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Introduction


‘Dear Friend to Many’


Anthony Kain


 


An epitaph is a phrase written in memory of a person who has died, especially as an inscription on a tombstone. The Epitaph on Denis’ tombstone concludes with these words ‘dear friend to many’.


In remembering Denis time after time people have spoken of him as friend; he is recalled as ‘generous companion on the way’. Time after time he wrote in inscriptions in his books words like ‘great companion, a good mate’, ‘dear friend’.


I had the good fortune to be companion to Denis when he went to the Catholic University of America in 1978 to complete his Doctorate with Avery Dulles. Those few years were great for me and the direction my life took as I worked towards my Masters as Denis was, in his Doctorate, creating the foundation of his life as theologian with what was to become his first book, The Human Experience of God, in 1983.


When we were twelve years old Denis and I expressed interest in the priesthood when the Director of Vocations visited our schools. I remember Denis’ mother phoning my mother when the Director visited out homes to talk about this. Denis went to the Seminary that next year; I waited until the end of my schooling. Patricia Fox RSM put it well at the Vigil for his funeral: ‘When he was only young Denis heard and responded to the radical call described in this Gospel text. In reflecting on his life in the days since he has died and on his all too short 75 years, it seems that at every stage along the way he was able to make that radical choice of his youth again and again, ever more personally and deeply.’


This led him to be committed to adult education and formation. As Genevieve Ryan RSJ reflected at the Vigil: ‘The vision of Archbishops Gleeson and Faulkner and the theological competence of Denis Edwards converged to eventually establish first the Theology Institute and eventually the ecumenical Adelaide College of Divinity. And for the last five years he was based at the Australian Catholic University, at Thebarton.’


In our times, this book stands with Denis’ lifelong contribution to our theology and spirituality at a time when we need such thinking that asks us to discern about how God acts in the in the natural world. With Denis, we ponder the mystery of suffering in the mystery of salvation and in the life of grace. Many of us want to create ways where Denis’ legacy will continually draw us into divine action present in the Christ event. This book seeks to contribute to that quest.


We give thanks for the remarkable life and friendship of Denis that leads us on in ‘hope’





Editor’s Note


Hilary Regan


 


The day after Denis Edwards’ death in 2019, I was talking with Ted Peters in the USA and we agreed that as Denis was a recognised international scholar a volume of essays should be published in honour of Denis. The proposed volume would bring together Australian and international scholars, inviting them to engage with his two most recent publications, Deep Incarnation1 and The Natural World and God.2 Thus a process began where Ted Peters and Marie Turner were appointed editors, and authors were approached to contribute to a volume that has been entitled God and the Natural World, published by ATF Press.3


Originally it had been hoped that God and the Natural World would be ready for launch during the June 2020 meeting of the Catholic Theological Association of America (CTSA) however, with some papers arriving late and COVID 19 leading to the cancelation of that event, the book release was delayed. Its delay meant that this second volume has been able to have a coinciding release date, and both still in 2020.


In the process of putting together the God and the Natural World volume it was decided to construct a bibliography of Denis’ publications (and their translations); chapters in books and scholarly essays in journals to have at the end of the volume. With the assistance of a number of editors of different journals, publishers and individuals the list, hopefully comprehensive, has been published in the God and the Natural World book.


This present publication has been a partnership between myself as publisher of ATF Press and the Executor of Denis’ Will, fellow priest from the Archdiocese of Adelaide, Anthony Kain. As editors of this publication we began by looking at the bibliography that had been constructed and put together a list of essays which had not been already published in the 2017 publication The Natural World and God.


We had intended that this volume would also include papers that Denis had given at conferences or seminars that had not yet been published. The editors were unable to locate those papers and maybe one day they will be found and published. Till then, this volume in honour of Denis brings together a very substantial number, 37 papers in total, which were authored by him and published in a variety of places, or are papers attributed to him (two were written for the Roman Catholic Church in Adelaide). The volume has papers beginning in 1976, an article from Compass Theology Review, and is the earliest published article we could find, through to one published in the Irish Theological Quarterly, around the time of his death in 2019, the last essay in this volume. As the God and the Natural World publication was engaging in detail with his Deep Incarnation book, released by Orbis shortly after Denis’ death, it was decided not to include a chapter from that book in this volume.


This publication will be the second volume of essays by Denis in ATF Theology’s Scholars Collection. The Natural World and God was in the Scholars Collection. This publication is the first volume in the new section within the Scholars Collection; Scholars Collection: Faith and Science.


It is the editors hope that these two volumes along with the extensive bibliography in the God and the Natural World, will provide a comprehensive publication list for future scholars who may wish to study, research and write on Denis’ writings.


Gathering the journal and book chapters has taken longer than we originally thought would be necessary as it has taken time to locate all the pieces and even longer to turn PDF’s etc into Word documents and then edit and check them. In some instances, Denis gave the paper at a conference or gathering, or shared it with friends and colleagues, then it was at some stage reworked and then finally submitted for publication. Decisions had to be made as to which version was used for this publication and as a rule it was the published version that has been used and the sources have all been acknowledged.


The editors decided to publish the papers chronologically and, apart from standardisation to fit with the ATF house style, leave them as they were written and, in this way, show a development in Denis’ thinking and writing in addressing issues. Thus, for example, the style of the earlier pieces do not adhere to what today would be the norm in terms of inclusive language etc.


The essays touch on a very large range of issues: issues of Australian theology, social justice, Indigenous issues, ecology, eco-theology, ecclesiology, pneumatology, patristic and scholastic theology, theological language, inter-church dialogues, Catholic Social Teaching, the ordination of women and science and theology. Likewise, Denis’ writings engaged with many contemporary theologians both from within the Roman Catholic tradition with other Christian traditions when he wrote on different topics. From one of his earliest published works (a 1982 article in The Thomist), he writes of or engages with the theology of Karl Rahner and in latter writings he consistently engages with and quotes from John of the Cross, Augustine, Aquinas, Bonaventure, Athanasius and Cappadocian writers.


Some of the papers may come across as repetitive in theme, content, and use of theologians he quotes from. A decision was made by the editors to keep the papers as they were written and not to edit or modify content which may be found in other journal contributions or book chapters and thus for the publicatiion to truly be Denis’ and in his own words.


It is important to acknowledge and thank the many people and groups who assisted in this process. Librarians, institutions, publishers and individuals, in Adelaide, Brisbane Melbourne, Sydney, New York, St Cloud (USA), Berkeley (USA), Spokane (USA), Washington, Dublin, London, Cape Town and Munich, assisted and gave much time during the COVID 19 crisis to search for and to provide Word documents, photocopies or PDF’s of papers. In some instances, this meant going back some way into archives which is always a time-consuming task. Without the assistance of so many different people in various places around the world, this work would not have been possible. Thank you to them all, too many to mention by name but whose collaboration and assistance has been outstanding and very much appreciated by the editors. All agreed without reservation such a volume was an important contribution in honouring Denis and his work and gave of their time so generously. Thank you in particular to the many publishers who have put no obstacles in the way of giving the necessary permissions and came back always very quickly and positively with their agreement to what was being proposed.


From the original articles, many only in PDF, scans were made to produce Word documents. This has also been a lengthy and time-consuming process with all of the documents needing to be checked against the originals and decisions made re the changes to fit with the ATF house style etc. Twenty different original house styles (in some instances some publishers changed their house style over the years) had to be changed so that there was a conformity and a conformity with the ATF house style. Proof reading was undertaken by many of the ATF’s proof readers, including principally Patricia Cramp, in Adelaide, to ensure continuity. Thank you, Patricia, for your assistance in undertaking this painstaking yet very necessary work.


The cover on the book, a photo of Denis, was taken by Hugh McEvoy and was used on the back cover of the Deep Incarnation book. Thank you to Hugh for this photo and to Orbis Books for allowing the use of it here on this book cover.


It has always been the hope of the editors that this volume would come out at the same time as the God and the Natural World publication. We thank the editors and contributors to that volume for their patience and understanding, while that volume has been in a ‘holding pattern’, in the time that this volume has been worked on and now completed so that the two publications could come out together.


I would like to thank my co-editor, Anthony Kain, for his unflinching support for this publication to see the light of day, for his support as we dealt with navigating some of the more difficult and sensitive issues surrounding the volume and for his friendship, humour and collegiality in making the many necessary editorial and other decisions. It has been a pleasure to work with him.


For me it has been an honour and privilege to work on this volume and to see the development and integration of Denis’ thought over time. Some of the pieces are well known, others not so, but all have been deemed worthy to be included here, to show not only the range of issues covered, but also the development of his ideas over time. It has meant nothing we found was left out, even in one instance of including a reply to a book review written about one of his books by Ted Peters.


We acknowledge and thank Denis for the contribution he has made over the years to the life of the churches and to the theological world both locally and internationally and hope that you, present and future readers, will benefit from a deeper understanding of his work through the publication of this book.


Hilary Regan


October 2020


 


1. Denis Edwards, Deep Incarnation: God’s Redemptive Suffering with Creatures (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2019).


2. Denis Edwards, The Natural World and God: Theological Explorations (Adelaide, Australia: ATF Press, 2017).


3. God and the Natural World: Theological Explorations in Appreciation of Denis Edwards, edited by Ted Peters and Marie Turner (Adelaide, Australia: ATF Press, 2020).
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Chapter 1



Dispossession: An Important Theme for Australian Theology1



 


Throughout the world theologians have been engaged in the process of reflection on the gospel from within particular social contexts. This has produced important work in Latin America2 and the beginnings of a contextual theology in Asia.3 This work is helpful and important for us in Australia. But it seems more important to ask ourselves about our Australian context. How do we know God and ourselves in relationship with him from within the context of Australia and the Australian Church? This question can lead to many answers, but it seems to me that one important part of our experience of ourselves is the growing awareness that we have ‘great possessions’. (Mk 10:22).


It is becoming more and more central in our religious awareness to know ourselves as rich and well fed in a hungry world. According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture organisation 460 million people are actually starving. Yet the 1974 World Food Conference showed that there was more than enough food in the world now to feed everyone. We could easily grow more food. What is wrong is the distribution of food, of wealth and of power.4 The rich control and use so much that it is positively dangerous. What is said of the United States of America could well be said for us:




I believe it is the duty of all honest and conscientious intellectuals to cry out loud that average citizen of the Third World will never know the present level of affluence of the average American. Such a level is not only the consequence of the work carried out by American society, but also the historical result of the exploitation of the whole of mankind. Furthermore it implies such a waste of unrenewable resources that can not be guaranteed at all.5





These facts are becoming part of our self-understanding as Australian Christians. We are also forced to see the inequalities and injustices against minority groups within Australia. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the Aboriginal people. In the Adelaide Sunday Mail for 9 November 1975 it was written: ‘Sixty percent of all the aborigines over sixty years in the centre of Australia are blind. Twenty percent of all aboriginal children are suffering from malnutrition. Fifty per cent of all Aborigines are partly deaf.’


In this context we know that we come before God as unjust. We know that to know God is to do justice and where there is no justice there is no knowledge of God (Hos 4:1–2; Jer 22:13–16; 1Jn 4:7–8). We hear addressed to ourselves the words of Isaiah:




You may multiply your prayers


I shall not listen.


Your bands are covered with blood (Isa 1:17).





A major theme for Australian theology has to be that of dispossession, letting go of the attempt to grasp and clutch at what we have no right to possess. If we look to the Scriptures we find this as a major theme in the gospels. In Paul it is explicit in the hymn in Philippians. We will look at the New Testament understanding of dispossession and then look at the various dimensions of dispossession.


Paul


In Philippians Paul inserts a hymn to Christ into his exhortation to the community. The hymn represents an early expression of the kerygma, possibly one that was used in the liturgy:




Have this mind among yourselves,


which you have in Christ Jesus,


who though he was in the form of God,


did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped at (harpagrnon), but emptied himself (ekenosen)


taking the form of a servant


being born in the likeness of men.


And being found in human form


he humbled himself and became obedient unto death,


even death on a cross (Phil 2:5–8).





The last three strophes of the hymn show Jesus raised up by God so that all creation worships him as Lord. These are two key words in the hymn for our purposes:














	1. Harpagmon:


	He considered it not a thing to be clutched at. He did not hold onto or grasp at likeness to God.







	2. Ekenosen:


	He emptied himself of glory. He takes on the form of a slave, and emptied himself even further, accepting an obedience that meant death on the cross. This is total dispossession.








The whole movement is one of letting go, of not grasping, of self-emptying, of dispossession. In many places Paul expresses this movement. In 2 Corinthians, he says: ‘Remember how generous the Lord Jesus was: he was rich, but he became poor for your sake, to make you rich out of his poverty (2 Cor 8:9).


