politik wurde. Etwas metaphorisch formuliert Gerhardt seinen Ansatz, wenn er 
behauptet, dass die Natur „Schwungrad und der dauernde Widerstand“ (230) der 
Politik sei, obgleich Politik nicht direkt aus dem Naturzustand, sondern aus einer 
bereits hoch entwickelten Kultur entstanden ist. Dabei präzisiert er, dass alles, 
was heute politisch ist, zwar einen vor-europäischen Ursprung habe, sich aber in 
griechisch-römischer Form präsentiert. 
 
 
10  Bindungskräfte gesellschaftlicher Organisation 
 
Wie gelingt die Beziehung von Individuum und Institution und womit legitimiert 
sich der gesetzliche Anspruch? Auf diese Grundfrage und die Antwortversuche 
geht Gerhardt kritisch ein. So scheint zum ersten die Vertragstheorie 
(Kontraktualismus) nicht zu greifen, schlicht weil sie bereits seriöse 
Vertragspartner voraussetzt, die solche aber erst durch den Vertrag zu dem 
werden. Die Verfassungstheorie zum zweiten setzt wiederum bereits ein 
bestehendes politisches System als historischen Tatbestand voraus. Dieser 
letztgenannte Ansatz ist Gerhardt sympathischer, d.h. der Ursprungsakt des 
Politischen liegt zunächst in der Gründung der Institution, die dann mit der Zeit 
Autonomie erlangt und sich schließlich in der in Kraft tretenden Verfassung 
vollendet. Diese geschriebene Verfassung ist Teil der Konstitution, aber nicht 
Voraussetzung der Konstitution (z.B. wenn die Konstitution des Staates trotz 
fehlender Verfassung die rechtliche Sicherung seines Rechts garantieren kann). 
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Die Bindungskraft der gesellschaftlichen Organisation eines göttlich-
kosmologisch oder eines einfachen historisch erfolgten Gründungsaktes 
verbleibt dem politischen Handeln nur äußerlich. Bedeutsamer sind dabei 
vielmehr die dazugehörenden Prinzipien der Gründung (z.B. Freiheit, 
Gleichheit, Selbstbewusstsein), die den Akt des menschlichen Handelns leiten. 
So ist die Konstitution nötig, um die individuelle Selbstbehauptung mit der 
Autonomie des Politischen unter dem Schutz des Rechts zu verbinden. „Ihr Kern 
ist die Selbstzwecksetzung des Individuums, die aller Bewertung natürlicher und 
gesellschaftlicher Verhältnisse vorausliegt und somit auch der Politik ihren Sinn 
verleiht.“ (323) 
 
 
11  „Alle Gewalt geht vom Volke aus“ – oder doch nicht? 
 
Der Begriff der Partizipation im Sinne Gerhardts meint Mitbestimmung unter 
dem Anspruch individueller Selbstbestimmung. Und der Staat schützt die 
Partizipation, ist doch jedes Individuum an den Vorgängen der Gemeinschaft zu 
beteiligen und vor Willkür und Missbrauch zu schützen. Die Partizipation beruht 
auf der Annahme von mehreren mehr oder weniger homogenen Einheiten von 
(natürlichen) Personen, die sich selbst als Einheit betrachten, in der sie 
mitwirken. In der Regel geschieht dies durch Organisationen, da der Einzelne 
wenig ausrichten kann, aber letzten Endes ist jeder Einzelne dieser Organisation 
wieder Repräsentant eben derselben. Für das Recht, als Gemeinschaft über 
Aufbau und Zweck des Gemeinwesens zu stimmen, wird gemeinhin der Begriff 
der „Volkssouveränität“ gebraucht und die parlamentarische Demokratie als die 
ihr angemessenste politische Organisationsform betrachtet.  

Neben der Mitbestimmung (Recht auf Partizipation als originär politische 
Tätigkeit) und Selbstbestimmung (gegebenenfalls auf private Existenz 
beschränkt und damit politisch gesehen defizient) braucht es der konkreten 
politischen Einflussnahme, die nur gelingt, wenn der Mensch sich vertreten 
fühlt, d.h. sowohl das Volk als Repräsentation seiner selbst als auch sich selbst 
als Repräsentant des Volkes versteht (sowohl das Individuum als auch die 
Institution bedarf einer „Selbstrepräsentation“, einer „wechselseitigen 
Repräsentation“, 362). Ebenso verhält sich die Relation des Parlaments zum 
Parlamentarier bzw. der Regierung zum Kabinettsmitglied. Sowohl der 
Parlamentarier als auch die Regierung steht jeweils allerdings wiederum in 
Beziehung zum Volk. Hier sieht Gerhardt für die Vertreter der Exekutive das 
Gewissen, das er an dieser Stelle etwas unvermittelt und unbegründet einführt, 
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als nicht zu leugnender Faktor für den Einzelnen im Einzelfall. Für die Vertreter 
der Jurisdiktion hingegen gilt die basale Funktion des Rechts und somit ein 
Partizipationssystem der besonderen Art im Sinne der Kontrolle der Institutionen 
durch sich selbst mittels der Justiz. Eine wichtige Funktion übt dabei die Presse 
aus, da sie Politik auf die Ebene des kollektiven und individuellen Bewusstseins 
hebt, d.h. in die Sphäre des Öffentlichen bringt. 
 
 
12  Pragmatische Politik und Religion 
 
„Politik ist das auf Einheit zielende Handeln der sich als Einheit verstehenden 
gesellschaftlichen Organisation. Ihr Zweck liegt in nichts anderem als darin, 
diese Einheit zu sichern.“ (370) Dafür, so Gerhardt, muss Politik in 
Anerkennung ihrer Flexibilität und Mobilität zuweilen - und jenseits ihrer 
Prinzipien wie Freiheit, Gleichheit und Würde - pragmatisch verfahren, braucht 
Erfolge und ist an säkulare Bedingungen gebunden. Es besteht die Gefahr, dass 
Religion in diesem Kontext instrumentalisiert wird, was aber der Religion an 
sich diametral entgegen steht. „In ihrer säkular-pragmatischen Einstellung ist die 
Politik ein natürlicher Opponent religiösen Handelns.“ (372) Grund genug für 
Religion, sich nicht ins politische Kalkül ziehen zu lassen, wie Gerhardt betont! 
 
 
13  Versuch einer Bewertung 
 
Ziel meiner Ausführungen ist nicht eine Rezension des Buches an sich, sondern 
eher der Versuch, den spezifischen Aspekt des Religiösen innerhalb der 
vorgestellten Philosophie des Politischen aufzugreifen. Besprechungen der 
umfassenden Studie gibt es bereits einige, sie sind weitgehend kritisch mit dem 
Buch umgegangen. Zu Recht wird kritisiert, dass sehr viele Themen sehr 
kompakt angegangen werden und zentrale Punkte letztlich nebulös bleiben, nicht 
zuletzt auch die von Gerhardt gebrauchte und erklärte Terminologie. So ist nicht 
einmal die „Partizipation“, im Titel des Buches verwandt, am Ende der Lektüre 
klar geworden.5 

                                                      
5  Vgl. Michael Pawlik, Eintüten als Prinzip. Volker Gerhardts Versuch, der Politik auf 

die Schliche zu kommen, in: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, am 22.1.2007, p. 37; 
Arnd Küppers, in: Amos 1.3 (2007),  p. 47; Hans Bernhard Schmid, Teilhaben und der 
Wahrheit verpflichtet sein. Zwei philosophische Versuche, die Prinzipien der Politik 
zu begreifen, in: Neue Zürcher Zeitung am 15.3.2007; Frank Hahn, Buchbesprechung: 
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Da meine Präsentation u.a. den Akzent auf den Bezug zum Religiösen gesetzt 
hat, stellt sich am Ende vorrangig  die Frage, wie dieses Konzept zu bewerten 
ist, das Volker Gerhardt in seiner Studie „Partizipation. Das Prinzip der Politik“ 
vorstellt. Dieser Aspekt wurde bislang seitens der bislang vorliegenden 
Rezensionen im Wesentlichen nicht beleuchtet.  

Zentral ist in Gerhardts Arbeit der Rekurs auf die Natur, von der der Mensch 
gleich wie von Gott begrenzt sei. Seine Betonung im Konzept einer Theorie der 
Politik des Individuums begründet er wiederum mit Gott, böte er die Grundlage 
der Einbettung des Individuums im Ganzen. Das Religiöse, und damit auch Gott, 
wird bei ihm in den politischen Kontext gestellt, mehr noch, ohne den Bezug 
zum Phänomen Religion scheint die Bestform von Verfassung nicht erreichbar 
zu sein. 

Dennoch ist er zurückhaltend im Blick auf eine mögliche klassische politische 
Theologie, da er den Bezug der Politik von Religion eher als Mittel ihrer 
Instrumentalisierung sieht. Volker Gerhardt ist die Beziehung zu Natur in 
diesem Zusammenhang wichtiger, da sie einheitsstiftender ist als die Religion in 
ihrer Verschiedenheit. Am Ende setzt Gerhardt dann auf das Menschenrecht 
anstatt auf das Natur- oder Vernunftrecht. Trotzdem sieht er die eigentliche 
Beziehung des Menschen zur Natur mittels Gott, ist der doch in Gott der Natur 
innerlich verbunden. 

Es überrascht, in zeitgenössischen Politischen Theorien außerhalb der 
Theologie wieder auf religiöse Komponenten zu stoßen. Selbst wenn Gerhardt 
dies an keiner Stelle explizit so formuliert, impliziert seine Vorstellung des 
Religiösen nicht unbedingt den christlichen Gott, sondern einen allmächtigen 
Schöpfergott, der über den Dingen steht. Gerhardt führt seine Vorstellung der 
Beziehung der Politik zur Religion eher im Verständnis von Religion als 
Religiöses mit Gottesbeziehung und ist damit auch außerhalb des konfessionell 
Christlichen verständlich und vielleicht auch akzeptabel. Allerdings bleibt der 
Religionsbegriff bleibt bei Gerhardt unscharf ist eher zu verstehen als ein 
individuelles Empfinden denn als eine Komponente, die man als Gemeinschaft 
pflegt, wie Religion in ihrer monotheistischen Variante verstanden wird. 

Gerhardt bleibt in Vielem seiner Überlegungen offen, aber die Diskussion mit 
dem Ansatz ist für Theologie und christliche Sozialethik hilfreich und mag auch 
weiterführen. 
 

                                                                                                                                   
Partizipation – Das Prinzip der Politik, in: http://www.solon-
line.de/content/view/214/207/ (generiert am 12.9.2007).  
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HEALING EUROPE  
 
 

André Lascaris, The Netherlands 
 
 

 
The 1991 synod of the European bishops claimed that the Christian faith is a 
permanent part of the enduring and fundamental basis of Europe. However, it 
has to be said that violence was another important basis and that this violence 
was often connected with Christianity. The wounds of this history of violence 
have only partly been healed; one of the wounds is the division between Eastern, 
Byzantine Christianity and Western Christianity; another is the division between 
the Catholic and the Protestant traditions, which are still characteristic of  the 
difference between Western Europe in comparison to Eastern Europe, and 
between Northern and Southern Europe. Another wound is the difficult 
relationship between Europe and the Islamic world, which is brought sharply 
into focus by the question of Turkey’s accession to the European Union.  

The first time we come across the word ‘Europeans’ is in the context of the 
battle of Poitiers in 732 when a raid of Arabs was repulsed. Later, this battle 
became upgraded to a battle against ‘Muslim conquerors’. The ‘Europeans’ are 
the members of this victorious army. Charlemagne’s court theologian Alcuin 
formulated a definition of Europe as the ‘continent of Christian faith’; Europe 
was synonymous with Christendom. As such the term ‘Europe’ has defensive 
overtones. Europe was the Christian continent over against the Islamic world, 
represented first by the Arabs, later by the Ottoman Empire. For a long time, 
Europe was seen as a continent under siege, surrounded by mainly Muslim 
enemies.  

However, the divisions within this Christian continent were numerous as well, 
often with one feudal lord fighting against another. A group of women, men, 
priests and bishops came together in Charroux, a small town south of Poitiers in 
989 to put an end to all this local fighting. Everyone who tried to enter a church 
by violence and stole from it, or plundered the possessions of farmers and the 
poor or maltreated a priest, was to be excommunicated. This was the beginning 
of an important peace movement that resulted in new rules: it was forbidden to 
take up arms against those who were defenceless; fighting was not allowed in 
Lent and Advent and only in the first three days of the week for the rest of the 
year. They tried to enforce these rules by using violence: every Christian should 
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be willing to take up arms against anybody who violated the peace. 
Understandably, peace was not the result. In November 1095 Pope Urban II tried 
to put an end to the internal fighting by pointing to the conquest of Jerusalem by 
the Ottoman Empire in 1071. He called on those who had been fighting their 
brethren, to become knights of Christ. Three years later the pogroms against the 
Jews started. They were asked to join the Christians ‘so that we shall become 
one people’. Striving for peace turned into bloody massacres. The crusades 
failed to achieve any lasting success, and the spirit of war, persecution, violence 
and religion never left Europe. Christians often condoned the wars and even 
promoted them with phrases such as ‘It is God’s will’ or ‘God is with us’. The 
doctrine of the “just war” was an attempt to reduce the number of wars, but it 
looked as if the different parties always found a sound reason to wage war.   

The colonisation of the rest of the world started with the attempt to find a way 
to Asia without being forced to travel through the Ottoman Empire. Religion and 
mission went hand in hand with colonisation and the slave trade, and at the end 
of the period of colonisation the Ottoman Empire was carved up.  

Between 1300 and 1945, the Europeans made 182 plans to unite Europe. 
During this time numerous wars took place; many of them were supposed, 
rightly or wrongly, to be associated with the Christian faith. One of the last of 
them was the Northern Irish conflict between Catholics and Protestants which 
was not a religious war, but an ethnic one between the Irish and a group without 
a proper name who call themselves ‘Protestants’, ‘loyalists’ or ‘unionists. Only 
one attempt to unite Europe and to put an end to the internal violence was 
moderately successful. Robert Schuman, foreign minister of France and a devout 
Catholic, proposed the formation of an economic Coal and Steel Community in 
1950. He wanted to prevent a new European war or even a Third World War by 
pressurising Germany to become incorporated into Europe so that it could not 
embark on a course of its own. His ideal was to create a political and spiritual 
unity. This ideal of a Christian, yes, even a Catholic Europe, is still reflected in 
the European flag that, in spite of official denials, was clearly inspired by the 
image from the book of Revelation chapter twelve: the woman with the crown of 
twelve stars, symbolising Mary and the Church.  

Schuman’s ideal did not materialize. Under the influence of Jean Monet the 
partners of the new community placed all the emphasis on economic 
development. Monet thought of economics as a rational enterprise ruled by 
scientific laws; his ideal was a European community where the politicians could 
not influence economics but would leave this field to experts who would work 
together in large buildings independently. Meanwhile, we all know that 
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economics is a matter of the heart, or rather, is dominated by human desire. The 
value of an object depends on the strength of the desire; the more people rival 
with one another in order to get the same object, the more valuable it appears to 
us. Politicians thus are bound to deal with economic issues, and the same applies 
to the Churches and to civil society. 

The common market that emerged in the fifties and sixties of the last century 
needed a work force. It called on people outside the common market to come 
and work in Europe. Many did come and this initiated a new relationship with 
the Islamic world. These migrants were supposed to leave Europe again for their 
countries of origin but most of them preferred to stay and soon they established 
themselves in Europe, with their families. In my own country, within the next 
twenty years, the biggest religious group in our large cities will be Islamic. This 
time, Muslims were entering Europe, peacefully. Peacefully? Muslims have 
fascinated people in Europe for centuries. They are strangers, and also 
interesting because they are different. And they are hated and often maltreated – 
one in every eight Muslims in the Netherlands has a bad experience of violence 
at the hands of Dutch people – because they are strangers and are different.  

 
It seems impossible to call Europe a Christian continent any more. It received its 
historical identity, at least partly, by differentiating itself from Islam. In the near 
future Europe may have a very different identity, no longer solely based on the 
Christian past that is receding more and more, but on the basis of some kind of 
European Islam, on the economic tradition of the so-called free market or 
capitalism and on the new religious awareness which is emerging at the 
beginning of this century. People are trying to find a language for their religious 
experiences and insights which may or may not have a relationship to 
Christianity. Christianity may change itself as well, and future groups of 
Christians may become very similar to the present African Independent 
Churches. It is uncertain whether there will be much left of the once powerful 
Churches and their organisations, because they are becoming increasingly 
irrelevant. The present leadership of the Catholic Church wants to maintain the 
Tridentine and clerical model of Church at all costs. It does not seem to be 
interested in listening to the people of God and their spiritual needs, because it 
presumes to know what is good for them. Churches are tough and they may 
always find people who believe in this form of Christianity that undoubtedly has 
its own beauty, but is pre-modern. 

It seems to me that we should not look for a European identity and certainly 
not for one that is based on the past. It would be more fruitful to ask ourselves 
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what Christians can contribute to a peaceful and sustainable world. I presume 
that Christianity’s contribution will be small. They may only hope to bring about 
minimal changes. The idea that they can dominate the historical process in 
Europe and steer it in this or that direction seems to be presumptuous. However, 
minimal changes may be the beginning of profound changes, similar to the 
butterfly that flies above Tokyo and causes a storm half way across the world 
some months later, or like the woman in the brief parable of Mathew 13, 33 who 
took yeast and mixed it in the flour till it was all leavened so that many people 
could eat of the bread. In the same way Christians may mix the yeast of the 
kingdom of heaven, the yeast of the gospel, in the European dough so that 
people within and beyond Europe can find a way to a better life for all.  

 
Violence is, on the whole, an attempt to put things right in response to a 
perceived injustice or when there is a fear that this will happen in the near future. 
Trying to put things right by using violence often results in a new cycle of 
violence. It is not always directed against the party that brought about the 
injustice, for if this party is too strong, some other group or another individual 
may become the object of violence. Muslims may feel harmed and offended by 
the Europeans, the ‘Europeans’ may feel threatened by Muslims. Both parties 
may be blind to the violence of their own history, culture and politics. Old 
wounds may fester, new injuries may be inflicted; suspicion and distrust can be 
contagious and so poison Europe. Again and again the violence and injustices of 
the past have an impact on the present.  

The Christian tradition has to offer something in this context: the 
unconditional forgiveness of sins is at the heart of Christianity. It may well be 
that the so-called public life of Jesus began when he pleaded for remitting all the 
debts at the occasion of Jubilee Year and preached that debts should be remitted 
every year, yes, even every day.1 Jesus accepted people into his company who 
were sinners and were not able to fulfil the demands of the Torah. In the course 
of history this gift of forgiveness and compassion was often forgotten and often 
corrupted. However, forgiveness, granted and received, heals the wounds of the 
past and prevents new outbursts of violence. It is a brake on infinite economic 
growth; it changes the course of justice, and transforms human communication. 
It creates room, distance, difference and, if needed, hospitality. Forgiveness is 
the only way out of the vicious cycles of violence and opens up new ways to the 

                                                      
1  W.R. Herzog II, Jesus, Justice, and the Reign of God: A Ministry of Liberation, 

Louisville, KY: WJK Press, 2000, pp. 105-108. 
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future. Reconciliation happens when a victim grants forgiveness and the 
perpetrator is in turn willing to receive forgiveness. Both victim and perpetrator 
have to change and to enter new and just relationships. In many cases all of the 
parties involved are both victims and perpetrators. I use forgiveness in a broad 
sense here: giving something to someone without demanding anything back or 
receiving something from someone without feeling forced to give something 
back. This transcends a type of justice that always has a mimetic character: 
imitating the person who harms me by harming him in turn, or by rewarding the 
person who rewards me. Concerning the divisions in Europe, it is necessary to 
try to avoid quarrelling between the different Christian groups and between 
Christianity and Islam.  

However, groups as such cannot offer or receive forgiveness and become 
reconciled with each other, not even when the group is itself an agent of evil. 
Only individuals can do this: individuals meet one another, groups meet through 
individuals. If we want to have a peaceful Europe, without festering wounds, 
individual people will need to be convinced that they must seek reconciliation. 
The question is: How to do the convincing? The pressures of the group upon the 
individual is very strong. However, this can work in both ways. One person, for 
instance a president or a prime minister, can cast a spell on the crowd by 
declaring war on another country. It is considered disloyal not to support a 
government in war. Still, the unity of a group will never be so strong that the 
voices of minorities and individuals will not be heard to some extent. Every 
individual has some power, however little it may be, and can try to influence 
other individuals, convince existing minorities or form a new minority that may 
become the voice of the majority one day. This is, no doubt, a slow process and 
demands great endurance. One would hope that the leaders of the different 
groups would be proactive in this process, but generally their first task is to 
conserve the unity of the group and to guard its goals and its structure. So they 
are often the last ones to be convinced that a new course is desirable.   

Connected with this tradition of forgiveness and reconciliation is the 
uniqueness of every individual. Every individual belongs to some kind of 
community, he/she is connected with other people in numerous ways, but the 
community is not the goal of the existence of the individual, rather it is the 
network without which being an individual is impossible. An individual is the 
meeting point of numerous relationships, is connected with many groups and 
communities and does not exist outside a community. His/her autonomy thus is 
limited, but is not absorbed by a community. The individual can belong to 
several groups and communities at the same time, even to different religious 
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traditions. This ‘multiple religious belonging’ is a phenomenon that is becoming 
more common in Europe. Christians may accept Buddhist or Muslim elements 
as an inalienable part of their faith, and may not identify solely with the Church 
they are supposed to belong to. Or, people also claim that they are ecumenical 
Christians. This independence underscores the uniqueness and human dignity of 
the person that several Popes have stressed repeatedly. Upholding this dignity is 
another contribution that Christians can make for the future of Europe. 
Promoting democracy, the fight against poverty and the plea for restorative 
justice are all elements of this contribution 

While being different is often interpreted as negative and destructive, and seen 
as a source of conflicts and used to define one over against others, human life is 
not possible without differences. Difference makes it possible to structure the 
common life of individuals. It is not enough to be polite and tolerant and to 
cover up differences. These characteristics should be a permanent theme in all 
meetings and dialogues. Without mutual criticism wounds cannot be healed. The 
difference between our world and the coming kingdom of God may well still be 
another inspiring contribution Christians can make.  

Living in a Europe in which the wounds are healed is a future full of promise 
that only can be made true by the power of forgiveness. 
 
 
 
André Lascaris 
Dominicaans Studiecentrum voor Theologie en Samenleving, The Netherlands 
a.lascaris@hetnet.nl 
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PLURALISME CULTUREL ET CLÔTURE DU SENS 
Comment dépasser la peur du relativisme? 

 
 

Jean-Luc Blaquart, France 
 
 

 
La question du pluralisme religieux en Europe s’inscrit dans un cadre plus large, 
en ce sens où toute la construction européenne est une affaire de gestion de 
l'unité et de la pluralité entre ses membres. Dans cette gestion, à la fois 
économique, politique et culturelle, des valeurs paradoxales de la modernité sont 
mises à contribution : valeurs d'universalité et de rationalisation, valeurs de 
respect de l'autre et de tolérance. 
 
 
1  Frontières et clôture du sens 
 
Cette question du pluralisme trouve à s'exprimer notamment à propos de la 
définition des frontières : frontières géographiques de l'Europe, qui appellent à 
une détermination de ce qu'elle est et ce qu'elle n'est pas, de la mesure de  
l'altérité qu'elle peut accepter en elle-même. Mais aussi frontières du sens - qui 
sont liées aux frontières géographiques parce que celles-ci les symbolisent. 

Parce qu’elles marquent ces frontières du sens, les déterminations religieuses 
ne peuvent être sérieusement réduites à des choix individuels abstraits, elles 
dépendent plus fondamentalement d'appartenances géographiques et historiques 
de nature collective, qui sont liées à ce qu'on nomme généralement des cultures1.  

L'expérience actuelle de concurrences ou de confrontations entre visions 
religieuses du monde et de l'homme rend particulièrement sensible à des 
différences irréductibles entre de telles cultures. Alors que l'accélération de la 
communication mondiale pousse à la mise en commun des procédures 
scientifiques et techniques, il se produit une création permanente d'identités 
réinterprétatives et différenciées articulant avec cette culture globale des 
                                                      
1  Parmi les multiples propositions de définition, on retiendra par exemple celle de J. 

Ladrière: « La culture d’une collectivité peut être considérée comme l’ensemble 
formé par les systèmes de représentation, les systèmes normatifs, les systèmes 
d’expression et les systèmes d’action de cette collectivité »,  Jean Ladrière, Les enjeux 
de la rationalité, Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1977, p. 16. 
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combinaisons nouvelles à partir de matériaux traditionnels2. Ce constat fait 
prendre distance vis-à-vis d'une idéologie rationaliste qui voudrait raboter les 
différences culturelles comme des folklores ou dialectes anachroniques.  

La prise de conscience de telles différences interroge non seulement les 
traditions religieuses3, mais plus largement toutes les représentations et normes 
transmises par les cultures vivantes de la planète. Elle n'introduit donc pas 
seulement une réflexion théologique4 mais aussi philosophique. Elle met en 
question en effet ce qu'on peut appeler la clôture du sens qui est vécue et 
instituée au sein de chaque culture : « un monde de significations est clos si toute 
question susceptible d’y être formulée ou bien trouve une réponse en termes de 
significations données ou bien est posée comme privée de sens. »5  Chaque 
culture est confrontée au fait douloureux qu’existent d’autres mondes de sens 
que le sien. 
 
 
2  L’épouvantail du relativisme 
 
La gestion de cette situation doit affronter une attitude de peur, qui s'exprime 
dans l'épouvantail du relativisme. Selon cette peur, les connaissances et les 
valeurs deviendraient relatives aux circonstances, aux lieux et aux temps, et donc 
invalides parce que dépendantes d'un référentiel variable. Cette peur diffuse a été 
thématisée comme telle dans la conscience religieuse, exprimée par le danger 
d’indifférentisme depuis le XIX° siècle dans le langage du magistère catholique 
et récemment réactivée6. 

L'évocation de cette menace du relativisme s'enracine dans une vieille hantise 
qui s'affronte sans doute à ce qui est le mal le plus effrayant pour toutes les 
cultures, je veux parler du chaos, du désordre qui risque de ruiner toutes nos 
constructions de sens7. Chaque culture édifie un monde, à l'intérieur duquel tout 
ce qui advient et existe est défini et jugé selon des critères propres à cette culture 
                                                      
2  Revue du Mauss No. 13 (1999), Le retour de l’ethnocentrisme. 
3  Un exemple connu en est évidemment le discours de Benoît XVI à Ratisbonne. 
4  On se reportera notamment aux travaux de C. Geffré, en particulier Le pluralisme 

religieux et l'indifférentisme, ou le vrai défi de la théologie chrétienne, Revue 
Théologique de Louvain Vol. 31, (1/2000) 3-32, dont j’apprécie la radicalité du 
questionnement, même si je ne partage pas toutes ses propositions. 

5  Cornelius Castoriadis, Carrefours du labyrinthe, tome 6 : Figures du pensable, Paris: 
Seuil, 1999, p. 188. 

6  Grégoire XVI, Lettre encyclique Mirari Vos du 15 août 1832. 
7  J’ai développé ce thème dans Le mal injuste, Paris: Cerf, 2002. 



64 Jean-Luc Blaquart 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

et qu'elle ne saurait voir mettre en question sans se sentir menacée dans son 
existence. Chaque culture a son "sacré", et chez nous l'existence et l'action du 
Dieu chrétien ont pu servir à garantir le caractère impératif de telles normes. La 
théodicée permet d'assurer que rien n'arrivera contre la volonté bonne de Dieu. 

La culture européenne moderne a aussi son "sacré", qu’elle voit menacé par le 
relativisme, et qui se trouve balisé par trois de ses valeurs fondamentales : 
vérité, liberté, universalité. L'expérience d'un pluralisme culturel représente un 
défi pour ces trois valeurs : la visée de vérité est menacée par le scepticisme qui 
met en question la possibilité d'un repère absolu - "vérité en deçà des Pyrénées, 
erreur au-delà"8 ? Le souci de liberté est menacé par le déterminisme qui met en 
question la possibilité pour chacun de choisir réellement : suis-je conditionné par 
mon lieu de naissance ?  L'ambition d'universalité est menacée par le 
particularisme qui met en question l'accessibilité à tout homme d'une conviction 
donnée : les droits de l'Homme sont-ils une préférence occidentale ? 
 
 
3  Une singulière universalité9 
 
La difficulté centrale consiste à concilier l'idéal d'universalité et le constat de la 
particularité. L'Europe est marquée par ses valeurs universalistes héritées des 
Lumières. Son idéologie dominante est le dépassement des frontières. Aussi lui 
est-il difficile de s'assumer comme communauté politique finie, 
géographiquement déterminée, clôturée. Elle se verrait plutôt laboratoire d'une 
communauté mondiale.  

