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The editor and curator Eureka Circe is committed - beyond this volume, “HALL OF THEOLOGICAL COURAGE”,




	with the medical book series "HERBAL LOVE" on individual medicinal herbs for the most widespread common ailments


	with the book "HERBAL HARMONY" about medicinal herb mixtures


	with the volumes "HERBAL PEOPLE" about the most famous personalities in natural medicine


	and with the theological book series "DEUS EX MACHINA" -





to documenting and, where appropriate, discussing texts written by artificial intelligence in a religious and theological context.


Her thesis: "Artificial intelligence (AI) represents a profound turning point because it fundamentally changes the relationship between humans, knowledge, and access to the world — not only technically but also culturally, epistemologically, and socially. It opens up a new way of accessing knowledge and leads to its multiplication and democratization: AI systems make information easily accessible — often without the need for traditional reading or in-depth prior knowledge. This fundamentally changes how we think, learn, and understand, while also promoting a new form of individualization of thought — which can also be exemplified in spiritual belief. What's more, machines today generate meaning – texts, images, arguments – where previously only human expertise was required. This has long-term consequences for education, science, politics, and religion."
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— James Alison


[image: ] "The most important political-theological question


of the 21st century is:


War for oil or peace through the sun?" [image: ]


— Franz Alt


[image: ] "All theology is, at its core, sexual theology." [image: ]


— Marcella Althaus-Reid


[image: ] "I believe in a God who is present in human weakness." [image: ]


— Regina Ammicht-Quinn


[image: ] "Compassion is not only central to religious life,


it is the key to enlightenment and the true test


of spirituality." [image: ]


— Karen Armstrong


[image: ] "The multitude of fleshly forms in which God's spirit speaks


is diverse – that is the true Pentecost event today." [image: ]


— Thomas Bohache


[image: ] "I believe in the God who liberates and gives life in abundance


- here and now." [image: ]


— Leonardo Boff









Introduction & Foreword:


An invitation to not only to acquire knowledge but above all to find inspiration


"Hall of Theological Courage" – the title alone invites to embark on a profound journey. More than 100 personalities from the field of theology, presented here in multifaceted and detailed portraits, invite to enter the complex world of faith, thought, and social action. These volumes bring together influential voices that have contributed in a unique way to shaping and illuminating our world and our understanding of the question of God.


Theology, understood as a reflective and at the same time active expression of faith, is never static or set in stone. It lives, it breathes, it changes, and it constantly challenges us. The personalities in this book represent precisely this dynamic. Each and every one of them — from Franz Alt to Dorothee Sölle to Gustavo Gutiérrez, from James Alison to Tina Beattie — is exemplary of a theology that does not remain stuck in abstract theory but pushes its way into the midst of life, providing impetus where people are struggling for meaning and orientation.


The biographies and theological portraits collected here go far beyond the ecclesiastical boundaries of denominations and fruitfully combine philosophy, sociology, social psychology, and psychology with intercultural perspectives. They show that transdisciplinary theology is not only concerned with questions of faith but also with social justice, ecological responsibility, feminist and queer issues, and even dialogue between religions and cultures. It is a theology that has proven itself in the mirror of social challenges and has proven itself as a powerful voice in the commitment to human dignity and freedom.


This work makes it clear that engaging with theology does not begin with academic study but also and already in one's ow, in everyday experiences and considerations. Readers will encounter courageous visionaries such as Jan Assmann, who ask critical questions about their own traditions, as well as women such as Marcella Althaus-Reid, who put the unspeakable into words and thus open up spaces for an authentic experience of God. These are voices that can be uncomfortable and reflective, that provide impetus and at the same time inspire deeply.


A key concern of this book is to make the diversity and relevance of theological thinking visible — today more urgently than ever. We live in a time marked by social crises, political dialogue, and existential global challenges. Right now, we need a communicative theology that stimulates communication, that does not remain in an ivory tower but touches people's hearts and minds, enabling them to think critically, act compassionately, and look forward with hope and hopefulness.


Each portrait in this book invites us to delve deeper into the conscience of theology: into the ethical decisions, spiritual experiences, and courageous statements that theologians have made throughout the ages. They remind us that theological conscience always entails social responsibility and the reflective formation of one's own worldview and attitude. It is the responsibility to be present in the world, not aloof or detached but active and empathetic — in the spirit of charity.


This publication is intended not only to impart knowledge but above all to inspire. May this House of Theological Conscience be a place where we gain new perspectives for treating one another and the world with care, love, and responsibility. May it encourage us to critically question our own faith and, at the same time, find the courage to stand up for the values that constitute theology in the best sense of the word: justice, freedom, and humanity.


Read with an open heart and an inquiring mind, this work becomes an invitation to leave behind the familiar litanies of Sunday sermons and instead enter a land of exploration of theological thought by others in dialogue with others.


The book is a work of art created by algorithms: the selection of personalities, the structure of the portraits, and the creation of the texts and illustrations were all carried out using excellent artificial intelligence.


With the aim of fostering thoughtful reading, inspiring discovery, and deepening knowledge,


Eureka Circe, July 2025.









Klaus Dede


– Theology and the analysis of the gay Jesus
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Klaus Dede (born June 1, 1935 in Nordenham-Blexen; died May 5, 2018 in Oldenburg) was a German journalist and writer. He came from a Protestant family — his father was an Evangelical Lutheran pastor — and grew up in the coastal region of northern Germany. This background in the church-influenced milieu of northwestern Germany provided the cultural context in which Dede later made a name for himself with unconventional theological theses. Klaus Dede spent most of his life in his home region: after working as a newspaper editor in Papenburg, Gütersloh, and his hometown of Nordenham, he settled in Oldenburg in the mid-1970s and worked there as a freelance writer. He died in Oldenburg in 2018 at the age of 82.


Family and professional background


Early influences from his family – especially his father's profession as a pastor – confronted Klaus Dede with the contents of the Bible and the church during his childhood and youth. However, he did not pursue a career in the church himself. After graduating from high school, Dede studied in the 1950s (field of study unknown) and then turned to journalism. He began his career in the local press, working as an editor for newspapers in northern Germany, including the Nordwest-Zeitung (NWZ) in Nordenham. In 1975, he decided to live as a freelance writer in Oldenburg. There he devoted himself primarily to historical and socially critical topics. Dede's literary oeuvre includes numerous books on regional history (such as the Wesermarsch and the Oldenburg region) as well as studies on the history of ideology — he dealt with topics such as the temperance movement and the development of German nationalism. His novel Der Deichgraf (1979) and other works on local history gained regional attention.


In addition to his writing, Klaus Dede was politically and socially active throughout his life, fighting against injustice and the forgetting of crimes. In 1981, he initiated an annual "memorial walk" in Oldenburg on November 10, in which citizens retrace the route taken by Oldenburg Jews deported in 1938 – a commemorative event against forgetting the November pogroms, which continues to this day. This commitment against anti-Semitism and for historical reconciliation demonstrates Dede's strong sense of justice. Personal crises of faith or turning points are not explicitly documented in his biography; however, it can be assumed that Dede began to critically examine the church at an early age. Despite his religious upbringing, he became increasingly distant from the institution of the church – later describing himself openly as an atheist. This step away from the traditional piety of his origins paved the way for his unorthodox theories on religion.


Theological positions: Jesus and homosexuality


Klaus Dede became particularly well known for a radical theological thesis: he believed that Jesus of Nazareth was homosexual. This provocative idea — that Jesus had a same-sex orientation or relationship — forms the focus of Dede's theological reflections. As a non-denominational maverick outside the church's doctrinal traditions, he approached the subject with the eye of a critical journalist and historian. Dede emphasized the importance of arguing not out of blind faith but out of observation, textual analysis, and the questioning of traditional certainties. His personal position was decidedly outside the church: he did not belong to any denomination and therefore felt free to argue against the ecclesiastical consensus. He described himself as an atheist — this distance from institutional faith allowed him to view the figure of Jesus primarily as a historical and symbolic figure, not as an untouchable divine sanctuary.