If we turn from Paul to the other New Testament theologies we find the same theme developed in other ways.


Mark


Mark does not deal directly with the theme of dispossession, yet in some ways this is at the centre of his theology. Mark is pre-occupied with explaining to his Gentile audience who Jesus is, and how he can be Messiah and Lord and yet have died on a tree. The question of the dispossession of Jesus, of his glory and power, is paramount in Mark. Jesus is slowly discovered to be the Messiah. The Pharisees (Mk 3:6), his own townspeople (6:4), the disciples themselves (Mk 8:21), all are blind to the real identity of Jesus. Finally, in the central passage of Mark’s Gospel Peter says of Jesus ‘You are the Messiah’ (Mk 8:29). This is followed then by the first of three passion predictions (Mk 8:31–33; 9:30–32; 10:32–34). The knowledge that Jesus is Messiah is immediately tempered by the explanation that he is the suffering Son of Man. He is a dispossessed Messiah. Discipleship involves dispossession.


In the first passion prediction Jesus explains what discipleship means:




If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me. For anyone who wants to save his life will lose it; but anyone who loses his life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel will save it (Mk 8:34–35).





Our lives are to be spent and lost, not saved up and held onto.


The second prediction is accompanied by the discussion on the argument as to who is the greatest. Jesus answers that with: ‘If anyone wants to be first, he must make himself last and servant of all’ (Mk 9:35).


Then he places a little child amongst them. We are invited to be dispossessed in our inter-personal relationships of our need to dominate and control.


In the third prediction, the same theme is applied to the question of authority in the early community. The sons of Zebedee had wanted high places in the Kingdom. The other disciples resented their request, Jesus replies with his rules for the use of authority:




You know that among the pagans their so-called rulers lord it over them, and their great men make their authority felt. This is not to happen among you. No: anyone who wants to become great among you must be your servant, and anyone who wants to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man himself did not come to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mk10:41–45).





Discipleship in Mark is a taking up of the cross, it is dispossession in our love for our brothers, it is leadership in humble service. But it is also giving up of all we own.


The rich young man is invited by Jesus:




‘There is one thing you lack. Go and sell everything you own and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; Then come, follow me’ (Mk 10:21).


The young man could not do it and Jesus warns: ‘. . . It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God’ (Mk 10:25).





In the Gospel of Mark the theme of dispossession is highly developed. The other synoptics incorporate Mark’s teaching, but add their own particular emphases. We look briefly at them and at the simple, profound view of John.


Matthew


Matthew has two particular emphases that can help in a reflection on dispossession. The first of these is his emphasis on poverty of spirit, which is a type of spiritual childhood. The dimensions of this attitude are spelt out in his beatitudes, which unlike those of Luke, emphasise inner qualities of a true disciple (Matt 5:1–10). He is to have complete trust and dependence on God alone. True discipleship involves: a fuller understanding of the Law which. is now seen as interior and demanding all of the disciple (Matt 5:17–48); a more interior and humble attitude to giving alms, to prayer and to fasting (Matt 6:1–18); a trusting, dispossessed attitude to daily living totally dependent on the Father (Matt 6:19–7:12). In a text that is particular to Matthew this attitude is founded on the lowliness of the Lord: ‘Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light’ (Matt 11:28–30).


In the Sermon on the Church in Chapter 18 Matthew develops a summary of the attitudes needed in the community. He stresses two attitudes, conversion to become like a little child, and forgiveness without limits.


This interior dispossession of spiritual childhood is related to another major theme of Matthew—the love of neighbour. This love demands all. It must extend even to the enemy (Matt 5:43–45); the whole Law and the Prophets are summed up in treatment of others as we would be treated (Matt 7:12); the two great commandments are inter-related (22:34–40); and at the end of time the Lord will say: ‘I tell you solemnly, in so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me’ (Matt 25:31–46)


For Matthew, the following of Christ demands dispossession of our pride to become a spiritual child, and dispossession of our selfishness to meet the needs of brothers and sisters in love.


Luke


Luke reinforces the theology of Mark and shares many emphases with Matthew. But he has some special interests related to the theme of dispossession. He shows us what it is to be truly dispossessed in our attitude to God. Zachary and Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph, the Shepherds, Simeon and Anna are examples of the anawim, totally open to the action of God in their lives. Above all Mary is shown as one who was completely dependent on the action of the Lord (Lk 1:38). Luke shows Jesus prefers the attitude of Mary to the busyness and efficiency of Martha (Lk 10:38–42). We are invited to come before the Lord like the sinner rather than the publican (Lk 18:9–14). Dispossession of our self-sufficiency is demanded of us. The prayer of Jesus in the garden (Lk 22:42) and at his death (Lk 23:46) is the prayer of abandonment to the will of the Father.


But Luke is also very concerned to identify the Gospel with the materially poor. He is unusually forceful in his condemnation of the rich. The Magnificat of Mary begins the theme of the raising of the oppressed (Lk 1:46–55). John the Baptist preaches ‘He who has two coats, let him share with him who has none’ (Lk 3:11). Luke has Jesus summarise his ministry in Nazareth with the text from Isaiah:




The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord (Lk 4:18–19).





In the Beatitudes Luke blesses those who are physically in hunger and need, and he follows this with curses against the rich (Lk 6:20–26). He spells out the practical meaning of the love commandment in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:29–37). Luke also has the parable of the rich fool (Lk 12:13–21). He follows this with the teaching about God’s providence that parallels Matthew (Matt 12:24–34). Luke concludes this with the advice: ‘Sell your possessions’ (v 33).


He has special material about Jesus eating with the sinners and the poor, and the teaching about taking the lowest place at table, and inviting the poorest when we give a feast (Lk 14:1–14). The Pharisees were unable to accept Jesus’ teaching that ‘You cannot serve God and mammon’ (Lk 16:13), because they were ‘lovers of money’ (Lk 16:14). The reversal of rich and poor is most clearly taught in the story of the rich man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19–31). The teaching about dispossession of riches is clearly seen in the story of the rich young man that Luke shares with Mark and Matthew (Lk 18:18–30). Zaccheus who was rich, was loved by Jesus and salvation came to him, and he gave half his money to the poor (Lk 19:1–10). With Mark, Luke recalls Jesus’ praise of the poor widow who ‘out of her poverty put in all the living she had’ (Lk 21:4).


Luke’s teaching on voluntary dispossession of riches is completed in the Acts where the early Church is portrayed as a community of people who sell what they have to share with each other and the poor (Acts 2:42–47; 4:32–35; 10:2, 4, 31).


John


St John’s theology is that of the dispossession of God in giving his son for us and the invitation that we should give ourselves in love. The framework is set up in the prologue and spelt out in the conversation with Nicodemus: ‘Yes, God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not be lost but may have eternal life’ (Jn 12:24–25).


This giving of the son involves the complete gift. It is through the death of the son that new life comes: ‘Unless a grain of wheat falls on the ground and dies, it remains only a single grain; but if it dies it yields a rich harvest. Anyone who loves his life loses it; anyone who hates his life in this world will keep it for the eternal life’ (Jn 12:24–25).


For John, the action of Jesus is one of dispossession of self, expressed in the laying down of his life.


At the end of his life, as John says, ‘He had always loved those who were his in the world, but now he showed how perfect his love was’ (Jn 13:1). He washes the feet of his disciples with the instruction: ‘If, then, the Lord and Master have washed your feet, you should wash each other’s feet’ (Jn 13:14).


In this context Jesus expressed the indwelling presence between the disciples and he and his Father and explains that this is to be understood and expressed in love for one another (Jn 13:34; 15:9; 17:23). As the Father had loved him, so has he loved us. As he has loved us, so are we to love each other. His love. for us is expressed by his actions; ‘A man can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friends’ (Jn 15:13).


His dispossession invites us to a dispossession which has to be practical:




This has taught us to love


that he gave up his life for us;


and we too ought to give up our lives for our brothers.


If a man who was rich enough in this world’s goods


saw that one of his brothers was in need,


but closed his heart to him,


how could the love of God be living in him (1 Jn 3:16–17).





The Dimensions of Dispossession


The richness of the New Testament teaching can be seen as a theme which needs to be lived at various levels. Dispossession includes our attitude to things, our attitude to structures and authority, our attitude to interpersonal relationships, and our attitude to God. Only when it exists on all four levels does it begin to be faithful to the gospel.


Dispossession of Things


For an Australian who hopes to follow Christ in our time there is no escaping the radical demand of dispossession of things: ‘There is one thing you lack. Go and sell everything you own and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me’ (Mk 10:21).


There are two reasons for this demand. The first reason is suggested by the text itself. It is when everything is sold that one has treasure in heaven. While we hold on to ownership we inescapably make what we own into idols that consume our time, our energy and our love. Our lives become cluttered and there is no space to feel the need for prayer and communion with the God who gives us all we need. Our hearts have room for only one God (Lk 16:13). Materialism is idolatry.


The demand is inescapable for another, equally important, reason. We find ourselves living in abundance, while others die because they have nothing. We know that there is a real and direct connection between the fact that we have so much and they have so little. It is because we have used economic, political and military power to grab more than our share of what is available. We also know that our owning and consuming is so gross in its proportions that we are in danger of permanently damaging the world we have been given. In this sort of situation, we cannot escape the words of the prophets which reject a religion whose first concern is not the doing of justice. For Jeremiah (Jer 22:13–16) and Hosea (Hos 4:1–2) to know Yahweh is to do Justice. Where there is no Justice there is no knowledge of God. We Australian Christians are slowly becoming conscious that our hands are covered with blood (lsa 1:11). Our neighbours in need are the very place where are to find the Lord. The hunger and thirst and imprisonment of people is the locus of our meeting with Jesus (Matt 25:31).


These two reasons for dispossession of material goods are intimately inter-related. The ownership of things becomes an idolatry which blocks one from the possibility of communion with God. It does more than this because the very act of holding on to what others need cuts us off from the other person who is the locus of God’s presence to us. The man who hoards has a heart that is unable to find the freedom to open itself in prayer, and in his very hoarding he damages other human beings and fails to love the Lord who identifies himself with the needy.


It can be hard for us to know when we are hoarding and holding on to possessions, but the demand on an Australian Christian is for a visible commitment to dispossession. We are called upon to live more simply, consume less, waste less and to show that our values are not those of our culture.


Dispossession in Community Structures


The dispossession of things calls for a radical change in life-style for most of us. But it also demands of us a commitment to look at our institutions that reinforce greed, acquisition, and the need for power over people. This will necessarily involve us in a critique of the Australian social order. It will also involve us in an analysis of the communities to which we belong, the church itself, our work group, our homes.


Jesus has told us clearly that the church cannot reflect the use of authority in secular society: ‘You know that among the pagans, their so-called rulers lord it over them, and their great men make their authority felt. This is not to happen among you’ (Mk 10:41).


We are forced to reflect that it does often happen that leaders in our church lord it over others and that our great men and women seek to make their authority felt. In fact they often invoke the gospel of Jesus to reinforce their demands for obedience which are simply attempts to impose their will.


Matthew’s Gospel outlines the sort of leadership that the church needs in the discourse on the church in Chapter 18. Here the stress is on becoming as little as a child and forgiveness that has no limits. In John’s Gospel Jesus demonstrates what he expects of the church by the concrete action of washing dirty feet.


But it is not only the leaders in our communities who are called upon to dispossess themselves of the need to control others and exercise power over them. We all have our measure of leadership and our subtle ways of seeking to dominate.


We are so often called to the discomfort of refusing to simply collude in groups where authority and power is misused. The prophetic stance against the misuse of power is sometimes the most demanding of dispossessions because we have to leave aside the security of the group, and that security is very attractive.


There is a third and more obvious type of dispossession which is exemplified most clearly in the washing of the feet—the simple act of obedient service to the needs of the community, which puts aside convenience and comfort and meets the real needs of the group.


Dispossession in our Inter-Personal Relationships


Probably the area where we have the strongest tendency to possess is in the Jove of another. The gift of deep and genuine love between ourselves and others is something that our whole beings crave. There is an enormous danger when love has been given and received, of trying to control and keep to oneself the person one feels drawn towards. We want exclusive possession of the other person. We demand their attention and their time.


The tendency to possess another is a violent impulse and the opposite of love. Yet this tendency is so strong in all of us. Suspicion, jealousy and fear are part of our experiences of friendships and love. But we also experience that love grows only as we let go of the need to possess and control another. When we truly know the other is free and rejoice in that freedom, we experience a deepening of love that is a moment of grace. When we know and love another person truly as ‘other’ than ourselves, then our love is true and free and redemptive. We have to dispossess ourselves of our need to control and possess in order to love. This type of loving is always painful, but always freeing and peace-giving.