On peut faire le parallèle avec la catholicité naturellement portée à une 
prétention exclusiviste ou inclusiviste. Le rapport entre foi et cultures peut être 
compris de deux manières : la première situe la foi au-dessus des cultures. 
Pourtant, de fait, le christianisme est très situé géographiquement. Et l'évolution 
de l'Eglise catholique l’oriente moins vers une inclusion « œcuménique » que 
vers un resserrement doctrinal, éthique, liturgique, une définition par différence 
et opposition. Nous sommes donc conduits à la seconde interprétation : la foi 
tient à une culture, elle est située culturellement, mais alors comment penser sa 
prétention universelle ? L'exclusivisme est devenu incroyable, intenable, dans 
notre culture de tolérance et de respect des autres cultures. Comment écarter de 
ce qui nous paraît essentiel ceux qui vivent dans ces autres cultures ? 
                                                      
8  Pascal, Pensées, § 294 [éd. Brunschvicg]. 
9  J’emprunte cette expression à A. Comte-Sponville, « L’universel, singulièrement », 

dans Valeur et vérité, études cyniques, Paris : PUF, 1994. 
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Le salut est pour tous, mais le christianisme n'est pas universalisable en l’état. 
La civilisation occidentale vise le bien de tout homme, mais elle ne pourra pas 
davantage étendre son mode de vie à toute la planète. L'antinomie est entre unité 
du sens et pluralisme culturel. Or il y a tension dès lors que le sens ne peut être 
donné hors culture. La plupart des cultures, de fait, ne sont pas universalistes. 
Faut-il renoncer à être universaliste pour respecter le pluralisme ? Ou bien 
imposer l'universalisme en dérogeant à ce qui le fonde, c'est-à-dire la libre 
reconnaissance par chacun de sa validité ? 

Pour nous chrétiens, tout l'espace est à penser comme royaume de Dieu, salut 
dans le Christ : unité de la foi pour nous, à portée universelle. Aucune culture 
n’est a priori un empêchement pour la venue du Christ. Le monde entier doit 
entrer dans l'histoire du salut. Mais d’un autre côté il nous faut reconnaître la 
réalité particulière historique et géographique du christianisme, a fortiori du 
catholicisme, incluse dans une réalité plurielle plus large qu’il n'a pas à gérer de 
façon impérialiste comme sa chose. L'espace et le temps dans lesquels nos 
traditions s'inscrivent sont à penser comme interprétables autrement par d'autres 
traditions qui sont également des foyers de sens. Deux inclusions s’opposent 
ainsi : celle de toutes les cultures dans la foi, celle du christianisme dans 
l’histoire. 
 
 
4  Les faits et les valeurs 
 
L'antinomie peut être dépassée théoriquement de la façon suivante : cette double 
inclusion  s'effectue sur deux plans différents, celui des valeurs et celui des faits. 
Du côté des valeurs, l'unité de la foi, la visée théologique universaliste prend 
sens pour les croyants. Une dimension de cette foi, c'est d'être universelle en 
droit, d'être irréductible à une culture particulière. Du côté des faits, la pluralité 
des religions montre à la foi chrétienne sa particularité historique et 
géographique : elle est particulière en tant que « fait religieux », elle ne se vit pas 
dans toute culture.  

Les valeurs de notre culture sont pour nous incontournables, elles fondent 
notre identité. Elles doivent valoir sans condition, absolument, universellement, 
sans dépendre de réalités empiriques, des faits, qui ne peuvent les rendre 
invalides. Elles valent a priori. Nous ne pouvons vivre vraiment notre foi avec sa 
dimension de transcendance sans penser qu'elle vaut pour tout humain. Notre 
culture inclut en droit, théologiquement, philosophiquement, dans son système 
de valeurs le monde entier, et donc toutes les autres cultures. Mais l'existence de 
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cette culture avec ses valeurs est elle-même un fait. Notre idéal d'universalité est 
lui-même culturel, particulier, relatif à un contexte historique. 

Cette contradiction entre notre visée universelle et notre conscience d'être 
particuliers est un aspect d'une tension générale entre faits et valeurs que notre 
culture moderne a elle-même instaurée : notre culture porte la valeur de 
l'universel, mais c'est elle qui la porte, elle qui n'est qu'une culture, particulière. 
Cette valeur est un fait. Cette visée de l'universel est particulière. Cette tension 
ne pourrait être levée que si cette valeur devenait universelle en fait. Mais serait-
elle alors à la hauteur de son idéal ? Serait-elle autre chose qu'un impérialisme, 
de fait ? 

C'est notre culture moderne qui a séparé ces deux plans, celui des valeurs et 
celui des faits. Elle seule parle de "faits religieux" indépendamment de leur 
valeur, elle seule a inventé des "sciences des religions" qui ne soient pas 
théologiques. Or cette séparation est elle-même une valeur, un choix, une option, 
une norme culturelle apparue avec la modernité. Il n'y a de "faits" que par 
opération de valeurs qui ordonnent de placer toutes les cultures, y compris la 
nôtre, sur un même plan neutre qui vaut pour toutes. C'est pourquoi la 
reconnaissance d'une diversité culturelle est aussi une valeur ! Ainsi le fait de 
parler de diversité culturelle, loin de dissoudre la culture occidentale avec ses 
valeurs, l'affirme au contraire. C’est seulement parce que nous sommes 
universalistes que nous pouvons nous reconnaître particuliers. 

Parler de diversité culturelle suppose qu'on considère les autres cultures 
comme comparables à la nôtre. C'est par rapport à une référence commune 
qu'une pluralité culturelle a un sens. A fortiori, quand on passe du constat de la 
diversité culturelle comme fait à la visée d'un pluralisme culturel comme 
valeur10, on se rapporte à un Bien commun. Sinon il n'y a pas pluralisme mais 
ignorance mutuelle, censure, violence, non-reconnaissance. Le pluralisme n'a de 
sens que par rapport à une unité référentielle. Il signifie qu'on se situe dans un 
horizon unique transcendant et non dans la perspective d'un monopole culturel. 
Il est langage d'une culture qui a une visée universaliste, préoccupée de l'unité. 
C'est dans le cadre d'un monde unique et englobant qu'on peut parler de 
pluralisme. C'est parce qu'il y a la visée d'une unité supérieure qu'un pluralisme 
est acceptable, et non absurde et effrayant. Le pluralisme ne contredit pas 
l'universalisme, il le suppose et l'entretient. D’où le paradoxe de toute institution 
mondiale qui prône le pluralisme en imposant son idéal culturel. C'est en tant 
que privilégiant une culture – celle qui fonde nos convictions - que nous 

                                                      
10  Déclaration universelle de l’UNESCO sur la diversité culturelle du 2 novembre 2001. 
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reconnaissons la diversité légitime des cultures - qui les fait percevoir comme 
faits. Pourquoi osons-nous peu affronter ce paradoxe ? Parce que nous préférons 
croire que nos convictions les plus chères reposent sur une évidence ontologique 
ou une "Raison" éternelle  plutôt que sur une institution culturelle particulière. 
Nous refusons le pluralisme en l’amalgamant avec le relativisme. 
 
 
5  Le relativisme miroir du dogmatisme 
 
Les philosophes ont fait remarquer que le relativisme en tant que doctrine serait 
contradictoire, puisqu'il se nierait lui-même en tant que vérité affirmable : il est 
impossible théoriquement11. Par ailleurs ceux qui vivent ensemble partagent 
nécessairement au moins en partie un même monde de connaissance et de 
valeur, du fait qu'ils se parlent : le relativisme est impossible pratiquement. Il est 
toujours lui-même relatif, car il n'a de sens que par rapport à des convictions 
partagées. En conséquence, il est un fantasme, un sentiment inspiré par la peur, 
un vertige. Il est le fantasme qui habite le dogmatisme. 

Le relativisme et le dogmatisme sont solidaires d'un même refus de distinguer 
valeurs et faits, ce qui doit être et ce qui est. Le dogmatisme transforme sa valeur 
en fait universel. Il prétend parler au nom du tout absolu, sans reconnaître sa 
culture particulière. Le relativisme transforme le constat des faits en discrédit de 
valeurs, en nihilisme : si la valeur ne règne pas en fait, alors elle ne vaudrait pas. 
Si tout est culturel, alors rien ne vaudrait plus…  

Soit sous forme d'accusation lancée par le dogmatique, soit sous forme de 
ressentiment exprimé par le déçu, qui ne pouvant avoir tout refuse tout, le 
relativisme obéit à la même logique que le dogmatisme : comme lui, il se situe 
en surplomb de tout pour le juger de façon péremptoire et définitive. Comme lui, 
il renonce au patient et incessant discernement entre le vrai et le faux, le juste et 
l’injuste. Comme lui, il refuse la conscience par la culture de ses frontières. 

Le christianisme européen a fait depuis cinq siècles l'expérience d'une certaine 
pluralité confessionnelle, qui le dissuade de prétendre universaliser ses 
particularités historiques. Plus fondamentalement, le christianisme a hérité de la 
pensée grecque et de la foi biblique deux traditions de conversion qui l’une et 
l’autre l’invitaient à se mettre en question. Il a dû gérer en son sein la tension 
entre ces deux sources théologiques, tension qui a creusé une distance intérieure 

                                                      
11  Platon, Théétète § 170-171. 
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à notre culture, par critique mutuelle des deux traditions12. La notion 
d'autonomie, si importante dans la modernité, suppose une dualité d'instances, en 
capacité de se juger l'une l'autre, comme de l'extérieur, par le regard croisé entre 
foi et raison, brisant ainsi la clôture d’un sens incontestable. 

En se souvenant de ces origines pluriculturelles, l’Eglise catholique, pour sa 
part, pourrait contribuer davantage à dépasser pratiquement l'antinomie entre 
universalité et particularité, par le déploiement d'un vrai pluralisme culturel, 
ecclésial et théologique. Celui-ci affirmerait en même temps l'irréductibilité en 
droit de la foi à une culture particulière, fût-elle historiquement et 
géographiquement dominante, et la reconnaissance de la particularité culturelle 
de fait de toute foi vécue. L’Eglise ne sera crédible dans sa prétention à parler 
pour tout homme que si elle met en œuvre une critique interne de ses propres 
pratiques et langages, la capacité de vivre une distance intérieure vis-à-vis de sa 
propre particularité, en fidélité à sa double tradition de conversion. Ainsi sera-t-
elle davantage en mesure de pouvoir donner une interprétation positive, 
pacifique et féconde de la pluralité culturelle plutôt que de l’occulter. 
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12  J’ai mis en rapport cette tension entre foi et raison avec la modernité dans Dieu 

bouleversé, Paris: Cerf, 1999. Sur le thème de la distance intérieure, cf. mon article 
L’altérité intérieure. Un christianisme à distance de soi, à paraître dans Minorités et 
altérités [Actes du colloque de l’Université de Metz], éd. du Cerf. 
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1  Introduction  
 
Since the age of enlightenment, state constructions pay tribute to the values that 
(new) political regimes want to highlight. Next to the solemn preamble that 
positions the state in general, consisting of mostly historical terms, a particular 
section of the Constitution is devoted to a more detailed enumeration of rights 
and freedoms, reflecting the quintessence of the political system. 

Given the legally binding nature of constitutional texts, comments mainly 
originated from the lawyers’ side. Ethical-theological reflections hardly interfere 
at this level, since the principles of Western liberal democracies are deemed to 
be of a political nature and, moreover, are in most cases generally accepted. The 
discussion starts when those rights, e.g. on a qualitative life, on the freedom of 
expression or on social integration, have to be applied in operational terms. 

Until recently, the EU was only indirectly involved in these debates, since it 
focused its attention on market integration and international trade issues. The 
Treaty on European Union (1992), however, triggered by the radical regime 
change in Central- and Eastern-Europe, has initiated a novel process of self-
definition, ending up in a quasi-constitutional set of values and principles that 
were to be integrated in the Reform Treaty (2007). 

Although these principles are shared by all member states, their innovative 
formulation is primarily taking place at the EU level. Moreover, they are not 
only perceived as potential political-legal guidelines, but also as a system of 
values. The first and crucial condition for joining the EU, indeed, is the respect 
for its values and the commitment to promoting them together (Constitutional 
Treaty, art. 1.2). 

Whatever the outcome may be of the negotiation of a revised Constitutional 
Treaty, it is clear that the EU has developed into a Community of Values, some 
of them being formulated in much more operational terms than the traditional 
constitutions mentioned above. 
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Our contribution has a double aim. Firstly, we want to briefly present this wide 
variety of principles, norms and values, and to empirically assess the consistency 
between political discourse and policy practice. Secondly, we would like to draw 
the attention of European theologians to the recent enlargement of the arena for 
study and debate. Quite some policy guidelines and standards for good 
governance are nowadays developed on a trans-national scale, mostly at the EU 
level. This applies particularly to crucial issues such as migration, fair North-
South relations, sustainable development, or environmental protection, but also 
to fields such as social inclusion, gender equality, genetic manipulation, etc. 

In other words, since the EU has become an operational policy level, where 
norms are set and policies developed, ethical-theological reflection should be 
effectively involved in guiding and assessing this policy process. By way of 
example, we present in this article two fields where the dialogue between 
theology, ethics and politics is particularly relevant. 
 
 
2  The Value Profile of the European Union 
 
In recent years, the European Union has gone through a significant widening of 
its membership and its policy horizon. During the fifties, the European 
Economic Community (EEC) was founded by six western European states and 
created with an economic goal: the realization of a common market. Since 
January 2007, the Union consists of 27 member states and the scope of its 
policies affects almost every aspect of our life. Simultaneously, efforts have 
been made towards the deepening of its institutions and the decision-making 
processes. This is an ongoing process in which the latest steps are the 
negotiations on the Reform Treaty, meant to adjust the European institutions and 
policy-making processes to dynamic (geo-)political, economic and cultural 
situations. 

Special attention has always been given to the values that are part of its self-
definition and should guide the Union in its action ad intra and ad extra. Values 
such as respect for the principles of rule of law, democracy, the respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms, have always been present in the 
treaties since the beginning of the EEC. However, are these values and 
principles more than just political statements in the treaties? This analysis aims 
at highlighting the meaningfulness of the European catalogue of values, and its 
significance in European Union policy-making. Is this a constitution-like 
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enumeration of legal principles, or are we witnessing a newly emerging 
collective réveil? 

From the start of the Treaty of Paris (1952), establishing the European Coal- 
and Steel Community, ethical values were always present in the construction of 
contemporary Europe. The Schuman Declaration of 9 May 1950 proposed a 
system of shared sovereignty to anchor European peace, based on concrete 
cooperation in solidarity and reconciliation. The Treaty of Rome (1957), which 
established the European Economic Community, integrated the view of 
collective welfare in its economy-based principles. However, the most important 
step in the development of values in the European project was the Treaty on 
European Union (1992). The economic dimension is now complemented with a 
political profile, requiring a new name (‘Union’), new aims, new structures and a 
new legitimation. These values are even more explicitly formulated since the 
start of the process of constitutionalization, and culminated in a Charter of 
fundamental rights.  

This brief overview suggests the variety of sources to be considered if we look 
at the Union as a value-based community. These sources are not only the 
preambles of the treaties (Treaty on European Union and Treaty establishing the 
European Community) but are also incorporated in specific treaty articles 
dealing with organizational principles, competences and explicit aims of 
European institutions and the European Council conclusions. The accession 
criteria for new member states (on which the European Council agreed in 1993, 
with the accession of the Central- and Eastern European states in mind), amongst 
which the respect for human rights and protection of minorities take a prominent 
position, illustrates this clearly.  

The current European legal order comprehends a far-reaching spectrum of 
values, which are to be understood as basic moral assumptions and as basic 
democratic principles. Without presenting a detailed overview of the values 
present in the current legal order, the principles of liberty, democracy, respect 
for human rights, fundamental freedoms and the rule of law belong to the core of 
the Union’s self-understanding. Principles as the citizenship of the Union, 
incorporated in the Treaty of Maastricht (1992), subsidiarity and decision-
making as closely as possible to these citizens are the principles which unite the 
peoples of Europe. 

It is this legitimation which is emphazised in the Constitutional Treaty. 
Resulting from the European Convention (2002-03), the Constitutional Treaty 
has been signed in 2004 by all member states. This Treaty, however, has not 
been ratified by all countries. A ‘Reform’ Treaty is currently being negotiated, 
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avoiding some symbols of European statehood, but, more than probably, 
confirming the values earlier agreed upon. The most striking innovations in this 
respect are the respect for human dignity and equality as a completion of the 
core European principles and the introduction of the principles of representative 
and participatory democracy. Special attention is given to the Charter of 
fundamental rights of the Union. The Charter was signed in 2000 by all member 
states but not incorporated in the Treaties until the Constitutional Treaty and, 
probably, the Reform Treaty. Important aspects of the Charter are the 
recognition of the European Convention for the protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental freedoms of the Council of Europe (1950)1 and the innovative 
provisions on human dignity and the right of life, non-discrimination, good 
governance, etc. 

The new ‘Reform’ Treaty will probably incorporate the important innovations 
provided for in the Constitutional Treaty regarding the basic values and 
principles of the European Union. However, the question arises if this unique 
European canon of values represents more than a constitution-like enumeration 
of legal principles, or should it really be seen as a code of conduct for ethically 
sensitive and responsible nations? The next two sections will analyse and 
evaluate the consistency between these values and the realities in two important 
policy domains of the European Union, the development of the Union as an area 
of freedom, security and justice, and the relations with the former colonies (ACP 
group of countries). 
 
 
3  The EU as an Area of Freedom, Security and Justice 
 
The development and maintenance of the Union as an area of freedom, security 
and justice is incorporated in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997). However, the 
free movement of persons in the Union was one of the main pillars of the 
common market in the Treaty of Rome forty years earlier. The suppression of 
internal borders was a complicated and delicate process for the member states of 
the European Community, which did not start until the eighties. It requires 
compensatory measures regarding third country nationals and their movement in 
the Union. With the introduction of the European citizenship, the Treaty of 
Maastricht (1992) made a formal distinction between European citizens and 
                                                      
1  The (Draft) Reform Treaty provides (in article 6 – ‘Fundamental Rights’) the 

accession of the Union to the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. 
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third country nationals, insiders versus outsiders. With this distinction, the Union 
creates and guarantees rights and freedoms that only the insiders (and their 
relatives) benefit from. The free movement of persons is a complex and far-
reaching concept, which deals broadly with fundamental freedoms, human 
rights, internal security, police and judicial cooperation in civilian and criminal 
matters. Consequently, it also deals with the immigration of third country 
nationals, asylum-seekers, visas, the external borders, human trafficking, 
organised crime, terrorism, etc. At the time that the formal division between 
Western and Eastern Europe disappeared, the free movement of persons, 
migration and external border control moved from ‘internal market concepts’ to 
autonomous policies at the top of the European agenda. 

The European Union developed the concept of an area of ‘freedom, security 
and justice’ to encompass these challenges. However, the balance between 
‘freedom’, ‘security’ and ‘justice’ is not always achieved in European policy-
making. Justice is not always relevant in the current debate about internal 
security. This debate intensified after the terrorist attacks in New York, and 
especially after those in Madrid (2004) and London (2005). This can be 
illustrated if we take a closer look at the characteristics of the EU policy and 
response to asylum and (illegal) immigration. 

In the first place, policy-making regarding immigration and asylum is 
characterized by operational measures, not by a common, harmonized policy. 
The ‘Common European Asylum System’ is in the first place based on the 
directive to determine which member state is responsible to investigate an 
asylum request2. This provision is complemented by minimum standards 
concerning the reception of asylum seekers3 and by a system of financial 
solidarity between the member states to compensate the unequal burden of 
immigrants and asylum seekers4. Conversely, it took the member states five 
years to agree on a directive which sets the procedures to grant or withdraw 

                                                      
2  Council Regulation 343/3003/EC establishing the criteria and mechanisms for 

determining the Member State responsible for examining an asylum application 
lodged in one of the member states by a third country national, Official Journal L 50/1 
(25.02.2003). 

3  Council Directive 2003/9/EC laying down minimum standards for the reception of 
asylum seekers, OJ L 31/18 (06.02.2003). 

4  Council Decision 2004/192/EC setting out the criteria and practical arrangements for 
the compensation of the financial imbalances resulting from the application of 
Directive 2001/40/EC on the mutual recognition of decisions on the expulsion of 
third-country nationals, OJ L 60/55 (22.02.2004). 
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asylum5. This operational cooperation can also be illustrated by the ‘Common 
Return Policy’. The focus of this common return policy is the organisation of 
common flights to reduce the costs of the return for the member states and to 
create a more effective return policy. To guarantee this effectiveness, the 
European Community concludes readmission agreements with the countries of 
origin and especially with the countries of transit. The importance of these 
agreements with the countries of transit illustrates the pragmatic character of the 
return policy. Irregular immigrants whose nationality is not known, face 
expulsion to the country of transit. Conspicuously, the Community strategically 
concludes readmission agreements with a belt of new neighbouring countries. 
After the enlargement of 2004, the Community concluded a readmission 
agreement with Russia (as a neighbour of the Baltic states) and after the 
accession of Romania and Bulgaria in 2007, the Community concluded a series 
of readmission agreements with its new neighbours, such as Moldova, Serbia 
and (the former Yugoslav Republic of) Macedonia. Furthermore, the European 
Parliament and the member states are, since September 2005, negotiating on a 
directive which harmonizes the procedures of expulsion decisions in the 27 
member states. However, the grounds on which expulsion can be based are not 
harmonized. Member states apply their own, often more restrictive, policy. 
These examples clearly show the practical and pragmatic character of the current 
immigration and asylum policy.  

The real focus in the immigration and asylum policy concerns the protection 
of the external borders of the Union and the fight against illegal immigration. In 
2005, the EU created FRONTEX, the External Border Agency, for the 
coordination of operational cooperation at the external borders (e.g. the 
organization of joint operations, including the return of irregular migrants). 
FRONTEX assists the member states in operations at the external borders, such 
as the ‘Rapid Border Intervention Teams’ (RABIT)6. Recently, in July 2007, the 
regulation establishing Rapid Border Intervention Teams was adopted by the 
Council and the European Parliament, strengthening the protection at the 
external borders and the fight to cut the increasing amount of irregular 
immigrants arriving in Europe, especially at the Mediterranean coast. These 

                                                      
5  Council Directive 2005/85/EC on minimum standards on procedures in Member 

States for granting or withdrawing the refugee status, OJ L 326/13 (13.12.2005). 
6  Regulation 863/2007/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a 

mechanism for the creation of Rapid Border Intervention Teams and amending 
Council Regulation 2007/2004/EC as regards that mechanism and regulating the tasks 
and powers of guest officers, OJ L 199/30 (31.07.2007). 
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mobile border guards can be deployed by Frontex on request of one or more 
member states facing a sudden mass influx of migrants ‘trying to enter the 
territory of the Member States illegally’ (art. 1). This formulation suggests that 
migrants trying to enter the Union are immediately considered as irregular, 
although they might qualify for the refugee status or need of subsidiary 
protection. 

The distinction between different types of immigrants is an important aspect 
for the member states and is clearly present in most measures regarding 
immigration and asylum. Concerning illegal immigration, a distinction is made 
between ‘overstayed third country nationals’ who entered the Union legally but 
stayed longer than permitted, rejected asylum-seekers and immigrants who 
entered and stayed illegally in the territory of a member state. This 
categorisation has a strong influence on the level of protection and guarantees 
granted. If we look again at the return directive, which since 2005 is still under 
negotiation we see that the member states hesitate to apply the directive and its 
procedural guarantees and protection from expulsion on the last category, the 
illegally entered immigrants, and that the possibility is introduced to add a re-
entry ban to the expulsion order for a maximum of five years. Moreover, in the 
current state of the directive, member states can choose not to apply it in ‘transit 
zones’ (like the transit zones in airports). These provisions harm and undermine 
the right to apply for asylum in the Union. This right is incorporated in the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the Union and is confirmed in the 
Commission’s Annual Policy Strategy for 2008 as ‘an expression of European 
values of solidarity’7. 

The examples above confirm the many critiques on European immigration and 
asylum policy, such as the ‘extra-territorialisation’8 of border controls and the 
creation of a ‘fortress Europe’9. Returning now to the concept of an area of 
freedom, security and justice, we have to reconsider the relationship between 

                                                      
7  Commission of the European Communities (2007), Communication from the 

Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and 
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions – Annual Policy Strategy for 
2008, COM(2007)65 final (21.02.2007), p. 6. 

8  S. Carrera & F. Geyer, Terrorism, Borders and Migration. The Commission’s 2008 
Policy Strategy in the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, in: CEPS Policy Brief 
No. 131 (2007), p. 5. 

9  See for instance Amnesty International EU Office, The human cost of “Fortress 
Europe”: Detention and expulsion of asylum-seekers and migrants in the EU, 
[Amnesty International Open Letter to the incoming UK Presidency on the occasion 
of World Refugee Day, 20.06.2005, http://www.aieu.be]. 
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‘freedom’, ‘security’ and ‘justice’. The focus on external border protection and 
containment of illegal immigration, and the restrictive and arbitrary measures 
and provisions suggest that ‘justice’ is often neglected in the discussions 
concerning illegal immigration and internal security. 

The need to maintain a good balance between secure European external 
borders and ‘openness’ towards immigration and asylum is a relatively new 
challenge for the EU. In this respect, the Reform Treaty (which was signed in 
December 2007) presents the possibility of rethinking the troubled relationship 
between ‘freedom’, ‘security’ and ‘justice’. The reference to compensatory 
measures in relation to external border controls, immigration and asylum is 
replaced by a ‘common policy based on solidarity between the member states, 
which is fair towards third-country nationals’ (art 61). 
 
 
4  Exporting European Values: The Case of EU-ACP-Relations 
 
In order to understand the European Union’s value system, it is useful to look at 
the role that values play in the EU’s external relations. Assessing the EU’s 
capacity to export its norms to the world will help us to get a richer view on the 
challenges the European Union faces when implementing certain values. We 
have chosen to look at the EU’s relations with the African-Caribbean-Pacific 
group of countries (ACP), former colonies of the Member States of the European 
Union. Since the 1970’s the EU has maintained a substantive political dialogue 
with these countries, first through mechanisms enshrined in the Lomé-
conventions and more recently through provisions of the Cotonou-Agreement, 
signed by 15 EU Member States and 79 ACP-Countries in 2000. The main 
objective of this limited case study verifies to what extent the European Union 
has been able to promote its core values, mainly democracy and human rights, 
through its relations with ACP-countries, which include the most extensive and 
historically most important dialogue mechanisms of the EU with third countries. 

Many scholars have reflected on the potential role of the European Union in 
the world. Not surprisingly in the 1970’s, when in a period of Cold War détente 
a lot was expected from the emerging European construction and its incipient 
foreign policy cooperation (the European Political Cooperation) scholars 
launched different concepts associated with Europe’s position in the 
international system. Three contrasting views were developed, which 
corresponded with very different approaches to Europe’s foreign policy 
objectives: “civilian power Europe”, “Europe puissance” and Europe as 
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capitalist superpower10. Where the notion of civilian power Europe clearly 
indicates that Europe is likely to play a “civilian” role in the world, thereby 
emphasizing social values and using non-military means, the other lines of 
thought considered Europe as a typical superpower adopting (or aiming at 
achieving) a hegemonic position in the world through military means or 
capitalistic exploitation.  

Of these conceptualizations of Europe’s role in the world, the idea of civilian 
power Europe has been the most influential. In recent years, many scholars in 
the field of EU studies tried to refine this concept in more concrete terms. 
According to this trend of the literature, generally speaking, three elements 
characterize this idea of civilian power Europe: the use of soft power 
(persuasion, dialogue, cultural attraction) next to hard power (economic 
sanctions, military actions), the importance given to low politics (trade, 
environment, human rights) as opposed to high politics (diplomacy, defense 
policy) and the pursuit of normative goals such as human rights, democratic 
principles, non-proliferation, sustainable development, etc. The pursuit of 
normative goals through foreign policy has been further refined in the notion of 
“Normative Power Europe”11. 

When looking at the case of EU-ACP relations we find a perfect setting to test 
a few hypotheses derived from the Normative-Power (or “civilian power”), 
namely in Europe literature. The Cotonou-Agreement of 2000, next to 
establishing the rules for a preferential trading regime between the EU and the 
ACP countries and therefore being a commercial agreement in the first place, is 
clearly defined as a “partnership-agreement” based on a set of normative values. 
In this respect, Article 9 states that human rights (including social rights), 
democratic principles, the rule of law and good governance constitute the 
“essential elements” of the agreement. The agreement also determines that 
human rights (including fundamental social rights), democratic principles and 
the rule of law are to be the subject of a structured political dialogue (Article 8). 
These essential elements are linked with what in international law terms is called 
                                                      
10  For civilian power Europe, see François Duchene, Europe’s role in World Peace, in: 

Richard Mayne (ed.), Europe Tomorrow: Sixteen Europeans Look Ahead, London: 
Fontana, 1972, pp.32-47. For  “Europe puissance”, see for instance Hedley Bull, 
Civilian Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?, in: Journal of Common Market 
Studies 21/2 (1982), pp.149-164, and for Europe as a capitalist superpower, see Johan 
Galtung, The European Community: A Superpower in the Making, Oslo: 
Universtieteitsforlaget, 1973. 

11  Ian Manners, Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?, in: Journal of 
Common Market Studies 40/2 (2002), pp. 235-258. 
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a non-execution clause. A substantial breach of these elements may lead to an 
invitation to consultations and eventually, “appropriate measures” (in the form 
of economic sanctions, common statements or common (military) actions)  may 
be taken, according to the procedure described in Article 96. 

Since the signature of the Cotonou-Agreement, at least seven consultation 
procedures in the sense of article 98 have been started. The most notorious and 
extended case of consultations were held between the European Union and 
Zimbabwe. Based on a UK initiative, the Council sent a letter to the 
Zimbabwean authorities to initiate consultation meetings in November 2001. 
Previously, two laws were adopted in Zimbabwe, one on public safety 
threatening any person found guilty of seeking to overthrow the government or 
undermining the authority of the president to the death penalty or life 
imprisonment, and the other amending the electoral law to exclude most 
Zimbabwe nationals living abroad from the right of vote during presidential 
elections to be held on 9 and 10 March 200212.  