At the center of Dede's theological position is the thesis of Jesus' homosexuality. Dede bases this view on several observations and interpretations of biblical texts. He places particular emphasis on the Gospel of John. There is repeated mention of a "disciple whom Jesus loved" – especially in the scene of the Last Supper, when that disciple lies on Jesus' chest (John 13:23). Dede sees more than just platonic brotherly love in this intimate relationship between Jesus and his favorite disciple John: he interprets it as an expression of homoerotic love. Dede also includes the story of the resurrection of Lazarus in the Gospel of John in his argument. When Jesus weeps at the death of his close friend Lazarus, those standing around comment: "See how he loved him!" (John 11:36). For Dede, such passages are indications of Jesus' exceptionally deep affection for certain men – an affection that, with a little boldness, could be interpreted as romantic or erotic. Dede even drew on apocryphal sources: he refers to the controversial "Secret Gospel of Mark," a late antique fragment that describes a nocturnal encounter between Jesus and a young man, which some interpret as hinting at an intimate relationship. By including such non-canonical texts, Dede wanted to show that the idea of a loving (and possibly physically loving) Jesus certainly has a place in historical tradition – if one is prepared to look beyond the writings approved by the Church.


Dede was aware that the canonical Gospels make no explicit statements about Jesus' sexuality. However, it was precisely this fact that prompted him to ask whether much had been left unsaid, either consciously or unconsciously. He suspected that Jesus' love life had been deliberately desexualized by the authors of the New Testament and the church tradition. In this context, Dede did not spare the Bible tradition from sharp criticism: he claimed, for example, that Martin Luther deliberately falsified certain passages in his 16th-century German translation of the Bible in order to conceal homoerotic references. Specifically, he referred again to John 13:23 – the scene with the disciple at Jesus' breast. Luther translated the original Greek text ("in Jesus' bosom") with the less provocative expression "leaning back on Jesus' chest," thus opting for a formulation that suggests less intimate physical closeness. For Klaus Dede, this was no coincidence but evidence of a cover-up: "Luther, for example, already mistranslated the passage where a disciple lay in Jesus' lap, so he must have known about the theory that he was different. Incidentally, this is probably something that people always thought about but never said. At a time when Christians still ruled, such a thing would certainly have led to death; today, it can still result in social ostracism..." In this pronounced quote, Dede sums up several of his convictions: On the one hand, he accuses the Church of centuries of secret knowledge, according to which insiders always suspected that Jesus might have been homosexual but kept it secret for fear of persecution. Second, he makes it clear that even in modern times, considerable social pressure still weighs on anyone who speaks out about such taboos. Dede's relationship to the Bible was thus critical and revisionist — he read the Holy Scriptures against the grain of the Church's interpretation and deliberately searched for possible queer subtexts.


Consequently, Klaus Dede was also extremely critical of the institution of the church and its sexual morality. He accused the major churches of always having forced love and sexuality into overly narrow norms. In particular, he castigated the Christian churches' rejection of same-sex love and their general prudishness: the church had for far too long viewed sexuality solely as a means of reproduction and dismissed physical pleasure as sinful. According to Dede, this conservative attitude contradicted the very core of the Christian message of love and acceptance. His own theological position could be described as freethinking and humanistic: he saw Jesus not as a desexualized god-man but as a human being of flesh and blood who, like all humans, could have experienced love and desire. And if this was the case, why should Jesus not have been able to love a man? With this question, Dede placed himself outside any denominational orthodoxy and at the same time in opposition to traditional heteronormative Christology. His thesis was a deliberate contrast to church dogma: by describing Jesus as gay, he wanted to confront the church with its own claims (love, mercy, truthfulness) and expose its taboos. He explicitly intended this as food for thought: In his book “Jesus war schwul?”, he did not claim to provide definitive proof of Jesus' homosexuality but rather wanted to show that the possibility existed — and that whether Jesus loved heterosexually or homosexually should ultimately be irrelevant to belief in his message.


Key work: Jesus was gay?


Klaus Dede presented all these thoughts in his most important theological book: Jesus was gay. The Church, the Christians, and Love. This work was first published in Oldenburg in 1990 in a small edition. The title itself is remarkable, as it seems to be a statement rather than a question — a deliberate provocation on Dede's part. (In a later reprint in 2006, the title was slightly toned down to Jesus – Gay?, with a question mark.) The 1990 book can be considered a pioneering work in the German-speaking world: it was the first monograph to explicitly address the possibility of Jesus' homosexual identity. Dede wrote the manuscript in the 1980s and published it at his own financial risk, as established publishers were initially reluctant to take on such a controversial topic. In the early 21st century, a publisher (Schutter Verlag) finally agreed to reissue the book – an indication that the topic had gained attention in the meantime. The book, which had originally been distributed only to a limited audience, thus became accessible to a somewhat wider readership but remained more of an insider tip in niche circles. Collectors today pay considerable sums for the rare first edition, underscoring the book's status as a curious but important historical document.


Stylistically, Jesus was gay is a mixture of essayistic argumentation and meticulous source research. Dede writes pointedly, at times polemically but he backs up his theses with references to biblical passages, historical contexts, and secondary literature. He draws on a variety of fields, from theology and history to sexology. For example, he explains anthropological findings on homosexuality in ancient cultures: in the Greco-Roman world, intimate relationships between men were by no means considered unnatural but were in some cases even institutionalized (think of the pederastic mentor-student relationship in ancient Greece). Dede argues that Jesus and his disciples lived in precisely this Hellenistic culture. Against this backdrop, the passionate bonds of friendship described in the New Testament can certainly be interpreted as erotic love — even if later, prudish interpreters "no longer translated" this dimension correctly.


Dede's drastic language, with which he illustrated his thesis, remains vividly in the memory. He describes very directly what he considers probable: a physical love relationship between Jesus and John. In a public lecture on his book – which caused a sensation in Oldenburg in 1990 – Dede put it this way: Imagine a close-knit group of young men traveling together through the country, "very familiar with each other and living in a thoroughly erotic culture — are we really supposed to believe that when they lie under the glittering sky of the Orient at night, their hands don't wander to their neighbors?" Dede answered this rhetorical question himself with a resounding "no." Passages such as these show that Dede deliberately provoked and wanted to shake up his audience. He said what many did not dare to ask and did not shy away from using crude, vulgar language to emphasize the physicality of his thesis. At the same time, he repeatedly sprinkled in scholarly allusions — such as to the ancient concept of erastes and eromenos (lover and beloved), which theologian Johannes Brinkmann used in his review of Dede's book as an analogy for the relationship between Jesus and John. Brinkmann summarized Dede's core thesis as follows: The mystical unity of Jesus and the "beloved disciple" in the Gospel of John is more than spiritual – Jesus and John are, in the deepest sense, "one flesh and one soul."


The response to Jesus Was Gay was mixed. The book remained largely unknown to the general public, but it sparked lively discussions in certain circles. Dede's work attracted interest within progressive Christian groups and the emerging queer theology movement because it dared to break a taboo. It was discussed in a gay magazine and in alternative theological circles. Dede himself organized lectures and discussion groups — such as the aforementioned lecture in Oldenburg — to spread his ideas. His core question ("Was Jesus queer?") found particular resonance in the LGBTQIA+ community and among liberal theologians because it offered an approach to addressing the divide between Christian doctrine and queer identity. On the other hand, the established churches and theological experts reacted with reserve or outrage. From the church's point of view, the book appeared to be a deliberately effective outsider position that was best ignored or dismissed as absurd. Although there was no broad theological reception in the form of academic reviews, Jesus Was Gay has secured its place as a key work in the history of queer theology in Germany: it marks a first loud call to radically rethink traditional assumptions about the person of Jesus.


Conflicts and controversies


Klaus Dede's thesis of a gay Jesus naturally provoked opposition — from the churches, most theologians, and many believers. The title of his lecture and book alone provoked fierce reactions. When Dede first spoke publicly about "Jesus was gay" in Oldenburg in 1990, he caused quite a stir in the conservative "little town on the Hunte." Local church representatives and devout parishioners were shocked by the claim that the Son of God had had a homosexual relationship. Some found this downright blasphemous – after all, Dede was not merely touching on some theological subtlety but on the honor of the central figure of Christianity. The idea that Jesus had intimate physical relationships (and with a man, no less) was diametrically opposed to the traditional image of the abstinent, sinless Son of God. Many judgments were correspondingly harsh: for large parts of the church, Dede was considered an enfant terrible, his thesis at best a misguided speculation, at worst a blasphemous demand. Although there was no formal excommunication or legal proceedings against him — in a secular constitutional state of the late 20th century, freedom of expression was protected even in matters of faith, Dede nevertheless felt the effects of social observation in a certain way. There were no serious offers of dialogue from official church circles; instead, attempts were made to hush up the issue. If Klaus Dede had hoped to spark an immediate debate on reform within the church, he was disappointed. His thesis remained an outsider's viewpoint on the fringes of the theological landscape.