As dispossessed love presumes a knowledge of self, we need to know our own needs and be constantly in touch with them, if we are to avoid exercising those needs in our relationships. If I know my needs I am in much less danger of manipulating others to satisfy those needs. I am also less likely to place the full weight of my needs on any one I encounter. I will know that human beings can be God for me and no one can bear the weight of that sort of demand. I will be able to love with a light touching of another which is not grasping or a grabbing.


Henri Nouwen speaks very beautifully of this sort of relationship in terms of hospitality:




The paradox of hospitality is that it wants to create emptiness, not a fearful emptiness where strangers can enter and discover themselves as l created emptiness, free; free but to sing their own songs, speak their own languages, dance their own dances; free also to leave and follow their own vocations.6





Dispossession with our God


The ultimate dispossession is the act of love of God that expresses itself in radical abandonment. It is the prayer Jesus uttered in the garden: ‘Nevertheless, let your will be done, not mine’. It is also the words with which he breathed his last: ‘Father into your hands I commit my spirit’.


Dispossession means praying like Mary who sat still and listened while Martha was busy organising and preparing. Busyness is an attitude of one who believes in the power of one’s own actions to achieve and control. Busyness is self-centred ultimately. Our Western concepts of efficiency and mastery of nature are opposed to the attitudes of prayer which are more akin to the East. We need to learn to be still and to listen. This means a constant dispossession of our busyness.


Dispossession is also the prayer of the publican, who knew his weakness and poverty and had no trust in himself, but only in the mercy of God. The Pharisee took pride in the fact that he was ungrasping (Lk 18:11). He apparently did not seek to possess material things, but he was self-possessed in his relationship with God and he did not go home at rights with God, while the publican did.


Dispossession as the evangelists remind us so often is the attitude of a child. When the disciples tried to turn the little children away from Jesus he became indignant and said to them:




Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the Kingdom of God belongs. I tell you solemnly, anyone who does not welcome the Kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it (Mk I0:14).





Dispossession, ultimately, is the act of radical trust in the love of the Father which expresses itself in the prayer of abandonment.


Conclusion


It has been suggested that dispossession is a key theme for Australian theology and catechesis. It has also been shown that this theme is a central concept in the New Testament understanding of the action of God in Jesus, and that it is also the demand that is made on the disciples of Jesus. We have seen that dispossession is a movement that operates on four levels: in our possession of things; in our community structures; in our relationships of friendship and love; in our prayer.


Each of these four levels of dispossession is central and important and indispensable. We cannot dispossess on one level and not on another without gross deformity. To attempt to love God in prayer while holding on to material possessions that others need is simply a caricature of prayer (1 Jn 3:16).


But to believe and preach commitment to the poor can be positively dangerous when it becomes a subtle way of exercising power over the poor or one’s own groups. The development of a social conscience can be simply occasion for the creation of a new in-group, a new elite. Where there is not dispossession at other levels social concern can be a new possession. The result of this is paternalism and imperialism. Commitment to the needs of others can so easily become a means of handling and working out our own needs where a person is not centred on God.


Without the deepest level of dispossession, the level of our God relationship, we risk an activism which is based on self-importance. Where there is a deeper level of prayer then we can be open to be enriched and ministered to by those we serve, and know the depths in them where grace is at work.


Dispossession is our life’s task and it is never accomplished, but it is what brings us peace and joy. It is our death and our resurrection. It is our constant calling: ‘So in the same way none of you can be my disciple unless he gives up all his possessions’ (Lk 15:33).
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Chapter 2



Apostolic Spirituality in Light of the Parables of the Kingdom1



 


It seems that every age has to discover for itself its own understanding of apostolic spirituality. Each generation of Christians has to discover anew, from within its own context, what it is to be engaged in the world in loving service and at the same time to be totally given to God.


Our age is marked by a renewed interest in Christology. It is almost too obvious to say that any attempt at a contemporary apostolic spirituality must look to Jesus for its inspiration. All Christian spiritualties look to Jesus for their inspiration. Yet it is often not noticed that Jesus himself has a spirituality, a vision of God and humankind, that is the driving force and meaning of his life. Jesus’ unique, personal spirituality is expressed and symbolised as the Kingdom of God. It is this Kingdom that he preaches, it is this Kingdom that he inaugurates in action as he gathers disciples, eats with outcasts, forgives sinners, heals the sick and challenges those who reduce God’s cause to the Law. It is for the Kingdom that he dies. The Kingdom is the life’s cause of Jesus Christ. It is the integrating, unifying structure that gives meaning to his life.


Perhaps we have too easily said ‘Jesus preached the Kingdom, the church preaches Jesus Christ!’, and proceeded to ignore the Kingdom. How can we know Jesus, while ignoring his cause? How can we put our faith in this Jesus and ignore the structure and the content of his faith?2 How can we base our spirituality on Jesus without coming to terms with his spirituality?


This simple line of thought leads to the inescapable conclusion: our spirituality must be built upon an understanding of what the Kingdom of God was for Jesus. It is not just understanding that we need however. As Johannes Metz is fond of pointing out, Christology, to be genuine, must involve the imitation of Christ. It must be Christian praxis.3 Our spirituality must be a shared praxis of the Kingdom.


What, then, does the Kingdom of God mean for Jesus? This question is not at all easy to answer. The Kingdom is a symbol, taken over from the religious tradition of Israel. It evokes a whole range of meaning, which includes both the creative activity of Yahweh and his historical saving actions.4 Jesus encounters this living, creating and saving God. He comes to name this God, Abba. When Jesus speaks of the presence of this God in life he does so under the symbol of Kingdom of God. The symbol ‘Kingdom’ is the way in which Jesus’ own experience of God in life finds objective expression.5


Can we say much more than this? It is clear that we cannot enter directly into the psychology of Jesus. But we can examine the concrete objectifications of the Kingdom in the life of Jesus. We can look to his actions and to his words and there find something of what Kingdom means. It is important to notice that Jesus’ actions are as central to understanding Kingdom as are his words. Having said that, we restrict ourselves to the parables of the Kingdom, and one interpretation of these parables, as the basis of our reflections on apostolic spirituality.



The Parables of the Kingdom



Our purpose is to look to the parables of the Kingdom in order to see what they can say to us as we search for a contemporary spirituality. First, however, it is important to notice that the parables of Jesus are not to be seen (at least as they were originally spoken by him) as examples or allegories. Jesus does not use parables to teach or illustrate some point that he wishes to communicate, but which could also be expressed in conceptual language. The parables are poetic metaphors which function the way a symbol does. They participate in the power of the experience that they communicate. Jesus’ own experience of God in the world is directly connected with the parabolic expression of this experience. The parables are not arbitrarily chosen to express the experience; they emerge from the experience itself. They communicate far more than could be said in conceptual language, and they contain layers of meaning which cannot be reduced to any one dimension. This is the way poetic metaphor works, and Jesus’ parables are to be seen as unique examples of poetic metaphor.6


The parables connect the listener with the very experience of the speaker. They mediate the experience to others. The event of speaking the parable becomes itself an event of the Kingdom.


These positions are widely shared by recent commentators on the parables of Jesus. JD Crossan has attempted to go further into the world of Jesus’ parables. He puts forward the hypothesis that we can find certain parables which are paradigmatic and are the key to the rest of the parables. These key parables are the Treasure (Matt 13:44), the Pearl (Matt 13:45) and the Great Fish (in the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas 81:28–82:3).


The structure of these key parables is simple and clear. In the parables of the treasure and the pearl we have the same three verbs: finds—sells—buys. Crossan comments:




We are confronted, for example in the Treasure parable, with a man whose normalcy of past-present-future is rudely but happily shattered. The future he had presumably planned and projected for himself is totally invalidated by the advent of the Treasure which opens up a new world and unforeseen possibilities. In the force of this advent he willingly reverses his entire past, quite rightly and wisely he sells ‘all that he has’. And from this advent and this reversal he obtains the Treasure which now dictates his time and his history in the most literal and concrete sense of these words. It gives him a new world of life and action he did not have before and he could not have programmed for himself.7





The Kingdom is present then in three modes: as advent, as reversal and as action. The Kingdom demolishes our small plans and creates our history. Above all it confronts our concept of time and our ordered security with God’s freedom present in our midst.


All the parables of Jesus can be shown to manifest the Kingdom’s presence in the three modes of advent, reversal and empowering to action. Parables can be grouped under one or other of these headings.


Our plan is to use this insight of Crossan’s to suggest lines of thought for contemporary spirituality. If Crossan is right, and he does have considerable critical support,8 then we can argue that both Jesus’ own experience of God in the world and his articulation of this in the symbol ‘Kingdom of God’, have three inter-related dimensions: advent, reversal and action.


If Jesus’ spirituality is built upon these three modes of God’s presence in the world, then our contemporary attempts at apostolic spirituality might do well to build upon this structure.


God’s Presence as Advent


Gerald Manly Hopkins has written: ‘The world is charged with the grandeur of God’. The word ‘charged’ suggests powerful presence, which can still be unnoticed. But: ‘It will flame out like shining from shook foil’. Hidden in the ordinary and the everyday is radical mystery. We are surrounded at all times by this mystery. Those moments when this mystery breaks in upon our conscientiousness we celebrate as times of advent.


The whole of reality is sacramental. It opens up into the mystery of God, if we have eyes to see and ears to hear. But the sacramentality of people, things and events can be experienced only if they are received reverently as gift. The attempt to grasp, to control and to possess means the destruction of the possibility of mystery, because it reduces all to the level of the possessor.


James Mackey attempts to put into words what it means to experience God’s Kingdom in the reception of the whole of life as a gift:




That the true value of all that exists is discovered in the unique way in which one values a gift; that we should therefore not crush by grasping, or tear by trying to pull away. The gift has its roots in the giver; like a flower with roots hidden that breaks ground to brighten a common day, grasp and pull it loose and its brightness is already blighted by impending decay. The gift is the bird in the hand, held in a gesture that embodies the ability and willingness to let go, a gesture of trust equal to the sense of having been trusted and entrusted. That we should know how to enjoy without hoarding life with its supports and enrichments, its root and flowers, its flesh and flight, as a loved one is possessed but cannot be owned. That we should look again at the birds of the air and the lilies of the field.9





Ingratitude in the face of the gifts given, he comments, ‘instantly ungraces us’. To live life in this way is to know that this moment is sacred. Where we are becomes the place where marvels are revealed. The words ‘Take off your shoes this is holy ground’ echo through each moment of life.


Most of us spend our spiritual lives presuming that there will be some other time in our lives when we will be closer to God. Many of us compare our own place with others, looking at those who seem more talented, more gifted, or more privileged. The Kingdom as advent assures us that the time is now and the place is here. The Kingdom means that God breaks in on us here and now and opens this moment out into incomprehensible richness. Our personal history comes alive, ‘flames out like shining from shook foil’ and we can resonate with Tagore’s beautiful poem: ‘Have you not heard his silent steps’.


This coming of God in Kingdom totally transforms our time. Biblical scholars in the last 100 years have argued whether Jesus saw God’s Kingdom as a present or as a future reality. Most would agree now that the Kingdom has both dimensions. But perhaps the truth is bigger than this. God’s Kingdom breaks our time apart and constitutes us in his time. God’s time cannot be identified with our present and future. It transforms both. It constitutes our time.


One way of expressing this is in terms of the two Greek words for time Chronos and Kairos. Chronos corresponds to our contemporary concept of time. It refers to the sequence of seconds, minutes, hours, days and years that we measure so exactly. It is imaged as a line stretching from the past to the future, a line on which we can mark our present. Kairos is an altogether different concept. It is God’s time and it is fully human time. It is this time which is full of meaning, the time of opportunity and immense richness. The movement from experience of time as chronos to the experience of it as kairos is a real experience of conversion. At the beginning of Mark’s Gospel Jesus announces: ‘the time (kairos) has come, and the Kingdom of God is at hand; be converted and believe in the good news’ (Mk 1:15).


Nouwen describes this conversion:




If we start discovering that writing letters, attending classes, visiting people, and cooking food are not a series of random events that prevent us from realizing our deepest self, but contain within themselves the transforming power we are looking for, then we are beginning to move from time lived as chronos to time lived as kairos.10





To enter into the mystery of what it is to become radically open to God’s future for us.


This dimension of Christian spirituality calls for a stance towards life that we have traditionally called recollection and that the Buddhist tradition calls mindfulness (smr-ti). The parables of Jesus, we might say, have as their aim to break open our lives and awaken us in humble mindfulness to the mystery in the now.



God’s Presence as Reversal



God’s coming as Advent describes much of what it is to live in the spirituality of Jesus, but it is far from the whole picture. If we said no more than this then we would not have a spirituality that can deal with the real oppression and evil in our world, and we would not have a spirituality of the cross.