The direct cause of the initiation of consultations, however, was the refusal of 
Zimbabwean authorities to accept the European offer to send an exploratory 
electoral observers’ mission for these elections. The invitation letter clearly 
outlined the EU’s concerns about political violence, the preparation and 
organization of free and fair elections, respect for the freedom of the press, the 
independence of the judicial system and the illegal occupation of farms owned 
by white settlers13. 

Consultations were closed on January 28 as the General Affairs Council 
decided to inflict targeted sanctions on Zimbabwe if authorities prevented the 
deployment of EU observers and the access of international media to cover the 
elections, if serious deterioration in the situation on the ground was noted (in 
terms of violation of human rights or attacks on the opposition) and if the 
evaluation of the elections reveal that they were not free and fair14. As the 
electoral process showed many shortcomings, to the extent that several members 
of the electoral observation mission had to leave the country, the Commission 

                                                      
12  Bulletin Quotidien Europe [B.Q.E.], No.8127 (12.01.2002), p.7, ACP/EU: 

“Authorities of Zimbabwe come to Brussels to clarify matters for which Union 
reproaches them.” 

13  B.Q.E., No.8124 (09.01.2002), p.9, ACP/EU: “Consultations between EU and 
Zimbabwe Cooperation may be put on hold.” 

14  B.Q.E., No.8138 (28-29.01.2002), p.5, EU/ZIMBABWE: “Union closes consultation 
and announces that targeted sanctions will be inflicted if four conditions are not met. 
A sword of Damocles before and after elections.” 
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adopted a text with possible sanctions and a decision was taken by unanimity in 
the Council  to implement smart sanctions (mainly the freeze of assets, visa bans 
and an embargo on weapon exports) on  February 18 200215. The 
implementation of these sanctions has been extended in 2004 and more recently 
in February 2007. 

Besides the Zimbabwean case, other consultation procedures with less 
dramatic consequences were held, among others with Ivory Coast and Guinea. In 
the case of Ivory Coast, consultations were launched following the country’s 
failure to implement a previous national agreement on the preparation of the 
country’s 2005 elections. Next to concerns on the human rights situation 
particularly in the northern part of the country, the EU was especially displeased 
by the obstacles put by the Ivorian authorities to a EU financed audit of the 
management of the country’s cocoa sector16. In the Guinean case, consultations 
were held in 2004 with the same objective of taking a closer look at the 
worsening of the democratization process, criticized by the EU since the 
presidential elections of December 200317. 

Not all consultation processes were the result of a deterioration of the 
domestic political situation in ACP countries. Following a positive-incentive 
logic, the EU decided for instance to gradually relaunch cooperation both with 
Liberia in 2002 and Togo in 2004 based on results of successful consultations. In 
the case of Liberia, some specific measures taken by the Liberian government 
led to a partial relaunch of cooperation projects and the re-programming of 
allocations available under the 8th EDF. Commitments implemented by the 
Liberian government included, among others, judicial enquiries into various 
members of the security forces allegedly involved in human rights abuses, the 
organization of human rights training programmes for security forces, the 
announcement that a national reconciliation forum would be held in Liberia, 
reinforcement of electoral committees and plans to improve public management 
of tax revenues from forestry18. 

                                                      
15  B.Q.E., No.8153 (18-19.02.2002), p.4, EU/ACP/ZIMBABWE: “Council decides to 

immeditately impose targeted sanction.” 
16  B.Q.E., No.8766 (11.08.2004), p. 2, EU/IVORY COAST: “Commission decides to 

reassess cooperation with Ivory Coast.” 
17  B.Q.E., No.8753 (23.07.2004), p.12, EU/ACP: “First Commitments from Guinea 

Authorities to return to state of law.” 
18  B.Q.E., No.8182 (29.03.2002), p. 12, EU/ACP: “Council closes consultation 

procedure with Liberia, deciding to gradually relaunch cooperation under certain 
conditions.” 
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In the case of Togo, cooperation had been suspended since 1993. After 
successful consultations were held between April and November 2004 in which 
the situation of human rights and fundamental freedoms (particularly press 
freedom and proper dialogue mechanisms with the opposition) were assessed, 
the Togolese government submitted a list of commitments that would be verified 
in the months to come19. 

Even though Togo succeeded relatively quickly in improving the human rights 
situation in the country, full resumption of cooperation was only possible in 
August 2006 when a Global Agreement between all political factions in the 
Togolese society was signed.  Some additional requirements were forwarded at 
that moment by the EU, including the provision of an electoral framework 
acceptable to all parties to move towards free and transparent legislative 
elections, the definition of a legal framework for the funding of political parties, 
the pursuit of the process of decentralization, the review of the National Human 
Rights Commission and its make-up, and the establishment of an office of the 
UN Commissioner for Human Rights in Lomé20. 

The cases above show clearly that the European Union has been trying to 
address the strongest violations of democratic principles and human rights to a 
lesser extent in ACP countries through the main dialogue mechanisms of the 
Cotonou-Agreement. However, these consultation mechanisms might create a 
wrong impression of what have really been the priorities of the EU-ACP 
dialogue.  When looking at the agenda of EU-ACP Councils in this period – 
annual meetings at the highest level between the European Union and the ACP 
countries – one can hardly deny the prominence of the mere economic aspects of 
the Cotonou-Agreement. Discussions on the future negotiations of free trade 
agreements between regional groupings of ACP-countries and the European 
Union (the so-called Economic Partnership Agreements) on the one hand, and 
negotiations on economic cooperation though the European Development Fund 
on the other hand, were more than dominant.  

The above leads us to conclude that when an assessment needs to be made on 
the European Union’s capacity to export norms through EU-ACP relations, a 
balanced and mixed account should be given. On the one hand, we need to 

                                                      
19  B.Q.E., No.8788 (18.09.2004), p. 15: “Contrary to wishes of Togo’s PM Koffi Sama, 

Commissioner Nielson has not relaxed conditions for renewed cooperation; it is now 
up to Member States to give their view.” 

20  B.Q.E., No.9307 (16.11.2006), p. 6, EU/TOGO: “Council notifies € 40 Million for 
Togo, which will have one year to respect all its commitments on the restoration of 
democracy.” 
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confirm that through mechanisms of both soft power (consultations) and hard 
power (economic sanctions) the EU has been able to impose or to promote some 
of its core values such as democratic principles and human rights. On the other 
hand, one might ask whether the amount of consultations held, and especially 
the results of these consultations, can be considered as a success. Moreover, the 
prominence of the economic themes on the EU-ACP Council agenda might 
reflect a hierarchy of priorities of the European Union in its relations with the 
ACP countries. 
 
 
5  By way of conclusion 
 
It is quite clear that this brief presentation of the whole variety of European 
values and the difficulties encountered to apply them consequently, is only 
opening a window on the complex but fascinating world of governance at the 
continental and global level. In these concluding remarks, a few ideas are being 
developed on the relevance of this macro-level for ethical reflection. 

First, one should keep in mind that the so-called European values are not 
distinct from the ones accepted at the national level. European values don’t stand 
on their own. Article 6 of the Treaty on European union is explicit in this 
respect: these values and principles are common to the member states. In other 
words: they reflect the political-ethical views broadly accepted in present-day 
society. However, in this period of ‘constitutionalization’, or at least of 
fundamental treaty reform, the European forum happens to be the locus for the 
explicit proclamation of these views and positions within the framework of a 
common value system. 

Treaties, of course, have to be negotiated since they require the unanimous 
support of all member states. Still, striking innovations don’t have to be 
excluded. Some countries or even movements have been successful in 
advocating a particular ‘projet de société’. Concepts such as social exclusion, 
sustainable development or gender equality, just to name a few, did not originate 
from existing national constitutions. Governments, political parties, NGO’s and 
civil society in general contributed to their general acceptance.  

The EU appears to be a workplace for innovative debate on ethical-societal 
issues. Consequently, it is of crucial importance not to leave the floor solely to 
politicians, action groups and lobbyists. Academic institutions, religious and 
philosophical associations and, especially, theological-ethical reflection should 
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actively take part in this common endeavour of formulating ethical guidelines 
for continental and global governance. 

As we have noticed with regard to the two policy fields put forward in this 
presentation, the EU is not always consistent in applying its self-proclaimed 
value system. Day-by-day policy-making is confronted with a variety of internal 
and external actors, with interests and power games. Therefore, the EU should 
not primarily be seen as a judicial authority, sovereignly assessing the ethical 
inconsistency of policies. The EU is rather one actor, albeit an important one, in 
a system of multi-level governance, dealing with numerous constraints of an 
economic and political nature. Apart from a few domains where the Treaties 
provide the European Commission or the European Court with explicit powers, 
the EU has mainly to act via persuasion. Therefore, in some cases the EU could 
be perceived as a weak or even an unreliable ethical actor, prepared to 
compromise. However, in any case, the EU is a relevant actor, setting worldwide 
standards for collective action. 

Whatever our assessment may be of current policy-making on the continental 
and global scale, in our view the ethical ‘epistemic community’ should not be 
absent, neither in the forum where the principles for collective action are being 
formulated, nor in the evaluation studies on specific policies. A window of 
opportunities is available for meaningful and relevant interdisciplinary research, 
linking ethics and politics. 
 
 
Résumé 
 

Dans la construction européenne, les valeurs ont toujours occupé une place 
éminente. Les valeurs, comme la démocratie, le respect des droits de l’homme et 
des libertés fondamentales, le respect des droits des minorités, etc. sont partagés 
par tous les états membres de l’Union européenne. En outre, les principes de 
citoyenneté, de subsidiarité, d’égalité entre les hommes et les femmes font partie 
de l’identité européenne. Néanmoins, une analyse empirique des politiques 
européennes nous montre la fragilité de ces valeurs dans la réalité. La création et 
la préservation de l’Union comme un espace de liberté, de sécurité et de justice 
pré-occupe une position dominante sur l’agenda européen. Cependant, dans la 
réalisation concrète, les états membres et la Communauté mettent l’accent sur la 
protection des frontières extérieures et la lutte contre l’immigration illégale. La 
‘sécurité’ est réalisée au détriment de la ‘justice’. Dans les relations avec les 
pays d’Afrique, des Caraïbes et du Pacifique (ACP), l’évaluation de la capacité 
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de l’UE d’exporter ses valeurs est très mixte et nuancée. D’un côté, l’Union a 
réussi à imposer ou à promouvoir l’essentiel de ses valuers par les mécanismes 
de ‘soft power’ (consultations) et de ‘hard power’ (sanctions économiques). 
D’un autre côté, les résultats des consultations et négotiations ont en premier lieu 
un caractère et un but économique, ce qui nous montre l’hiérarchie des priorités 
de l’UE dans ses relations avec les pays ACP. 

L’Union européenne n’est pas toujours consistante dans l’application de ses 
valeurs. Une confrontation entre ces valeurs d’un part et les facteurs et les 
intérêts des acteurs internes et externes d’autre part est inévitable. Tout d’abord, 
l’Union agit comme un acteur persuasive, ce qui implique des concessions et des 
compromis. 
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THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL ESSENCE OF CHRISTIANITY  
IN LUDWIG FEUERBACH AND MICHEL HENRY  

 
 

Christoph Moonen, Belgium 
 
 

 
1  Introduction  
 
According to Martin Heidegger the fundamental process of Modernity is the 
reduction of the world to a picture, which means that the world becomes the 
product of representational thinking (in German: vor-stellen, to place before).1 
Through this evolution, the question of God cannot be asked properly. 
Christianity itself has contributed to this situation of ‘Entgötterung’ by 
reinterpreting its singularity in the form of a worldview. Heidegger’s analysis in 
The Age of the World Picture (1938) is still relevant to our times. Where 
Christian faith is brought up in today’s public debates, Christianity is often 
presented as a set of values or particular assumptions concerning reality which 
individuals can or cannot adhere to. In this respect it should not surprise us – 
entirely conforming with Heidegger’s World Picture – that even an Atlas of 
European Values was set up, containing a chapter in which Christian beliefs are 
measured and presented in neat diagrams (e.g. Northern Ireland ranks high in the 
belief in hell).2 But also other phenomena are indicative of this persistent 
direction, such as the historical awareness of the ‘cultural Christian’, the 
prevailing empirical perspective of religious studies, the radical hermeneutics’s 
reluctance towards universality in favour of a communitarian approach, as well 
as the lazy minimalism of the so-called ‘something-ism’. All these phenomena 
are symptoms of a persevering externalisation of religious truth, by which one 
hopes to save specific achievements of Christianity from complete secularization 
– thereby rendering these achievements themselves to the realm of the secular. 
The enumerated approaches can be summarised as the mode of relating to 
something external,3 or, with a tagline taken from the television series the X-
                                                      
1  Cf. Martin Heidegger, Off the Beaten Track, Cambridge: CUP, 2002, pp. 57 ff. 
2  Loek Halman, Ruud Luijkx and Marga van Zundert (eds.), Atlas of European Values, 

Leiden: Brill, 2005, pp. 60-73. 
3  In the terminology of the phenomenologist Max Scheler: the authentic mode of 

Vollzug has been replaced by the alienating mode of Bezug. 
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files: “the truth is out there”. It seems as though the rise of this one-sided mode 
is a concession to what Paul Ricoeur calls the “hermeneutics of suspicion”, so 
that theology’s Reason (Vernunft), seemingly tired because of continuous 
external criticisms, refuses to take any transcendental stance. 

In spite of the abundance of objectifying approaches – perhaps inevitable if 
one examines Europe as a political or sociological locus, but certainly not 
necessary when one wants to study theology fundamentally – several attempts 
have been made to come to “the essence of Christianity”, i.e. its vital point of 
reference, its pulsating heart.4 These attempts strive to reanimate Christianity 
which is obviously exposed to the danger of becoming a mere image or sheer 
appearance, and this by distinguishing its ‘soul’ or ‘essence’ from its external 
manifestations in order to illuminate its essence as such.  

Phenomenology permeates Continental thought, and from the beginning its 
method had an essentialistic interest by means of the phenomenological 
reduction or suspension of the objectifying reflex which predominates in the 
everyday attitude. I will discuss two phenomenologists who were occupied with 
Christianity and made an attempt to put its essence in the forefront. The first, 
Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872), cannot be more than a proto-phenomenologist 
of course; the second is the French phenomenologist Michel Henry (1922-2002). 
The first went down in history as a vehement prophet of atheism, who via Marx, 
Nietzsche and Freud eroded the face of Christianity in Europe and far beyond. 
The second is a theo-phenomenologist and as such he is considered to be a 
crypto-theologian.5 Contrary to what one would perhaps expect, both thinkers 
agreed on a vital point that e negativo can be formulated as: a theology in which 
divine truth is considered as something “out there”, as an objectification, 
externalisation or reification, is alienating from an anthropological point of view 
and as such un-Christian. In what follows I will try to abstract Feuerbach’s 
thoughts about Christianity from the all too vulgar atheism of which he was too 
frequently accused. Furthermore, I will try to clarify how this proto-
phenomenology, perhaps in spite of Feuerbach himself, can function as an 
opening towards Henry's phenomenology of (Christian) life and its fundamental 
reluctance with respect to mundane reductions. Afterwards, I formulate some 
considerations and objections regarding the essentialist approach. 
 

                                                      
4  Adolf von Harnack, Rumano Guardini and Bruno Forte wrote a book with the same 

title. 
5  Dominique Janicaud, Phenomenology and the “Theological Turn”. The French 

Debate, New York: Fordham University Press, 2000, pp. 70 ff. 
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2  Ludwig Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity 
 
In theological circles, the name of Ludwig Feuerbach is probably linked to the 
too-catchy motto: “Theology is anthropology, that is, in the object of religion 
[i.e. God], nothing but the essence of man is expressed.”6 But we must examine 
how the German philosopher comes to his conclusion. That he, at least in 
principle, is committed to a proto-phenomenology, becomes clear in the preface 
to The Essence of Christianity: “I […] let religion itself speak; I constitute 
myself only its listener and interpreter, not its prompter. Not to invent, but to 
discover, ‘to unveil existence’, has been my sole object […].”7 In the first 
chapter of his magnum opus, religion is identified with self-consciousness: 
“Consciousness of God is self-consciousness”. Starting from this assumption the 
danger of a petitio principii is lurking of course, but Feuerbach’s central 
argumentation exists in an inversion of Hegel’s philosophy of Spirit,8 however, 
maintaining the dialectical triad of objectification, alienation and re-
appropriation. Because of a twofold differentiation of the ego of another subject 
on the one hand, and the indifference or otherness of nature on the other hand, it 
realises that it is a member of a species (objectification). Fascinated and 
entranced by the perfections of the species, who are also called the essential 
attributes to the consciousness and as such could be called transcendental 
(although Feuerbach nowhere does this explicitly), the ego externalises or 
objectifies these perfections in the idea of a perfect being or god. This 
objectified image alienates the individual from his species, and this alienation 
can only be remedied by restoring the predicates, which are falsely attributed to 
god, to the species, where they belong (re-appropriation). The ego should come 
to realise that this Other is his own being or self-mystification. In Feuerbach’s 
own words: “Man – this is the mystery of religion – projects his being into 
objectivity, and then again makes himself an object to this projected image of 
himself thus converted into a subject; he thinks of himself as an object to 

                                                      
6  Ludwig Feuerbach, Das Wesen der Religion, Leipzig: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1908, p. 

10. 
7  Id., The Essence of Christianity [transl. G. Eliot], New York/Evanston/London: 

Harper and Row, 1957, xxxvi. 
8  “Instead of construing the predicate thinking as an entity, one simply transforms the 

equation and asserts that thinking is the activity of existing individuals.” Cf. Van 
Austin Harvey, Feuerbach and the Interpretation of Religion, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1995, p. 10.  



 The Anthropological Essence of Christianity 87 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

himself, but as the object of an object, of another being than himself.”9 
Superhuman gods are thus unmasked as involuntary projections of the 
substantial attributes to the human consciousness. 

Beside this schematic presentation, there are elements which Van Harvey has 
called the “naturalistic-existentialist motive” of Feuerbach. Indeed, his 
philosophy distrusts mere speculation, and stresses, certainly in his later works, 
the corporeality of the subject. Influenced by Friedrich Schleiermacher, religion 
is primarily a matter of feeling, which for its part stimulates the reality-ignoring 
faculty of the imagination. Also different from Hegel, religious doctrines are no 
philosophical concepts in a symbolic disguise. In some passages reflection 
seems to have no place at all in religion: “God is the essence of human feeling, 
that unlimited, pure feeling which is its own object […] ‘God is an unutterable 
sigh, lying in the depths of the heart.’”10 For this reason the German philosopher 
can claim that the fundamental dogmas of Christianity are in fact “realized 
wishes of the heart”. Thus, the doctrine of the Incarnation is the most profound 
articulation of the insight that god is man, and man is god. Christianity is 
therefore considered to be the most absolute religion, precisely because it is the 
most complete expression of the human condition. Theological reflection, in 
disturbing the spontaneous process of feeling, fixes the distinction between 
religion and anthropology. (Bad) theology turns religion into an external matter; 
it tries to objectify the inner man and tries to make faith depend upon a 
transcendent reality. In this way one loses the core, the credibility and the 
strength of religion, and man alienates from himself.  

It must be noticed that Feuerbach is not eager to call himself an atheist: “[…] 
He alone is the true atheist to whom the predicates of the Divine Being, – for 
example, love, wisdom, justice, – are nothing; not he to whom merely the 
subject of this predicates is nothing.”11 Furthermore, according to Feuerbach the 
idea of the incarnation is a fundamental stage in the development of human self-
consciousness. We could therefore say that Feuerbach provides a therapy (and 
not a mere criticism) in which he wants to lead his readers away from the traps 
of (bad) theology, in order to focus on the marvels of (transcendental) 
subjectivity. But in this somewhat creative interpretation one could say he 
finishes his project too early. For Feuerbach does not consider the possibility 
that exactly in the transcendental depths of man the revelation of the absolute 
takes place. One of the main reasons for this deficit is that the somewhat 
                                                      
9  L. Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, pp. 29-30. 
10  Ibid., p. 202. 
11  Ibid., p. 21. 
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unfortunate term ‘species’ is mostly employed in a rather empirical perspective, 
as a result of which the transcendental interpretation of self-consciousness is 
downplayed in favour of a Darwinist biology. Because of Feuerbach’s 
preoccupation with this generic term, he is not able to think the core of self-
consciousness in a radically singular way either. Feuerbach does not take into 
account the possibility of a religious transcendence within the transcendental and 
singular immanence of subjectivity. In other words: the essence of man, to 
which Feuerbach wants to seduce his readers, cannot be given an absolute or 
religious significance. The problem is that he thinks still too much in worldly or 
mundane abstractions. Nevertheless, one could hold on to the inspiring idea that 
the truth of Christianity cannot be alien to the essence of man. If we hold on to 
this anthropological format as well as to Feuerbach’s criticism of theological 
transcendence, we have to ask whether an alternative can be found without 
disturbing the specific religious essence of Christianity? Exactly this alternative 
could be described as the project of Michel Henry. 
 
 
3  Michel Henry’s Essence of Christianity 
 
Henry's phenomenology can be summarised in a quotation taken from 
Feuerbach: “the essence or Christianity is the essence of human feeling.” Like 
every phenomenologist, Henry considers it to be his task to purify subjective 
experience. But in contrast to Feuerbach, the core of self-consciousness reveals 
itself not through any mediation. Henry’s phenomenology is aiming at a purely 
immanent sphere. As early as The Essence of Manifestation, Henry’s quest is to 
reveal the being of the (human) self. In order to adequately seize this task a 
reallocation of the phenomenological landscape is required. The core of 
subjectivity (i.e. self-awareness as such) must in some way be accessible, if this 
is not the case then the foundation of each consciousness, and thus of 
phenomenology as such, is at stake. Earlier phenomenological attempts to 
uncover the self fell prey to what Henry calls ‘ontological monism’: the fixed 
idea that appearance implies object-appearance by definition, so that even the 
self is fixed in a kind of object which shows itself by way of introspection or 
reflection. According to the French phenomenologist, the approachability of self-
consciousness must surpass the commonly cherished model of object-



 The Anthropological Essence of Christianity 89 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

intentionality, precisely because it renders possible intentionality.12 In order to 
purge the first person perspective, one has to purge it radically, this means to 
strip it from each form of intentionality, representation, transcendence and 
exteriority – conditions that according to Henry mark the (transcendent) 
phenomenality of the world (and de facto of existence as such). Thus, 
subjectivity cannot show itself but as radical immanence (i.e. in a non-
dialectical sense). If neither the activity of discursive thought, nor the 
objectifying gaze inward are adjusted, how can it come about? Only in and 
through affection or feeling the self reveals itself to itself. Only in pathos, the 
original self is immediately given. The immediate self-experience thus reveals a 
completely immanent phenomenality which Henry likes to call ‘life’ in contrast 
to the transcendent phenomenality of the world (“Biology knows nothing about 
life”). 13 The phenomenological life in which the self dwells, can therefore not 
originate from somewhere in the world, but from a principle that is entirely 
independent of it, an absolute Life, an absolute Self or God. The phenomenology 
of absolute self-affection is the only one that permits the essence of Christianity 
to be thought. The call that constitutes the human self does not come from a 
separated and thus transcendent Other. A subject is not a subject because of its 
relation to an object or another subject (as is the case in Feuerbach), but is 
enlightened from within by the absolute. Especially from I am the Truth, when 
Henry’s phenomenology shows an explicit interest in Christianity, he employs a 
univocal conception of the concept of revelation (in a phenomenological and 
Christian sense) by equating the Father with the self-engendering Life and Christ 
with the First Living or the First Self. This theo-phenomenology of Henry opens 

                                                      
12  In the clarifying words of Dan Zahavi: “Henry […] argues that we can only be 

conscious of objects if the objects appear, and that every object-appearance is 
necessarily an appearance of the object for a (self-manifesting) subject.” See Dan 
Zahavi, Michel Henry and the Phenomenology of the Invisible, in: Continental 
Philosophy Review 32 (1999), p. 226. 

13  Michel Henry, I am the Truth, Toward a Philosophy of Christianity [transl. S. 
Emanuel], Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003, p. 30: “Living is not 
possible in the world.” And “We […] dissociate the characteristics which define the 
appearing of the world from those which define the revelation of life. These 
characteristics are exactly opposed to one another. [The] appearing of life is opposed 
feature for feature to the appearing of the world.” See Material Phenomenology and 
Language (or, Pathos and Language), in: Continental Philosophy Review 32 (1999), 
pp. 351-352. 
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with the intimacy of divine Life, by starting from what Christ said.14 Only in the 
transcendental birth, the (human) subject becomes aware of forgetting the divine 
source of the self and its (egoic) powers, and is guided away from the worldly 
horizon, where egotism reigns, in order to become a son of God.15 Note that for 
Henry, different from Feuerbach, there is a (minimal) difference within the 
immanence of transcendental life: God generates (Him-)self (Christ), whereas 
man’s self is received.  

If one takes the Christian truth as Life in the meaning of Henry, as something 
that penetrates man in a transcendental sense, another way of theologising is 
required, steering away from the dominant strands in contemporary Europe, i.e. 
a theology which focuses on the transcendental immanence of experience 
instead of worldly, contextual or mundane contents. And let us be honest: there 
is something very un-contextual in notions such as truth and salvation. In order 
to capture Feuerbach’s fundamental criticism properly, a transcendental pole 
needs to be defined. For both Feuerbach and Henry the immanent subjectivity is 
Christianity’s pulsating heart; divine truth is not to be found in some 
(intentional) transcendence. In their shared attempt to rethink the essence of 
Christianity in an immanent fashion, their perspectives, however, differ. 
Feuerbach reduces Christianity to subjectivity conceived as a species or 
transcendental consciousness. In Henry an inversion takes place: the 
transcendental life cannot be thought properly without a theo-phenomenology. 
The essence of Christianity cannot be reduced to (autonomous) subjectivity, for 
subjectivity receives its self and therefore, different from Feuerbach, cannot 
declare its own sovereignty. Despite the sometimes striking resemblances, it 
seems that Henry inverts Feuerbach’s logic, he applies the transformative 
method of Feuerbach to Feuerbach’s own thinking so to speak: for Feuerbach, 
the essence of Christianity is nothing but the intentional illusion of 
transcendental affectivity, while in Henry's conception transcendental affectivity 
of the subject reveals itself as an outcome, an iconic ‘creation’ of an unworldly 
religious revelation. 
                                                      
14  As Rudolf Bernet puts it: “…it affirms from the start, and in an ‘apodictic’ fashion, 

that an authentic phenomenology cannot have any other object than the divine Life 
experiencing itself in its Ipseity and in this self-affection, giving birth to Christ and to 
men as his ‘sons’.” Rudolf Bernet, Christianity and Philosophy, in: Continental 
Philosophy Review 32 (1999), p. 325. 

15  It is true though that the egoicity of the self is not crossed out, it is the extension of 
the passivity of the self and to be considered authentic as long as we realize that the 
egoic self is received in and through auto-affection. The ego in other words is the 
derivative of the self. 
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4  The Gnostic Temptation of a Transcendental Theological 

Anthropology 
 
In conclusion I will formulate some objections. The projection which Feuerbach 
qualifies as alienating is obviously intrinsic to the constitution of self-
consciousness as such, and therefore it is questionable whether this alienation (of 
transcendence) can be suspended by the subject by its own effort. Conversely 
this is also the problem of Henry: he cannot explain why we find ourselves 
continuously in the phenomenality of the world, which he after all unmasks as a 
mere transcendental illusion. His solution for this fundamental problem, namely 
the subjective forgetting of the divine origin of life, is not fundamental enough. 
Again, both thinkers are to be valued for pointing out a transcendental pole 
which protects the core of religious life from surrendering to the realm of 
representation, and therefore rightly criticise all theories in which a reduction to 
external factors occurs. But both fail, and Henry in particular (for he actually 
offers a phenomenological theology in his later works) in developing a coherent 
theory. For if one wants to clarify a transcendental self, this immanence 
inevitably points to a transcendent supplement. I very much doubt the possibility 
of avoiding a dialectic structure in clarifying this intimacy. Especially in Henry 
something of a (baroque) horror vacui is present: he provides us with a pleroma 
of a self-enclosed, unworldly religious self.16 But the reality of subjective 
intimacy simply cannot be dissociated from the paradoxical or dialectical 
structure of self-conscience as such. Intimacy or singularity is always 
‘contaminated’ by transcendence, just as intentionality is always infused with 
intimacy. With regard to Incarnation, one can mutatis mutandis say that the 
doctrine does not express an identity between God and man (in Henry a 
univocity is present in the sense that living has the same meaning for God, Christ 
and man), instead it must be read as a paradox which finds its concrete analogy 
in the phenomenology of the (human) self. Nevertheless I do understand Henry’s 
concern. In our ‘voyeuristic’ climate in which everything is forced to visibility 
and representation, the rights of the invisible force itself upon us. The self and its 
spiritual vocation are indeed to be safeguarded against the tyranny of externality. 
Obviously there is a transcendental opening, an original self-awareness, which 

                                                      
16  Pleroma in Greek means literally ‘fullness’. In Gnostic cosmology, the Pleroma is the 

dwelling place of spirit, the non-material reality that permeates all existence. 
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confronts us with an intimacy which appears to be untold or at least secretive. 
Henry is right in the respect that this intimacy cannot be handed over to the 
mercy of visibility, such as in the case of radical hermeneutics in which debates 
about self and religion are trivialized, and which ultimately cannot withstand the 
profound criticism of Feuerbach. But the ‘gnostic’ quest for purity in the 
spiritual wastelands of our time, the romantic effort to regain paradise lost within 
every single one of us, discharges us from the essential ambiguousness of human 
reality. What appears as most near and dear to us, be it God, self or life, always 
touches from a distance. What is too close to us, requires a minimum of 
‘alienation’ or representation, if not we might never notice it at all. 
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DAOISM AND POSTMODERN CHRISTIANITY 
 
 

Romualdas Dulskis, Lithuania 
 
 

 
The ideas of Daoism are not alien to many Europeans. Nowadays a certain 
admiration is observed for the Dao philosophy, its mysticism and lifestyle. This 
admiration often remains superficial and does not delve deeper than the 
popularly understood principles of Feng Shui, because Daoism is presented in 
the context of New Age and esotericism. The public finds the variety of popular 
Daoist literature more interesting than it does studies of serious literary 
resources. On the other hand, a serious analysis of the ideas of Daoism may 
seem unnecessary in the field of Catholic Theology because, in Christ, God has 
granted a completeness of Revelation. 