Dede also received little support from academic theology. Theologians from almost all camps – even many liberal-minded ones – rejected his idea as unprovable. A frequently heard counterargument was that if Jesus had actually appeared "abnormal" (from the perspective of the time) in any way, for example through an unusual family or sex life, his contemporary opponents would certainly have used this against him. However, there is no mention of such an accusation in the New Testament, nor do ancient anti-Christian polemicists mention anything of the sort. "If Jesus had deviated from the 'normal' image of a wandering rabbi in his sex life, his opponents would probably have used this as an argument against him. Neither in the New Testament nor in contemporary anti-Christian literature is there anything known in this direction. Jesus was therefore probably 'normal', whatever that means," writes one author of the ecumenical working group Homosexuals and the Church (HuK) in a statement. This argument coincides with the majority opinion: in the absence of clear historical evidence, the assumption of Jesus' homosexuality is purely speculative. The established churches also emphasized that, according to New Testament tradition, Jesus had devoted his life entirely to the Kingdom of God and therefore lived a celibate life; in their view, the question of Jesus' sexual orientation did not even arise. Consequently, Dede remained isolated with his interpretation and was accused of pursuing a sensationalist "individual theology."


Klaus Dede accepted the criticism — indeed, he actively sought controversy. He deliberately wanted to touch on a sensitive issue in order to confront the Church with its own failings. He did not shy away from confrontation with highly respected authorities: his thesis that Martin Luther had deliberately "cleansed" the Gospel of John in order to conceal Jesus' otherness predictably provoked outrage among Lutheran theologians. Such claims placed Dede in direct opposition to official doctrine and hurt the sensibilities of many believers. Nevertheless, it was not possible – or desirable – to take legal action against him. The 1990s in Germany were already characterized by a culture of open discussion in which even voices critical of the church were allowed to be heard. Thus, public outrage and heated debates remained the main form of debate.


Interestingly, however, there were also a few who seriously discussed Dede's initiative. In progressive theological and queer circles, his theses were not necessarily seen as an attack on faith but as an extreme exaggeration that could provoke reflection. Some theologians at least acknowledged that Dede had identified a real problem: although Jesus' sexual abstinence is assumed in the Bible, it is never explicitly justified – so it is entirely open to interpretation why and whether Jesus had no love life. Nevertheless, such moderate voices remained in the minority. Dede attracted most attention through the scandal surrounding his person, rather than through the reception of his ideas. His name was mentioned – if at all – mostly in connection with provocative slogans, not with detailed arguments. In the eyes of church representatives, his behavior primarily damaged himself: he was considered an enfant terrible and an isolated provocateur whose ideas would have no influence on the doctrine or practice of the church.


Looking back, it can be said that Klaus Dede's thesis that "Jesus was gay" was controversially discussed but could not really be refuted or confirmed — it remained outside the realm of the provable and was therefore dismissed as irrelevant by some and welcomed by others as food for thought. For Dede personally, the conflicts were part of his cause: he wanted debate in order to break down entrenched positions. Even if he achieved little change in the official Church during his lifetime, he nevertheless enriched the debate on faith and homosexuality with an unusual perspective.


Spiritual and ethical guiding principles


Although Klaus Dede considered himself an atheist and distant from the church, his work clearly reveals spiritual and ethical guiding principles. First and foremost among these is his insistence on personal truthfulness and freedom. Dede aspired to ask honest questions and say what others kept silent out of convention or fear. He saw himself as an author with an independent mind, unbound by any dogmatic camp. He once wrote self-deprecatingly: "Whoever sets out to write my biography after my death will have a difficult task" – an indication that he could not be pigeonholed. He saw himself neither as a theologian nor as a heretic but as a questioner who had to ask uncomfortable questions in order to get closer to the truth. This motivating "questioning life" runs like a thread through Dede's work.


A central ethical guiding principle for Dede was human self-determination, especially in matters of love and sexuality. He advocated that every person has the right to shape their relationships and way of life free from constraints, as long as this is done by mutual consent. Dede firmly rejected religious rules that seek to dictate to people whom they should love or how they should live their sexuality. In Jesus Was Gay, he ultimately called for a church (and society in general) that deals with the subject of sexuality in a more open, honest, and humane way. Instead of condemnation or repression, love — in all its forms of expression — should be recognized as a positive value. Dede pointed out that Jesus himself had exemplified in the Gospels the unconditional acceptance of outsiders and marginalized figures. He demanded that the churches finally adopt this attitude toward homosexual people as well. His commitment to human dignity was evident not only in his sexual ethics but also in his fight against anti-Semitism and the forgetting of victims — Dede stood on the side of the marginalized and discriminated, whether on the basis of sexuality or on the basis of religion and origin. This reflects a clear principle: the ethics of love and solidarity, which is also central to the Gospel but, in Dede's view, was often betrayed by the churches when it came to unconventional groups of people.


In his personal life, Klaus Dede was modest and independent. He did not seek the applause of the masses but followed his inner convictions. Spirituality in the conventional sense — in the sense of a relationship with God or church piety — played no role for him. However, one could say that he had a sense of the spiritual in humanity: he was interested in questions about what makes people tick. Love, sexuality, truth, justice — these were, in a sense, "sacred" values for Dede, values worth fighting for. His relationship to "the world and faith" was characterized by a fundamental humanistic optimism: if you question dogma and face reality, you can find a more reasonable, more tolerant way of living together. Dede hoped that his unorthodox interpretation of Jesus would contribute to a more tolerant and rational worldview. He wanted believers and non-believers alike to engage in dialogue about long-taboo questions. Despite all the polemics, his goal was not destructive: he did not want to undermine people's faith but rather to take the Christian message of love and acceptance radically seriously – so seriously that even a queer reading of Jesus would have to have a place in it. In this sense, Klaus Dede's guiding principle can be described as a kind of secular idealism: individuals should free themselves from outdated authorities, think independently, and act humanely. The sincere search for truth, even in the face of opposition, and empathy with the outcasts are the values that guided Dede's intellectual life.


Impact and significance today


While Klaus Dede's theses led a rather niche existence during his lifetime, their impact can be reappraised in light of current developments. Dede was certainly ahead of his time: what sounded like a shrill demand in 1990 has now become part of a broader theological discourse. In the 2000s, queer theology established itself as an independent approach within theology. Queer theologians ask how the message of the Gospel can be read from the perspective of sexually and gender-diverse people. In doing so, traditional ideas about Jesus Christ are also reexamined. International authors such as the US Episcopal clergyman Malcolm Boyd ("Was Jesus Gay?", 1990), theologian Theodore Jennings (The Man Jesus Loved, 2003), and British philosopher Jeremy Bentham (who had already speculated about a homosexual Jesus in the 18th century but whose writings were not published until 2013) have asked similar questions, some independently of Dede. In the German-speaking world, Klaus Dede was long considered a lone voice but in retrospect he can be seen as an early pioneer who anticipated an idea that would later be discussed in wider circles. Today, his work is at least mentioned in historical treatises on the subject — a recent reviewer, for example, complained that a modern "gender history of Christ" should not have ignored Dede's book.


Dede has not brought about any direct change in thinking within the churches; officially, both Catholic and Protestant theology continue to hold that Jesus remained unmarried and chaste and that questions about his sexuality are speculative. Nevertheless, some changes have taken place within the church: The topics of homosexuality and the church are now openly discussed, and recognition of homosexual partnerships is progressing, at least in parts of the Protestant churches. Initiatives such as the #OutInChurch project, launched in 2022, in which over 100 queer employees of the Catholic Church came out publicly, are sending a signal for greater openness. In such discourses, the question of the man Jesus of Nazareth also takes on new significance: Queer Christians emphasize that during his lifetime, Jesus was particularly drawn to the outcasts and "unclean" — which, when applied to today, also includes LGBTQIA+ people. The symbolism of a "queer Christ" is now deliberately used by some theologians to make it clear that God's love includes all people. Argentinian theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid, for example — a pioneer of queer theology — calls in Indecent Theology (2000) for the "decent" heteronormative view of theology to be broken down so that Jesus' liberating message can truly be experienced by all. A Jesus who is seen in solidarity with people who are still discriminated against today – whether metaphorically or even biographically – fits into this picture. Klaus Dede's approach of describing Jesus as gay was an exaggeration of precisely this idea: he placed Jesus alongside those who are still marginalized today. In doing so, he provided, in a sense, an extreme test of the Church's love for its neighbor.