When God breaks in on our lives it turns them upside down. God’s coming is not safe and predictable. It is not the kind of religious event that blesses what is; rather it calls all into question. The injustice and the inequality, masked by respectability and legality, which permeates our social order, finds no comfortable ally in the experience of the presence of the God of Jesus. The event of the Kingdom is dangerous rather than safe. Its ultimate symbol is the cross.


Perhaps the most obvious place for our experience of God as reversal is in our encounter with marginal people in our society. It seems to me that all of us today experience the authentic call to align ourselves with the poorest in our world. This experience may hit us first as guilty conscience—the restless realisation that something is out of harmony in our lives. Our comfortable, assured place in a system which crushes people makes us feel quite uncomfortable. Such discomfort is an authentic experience of God’s Kingdom breaking in on us, shattering our small world. Those who experience the gift of being with the poor know reversal in another way: their experience is being out of step with the safe attitudes that our social order promotes and needs. This is truly a blessed state, but is experienced as a world turned upside down.


God’s coming as reversal is experienced in many other ways: in relationships, in failure in our personal projects, in vocational challenges to name just a few. Our tendency is always to reduce reality to manageable proportions. We impose our control on reality in our thought processes, often not noticing how much escapes our ability to conceptualise. We sometimes go further and try to reduce reality to what can be measured. God’s coming breaks our world apart. He is too much for our small worlds, and constantly calls us beyond our narrow certainties.


So much of the gospels is about this reversal, which shakes us up and drives us beyond our everyday consciousness. The parables confront us with the reversal theme constantly. So, does the contrast between the pharisaical attitude (having it all together) and the attitude of the poor and the sinners (experiencing their own helplessness and dependency on God). Perhaps the reversal theme comes out most clearly in some of the pithy sayings of Jesus:




For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it (Mk 8:35).


Truly 1 say to you, whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it (Mk 10:15).


But many that are first will be last, and the last first (Mk 10:31).


It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God (Mk 10:25).





Scholars attribute these sayings to the historical Jesus himself.11 They have such a different character to normal proverbial sayings. They are intensified to the point of paradox and contain explosive insights. Beardslee has noted how normally parables functioned with the presuppositions of the ‘project of making a continuous whole out of one’s existence’. But in Jesus’ proverbs everything is different: ‘the intensification of the proverb as paradox and hyperbole functions precisely to call this project into question, to jolt the hearer out of this effort, and into a new judgement about his existence’.12


The constant paradox of the sayings of Jesus, his actions and his death speaks to the centrality of the theme of reversal to his spirituality. The Kingdom’s presence among us is experienced at times as disharmony, as discomfort and incongruity, but it is also experienced as challenge, risk and beautiful surprises.


The Dark Night, John of the Cross tells us, is the inflowing of God.13 When this inflow is painful it is not because of any hostility in God, but because of incongruity between this gracious presence and ourselves.14 Perhaps the incongruity is between God’s call in us and the patterns of our unjust society. Such incongruity is by no means unhealthy. It drives us in the direction of the life and true love and of peace which is not an escape from confrontation and conflict.



God’s Presence in Action



The experience of God breaking in on our lives, and the reversal of so much that is taken for granted, must find its effect in us a radically different way of life. It will mean, as we have already seen, that we are freer to live each moment fully, that more and more we become mindful people. It means too that we are open to being called beyond the present into God’s future. Because we know God comes to us in reversal, we have the basis for facing the negatives in our lives with trust.


While it is true that the in-breaking of God’s Kingdom will have effects in our lives that are quite radical, it is not helpful to see action as simply an effect of a previous experience of God. The union between advent, reversal and action is much more intimate than this. Advent and reversal occur in action, and in reflection on action, and lead to further action. This is what Metz speaks of as ‘praxis of faith’; such praxis is always limitation of Christ and necessarily has both political and mystical dimensions.15


Jon Sobrino, in attempting to articulate an approach to a Christian spirituality, relates the ’moment of prayer’ with the ’moment of action’ not successively but as ‘contemplative in action’. Contemplation is situated within action. The action he speaks of is love. At our present moment this love must find its most obvious expression in action for justice. Action for justice is not the only form that love takes, but it is certainly essential and central. Sobrino’s theoretical model for relating prayer and action is then ‘contemplative in action for justice’.16


Action is a privileged place for our encounter with our God. We need to act. We are not simply thinking persons, but we are people whose love must express itself in action. There are times where such action overcomes the sense of incongruity in our lives. Acting according to conscience means, ultimately, that concrete expression of our being is reflecting the depths where our lives are touched by God.


In action we can know our God. He reveals himself to us above all in the action which is love. Authentic action places us in congruence with our own hearts and with mystery we find there. In such congruence, we may really experience the fruits of the spirit (peace, love, joy) not as added gifts, but as the very transparency of our beings to God’s grace. This transparency occurs in authentic Christian action. It leads to a sense of thankfulness for gifts given even in the midst of real struggle.


We have been suggesting that Jesus himself had an apostolic spirituality, which is expressed in the language of the Kingdom of God. The three-fold modality of Kingdom is a helpful structure for a contemporary spirituality. Each dimension is important and integral. Those of us who find ourselves extremely active need perhaps to listen to God’s coming as advent in the midst of the ordinary—such mindfulness is a sure cure for ‘workaholism’. Some of us perhaps need to hear more the call beyond our small, safe world into the insecurity of God’s ways. For some of us the challenge is in the area of action. But at every stage of our spiritual search the simple direct parables of the Kingdom provide the appropriate frame work for our journey.
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Chapter 3



Experience of God and Explicit Faith: A Comparison of John of the Cross and Karl Rahner1



 


It is traditional in Catholic theology to insist that there is an experiential dimension to faith as well as an explicit, propositional dimension. The central importance of the experiential aspect of faith is clear in the Scriptures, in the Latin and Greek Fathers, and in medieval theology, right up to and including St Thomas emphasis on the place of the lumen fidei in the assent of faith. The Thomist position endured, side by side with other views (like the Scotist and Nominalist theologies) into the sixteenth century, where it enjoyed a period of great importance at the University of Salamanca.


But the Thomist position gradually lost ground to more extrinsic views of revelation and faith. The Church found it necessary to defend itself against what it saw as excessive appeals to private experience made in the Protestant Reformation, in Jansenism, in Illuminism, in Fideism, in Protestant Liberalism and Catholic Modernism. The result in Catholic theology was stress on the objective, historical and dogmatic dimensions of revelation. Schillebeeckx has said that ‘the experiential aspect of faith’ had ‘disappeared in post-Tridentine speculation about the act of faith’ and that ‘neglect of the “mystical aspect of faith” in the Fathers and scholastic authors of the high Middle ages has led to the act of faith being regarded more or less as a conclusion drawn from successful reasoning’.2


The mystics themselves, however, did stress the experiential dimension of faith. John of the Cross, perhaps the greatest theologian of the mystics, developed a systematic theology of the experience of God which he firmly grounded in St Thomas’ theology of faith, learnt by him in the halls of Salamanca.


In the twentieth century, we find a dramatic return to the thought of St Thomas Aquinas on the light of faith. At the same time, we see the development of a major school of Catholic theology which returns to experience as basic to its understanding of revelation and faith, and yet attempts to keep this experiential dimension in balance with objective and historical aspects of faith. This is transcendental theology exemplified by, amongst others, Karl Rahner. In Rahner’s thought the experiential dimension again finds its proper place in the theology of faith, a theology which Rahner develops in dialogue with Thomas Aquinas and the classical doctrine of the lumen fidei.


There is interest in seeing to what extent Rahner’s transcendental theology is compatible with the mystical theology of St John of the Cross and to what extent it can illuminate the traditional teaching. If it can be established that the two theologies are compatible and mutually illuminating it should be possible to use the insights of both authors to develop a picture of the place of experience in the pattern of growth in faith.


We will compare the two authors by examining their respective positions on each of the following areas of thought: epistemological foundation, theological foundation, theological system, theology of revelation, theology of faith, explicit dimension of faith, the nature of the experience of God, the location of the experience of God, defining characteristics of the experience of God, and the nature of the dynamism in faith.


The method will be to summarise briefly each author’s position and then offer some critical reflections. These reflections will arise from asking the following questions: Are the positions of the authors irreducibly different? If they are different which view is preferable? Are their positions complementary? If they are complementary, what total picture emerges from the dialogue between the two positions?



Epistemology



John of the Cross


The human person, in the view of John of the Cross, is made up of body and soul. The soul itself has two parts, the sensory part and the spirit. The sensory part of the soul includes five senses corresponding to the bodily senses and it also includes the imagination and the phantasy. The higher part of the soul (the spirit) has three spiritual faculties: memory, understanding and will.3 Because of original sin the lower part of the soul is in rebellion against the higher.


John of the Cross believed that human knowledge (at least in its natural state) is limited by the senses. We know through the process of sensation, abstraction and conversion to the phantasm. We can know only through the use of forms and phantasms of things perceived by the senses. The faculties of the higher part of the soul are limited by what is available to the sensory part of the soul.


The power of abstraction, by which we learn from sense experience, is called the agent intellect. But there is also, in each person, a passive or possible intellect, a term which is used to describe the receptive capacity of the human mind.4


The natural process of human knowledge, by which the agent intellect abstracts from what is made available through the senses, is entirely inappropriate for union with God. He totally transcends anything that can be learned from the senses, any concepts we might form, or any image we might have.


The only proximate and proportionate means to union with God is through dark, contemplative faith. In contemplation, God himself acts in the soul, which is entirely passive and receptive. God acts upon the passive intellect.5 The agent intellect must be stilled so that God may act without interference.


Karl Rahner


Rahner’s thought is built upon a theory of knowledge which is really a metaphysics. For him there is a fundamental unity between being and knowing. The human person inquires about being. This already suggests that being is basically knowable. For Rahner, the conclusion is that being and knowledge constitute an original unity. But the human knower does need to ask about being, showing that he or she is limited in both knowledge and being. In Rahner’s view, being is self-luminous, but only in correspondence with the intensity of being. Knowledge is not something from outside, but takes place in the return of the knowing subject to itself.6


What is the process of knowledge? Rahner, in Spirit in the World, discusses three moments in knowledge: sensation, abstraction and conversion to the phantasm. When human consciousness reaches out to grasp a being in the world it does this only by reason of a pre-grasp (Vorgriff) towards infinite being. This pre-grasp is the condition for abstraction and the forming of concepts. It is also the condition for self-awareness. But the pre-grasp can occur only in the going out from self to concrete objects of knowledge. This pre-apprehension towards absolute being occurs by reason of the faculty of abstraction which is the agent intellect.7


Metaphysics is possible, then, only if this Vorgriff towards absolute being can be the basis for valid knowledge. Rahner believes that it can. The pre-apprehension can be reflected upon and converted to the phantasm. When this occurs, it too can only take place against a Vorgriff towards infinite being, and in this is revealed the limitation of the reflex knowledge of infinite being. The pre-grasp of infinite being reveals the limits of our objectification of infinite being.


Infinite being can be known by way of comparison (comparatio) with finite beings, to which is added the conscious removal (remotio) of limits and the excessus towards the infinite that is always given in the Vorgriff.8 Metaphysics is possible as a reflection on this excessus towards absolute being.


There are, then, two forms of knowledge. There is the pre-dicamental, objective knowledge of beings in the world, and there is also a transcendental knowledge which is an a priori light of the intellect opening up towards infinite being. This transcendental knowledge is within the reach of consciousness and can be objectified through the process of comparatio, remotio, and excessus.


Comparison and reflections


There would be little point in attempting an exhaustive comparison of the epistemologies of John of the Cross and Rahner. This discussion is focused on their theologies and not their epistemologies. And their attitudes to epistemology are so different that there would be little interest in such a comparison. While John of the Cross integrates aspects of epistemology from the scholastic tradition and from the writings of other mystics, he has no formal treatment of epistemology as such. Rahner, on the other hand, grounds his whole thought in formal metaphysics of knowledge, which is both original and controversial. Our interest is not in their different epistemologies as such, but in the way in which their epistemological positions determined their different approaches to experience of God and explicit faith.


It is interesting to notice where they agree. Both of their epistemologies allow for two dimensions of knowledge of God, the thematic and the unthematic. John of the Cross makes use of the distinction between the agent intellect and the passive intellect. The agent intellect is dominant in our normal process of knowledge, including our discursive, propositional knowledge of the truths of faith. But another kind of knowledge occurs when God himself acts upon our passive intellect, bypassing the agent intellect. This is the experience of God which occurs in the darkness of faith as contemplation. In Rahner, a different epistemology allows for the same double, modality in faith. There is the objective knowledge of being in the world, which is the same knowledge by which we know conceptually the truths of faith. But such a knowledge takes place against a Vorgriff towards infinite being as a priori horizon. This Vorgriff towards God is (in this graced order) an unthematic experience of God. This experience of transcendence occurs in Rahner’s thought, through the action of the agent intellect in the process of abstraction.