Is Daoism no more than the doctrine of an ancient philosophy and a 
pantheistic religion unworthy of greater attention? The II Vatican Council stated 
that the divine salvation economy embraces people of all nations and cultures. 
The Creator neglects not one of his creatures, and there is nary a person or a 
nation left apart from his enlightenment and inspiration. That is why searching 
for traces of the Lord’s grace in non-Christian cultures is just and rightful for 
Catholic Theology. Such searches, among other matters, reveal the mentality of 
other nationalities. These can assist us, post-modern Christians, to better 
comprehend the dimensions of biblical Revelation.  

One question always arises in a discussion about the religions of Asia. Are 
these religious systems or more philosophical ones, or are they simply doctrines 
teaching a certain style of life? However, no one ever raises such an issue 
regarding Christianity. These days Christianity is unequivocally understood as a 
religion, and being a Christian means being a member of a religious community, 
and being committed to the religion and the Church. Nonetheless, the concept of 
religion in the postmodern world is frequently understood as denoting some 
certain area of personal and public life and some certain partial expression of 
personality. Meanwhile, the purpose of Christianity itself is always to permeate 
the entire life of a person, not some particular sphere of it, thereby providing life 
with an entirely new quality. From this perspective, a natural question arises. 
Should not Christianity be described not only as a religion but also similarly as 
Daoism, as a philosophy and as a style of life? 
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In Daoism certain aspects can be found that are particularly close to 
evangelical values. Protestant theologian Julius Grill noticed this as early as 
1910. He observed a kinship and a wondrous correspondence between Laozi 
and the New Testament, especially with St. John’s Gospel.1 How is this 
similarity assessed and how can it be interesting and useful to Christians living 
in the contemporary secular world? 
 
 
1  Kenotic heart fasting 
 
Once, while taking a walk in a park, Zhuangzi saw a cicada sitting in a shadow. 
As the cicada was enjoying the shade, it did not notice a praying mantis crawling 
towards it, ready to attack. Meanwhile, the praying mantis was concentrating so 
hard on the cicada that it did not see the huge bird perched on a branch behind its 
own back. The bird happened to be getting ready to pounce on the praying 
mantis. Although the bird was huge and had huge eyes, its eyesight was so poor 
that it did not notice Zhuangzi, who had a bow and arrow in his hands and was 
aiming at the bird to shoot it. However, the park keeper saw Zhuangzi, who was 
concentrating solely on his target and seeing nothing else around him, and 
scolded him soundly. This event left such a deep impression on Zhuangzi that, 
for three months, he meditated about how disastrous it is to worry only about 
external matters, and meanwhile forgetting one’s own essence. Zhuangzi 
grasped that permitting one’s own existing internal goodness to unfold naturally 
is most important.2 

In Daoism the human body is valued, however, its limitedness is also 
understood. The value of the body does not lie within itself or merely its 
physical capabilities but rather in its ability to open up to a deeper, divine level 
of human existence. To achieve this purpose, the so-called closing of openings is 
necessary; in other words, the senses must be subdued. An unrestrained 
surrender to the senses unbalances vital energy and harms personal integrity. 
Therefore, in Daoism, submission to the senses is considered more injurious than 

                                                      
1  Cf. Oliver Grasmueck, Dao’s Way to the West. Past and Present Reception of Daoism 

in Western Europe and Germany [paper presented at “Daoism and the Contemporary 
World. An International Conference on Daoist Studies,” Boston University, June 5-7, 
2003]. 

2  Cf. Zhuangzi, 20. All citations from Zhuangzi are taken from Burton Watson’s 
translation [The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, New York, NY: Columbia 
University Press, 1968]. 
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is the loss of a physical part of the body, such as an arm, a leg or an eye. The 
ascetic Daoist style of life is distinguishable as colorless, lacking taste, bland and 
naturally simple. Restraint of sensual pleasures and natural simplicity provide 
the conditions for becoming familiar with Dao and experiencing the true 
satisfaction of life.3 

Zhuangzi talks about the fasting of the heart (xinzhai),4 which leads to the 
emptying of the heart, to rejection of trifling information and to peace. The 
calmed state of being is compared with dried out wood and extinguished ashes. 
“Make your will one! Don't listen with your ears – listen with your mind (heart). 
No, don't listen with your mind (heart), but listen with your spirit.5 Listening 
stops with the ears, the heart stops with recognition, but spirit is empty and waits 
on all things. The Way gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the fasting of 
the mind (heart).”6 Fasting of the heart forms the circumstances to return to the 
so-named primordial simplicity.  

By the closing of openings and the fasting of the heart, a certain withdrawal 
from the world is achieved and the arena of mystical experiences is entered. 
Such a withdrawal from the world by no means implies an opposition towards it. 
Rather it is the opposite – a means to discover contact with Dao, followed by a 
new quality for opening up to the world. Daoism encourages overcoming 
destructive attachments to people or things and training one’s capability for 
joyfully enjoying the entirety of all the variety of people and things in the 
surrounding world. Internal cleansing, accomplished by the fasting of the heart, 
forms the natural premises for accepting the enveloping world with goodwill, 
remaining in it with goodwill, and consciously participating in its 
transformations. 

The denial of one’s own “I” is also closely related to the fasting of the heart. 
The endeavor to discover one’s own true self is by learning to forget one’s own 
“I” ( wang wo, wang ji – to forget one’s own “I”, to forget oneself; qu ji – to 
relinquish oneself). Nonetheless, the Daoist does not renounce his/her own 
individuality but merely his/her own egoism. A person learns to forget one’s 
self, in other words, becomes indifferent, as much to success as to failure, to 
gain as to loss, to honor as to shame and to wealth as to poverty. This is the 

                                                      
3  Cf. Loreta Poškait÷, Estetin÷ būtis daoizme, Vilnius: Kultūros, filosofijos ir meno 

institutas, 2004, p. 128. 
4  Xinzhai – “heart fasting” or “mind fasting” is a concept of Zhuangzi. 
5  The word, spirit, translates the concept, qi, which means vital energy. 
6  Zhuangzi 4. 
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manner for seeking to calm down all mental and physical activity.7 In another 
respect, this is done for overcoming internal rigidity, which interferes with a 
natural acceptance of changes and, at the same time, with self-development.  

The purpose for closing openings, fasting of the heart and forgetting one's own 
self is to train the heart. In other words, this pursuit trains the personality for 
being open to constant changes, comprehending life as a constant journey or 
wandering. 

The teachings of Daoism about a temperate lifestyle direct our attention on the 
kenosis of Christ and the necessity of kenosis for the quality of every 
individual’s life. The postmodern community, which seeks as high a standard of 
livelihood as possible, must realize that a true plenitude of human life cannot be 
disassociated from kenotic heart fasting and a moderate lifestyle. Although the 
kenosis of Christ was most brilliantly revealed by his agony, today it is the 
kenosis of his daily life that is more relevant for us. “Let the same mind be in 
you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness” (Philippians 2, 5-7). 
Scilicet, “the form of a slave”, i.e., a moderate lifestyle, had denoted the entire 
daily life of Jesus. The humbleness and humility of Christ’s life urges us to be 
similarly determined as well. The practice of kenosis, according to Orthodox 
theologian, Pavel Florenskij, forms the external as well as internal life of a 
Christian, being the sphere where God meets with a human.8  

In contemplation of the Daoist view of the human body and the entire material 
world, the words of John Paul II cannot be forgotten. The thoughts he expressed 
in his Apostolic Letter Orientale Lumen were that matter is “fully ‘theophoric’, 
that is, capable of putting us in touch with the Father.”9 Apparently it is precisely 
due to this sense of the “theophoric” that Daoists resolve to heart fasting, which 
forms their entire existence. 
 
 
2  Natural style of life 
 

                                                      
7  Cf. Kersten Reich & Yuqing Wei, Beziehungen als Lebensform. Philosophie und 

Pädagogik im alten China, Münster: Waxmann, 1997, p. 195. 
8  Cf. Johannes Schelhas, Schöpfung und Neuschöpfung im theologischen Werk Pavel A. 

Florenskijs (1882–1937), Münster/Hamburg/London: LIT-Verlag, 2003, pp. 154-155. 
9  John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Orientale Lumen, 1995, art. 11. 
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Numerous scholars believe that Daoism comprehensively develops the concept 
of concord between humanity and nature. Meanwhile, the European 
anthropocentric worldview emphasizes human power for ruling nature, thereby 
placing the human counter to nature. In contrast the works of Laozi and 
Zhuangzi accent the idea of the unity of the human with the universe. The 
human, as comprehended by Daoism, directly participates in the transformations 
of nature: “Life and death, existence and annihilation, are all a single body.”10 

Daoism considers the natural state of human existence as peacefulness, 
delicateness, simplicity and the rejection of knowing and desiring. Some 
scholars believe that Laozi was propagating a primitive lifestyle by proclaiming 
the advantages of life devoid of knowing and desiring. However, the Daoist 
natural lifestyle must be understood not as a return to nature and a primitivism. 
Instead it is an understanding of a harmonious union of nature and human 
culture, and as an endeavor to retain simplicity in the embrace of civilization. 
That which Laozi called rejectable “knowing” is neither authentic wisdom nor 
worthwhile professional knowledge. Most likely it is a knowing, which serves 
narrow egotistical interests. It is the same with the “desires” which Laozi 
recommends rejecting. These by no means indicate noble longings but, more 
probably, greed for material goods. Thus Laozi speaks about “knowing” and 
“desires” that arise from a sickly yearning for glory and rule. These must be 
rejected because they violate the nature of a human being by suppressing true 
and worthwhile comprehension and noble aspirations.11 

The features of natural Daoist life – non-action (wu wei), quietness and 
concentration, gentleness and weakness, retreat and non-aggressiveness – were 
negatively appraised many a time. Nevertheless, these Daoist teaching principles 
have nothing in common with passiveness or a retreat from the problems of 
public life. Actually, Laozi notes the insufficiency of the named unnatural means 
for resolving life’s problems and suggests relying on stronger and more radical 
means. Instead of hectic activity, Daoism encourages peaceful action, called the 
action of non-action (wei wu wei) and, instead of hot-spirited and crude 
behavior, gentle and “soft” conduct. Only a truly brave and determined person 
who has achieved perfected self-control is capable of seeking his/her own 
purpose calmly, gently and “softly”. This is similar to drops of water 
overcoming a hard rock with gentle power: “Nothing in the world is softer and 
weaker than water. Yet nothing is better at attacking the hard and strong. [...] 
                                                      
10  Zhuangzi, 6. 
11  Cf. Zhang Yi, Komentarai, in: Laozi [transl. Dalia Švambaryt÷], Vilnius: Vaga, 2005, 

pp. 201-202. 
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The weak overcomes the strong; the soft overcomes the hard.”12 A victory 
achieved by such a method is true and long-lasting. Therefore, according to 
Daoism, the personal life of a human being, as much as the policies of a nation, 
must be grounded on these principles.13 

The pursuit of living a reclusive life by Daoists should be understood as 
liberation from the unnatural way that restrains standards of comprehension and 
behavior. The hermit-sage, yearning for a more perfect life, does more than 
merely retreat from the community that interferes with his/her spiritual 
development. Such an individual also refutes the abstract and overly rationalized 
manners of thought. This way a person seeks an unfettered delving into the life 
of Dao. The Daoist sage comprehends his/her unity with Dao and with nature, 
and fully senses this unity that is lived according to the rules of nature. 

The Daoist sage acts without acting and teaches without words. He does not 
seek a career or public acceptance and never charges forward merely to be 
noticed. Since the sage avoids unnatural and artificial behavior, his/her activities 
do not interfere with the laws of nature and public life. Talented Chinese 
scholars and artists who were influenced by Daoist ideals, even while holding 
important governmental positions, often considered the possibility of resigning 
from their duties. They considered that a life lived in the embrace of nature 
while studying the laws of Dao and a devotion to creativity were more valuable 
than conducting prestigious administrative work.14 

In the course of discussing the natural lifestyle, Daoism raises the issue of 
human identity. Western Christianity, when discussing human nature, stresses 
original sin and the necessity of resisting this wounded nature. Meanwhile, 
according to the tradition of Eastern Christianity, the accent is always that the 
vices and sins of a person are not a part of his/her nature. All that appeared in a 
person as consequences of Adam’s fall and do not belong to the true essence of a 
person. Therefore, Eastern Christian spiritual teachers urge “digging deeper” 
when seeking one’s self-identity and discovering one’s own, true “I” which has 

                                                      
12  Laozi, 78 [transl. by Sanderson Beck] in:  http://www.terebess.hu/english/ 

tao/beck.html  
13  Cf. Zhang Yi, Komentarai, op. cit., pp. 190-198. Also: Günter Wohlfart, Der 

Philosophische Daoismus. Philosophische Untersuchungen zu Grundbegriffen und 
komparative Studien mit besonderer Berücksichtigung des Laozi, Köln: Edition 
Chora, 2001, pp. 81-99. 

14  Cf. Antanas Andrijauskas, Daoizmo id÷jų pasaulis postmodernizmo kultūros 
kontekste, in: Laozi [transl. Dalia Švambaryt÷], Vilnius: Vaga, 2005, pp. 238-239. 
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been created in accordance to the likeness of God.15 In this way, an individual 
does not associate with either his/her own sins or secular thoughts but pursues 
life by the principles corresponding to his/her true, i.e. divine, nature. 
Commenting on the teaching of Laozi’s natural style of life, Orthodox 
theologian Aleksandr Men named it holy naturalism.16 By careful consideration 
of both the Christian as much as the Daoist tradition, it can be more clearly 
understood that every person is called to realize divine simplicity and 
naturalness. This naturally divine, and at the same time most human, lifestyle 
par excellence is echoed in the “naturalness” of Jesus. 

The characteristics of the Daoist natural lifestyle – weakness and gentleness – 
are a challenge for the postmodern person who is solely oriented toward an 
active lifestyle. Additionally, a superficially understood activity, considered 
virtually the only form of living faith, frequently predominates in the lives of 
contemporary Christians. That is why the non-action of Daoism opens our eyes 
for a fresh look not only at the suffering of Christ but also, by the same token, at 
his entire position in life: “He will not wrangle or cry aloud, nor will anyone 
hear his voice in the streets” (Matthew 12, 19). The supposed weakness of Jesus 
is a sign of his divine power. By accepting his suffering on the cross “passively”, 
the Son of God achieved the redemption of humankind and created the Church. 
Thereby the “passivity” of Christ became the highest level of activity. 
 
 
3  There is no emptiness 
 
Daoism describes the sage as one who maintains a certain distance from the 
world and seemingly does not engage in a worldly life. Such a person retains 
his/her own autonomy from the world and seeks internal emptiness. Due to 
his/her simplicity and naturalness, the sage often remains unnoticed and 
unrecognized. First and foremost, the sage is concerned with the self, permitting 
his/her own innate goodness to flow naturally. Precisely for that reason, the wise 
person is able to view the world with a disinterested and creative eye. Since 
internal emptiness has been achieved, a sage is able to open his/her heart with 
good will towards all persons and things in the world. By emptying his/herself, 
this person has the ability not to interfere with the natural existence and 

                                                      
15  Cf. Kallistos Ware, Der Aufstieg zu Gott. Glaube und geistliches Leben nach 

ostkirchlicher überlieferung, Freiburg-Basel/Wien: Herder, 1983,  p. 77. 
16  Эммануил Светлов (Aleksandr Men), У врат молчания, Брюссель: Жизнь с 
Богом, 1971, p. 30. 
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development of the world. The wise person forgets his/her achievements, fosters 
purity of the heart and maintains temperance. Such a person has consciously 
realized the brevity of life and unavoidability of death and, therefore, enjoys life 
reservedly and does not fear death. He/she has learned to take pleasure in the 
gifts of nature and, by not becoming attached to them, to forget them. His/her 
heart is forgetful and always prepared to accept new life’s changes. Thus the 
terminus technicus of Daoist meditation is zuo wang, i.e. to sit in 
forgetfulness.17 Paradoxically Zhuangzi talks about the virtue of forgetfulness: 
“Therefore, if virtue is preeminent, the body will be forgotten. But when men do 
not forget what can be forgotten, but forget what cannot be forgotten – that may 
be called true forgetting.”18 Nonetheless, forgetfulness is not an absolute virtue 
since not everything should be forgotten. Forgetting the pleasures and pains of 
this life is necessary for concentrating all attention on self-transformation so as 
to be more like Dao. “Fish thrive in water, man thrives in the Dao.”19 

In the very first sentence of his book, Laozi claims that Dao cannot be 
transmitted in words and that it has no name: “The name that can be given [to 
the Dao] is not the absolute name.”20 However, silence does not disclose Dao 
either. That is why Daoists sought to provide a voice about Dao through various 
art forms. The conveyance of Dao is considered the highest purpose for artistic 
endeavors. Without a doubt, art did not pretend to be a complete and perfect 
representation of Dao.  

The following text, written by an unknown author between the years of 618–
906, during the first half of the rule by the Tang Dynasty, expressively speaks 
about the discovery of Dao in the contemplation of emptiness: 

 

“Observe your mind by introspection –  

And see there is no mind. 

Then observe the body,  

Look at yourself from without –  

And see there is no body. 

                                                      
17  Cf. Wolfgang Bauer, Geschichte der chinesischen Philosophie, München: C. H. Beck 

Verlag, 2001, p. 77. 
18  Zhuangzi, 5. 
19  Zhuangzi, 6. 
20  Laozi, 78 [transl. by Sanderson Beck] in:  http://www.terebess.hu/english/ 

tao/beck.html 



 Daoism and Postmodern Christianity 101 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

Then observe others by glancing out afar –  

And see there are no beings. 

Once you have realized these three,  

You observe emptiness! 

 

Use emptiness to observe emptiness,  

And see there is no emptiness. […] 

 

In purity and tranquility,  

Gradually enter the true Dao.”21 

 
Mystical experience cannot always be communicated in writing, because 

written sources no longer have the means to transmit direct experience. 
Although the sages of the past are greatly valued, there is a danger that their 
authentic spirits cannot be found in their writings. The Way of Dao cannot be 
transmitted by theoretical means alone. “Duke Huan was in his hall reading a 
book. The wheelwright P'ien, who was in the yard below chiseling a wheel, laid 
down his mallet and chisel, stepped up into the hall, and said to Duke Huan, 
‘This book Your Grace is reading – may I venture to ask whose words are in it?’ 
‘The words of the sages,’ said the duke. ‘Are the sages still alive?’ ‘Dead long 
ago,’ said the duke. ‘In that case, what you are reading there is nothing but the 
chaff and dregs of the men of old!’”22  

Theoretical information can be interpreted in one way or another, therefore it 
is essential to have direct contact with the sages. To avoid the error of 
considering divine things to be human and human things divine, it is necessary 
to be based on the true man (zhenren) or the sage (shengren). “How, then, can I 
know that what I call Heaven is not really man, and what I call man is not really 
Heaven? There must first be a True Man before there can be true knowledge.”23 
Only a person who lives in truth recognizes the truth and can provide it to others. 
Daoist sages care less for the abstract theoretical truth than they do about 
practically adapted truth, or living in truth. Daoism is not speculative teaching 
                                                      
21  Quingjing jing (Scripture of Purity and Tranquility), in: Liva Kohn [transl. and ed.], 

The Taoist Experience: An Anthology, Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1993, pp. 25-28. 
22  Zhuangzi, 13. 
23  Zhuangzi, 6. 
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but, more probably, a practical style of life. That is why Daoist sages do not care 
about philosophy as a love of wisdom but rather about philosophy as a pursuit of 
practical wisdom. Speculative analysis about existence is foreign to sages. Their 
greater concern is not with existence within the self and they do not seek an 
answer to the question – What is existence? Rather their concern is with a 
practical question – How to exist? In other words, their concern is not with 
wisdom in and of itself but living with wisdom. Only then the theoretical truth 
about Dao takes on real meaning, only when it is being lived. A truth, when 
severed from life, becomes meaningless, and knowledge of such a truth is worth 
little. Thus Daoist sages often “know nothing” and have nothing to say: “He who 
knows (the Dao) does not (care to) speak (about it); he who is (ever ready to) 
speak about it does not know it.”24 By refusing to delve into abstract truths, they 
focus on Heaven’s Way and on familiarization with the earthly way as well as 
knowing how to live correctly by harmonizing both of these ways.  

Daoism is close to Christianity in its accent on practical wisdom and living in 
truth. For one, the teachings of Jesus did not concentrate on theoretical 
information about God but on a practical life in accordance with God’s will. 
Then again, for the Church the vita theologalis is always more valuable than 
speculative theological investigations. Additionally many postmodern Christians 
are satiated with information, often including that of a religious nature as well. 
They long for the experience of practical religion more than they do for 
theoretical discourses. Without denying the meaningfulness of theoretical truths 
in Christian education, these Christians still long more for the testimony of a 
practical religious life.  

A strongly expressed mystical dimension in Daoism resounds with the desire 
of today’s person for mystical experiences. The teachings of Daoism about 
internal emptiness and forgetfulness are akin to Christian apophatic mysticism. 
Following Diadochus of Photice, a pursuit of absolute internal emptiness might 
even prove dangerous, because sinful visions and thoughts would begin 
penetrating once again in one’s emptiness. This is the reason why a person, 
having achieved internal emptiness, must permit the memory of God to enter 
his/her mind and heart. Diadochus recommends a constant contemplation of 
Christ’s name, that is, His person, in the depths of one’s heart.25 Daoism resolves 
various issues raised by Christian tradition as well as others by noting that 

                                                      
24  Laozi, 56 [transl. by James Legge] in: http://www.terebess.hu/english/tao/legge.html 
25  Cf. Diadochus of Photice, Capita centum de perfectione, 59, in: Diadochus von 

Photike, Gespür für Gott. Hundert Kapitel über die geistliche Vollkommenheit, 
Christiliche Meister, Band 19, Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1982. 
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absolute emptiness does not exist, or that “there is no emptiness in emptiness”. 
Such issues regard the correctness of pursuing absolute internal emptiness in 
religious-mystical life. Since the mystic finally finds God by consistently 
seeking absolute internal emptiness, this purpose of his/hers is good and correct. 
However, if an individual chooses to meditate on emptiness in and of itself, 
he/she would meditate an illusion of his/her own creation – the idol of 
emptiness. Such a practice would result in painful consequences, the same as 
would happen by following any other sort of an illusion on the path of 
mysticism. 
 
 
4  Untraditional view on socializing 
 
The teachings of Daoism are generally considered to make more of a distinction 
between its mystical, transcendental, aesthetic and individualistic aspects. 
Alternately, Confucianism is understood as a doctrine that highlights ethical 
duties, practical life and public commitment. Specifically for its emphasis on the 
ethical aspect, Confucianism is very close to Christianity.26 Meanwhile Daoism, 
which first of all seeks mystical experience, is often considered to pay too little 
attention to the ethical problems in people’s lives. Actually, this is not so. 
Despite that it might be easier for us to imagine a Daoist, who is seeking 
mystical experience, as in meditating or performing some other practices in 
solitude, the true Daoist sage is able to adapt to various circumstances of life and 
participate therein constructively. Remaining on Heaven’s Way in his/her heart, 
the sage does not withdraw into the self but senses empathy with the woes of 
humankind. Then, when the necessity arises, the sage becomes involved with 
earthly concerns. Although Daoism pays much attention to the internal life of a 
person, it is not meant to overwhelm the external. An intensive internal life is 
meant to assist the harmonizing, not only with an individual’s internal being, but 
also with his/her relationships with other people as well. Daoism clearly speaks 
about the relation between a person’s mystical experience and political activity. 
Political actions must be grounded on mystical experience. Otherwise politics 
provides no more than meager results. A sovereign who does not act in 
accordance with the principles of Dao in politics and the governing of a nation 
narrows the range of his own vision. Such a sovereign (government official, 

                                                      
26  Cf. Julia Ching, Konfuzianismus und Christentum [transl. Köhn Detlef], Mainz: 

Matthias-Grünewald-Verlag, 1989, p. 19. 
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officer) is unable to perceive the essence of many problems, and thereby cannot 
carry out many own duties.  

Confucianism greatly values humaneness, dutifulness, adherence to rituals and 
other virtues regulating people’s interrelationships. Daoism views such virtues 
as superficial, which arise only when true virtuousness has waned. These are 
unable to retain harmony in the community although they are still capable of 
upholding law and order.27 Nonetheless, as they weaken, their influence on the 
life of the community declines to a minimum. According to Laozi, when people 
lose a direct connectedness with Dao, they lean on the attributes of Dao; when 
they no longer comprehend the attributes of Dao, they accent humaneness; when 
they are no longer able to follow humaneness, they emphasize duties; and, once 
they are no longer able to perform duties, they attempt resting on customs, 
notwithstanding that customs are but a wan reflection of the true quality of life.28 
Therefore Laozi invites a pursuit of authentic virtues, not limiting oneself to 
superficial virtues. 

In contradiction to Confucianist sages, Daoists do not seek to dazzle or to 
encourage others with their virtuous lives. Daoist sages consider any sort of 
demonstration of virtue to be a lack of true virtuousness and an obstacle to 
advancement, as much for others as for oneself. Thus Daoists are more likely to 
yearn not to surpass others but to be like everyone else, i.e. not stand out in a 
crowd. Due to the humbleness and simplicity of their lives, Daoist sages often 
remain unnoticed, and are even considered ignorant. They do not attempt to 
demonstrate their wisdom, appear more educated and smarter than the rest; they 
do not seek to engage in contests and outdo others around them. For this reason, 
they are frequently considered slow and ineloquent people. They always strive to 
be virtuous, well-wishing and openhearted so that to selfish people, they appear 
naive and foolish. Unable to rise to true nobleness, they are thereby unable to 
understand the motives by which sages live. Selfish people often consider them 
strange, using that as justification of their own, “intelligent” style of life.29 

Daoist sages criticized Confucian values, pointing out their limitedness. Due 
to their opposition to Confucian ethics, they were often considered indifferent to 
the ethical standards of life. Truthfully, however, Daoists were seeking not to 

                                                      
27  Cf. Wenzi, 172; also: T. Cleary, Further Teachings of Lao-tzu: Understanding the 

Mysteries, Boston: Shambhala, 1991. 
28  Cf. Laozi, 38, in: Laozi [transl. Dalia Švambaryt÷], Vilnius: Vaga, 2005, p. 81. 
29  Cf. Zhang Yi, Komentarai, in: Laozi [transl. Dalia Švambaryt÷], Vilnius: Vaga, 2005, 

p. 208. 
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eliminate the standards of Confucian culture and ethics but to enlarge and 
improve them. 

Earlier sinological literature presents Daoism as concentrated on mystical 
experience alone and utterly disinterested in the problems of politics and 
community life. However, recent investigations provide an entirely different 
concept of Daoism. Political problems are not foreign to Daoist sages. A Daoist 
does not only seek to live in wisdom but also to make an impact on the world. 
His/her purpose is to assimilate Dao and the Way of Heaven and then to 
participate in the lives of people with this new quality in his/her heart. The 
Daoist sage can be a hermit; however, he/she can equally as well live in the 
world. In either case, he/she is not indifferent to the world, only the manner of 
action is Daoist. A sage seeks to act the way Dao acts, in other words, by non-
action, impartiality, humbleness and simplicity, calmly and naturally. A sage is 
convinced that the results achieved by these means are more qualitative and 
enduring.  

By living a mystical life, an individual eliminates any sort of contrariness to 
other people within the self and learns to accept others with goodwill. Cleansing 
the heart and benevolence rescues an individual from egotistical attitudes, 
thereby forming the premises for the success of his/her work: “Let your mind 
wander in simplicity, blend your spirit with the vastness, follow along with 
things the way they are, and make no room for personal [egoistic or perverse] 
views – then the world will be [successfully] governed.”30 This way, by 
harmonizing his/her internal self, the sage readies for public work at the same 
time: “When the sage governs, does he govern what is on the outside? He makes 
sure of himself first, and then he acts.”31 

The postmodern European community of today, which grounds its common 
existence on the principles of secular humanism, should view the Daoist 
perspective as relevant for the principles of forming public interrelationships. By 
introducing a measure of mystical experience into the domain of the community, 
Daoism clearly enlarges the concept of participation in public and political life.  

The pastoral work of today’s Catholic Church usually concentrates on the 
rational, ethical and liturgical dimensions of Christian religiosity. The qualities 
that predominate in the self-awareness of the Church community would thus be 
ascribed, when looking from a sinological viewpoint, to “Confucianist” virtues.  
Therefore, the Church would do well to direct greater attention to the 

                                                      
30  Zhuangzi, 7, 5. 
31  Zhuangzi, 7, 4. 
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contemplative and mystical components of Christian life, as well as the aesthetic 
experiencing of religion. A glance at the values of Daoist culture reminds us 
once more that Catholicism should be faithful to the meaning of its etymological 
name (to remain Catholic, i.e., encompassing the universe). When seeking to 
answer issues raised by the postmodern person, Catholic theology should not 
limit its panoramic view, using instead all the gifts of human culture and those of 
the Holy Spirit, which God showered on all the varieties of nationalities on this 
Earth. 
 