In feminist and queer discourses outside the Church, Dede's thesis is sometimes taken up approvingly as a subversive idea: it deconstructs the traditional image of Jesus as masculine (strong, abstinent, above all sensual urges) and opens up the idea of a Jesus who violates patriarchal norms. This corresponds to the thrust of some modern approaches that historically demythologize Jesus and at the same time reinterpret him for marginalized identities. However, today's queer-feminist theologians often proceed more cautiously: instead of asserting that "Jesus was gay", they ask more openly what significance it would have if he had been, or they understand "queer" more broadly as an expression of Jesus' breaking through social categories of pure/impure, male/female, married/unmarried, etc. In this sense, Klaus Dede is not a direct pioneer of academic queer theology — his work was too isolated for that — but in retrospect he was an early thinker who addressed similar taboos.


Today, a good 35 years after the publication of Jesus war schwul, Klaus Dede is remembered primarily in two contexts: on the one hand, in his hometown of Oldenburg, where he has a place in local memory as a local historian and moral voice (for example, through the Erinnerungsgang, or "memorial walk"). On the other hand, within specialized discourses on religion and homosexuality, where his name is mentioned as a curious but important historical reference point. His statement, "The pastors have known it forever. Some believers suspect it. Klaus Dede says it: Jesus was gay," which once appeared boldly on the blurb, may be exaggerated — but it succinctly sums up Dede's legacy: He said what others did not dare to say. In doing so, he forced his contemporaries to at least briefly consider the possibility that God's son could also have been queer. This intellectual impetus remains, even if the question ultimately remains unanswered. Klaus Dede leaves behind the image of an uncomfortable but committed thinker who had the courage to challenge the church with a radical idea. His thesis that "Jesus was gay" may always remain controversial but it has helped to open up the discussion about faith, love, and sexuality and allow new perspectives. And that alone is a significant contribution that transcends Dede's own life.









René Descartes


– Reason, faith, and


the birth of modern thought
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René Descartes (Latinized Renatus Cartesius) was born on March 31, 1596, in La Haye en Touraine, France, and died on February 11, 1650, in Stockholm, Sweden. He was a French philosopher, mathematician, and natural scientist and is considered one of the founders of modern philosophy. Descartes lived at the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries – a turbulent era between the Renaissance, religious conflicts and the scientific revolution. However, as an educated Catholic from France, he spent most of his working life in the Netherlands, where a freer intellectual climate prevailed. His cultural influences combine the legacy of scholasticism with the new impulses of emerging early modern rationality. Descartes is still remembered today as the "father of rationalism" and the originator of the famous dictum "Cogito ergo sum" – "I think, therefore I am."


Family background and education: from Jesuit school to philosopher


Descartes came from a family of minor nobility in the Touraine region. His father, Joachim Descartes, was a legal advisor to the Parliament of Brittany, and his mother, Jeanne Brochard, died early in 1597. The young René grew up mainly with his grandmother and a nurse. At the age of eight, he entered the boarding school of the renowned Jesuit Collège Royal de La Flèche, where he received a comprehensive classical and mathematical education for eight years. The strict Jesuit school taught him both scholasticism and the basics of the new scientific methodology but also shaped his Catholic faith. After graduating from school, Descartes studied law in Poitiers and the University of Paris from 1612, graduating with a licentiate in 1616. However, instead of pursuing a career in law, he sought a broader educational horizon: he attended a school for fencing, horsemanship, and etiquette for the nobility in Paris and, in the same year, joined the army of Prince Maurice of Nassau in the Netherlands as a volunteer. There he met the natural scientist Isaac Beeckman, who awakened his interest in physics. This encounter is considered a wake-up call for Descartes' scientific path – he dedicated his first work, the Compendium Musicae (1618), to Beeckman, in which he attempted to explain musical phenomena mathematically and physically.


Another formative period was Descartes' time as a soldier in the service of the Catholic Duke Maximilian of Bavaria during the Thirty Years' War. In 1619, he took part in military campaigns on the Catholic side and witnessed the conquest of Prague. The turmoil of war and his encounters with various scholars on his travels through Europe broadened his horizons. In November 1619, during a stay in southern Germany, Descartes experienced an intellectual awakening: in a stove-heated room in Ulm (or, according to some sources, Neuburg an der Donau), he had a series of impressive dreams during the night of November 10 to 11. He interpreted these three dreams as a sign from a higher power that a "universal method for investigating truth" would be revealed to him. Descartes felt "called" to question all previous knowledge and find a new foundation for science and philosophy. Deeply impressed by this experience, he gave up his military career in early 1620 and, out of gratitude for the inspiration he had received, undertook a pilgrimage to Loreto in Italy. He had solemnly promised the Virgin Mary that he would make this pilgrimage to the house of the Holy Family, which is venerated there as a Marian shrine, if he were granted the insights he longed for. This anecdote shows Descartes' inner tension between spiritual piety and rational curiosity: he experienced his philosophical mission entirely within the coordinates of faith and interpreted his newly found program of knowledge as a gift of grace, which he honored with a religious act.


In the years that followed, Descartes led a wandering scholar's life. He traveled throughout almost all of Europe — the Holy Roman Empire, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Italy — seeking exchange with a wide variety of contemporary intellectuals. From 1625 onwards, he returned to Paris, where he frequented the salons of high society and impressed with his astute discourse. At an evening party, he met Cardinal Pierre de Bérulle, an influential churchman and advisor to the king. Bérulle recognized Descartes' extraordinary abilities and encouraged him to develop his philosophical system in order to reform the prevailing scholasticism. This support from ecclesiastical circles shows that Descartes' departure to new ways of thinking was not initially seen as hostility toward religion but as an opportunity to underpin the Christian faith with a sound philosophy.


Break with his homeland and a new beginning in science in the Netherlands


In 1629, Descartes left France and settled permanently in the Netherlands, probably because of the greater intellectual freedom there. In the more liberal atmosphere of the Republic of the Seven Provinces, he was able to pursue his research far away from political and religious interference. He lived a relatively secluded life for over 18 years but frequently changed his place of residence within the Netherlands, always seeking peace and quiet to think. Interestingly, during this time he entered into a relationship with Helena Jans van der Strom, his landlord's housekeeper. In 1635, their daughter Francine was born, whom Descartes lovingly acknowledged and had baptized. However, he did not marry Helena, and tragically, Francine died of scarlet fever at the age of five on September 7, 1640. Descartes, who remained unmarried and without further children, called his daughter's death "the greatest pain of his life." Nevertheless, a letter to his friend Constantijn Huygens testifies to a deep-rooted consolation in his faith: he wrote that we humans are "born for much greater joys and a much greater happiness than we can experience on this earth. We will find the dead again one day [...] for there is an intellectual memory within us that is undoubtedly independent of our body." He was convinced of this life after death "by natural and quite obvious reasons." These lines show Descartes' certainty of faith in rational form — he argues philosophically for the immortality of the soul and expects a reunion in the hereafter. Here, personal suffering and theological conviction come together: the philosopher of reason revealed himself privately as a hopeful Christian who trusted in a divine promise.


During his stay in the Netherlands, Descartes engaged in lively intellectual exchanges via correspondence. His most important correspondent was the Minimite priest Marin Mersenne in Paris, who acted as an intermediary between Descartes and the European scholarly world. Mersenne, himself a theologian and natural scientist, collected feedback and criticism on Descartes' ideas and kept him informed about the intellectual climate in France. In 1633, Descartes learned from Mersenne of Galileo Galilei's fateful condemnation by the Roman Inquisition. Galileo, who had defended the heliocentric worldview of Copernicus and Kepler, was famously forced to renounce his teachings before the Church. This news came at an inopportune moment for Descartes, as he was in the midst of writing his own extensive work on natural philosophy, the Traité du monde (Treatise on the World), in which he also advocated a Copernican, mechanistic view of the world. Fearing that he would suffer the same fate as Galileo and "collide with ecclesiastical authority," Descartes spontaneously decided to withdraw his manuscript and leave it unpublished. He wrote resignedly: "I did not want to publish anything that could even appear to be provocative." This self-imposed step shows Descartes' wisdom and caution in dealing with the powers of the time: although convinced of the truth of the heliocentric system, he avoided open conflict with the Catholic Church by withholding his research results. The Galileo break thus marks a personal turning point – Descartes shifted his interest away from astronomy for the time being and toward the foundations of philosophy.


Descartes began to develop his main philosophical works in the Netherlands. In 1637, he published anonymously in Leiden and "Discours de la méthode" (Discourse on Method) in French. This work, a mixture of autobiographical justification and philosophical essay, was deliberately written in the vernacular in order to reach a wider audience. In Discours, Descartes presents his methodological program in an accessible form — in particular, his famous method of radical doubt — and leads the reader step by step to the realization that only the thinking self is indubitably certain ("cogito ergo sum"). The Discours de la méthode also contained three scientific essays (on dioptrics/refraction, meteorology, and geometry) in which Descartes applied his method in practice. The appendix on geometry in particular revolutionized mathematics with the introduction of the Cartesian coordinate system — an example of Descartes' transdisciplinary genius. Stylistically, the Discourse stands out from the philosophical literature of its time: it is personal and clearly formulated, aims at comprehensibility, and has an almost activating tone that encourages readers to think for themselves. This popular scientific style helped the Discourse gain great influence and made it Descartes' most influential book in the long run.