If both epistemologies allow for the two moments in faith, the unthematic and the thematic, they are radically different in the way they explain the process. For John of the Cross, the contemplative moment is explained by God’s action on the one hand, and by a new supernatural mode of operation of the theological virtue of faith on the other. His emphasis is on the supernatural nature of the gift of contemplation and on the passive role of the human subject. For Rahner, by contrast, non-conceptual awareness of God occurs as part of the structure of human knowing. Our transcendence towards infinite being always occurs, as a priori horizon and ground of our knowledge of beings in the world. Because of God’s supernatural elevation of human existence, we experience the God of grace in the movement by which we go out of ourselves to know others. Our awareness of transcendence is always necessarily linked to both our knowledge of beings in the world and our presence to ourselves.


The different epistemologies of the two theologians (along with their different theological interests) lead them to stress different dimensions of the experience of God. For Rahner, the emphasis is on the experience of transcendence that occurs in ordinary secular life, rather than in the specifically religious activity. John of the Cross, by contrast, stresses the encounter with God in the particular religious activity of prayer. This difference is real, but we need to qualify it, since Rahner is also interested in prayer9 and John of the Cross does have a theology of the ‘I-don’t-know-what’ (no se que) in everyday life.10


Because of his epistemology John of the Cross teaches that discursive awareness is quite opposed to the non-conceptual awareness of contemplation. Discursive awareness, even the conceptual dimension of faith, operates through the natural mode of the agent intellect and the process of abstraction from knowledge that comes through the senses. Contemplation is totally separated from natural knowledge. In fact, normal cognitive processes have to be purged and voided. Contemplative awareness is a supernatural mode of knowledge which bypasses the agent intellect and is infused upon the passive intellect.11 This position demands a new action of God, a new supernatural gift, which is not present in the everyday exercise of faith. This new grace is responsible for the new mode of faith.


Rahner’s epistemology pushes him in the opposite direction, towards an intimate union between non-conceptual and conceptual dimensions of experience of God. For Rahner, the non-conceptual experience always occurs in connection with conceptual awareness. Even the moment of pure prayer, the consolation sine causa, occurs in reference to an original movement out from self to beings in the world.12 Non-conceptual experience is the necessary condition for the normal process of human cognition and volition. In our graced order, both dimensions, the conceptual and the non-conceptual, are graced, and supernatural revelation and faith include both conceptual and non-conceptual dimensions.


Here we have a distinct difference between the two theories. While John of the Cross demands a new action of grace in contemplation, a new supernatural mode of faith, Rahner will insist that mysticism occurs ‘within the framework of normal grace’.13 When we discuss both writers’ views on experience of God we will need to return to this question and ask whether the two views of contemplative experience are compatible in the light of the difference we have been discussing.


Theological Foundation: The Theology of Grace


John of the Cross


There are three major emphases in St John’s theology of grace: the possibility of experiencing God’s grace, the indwelling presence of God and the different kinds of presence of God.


We have seen how John of the Cross was trained in the theology of Salamancan Thomists. They placed such emphasis on the inner lumen fidei in the assent of faith that they called this inner light revelation.14 The grace of God draws the soul interiorly and this attraction is certainly experienced by the soul. Contemplation, which always occurs in faith, is the experience of loving union with this unthematic light.


The major emphasis in the thought of John of the Cross on grace is on the indwelling Trinity. The indwelling God invites us and draws us towards a union in which we become God by participation. What is demanded of us in the process of divinisation is the active cooperation by which we strive for conformity to the will of God.


In St John’s view God is always present to the individual. God is present even to the sinner by the presence of immensity (the ‘substantial’ presence, or presence of ‘essence’) by which the creator holds creatures in being. This kind of presence is contrasted in the Ascent with the union of ‘likeness’ which presupposes grace and the development of Christian life by which the human will is brought into conformity with the will of God.15 In the Canticle St John describes three kinds of presence: ‘immensity’, ‘grace’, and ‘spiritual affection’.16 The presence of spiritual affection describes a union with God which includes affective experience of his love.


Karl Rahner


Rahner, can also be said to have three particular emphases in his theology of grace: the possibility of experiencing grace, the primacy of uncreated grace, and the supernatural existential.


The a priori light of faith of the Thomist school becomes, in Rahner’s thought, the permanent horizon of human knowing and loving. We experience God’s grace as horizon of our human existence, and, if we have already been justified, in the transforming union of sanctifying grace. But Rahner insists that God’s gracious presence is always an element within the reach of our consciousness, even if we only become reflexly aware of this at certain special times, or even if we constantly incorrectly thematise our experience of grace and, perhaps, declare ourselves to be atheists.17


Grace is always, for Rahner, to be thought of as the self-communication of God.18 The primacy is always with uncreated grace. Created grace is but the effect in us of the transforming presence of God himself. Rahner attempts to describe the intimacy of the indwelling union of God with the soul, and the divinising effect of this union by his use of the concept of quasi-formal causality.19


Finally, there is Rahner’s doctrine of the ‘supernatural existential’.20 By God’s supernatural gift we are ontologically constituted with a hunger for God and a capacity to receive the gift of God’s self-communication. We are all always constituted in this supernatural existential and this ordination to the God of grace is what is most central to the human person. In Rahner’s later writings he explains that the supernatural existential is constituted by the fact that the God of grace is always present to us as offer, as supernatural formal object of human knowing and loving.


Comparison and reflections


It might be expected that John of the Cross and Karl Rahner would have radically different theologies of grace. In fact, this is not so. There are real differences between them, but there are more important areas where they are in agreement.


The first of these areas of agreement concerns the experience of grace. Both inherit the Thomist tradition of the a priori formal object of faith which is constituted by God’s grace. For John of the Cross, it is through this light of faith that we experience God in contemplation. For Rahner, it is through this graced horizon of human knowledge and love that we can experience God in everyday life. It is true that Rahner has extended the traditional Thomist position. But it cannot be denied that the two writers can find in the Thomist position reason to believe in the possibility of experiencing God’s grace.


Furthermore, there is real agreement between the two authors on what constitutes the heart of the mystery of grace: for Rahner, this is uncreated grace, the presence of God himself, while for John of the Cross it is the indwelling Trinity. John of the Cross, because of his contact with the scriptures and the mystical tradition, was able to make good use of the ancient biblical and patristic theme of the indwelling. This is precisely the tradition that Rahner recovers in his theology of grace, where it is described as the self-communication of God. Both authors recover the ancient doctrine of divinisation. John of the Cross speaks of becoming God by participation. Rahner will speak of God’s union with the human person by way of quasi-formal causality.


It would seem that there is good reason, then, to speak of a functional equivalence between the two theologies of grace, in-so-far as they form a basis for a theological understanding of the experience of God and its role in the life of faith. Both writers agree that grace can be experienced and both agree that the heart of grace is the indwelling, divinising presence of God.


This major coincidence of thought is extremely important, but it must also be noticed that the two theologies are quite different in one important area. Prior to sanctifying grace, in St John’s view, there is a natural presence of God by immensity. Rahner, goes further and holds for a supernatural presence of God (the supernatural existential) by which God constantly offers himself to men and women, even the unjustified and the sinners.


It is natural, then, for John of the Cross to see the life of faith and contemplative experience of God as developments of the life of sanctifying grace, occurring in the life of baptized Christian believers. Rahner’s theology of the supernatural existential enables him to speak of a universally available experience of the God of grace. He can appeal to an experience of God and the possibility of an implicit supernatural faith available to all men and women at all times, including the unevangelised, atheists, and sinners.


The focus of John of the Cross, then, will be on the movement within the faith life of a justified Christian believer towards contemplative experience. Rahner’s focus will be on an experience that already occurs in every person’s life and on the path from this experience to explicit faith.


Theological System


John of the Cross


It can be argued that there are two major elements that structure St John’s theological system: the theological virtues and the active and passive nights of sense and spirit.


If his system has its foundation in the indwelling Trinity and the dynamism towards deification, then we have to ask how this deification is accomplished. How can the soul be led to union with a God who is absolutely transcendent? This can happen only through the theological virtues. St John divides the higher part of the soul into memory, understanding, and will. To these faculties, he relates the three virtues of faith, hope, and love. The virtues lead the faculties to union with God. Their first function is to void the normal operation of the faculties, since human understanding, memory and will are entirely inappropriate (in their natural state) as means to union with the transcendent God. The faculties are, then, transformed by the virtues and operate in a supernatural way. The theological virtues, by God’s grace, do constitute a proximate and proportionate means to union with him.21


The two active nights are described in the Ascent of Mount Carmel. The active nights emphasise the active role of the soul in the movement towards union. In the active night of sense John of the Cross describes the ascetical path as it concerns the sensory part of the soul. In the active night of spirit he describes the purification of intellect, memory, and will by the theological virtues. The passive nights stress God’s action on the soul, and they are described in the book The Dark Night. The passive night of sense describes the movement from the way of sense to that of spirit, the movement from meditation to contemplation. The passive night of spirit describes God’s action in leading us, through an intense purification of faith, to the joy of union with him.


Karl Rahner


Karl Rahner’s system of theology is built upon a method of doing theology, the transcendental method. This method structures his system.


The transcendental method develops from Rahner’s metaphysics of knowledge (found in Spirit in the World), his philosophy of religion (found in Hearers of the Word), and his theology of grace. It involves an inquiry into the pre-conditions by which a human person is enabled to hear an historical word of God. It means there are always two interacting dimensions to any theological inquiry: there is the a priori experience of supernaturally elevated transcendence to consider; there is also the historical revelation in Jesus Christ, his Gospel, and the Church which proclaims his teachings. Both dimensions are essential and they are intimately related to each other.


Theology, then, can inquire about the transcendental depths of a given human experience and it can also look to the message of Jesus Christ and his Church to enlighten that experience. This method becomes a system of theology, as can be seen by a glance at Rahner’s Foundations of Christian Faith. The system involves, first of all, a discussion of our transcendental experience of mystery and our readiness to hear a word of historical revelation, and then a reference of the truths of faith back to this original experience of mystery. The theological system relates the truths of faith to each other and to the original mystery of God’s self-communication in an organic fashion.


In theology, then, the truths of faith must be ordered to the experience of grace. In this way theology can offer support to the life of faith of individuals in which the doctrines of faith must be integrated with the experience of grace in each person’s life.


Comparison and reflections


It seems clear that the systematic structures of thought of the two authors are quite different. For John of the Cross the frame of reference is the journey of the individual soul towards the spiritual marriage in this life, and glory in the next. The theological system concerns the stages of this journey (the nights) and the gifts that empower us for this journey (the theological virtues). Rahner’s system is built around the twofold movement in the Christian life (and in theology) from the unthematic and implicit to the explicit and the historical, and from the explicit back into the mystery. Rahner’s system is built around the dialectical interaction between the transcendental and the historical, the unity in difference between them.


As a system of thought the two theologies deal with different dimensions of the life of faith and attempt to explain different things. Although Rahner has dealt with the stages of Christian life, and in a special way with Christian death, yet he does not construct a synthesis that parallels the Ascent-Night of John of the Cross. And John of the Cross has no direct parallel with Rahner’s transcendental reflection, although, as we shall see, his comments on the nature of contemplation can be brought into dialogue with Rahner’s transcendental analysis of the experience of God.


In terms of their systems of thought, it is clear that the two authors do not contradict one another, but rather should be seen as complementary. The system of John of the Cross involves him in a concern for the stages and the movement in the journey in faith. Rahner’s system is more interested in the focus, at any one stage of the spiritual journey, on the interaction between transcendental experience and predicamental dimensions of Christian faith.


We have not, at this stage, attempted to decide whether Rahner’s transcendental analysis is consistent with St John’s concept of faith and of contemplation. This will have to be considered in another section of this article. But we can say that the two systems of thought, as systems, are not contradictory but are concerned with complementary approaches to the theological task.


Theology of Revelation


John of the Cross


St John does not develop a formal theology of revelation, but there are two important texts which indicate his general approach to such a theology.


In chapter 7 of the Spiritual Canticle he speaks of three kinds of knowledge of God. There is a knowledge of God through creatures, which in another context22 he speaks of as God’s trace, discernable in creation. Then there is the knowledge of God through the Incarnation and the mysteries of faith. Finally there is that knowledge which is a touch of God himself that the individual soul may experience in contemplation.