 
5  Conclusions 
 
In each religious tradition, the more authentic and deeper practices of teaching 
and manifestations of lifestyle can be found equally as much as the more formal 
and superficial ones. The same is also true of the Daoist tradition. Attitudinal 
elements of shamanism and sorcery can be discovered in Daoism as often as 
high-standing and authentic pursuits of union with the Transcendent appear.  

Irrespective of the fact that Daoist texts are multi-layered and polysemous, 
often lacking systemization and logic, they are endlessly interesting and 
fascinating, equally for the ideas they contain and the manner of their 
presentations. Despite that there is no personified God in Daoism, and maybe 
specifically due to that, the doctrine and practice of Daoism intrigues the 
postmodern European of today. Dao is the symbol of eternal existence, 
upholding constant movement and never-ending change. All that exists comes 
from Dao, and Dao rules all but in a very unique way – unnoticeably, permitting 
the world and all its existing beings to develop their essential nature in an 
appropriate manner. 

Empiricism is one of the most important features of teachings in Daoism. In 
the Chinese culture, philosophy is not a deliberation about life but a style of life. 
Daoist sages do not expound their ideas as theoretical premises that demand a 
logical foundation. Instead they offer testimony about their own experiences, 
which intertwine as a blend of intuitive insight and practical wisdom. The most 
philosophical issue in Daoism regards the means to appropriately expand one’s 
heart and (xin) nature (xing) and achieve as perfect a lifestyle as possible. 
Daoists are inclined to concretize the truth, transforming it into a way of life and 
practical wisdom. 

Comparative studies of Daoism and Christianity allow us to go deeper into 
Christ’s mission and the main points of his teaching. These studies help one to 
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understand what Christianity is and what following Christ means. If Romano 
Guardini dared to suppose that Christ having had, besides John the Baptist, other 
forerunners, such as Socrates and Buddha, perhaps Daoism can, in a sense, be 
regarded as a forerunner of Christianity. Perhaps one of the reasons why God 
allowed the rise and development of Daoism is that the light of Dao teaching 
offers an opportunity for Christians to better understand the mysterium Christi. 
In the context of different aspects of Daoism’s teaching, both the universal 
character of God’s salvation economy and dimensions that are characteristic 
only to the Christian doctrine, reveal themselves more clearly. A comparison of 
Daoism and Christianity can be especially useful for postmodern people who 
have a repugnance to institutional Christianity and feel lost in the confusion of 
today’s values. 

The reason for the interest in Daoism by the community of the postmodern 
Christian tradition is partially due to their unquenchable thirst for mystical 
experience and search for intimacy with God. Of great importance is finding 
more in Daoism than merely a primitively “successful” style of life. The 
searching needs to be for the in-depth and mature aspects of the teachings 
capable of upbringing the personality and, by the same, directing our attention to 
the very depths of Christian doctrine. 
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HERAUSFORDERUNGEN DER PSYCHOGEISTIGEN 
BEGLEITUNG IM ERWACHSENENALTER 

 
 

Erika Prijatelj, Slowenien 
 
 

 
1  Grundlegende Psychologische und Christliche Ausgangspunkte für 

das Verständnis eines Erwachenen Menschens 
 
Vom psychologischen Standpunkt setzt der Eintritt ins Erwachsensein die 
Fähigkeit des autonomen Denkens vor, das heißt die Fähigkeit der 
Selbstbeobachtung, wenn es um das Reflektieren von eigenen Gedanken und 
eigenem Handeln geht. Ein solcher erwachsener Mensch kann sich selbst 
beherrschen und ist für sein Handeln verantwortlich, er kann sich vor der 
Entscheidung mit sich selbst beraten. „Die Erfahrung des Selbstbeherrschens 
und der Verantwortung ist der Grundstein des Akzeptierens und der Harmonie 
mit dem ethischen Code, der sich an sein Denken, Fühlen und Verhalten 
orientiert, das bedeutet, dass das „Ich“ das Zentrum des Beobachtens des 
menschlichen Bewusstseins und des Wollens ist.“1 Dabei muss betont werden, 
dass die persönliche Autonomie des Menschen nie nachhaltig erreicht wird. 
Sofern sie existiert, existiert sie aufgrund des Bestrebens, das der Mensch 
ständig erneuert, um somit die Grenzen der Impulse, Gefühle, Sehnsucht und 
aller anderen Bedürfnisse zu überschreiten, die aus dem inneren Ich kommen 
und den Menschen überwältigen und teilweise seine Autonomie lähmen können. 
Die Autonomie kann bis zu dem Grade gefährdet sein, dass den Menschen bei 
Entscheidungen innere egozentrische Kräfte führen, obwohl man noch immer 
sagen kann, dass es um eine normale ausgeglichen Person handelt.2 Die 
psychische Autonomie kann man nur um den Preis eines engagierten Lebens in 
einem bestimmten Beruf und in der Arbeit, im Verhältnis zu anderen Menschen 
und für einen gläubigen Menschen in der Beziehung zu Gott erreichen. Auf 

                                                      
1  Jeannine Guindon, Vers l’autonomie psychique, Montréal: Médiaspaul, 2001, p. 110. 
2  Dazu muss angeführt werden, dass neben der Gefährdung der Autonomie einer sonst 

normalen Person ständige Angriffe auf die Autonomie bei Personen kennen, die an 
Neurosen leiden oder sich in irgend einem anderen pychopathologischen Zustand 
befinden [vgl. Pierre Rainville, Neurophénoménologie des états et des contenus de 
conscience, in: Théologique 12 (2004), 15-38.].  
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diese Weise erlebt und gleichzeitig lebt der Mensch auch den Glauben an sich, 
den Glauben an den Menschen und den Glauben an Gott. 

Das Wort Gottes (zum Beispiel 1 Tes 5,23) und die Kirchenväter (zum 
Beispiel  der Hl. Irenäus) lehren, dass der Mensch die Einheit des Körpers, der 
Seele und des Geistes ist, unter ihnen gibt es keine Gegensätze. Vom 
christlichen Standpunkt wird der Mensch geistig und gleichzeitig ganzheitlich 
am meisten verwirklicht, wenn er mit dem Heiligen Geist zusammenwirkt und 
sich von ihm so leiten lässt, dass der Heilige Geist seine Sinne, den Verstand, die 
Gefühle, den Willen, die Entscheidungen, die Beziehungen und das Wirken 
erleuchtet. „Das geistige Leben erfasst den ganzen Menschen“3 und hilft ihm, 
eine bessere Version seiner selbst zu werden, das heißt Jesus Christus sehr 
ähnlich, nach dessen Bild er geschaffen wurde. In diesem Sinne kann man das 
Bestreben für die Entwicklung der psychischen Fähigkeiten und die psychische 
ausgewogene Persönlichkeit als einen Weg verstehen, der den Menschen zur 
größeren Liebe und Offenheit zum Anderen führt. Das geschieht nicht 
automatisch, im Besonderen noch, wenn das geistige Bestreben auf die Suche 
des persönlichen Wohlseins oder die ethisch-pädagogische Rationalisierung 
eingeengt ist. Vom christlichen geistigen Blickwinkel aus wird ein erwachsener 
Mensch bei jeder Unterscheidung vor die Wahl des Zieles gestellt: 
Selbstverwirklichung aus eigener Kraft oder Menschsein, dessen Leben und 
Zentrum Jesus Christus der Erlöser ist. Die zweite Wahl bedeutet, dass sich der 
Mensch in der Hingabe und Treue zu Gott in einer persönlichen Beziehung 
verwirklicht, deshalb ist alles, was er denkt und lebt, konstruktiv und sinnvoll, 
sofern ihn das zu Gott führt und die Beziehung zu ihm erhält. Aus dieser 
Perspektive werden in diesem Beitrag konkrete Herausforderungen der 
einzelnen Lebensphasen vorgestellt, denen eine erwachsene Person jedes neue 
Jahrzehnt begegnet.4 „Der Sinn, den die Person in diesen Herausforderungen 

                                                      
3  Bradley P. Holt, Thirsty for God: A Brief History of Christian Spirituality [2nd ed.], 

Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 2005, p. 164. 
4  Vertiefende Analysem, die auf diesem Gebiet mehrere Jahrzehnte die Begründerin der 

Disziplin der psychologischen Erziehung an der Universität in Montréal Dr. Jeannine 
Guindon machte und ihre Arbeit mit dem wissenschaftlichen Team am Institut für 
ganzheitliche Erziehung des Menschen in Montréal (IFHIM) fortsetzte, basieren auf 
klinischen Beobachtungen von Personen, die sich mit verhältnismäßig sehr deutlich 
hinsichtlich des Selbsbildes im Verhältnis der Vorstellung über seine Umwelt und die 
Leute, zeigten, was den Forschern ein Wechseln von verschiedenen Unterabschnitten 
und Übergängen zu erforschen ermöglichte, die notwendig waren, damit die Person 
bis zu einer bestimmten inneren Festigkeit jeden Jahrzehnts reifte. Im Lichte der 
Referenzen, die auf den Lebenskräften der Menschen basieren, wie es E. Erikson 
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entdeckt, hilft ihr auf dem Weg des inneren Wachstums mehr als der Inhalt und 
die Form der Herausforderung“,5 und führt sie, dass sie sich nicht nur dem 
Sammeln der Jahre hingibt, sondern dass sie bewusst und mit Freude auf diese 
Herausforderungen antwortet und den Weg zur größeren inneren Freiheit 
weiterfolgt. Weil die Betonung auf dem Sinn liegt, relativiert das etwas die 
Bedingtheit der einzelnen Herausforderungen mit einem bestimmten Jahr oder 
biologischem Abschnitt, denn jede Person ist einzigartig und unwiederholbar, 
genauso ist das auch seine Lebensgeschichte.  

In der Präsentation der „Zeitabschnitte des Erwachsenseins stellen folgende 
Synthesen, die sich jedes Jahrzehnt wiederholen und sich als Säulen des 
Wachstums in Form einer Spirale zeigen.“6 Vier Unterabschnitte, die in gleicher 
Reihenfolge innerhalb jedes Jahrzehnts folgen, begleiten die Evolution des 
menschlichen Selbstbildes in der Beziehung zum Bild, das der Mensch über 
Gott, die Umwelt und andere Menschen hat.7 Der erste Unterabschnitt der 
Spirale, der die neue Konfiguration des Selbstbildes darstellt, beinhaltet ein 
anderes Bewusstsein seiner selbst. Es zeigt sich im Stellen von neuen Fragen. 
Die Fragen führen den Menschen zum Entdecken und Suchen nach Antworten, 
was ihm die Antizipierung eines größeren Engagements ermöglicht. Der zweite 
Unterabschnitt, den man Differenzierung des Selbstbildes nennt, zeichnet ein 
neues Bewusstsein der Zeit aus, innerhalb der die Unterscheidung hinsichtlich 
der Veränderungen verläuft, die der Mensch in der Zukunft ausführen sollte, um 
seine Prioritäten zu berücksichtigen. Dem folgt die Integration des Selbstbildes, 
das ist schon tatsächlich der dritte Zeitabschnitt. Der vierte Abschnitt, die so 
genannte Konsolidierung des Selbstbildes, erkennt man an der Struktur der 
                                                                                                                                   

definierte, war es möglich, die Dynamik dieser Unterabschnitte und auch der Zeichen 
zu entdecken, die man im Leben jedes Menschen erkennen kann. Die Gliederung der 
Lebensabschnitte nach Guindon ist eine der möglichen Gliederungen, wobei mann die 
Bedingtheit mit der kulturellen Entwicklung und dem Einfluss der nunmehrigen 
westlichen Gesellschaft berücksichtigen muss. Mit dieser Behauptung kann man die 
Möglichkeit zulassen, dass später vielleicht eine andere Gliederung der 
Lebensabschnitte des Menschen entsprechender sein wird.  

5  Luigi M. Rulla, Anthropologie de la vocation chrétienne, Québec : Carte Blanche, 
2002, p. 376. 

6  Jeannine Guindon, Les étapes d'une phase de vie adulte, in: Sans frontières 3 (1988), 
p. 23. 

7  Ähnlich beginnt der geistige Weg, wie es Hl. Theresa von Avil im Interior Castle 
(Innere Burg) beschrieben hat, mit dem ersten Zimmer, das Selbstkenntnis heißt, ohne 
dem es keinen richtigen menschlichen und geistigen Fortschritt gibt. [vgl. Phylis 
Mack, Visionary Women: Ecstatic Prophecy in Seventeenth-Century England, 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1992, p. 326] 
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Übereinstimmung, der vorübergehenden Stabilität und der positiven emotionalen 
Färbung.8 
 
 
2  Der Frühe Zeitabschnitt des Erwachsenseins: Die Zwanziger und 

Dreißiger Jahre 
 
Der Beginn des Erwachsenenzeitalters setzt man zwischen dem Ende der 
Adoleszenz, das ist zwischen dem achtzehntem und dem einundzwanzigstem 
Lebensjahr,  und dem Beginn des nächsten Jahrzehnts, das ist ungefähr um das 
achtundzwanzigste Lebensjahr. Eine Person in diesen Jahren fühlt sich 
verantwortlich, das Leben in seine Hände zu nehmen. „Mit dem Eintritt in das 
Erwachsenenalter sollte ein junger Mensch schon einen ausgeformten ethischen 
Kodex haben, mit dem er seine Wahl und sein Verhalten richten kann und die 
Verantwortung für sein Leben zu akzeptieren beginnt.“9 Für seine Entwicklung 
ist es gut, dass er langsam von der finanziellen und moralischen Unterstützung 
seiner Familie Abschied nimmt, um die physische Unabhängigkeit erreichen zu 
können und einen neuen Schritt in seinem inneren Prozess der psychischen und 
geistigen Einzigartigkeit zu tun.10  

Weil er mit einem Werk bewusst in eine breitere Gesellschaft hineinwächst, 
fordert das von ihm eine Entscheidung für einen konkreten Beruf im Hinblick 
auf seine Interessen, Fähigkeiten und Werte. „Das Studium beziehungsweise die 
Arbeit, die er beginnt, öffnet den Menschen für die Umwelt und die 
Beziehungen zu anderen Menschen und hilft ihm beim Entdecken der 
persönlichen Identität und seines Platzes in der Welt.“ 11 Wenn er sich 
entscheidet, was er im Leben machen will, beginnt er auch die Frage zu erörtern, 
was er vom Leben will, was ihn zur Suche nach der Harmonie zu dem führt, was 
er auf beruflicher Ebene (Geistlicher, Ordensbruder, (un)verheiratet) anstrebt 
und was er auf der Ebene der fachlichen Arbeit realisieren will. In diesen Jahren 
fühlt er ein starkes Bedürfnis, dass er sich für konkrete Entscheidungen und 
konkrete Realisierungen im Stande sieht, was ihm auch hilft, um selbstkritisch 

                                                      
8  Vgl. Julien Alain, Un processus de formation humaine intégrale, in: Sans frontières 6 

(1991), pp. 7-8.   
9  Julien Alain, En manque de défis, in: Le magazine de la personne 2 (2001), p. 8. 
10  Vgl. Clara Schuster & Ashburn Shirley, The Process of Human Development – A 

Holistic Life-Span Approach, Philadelphia, PA: Lippincott, 1992, p. 169. 
11  James Gollnick, Religion and Spirituality in the Life Cycle, New York, NY: Peter 

Lang, 2005, p. 120. 
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zu werden und selbstbewusster in den Dialog mit den Lebensherausforderungen 
tritt.12 Gleichzeitig mit diesem Kritikvermögen im frühen Abschnitt des 
Erwachsenseins wird er auch „analytischer, erfahren, aktiv beim Erreichen der 
gesteckten Ziele und zielstrebig“.13 

Für den Großteil der jungen Menschen bekommt die Lebensentscheidung 
ihren Ausdruck in der Beziehung zur Person, mit der der Mensch ein 
gemeinsames Leben verbringen will. Manch andere geben einer gewissen 
Mission Vorrang, der sie sich völlig hingeben; wieder andere entscheiden sich 
für ein Gott geweihtes Leben, das gleichzeitig die Entscheidung für Gott und den 
Menschen ist. In jedem Fall ist es von Bedeutung, dass es um die Entscheidung 
eines konkreten Menschen entweder für Gott oder für eine bestimmte Arbeit ist, 
dass der Mensch am Ende der Adoleszenz in Harmonie mit den persönlichen 
Werten steht und dass er seinen Entscheidungen einen Sinn zu geben versucht. 
Das hilft ihm, dass er „langsam die Fähigkeit der Offenheit zu anderen und der 
Verfügbarkeit hinsichtlich der Zeit entwickelt“,14 dafür entscheidet er sich selbst, 
wem und in welchem Maße er sich widmen will.  

„Zum 28. Lebensjahr, wenn die Person sieht, dass die Umwelt ihre Erfolge 
schätzt, dass sie als junger erwachsener Mensch fühlt, dass ihr das nicht mehr so 
viel bedeutet wie damals, beziehungsweise dass sie der Erfolg allein in der Tiefe 
nicht mehr ganz glücklich macht. Daraus erwachsen persönliche Fragen, die im 
Menschen einen entscheidenden Umschwung auslösen, das ist der Prozess der 
Verinnerlichung.“15 Der Prozess der Verinnerlichung basiert auf dem Überlegen 
über persönliche Werte, bei welchen der Mensch erneut seine innere Haltung 
und Wahl überprüft, dabei sieht er die persönlichen Prioritäten und auch 
Entsagungen klarer, die der konkreten Auswahl folgen. Während ein 
Zwanzigjähriger noch sehr stark in die Aktion orientiert ist, entdeckt ein 
Dreißigjähriger mehr den Sinn dessen, was er macht und lebt, weswegen er die 
Qualität vor die Quantität stellt. Die Frucht davon ist die innere Harmonie, die 
sich im Leben der Mutterschaft für die Frau und der Vaterschaft für den Vater 
auf der psychischen, geistigen und (oder) körperlichen Ebene und das Lernen 

                                                      
12  Sharon D. Parks, Big questions, Worthy Dreams, San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 

2000, p. 6. 
13  James Gollnick, Religion and Spirituality in the Life Cycle, p. 121. 
14  Kelcourse Felicity, Human Development and Faith – Life-Cycle Stages of Body, 

Mind, and Soul, St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2004, p. 238. 
15  Jeannine Guindon, Franchir les étapes de la trentaine, in: Sans frontières 11 (1996), 

p. 3.  
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der Anpassung in den Beziehungen mit Personen gleichen oder des anderen 
Geschlechtes zum Ausdruck kommt. 

Im Hinblick mit Fowler ist der Mensch auf religiöser Ebene in der Zeit nach 
dem 18. Lebensjahr am Übergang zwischen dem synthetisch-konventionellen 
und dem individuell-reflexiven Glauben. Es geht um den Übergang vom 
religiösen Idealismus zum Realismus, wobei die rationelle Seite des Glaubens 
mehr zum Ausdruck kommt. Obwohl ein junger erwachsener Mensch andere 
Menschen und ihre Meinungen, Erwartungen und Ratschläge noch immer als 
wichtig auffasst, unterwirft er diese gleichzeitig den inneren 
Orientierungspunkten. Sein Glauben wird persönlich. Auf dieser Stufe 
entwickelt er nämlich eine kritische Distanz vom vorhergehenden Wertesystem 
und allmählich formt er eine neue Identität, die er mit der Wahl der persönlichen 
Zugehörigkeit einer bestimmten (religiösen) Gruppe und mit der Formung seines 
Lebensstiles ausdrückt und aktualisiert.16 Einige moderne Autoren, darunter P. 
Feldmeier,17 sind überzeugt, dass viele Menschen dieses Alters geistig sogar 
engagierter sind, als es dies die Kirchengemeinschaft anhält. Dabei ist es von 
Bedeutung, dass sie einen Platz finden, wo sie kreativ sein können und 
Anregungen geben. Es ist sehr unbezahlbar, wenn sie in diesem Prozess 
persönlich von einer Person begleitet werden, die sie akzeptiert, ermutigt und 
mit der er die eigene religiöse Vision überprüfen kann. Das gilt auch für junge 
erwachsene Christen, die „eingeschlafen sind und sich um nichts kümmern. Die 
geistigen Führer und Gemeinschaften sollen ihnen umso mehr helfen, sich mit 
Fragen auseinander zu setzen, wie zum Beispiel: 'Was willst du im Leben? 
Wonach strebst du? Worum ist es wert zu leben? Was ist es wert zu sterben? 
Was trägst du in deinem Herzen?`“18 „Die Religiosität ist eine kulturelle 
Dimension des Lebens und mit  ihr ist im weiteren Sinne des Wortes auch die 
Psychologie der Erziehung und des Lehrens vergleichbar.“19 

Der frühe Erwachsenabschnitt ist vom Blickwinkel des psychogeistigen 
Begleitens ein sehr wichtiger und entscheidender Abschnitt für die 
Grundsteinlegung des realen geistigen Lebens eines erwachsen Menschen. 

                                                      
16  Vgl. James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith – The Psychology of Human Development and 

the Quest of Meaning, New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1981, p. 179. 
17  Vgl. Peter Feldmeier, The Developing Christian: Spiritual Growth Through the Life 

Cycle, New Jersey: Paulist Press, 2007, p. 137. 
18  Michael Warren, Youth and the Future of the Church, New York, NY: The Seabury 

Press, 1982, p. 122.  
19  Stanko Gerjolj, Živeti, delati,  ljubiti, Pedagoška in psihološka interpretacija bibličnih 

pripovedi, Celje: Mohorjeva družba, 2006, p. 204. 
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Whitehead nennt diese Zeit Kairos, eine gnadenvolle Zeit, weil es um eine Zeit 
geht, in der sich die Identität des Einzelnen formt, seine Phantasie frei gelassen 
wird und seine persönlichen Träume an den Tag kommen.20 
 
 
3  Mittlerer Abschnitt des Erwachsenseins: Die Vierziger und 

Fünfziger Jahre 
 
Den Übergang zu den mittleren Jahren sehen viele als einen der „wichtigsten 
Ereignissen im Lebenszyklus“,21 was in Verbindung mit der Dynamik des 
vorhergehenden Jahrzehnts verständlich ist. Wenn der Mensch in den dreißiger 
Jahren nicht in den Prozess der Verinnerlichung kommt, kann er in den vierziger 
Jahren die so genannte »Midlife Crises« zu erleben beginnen,22 und dramatisch 
die Lösung in den Veränderungen außerhalb von sich zu suchen beginnt anstelle 
bei sich selbst, wie zum Beispiel: in Veränderung des Ehepartners, wenn es um 
Verheiratete geht, im Vergessen von alten und im Suchen von neuen Freunden, 
in der Anhäufung von Adressen usw. Sheehy vergleicht die Wirrheit, die im 
Menschen wegen der plötzlichen Veränderungen im Körper und der 
persönlichen Nichtintegrierung entstehen, die als Folge das Bedürfnis nach 
Selbstbeweisen hat, mit dem Verhalten von Jugendlichen (adolescence and 

                                                      
20  Vgl. Evelyn Whitehead & James Whitehead, Christian Life Patterns: The 

Psyhological Challenges and Religious Invitations of Adult Life, New York, NY: 
Crossroad, 1979, p. 67. 

21  James Gollnick, Religion and Spirituality in the Life Cycle, p. 159. 
22  Levinson verwendete in seinem Werk The Seasons of a Man's Life im Jahre  1978 als 

erster den Ausdruck Übergang der mittleren Jahre zur Entwicklungskrise und kam 
langsam sowohl in der fachlichen als auch in der wissenschaftlichen Literatur als 
Autor des Ausdrucks Midlife-Crisis zur Geltung. Beim Gebrauch dieses Ausdrucks 
muss man betonen, dass damit die Entwicklungskrise und nicht die adaptive Krise 
gemeint ist. Die Entwicklungskrise ist an einen spezifischen Abschnitt innerhalb des 
Entwicklungsprozesses gebunden, wobei die adaptive Krise ein bestimmtes Problem 
auslösen kann, zum Beispiel: Stress, Krankheit, Schuld, usw., was in jedem Moment 
des Lebens, was auch verständlich ist, auftreten kann. Auf so ein schweres Ereignis 
oder einen Zustand kann sich der Mensch gefühls-verhaltensmäßig anpassen. Die 
Entwicklungskrise kann positiv oder negativ sein. Negativ ist sie in jenem Fall, wenn 
den Menschen eine Enge erfasst oder ihm ein Schmerz zugefügt wird oder andere 
Menschen verletzt, womit sie auch endet; die positive Krise schließt die Bildung einer 
entsprechenderen Lebensstruktur für den Menschen persönlich als auch für die Welt, 
in der er lebt ein [Cf. Daniel Levinson, The Seasons of a Woman's Life, New York, 
NY: Ballantine Books, 1997, pp. 35-36).  
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middlescence) vergleicht, die das Gleichgewicht und die richtige Richtung zu 
suchen versuchen.23  

„An der Schwelle der Mitte des Lebens blickt der Mensch bewusst, obwohl 
verhüllt, in die Zeit, die ihm im Leben noch bleibt.“24 Den Blick richtet er auf 
den gesamten Lebenszyklus und wird sich immer bewusster, dass die Hälfte des 
Lebens schon für ihn vorbei ist, dabei beginnt er sich zu fragen, wie er den Rest 
ausrichten soll: „Ist das alles, was es im Leben gibt? Was will und brauche ich in 
Wirklichkeit, um im Leben aufzublühen?“ Gerade in Momenten der Einsamkeit 
entdeckt er, dass er nur ein Leben hat, für das er selbst Verantwortung trägt. 
Dazu kommt es so, dass er langsam den Erwartungen entsagt, die er zu anderen 
Menschen pflegt (Eltern, Kindern, Arbeitskollegen usw.), und öffnet sich der 
Umwelt mit größerer Uneigennützigkeit. Die Augenblicke der Einsamkeit helfen 
ihm so, nicht nur theoretisch, sondern auch existenziell „den Beginn, den 
Verlauf und das Ende des Lebens zu akzeptieren beginnt“25 und dass er bei 
seinem Tun nicht mehr so von der Bestätigung und dem Ausdruck von 
Dankbarkeit von anderen Menschen abhängig ist. Das Leben wird damit für ihn 
ein neu entdecktes Geschenk, wofür er persönlich dankbar ist und worin er lernt, 
den Sinn zu lesen und die innere Freude zu entdecken.   

In den fünfziger Jahren, in den Jahren eines neuen Aufschwunges, entdeckt 
der Mensch mit der erworbenen Fähigkeit der Relativierung der Promptheit und 
der Reflexion darüber, wer er in den ganzen Jahren geworden ist, die Früchte 
seiner Lebenserfahrungen, Erfolge und Kenntnisse bewusster zu entdecken und 
bereit ist, sie mit anderen zu teilen. Der Mitmensch ist kein Konkurrent mehr. 
„Der Prozess der Verinnerlichung der eigenen Identität führt ihn zum Punkt, 
wenn er im Jahrzehnt, in das er eintritt, einen zweiten Wandel in seinem Leben 
machen will: zu Gunsten anderer Menschen und zu seinem Gunsten wirken“26 in 
der Beziehungen zu den engsten Mitgliedern der Familie, des Arbeitskreises, 
und auch der weiteren kulturellen, ökologischen, politischen und religiösen 
Umwelt zu wachsen. Soll er Träger irgendwelcher Verantwortung sein, in den 
Augen eines Fünfzigjährigen, der auf die Herausforderungen seines 

                                                      
23  Gail Sheehy, New Passages: Mapping your Life across Time, New York, NY: 

Ballantine Books, 1996, p. 82. 
24  Marc Bornstein & Michael Lamb, Developmental Psychology, Hillsdale, NJ: 

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1999, p. 46. 
25  Jeannine Guindon, Donner un sens à son cycle de vie – L’enjeu de la quarantaine, in: 

Sans frontières 11 (1996), p. 5. 
26  Jeannine Guindon, Favoriser la croissance des personnes – L’enjeu de la 

cinquantaine, in: Sans frontières 11 (1996), p. 13. 
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Lebensabschnittes geantwortet hat, werden der Mitmensch und sein Gutes seine 
ausdrückliche Priorität. Doch wenn der Fünfzigjährige nicht erneut in den 
Prozess der Verinnerlichung getreten ist, kann er sich nicht wirklich als Person 
kennen lernen, folglich sieht er auch den Mitmenschen falsch, weil er ihn durch 
das Prisma von Ereignissen und Rollen wahrnimmt, die er ausgeführt hat oder 
noch ausführt, er sieht ihn aber zunächst nicht als Person. 