Main themes and theological position: The search for reason between doubt and certainty of God


Central concern: At the heart of Descartes' thinking is the search for certain knowledge. He wanted to find a foundation on which true knowledge could be built unshakably in order to overcome the skepticism and fragmentation of the scholarly opinions of the time. His famous solution — methodical doubt — also had strong theological implications: by systematically doubting all traditions, sensory perceptions, and even his own thoughts, Descartes initially suspended all authority, including ecclesiastical teachings, until further notice. He trusted solely in the light of God-given reason. However, this radical doubt was not an end in itself but was ultimately intended to lead to an even stronger belief in unquestionable truths. As is well known, he found his first certainty in the existence of his own thinking consciousness ("I think, therefore I am"), which he recognized as logically necessary. Starting from there, Descartes questioned the origin of this existence and immediately came upon the idea of God in his mind. For Descartes, it was clear that the thinking of finite human beings contained the idea of an infinite, perfect being — something that humans could not have implanted in themselves. Therefore, this idea must have its origin in God himself. With such considerations, Descartes formulated new proofs of God's existence in his Meditations. He summarized one of these – a variant of the ontological argument – as follows: We have a clear and distinct idea of a perfect, infinite being (God); perfection implies existence, therefore God must exist. He derived another proof causally: Only a truly existing, infinite God can be the cause of our finding an idea of infinite perfection within ourselves. In this way, Descartes attempted to prove God's existence by means of reason. He emphasized that the evidence of divine existence must be as clear and distinct as a mathematical proof – for example, one recognizes "no less clearly and distinctly that a truly eternal existence belongs to God's nature than one recognizes geometric properties." For Descartes, the successful proof of God's existence had a fundamental function: it was intended to bridge the gap between the inner certainty of the cogito and certainty about the external world. For it is only because God exists as an infallible guarantor of truth that we can trust that the world and the laws of nature are real and not merely the illusion of an evil demon. From a theological point of view, Descartes integrated a central tenet of faith — the truthfulness of God — into his model of knowledge: God is good and would not equip us with completely misleading senses, therefore science is possible. At the same time, however, he reduced the role of theology to this safeguarding function of reason.


al affiliation: René Descartes remained officially faithful to the Roman Catholic faith throughout his life. He came from a Catholic country (France) and outwardly conformed to conventions (for example, in his provisional morality, he advised always respecting the religion and laws of one's own country). Personal acts of piety – such as the aforementioned pilgrimage – also show that he took his religion seriously. Nevertheless, he was not a theologian in the traditional sense but rather a philosopher who thought independently about God and the soul. He thus occupied a gray area between philosophy and theology. On the one hand, he held positions of classical Christian metaphysics: the existence of a single, perfect creator God, the spiritual substance of the soul, freedom of will, and the immortality of the soul (or at least its independence from the body). On the other hand, he pursued these themes through rational speculation, without primarily invoking the authority of the Bible or the Church Fathers. Seen in this light, Descartes' approach was more philosophical-rational than revelatory-theological. He saw philosophy as a preliminary stage that could even be useful for truths of faith. It is no coincidence that the (original) subtitle of his Meditations of 1641 is: "in which the existence of God and the immortality of the soul are proven." With this claim, he hoped to convince theologians and contribute to the apologetics of faith. However, he soon realized that he could not prove with certainty everything that the Church taught: In the second edition of 1642, Descartes cautiously changed the subtitle of the Meditations – now it only referred to the "distinction between the soul and the body," because "I cannot prove that God cannot destroy the soul but only that it is of a completely different nature than the body and does not die with the body" (he wrote to Mersenne in 1640). This shows humility and orthodox caution: Descartes did not want to preempt the Church by guaranteeing the eternity of the soul — he merely proved its independence philosophically.


Key terms and new interpretations: A defining feature of Descartes' worldview is the dualism of mind and matter. In his ontology, there are two fundamental realities of creation: res cogitans (the thinking thing = mind, soul) and res extensa (the extended thing = body, matter). For him, mind and body are different substances that interact in humans but are completely dissimilar in nature. The human mind is immaterial, indivisible, and capable of thinking in a manner; the body is material, extended in space, and follows purely mechanical laws. This strict separation had significant dogmatic consequences: the human body was now seen as an object among objects, a component of the physical world that could be examined scientifically. At the same time, Descartes elevated the thinking self to the sole source of knowledge — it was no longer necessary (or possible) to find truth by "tracking God's thoughts in creation," as medieval thinkers would have put it. Rather, humans should be able to grasp the truth clearly and distinctly within themselves, without resorting to ecclesiastical traditions. This internalization of truth-finding meant a certain disempowerment of the church in matters of knowledge. In fact, Descartes' philosophy contains "a metaphysics that, while accepting (through logical proof) the existence of a perfect creator God, leaves little room for church-like institutions." In other words, God remains present in his system as guarantor and creator, but institutionalized religion recedes into the background. The believing individual takes center stage — he must think independently and act morally without constant reference to ecclesiastical authority.


Descartes' relationship with the Catholic Church was thus ambivalent. He personally respected the Church; he dedicated his Meditations to the theology professors at the Sorbonne in Paris in a devout letter and asked them to examine and bless his work. In it, he expressly emphasized that he had written nothing that contradicted the "holy Church." Nevertheless, many conservative theologians became suspicious, because Descartes' principles – such as the axiomatic doubt of everything – seemed dangerously close to skepticism and the relativization of faith. He clearly acknowledged that revealed truths of faith (such as the Trinity or the Incarnation) were beyond the scope of his method and must be accepted as immutable. But by recognizing no authority in philosophical questions other than evident reason, he called into question the entire scholastic theology that had hitherto been based on the synthesis of the Bible and Aristotelianism. From a Catholic perspective, Descartes' mechanistic understanding of nature was particularly critical with regard to the sacraments. One example: the doctrine of transubstantiation (the transformation of bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist) came under pressure when, like Descartes, one explained the material world as consisting entirely of the extension and movement of particles. How could bread and wine change their substantial essence when their entire physics consisted only of mechanical properties? Descartes attempted a rational explanation in letters (for example, to Father Mesland): he speculated that in the miracle of the Eucharist, the particles of bread were so united with the soul of Christ that it could only happen naturally through consumption — only directly through God's word. However, this explanation sounded "too Calvinistic" to many theologians because it ultimately questioned the real local presence of Christ. Although Descartes did not publish such controversial theories (his editor Clerselier omitted the relevant letter as a precaution), they nevertheless spread among scholars and aroused suspicion. Overall, Descartes was cautious but not uncritical of ecclesiastical tradition: he accepted doctrines of faith as long as they did not conflict with evident truths. Where there was room for maneuver, however, he tended toward new interpretations in the light of reason. This places him paradigmatically at the transition from the pre-modern "culture of unity" (in which philosophy functioned as the handmaiden of theology) to modernity, in which philosophy and natural science go their separate ways. Descartes' way of life was less that of a pious hermit than that of a cosmopolitan but morally strict scholar: although he did not cultivate a monastic habitus, he valued a moderate lifestyle and intellectual discipline. He rejected excessive asceticism – he was known for enjoying long periods of meditation in bed in the morning – but he advocated the rule of reason over the passions of the body.


Key works: Milestones of reason and their style


Descartes' main works mark the development of his thinking and are written in a variety of literary styles, ranging from French essays to Latin treatises. Here is a brief overview of his most important publications and their years of publication:




	
Discours de la méthode (Discourse on Method, 1637): Published anonymously in French in Leiden, together with three scientific essays. This work is aimed at educated laypeople and explains Descartes' four basic rules of method (evidence, analysis, synthesis, completeness) in a lively form. The Discourse contains autobiographical passages in which Descartes recounts his education, his travels, and how he arrived at the method of doubt. At its heart is the famous insight "Cogito ergo sum," which is formulated here in Latin but became famous in the French version as "Je pense, donc je suis." The clarity and brevity of the style are remarkable from a literary point of view — Descartes writes in the first person, sometimes humorously and always striving to take the reader by the hand. He also formulates a provisional morality that allowed him to live his life while theoretically questioning all values and truths. This morality includes obedience to religion and the laws of the land, determination in action even in uncertain situations, self-conquest instead of lamenting fate, and the choice of a moderate lifestyle. The Discourse was a popular success in its day and contributed significantly to making Descartes' ideas known. With his French text, Descartes also broke new ground for philosophical writing in the vernacular rather than in Latin – a step toward the democratization of knowledge.