But John of the Cross does not call this dark contemplative experience of God ‘revelation’. In chapter 22 of the second book of the Ascent of Mount Carmel, he completely repudiates all requests for new revelations from God. We should not look to God to give us new information. St John’s reason is simple: all is already given in Jesus Christ. His position is radically christocentric. We are called simply to unite ourselves in silent prayer with this Lord who is Word and Wisdom of the Father.



Karl Rahner



Rahner’s theology of revelation has two aspects, the transcendental and the predicamental.23


Transcendental revelation is constituted by 1) human transcendence towards infinite being experienced as an a priori Vorgriff in the knowing and love of beings in the world; 2) God’s supernatural elevation of human nature so that the horizon of our existence is always the God of grace. This a priori formal object of our human activity is experienced, not as object amongst objects, but as non-conceptual ground and horizon for objective knowledge. This original experience of grace constitutes a kind of supernatural revelation that Rahner calls transcendental.


Because of the structure of the human spirit, and also because of the dynamism of God’s will to communicate himself, transcendental revelation necessarily is thematised in some way. When it is objectified in concept and word, Rahner calls it predicamental or categorical revelation.


Transcendental revelation and its predicamental objectification are found throughout human history. Revelation is a universal phenomenon. But such objectifications of transcendental experience are subject to human sinfulness and error. But there does exist a special categorical revelation in the history of Israel and Christianity. This special categorical revelation is distinguished by its unambiguous awareness that it is directed by God and reaches proper objectification with his help.


In Jesus Christ, we find the unique and final culmination of both transcendental and predicamental revelation. The incarnation is the definitive and normative revelation. In Jesus, we have the only adequate criterion for interpreting our transcendental experience of God. In terms of trinitarian thought, Rahner would argue that the one God communicates himself to us both in Spirit (as universally available grace) and in Word (as definite, historical norm). Both dimensions are part of the one act of self-communication.



Comparison and reflections



Although John of the Cross does not develop his theology of revelation, nevertheless his scattered statements on this matter show a profound and comprehensive view of God’s self-communication. God reveals himself to us in creation and in an absolute and normative way in Jesus Christ. In our present life, we encounter the revelation of Jesus in the gospels and the teachings of the Church and we encounter the living Lord himself in a non-conceptual way in contemplation.


Rahner’s theology of revelation is, of course, so much more sophisticated and much more developed. But it seems to me that there is nothing in John of the Cross’s view that Rahner would reject. He would simply point out that his own theology of revelation has another dimension, that of transcendental experience. Rahner’s transcendental revelation offers two changes to the position as John of the Cross understood it. It both extends revelation beyond the boundaries of John of the Cross’s categories and it also becomes a means for explaining the categories that John of the Cross would take for granted.


Rahner extends revelation so that it becomes co-extensive with human history. The non-conceptual encounter with God occurs, not only in mystical contemplation, but always and everywhere in human life. The two authors, then, necessarily have quite different views of the place of the experience of God in life.


The transcendental approach to revelation not only attempts to explain how revelation occurs in the prophets but also attempts to explain contemplation. We will need to return to this question (the transcendental approach to contemplation) in our discussion of experience of God in this article.


Theology of Faith


John of the Cross


In the writings of John of the Cross we find two dimensions of faith, which can be called the discursive and the contemplative.


St John presumes that the people he is addressing in his books are believing Christians who seek a closer union with God. He presumes in them a discursive, propositional faith by which they assent to the truths revealed by Jesus and proclaimed by the Church. This discursive faith is the supernatural, theological virtue, but it operates through the faculties: it comes by hearing, is shaped into images and concepts by the intellect, and is assented to in an act of will. In St John’s terms, it has a ‘natural mode’ of operation.24


But St John is really interested in the contemplative dimension of faith and the movement whereby an individual is led from meditation (the discursive mode) to contemplation. Contemplation is a mode of faith in which the natural light of the intellect is nullified, and we are united to God in a non-discursive way, without images or concepts. This faith is the ‘proximate and proportionate’ means to union with God.25 This dimension of faith is entirely ‘supernatural’ in its mode, and since the faculties of the soul are stilled, it is described as a ‘passive’ experience.26


Karl Rahner


For Karl Rahner, as well, there are two dimensions of faith: the implicit (often called ‘anonymous’) and the explicit.27


Every human person always and everywhere is constituted in the ‘supernatural existential’ by the fact that the God of grace is present to human freedom, offering himself in love. All human persons have already experienced this God of grace as the transcendental horizon of their knowing and loving of beings in the world. In this way, at least, the content of the preacher’s message (God’s self-communication) has already in some way been experienced. In fact, the individual may have responded to this experience of grace by living in fidelity to conscience and so be justified. Such persons have an implicit, supernatural faith and are, at least, ‘anonymous Christians’.


This already existing faith has to be brought to its full, explicit, and professed form. This happens through the mediation of the word: it comes through hearing. The word of the Gospel interprets and illuminates the already existing implicit faith. Implicit faith has a dynamism towards its complete, explicit form. The two forms of faith respond to God’s self-communication in the Spirit (encountered in the experience of grace) and in the Word.


The minister of the Gospel and the theologian have to begin from the transcendental experience of people and show the lines of connection with the explicit content of Christian revelation.


Comparison and reflections


Both theologians have sophisticated theologies of faith that are central to their theological systems. St John’s whole system in the Ascent-Night is a journey ‘in faith’, depending on the articulation of faith in the second book of the Ascent. Mysticism is the fruit of the theological virtues, and never exhausts them or transcends them. For Rahner, the theology of revelation and faith is the point of integration of the pre-conceptual and the transcendental with the revelation in Jesus and the propositions of faith of the Church. It is at the heart of his system of theology, and of his transcendental method. On other points of comparison, the two authors are unequal in the emphasis and attention they give to the particular matter in question, but this can certainly not be said of their theologies of faith. Here both writers can be compared on an issue in which they have offered sustained systematic reflection.


There is a real agreement in the two theologies in that both describe two moments in faith, one of which is discursive and propositional, the other of which is non-discursive and experiential. Both dimensions are essential for both authors. There is further agreement in that in both theologies there is a dynamic interaction between the two dimensions of faith.


We can go a step further and state that both John of the Cross and Karl Rahner are in agreement on the explicit, propositional side of faith. This will be explored in more detail in the next section. If it is clear that they have a similar concept of explicit faith, it is also apparent that there are real differences in their views of the experiential dimension of faith. St John’s contemplation and Rahner’s experience of grace are not exactly the same and they will need careful analysis in another section of this article.


If we put off a comparison of the two poles of faith, the experiential and the explicit, to later sections where they are dealt with explicitly, then we can, at this stage, simply point to the major structural differences between the two concepts of faith.


John of the Cross begins his analysis of faith with Christians who already live the life of explicit faith. He presumes discursive, propositional faith. In fact, he also presumes that the believer is serious about the life of prayer. He points the way from this discursive and meditative faith towards contemplative experience. Contemplation, then, is a development in the life of faith which occurs as a specific experience for a particular group of people.


Rahner, by contrast, begins his consideration with everyday life experiences which precede explicit faith. He finds in this everyday life that there is an experience of God that is universally available as an a priori horizon of human knowledge and love. Rahner’s universal, transcendental experience precedes explicit faith. The movement in faith is from this universally available experience of God towards explicit faith. Rahner also believes that the believer is called to prayer in the way that John of the Cross describes.


If the two concepts of experience of God are found to be compatible, then we could suggest that the two structures of faith might be put together. The synthesis of the two positions would be as follows: there is a universal experience of God available to all men and women; this experience has an inbuilt dynamism to be completed as full, explicit Christological faith; this explicit faith must lead to contemplative experience which is non-conceptual. This synthesis suggests the analogue of a spiral: faith, in any individual life, can be seen as a continuous, upward, spiraling movement between the conceptual and non-conceptual dimensions of faith. This hypothesis will be tested in the comparisons that are made in the following pages.


Explicit Dimensions of Faith


John of the Cross


For beginners in the spiritual life, faith is exercised in a discursive and ‘natural’ mode. This does not rule out the non-conceptual dimension in propositional faith: we have seen that for John of the Cross, we assent to the truths of faith by reason of the lumen fidei, which is the a priori formal object of faith. But it is ‘natural’ in its mode in the sense that it comes through hearing, is exercised by acts of the intellect, imagination and will, and is expressed in prayer which has a discursive and imaginative structure. In this mode of faith, the faculties have an active role.


We can consider the content of faith, in St John’s theology, by reference to his Christology, his attitude to biblical revelation, and his attitude to the propositions of faith of the teaching Church. We find that John of the Cross is profoundly christocentric: Jesus Christ is our model in the path to union; he is the eternal mediator in our union with God; he is the spouse in the mystical marriage.28 With regard to St John’s attitude to the scriptures, we find that scripture serves three functions for him: it is the source of prayer; it is the norm of interpretation of contemplative experience; it provides the images and the words for expressing the experience of prayer.29 In considering the propositional faith of the Church we find that the truths of faith are intimately linked to contemplative experience. In contemplation, we encounter the very reality which is spoken of in the propositions of faith.30


Karl Rahner


Explicit faith, for Karl Rahner, is faith in a mode which is conceptual, verbal, consciously professed, communal, christological, and ecclesiastical. It is the fullness and the goal of implicit faith.


The heart of the explicit content of faith is expressed in the formula: God has given himself to us in direct proximity.31 This one mystery of God’s self-communication has two mutually conditioning aspects, grace and Incarnation. God’s movement towards us in the outpouring of the Spirit and the Incarnation of the Son reflects the inner life of the Trinity. God has willed to communicate himself to us in two modes and both are central and irreducible in Rahner’s thought. The other truths of faith are related to this ‘canon’ of mysteries: Trinity, grace, and Incarnation.32


For Rahner, Jesus Christ is the absolute norm of transcendental experience. The grace that we experience is the grace of Jesus Christ and he provides the only adequate interpretation of this experience. We need the illumination of historical revelation to know even that it is God’s grace that we experience in our transcendence, and to be able to name properly the mystery that surrounds us.33


The truths of historical revelation articulated in the scriptures and in the defined dogmas of the Church have a normative function for individual faith life. Rahner sees the faith life of an individual as one movement of the spirit towards God in which the non-conceptual awareness of God in grace is illuminated and interpreted by the Word of historical revelation.34


Comparison and reflections


Both John of the Cross and Karl Rahner have been accused, at different times, of neglecting historical revelation and the person of Jesus Christ St John of the Cross, because of his emphasis on dark, contemplative prayer experience, has been accused of neglecting the Incarnation and the humanity of Jesus. Critics have accused Karl Rahner of being too interested in the transcendental and the unthematic at the expense of the historical and predicamental.


Insofar as these criticisms have any foundation in fact, they are based on the little space or attention given to Jesus of Nazareth in certain works of both authors. It is often pointed out that the Dark Night of John of the Cross has very little direct reference to Jesus Christ in the pages of commentary on the poem. It is a standard criticism of Rahner that he makes little use of the New Testament in his theological discussion. These comments are accurate enough.


But it cannot be claimed that in the structure of his thought either author neglects the importance of the Incarnation or the historical dimensions of religion. Commentators sometimes seem to presume that a theological interest in the transcendental and the contemplative excludes an interest in the historical and the categorical. A genuine study of their works shows that these assumptions, in the case of John of the Cross and Karl Rahner, are quite wrong. The textual evidence in the writings of the two authors shows that both the transcendental and the historical are seen as irreducibly important dimensions of faith.


Both authors agree on the importance of the explicit side of faith. They differ in the way they articulate the content of faith. For John of the Cross, this is incidental to his articulation of the way to union with God. He does not develop a general systematic theology. Rahner, by contrast, treats all the major areas of theology, and orders them so that they can be seen as the answer to the deepest transcendental experience of the person. For Rahner, the truths of faith must be shown to speak to the original unthematic experience of God that occurs in each person’s life.


The Nature of the Experience of God


John of the Cross


For John of the Cross, contemplative faith is the only proximate and proportionate means to union with God. Knowledge that comes through the senses, through imagination, or through conceptual understanding are all excluded as proximate means to union. At the heart of the journey in faith is the movement from the way of sense to the way of spirit. In this movement, which occurs in the passive night of sense, the soul is led from meditation to contemplation. Experience of God begins, for John of the Cross, in this contemplative moment of faith. Contemplation, he tells us, is ‘nothing else than a secret and peaceful and loving inflow of God’.35


We find three kinds of contemplative experience in John of the Cross. First, there is the unrecognised experience in which the soul really does encounter God but is not reflexly aware of the gift that is being given, perhaps because of an unreadiness for the ways of the Spirit or because of the purging effects of the inflow of God.36 Then there is the normal experience of contemplation, the general loving knowledge of God, the experience of peaceful union with him.37 Finally, there is the kind of experience of union with God which is highly affective and described as a touch of God or the flame of love.38


The experience of God is always an experience of darkness and obscurity. Sometimes the experience is that of the blackness of midnight, while at other times it is more like the gentle and luminous darkness that precedes the dawn. But God is always encountered in unknowing and never in intellectual comprehension. The experience of God is characteristic as a general and global kind of experience. It is never a knowledge of particular and concrete things. It has an ineffable character and is an experience which is so simple and subtle that the encounter takes place without the mediations of images or concepts, or the normal operations of the faculties.39 It is always a gift which is received passively by the soul.