Auf religiöser Ebene stellt Fowler fest, dass der verbindende Glaube 
(Conjunctive Faith) gewöhnlich nicht vor dem mittleren Zeitabschnitt des 
Erwachsenseins aufscheint. Der Mensch hat schon die Erfahrung der 
Enttäuschung und des Misserfolgs als auch der Wirklichkeit seiner Bestrebungen 
und der unwiderrufbaren Entscheidungen“.27 Wenn die frühere Stufe des 
Glaubens rationeller gefärbt war, entdeckt der Mensch auf dieser Stufe erneut 
die Botschaft und die Bedeutung von Symbolen, Bildern, Bildnissen und 
Rituale, erfährt sie auf eine neue Art  in der wechselseitigen Verbundenheit und 
wird so Teil von ihnen. Statt sich im Gegensatz zu anderen Menschen und ihren 
Ansichten der Welt zu beweisen, zeigt er ihnen gegenüber seine Offenheit, die 
die scharf vorgezeichneten Kategorien übersteigt, die er auf der vorhergehenden 
Stufe ausgeformt hat.28 Diese Stufe kann man als ausgeglichenen und inklusiven 
Glauben bezeichnen und auch als Stufe der wechselseitigen Abhängigkeit, in der 
eine Person von anderen abhängig sein kann, ohne dabei die eigene Autonomie 
zu verlieren. Die Individualisierung, die ein lebenslanger Prozess ist und sich in 
der Beziehung zu sich selbst als auch zu anderen zeigt, übersteigt auf dieser 
Stufe die Spannung zwischen der Selbstständigkeit und der Zugehörigkeit und 
reift in der Erkenntnis, dass der Mensch am selbstständigsten in dem Augenblick 
ist, wenn er am meisten zugehörig ist oder wenn er sich Gott und den Menschen 
am meisten schenkt.  

Bei der psychogeistigen Begleitung ist in dieser Zeit eine besondere 
Wachsamkeit hinsichtlich der Dinge, die die begleitete Person verändern soll, 
und hinsichtlich der Dinge, die sie akzeptieren soll, notwendig. Der Mensch der 
mittleren Jahre soll nicht mehr sich selbst in den Mittelpunkt stellen, denn es 
geht in diesem Zeitabschnitt in der Regel um die psychologische Veränderung 
im Vergleich zum Zeitabschnitt des früheren Erwachsenseins, in dem sich der 
Einzelne mit aller Kraft bemüht, die persönliche Identität zu formen und ist auf 

                                                      
27  James W. Fowler, Faith and Structuring of Meaning, Birmingham: Religious 

Education Press, 1986, p. 73. 
28  Vgl. Richard Osmer, Faith Development, in: Iris Cully & Kendig Brubaker Cully 

(eds.), Harper’s Encyclopedia of Religious Education, New York, NY: Harper & 
Row, 1990, p. 252. 
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eine eigenartige Art in sich gekehrt ist. Der reife Mensch der mittleren Jahre 
pflegt mehr als den Wunsch nach dem Selbst-Fortschritt und der Produktivität 
die Sehnsucht nach der „Bescheidenheit des Geistes“29 und der „inneren 
Reise“30.  
 
 
4  Der Späte Abschnitt des Erwachsenseins: Die Sechziger, Siebziger 

und Achtziger Jahre und Mehr 
 
Ist der Mensch im Alter von sechzig Jahren alt? Ist er dann mit siebzig Jahren 
oder mehr alt? Es geht um eine komplexe Frage, deshalb wird in dieser 
Abhandlung für den Übergang zum späten Erwachsenenalter der Augenblick der 
Pensionierung vorgeschlagen, der für die Mehrheit der Menschen den Beginn 
der Reorganisierung der Arbeit und des Lebens und damit die Bestimmung einer 
neuen Lebensstruktur darstellt.  

„Der spezifische Beitrag eines Sechzigjährigen sind die Orientierung zum 
Wesentlichen und das Entdecken von realen Bedürfnissen seiner menschlichen 
Umwelt.“31 Auf diese Weise wird er ein Mensch, der helfen kann, ohne dabei 
mit der Promptheit und der Unmittelbarkeit belastet zu sein. So stellt er die 
Ereignisse seines Lebens als Menschsein im Allgemeinen in einen neuen, 
ganzheitlicheren Kontext und nimmt seine Umwelt genauer wahr und alles, was 
zu seiner physischen, psychischen, moralischen und geistigen Besserung hilft.“32 
Mit der Fähigkeit des „Entdeckens des inneren Sinns der Ereignisse erkennt er 
die Faktoren, die die Entwicklung der sozialen-kulturellen-religiösen Umwelt 
ermöglichen, gleichzeitig nimmt er auch seine Grenzen klarer wahr“.33 Er ist 
fähig, langfristige Folgen der Entscheidungen des Einzelnen und der 
Gesellschaft zu sehen und sich aktiv bei Bereichen einzugliedern, die die 
Lebensqualität für die künftigen Generationen vorbereiten. Dabei ist es 
interessant zu beobachten, dass ein Sechzigjähriger gewöhnlich viel leichter 
ausdrücken kann, was er erlebt. Doch wenn er das Interesse für Neues nicht 

                                                      
29  Eugene Bianchi, Aging as a Spiritual Journey, New York, NY: Crossroad, 1992, p. 

38.  
30  Peter Feldmeier, The Developing Christian, New Jersey: Paulist Press, 2007, p. 191. 
31  Gail Sheehy, Franchir les obstacles de la vie, Paris: Belfond, 1982, p. 236. 
32  Scott Schieman, Age, Education, and the Sense of Control: A Test of the Cumulative 

Advantage Hypothesis, in: Research on Aging 23 (2001), p. 154.  
33  Jeannine Guindon, Phase de la soixantaine et réponse aux besoins de l’entourage, in: 

Sans frontières 8 (1993), 3-16. 
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entwickelt, riskiert er mit der Pensionierung, die das Ende der Ausübung einer 
Funktion bedeutet, dass er sich in Zukunft langweilen und schwer seine Grenzen 
akzeptieren wird. 

„Ein Siebzigjähriger blickt auf die Gesamtheit seines Lebens und kommt zur 
neuen Wahrnehmung der Verbindungen, die den Sinn spinnen und zur 
Fortsetzung ermuntern.“34 Seine Entdeckungen sieht er mit dem historischen 
Segment und entdeckt darin die persönliche Geschichte. Diese Differenzierung 
ermöglicht ihm eine bessere Vorstellung des Weges, auf dem auch andere 
Menschen gehen und er liest mit den inneren Augen, das ist mit dem Blick der 
Kontemplation, den „universellen Sinn der persönlichen Geschichte“35 und 
entdeckt die Bedeutung des lebendigen Erinnerns für die künftigen 
Generationen. »In der Kontemplation bleibt die Zeit stehen. Der Mensch 
sammelt sich in der privilegierten Stille und gibt sich Gottes Hand hin. In diesem 
Empfangen verläuft ein fast passiver, sehr ruhiger Prozess der Verinnerlichung, 
der die Wurzeln trifft und alles gesagt wird.“36 Die Art, mit der ein 
Siebzigjähriger, der die psychische Autonomie behalten hat, solche 
Schwierigkeiten vorsieht, zeigt, dass dieser den Blick auf die gesamte Person 
richtet und eine nüchterne Beurteilung und auch die Fähigkeit der 
Verallgemeinerung einschließt. Dabei ist es von Bedeutung, dass er nicht sucht, 
damit andere ihn wiederholen und nachahmen, sondern den eigenen Weg findet. 

Erik Erikson mit sechsundachtzig und seine Ehefrau Joan mit fünfundachtzig 
Jahren definieren dieses Alter als „endliche Reife, mit der sich der Mensch vor 
der Hoffnungslosigkeit schützt, die durch eine unaufhörliche physische 
Desintegration ausgelöst werden kann“.37 Die Eriksons bestätigen, dass die letzte 
Periode ihres Lebens „den Höhepunkt der Weisheit bis zu dem Maße bedeutet, 
dass jede frühere Periode darin ihre Bewertung findet.“38 Weise zu sein, bedeutet 
die gute und die schlechte Seite eines Dinges sowohl mit der Intelligenz des 
Verstandes als auch mit der Intelligenz des Herzens zu sehen. Die Menschheit 
braucht das jedes Mal, wenn sie die Antwort auf irgendeine Frage oder 

                                                      
34  Jeannine Guindon, Phase de vie du septuagénaire et contemplation, in: Sans 
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36  André Gouzes, Le chant du coeur, Paris: Cerf, 2003, p. 121. 
37  David Coleman, Growing into Wisdom, in: The Gazette Living 6 (1988), p. 14. 
38  Ibid. 
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Schwierigkeit sucht, was aber sonst nicht möglich ist, als unter Anlehnung an 
das Erbe jener, die schon einige Seiten des Lebens hinter sich haben.39  

Beim Achtzigjährigen nehmen die Erinnerungen ähnlich wie beim 
vorhergehenden Jahrzehnt sehr viel Platz ein, doch ist nun ihre Rolle anders. Ein 
Siebzigjähriger macht mit den Erinnerungen aus seinem Leben Verbindungen 
und sieht seine Lebensgeschichte in der inneren Einzigartigkeit. Ein 
Achtzigjähriger erhält von all diesen Erinnerungen nur das Wesentliche, was 
ihm dabei hilft, der letzten Periode des Lebenszykluses einen Sinn zu geben: 
„Gegen Ende des Lebens findet der Mensch keinen anderen Genuss als den 
Genuss des Wirklichen“.40 Beim Achtzigjährigen ist das Wesen, das er auf 
Grundlage seiner Geschichte herauslöst, wichtiger als die Geschichte selbst. Die 
Erinnerungen dienen ihm nur als Illustration des Wesens, das er reflektiert. Seine 
Aussage an die Welt zeigt sich „in der Sinngebung seines ganzen Lebens“41 – 
einschließlich des letzten Abschnittes und der Zeit, die ihm noch bleibt, sowie in 
der Ganzheitlichkeit der Lebenserfahrung. »Ein älterer Mensch, glücklich, dass 
er gelebt hat, ohne sein Leben neu anzufangen wollen, ist ein Segen für die 
Familie und alle um ihn herum, die zu ihm eine Beziehung haben.“42 

„Der Mensch hat Freude daran, mit sich selbst zu bleiben, wenn er sich seiner 
Würde bewusst ist.“43 „Seine Bestimmung ist, das in Liebe zu werden, was ist. 
Nur derjenige, der sein Leben als Geschenk gesehen und angenommen hat, ist 
gegen das Ende des Zykluses durch alle Bemühungen und Anstrengungen nicht 
müde. Im Gegenteil, er fühlt sich beschenkt und glücklich, dass er Gottes 
Liebling ist und dass er eingeladen wurde, in die Ewigkeit zu übergehen.“44 
Légaut spricht bei achtzig Jahren über die Erfahrung der „Domestizierung“ des 
Todes,45 was nur derjenige machen kann, der geistig und psychisch genug 
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gemeinsame grundlegende Stufen erkennen, die den Prozess des Sterbens 
charakterisieren. Die erste Stufe ist die Stufe der Verneinung, wenn der Mensch die 
Gedanken und Gefühle, die mit dem Tod verbunden sind, fortzuscheuchen versucht. 
Die zweite Stufe wird durch das Gefühl des Ärgers gekennzeichnet, das der Mensch 
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erwachsen ist: „Wenn die Stunde schlägt, sieht der Mensch nicht nur das 
Schicksal, sondern auch die Notwendigkeit des Todes, dass er mit ihm dem 
Leben die Fruchtbarkeit gibt“.46 

Die letzte Stufe auf Fowlers Gliederung der religiösen Entwicklung, die im 
Grunde das Einssein mit Gott und in ihm zu leben fordert, kennzeichnet eine 
außerordentlich seltene Form des Glaubens, für den der Mensch erst im späteren 
Erwachsenenalter heranreift. Er ist als uneigennütziger Glaube beschrieben. 
„Die sechste Stufe öffnet sich der Art des Seins im Glauben, das vor allem 
Übergabe und Überwindung seiner selbst ist.“47 Fowler meint, dass solch eine 
Person schon die Früchte der „starken Känose oder der Ausleerung seiner 
selbst“48 offenbart. Menschen auf der Stufe des so genannten universellen 
Glaubens in der Welt leben mit seiner umformenden Anwesenheit und sich wie 
Gefäße, die in sich die Universalität tragen. Wegen der Qualität haben sie in sich 
den Wert jenseits dessen, was die Gesellschaft über sie sagt oder wie sie deren 
Nutzen sieht. Die Menschen auf dieser Stufe lieben das Leben – ohne darauf 
gebunden zu sein.49 „Trotz der aufgezählten Tugenden sind die Menschen der 
sechsten Stufe nicht vollkommen – weder im moralischen noch in einem 
anderen Sinn des Wortes. Sie haben aber eine charakteristische neue Form des 
Glaubens, einschließlich der Qualität der Freiheit in der Beziehung sowohl zu 
sich selbst als auch zu anderen.“50 
 

                                                                                                                                   
auch auf verschiedene Personen oder Strukturen seiner Umwelt übertragen kann. Auf 
der dritten Stufe will der Mensch hinsichtlich der Zeit verhandeln und will Gottes 
Gunst oder Aufmerksamkeit seitens der Menschen, die ihm nahe stehen. Die vierte 
Stufe nennt Dr. Kübler-Ross die Stufe der Depression beim Erkennen des nahen 
Todes, was in ihm das Gefühl des Verlustes und der Niederlage lässt. Erst nach 
diesem Prozess kann der Mensch zur fünften Stufe übergehen, die die wirkliche 
Akzeptanz des Todes darstellt [Elizabeth Kübler-Ross, Living with Death and Dying, 
New York, NY: Macmillan, 1981]. 

46  Marcel Légaut, Devenir soi et rechercher le sens de sa propre vie, Paris: Aubier, 
1980, p. 91. 
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5  Schlussbemerkungen 
 
Der gesamte Abschnitt des Erwachsenseins wurde aus der Sicht der psychischen 
und geistigen Entwicklung betrachtet, mit der Betonung auf den spezifischen 
Herausforderungen der einzelnen Epochen. Der beschriebene Weg stellt kein 
ideales Modell dar, nach dem alle erwachsenen Menschen geformt und glücklich 
werden sollen, er kann aber dem psychogeistigen Begleiter beim Bewusstwerden 
einiger grundlegender Bedürfnisse und der tiefgehenden Wünsche sehr helfen, 
denen jeder Mensch der modernen westlichen Gesellschaft auf seine eigene Art 
begegnet. Weil man nicht nur die psychologische, sondern auch die geistige 
Begleitung vor den Augen hat, ist unsere grundlegende Frage, wie dem Begleiter 
geholfen werden kann, immer mehr eins mit Gott und so immer mehr heilig zu 
werden. „Jede Stufe hat nämlich seine starken und schwachen Seiten; die höhere 
Stufe des Glaubens bedeutet an und für sich noch nicht, dass sie in jeder 
Hinsicht besser ist und dass der Mensch mehr heilig ist.“51 Vom Blickwinkel der 
psychogeistigen Begleitung wäre es verfehlt, die Menschen zum möglichst 
schnelleren Voranschreiten von einer zur anderen Stufe „anzutreiben“, obwohl 
es wahr ist, dass auf eine Art jede höhere Stufe geeigneter wäre, weil sich der 
Mensch freier entscheidet, in größerer Treue zu Gott und zu den inneren 
Orientierungspunkten und deshalb auch verantwortungsvoller ist. Genauso ist es 
möglich zu sehen, dass jemand schon mit 20 Jahren sehr heilig sein kann, 
obwohl er entwicklungsspezifisch gesehen nicht so eine hohe Stufe erreicht hat. 
Jemand anders ist das auf jeder Stufe heilig, doch seine Heiligkeit zeigt sich auf 
jeder dieser Stufe anders.  

Mit der Darstellung der Dynamik im Abschnitt des Erwachsenseins wurde 
gezeigt, dass die Integration der Psychologie und der geistigen Begleitung 
möglich und sinnvoll ist. Dabei ist es gut, auch noch zwei Blickwinkel zu 
berücksichtigen. Erstens, „die Psychologie selbst zeigt, dass sie sich selbst nicht 
genügt, dass sie nur ein Mittel und kein Ziel ist“52. Zweitens, der Glaube in 
seiner Dynamik folgt nie ausschließlich der menschlichen Logik, obwohl er 
noch so durchdacht ist, doch er zeigt, dass er seine innere Logik, die Logik der 
Gnade hat, die die Stufenstruktur übersteigt und nicht auf den Kalender schaut. 
Der Mensch kann Gott und seine Gnade „nicht planen, organisieren und mit 
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ihnen manipulieren.“53 Entwicklungstheorien, sowohl psychologisch als auch 
geistig gerichtet, sind Hilfsmittel, die einerseits die intellektuellen Arten der 
Sinngebung des Lebens gut beschreiben, schwieriger aber dringen sie zu den 
Fragen jedes einzelnen Herzens, des Inhalts seines religiösen Lebens und der 
persönlichen religiösen Erfahrungen. Die Tiefe der Liebe und die innere 
Sehnsucht des Einzelnen zu Gott bleiben im Grund ein Geheimnis, das nur Gott 
lesen und vorhersehen kann.   

Nicht zuletzt im Prozess der christlichen psychogeistigen Begleitung einer 
erwachsenen Person jeden Alters bleibt die folgende Frage von größter 
Bedeutung: an welchen Gott glaubt der Begleitete. Der Mensch kann 
personifiziert werden und so bleibt er mehr Mensch und gleichzeitig mehr 
Göttlich nur in seiner ontologischen Ausrichtung zu Gott – der Person und nicht 
in einer allgemeinen Ausrichtung zum absoluten Wesen oder zur höchsten 
Gottheit. Wenn sich die menschliche Person in ihrer grundlegenden Beziehung 
zu Gott – Person Jesus Christus – verwirklicht und im Glauben wächst, 
personifiziert sie die Menschheit und die gesamte Schöpfung, die seine Liebe 
empfängt, und so gleichzeitig bei seiner persönlichen Entwicklung und bei der 
Entwicklung der Gesellschaft und der Welt mitarbeitet. Auf diese Weise erfährt 
und zeugt er, dass das Leben wertvoll ist, dass wir es leben; wir geben ihm 
unsere Zeit und die persönliche Qualität. Die erwachsene Person, die auf der 
Beziehung mit dem persönlichen Gott aufbaut,  ist ein Mensch auf dem Weg, der 
an die Liebe glaubt und ihr Platz in jedem Lebenszeitalter gibt, sodass ihn diese 
Leben fortwährend umwandelt. 
 
 
6  Zusammenfassung 
 
Ein Zwanzigjähriger tritt ins Erwachsenenalter mit der Verwirklichung auf 
beruflicher Ebene und in seiner Lebensentscheidung. In den dreißiger Jahren 
gibt er seiner Bestimmung einen Sinn und in den vierziger Jahren dem ganzen 
Lebenszyklus. In den fünfziger Jahren entdeckt der Mensch den Sinn und die 
Früchte seiner Lebenserfahrungen und Bemühungen und ist bereit, diese mit 
anderen zu teilen und so zu seinem persönlichen Wachstum beizutragen. Damit 
bereitet er sich vor, sich mit den Herausforderungen der sechziger Jahre 
auseinander zu setzen, die die Ausrichtung zum Wesentlichen und zum 
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Entdecken der wirklichen Bedürfnisse seines menschlichen Umfeldes ist. Ein 
Siebzigjähriger lernt die Kontemplation der Ganzheit seiner Existenz, um darin 
die Verbundenheit und die Treue zu entdecken. Der Mensch im Alter von 
achtzig Jahren und älter tritt ins Alter der endlichen Reife und Weisheit, das 
zeigt sich auch in der Akzeptanz des eigenen Todes. Das psychogeistige 
Begleiten soll dem erwachsenen Menschen zur Erfahrung und Bezeugen zu 
helfen, dass das Leben wertvoll ist, dass wir es leben; dass wir es in der 
Beziehung zu Gott leben und in Lieben in jedem Lebenszeitabschnitt reifen. 
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Universität Ljubljana, Slowenien 
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INCARNATION IN THE W ORLD OF TODAY  
Europe’s Catholic Theological Heritage and its Future 
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Hardt,Germany; Ulrich Engel, Germany; Paul Murray, United Kingdom; 

Erik Borgman, The Netherlands 
 
 
 

The study of present-day faith in the light of a sacramental presence in the world 
calling for life in the kingdom of God has been the main task of Catholic 
theology in the past few decades. What have been the results of performing this 
task and how to pursue it in the future? In the following papers, we would like to 
explore future perspectives on Catholic theology in Europe through a 
reconsideration of its recent past: its contexts, themes and protagonists. 

If we mark that recent past from the Second Vatican Council to the present, 
then it is important to acknowledge that the cultural context in which European 
theology has developed has changed the tasks and challenges of Catholic 
theology.1 A heightened sensibility to a changing cultural context is undoubtedly 
the consequence of the outcomes of the Council itself – a fact that has been 
discussed in an issue of Bulletin ET.2 But the present transformations in theology 
are perhaps even more the effect of a changing university landscape and its 
delineation by supposedly secular boundaries, and of a world governed by a 
global economy uncomfortable with accommodating the conversations and 
conflicts of religiously diverse views and life styles. 

In my opinion, Catholic theologians have responded to these cultural changes 
with some success and some failure. One of the successful outcomes of the 
Council’s attention to the church’s pastoral concern has been the theological 
discovery of a diversity of context-specific and practice-oriented questions, 
which connected situations of inequality, violence and suffering with theologies 
of justice and hope, speaking of a God who has engaged himself with the history 
and salvation of human beings. Furthermore, theology has continued to 
                                                      
1  Cf. Paul Murray, Roman Catholic Theology after Vatican II, in: The Modern 

Theologians, David Ford and Rachel Muers (eds.), Malden/Oxford: Blackwell, 2005, 
265-286. 

2  For example: Erik Borgman, The Rediscovery of Truth as a Religious Category. The 
Enduring Legacy of the Second Vatican Council, in: Bulletin ET 17 (2006) 53-66, p.2. 
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exchange methods and research results with other academic disciplines and has 
integrated these disciplines with its own topics and approaches. However, 
political engagement, hermeneutics and interdisciplinarity have not prevented 
and have perhaps even encouraged the ongoing marginalisation and 
fragmentation of theology at Europe’s universities.3 How, then, do we assess 
theology’s present situation in view of its recent developments and challenges?  

To evaluate theology’s current state of affairs in the light of its modern legacy, 
I suggest we ask ourselves the questions below about the contexts, themes and 
approaches, theologians and paradigm of Catholic theology in Europe. 
 
 
A)  Context(s) and culture(s) 
 
In which cultural context does contemporary European theology evolve? To 
which events and situations should theologians respond? In the past few 
decades, postmodernity, secularisation and religious diversity have inspired and 
challenged theological discussions and they will continue to do so in the near 
future. These discussions have become part of a public debate that has a much 
wider audience than church and academy alone. What could and should 
theology’s distinctive voice be in that public realm? Speaking from, for and to 
present-day culture, in what sense could and should that theological voice be 
considered as being exclusively of the church? 
 
 
B)  Theological themes and approaches, and themes for theology 
 
What do we consider to be the central themes of post-Vatican II- theology? A 
whole range of ethical and political issues have topped the theological agenda in 
the past few decades. To mention but a few: poverty, gender, biotechnology, war 
and violence. Until today these issues have pressed further reflection on the 
church’s ecumenical policy, social doctrine and political responsibility. New or 
newly discovered approaches and disciplines have come up, like aesthetics, 
anthropology, comparative and empirical studies. In Catholic theology 
especially, fundamental theologies and reflections on method have been 
dominant in the eighties and nineties. Currently, perhaps plurality and secularity 

                                                      
3  Cf. Helmut Hoping, Universität ohne Gott? Theologie im Haus der Wissenschaften, 

Freiburg: Herder, 2007. 
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are theology’s main concerns, which ask for new forms of faith, spirituality and 
religious life. Which themes and approaches are or should be at the forefront of 
the study of faith in Europe today? 
 
 
C)  Theologians 
 
Who do we consider to be the voice of contemporary Catholic theology? In the 
early seventies the most influential theologians seemed clearly divided along the 
Concilium-Communio divide, with Karl Rahner, Yves Congar, Edward 
Schillebeeckx, Marie-Dominique Chenu and Hans Küng on the so-called 
revisionist or liberal side, and Hans Urs von Balthasar, Joseph Ratzinger, Walter 
Kasper and Henri de Lubac on the postliberal or orthodox side. What is their 
legacy? How does this political division still affect theology today? Since then, 
very few individual theologians have had a similar impact on the development of 
theology, with perhaps some notable exceptions like Jon Sobrino, David Tracy 
or Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza. But which names in Europe spring to mind? No 
doubt, several names should be mentioned here, but apart from the fact that the 
face of theology becomes less shaped by particular individual theologians, it 
must also be acknowledged that every theological sub-discipline or school will 
recognise its own set of influential thinkers. Is this cacophony of voices a 
problem for European theology, and if not, who from theology’s recent past 
could be considered a guide that conducts these new voices through Europe’s 
culture of diversity? 
 
 
D)  The question of a paradigm 
 
Finally, would it be possible to outline a paradigm for Catholic theology in 
Europe today? A thought-pattern, so to speak, that is at work as a unifying force 
in the diversity of theological ideas and styles, which restructures itself with 
every emerging theological response to reality and which continuously needs to 
be questioned as a unity to accommodate anew the truth that lives among human 
beings. A paradigm that not only reflects on the shared and interconnected 
concerns of both church and society, but also proves able to critically engage 
with the methodological and strategic demands of contemporary science and the 
humanities. A paradigm that is both the result and the opportunity of performing 
theological conversation and debate with integrity, thus becoming a sign of 
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present-day faith itself, which is critically engaged with the tradition it 
represents and thoroughly grounded in a world that it considers to be the place 
and prospect for divine presence. 
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This short paper could be described as a quest for an integrated Catholicism – a 
Catholicism which continues to celebrate the liberalizing reforms of the Second 
Vatican Council, while seeking to rediscover aspects of the mystical, Marian 
dimension of the Church which many would argue were depleted by the more 
rationalized and worldly vision which emerged during the Council.4 

The papacy of John Paul II brought into sharp relief a crisis which had been 
simmering since the Council. On the one hand, there were those who 
enthusiastically embraced the new social vision of a church in conversation with 
the world, eager to be seen to embrace ‘The joys and the hopes, the griefs and 
the anxieties of the people of this age.’5 On the other hand, there was growing 
discontent among those who mourned the loss of the sacramentality and 
mysticism of the pre-conciliar rite in favour of what they saw as an excessively 
politicized process of modernisation. To quote Hans Urs von Balthasar: 

What can one say of ‘political theology’ and of ‘critical Catholicism’? 
They are outlines for discussion for professors of theology and anti-
repressive students, but scarcely for a congregation which still consists of 
children, women, old men, and the sick … May the reason for the 
domination of such typically male and abstract notions be because of the 

                                                      
4  This paper is an abbreviated version of a longer paper, From Rosaries to Rights – 

Towards an Integrated Catholicism, in: Bernard Hoose, Julie Clague and Gerard 
Mannion (eds.) Moral Theology for the Twenty-First Century: Essays in Celebration 
of Kevin Kelly, London and New York: T & T Clark, 2008, forthcoming. The ideas 
explored here are more fully developed in Tina Beattie, New Catholic Feminism: 
Theology and Theory, London and New York: Routledge, 2006.  

5  Pope Paul VI, ‘Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et 
Spes’, December 7, 1965, n. 1, on the Vatican website: http://www.vatican.va/ 
archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_cons_19651207_gaudium-
et-spes_en.html (last accessed 4 January 2008). 
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abandonment of the deep femininity of the marian character of the 
Church?6 

The realization that the sacramental life of the Church may have been depleted 
by the reforms of the Council is no longer confined to conservatives, and not 
everybody would agree with von Balthasar that ‘political theology’ is 
necessarily in conflict with the ‘marian character of the Church’. The American 
feminist Charlene Spretnak criticizes post-conciliar ‘progressive’ Catholics for 
their ongoing resistance to the mystical holiness of the Marian tradition. She 
cites her parents as examples of many pre-conciliar Catholics whose devotion to 
Mary went hand in hand with the kind of political ethos that informs post-
conciliar liberal Catholicism. Spretnak describes the Catholic Church as ‘a 
container and guardian of mysteries far greater than itself,’7 and she writes: 

Today, the theology and liturgy of the Catholic Church is less ‘cluttered,’ 
less mystical, and less comprehensive in its spiritual scope. Its tight, clear 
focus is far more ‘rational’ but far less whole. We who once partook of a 
vast spiritual banquet with boundaries beyond our ken are now allotted 
spare rations, culled by the blades of a ‘rationalized’ agenda more 
acceptable to the modern mindset.8 

As a radical feminist, Spretnak speaks from the opposite end of the theological 
spectrum to the kind of Catholicism represented by von Balthasar and the 
journal Communio. However, any move towards reconciliation between these 
polarized positions requires recognition of the risks as well as the riches of a 
sacramental tradition, replete with nuptial and sacrificial imagery and redolent 
with a sublimated sexuality, in a Church which has never, in its two-thousand 
year history, learned to cope well with human sexuality and desire. The reason 
why there is an apparent stand-off between liberals and conservatives around 
these issues may be because the attempt under John Paul II to reinvigorate the 
Church’s Marian life was deeply influenced by von Balthasar’s theology. Paul 
McPartlan observes that ‘Balthasar’s Marian and Petrine terminology has passed 
into the official documents of the Catholic Church in recent times, indicating 

                                                      
6  Hans Urs von Balthasar, Elucidations [Translated by John Riches] London: SPCK, 

1975, p. 70. It is interesting that von Balthasar groups women with children, old men, 
and the sick, over and against professors of theology: professors of theology include 
an abundance of old men and even a few women. 

7  Charlene Spretnak, Missing Mary: The Queen of Heaven and Her Re-Emergence in 
the Modern Church, New York and Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004, p. 3. 