	
Meditationes de prima philosophia (Meditations on First Philosophy, 1641): Descartes wrote this work in Latin, the language of scholars, and addressed it explicitly to professors and theologians. It consists of six meditations in which the reader is fictitiously led deeper into doubt and back out again, day by day. The tone is thoughtful and at times almost prayerful — at the beginning, for example, Descartes metaphorically asks God for light for his undertaking. The book contains the classic arguments: (doubting everything), methodical universal doubt (with the thought experiment of an evil demon), the cogito argument, proof of the existence of God, the distinction between mind and matter, and finally the justification of the real external world. Descartes added so-called "objections" and "responses" to each chapter – in fact, he had invited renowned thinkers (such as the Catholic theologian Antoine Arnauld, the empiricist Abbé Gassendi, and even the English philosopher Hobbes) in advance to comment critically on his meditations. These Objectiones et Responsiones make the work a dialogical piece in which Descartes grapples with different points of view. Stylistically, the Meditationes are more demanding than the Discours, as they combine rigorous chains of argumentation with scholastic terminology. However, the concept of the first-person narrator who doubts himself was innovative and captivated many readers — one could say that Descartes also laid the foundation for an introspective spiritual exercise of reason. The book had an enormous impact on the history of philosophy: it is considered the birth of modern epistemology. Theologically, however, it was controversial (see next section).


	
"Principia Philosophiae" (Principles of Philosophy, 1644): A four-part textbook written in Latin, which Descartes dedicated to his friend, the French ambassador to the Netherlands, Abbé Picot. Here he attempts to systematically present his entire system – from the principles of knowledge to the laws of nature and cosmology. The Principia was intended to replace the outdated Aristotelian textbook in universities. Interestingly, Descartes also formulates his mechanical laws of nature here, which contain a foreshadowing of Newton's later laws of inertia and momentum: "The sum of motion in the world is constant," "A body persists in its state as long as no other body changes it," etc., which he describes as the world order most appropriate to the "unchanging God." , metaphysical chapters on God and the human soul are also included. The work is more sober in tone, didactically structured, and shows Descartes as a teacher. The Principia were of particular importance for the spread of Cartesianism — they were also translated into French in 1647 so that they could reach a wider readership in Descartes' homeland.


	
Les Passions de l'âme (The Passions of the Soul, 1649): This is Descartes' last published work, again written in French and dedicated to Princess Elizabeth of the Palatinate, with whom he had a long and lively correspondence on philosophical and personal matters. Les Passions de l'âme deals with human emotions and their physical foundations in 212 short articles. Descartes describes physiologically how passions (love, hate, desire, joy, sadness, and wonder as basic emotions) arise in the body as "movements of the vital spirits" and what role the small pineal gland in the brain plays as the interface between the soul and the body. But despite this mechanistic psychology, he sees humans as ethically obliged to curb their passions through rational will. He elevates generosity (générosité) – a selfless magnanimity – to the highest virtue, through which one keeps passions in check. This work has an almost pastoral tone: Descartes seems to be giving the princess advice on how to act morally in life despite emotions. The reception of the Passions was mixed; it was an early contribution to psychology but was overshadowed by the emerging philosophy of sensibility in the 18th century. Nevertheless, this book shows that Descartes' interest did not end with abstract theorems – he also wanted to provide practical guidance for a good life based on knowledge of human nature.


	
Further writings and letters: Descartes wrote other texts, such as the fragment Regulae ad directionem ingenii (Rules for the Direction of the Mind, written around 1628 but not published until 1701), in which he set out the first ideas of his method in . His extensive correspondence with scholars (especially Mersenne, Elisabeth, Arnauld, Huygens, and others) was later collected and published and is an important source for understanding the development of his thoughts. It also testifies to Descartes' style: in his letters, he often reveals himself to be more personal and direct, explaining difficult points or defending himself against attacks. Particularly noteworthy is the letter "Epistola ad Voetium" (Letter to Voetius, 1643), in which Descartes publicly defends himself against slander by the Utrecht theology professor Voetius – a document written in a sharp tone that was part of the controversy at the time.





Reception and impact of the works: Even during Descartes' lifetime, his writings provoked lively debate. The Discourse spread among educated circles and aroused curiosity about the radical method but it also found mockers who ridiculed Descartes' "soliloquies." The Meditations triggered a storm of objections in academic circles — the proofs of God's existence and the thesis of the self-enclosed thinking ego in particular provoked opposition from both theologians and fellow philosophers. The collection of objections and responses documents this and contributed to Descartes' fame: people saw that here was a thinker seriously grappling with all the arguments. Cartesianism – as Descartes' teachings and their influence are called – became an intellectual fashion in parts of Europe within a few decades. Particularly in France and the Netherlands, followers (the Cartesians) soon emerged who continued Descartes' ideas, e.g., his students such as Henri Regius or later Nicolas Malebranche and Pierre Regis. But resistance also formed: Scholastic universities and ecclesiastical authorities were hostile to the new teachings (more on this in a moment). Despite all the controversy, Descartes' writings were undeniably influential: they laid the foundations for rationalism and had a lasting impact on mathematics (analytical geometry), physics (e.g., his vortex theory as an early cosmological model), and philosophy. Later giants such as Spinoza, Leibniz and Kant dealt extensively with Descartes – some critically, some in agreement, some in a manner – which shows the energy his works unleashed. In literary terms, Descartes' clear, sober style shaped French classicism: authors such as Corneille, Boileau, Bossuet, and La Bruyère explicitly incorporated Descartes' ethos of duty and control of the passions through reason into their writings. His works thus acted as a catalyst for the Age of Reason not only in philosophy but also in theology and literature.


Conflicts and controversies: headwinds for the new way of thinking


Conflict with traditional authorities: Descartes' innovative thinking inevitably brought him into conflict with representatives of established doctrine. Ecclesiastical and academic circles in particular viewed his theses with suspicion. Shortly after the publication of Discourse in 1637, warnings were issued in religious circles in France that Descartes' method could lead believers into dangerous doubts. However, the greater confrontation took place in the Protestant Netherlands, where Descartes lived: at the University of Utrecht, the influential theologian Gisbertus Voetius, a strict Calvinist scholastic, was in charge. Voetius viewed Descartes' teachings with suspicion as potentially atheistic. In particular, Descartes' mechanistic worldview (with its rejection of final causes) and his view that the soul does not intervene in the laws of nature alarmed theologians, who sensed hidden determinism or even heresy everywhere. When a young follower of Descartes (Henricus Regius) publicly taught medical theses in the Cartesian spirit in Utrecht, the situation escalated: Voetius succeeded in getting the University of Utrecht to officially condemn the new philosophical teachings in 1642 and prohibit its lecturers from teaching Descartes. Descartes himself was subjected to personal attacks – Voetius indirectly called him a liar and a libertine. In this situation, Descartes wrote his open letter to Voetius in 1643, in which he sharply criticized the theologian and defended his honor. The dispute escalated into a political issue; even the municipal authorities of Utrecht became involved.


Church repression: The Catholic Church did not remain inactive either. Although there was no highly dramatic inquisition against Descartes personally – he had been cautious enough to avoid such a fate (think of his retraction in Le Monde) – the Curia did not leave him unscathed. However, after his death, the Curia made up for its omission: in 1663, Pope Alexander VII placed several of Descartes' works on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the list of banned books. Specifically banned were the Meditationes (1641) and Principia (1644) as well as the Passions de l'âme (1649). The Roman justification was that Descartes' philosophy, due to its self-thinking and principle of doubt, posed a threat to faith unless it was corrected. This belated anathematization did not prevent the spread of Descartes' ideas (especially in Protestant countries) but it was symbolically significant: the Church marked its distance from the rationalist course. In France, too, the Cartesians were viewed with suspicion for a short time. In 1671, King Louis XIV even issued an edict prohibiting the teaching of Descartes' worldview at the University of Paris – at the instigation of conservative theologians. The Sorbonne had already condemned his theses in 1663. However, these censorship measures could only slow down the triumph of the new philosophy, not prevent it. Although many monasteries and colleges still adhered to Aristotle, the intellectual elite had long been preoccupied with Descartes.