Karl Rahner


Our experience of God is constituted in Rahner’s view by the fact that 1) our knowledge and love of beings in the world has as a priori formal object and horizon a transcendence towards infinite being, and 2) this transcendence is supematurally elevated by God’s grace.40 This experience of God is always related to an experience of going out from self to beings in the world, and is always related to the experience of return to self that occurs in the process of knowledge of these beings. This means that experience of God occurs in and with the experience of the self and in and with the experience of the neighbor. These relationships mutually condition one another.


The unity between experience of God and experience of self can be seen by a reflection on the process of knowledge. Experience of self, arises only in confrontation with beings in the world, which are grasped in the light of a Vorgriff towards infinite being. Without this Vorgriff there would be no basis for self-differentiation. But it is also true that without self-presence there can be no experience of God in the Vorgriff.41


In a similar way our experience of God is related to our experience of neighbour. The one basic act in which we reach fully human self-consciousness is the act of going out of self, not just to any object in the world, but to the personal Thou of the neighbour. God is always encountered as transcendental depth and horizon of our love of neighbor. The explicit religious act of love of God is always dependent on an original experience of the Vorgriff towards God that occurs in our inter-human encounters.42


But God can draw us more deeply into his love. The conceptual object, on which the Vorgriff is dependent, can become transparent and almost disappear and transcendence itself becomes the centre of our awareness, without, however, necessarily becoming objectified in consciousness. Such non-conceptual but central awareness of God is Rahner’s explanation of St Ignatius’s ‘consolation without previous cause’, where the soul is drawn into loving union with God.43


For Rahner, the experience of God is always experience of darkness and mystery. God is always encountered in non-conceptual and unthematic experience, which can be described as immediate. But Rahner speaks of ‘mediated immediacy’ because non-conceptual awareness of God 1) is always conditional on union with the neighbor and experience of the self, and 2) is mediated by the concepts, symbols, language, and community in which the originally unthematic encounter finds expression.


Comparison and reflections


In this section, we will first discuss the major difference in the two views on experience of God: the fact that for Rahner there is a universal experience of grace while John of the Cross deals with the specific experience of contemplation. Then we will ask about the compatibility between St John’s description of contemplation and Rahner’s transcendental analysis of experience of God. Finally, we shall discuss the relationship between everyday experience of God and mystical experience.


Our first concern, then, is with the major difference between the two views of experience of God. John of the Cross concentrates on the experience of contemplation which occurs in the life of faith of those Christians who have committed themselves to prayer and asceticism and who have passed beyond the stage of beginners to that of proficients. It is true that he does have a concept of the encounter with God in the beauty of nature and particularly in human relationships, but this experience seems to depend upon an already existing contemplative life. It can certainly be said that contemplation is the center of his thought and is the only proximate and proportionate means to union with God.


The experience of God for Rahner, however, is universally available and is the condition of ordinary human cognition and volition. It is true that there are certain times when awareness of God’s presence is more conscious than others. These ‘peak’ times of transcendental experience are the ones which Rahner attempts to describe and evoke in his mystagogies.44 In these cases transcendence towards God is still experienced as horizon of an encounter with beings in the world. But there is a further kind of experience of God that Rahner says is qualitatively different from the experience of God as horizon to knowing and loving of beings in the world. We can be drawn towards the God of grace in love without the mediation of conceptual objects. Our focal awareness,45 then, is on God himself. But it is still an unthematic experience.


The difference between the two views lies in the fact that John of the Cross describes contemplation, while Rahner describes universal experience of grace which, in a particular, higher stage, becomes a prayer experience comparable to St John’s contemplation. There are two questions, then, about compatibility of these views. First, is Rahner’s view that God is experienced in everyday life incompatible with anything in John of the Cross? Secondly, is Rahner’s description of the experience of the consolation without cause and his transcendental analysis of this compatible with St John’s concept of contemplation?


With regard to the first question, there is nothing to suggest that John of the Cross would reject Rahner’s concept of universal experience of grace, as long as the special character of contemplation is respected. St John of the Cross himself was able to find God in all things and, I think, would be open to the idea that God’s grace is always the horizon of our conscious existence. Certainly, his comments about the experience of transcendence in inter-personal relationships (the no se que) and his comments about the traces of God that he found in nature tend to support rather than deny Rahner’s concept of a universal experience of transcendence.


But what about Rahner’s analysis of St Ignatius’s consolation without cause? This is, for Rahner, the highest case of the experience of God. Is Rahner’s approach to this experience compatible with the treatment of contemplation by John of the Cross? Rahner has argued that the highest and most self-authenticating prayer experience, the consolation without cause of Ignatius, is to be understood precisely as the experience of God drawing the soul into love in a non-conceptual way. It is explained, in terms of transcendental analysis, as an awareness of God in which the conceptual object of experience fades or becomes transparent, so that the true focus is the God of grace. But this focal awareness of God is still non-conceptual in character.46


It seems undeniable that what St Ignatius describes as consolation without cause corresponds to contemplation in the language of St John of the Cross. Both experiences are described by the authors as experiences of being totally drawn into love by God, and both experiences are of a non-conceptual union with God (this is clear in John of the Cross’s description of contemplation and it is argued convincingly by Rahner that, for Ignatius, the consolation without cause refers to non-conceptual experience). Can Rahner’s explanation of the consolation without cause be applied to St John’s contemplation? It seems to me that it can. There is no reason why contemplation, as described by John of the Cross, cannot be seen as the highest case of a universally available experience of grace, differentiated from this more general experience by the lack of conceptual object, and the consciousness of being drawn by God to a focal awareness of him as the center of our loving attention.


But there is still a problem to be resolved. For John of the Cross, contemplation is a new supernatural mode of the virtue of faith. What constitutes contemplation for him is this supernatural mode and the fact that the normal human faculties are stilled and the soul receives God’s gifts passively. Rahner’s position is quite different. He insists:




Moreover, it cannot be assumed that mystical experience leaves the sphere of faith and becomes an experience that is no longer faith. Mysticism occurs, on the contrary, within the framework of normal grace and within the experience of faith. To this extent, those who insist that mystical experience is not specifically different from the ordinary life of grace (as such) are certainly right.47





John of the Cross and Rahner are in complete agreement that the mystical experience always occurs within the sphere of faith, but Rahner goes much further than John of the Cross when he insists that ‘mystical experience is not specifically different from the ordinary life of grace’. This means he would certainly reject the new supernatural mode of faith in mysticism which is taught by John of the Cross. Rahner agrees that, theologically speaking, there is no intermediary stage between Christian grace and the beatific vision.48


Rahner has insisted that mystical experiences are different psychologically from everyday conscious human life only in the area of nature, and therefore they can be learned. The precise difference between a non-mystical and a mystical experience is in the fact that God is experienced in ‘focal awareness’ in a mystical or contemplative experience. Rahner has often insisted that the everyday experience of God’s grace is not mysticism in the strict sense.49 Psychologically, in Rahner’s view, mysticism begins with focal awareness of God, and this focal awareness is natural and able to be learned.


Rahner’s understanding of ‘focal awareness’ as a learned ability is in absolute agreement with that dimension of St John’s thought which we have called the prayer of loving attention, the human stance before God that opens the soul to contemplative union.50 This attitude of loving attention (later called by other writers ‘active’ or ‘acquired’ contemplation) can be learned. Both Rahner’s ‘focal awareness’ and St John’s ‘loving attention’ are not yet infused contemplation, but the necessary human, learned, pre-condition for the inflow of God.


While both agree about this pre-condition, John of the Cross explains the actual human experience of the inflow of God in terms of a new supernatural mode of faith. For Rahner, the experience of God’s inflow occurs through the same human faculty of non-conceptual ‘focal awareness’. For John of the Cross, then, the psychological human awareness of God is due to two steps, the natural ‘loving attention’ which opens the soul to God’s action, and the new supernatural mode of faith which bypasses normal cognitive processes. For Karl Rahner, there is only one attitude necessary, non-conceptual ‘focal awareness’, which bypasses conceptual cognitive processes, but it is still a normal human awareness. Rahner’s transcendental theory allows him to deal with the human experience of God through a normal psychological process (transcendental awareness) which is yet totally other than discursive and conceptual cognition.


So, the greater personal depth of the mystical experience beyond the experience of grace in everyday life and the greater purity of the transcendental experiences are to be considered, in Rahner’s theory, as natural human abilities. The specific difference between the extraordinary mystical experience and the ordinary experience of God’s grace lies in the domain of the natural and the psychological.51 The psychological specificity of the mystical lies, as we have already seen, in the fact that there is a pure experience of transcendence in a focal awareness when the mediation of categories ceases, or becomes transparent.


While this is being said, it must not be forgotten that the whole mystical experience for Rahner is an experience of God’s grace. It is not a purely natural experience. It is simply that in Rahner’s view God’s self-communication is already experienced in the grace of everyday life, and the further stage in this experience that is called mystical is distinguished from the general experience not theologically, but in terms of human, psychological openness to the experience. And Rahner would not deny, but rather insist, that if we move into truly mystical experience it is because of God’s enabling grace and invitation. He certainly agrees with St Ignatius that we become completely open and receptive to God only when he himself draws us into his love.52


Rahner is not suggesting that infused contemplation can be achieved by psychological effort. The human psychological mechanism does not control the action of God. Infused contemplation, Rahner tells us, is prayer ‘in which God gratuitously makes himself known to an individual’.53 So when Rahner is insisting that the difference between experience of God in everyday life and mystical experience is natural, he is talking about the structure of contemplative experience in human consciousness. He in no way wishes to compromise the gratuity of God’s self-communication. The degree of union to which God calls an individual cannot be predetermined or limited. ‘Mystical contemplation’, Rahner tells us, ‘is always experienced as a gift’.54 But grace respects nature, and the possibility of focal awareness of transcendence is, in Rahner’s view, a natural structure.


At this point we have a real difference between the two authors. For Karl Rahner, the distinguishing difference between the ordinary life of grace and mystical contemplation is not theological (a new supernatural mode of faith as John of the Cross suggests) but a natural openness to unthematic experience.


Can the two positions be reconciled? It has already been seen how Rahner has argued that Ignatius’s ‘consolation without cause’ can be adequately translated into modern theology as non-conceptual focal awareness of transcendence. In a similar way, it seems to me, St John’s ‘supernatural mode’ and his emphasis on the passivity of the human person in the mystical experience can be interpreted as referring to non-conceptual experience of God.


Such an argument depends upon a hermeneutical approach to John of the Cross which inquires about his intention in speaking of a supernatural mode of faith in contemplation. He speaks of contemplative wisdom as ‘so simple, general, and spiritual that in entering the intellect it is not clothed in any sensory species or image’. He continues: ‘The imaginative faculty cannot form an idea or picture of it in order to speak of it; this wisdom did not enter through these faculties nor did they behold any of its apparel or color.’55 There is no doubt that in such descriptions as this John of the Cross is pointing precisely to the unthematic and the non-conceptual. Now if John of the Cross wanted to speak of an experience which is not tied to concepts or images, he would have no alternative but to suggest that the experience is radically other than normal discursive understanding and reflection. But the opposite of normal human understanding, in his epistemology, could only be a supernatural action of God on the passive intellect. This was the only possibility available to John of the Cross. But Rahner’s epistemology allows for a kind of experience which is totally other than normal cognition and its limitation to concepts and images, and yet is still a natural and normal human experience. Rahner can appeal to an experience of transcendence which escapes the limits of conceptual cognition yet does not demand a new intervention of God.


It seems to me, then, that Rahner’s concept of non-conceptual transcendental experience does meet the real intention of John of the Cross, in his concern to stress that this experience of God is radically other than cognitive, discursive, or imaginative reflection about God. John of the Cross used the word ‘supernatural’ somewhat freely and did not always mean exactly what we mean when it is used in modem theology.56 It seems helpful to drop the distinction between natural and supernatural modes of faith. The natural mode for John of the Cross was faith which worked through discursive reflection and imagination. The opposite of this is best described as a non-conceptual mode of faith. Both modes are human and natural in that they reflect two kinds of human awareness, the conceptual and the non-conceptual, and both are supematurally elevated by God’s grace.