8  Ibid, p. 4. 
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that it is his thought that is particularly driving the Church’s understanding of 
sexuality in relation to witness and ministry in the Church.’9  

Some would argue that von Balthasar is the Catholic Church’s response to 
feminism. For example, referring to Adrienne von Speyr, the married woman in 
whose home von Balthasar lived for fifteen years and who had a profound 
influence on his theology, Johann Roten writes: ‘If feminist concerns are not 
merely a matter of hierarchic functional uniformity, then the example of Hans 
Urs von von Balthasar and Adrienne von Speyr could be a challenging 
illustration – not necessarily to be copied as such! – of the best possibilities the 
Church has to offer to men and women, granted that both be shaped and 
permeated by the common fundamental Marian personality structure.’10  

 
Those who promote von Balthasar’s theology identify a number of significant 
features which they argue offer an effective Catholic response to the challenge 
of modern culture, philosophy and social and sexual ethics. He has been 
celebrated as the theologian of beauty because of his emphasis on the 
significance of beauty in all its cultural and artistic forms as revelatory of God. 
His theology of the body has been praised because he offers an ostensibly 
incarnational, gendered theological vision in which the dynamics of the Marian 
and the Petrine church are reworked in conversation with the revelatory 
significance of the sexual body. His interpretation of kenosis has been identified 
as one of the most significant of his theological insights, and his comprehensive 
engagement with European literature, philosophy and theology has been hailed 
by some as a profoundly integrated theological vision capable of reinstating the 
Catholic faith at the very centre of the human story.  

However, my own reading of von Balthasar leads me to a deep suspicion of 
his whole theological enterprise, and I would argue that those who praise his 
‘feminism’ lack even a rudimentary grasp of fundamental feminist principles 
which would be shared by a diverse range of feminist theories and theologies. 
First, a close reading reveals that von Balthasar’s theology negates rather than 
affirms the significance of female embodiment and sexuality. ‘Woman’ is a 

                                                      
9  Paul McPartlan, The Marian church and women’s ordination, in: William 

McLoughlin and Jill Pinnock (eds.) Mary is for Everyone: Essays on Mary and 
Ecumenism, Leominster: Gracewing: 1997, p. 51. 

10  Johann Roten, S.M., The Two Halves of the Moon: Marian Anthropological 
Dimensions in the Common Mission of Adrienne von Speyr and Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, in: Hans Urs von Balthasar: His Life and Work, David L. Schindler (ed.), 
San Francisco, CA: Communio Books, Ignatius Press, 1991, pp. 85-86. 
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disembodied concept in von Balthasar’s theology, primarily associated not with 
the bodily female subject but functioning as the other to the male – the answer to 
his question and the fulfilment of his desire. Following on from this, von 
Balthasar’s insistence on the all-pervasive significance of sexual difference 
means that the subject of his theology is male – for if sexual difference is as 
significant as he claims, then every theological claim and argument has to 
acknowledge the duality of the human sexual subject. Insofar as he fails to do 
this, von Balthasar fails to acknowledge woman as a valid subject of theology, 
and to read him as woman is to identify the gaps and inconsistencies in his 
theological enterprise. Third, and as a result of this negation of the subjective 
significance of the female body, there are undercurrents of misogynistic violence 
in his theology which make it profoundly worrying from the perspective of its 
significance for the sacramentality of the body and with regard to the ethical 
relationship between the sexes. 

My task in the limited space available here is that of briefly calling into 
question von Balthasar’s rhetoric, not of presenting his theology per se. So let 
me begin with a quotation from an early work, Heart of the World, written soon 
after the beginning of his relationship with von Speyr, when von Balthasar 
writes about kenosis in the context of a nuptial ecclesiology. Here, in a chapter 
titled ‘Conquest of the Bride’, Christ addresses the Church: 

I, the strong God, have betrayed myself to you – my Body, my Church ... 
this simmering darkness, opposed to the Father’s light; ... I dared to enter 
the body of my Church, the deadly body which you are. … No wonder you 
realized your advantage over me and took my nakedness by storm! But I 
have defeated you through weakness and my Spirit has overpowered my 
unruly and recalcitrant flesh. (Never has woman made more desperate 
resistance!) … Our wrecked covenant – our blood-wedding, the red 
wedding of the Lamb – is already, here and now, the white bridal bed of 
divine love.11 

Kenosis, then, is the final overwhelming of a strong, masculine God by the 
seductions of the sexual female flesh. Christ enters that flesh as an act of marital 
rape. I do not need to spell out the implications for ecclesiology, Christology and 
the theology of marriage.  

I often quote that passage because for me it effectively sums up why von 
Balthasar’s theology is so dangerous for the spirituality of eros and for the 
representation of women in the Church. However, I have been asked if I risk 

                                                      
11  Hans Urs von Balthasar, Heart of the World [Translated by Erasmo S. Leiva], San 

Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1979, pp. 194-197. 
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taking passages out of context – particularly since this is an early and immature 
work. Yet I would argue that this dynamic of sexual violence is a persistent 
theme running through his theology, and once one becomes attentive to it, it 
becomes almost inescapable. To give another example, let me turn to his account 
of Christ’s descent into hell. 

On Holy Saturday, von Balthasar sees ‘the idea of a struggle between the 
divinity which descends into the underworld, and the power hostile to God 
which is vanquished there and must yield up either the menaced or imprisoned 
divinity itself, or some other prey.’12 What is this power that is hostile to God, 
that imprisons God and must be vanquished, so that, in the Resurrection, ‘a 
voracious power is obliged to recognize its impotence to hold its prey’?13 Von 
Balthasar argues that, in hell, Christ enters ‘the second ‘chaos’’, ‘the pure 
substantiality of ‘Hell’ which is ‘sin in itself’.’14 He goes on to search for images 
that might express something of the nature of this Hell that is the very substance 
of sin. He refers to ‘mud’, ‘ordure’, ‘leprosy’, ‘phlegm’ and, in apocalyptic 
imagery, to ‘the great harlot of Babylon, as quintessence of the sin of the world’ 
which is burned up in fire and smoke.15 I am not going to inflict that whole ugly 
passage on readers, but we should note that, in von Balthasar’s imagery, the 
incarnation is God being overwhelmed by the sexual female flesh, and the 
resurrection is the final burning up of the harlot body which held the dead Christ 
imprisoned. Elsewhere, he describes the Word coming from the Father into ‘a 
menacing void, a chasm fitted with teeth. The light came into the darkness, but 
the darkness had no eye for the light: it had only jaws.’16 The raped bride, the 
incinerated harlot, the vagina dentata – kenosis, Holy Saturday and sexuality, 
these are the great insights which von Balthasar offers to the modern Church, a 
daily diet of misogyny and violence on which our young seminarians are now 
being fed, given that von Balthasar is the theologian of choice in many 
seminaries. 

But of course, ask any theologian worth his salt, and he will say that I am 
reading von Balthasar too selectively. Yes, there are times when his choice of 
rhetoric is a little unfortunate, but every theologian slips up occasionally. The 

                                                      
12  Hans Urs von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale: The Mystery of Easter [Translated by 

Aidan Nichols, O.P.], Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990, p. 151. 
13  Ibid. 
14  Ibid, p. 173. 
15  Ibid, pp. 173-4. 
16  Ibid, p. 39. 



 Europe’s Catholic Theological Heritage and its Future 133 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

fact that he is occasionally a little over the top in his sexual imagery does not 
mean we should write him off altogether. 

Since publishing New Catholic Feminism, in which I offer an extensive 
critique of von Balthasar’s theological imagery, it is interesting how much 
feedback I have received from women who have had a similar reaction to mine 
when reading him, but who have felt unable to admit to this because of his great 
influence on contemporary Catholicism. But one of the more disturbing aspects 
of my experience of researching von Balthasar has been the uncritical 
engagement of many theologians with his work, which has led me to wonder 
how some of the finest theological minds in the modern Church are so 
anaesthetized to his pervasive rhetoric of sexual violence and misogyny. Perhaps 
the most startling example of this blindness is a paper by Aristotle Papanikolaou 
published in Modern Theology, in which he argues that, in situations of sexual 
abuse and violence against women, von Balthasar’s ‘understanding of kenotic 
personhood is the most adequate way to account for the healing of abused 
victims.’17 It is hard to square this with my own reading of von Balthasar, which 
at times felt like being exposed to rhetorical acts of sexual abuse.  

Those who translate and write about von Balthasar are mostly male 
theologians, but he has a growing following among women as well. They are 
developing what they call ‘new Catholic feminism’, based on Pope John Paul 
II’s call for women to discover a new feminism which would celebrate feminine 
genius rather than modelling itself on aggressive patterns of masculinity.18 The 
new Catholic feminists offer an uncritical affirmation of the theologies of both 
John Paul II and von Balthasar, and they are deeply antagonistic towards other 
feminisms on issues of sexual and reproductive rights, being anti-contraception, 
anti-abortion and anti-homosexuality. 

If we want to see a healthy integration between sacramentality and ethics, 
uniting spirituality, sexuality and social justice, then we need to go beyond a 
church with dark secrets and unacknowledged desires, a church where the 
mysticism of the liturgy has the potential to unleash a cauldron of unconscious 
fears and fantasies, a church in which too many of our priests become sexual 
predators because they have never been given the insight they need with regard 

                                                      
17  Aristotle Papanikolaou, Person, Kenosis and Abuse: Hans Urs von Balthasar and 

Feminist Theologies in Conversation, in: Modern Theology, Vol. 19/1 (January 2003) 
41-65, p. 42. 

18  See the essays in Michele Schumacher (ed.), Women in Christ: Toward a New 
Feminism, Grand Rapids, MI and Cambridge, UK: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 2004. 
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to understanding their own desires. Von Balthasar would in my opinion be an 
ideal choice for the sex education of priests if he were read against the grain – as 
an example of what can go wrong when these questions are not addressed in a 
spirit of honesty and self-awareness. But when his theology becomes the 
narrative which shapes our understanding of priesthood, personhood, gender and 
God, then I am afraid for the Church and for the next generation of priests. 

Questions of sexual rights are among the most challenging facing the Church 
today. On issues of social and economic justice, the Catholic Church is living 
out her mission to the poor in a radical way. The Church’s social teaching 
champions the cause of human rights and, since the collapse of communism, 
offers the only sustained and coherent critique of global capitalism and its 
consequences. But an integrated Catholicism requires no less courage in the face 
of the new sexual and psychological questions facing humankind at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century. Christ brings life incarnate to our desire. 
He offers us eros beyond thanatos, liberating us from deadly desire in order for 
us to enter into loving exchanges marked by mutual self-giving, trust and 
commitment. We achieve that, not by aspiring to ‘supra-sex’ (to use von 
Balthasar’s expression) above and beyond the body’s vulnerabilities and 
yearnings, but by learning to express our sexuality in relationships focused on 
the delight of the beloved other. A sexuality which is truly a giving of self is an 
abundant, bodily, creative love, an expression not of sacrifice but of incarnation. 
In a century which has begun in a blaze of violence, can the Church reclaim the 
mystical beauty of the Catholic tradition within an encompassing vision of 
peace, sacramentally nourished and ethically expressed in a new relationship 
between Church, body and world such as that envisaged by the Second Vatican 
Council?  

The growing popularity of von Balthasar is a reactionary trend which suggests 
a reluctance to rise to the challenge this poses. Yet the Council made it possible 
for the Church to accommodate within her theological boundaries a range of 
different voices which were emerging during that liberating era of the 1960s – 
from the voices of postcolonial peoples to the voices of women and sexual and 
racial minorities. No single authoritarian voice can silence this plurality which 
constitutes the postmodern Catholic theological landscape. The challenge is to 
interpret these voices as a symphony of hope, an expression of a Church which 
may seem institutionally moribund and yet which has perhaps rarely been more 
robust in its popular energy and dynamism. The genius of our Catholic faith has 
always been its sacramental capacity to incarnate its doctrines within the 
plurality of human cultures and identities. Today, the question of the sacramental 
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significance of the female body is one of the most urgent and radical facing the 
Church. If we are to respond to that challenge, then we need to risk a new 
encounter between sacramentality and sexuality, nurtured in the matrix of a 
Church which celebrates the fecundity and diversity of human life, not in the 
context of a narrow reproductive ideology, but in the context of a lavish 
affirmation of incarnation, life and love in a world increasingly surrendered to 
the forces of nihilism, violence and despair. 
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DESIRE AND GRACE 
The Importance of Karl Rahner’s Theology in Today’s European 

Culture 
 
 

Peter Hardt,Germany 
 
 
 
I very much feel that Karl Rahner lived in another time than we do today. 
Rahner passed away only 23 years ago, so he should be very much a theologian 
of the present. Yet reading his texts gives the distinct feeling that they speak to a 
context and a situation that is mostly past.19 Rethinking Rahner and taking up the 
lasting aspects of his thought in today’s European context is a challenge that is 
still open. 

Rahner’s thought is bound to the specific setting of German post-Vatican I 
Catholicism: the break-up of what Rainer Bucher has called with reference to 
Michel Foucault the ‘Dispositiv der Dauer’20 – the catholic milieu with its closed 
social cosmos, which integrated church and a general social contact, doctrine 
and Weltanschauung, liturgical cycles and every day life. This context created 
strong dissociations between the church and today’s world, tradition and 
modernity, grace and nature, right and wrong. All these dissociations were very 
much stabilising a disjunction of the Catholic Church from modern society, the 
latter seen as being beyond salvation. Yet in the second half of the twentieth-
century it became very clear that the medieval power of Christianity would not 
be restored. The great achievement of Rahner was to develop a positive 
understanding of modern society in a theological way – and formulating this 
understanding within the framework of the prevalent Neoscholastic theology. He 
perhaps found his theoretical foundation at the very beginning of his career in 

                                                      
19  I have analysed Rahner’s role in this context with help of the method of genealogy 

used by Michel Foucault, vgl. Peter Hardt, Genealogie der Gnade. Eine theologische 
Untersuchung zur Methode Michel Foucaults, Münster: LIT Verlag, 2005. 

20  Vgl. Rainer M. Bucher, Kirchenbildung in der Moderne: eine Untersuchung der 
Konstitutionsprinzipien der deutschen katholischen Kirche im 20. Jahrhundert, 
Stuttgart-Berlin-Köln: Kohlhammer, 1998. 
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one single thought, the rediscovery of the 'uncreated’ grace’.21 Neoscholastic 
manuals since the reformation had been pre-occupied with two sub-forms of 
'created grace’ ('actual’ and 'habitual’ grace). As such 'created grace’ means the 
consequences of the arrival of God in our human existence. In contrast 
'uncreated grace’ is God himself, not just the impact of his presence. By 
reinforcing the patristic idea of God himself being the salvation of man in the 
concept of 'uncreated grace’, Rahner established within the Neoscholastic 
framework the idea of a direct, unmediated relationship between God and man 
as the centre of salvation. God’s grace is his self-revelation to every human 
being, even if it is not recognised as such. The consequences of this mind-shift 
could not be exaggerated: the order of creation and the order of salvation are no 
longer dissociated. Directly within creation, salvation has its place in human 
existence. In the secular world and beyond the social realm of the church, God’s 
grace is at work. The opposition of the church to modernity and secular spaces 
does not need to be kept up. 

The Catholic Church has since moved on and is no longer the same. We are at 
a different place today. What of Rahner’s theology if it is to stay with us? What 
aspects are suitable for the future of European theology? I think, the first and 
most important aspect of Rahner’s thought is his desire to include. Here we find 
a timeless theological aspiration grounded in God’s love of every human being 
and the trusting hope that God’s grace will reach its goal with everyone, even 
where people are beyond the social reach of the church and the word of the 
gospel. Rahner included the secular in the realm of grace, he included those that 
think they have to become modern atheists, and he included believers from other 
religious traditions. This will to include has lasting relevance for a church that is 
always in danger of focussing too much on its exclusive role in the plan of 
salvation and that is tempted to form elitist groups for the promotion of the 
gospel (and thereby contradicting the gospel). 

A second aspect that I feel is important is the pastoral grounding of his 
systematic theology. Rahner thought and spoke with a deep pastoral intention, 
which was recognised by the lay audience that sometimes struggled to 
understand the complexity of his language and philosophical argumentation. 
Rahner wrote for modern Catholics, who were deeply rooted in their Christian 
tradition and also children of their time, taking part in the dynamics of modern 
economics, mobility, sciences and living in a pluralistic society. Rahner thereby 
                                                      
21  Vgl. Karl Rahner, Zur scholastischen Begrifflichkeit der ungeschaffenen Gnade, in: 

Ders., Schriften zur Theologie I, Einsiedeln-Zürich-Köln: Benzinger (1954) 81967, 
347-375. 
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acted as an example of what theology needs to master: to be rooted in the 
practices of everyday life of the people of God and at the same time to speak at 
the level of academic discourse. 

After mentioning two aspects of Rahner’s thought that might have a lasting 
impact on future European theology, I would like also to draw attention to two 
other aspects, that – I think – will not last beyond Rahner.  

First, the Neoscholastic framework to which Rahner’s thought and language 
are very much bound. Rahner developed his ideas within this Neoscholastic 
framework; his theology of grace, notions like potentia oboedientialis, pure 
nature or uncreated grace were centrally inspired by a Jesuit Suarezian 
theological education. Even where Rahner differs from the Neoscholastic 
framework, his thought needs to be understood with it in the background. On the 
one hand this strict adherence to the Neoscholastics made the great impact of his 
thought possible, because Rahner’s concepts were placed within a well-protected 
doctrinal discourse and thereby allowed – as it were – doors to be opened from 
the inside. On the other hand, for us who come after the fall of Neoscholastic 
theology, some aspects of Rahner’s concepts and language seem strange. There 
is no longer any popular understanding of these concepts, even among young 
theologians, which are required as an important prerequisite to really understand 
Rahner. The Neoscholastic aspects in his work remind us ever more that Rahner 
has started to move from being a theologian of the present to a theologian of the 
past. 

The second aspect that has rightly been criticised by many others (e.g. Johann 
Baptist Metz) is the missing systematic consideration of contexts for the gift of 
grace. As already mentioned Rahner’s focus has been on the direct and 
unmediated relationship of every human to God, who gives himself in an 
anonymous revelation. This relationship does not require any conscious opening 
to grace and it is not influenced, corrupted or lost by any circumstances. Yet this 
thought is rather counter-intuitive – is it really completely irrelevant for 
salvation if I am a man or women, if I have access to economic resources, if I 
spend my time in digital spaces, if I live in a dictatorship or democracy, and so 
on? By implying this, Rahner risks turning grace into a something remote that is 
not in touch with 'real life’ – which is exactly the opposite of his intention. 
Rahner’s aim was to get away from the Neoscholastic emphasis on a 
supernatural salvation, that does not influence this life but only the after-life. But 
being too idealistic, not sufficiently engaged with the importance of social 
contexts for the constitution of subjects, his theology is in danger of neglecting 
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those contexts that have a significant influence on the self-perception of being 
'saved’ and being 'within the grace of God’.  

 
The challenge will be to re-think Rahner within certain specific contexts. I 
would like to suggest one opportunity to do so by looking at the role of freedom 
within grace. First of all Rahner recognised the inevitability of freedom in 
modern society and, by implication, for modern Catholics. The freedom to 
participate in the life of the church was for him not only a prerequisite for 
thinking theologically. What is more, he asserted freedom as the essential gift of 
the grace of God – against an anti-liberal church that saw freedom only as a 
freedom to sin. Yet his affirmation of freedom – absolutely adequate in his own 
context – might be too unconditional if we look at it from the perspective of 
'postmodern’ society, from the perspective of those living just a few decades 
later. I suggest that freedom today also needs to be looked at as a part of 
consumer society and the role of desire in it.22 Zygmunt Bauman has indicated in 
his analyses of Western society that we have moved from techniques of 
domination built on suppression to techniques of seduction. In a liberal society 
people's freedom is addressed by economic strategies based on desire: 'In the 
field of the politics of desire, agencies vie with each other for the scarce resource 
of the individual and collective dreams of the good life. The overall effect of the 
politics of desire is heteronomy of choice.’23 This good life is very much 
associated with goods and driven by advertising. To say as Rahner does that 
grace means the freeing of freedom, could be gravely misunderstood in this 
context to mean freely living out any desire and understanding it as a gift of 
grace. Freedom in its connection to desire is ambivalent. This ambivalence is 
also reflected in contrasting theological traditions, regarding desire on the one 
hand as desiderium naturale, the desire for God himself as the fulfilling 
abundance of existence, the longing to see God face to face; and on the other 
hand as concupiscentia, the tendency to fleshly sin, the sign of the brokenness of 
human existence in relation to God. Both understandings presuppose one idea: 
the absence of God. Desire is a reaction to a lack, to the awareness of something 
missing. In the thought of Michel de Certeau desire could be seen theologically 
as deeply rooted in the absence of the salvific presence of God, the longing for 
salvation. Although it is ambivalent, desire might be seen as the most obvious 

                                                      
22  I have done this in larger extent in the final chapter of my dissertation: Peter Hardt, 

Genealogie der Gnade. Eine theologische Untersuchung zur Methode Michel 
Foucaults, Münster: LIT Verlag, 2005. 

23  Zygmunt Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity, London: Routledge, 1992, p. 199. 



140 S. van Erp, T. Beattie, P. Hardt, U. Engel, P. Murray, E. Borgman 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

sign of the vocation of man. Desire, much as it can corrupt and mislead, might 
also be the gift of grace, the longing that makes us search for God and that drives 
our actions and leads us into discipleship. The theology of grace today could and 
should be a theology of the good life that teaches us how to deal with freedom in 
the light of our ambivalent desires, the life that endures the absence of God, 
leading to the desire for salvation. 

Rahner has given a brilliant and timeless example of how to think along with 
the signs of the time. Even more important than the content of his contribution to 
theology was his gesture of thought. To rethink Rahner in today’s context is a 
challenge that is still open. 
 
 
Peter Hardt 
Germany 
peter.hardt@gmx.de 
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A CHURCH OF AND FOR THE WORLD 
Marie-Dominique Chenu’s Heritage as a Challenge to Contemporary 

Theology* 
 
 

Ulrich Engel, Germany 
 
 
 

The term ‘nouvelle théologie’ (New Theology) is a battle term.24 At least, that 
was the case for a large part of the 20th century; more exactly, the period 
between the middle of the 1930s and the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). 
The term ‘nouvelle théologie’ first surfaced in 1948. An article about new trends 
in theology appeared in the semi-official Vatican newspaper ‘Osservatore 
Romano’ on 10th February, 1948. The author of this article, Mgr. Pietro Parente, 
later chosen to be a cardinal, described a French variant of the theology of that 
time, a variant which had been objected to by Rome since 1936, as ‘nouvelle 
théologie’.25 In the following period, ‘new theology’ became the accepted term 
used to describe this particular theological trend. 
 
 
1  Intellectual roots of the ‘nouvelle théologie’ 
 
It is well known that no theology has yet fallen down straight from heaven. 
Rather, the following is the case: all theologies are historically dependent. Their 
coming into existence and their passing away are both located in a historical 
context.  

But it was precisely this thesis about which the argument about modernism 
turned. Looked at in terms of intellectual history, the great question in the 19th 

                                                      
*  Lecture given on 14th Sept 2007 to the thematic session ‘Europe’s Catholic Heritage 

and Its Future’, organized by the Heyendaal Institute Nijmegen, The Netherlands, on 
the 6th ET Conferernce ‘Religion and the European Project – Theological 
Perspectives’ at the Catholic University of Leuven/Belgium (13th to 16th Sept 2007). – 
Translation: Carolina Malagon and Bonifatius Hicks. 

24  More detailed cf. U. Engel, El debate en torno a la „nueva teología’. Una 
comprobación histórico-teológica en perspectiva dominicana, in: Ciencia Tomista 97 
(2006), 125-140. 

25  Cf. P. Parente, Nuove tendenze teologiche, in: L’Osservtore Romano, 1942-02-10. 



142 S. van Erp, T. Beattie, P. Hardt, U. Engel, P. Murray, E. Borgman 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

century was about history. For theology the question can be formulated as 
follows: How can a particular (or limited) event of history gain universal (or 
general) significance? Put in other words: How do the so-called ‘eternal truths’ 
of the Christian faith incarnate themselves in a history of the world and of 
humanity which is subject to continual change?  

At the beginning of the 20th century, two attempts to answer this competed 
with one another. Whilst the one side propagated a strict division between faith 
and the world, the other side attempted to build a bridge between the two. The 
former position was rooted ultimately in the Council of Trent (1545-1563); this 
first Council of modern times had attempted to separate itself from modernity. 
The latter ecclesiastical position – so-called ‘modernism’ (incidentally, this word 
was originally an insult from the opposing side) – relied, in contrast, on dialogue 
with the modern world. 
 
 
2  The contribution of Chenu and ‘Le Saulchoir’ to the ‘nouvelle 

théologie’ 
 
The new theological movement had its origins in France and in the French-
speaking part of Belgium. In this connection, the French Dominicans had been 
leading the way not only in theology but also in pastoral work since the end of 
the 1920s. The location of their contribution to the new theology was the 
Dominican House of Studies at ‘Le Saulchoir’. From here, the Dominicans 
participated in an epochal historical upheaval, which shook the theoretical 
foundations of the Church and of theology and precipitated a general change of 
mentality. This undertaking achieved a visible expression in the programmatic 
document published in 1937 ‘Une école de théologie: Le Saulchoir’.26  

In opposition to this little document, which was based on a speech held in Le 
Saulchoir in 1936 by Marie-Dominique Chenu – he was at that time rector of the 
studium – the magisterium soon opened proceedings. ‘In February, 1938, Chenu 
was summoned to Rome and – to prove his orthodoxy – had to give his signature 
to ten theological theses without adding any commentary to them (no-one knows 
who drafted them).’27 

                                                      
26  M.-D. Chenu, Une école de théologie: le Saulchoir. Avec les études de G. Alberigo, É. 

Fouilloux, J. Ladrière et J.-P. Jossua, Paris: Cerf, 1985.  
27  J. Bunnenberg, In den Fängen des Hl. Offiziums. Die düsteren Jahre des 

Dominikaners Yves Congar, in: Wort und Antwort 44 (2003), 19-24, p. 20f.  
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The first thesis, drafted in Latin, read as follows: ‘Dogmatic formulas express 
a truth which is absolute and unchanging.’28 A comparison makes clear how 
much these theses were contrary to Chenu’s theological convictions. I recall the 
first thesis once again – concentrating particularly on the terms ‘absolute’ and 
‘unchanging’ – and contrast this with a quotation from Chenu’s congenial 
introduction to the work of St. Thomas. Pay particular attention to his speaking 
about the ‘conditions’ as ‘means of access to that truth’ and to the word 
‘historical’. The first thesis was ‘Dogmatic formulas express a truth which is 
absolute and unchanging.’ 

 
Chenu’s response: 

This whole work is based on the conviction that the works of a genius, in 
terms of their truth content and, therefore, in the understanding that we can 
gain from them, are closely linked with the society in which they have 
their roots, and can bear fruit over and beyond this society itself. There is 
no cleft between the spirit of inner truth and the conditions for confirming 
it, but rather, on the contrary, a constant interpenetration to the advantage 
of both of them. These conditions are, therefore, a real means of access to 
that truth, which does justice to the organic coming into being of that 
which is historical as well as the eternity of that which is true.29 

In 1942, the Holy Office put ‘Une école de théologie: Le Saulchoir’ on the Index 
of forbidden books. Chenu always took up a clear position in the theological 
dispute. His ‘thesis of dogma in the middle of history’30 means (in contrast to the 

                                                      
28  Facsimile of the theses in: M.-D. Chenu, Une École de Théologie: Le Saulchoir, p. 

35. 
29  M.-D. Chenu, Das Werk des hl. Thomas von Aquin (DThA, Erg.-Bd. 2), Graz – Wien 

– Köln, 21982, p. 18. 
30  H.J. Sander, „Die Zeichen der Zeit erforschen...“ Die Bedeutung französischer 

Theologie für das Zweite Vatikanische Konzil, in: U. Franke-Hesse and G. Kruip 
(eds.), Kirchliches Leben und Theologie in Frankreich. Dokumentation der 
Fachtagung in Kooperation mit der Arbeitsstelle für Jugendseelsorge zur 
Vorbereitung des Weltjugendtages in Paris 1997 [KAJ Schriftenreihe Vol. 5], 
Odenthal-Altenberg: Katholische Akad. f. Jugendfragen, 1997, 25-47, p. 35. 
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Roman position31) that dogmatic truth as such is eternal, but that the eternal 
salvation of humanity is being realised in history.32  

As a Dominican who commuted across the boundaries between faith and time, 
Church and world, dogma and pastoral work, Chenu was carrying on a ‘theology 
of incarnation’.33 It gained its creative originality in the unity of tension of 
historical consciousness and being contemporary. And the dispute about the full-
of-tension determination of the relationship between Church and world has 
lasted until today. And, just as in the Middle Ages, the crucial question at the 
beginning of the 21st century is as follows: Pure and unblended or related to the 
world and incarnated?34 
 
 
3  The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) 
 
In 1962 the Second Vatican Council took up its work in Rome. Chenu was able 
to get onto the stage of the Council as the personal consultant of a Bishop of 
Madagascar. Chenu worked there mainly behind the scenes – yet with great 
effect! Two texts, ‘The Message to Humanity’ by the Council Fathers (1962)35 
as well as the Pastoral Constitution ‘Gaudium et spes’ (1965) both show clear 
signs of Chenu’s handwriting. Two short extracts from these texts are quoted 
here: 

                                                      
31  Cf. as an example of this, the encyclical ‘Humani Generis’, which was aimed, 

amongst other things, at the Nouvelle théologie, with which Pius XII. in 1950 turned 
those who ‘want to reduce to a minimum the meaning of dogmas’ (DH 3875-3899, 
here 3881).  