Academic fronts: Resistance to Descartes came primarily from the ranks of traditional scholastic philosophers and theologians. They regarded Descartes as the destroyer of philosophia perennis. The Jesuit Pierre Daniel Huet, for example, vehemently attacked Descartes in his later famous work Censura Philosophiae Cartesianae (1689), calling the cogito a circular argument and accusing the entire system of hidden atheism. Others, such as the Catholic Jansenist Antoine Arnauld (although initially a sympathetic debater in the objections to the Meditationes), later distanced themselves from Descartes' attempts to explain the Eucharist. On the other side, however, Descartes also had enthusiastic supporters: at liberal Dutch universities such as Leiden and Groningen, his ideas quickly found their way into the classroom, despite resistance. An interested audience also gathered around him at the court of Sweden's Queen Christina and in the salons of Paris and The Hague. He was admired as a brilliant innovator, almost a cult figure of intellect. This polarization — veneration here, demonization there — accompanied the history of his reception for a long time. In some countries (e.g., England), people initially remained distant; Oxford University, for example, banned the teaching of Cartesian theses in 1663. However, younger scholars were fascinated by Descartes' thinking. The generation of rationalists that followed him — Spinoza, Malebranche, Leibniz — developed new systems in critical debate that would have been inconceivable without Descartes. At the same time, he provoked the opposing school: British empiricists such as Locke and Hobbes rejected his idea of innate ideas and mistrust of the senses and founded empiricism. Descartes thus became a point of friction that divided the philosophical camps. Until well into the 18th century, his works remained controversial or even banned (in Jesuit schools, for example) but his influence continued, partly underground. In France, Cartesianism eventually became almost mainstream philosophy until it was modified at the end of the 18th century by Kant and others who had surpassed him.


Rejection vs. cult status: In short, Descartes' ideas were received with mixed reactions: Some saw him as a hero of reason who courageously broke with the ballast of tradition and ushered in a new era — his method and his cogito were celebrated and imitated. Others regarded him as a dangerous destroyer of the metaphysical order, whose teachings could undermine faith and tear apart the unity of body and soul. This polarization led to Descartes being treated as something of a cult author in intellectual circles, while official bodies (churches, universities) tried to keep him down. In the end, however, his fame prevailed: even during his lifetime, he was recognized throughout Europe as one of the greatest thinkers of his time. After his death, he became almost legendary — conspiracy theories even circulated that he did not die of pneumonia in Stockholm in 1650 but was poisoned (a theory put forward in 2009, which, however, found little support). Whether legend or not, the fact that such stories emerged shows that Descartes had long since become a symbolic figure who divided opinion.


Spiritual and ethical guiding principles: the rationalist's beliefs


Although René Descartes is primarily regarded as a philosopher of reason, spiritual and ethical themes can also be identified in his life and work. A central element is his conviction that the search for truth ultimately follows the divine light of reason. His often-quoted statement that he would not believe anything he could not clearly understand sounds purely rationalistic at first. However, it can also be read as a kind of modern creed: he believed unshakably in the ability of the human mind (as the image of God) to rise to the truth – indeed, he considered this a God-given task. In this sense, one could say that Descartes' credo was: "I believe in reason, the light that God has instilled in us." He saw no ultimate contradiction between genuine faith and genuine reason. His famous Cogito ergo sum does not directly replace a theological creed, but it has become, in a sense, the "creed" of modern subjectivity: everyone can convince themselves of it, without external certainties, solely through inner reflection. Descartes thus had an almost spiritual attitude toward reason — it was for him the sacred tool that allows us to participate in God's truth.


Self-image: Unlike religious reformers or mystics, Descartes did not style himself as a prophet or founder of a new doctrine. He saw himself rather as a humble seeker, advancing step by step. In Discourse, he writes quite humbly that he offers his method only as an example, not as dogma. At the same time, however, he felt an inner calling to pave the way to truth (remember the vision of 1619). In a sense, he saw himself as an instrument of providence, tasked with placing human knowledge on a new foundation — Bérulle even told him once that perhaps God had chosen him to help the world philosophically. Descartes firmly rejected any description of himself as an innovator; he always wanted to be regarded as a faithful son of the Church who merely cleared up misunderstandings. However, from the perspective of some of his contemporaries, he was a "free-thinking innovator," which earned him accusations of "Cartesian arrogance," for example. His response to this was that humility before the truth was the highest duty – he emphasized that his doubt was by no means arrogance toward God but humility, because he set aside all human opinions in favor of what God illuminates in us.


Body, world, and God in Descartes' view: We have already explained dualism and the concept of God. Let us emphasize this once again: For Descartes, the world was a huge mechanism, a clockwork created and set in motion by God. God behaves like a wise artificer (artist and mechanic) who has established the laws of nature — e.g., the conservation of motion — in such a way that the universe functions without constant miracles. The human body is part of this world mechanism, with the special feature that it can be guided by the soul. Descartes compares the body to a machine or an automaton (his view that animals are nothing more than complex automatons without souls is notorious). However, humans have a special position because of their soul: only they can think consciously and have free will. For Descartes, freedom was a fact of inner experience — one can rationally doubt many things but not that we feel we have free will. In his understanding, the will is even "in a certain sense infinite like God" because it sees no limits to its actions. Descartes thus emphasized the dignity of the individual subject: every human being carries within themselves an image of divine freedom. However, our task is to use this freedom well — namely, by choosing the truth and not blindly succumbing to our passions. For Descartes, God is not only the distant first mover but is also present in every act of truth: every time we recognize something that is completely clear and obvious, be it a mathematical truth or the existence of our ego, God "speaks" to us in a certain sense through eternal truths. This view has an almost mystical quality, even though Descartes avoids the language of mysticism.


"Sacred places" in his philosophy: Unlike religious figures, Descartes cannot be linked to any places of classical piety (monasteries, churches, etc.) as the source of his beliefs. However, some stages of his life could be interpreted symbolically: the stove room in Germany, where he had his famous dreams, became a quasi-sacred place of enlightenment for him, which he sanctioned, as it were, with his pilgrimage to Loreto. His study in exile in Holland, where he wrote his meditations in isolation and concentration, became the "hermitage" of a new spiritual monasticism — the thinker at his desk as a modern hermit of reason. Nature itself was also an open book of God for Descartes ("the great book of the world," as he said), which he read almost as a spiritual exercise. Interestingly, Descartes' biography also reveals a real sacred place: the Basilica of Loreto. This pilgrimage was a vow he had made, and he fulfilled it. In a letter, he mentions how he arrived in Italy and fulfilled this duty before devoting himself to other things. One could say that Loreto is one of the last places where Descartes visibly practiced traditional Catholic piety before finally embarking on the path of an independent philosopher.


Descartes' ethics were ultimately shaped by the idea of self-control and rationality. He saw rational action as the fulfillment of God's will. His guiding principle may have been: "Conquer yourself instead of lamenting the world or fate." He explicitly formulated this stoic-Christian idea in his provisional morality. He believed that moral living meant keeping the passions (which come from the body) in check through the will — not by suppressing them but by understanding and directing them. He highly valued virtues such as magnanimity, courage, and self-sufficiency. Here, Descartes almost sounds like an ancient philosopher. Nevertheless, transcendence is present: he ultimately justifies all moral efforts by arguing that reason — a divine gift — guides us to virtue. In this respect, one could say that Descartes' ethics is spiritually grounded, even if it is not theologically formulated. He did not write his own philosophy of religion or spiritual theology, but his entire project is imbued with a deep trust that truth and morality can be recognized in the light of God.


Historical impact and significance today: from the "cogito" to criticism of his legacy


René Descartes' influence on posterity can hardly be overestimated. He had a decisive influence on the theology, philosophy, and science of the following centuries – partly through positive reception, partly through demarcation.


Influence on theology and the Church: Although Descartes was not a systematic theologian, his thinking indirectly influenced theology. In the 17th century, some Catholic thinkers attempted to reconcile his philosophy with dogma. The Oratorian Nicolas Malebranche, himself a priest, was particularly influenced by Descartes' dualism but took it further theologically: he taught that God was the actual mediator of all causality between mind and body (occasionalism). Malebranche sought to solve the problem of how two such different substances could interact – his answer was that God intervenes in every interaction. This doctrine – occasionalism – shows how Descartes' approach was integrated into theological frameworks in order to rethink, for example, God's omnipresent action. Another Jansenist, Antoine Arnauld, initially adapted Descartes' clear way of thinking but fell out with him over the Eucharist. Nevertheless, Cartesianism remained alive in French Catholicism well into the 18th century, especially in rational apologies for the faith (Descartes' proofs of God's existence were often taken up). On the other hand, Descartes' separation of reason and revealed truth contributed to secularization in the long term: by the Enlightenment at the latest, the idea was established that nature and ethics could be explained completely without recourse to ecclesiastical dogma. In this respect, Descartes also unwittingly paved the way for the disempowerment of the church in educational matters. Protestant theologians also reacted: some Calvinist thinkers opposed Descartes because they saw a violation of the complete corruption of natural reason (a Reformation principle) – they believed that Descartes trusted human reason too much, which in their view was almost blasphemous. Other, more liberal Protestants, on the other hand, attempted to use Descartes' philosophy to underpin the doctrine of faith (this led, for example, to the emergence of so-called Cartesian-Coccegian syntheses in the Dutch Republic, where Reformed theology was formulated in a rational, post-Cartesian manner). In the long term, this led to theology as an academic subject becoming more concerned with epistemology: the question "What can we know about God?" was renegotiated under the influence of Cartesian doubt. This was the seed for later theological epistemologies, for example in Kant (who sought a critical solution to the relationship between knowledge and faith).