Both authors would agree that genuine mystical experience is itself a grace and a very special one. But mystical experience is best distinguished from propositional faith by reason of the distinction, within the one supernatural faith, between conceptual and non-conceptual elements. Mystical experience is further distinguished from the everyday experience of God’s grace by the fact that it is a focal awareness of transcendence and therefore a pure openness to God.


Our argument is that the two views of experience of God are quite complementary. What Rahner adds to the classical concept of contemplation, as articulated by John of the Cross, is a broad context of the experience of God’s grace in everyday life. Contemplation is then seen as the highest case of the experience of grace. We have agreed with Rahner’s analysis of the distinction between propositional faith and the experience of God and with his analysis of the precise difference between everyday experience of grace and the moment of infused contemplation. These are Rahner’s major contributions to mystical theology.


John of the Cross brings to the dialogue the classical exposition of the whole path to union with God. His understanding of the role of faith in mysticism, the genius of his exposition of the Dark Night, his understanding of contemplation in its different stages and phases right up to the mystical marriage, and the many other contributions of his mystical theology are urgently needed today for a proper understanding of the development of the life of faith. Rahner’s concept of the experience of God needs the illumination that John of the Cross offers. The synthesis of the insights of the two thinkers can do much to contribute to a revitalised theology of faith.


Such a synthesis is possible because, in spite of apparent difficulties, the two theologies can be reconciled and found compatible without doing violence to the insights of either thinker.


Location of the Experience of God


John of the Cross


St John believes that contemplative experience of God may be first experienced in either the intellect or the will, although it is more common that it is first perceived in the will as a movement of love.57 The will has a certain priority for John of the Cross as a location for the experience of God. It puts fewer obstacles to the inflow of God than does the intellect. And the goal and the bond of union is love. But John of the Cross constantly unites love and knowledge together when speaking of contemplation, speaking often of knowledge through love, or of loving knowledge.58


With regard to the location of the experience in life, we find that for John of the Cross the emphasis is on the time of contemplative prayer. But this does overflow into life and the whole of the created universe can lead the dispossessed soul to God. We find that human relationships not only can lead the soul to God,59 but that there is a transcendental depth in interpersonal encounters so that the mystery of God can be experienced in the other person.60


Karl Rahner


For Rahner, it is possible to begin a transcendental analysis either from knowledge or love. But, in fact, Rahner does not believe in a strict faculty psychology. The basic movement of the human spirit always exists as a union of knowledge and love, so that neither can be understood except as directed towards the other, and as conditioned by the other. But there is a certain priority of love. Knowledge is ordered to incomprehensible mystery which it can attain only by transforming itself in self-surrender and becoming love.61


In the life of an individual we have seen that Rahner believes in a universal experience of transcendence as the necessary a priori horizon for all human knowing and loving. God is encountered in the movement out from self to others in the world (love of neighbor) and in the return to self that is necessary in knowledge (experience of self). But this experience of God as a priori horizon can lead to an experience of loving union with God in which he becomes the center of our awareness, but still in an non-conceptual way. So, God is encountered in the neighbor, in the experience of self, and in the movement of prayer.



Comparison and reflections



There is an interesting parallel between Rahner and John of the Cross in their views on the location of the experience of God in the faculties. The major difference, of course, is that John of the Cross inherits and uses the scholastic faculty psychology while Rahner does not use it to the same extent. But in many ways John of the Cross too transcends faculty psychology. Both authors believe that the experience can have its origin mainly in either the intellect or the will. Both authors believe that union with God involves the activity of the whole spirit, and that intellect and will are involved in a mutually conditioning way as loving knowledge. Both authors believe that the last word is with love.


With regard to the location of the experience in life, it is clear that Rahner and St John are quite different in their emphases. John of the Cross is essentially interested in contemplation as an experience that occurs in prayer. Rahner’s major emphasis is on the experience of grace that occurs in everyday life. But John of the Cross does believe that we can be led to God through nature and that there is a transcendental depth to human relationships where they open up to the mystery of God. In this he is quite easily reconciled with the more developed concept of experience of God in everyday life which we find in Rahner. On the other hand, Rahner does have a mystical theology, as is best seen in his treatment of St Ignatius’s consolation without cause. His transcendental reflections on mystical experience are consistent with the much more developed mystical theology of John of the Cross. And Rahner’s transcendentai reflections illuminate our understanding of contemplative experience by situating it as the highest stage in a range of unthematic transcendental experiences that occur in the life of an individual. The views of the two authors on the location of the experience in life are complementary and mutually illuminating.


A total view of the development of faith will include the experience of God’s grace in everyday life (Rahner’s emphasis), and the high point of contemplative union in prayer (St John’s emphasis).



Defining Characteristics of the Experience of God



John of the Cross


A study of the works of John of the Cross suggests that the defining characteristics of the experience of God are the following: a sense of the radical transcendence of God and our total dependence on him as creatures;62 its general and indistinct character;63 its non-conceptual and global character;64 its obscurity and darkness;65 its immediacy;66 its subtlety and delicacy;67 its ineffability;68 the union of love and knowledge in ‘loving knowledge’;69 its personal character;70 its passive character;71 its effects: peace, calm, quiet, etc;72 its inferiority to the vision of the divine essence in glory.73


Karl Rahner


In Rahner’s writings the following are the defining characteristics of the experience of God: the transcendence of God and our creaturely dependence on him;74 the fact that God is not experienced as object amongst other objects but as ground and horizon of other experiences;75 the non-conceptual and unthematic character of the experience;76 the abiding character of mystery;77 the ‘mediated immediacy’ of the experience;78 the subtlety of the experience, so that it is often experienced ‘anonymously’;79 its indefinable and ineffable character;80 its unity as an act which includes knowledge and love together;81 the fact it is always accompanied by a sense of self-presence82 its character as an experience of pure openness and receptivity;83 its effects: peace, joy, tranquility, quiet, gladness, interior joy, warmth, and favor;84 its two forms: as horizon to everyday knowledge and love of beings in the world on the one hand, and as focal awareness of transcendence itself and the experience of being fully drawn into the love of God on the other;85 its ambiguous nature, and the fact that it still needs historical revelation;86 its inferiority to glory, to which it is ordered as preparation to fulfillment.87


Comparison and reflections


These two summaries make it clear that John of the Cross and Karl Rahner are in remarkable agreement in what they see as the defining characteristics of the experience of God. The only real difference occurs when Rahner distinguishes between the universal experience of grace and the mystical experience. We have seen, as well, Rahner’s insistence that everyday experience of grace has an ambiguous character and needs historical revelation for its proper interpretation.


If we combine the insights of the authors, then, we can say that the defining characteristics of experience of God (including both the everyday experience of grace and mystical experience) are that it be an experience which is 1) of radical transcendence, 2) general and indistinct, 3) non-conceptual and unthematic, 4) obscure, dark, and mysterious, 5) immediate in a qualified sense, 6) subtle, delicate, and not always noticed, 7) indefinable and ineffable, 8) of loving knowledge, 9) interpersonal, 10) passive and receptive, 11) with effects: peace, joy, tranquility, etc, 12) preparation for glory but inferior to it.


These characteristics define experience of God as such. This includes the everyday life experience of God’s grace, and it includes the mystical experience. What further characteristic defines the mystical experience over against the everyday experience of grace? Rahner has provided the answer to this question. The soul finds itself wholly drawn to the love of God and God becomes experienced no longer as boundary or horizon but in a ‘focal awareness’ which remains unthematic. It is the experience of being drawn into this loving and unthematic awareness as focus of the whole person’s spiritual activity that constitutes contemplation and the mystical.


The Nature of the Dynamism in Faith


John of the Cross


For John of the Cross, there are two dynamisms in the growth of faith; the primary dynamism which is from the discursive to the contemplative and the second dynamism which is from the contemplative to the discursive.


The most important movement in faith is that by which we enter the life of contemplation through the passive night of sense. It is the movement from the way of sense which involves a conceptual mode of faith and a meditative approach to prayer, to the way of spirit, which is a non-conceptual contemplative mode of faith. This movement is worked in us by the Holy Spirit. The soul, when called to this prayer, should take a receptive, quiet attitude: the prayer of loving attention.88 It is St John’s belief that this movement is a normal part of the development of Christian faith.89


There is another movement in St John’s thought by which this unthematic experience is brought to reflective awareness and to expression. The experience itself is thematised in terms of biblical images, and the theological language of the tradition. It is expressed in dialogue with a spiritual director.90 There is a return to the market-place, at least in the sense that the whole world of the everyday is integrated in prayer.91


Karl Rahner


In Rahner’s theology there is a major dynamism in faith: the movement from the non-conceptual to the conceptual. But there is also explicit treatment of the movement from conceptual faith to non-conceptual union with God. There is also the suggestion of a necessary return to the marketplace from this non-conceptual union.


Most of Rahner’s work in the theology of faith hinges on the non-conceptual awareness of God that arises as necessary a priori condition and horizon of our knowledge and love of beings in the world, and the movement from this non-conceptual awareness towards its interpretation and illumination in full, explicit faith in Jesus Christ. This movement from the experience of grace to confession of faith in Jesus Christ (and the articles of faith contained in the scriptures and the teachings of the Church) is part of the normal faith life of an individual Christian.


But there is a movement back in the other direction. The concrete object of our knowledge and love can become transparent and open, so that transcendence is not simply the horizon of our encounter, but is itself the center and the focus of our awareness. The thematic awareness, for example, of meditation, can become the unthematic union of contemplation.


Finally, the non-conceptual union with God, in Rahner’s view, always precedes a return to the marketplace, with a transformed consciousness.


Comparison and reflections


John of the Cross emphasizes the movement from conceptual faith to contemplative prayer, while also speaking of the movement whereby contemplative union finds expression in reflex consciousness and in word. Rahner begins a step before John of the Cross and argues that there is a movement from non-conceptual awareness of God, available to all men and women, towards explicit faith. Rahner will also speak of the movement from this explicit faith to non-conceptual prayer. He also indicates the importance of the necessary move back into the marketplace.


We have already suggested that Rahner and John of the Cross are in broad agreement on their understanding of the explicit and conceptual dimensions of faith. We have also argued that Rahner’s transcendental approach to mystical prayer is compatible with the teaching of John of the Cross on contemplation.


If we were to combine the insights of both authors, we might say, then, that explicit propositional faith is preceded by the transcendental experience of God (as Rahner suggests) and followed by contemplative experience (as John of the Cross and Rahner suggest), at least in a normal, healthy development of the life of faith. As we say (when we compare the two authors on their general concept of faith), this suggests a cycle in the life of faith which is made up of three phases: the non-conceptual experience of grace which occurs in everyday life, the explicit faith in Jesus Christ, and the moment of contemplation. Each of these moments occurs often in a normal Christian life. There is a dynamism in the original experience of God towards explicit faith. There is a further dynamism whereby the imaginative and conceptual in explicit faith is transcended in prayer and gives way to a new unthematic encounter with God in contemplation.


At this stage, then, we are in full agreement with Jan Walgrave that ‘faith begins and ends in experience’, He comments:




Such, then, is the whole way of Christian experience: entering the stream of experience as a particular experience, namely the instinct of the inviting God, worked in us by God alone, by his operating grace. Faith accepting dogma as definitive truth about God goes forward in the process of Christian life beyond all propositions towards a simple loving contemplation of God in Himself.92





The broad structure of faith, then, can be described in terms of the dynamism from transcendental experience to explicit faith and the dynamism from explicit faith to contemplation. But this is not yet the full picture. It must be remembered too that both Rahner and John of the Cross believe that contemplative experience necessarily receives thematic expression, even though not all that is experienced is able to be adequately thematised. Finally, the Christian, like the Buddhist monk, must return to the marketplace with his or her transformed consciousness.93


If we take all these factors into account, then we can say that the dynamic in faith involves the movement among these six steps: 1) the movement out from self to other beings in the world, which finds its highpoint in our knowledge and love of other persons; 2) the transcendental experience of God as a priori horizon of this knowledge and love; 3) the act of explicit faith in Jesus Christ, his teaching and the teaching of his Church; 4) the transcendence of the conceptual and the imaginative in contemplative union with God; 5) the thematic reflection on contemplative experience in the light of the symbols of the tradition and the expression of this in word; 6) the return to the marketplace with transformed consciousness.


This outline is not meant to suggest that in the development of faith in a particular Christian these six steps necessarily occur in exactly this order. But the outline is suggested as an appropriate and normal sequence. It is designed to show how experience of God and explicit faith occur in essential interaction in the life of faith. It is designed to show how experience of God and explicit faith occur in essential interaction in the life of faith. It is meant to show, too, how this faith life is rooted in the historical and the everyday and finds its beginning there and must return there.
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