32  Cf. M.-D. Chenu, Leiblichkeit und Zeitlichkeit. Eine anthropologische Stellungnahme, 
hrsg. vom Institut M.-Dominique Chenu – Espaces Berlin durch Ch. Bauer, Th. 
Eggensperger, U. Engel [Collection Chenu vol. 1], Berlin, 2001, p. 44. 

33  Cf. C. Geffré, Théologie de l’incarnation et théologie des signes du temps chez le 
Père Chenu, in: Le Centre d’études du Saulchoir (ed.), Marie-Dominique Chenu: 
Moyen-Âge et Modernité, Paris 1997, 131-153. 

34  Cf. in more detail on this: Ch. Bauer, Th. Eggensperger, and U. Engel, 
Geschichtsbewusstsein und Zeitgenossenschaft. Eine historisch-theologische 
Einführung in Band 1 der Collection Chenu, in: M.-D. Chenu, Leiblichkeit und 
Zeitlichkeit, pp. 16-18. 

35  Second Vatican Council, The Message to Humanity (Nuntius ad universos hominess), 
in: AAS 54 (1962), 822-824. 
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Message to Humanity36 (extract): In this assembly, under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit, we wish to inquire how we ought to renew ourselves, so 
that we may be found increasingly faithful to the gospel of Christ. We 
shall take pains so as to present to the men of this age God’s truth in its 
integrity and purity that they may understand it and gladly assent to it.... 
Coming together in unity from every nation under the sun, we carry in our 
hearts the hardships, the bodily and mental distress, the sorrows, longings, 
and hopes of all the peoples entrusted to us. 

 

Gaudium et Spes 4 (extract): To carry out such a task, the Church has 
always had the duty of scrutinizing the signs of the times and of 
interpreting them in the light of the Gospel. Thus, in language intelligible 
to each generation, she can respond to the perennial questions which men 
ask about this present life and the life to come, and about the relationship 
of the one to the other. 

These two Council texts represent in a material way the new framework of 
Church practice which was set by the Council from the ground up.37 Arising out 
of the direct dynamics of the Council itself, both stand as examples of this 
‘Concil à la dimension du monde’ (Chenu). Both texts have as their subject, and, 
at the same time, achieve, a ‘Copernican turnaround’38 of the Council towards 
the world. In the words of Chenu: ‘No longer did the world revolve around the 
Church...but the Church revolved around the world.’39 
 
 
4  Conclusion 
 
This world is a world that is disparate, both spatially and in time, characterized 
by differences and contradictions. It is a world understood in the plural: as 

                                                      
36  Part II (Illuscescat facies Christi – May the Face of Christ Jesus Shine Out) and IV 

(Caritas Christi urget nos – The Love of Christ impels us), quoted from W.M. Abbott 
(ed.), The Documents of Vatican II, London – Dublin: Guild Press, 1966. 

37  Cf. M. Heimbach-Steins, Erschütterung durch das Ereignis (M.-D. Chenu). Die 
Entdeckung der Geschichte als Ort des Glaubens und der Theologie, in: G. Fuchs and 
A. Lienkamp (Hrsg.), Visionen des Konzils. 30 Jahre Pastoralkonstitution ‘Die 
Kirche in der Welt von heute’ [Schriften des Instituts für Christliche 
Sozialwissenschaften vol. 36], Münster: LIT Verlag, 1997, 103-121, p. 104f. 

38  M.-D. Chenu, Ein prophetisches Konzil, in: E. Klinger and K. Wittstadt (eds.), Glaube 
im Prozeß. Christsein nach dem II. Vatikanum (FS K. Rahner), Freiburg/Br. 1984, 16-
21, p. 17. 

39  Ibid. 



146 S. van Erp, T. Beattie, P. Hardt, U. Engel, P. Murray, E. Borgman 

 
Bulletin ET • 19 (2008/1) 

‘worlds’. Singleness is no longer discernable. Like Thomas Aquinas before him, 
Chenu recognized the stature of this particular world. A theology of incarnation, 
such as Chenu developed, seeks to find ‘God’s hidden presence’ within concrete 
historical processes, ‘to show that the longed-for Unity already exists, if in 
hidden manner.’ Once the historical evidence of the dispersion and differences 
within postmodern culture is recognized and accepted as belonging to God’s 
intention for this world, it becomes possible to perceive Christ’s manifestation 
within it. This is Chenu’s legacy for the twenty-first century. 
 
 
Ulrich Engel 
Institut M.-Dominique Chenu, Berlin, Germany 
engel@institut-chenu.info 
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WHOLE CHURCH CATHOLICISM AND LOCAL 
ECCLESIAL COMMITMENT 

Contemporary Catholic Theology in the UK Context 
 
 

Paul Murray, United Kingdom 
 
 
 
A number of the other contributions to this discussion are in the form ‘Theology 
After X’, whether Rahner, Schillebeeckx, von Balthasar etc. I have been asked 
to do something slightly different: to reflect on key figures and movements of 
thought in recent UK Catholic theology and to ponder what is of continuing 
significance in this regard. In contrast to the other figures discussed in this 
collection, the most influential of recent UK Catholic theologians are, with the 
notable exception of the late great Herbert McCabe, O.P., very much a living 
presence. Even in the case of McCabe, the years since his death have seen the 
publication of several volumes of collected writings. Because of this the notion 
of doing theology after these key influences rather than alongside them – either 
in their light, or their wake, depending on one’s choice of metaphor – seems 
somewhat premature. As the characteristic nose-twitchingly incisive 
contributions of Nicholas Lash to the annual meeting of the Catholic Theological 
Association of Great Britain testify, the grandees, the founding generation of the 
Association are still very much amongst its most significant representatives. 
Also included here, of course, are other hugely influential figures such as Eamon 
Duffy who, along with a handful of other UK revisionist historians, has helped 
to revolutionise the way in which the English Reformation and the place of 
Catholicism within it is understood. Similarly, mention would have to be made 
of Fergus Kerr OP, widely regarded as one of the foremost Catholic 
philosophical theologians in the English-speaking world today and certainly its 
master story-teller and commentator, as exemplified by his recent works on After 
Aquinas: Versions of Thomism and Twentieth-Century Catholic Theologians.40 
For their own part, although pursuing a somewhat different trajectory, 
significant influence has also been exerted over the last twenty years and more – 

                                                      
40  Fergus Kerr OP, After Aquinas, Oxford: Blackwell, 2002; and Twentieth-Century 

Catholic Theologians: From Neoscholasticism to Nuptial Mysticism, Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2006. 
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and well beyond the leafy groves of academe – by a number of UK Catholic 
theologians who have variously pursued the relevance of liberationist, feminist 
and ecological theologies to the UK context. Most notable here, amongst a 
considerably larger cast, are Mary Grey and Ursula King. 

I will start out by saying a few words about some of the aforementioned before 
broadening out to comment a little on some of the more significant personae and 
developments amongst the younger generation of UK Catholic theologians. 
Beyond this, I will focus also on the institutional context of Catholic theology in 
the UK as I believe that this, in many respects, represents the most significant 
contribution that UK Catholic theology has to make to contemporary Catholic 
theology more broadly. The recently deceased Anglican theologian, Daniel W. 
Hardy, writing in the second edition of David F. Ford’s influential collection, 
The Modern Theologians, refers to the UK as having become a centre for lay 
Catholic theology;41 one, we might add, that is largely free of the polarised 
acrimony and institutional tensions that mark Catholic theology in some other 
contexts. Particularly notable here is the well established, hospitable home that 
critically committed Catholic theology has come to find – unforeseeable, I 
would suggest, even twenty-five years ago – within the state-funded and owned, 
pluralist, public academy. The potential that this distinctive space affords 
deserves attention; not least in relation to the question as to how it might best be 
consolidated and developed as a vital resource for the church both nationally and 
internationally. 

As regards founding grandees and key figures, as good a starting place as any 
here is with the Slant group of Catholic theologians and intellectuals of the 
1960s, including amongst its ranks Adrian Cunningham, Nicholas Lash, Herbert 
McCabe, Brian Wicker and the cultural critic and theorist, Terry Eagleton. To 
draw upon an appropriate Wittgensteinian image, the family resemblances 
between these thinkers included a shared commitment to a robust if sensitive 
appropriation of Aquinas, in turn shaped by close engagement with 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language and left-wing political, particularly 
Marxist, theory. In relation to the first and second of these concerns at least, a 
certain resonance might be heard with the work of Elizabeth Anscombe and 
Peter Winch. Similarly, strong resonance exists between the second and third 
concerns and the work of the Cambridge-based, Scottish Episcopalian 
philosophical theologian, Donald MacKinnon. If McCabe’s writings most 
                                                      
41  See Daniel W. Hardy, Theology Through Philosophy, in: David F. Ford (ed.), The 

Modern Theologians: An Introduction to Christian Theology in the Twentieth 
Century, Oxford: Blackwell, 21997, 252-85, p. 284, n.114. 
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consistently manifest the interweaving of these three concerns, the clearest 
subsequent expressions apiece of UK Catholic engagement with Wittgenstein 
and Marx are Fergus Kerr’s Theology After Wittgenstein and Nicholas Lash’s A 
Matter of Hope.42 

As is particularly evident in McCabe and Lash, perhaps the long-term 
significance of the Slant thinkers – continuing long after the Slant project itself 
ran out of steam – lies in the way in which they served helpfully to muddy the 
waters, in the UK context at least, around too-neatly drawn notions of liberal, or 
progressivist, and conservative. In common theological parlance, ‘liberal’ 
standardly refers not simply to theological creativity but to the specific 
dissolution of core doctrinal commitments – the incarnation, for example, as 
with The Myth of God Incarnate theologians of the 1970’s43 – and, with this, to 
the ready embrace of prevailing norms of thought and practice as an uncriticised 
basis (‘foundation’) for theological work. In contrast, with McCabe and Lash we 
have theologians of avowedly, if richly and creatively, orthodox doctrinal 
persuasion; theologians committed to mining the tradition in its depth and 
breadth both for the resources for that tradition’s own healing and re-expression, 
and in the service of transformative engagement with contemporary culture and 
society. 

I am reminded here of a comment made by Clifford Longley of Karl Rahner, 
writing in The Tablet almost twenty years ago, to the effect that Rahner is 
ultimately better understood as a liberal Conservative than as a conservative 
Liberal.44 The conviction is that it is the tradition that is creative; the tradition 
that is radical. The point is neither to reject nor to foreclose the tradition but to 
be, we might say, radically traditioned and from that particular place of 
confidence, creativity and resource to pursue myriad engagements with 
contemporary intellectual, cultural, scientific, political and ecclesial issues. In 
this, Lash and McCabe might be thought of as exemplifying a form of Catholic 
‘postliberalism’ before George A. Lindbeck gave such influential articulation to 
the notion in his groundbreaking 1984 text, The Nature of Doctrine.45 In turn, 

                                                      
42  See Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein, London: SPCK, 1997 [1986]; Nicholas 

Lash, A Matter of Hope: A Theologian's Reflections on the Thought of Karl Marx, 
London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1981. 

43  See John Hick (ed.), The Myth of God Incarnate, London: SCM, 1977. 
44  See Clifford Longley, Review of John Habgood, Confessions of a Conservative 

Liberal, London: SPCK, The Tablet, [10th December 1988], 1428. 
45  See George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a 

Postliberal Age, Louisville & London: Westminster John Knox & SCM, 1984. 
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their writings provide a model of good practice; a certain tone and attitude of 
mind that in varying ways continues to characterise the broad mainstream of 
contemporary UK Catholic theology. 

To take three relatively random examples: the deeply theologically resourced 
manner in which Janet Soskice pursues her engagement with gender studies;46 
Gerard Loughlin’s sensitive theological readings of film;47 and Gavin D’Costa’s 
articulation of a genuinely particular and diverse, genuinely plural, approach in 
the theology of religions in place of the universalising reductionism of secular 
pluralism.48 

In some ways related to this muddying of the waters and holding together of 
the virtues of theological robustness and theological challenge and creativity – 
the supposedly opposed instincts of the conservative and the progressivist – is 
the fact that Catholic theology in the UK does not split entirely neatly down 
clear theo-political divides of Rahnerians and Balthasarians. Sure, there are 
notable scholars of each – Philip Endean, Karen Kilby and Lash himself in terms 
of the former and Francesca Murphy and Aidan Nichols in terms of the latter. 
With the latter, sharp criticism can also be found; see, for example, Tina 
Beattie’s passionate critique of Balthasar’s theo-erotics.49 But there is also a 
concern at issue in the work of the Catholic Theological Association of Great 
Britain and in the writings of such as D’Costa, Loughlin and Oliver Davies 
variously to hold in conversation aspects of both Rahnerian and Balthasarian 
instincts; to pursue what we might call ‘whole church Catholicism’; to be open 
both to the need to renew Catholic faith and practice in the light of what can be 
learned on occasion from resources outside the church and to seek to offer back 
a richer understanding than the world can achieve simply on the basis of such 
resources.50 

                                                      
46  See Janet Soskice, After Eve: Women, Theology and the Christian Tradition, Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1990; The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender and 
Religious Language, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

47  See Gerard Loughlin, Alien Sex: The Body and Desire in Cinema and Theology, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 2003. 

48  See Gavin D’Costa, John Hick’s Theology of Religions: A Critical Evaluation, 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1988; Theology and Religious Pluralism, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1986; The Meeting of the Religions and the Trinity, Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 2000. 

49  See Tina Beattie, New Catholic Feminism: Theology and Theory, London: Routledge, 
2005. 

50  For one such attempt to articulate a theological ethic in service of ‘whole-church 
Catholicism’, see P. Murray, Roman Catholic Theology After Vatican II, in: David F. 
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Within an orientation towards such ‘whole-church Catholicism’ it is equally 
important to hold together clear ecclesial commitment and appreciation – loving 
acknowledgment of a richness to be conserved in its fullness and communicated 
in its appeal – with humble, honest self-criticism and self-examination – loving 
cognisance that individually, collectively, and institutionally we fall short of that 
which we are called to be; of that which by grace we already are, in part at least, 
sign and sacrament. Such a stance requires both the most refined critical 
expertise to be acquired through professional academic training and practice and 
for these skills to be resituated, re-orientated, redeemed, in the context of a 
committed ecclesial passion. In this regard, it is notable that a very considerable 
number of UK Catholic theologians are engaged in the service of church and the 
practical shaping of church in various explicit ways. To take four current 
examples: the Receptive Ecumenism project operating out of Durham 
University, the Ecclesiological Investigations Network under the leadership of 
Gerard Mannion, the activities of the Institute for Religion, Ethics and Public 
Life at Heythrop College and, similarly, the Centre for Christianity and 
Interreligious Dialogue, also at Heythrop. 

Turning from the ethic and values that characterise a healthy ‘whole-church 
Catholicism’, let us briefly consider the various institutional contexts in which 
UK Catholic theology is currently being pursued and the respective 
opportunities, possibilities and responsibilities such contexts pose. Quite apart 
from the myriad different personal contexts in which individual theologians 
might be working, academic Catholic theology in the UK is currently being 
pursued in what might be regarded as five related but also distinct institutional 
contexts. 

First and most obvious are the seminaries, some of which, such as Ushaw 
College, Durham, have developed outreach programmes for lay formation and 
on-going clergy formation and so act as significant regional resource centres 
beyond their original seminary function. 

Second, perhaps, are the Catholic colleges of higher education, originally 
established as teacher training colleges, some of which, as in Liverpool and 
Roehampton, have grown through partnership with other institutions into full 
universities in their own right but with varying degrees of continuing Catholic 
ownership. Whereas, on the plus-side, Catholic trusteeship and explicit 
relationship with the Catholic Education Service serves to ensure a clear 

                                                                                                                                   
Ford (ed.), The Modern Theologians: An Introduction to Christian Theology Since 
1918, Oxford: Blackwell, 32005, 265-86. 
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ecclesial identity, it also opens the way to potential tension if, for example, and 
as has happened, episcopal trustees should object to an institution hosting a 
speaker who is not in good-standing with the church. 

Third is Heythrop College, the specialist college of theology and philosophy 
of the Society of Jesus that is a full constituent member of the collegially 
organised University of London and which stands, perhaps, as the jewel in the 
crown of UK Catholic theology. 

Fourth are the three surviving Catholic Private Halls of the University of 
Oxford (Campion Hall, Blackfriars and Benet Hall). These are Catholic-owned 
institutions where students live receive tutorial assistance, whilst studying at the 
university alongside other students from a wide variety of backgrounds. 
Analogous in some respects here is the Margaret Beaufort Institute (for women) 
at Cambridge, with the distinction that the majority of students will be studying 
within the theology and ministry programmes of the Cambridge Federation of 
church and religious institutions. 

Fifth is the phenomenon, steadily gathering pace since the late 1970s and early 
1980s, of Catholics studying and teaching, now in very considerable numbers, 
within the many and various departments of theology and religion of the entirely 
state-funded and state-owned, pluralist, public universities. As a glance at the 
staff lists of the relevant departments indicates, the days of the all but 
exclusively Anglican, and certainly broadly Protestant, establishment within UK 
theology are well and truly passed. Indeed, it is now difficult to think of a single 
department of theology and/or religion within the UK that does not include 
Catholic theologians amongst its ranks and, in some cases, in significant 
numbers – Bristol, Cambridge and Durham particularly so. Far from being a 
marginal presence, Catholics are now fully a part of the UK academic 
theological establishment, welcomed and respected by colleagues from across 
other traditions and perspectives. 

Each of these contexts brings with it distinctive opportunities and benefits. In 
the latter regard, for example, Catholic theology can be pursued alongside and 
before the face of other traditions, other academic disciplines and the total range 
of modes of analysis that rightly needs to be brought to bear on the critically 
constructive study of theology. With this, Catholic theology here benefits from 
the fact that in this context there are no questions that are ruled out of court as 
illegitimate and no issues that cannot be pursued as a matter of principle. As 
such, the pluralist, public academy can – somewhat ironically – allow much-
needed space for a critically committed theology that can be pursued with 
ecclesial passion and in service of the church, but free from its control and the 
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consequent narrowing of possibility and imagination that can arise in Catholic 
institutions. This is the kind of space for faithful exploration that the health of 
the church itself desperately requires but which the church, for entirely 
understandable reasons, can find so difficult to sustain of its own resources. 

Moreover, it is notable that, thus far, this significant development in the UK 
theological academy has occurred without deliberate planning. It is, we might 
say, a graced happening. Be that as it may, it is, nevertheless, I would suggest a 
happening that now brings with it responsibilities for its nurture, stability and 
development. Such responsibilities range from the need for effective focussed 
chaplaincy provision for students and teachers of theology working in this 
context – bearing in mind that the now typically lay profile of such students and 
staff means that they do not have routine access to a formal programme of 
spiritual formation to complement their academic studies – through to a 
responsibility to capitalise on these developments and the distinctive 
opportunities they afford and to seek to give to them long-term stability. 

For our own part at Durham University, we have sought to do this by raising 
the necessary endowment to establish in perpetuity the Bede Chair of Catholic 
Theology – the UK’s first such endowed chair of Catholic theology in the fully 
public academy – together with the Durham Centre for Catholic Studies. By 
doing so, our aim is to ensure for the long-term a visible, protected space for 
critically committed Catholic theology within the mainstream of the UK 
academic community as a resource for the Catholic community nationally and 
internationally. 

The temptation for theologians, as for all intellectuals, is to think that the hard 
labour of conceptual re-imagining, testing and scholarly exploration is all. For 
Christian theologians, however, it is vital that we constantly recall that we are 
situated in a tradition focussed not upon an idea, a theory, or even, simply, a 
word spoken but upon a ‘deed’, a life lived, an act performed.51 Within this 
perspective, the institutional responsibility that seeks to create and nurture the 
contexts in which the health of the church can be served through critical, 
constructive, theological exploration is not merely ancillary to the work of 
theology proper. Such responsibility is itself already a performance of theology 
in its ministerial mode; in service, at once, of the good of the church, the aims of 
the academy and the well-being of society. 
 
                                                      
51  See D. M. MacKinnon, Prayer, Worship, and Life, in: D. M. MacKinnon (ed.), 

Christian Faith and Communist Faith: A Series of Studies by Members of the Anglican 
Communion, London: Macmillan, 1953, 242-56, p. 246. 
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EUROPE’S CATHOLIC THEOLOGICAL HERITAGE AND 
ITS FUTURE 

The Contribution of Edward Schillebeeckx 
 
 

Erik Borgman, The Netherlands 
 
 
 
1  Schillebeeckx’ distinctive voice 
 
The English title of the second volume of Schillebeeckx's Christological trilogy 
– consisting also of Jesus: An Experiment in Christology (1974) and Church: 
The Human Story of God (1989) – reveals a central aspect of what 
Schillebeeckx’s theology is about: Christ: The Christian Experience in the 
Modern World (1977).52 It is not just that Schillebeeckx focuses on the Christian 
experience of life. According to Schillebeeckx, Christ - the Lordship of Jesus, 
the revelation of him being Gods icon - is present in and discovered through 
human experiences in the modern world. We see here a relation between 
Schillebeeckx and Chenu. Ulrich Engel has presented Chenu’s theology as based 
on incarnation, meaning that God can and should be found in his connection to53 
the world and within the world. 

Schillebeeckx built on Chenu's historical concretization. He analyzed how this 
view was present in Jesus’ history and in the first developments of the Christian 
faith right after the resurrection. In contrast to Hans Küng, for Schillebeeckx54 
the historical Jesus is not the sole criterion of everything we can say and believe 
as Christians. In fact, Schillebeeckx’s point is exactly the opposite: we could and 
should discover new things about God and our lives in the light of God, by 

                                                      
52  The full bibliography of Edward Schillebeeckx, including his books and articles in 

translation, is to be found at http://rome.hosting.kun.nl/schillebeeckx/default3. 
asp?i=persoon&m=algemeen&t=nl/. 

53  For the connection between Chenu en Schillebeeckx, cf. my Edward Schillebeeckx: a 
Theologian in his History. Part I: A Catholic Theology of Culture (1914-1965), 
London etc.: Continuum, 2002. For Chenu’s vision on incarnation and its influence on 
Vatican II and its adagio in Gaudium et Spes that the church has to read the signs of 
the times, cf. my The Rediscovery of Truth as a Religious Category: The Enduring 
Legacy of the Second Vatican Council, in: Bulletin ET 17 (2006) no. 2, 53-56. 

54  Cf. Hans Küng, Christ Sein, München/Zürich: Piper, 1974.  
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living in the Spirit of Jesus and his abba. At the same time Schillebeeckx 
analyzed the world as a place where Christ could be and in fact is present, not in 
the first place through the Church, but in creation and human history, to be seen 
and sacramentally represented by the Church. This is a very important and 
distinctive point. In Schillebeeckx’s view faith is not in the first place a thing of 
the human subject. It is not a decision or a special feeling of something that is 
the ultimate foundation of human subjectivity and freedom. In other words, 
Schillebeeckx is not Rahner or in any sense a Rahnerian.55 For Schillebeeckx 
faith is a response to God who is present to us in the world, God's creation and in 
and through the salvific history in and after Jesus Christ.  

This is ultimately why – according to Schillebeeckx’s view and according to 
my view – theology can be an academic discipline. God is not just there for 
those who believe in God. God is there for all human beings and all human 
beings respond to God's presence, even if they do not speak about the presence 
of God. Therefore, we can discuss what is the best response, the religious, the 
Christian, or some other. And each can learn from the other.56 
 
 
2  Theology’s distinctive voice in the public realm 
 
Given the inheritance of Schillebeeckx, what then should theology’s distinctive 
voice be in the public realm? First it is clear that theology should indeed be 
present in the public realm and that its rationality should be a public rationality. 
The distinctive voice of theology should be that it does not buy into the modern 
idea that the public sphere - and in the end reality as it is common to all people 
and is analyzed and can be understood by the sciences and the other academic 
disciplines - is religiously empty. Therefore, we should not believe in 
secularization in the sense that our contemporary culture is beyond religion. We 
should not believe in secularization's optimistic nor its pessimistic varieties, the 
latter being the quietly dominant understanding in the Church and theology 
nowadays, which suggests that the only way to rescue the contemporary world is 

                                                      
55  It is no coincidence that to Rahner the concept of reading the signs of the times was at 

best dangerous, at worse mistaken; cf. H.J. Sander, Theologischer Kommentar zur 
Pastoralkonstitution über die Kirche in der Welt von heute Gaudium et spes, in: P. 
Hünermann/B.J. Hilberath (eds.), Herders Theologischer Kommentar zum Zweiten 
Vatikanischen Konzil [Band 4], Freiburg/Basel/Wien: Herder 2005, 581-886.  

56  For this view on theology as a discipline, cf. my Want de plaats waarop je staat is 
heilige grond: God als onderzoeksprogramma, Amsterdam: Boom, 2008.  
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by restoring its ties with the Christian tradition.57 Fundamentally speaking, there 
is nothing to restore because there is nothing broken. God is with us even if we 
do not want to be with God. Of course it changes our lives and our relation to 
this world once we see this, but this change is a response to something outside 
us. We should, in the end, not believe in the movement that localizes all meaning 
and knowledge and sense and religion in the human subject as something added 
to the objective world. Religion in general and Christianity in particular suggests 
that meaning can be found in the world and therefore can be part of our natural 
understanding and knowledge. 

I would, therefore, argue that – in accordance with Vatican II – the signs of the 
times should be at the forefront of the study of faith in Europe today. Places – 
following Hans Joachim Sander who here follows Michel Foucault, I call them 
heterotopias – where new forms of faith reveal themselves.58 Places where faith 
is contested and discussed, and thus where the question becomes urgent again: 
what and whom should we trust? This implies that theologians should be 
involved in research and debates about new forms of faith, new religious 
expressions, new ways in which human beings apparently become aware that 
ultimately they are not self-reliant, but dependent. Theologians should be 
involved in this more than they generally are right now. It is revealed time and 
again to people that the whole of reality is dependent on what keeps it in 
existence, and it is on these revelations that theologians should focus. It also 
implies that theologians should look under the surface of what people say they 
think about still hidden forms of God's liberating presence and about hidden 
forms of pseudo-religion, pseudo-redemption and about false gods that we have 
to criticize.59 

There is, for example, at the core of our secularized culture, a religious 
presence in the way we collectively and individually want to sacrifice our own 
freedom for the human dignity of the other, in our awareness that we are 
responsible for one another and have to take care of the sick and poor and the 
weak. Here we do in fact make what I consider to be the ultimate religious 
gesture: we bow or kneel to something that we know we depend on. 

                                                      
57  It is clear that this is also the position of the theologian Joseph Ratzinger. It remains to 

be seen that it is the position of pope Benedict XVI.  
58  Cf. H.-J. Sander, Einführung in die Gotteslehre, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftlichte 

Buchgesellschaft, 2006, 31-37; cf. M. Foucault, Des espaces autres, in: M. Foucault, 
Dits et écrits 1954-1988. Tome IV: 1980-1988, Paris: Gallimard, 1994, 752-762.  

59  For an attempt to do all this, cf. my Metamorfosen: Over religie en moderne cultuur, 
Kampen: Klement, 2008.  
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Finding traces of God through identifying and researching traces of the 
religious in this sense, that is to my mind the theological mission of the moment. 
And we should do this publicly. The Western world, and especially Western 
Europe, seems to be in the process of re-inventing itself, vehemently debating its 
core values and core beliefs. Theologians should be part of this debate. Not that 
the world depends on what we bring into reality but because it is our 
responsibility to show to others what we think and see. Both to help others to see 
better and to help ourselves to see better. The democratic debate confronts our 
ideas with thoughts and insights we could never come up with ourselves. Thus, 
the democratic debate is the way in which we ‘assist one another in the quest for 
truth’.60 
 
 
3  How to build a future for theology? 
 
For many, the heyday of theology is over. There seems to be no new generation 
of theological giants like Metz and Rahner, Küng and Schillebeeckx, Gutiérrez 
and Sobrino. However, one of the reasons why I find Edward Schillebeeckx 
sympathetic, apart from his being a brilliant theologian, is that he never seems to 
have seen himself as a star or to have behaved like one. This suggests that the 
focus on individual theologians in recent generations had a lot to do with the 
social situation theology was in. Theologians acted as the intellectuals of the 
Church, or for certain groups of Catholics, but these groups do not exist any 
more at least in the Western world.  

Hence, what we will have to do as theologians is to find our place, mark out 
our position in the contemporary academic, cultural and societal landscape 
where fixed borders of traditions, of religious and ideological groups, and of 
disciplines are dissolving. Our future will not reside in a clear theological 
identity, but in a dynamic theological contribution to general cultural, social and 
academic debates. I am not even certain that we need a new theological 
approach or a new theological paradigm. What we should not do, however, is 
engage ourselves in endless debates about what could and should be the way 
forward, what a new paradigm for theology might look like. Instead, we should 
show each other how we are in fact re-inventing our discipline and developing a 
way forward. In this process we could and should, of course, debate whether this 

                                                      
60  Cf. Vatican II’s declaration on religious liberty Dignitatis Humanae (7 Dec. 1965), 

no. 3.  
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really is a way forward, but new theological paradigms are not invented out of 
the blue. They evolve by responding to ‘real challenges’.61  

To do this fruitfully, we need to display two attitudes that prove to be not easy 
to combine. We need solid solidarity, based on the firm conviction that theology 
is important, especially in the contemporary situation – and that the right answer 
is not to give up theology and change to the sciences of religion. And we need at 
the same time frankness and sometimes even fierceness in the debate about what 
should be done and why, and whether our proposals are any good. As I said, it is 
not easy to combine the two attitudes, but if we want a future for theology, this 
is what we have to do. 
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61  ‘Real Challenges’ is the title of a series of one day conferences with international 

scholars on challenges in the contemporary world for theology, organized by Stephan 
van Erp.  