Influence on philosophy and science: Descartes marks the beginning of the modern era in the history of philosophy. He is considered the founder of modern rationalism, which was continued by thinkers such as Spinoza and Leibniz. All school philosophy of the Enlightenment – whether rationalist or empiricist – defined itself in relation to Descartes. His concept of self-consciousness (the self as the starting point) paved the way for the entire philosophy of the subject, including Kant and the German idealists. Kant, for example, owed Descartes the problem of how certain knowledge is possible and developed his "Copernican revolution" precisely from the Cartesian approach, although he criticized its metaphysical claims (God, soul). Methods of thinking such as reductionism (breaking down complex problems into basic units) can also be traced back to Descartes. Scientifically, Descartes advanced the consistent mathematization of nature: analytical geometry combined algebra and geometry into a powerful tool; his principle of reducing natural processes to mechanical laws became the model for classical physics. Although some of Descartes' specific theories (such as his vortex hypothesis of the planetary system or his denial of gravity) proved to be false in the light of Newton's discoveries, his mechanism finally replaced the older Aristotelian philosophy of nature. In medicine and biology, his image of the body as a machine continued to have an impact (e.g., in the iatro-mechanical school and even Julien Offray de La Mettrie, who took the radical Cartesian step in 1748 of declaring humans themselves to be "machines"). In short, without Descartes, science would not have been able to leave its theological and metaphysical roots behind so quickly – he paved the way for the autonomy of the natural sciences.


Descartes in feminist, queer, and decolonial discourses: Interestingly, Descartes' legacy is viewed quite critically in today's intellectual debates. Feminist theorists in particular have examined Descartes' strict mind-body dualism for its implicit value judgments. They argue that this separation tends to support a hierarchy: Rational thinking (which Descartes associated with masculinity) appears to be superior to the body and emotion (traditionally associated with femininity). For example, feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz criticizes the Cartesian dichotomy for "cementing hierarchical structures that place rationality (masculinity) above physicality (femininity)."Such analyses show that Descartes' legacy is not neutral: the "man of reason" (as Genevieve Lloyd's book is titled) was regarded as the norm for the subject for centuries, while women's experiences were devalued as "more physical." Feminist and queer theories, on the other hand, argue for a more integrated understanding of identity that brings together mind and body and allows for diversity. Queer thinkers emphasize that Descartes' idea of an abstract, universal self actually obscures a particular perspective (namely that of a white European man of his time) – a self without social embodiment. In this respect, the Cartesian approach is criticized as too disembodied and blind to gender and sexuality differences. These discourses deliberately seek to "reinstate the body" at the center of philosophical considerations, which is essentially a counter-concept to pure cogito. In psychological and medical contexts, too, there is now talk of the "problem of Cartesian dualism," for example when it comes to psychosomatic connections — here, attempts are being made to overcome the rigid separation of body and soul that goes back to Descartes.


The debate is even more pronounced in postcolonial and decolonial theories. Decolonial thinkers such as Enrique Dussel and Ramon Grosfoguel have pointed out that Descartes' "Cogito ergo sum" is closely linked to the history of European colonialism. Dussel formulated an inspiring idea: "Descartes' 'I think, therefore I am' was already prepared 150 years earlier by an unspoken 'I conquer, therefore I am.'" By this he means that the European subject was able to set itself up as the measure of all things after gaining supremacy through colonial conquests. In this context, Peruvian sociologist Aníbal Quijano coined the concept of the "imperial perspective": The "I" in Descartes' sentence is actually the "I" of the colonial white man, who claims to be universal. By replacing God as the foundation of knowledge with the human (Western) mind, Descartes created, according to Grosfoguel, a "zero-point perspective" that pretends to be a point of view, i.e., objective and universally valid. This absolutization of Western rationality went hand in hand with the devaluation of other forms of knowledge (indigenous, African, female, etc.), which were classified as "primitive" or "irrational" by the colonial power. Decolonial criticism thus shows that Descartes' philosophy did not arise in a vacuum but was part of a larger power project: the domination of nature and of foreign peoples was intellectually legitimized by the separation of the thinking subject from controllable matter. Nevertheless, some non-European thinkers also see constructive aspects: They attempt to readjust Descartes' idea of autonomous reason without the Eurocentric claim to absoluteness. For example, it has been suggested that the cogito be contrasted with a "nos cogitamus" (we think) in order to emphasize the communal and context-bound side of knowledge — something that Descartes neglected with his isolated thinking ego.


Why is Descartes worth reading today? Despite some criticism, studying Descartes remains extremely rewarding. His writings are the source of fundamental questions that still occupy us today: What can I know? What is true? Who am I? Does God exist? How does mind relate to matter? These questions appear in the form shaped by Descartes in almost every basic course in philosophy or theology. By reading Descartes, you are transported back to the birth of modern thought and experience the detective work of reason. Many later theories — whether in Kant, phenomenology, or analytical philosophy — build on the foundation laid by Descartes - or consciously reject it. Without Descartes, it would be impossible to understand, for example, the discourse of consciousness philosophy, which extends to modern brain research. Descartes is also relevant in the field of theology: the question of how one can rationally justify statements of faith (or whether one should do so at all) was posed much more sharply after Descartes. His attempts to prove the existence of God are still the subject of seminars – whether to examine their logic or to discuss the relationship between reason and faith. Descartes is also a fascinating historical figure: a devout Catholic who approached all traditional "certainties" with bold skepticism, thus living in a state of tension that many people today are familiar with (e.g., scientists who are also believers).


In today's academic philosophy and theology, Descartes is fully canonized. He is one of the classics who is read again and again, yet is constantly being reinterpreted. He has by no means simply been "overtaken" — rather, certain Cartesian problems keep recurring: the mind-body problem, for example, continues to occupy the philosophy of mind to this day, and theologians are still grappling with the challenge of how to understand spiritual experiences in a world shaped by natural science (this separation goes back to Descartes). In a sense, we are currently witnessing both a critique of Descartes' legacy (as described above from a feminist or decolonial perspective) and a rediscovery of his positive insights. In analytical philosophy, for example, Descartes is held up as a pioneer of epistemology, and in cognitive research, his cogito argument is discussed in the light of artificial intelligence (can a machine "think, therefore be"?). There are also interreligious dialogues that draw on Descartes: his insistence on a non-deceptive God is mentioned, for example, in Christian-Muslim discussions about images of God — because Islam also has the idea of a non-deceptive God who does not mislead reason.


Quotes and legacy: The most famous quote is, of course, – this sentence has become proverbial and symbolizes modern human self-awareness. Another quote that sums up Descartes' rationalism is his motto: "De omnibus dubitandum" – "Everything must be doubted," which he did not write verbatim but which aptly summarizes his method. Or his statement in Discourse: "Common sense is the most evenly distributed good in the world, for everyone considers themselves richly endowed with it." Such bon mots also demonstrated his rhetorical skill. However, his legacy lies less in individual bon mots than in the overall attitude he gave to thinking: courage to use one's own judgment (he formulated this long before Kant), trust in divine reason in human beings, and a willingness to leave the beaten path in favor of truth. From a theological perspective, Descartes left behind an ambivalent legacy — on the one hand, he paved the way for a rational understanding of faith but on the other hand, he denied revealed theology its absolute primacy.


Today, we can say that Descartes remains significant because we still live in his intellectual landscape – even if we now question it critically. His ideas have inspired, challenged, and divided subsequent generations and provided us with rich discourse. Those who read Descartes in more detail will encounter a brilliant thinker and gain insight into the roots of many current debates – from the question of consciousness to the role of reason in faith. Descartes' life and work clearly show how closely philosophy, science, and theology can be interwoven and how a single questioning person can change the way the world thinks forever.
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