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In Memoriam


Edward Schillebeeckx OP


With Grateful Thanks


for


your faith,


your wisdom,


your scholarship.


E hari tahi koe i aianei, me ou tupuna, me te Atua!1





1. May you be rejoicing now with your Ancestors and with God











 


Text copyright © 2013 remains with the individual authors.




All rights reserved. Except for any fair dealing permitted under the Copyright Act, no part


of this book may be reproduced by any means without prior permission. Inquiries should


be made to the publisher.


 




PRINT ISBN: 978-1-922239-20-4


EPUB ISBN: 978-1-922239-22-8








Cover original artwork:




Cover design by Astrid Sengkey


Layout/Artwork by Anna Dimasi




Text Minion Pro Size 11




Published by:




[image: ]





An imprint of the ATF Ltd.


PO Box 504


Hindmarsh, SA 5007


ABN 90 116 359 963


www.atfpress.com












CONTENTS


Acknowledgments


Introduction


St Mary MacKillop as a Fifth Gospel: Towards Understanding an Australian Saint Through the Lens of Edward Schillebeeckx


Ormond Rush


Thy Kingdom Come—Political Holiness for Papua New Guinea


Philip Gibbs


The Church and its Ministries


Neil Darragh


Was the Cross Necessary? Exploring Schillebeeckx’s View of God in Relation to the Death of Jesus


Denis Edwards


Negative Contrast Experience and Edward Schillebeeckx: Critical Reflections


John Dunn


Edward Schillebeeckx and Eschatology: Engaging with Hope


Helen Bergin OP


Schillebeeckx’s Theological Method and Religious Pluralism in Asia


Edmund Chia


Theology and Culture: Schillebeeckx’s Journey


Dennis Rochford MSC


A North American Response to From North to South: Southern Scholars Engage with Edward Schillebeeckx


Kathleen McManus OP


Biographies of contributors


Index of books


by or about Edward Schillebeeckx


Index of Names


Index of Subjects


Index of Biblical References









Acknowledgments


As this project draws to a close, I wish formally to thank a number of people significant for enabling this publication to reach its conclusion.


I begin by thanking Aloysius Rego OCD and his Carmelite community who in early February 2011 enabled prospective book participants to gather in New South Wales and to draw communal inspiration and encouragement from the theology of Edward Schillebeeckx.


Sincere thanks are extended to all who came to this initial gathering in Australia and who submitted chapters towards this collection. It is difficult to describe what happens when a group project ‘takes flight’ but this specific journey has built good friendships en route!


Thankful appreciation is extended also to North American Dominican theologians, Kathleen McManus and Mary Catherine Hilkert who were willing to take our local project beyond the southern hemisphere and respond thoughtfully to it.


A special thanks to my colleagues Neil Darragh and John Dunn from the former Catholic Institute of Theology, Auckland. Both were most willing to participate on the editorial committee and their skill in critiquing each chapter was always thoughtful and constructive. As a team, we greatly appreciated the insights received from contributors which, in turn, stirred our own thinking.


I am grateful also to Hilary Regan, with whom the editorial committee met several times in order to pursue the possibility of local publishing. We are very grateful that ATF Press agreed to be our publisher.


My thanks extend also to those who expressed interest in the project, especially those who supported the project even when it seemed to have stalled! Family members, friends and local Dominican sisters all assisted with words of encouragement along the way.


Finally, I acknowledge with deep gratitude the inspiration and challenge of Edward Schillebeeckx. Contemporary theologians need to be stimulated by questioners and challengers within our midst. Schillebeeckx has constantly reminded us of the need to form Christian communities which might address human beings living in situations of suffering and injustice. May the stimulating spirit of Edward Schillebeeckx continue to prod, disturb and inspire our church!


Helen Bergin OP


Editor









Introduction


This collection, From North to South: Southern Scholars engage with Edward Schillebeeckx, arose from an often articulated sense of gratitude inspired by the theology of Edward Schillebeeckx. For three members of the Catholic Institute of Theology in Aotearoa New Zealand, Neil Darragh, John Dunn and Helen Bergin, Schillebeeckx’s theology has over the years provided nourishment and challenge. Consequently, towards the end of 2009, we decided to invite scholars from the southern region of the world to consider participating in a project to highlight Schillebeeckx’s ongoing theological contribution—even to the ends of the earth! Little did we know that a group in the northern hemisphere was at the same time involved in honouring Schillebeeckx by engaging in a project under the editorship of Lieven Boeve, Frederiek Depoortere and Stephan Van Erp.1 Still less did we know that Schillebeeckx was soon to die. It seemed even more appropriate therefore in late December 2009 that our burgeoning idea be pursued and if possible come to fruition!


Because of the magnitude of scholarship on Schillebeeckx’s theology, and because of the ever-growing recognition of ‘contextual’ elements within theology we wished to attempt a project that would reflect and speak into our global positioning in the southern hemisphere. The hope was that we engage not only with Schillebeeckx’s thinking but, as far as possible, that we would do so from our context in the south. Local theologians (from Aotearoa New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Australia and Malaysia) for whom Schillebeeckx has been a theological catalyst were invited to participate. Eventually, eight contributors were able to complete the project.


In outlining the goals of this project in November 2009, the following guidelines were offered. Each participant was invited ‘to select an issue or situation of context from within their local experience and engage with a significant element of Schillebeeckx’s theological thinking or writing’. Our intention was that the chapters would ‘offer mutual engagement between local context and Schillebeeckx’s theology’. Abstracts from proposed contributors were received by the end of August 2010 and possible duplication of themes was addressed.


In February 2011, thanks to the generosity of the Carmelite men’s community, south of Sydney, book contributors were welcomed by guardian and theologian, Aloysius Rego OCD, to a two-day ‘Schillebeeckx gathering’. Before the event, members had circulated draft chapters. During the gathering, critiques of each chapter and decisions about the specific nature of the collection all occurred. Bountiful hospitality was also enjoyed. Participants then were invited to submit completed chapters by the end of August 2011. The final stage in the process was to seek the expertise of a theologian from the North who would critically engage from beyond our region with our scholarship.


In the first chapter of From North to South: Southern Scholars engage with Edward Schillebeeckx, Orm Rush explores his topic from a hermeneutical perspective. He brings together the recently honoured and much lauded Australian saint, Mary MacKillop, and two of Schillebeeckx’s hermeneutical categories, namely ‘interpretative experience’ and ‘negative contrast experience’. Rush addresses the ongoing hermeneutical situation which arises when events and persons from one era are brought into dialogue with events and persons from another time and place.


Using Schillebeeckx’s categories, Rush points to the critical care needed not only within the traditioning task generally but also when ecclesial persons and events are highlighted as models or exemplars outside their own time and history. He highlights Schillebeeckx’s tool of ‘interpretative experience’ as beneficial for contemporary Christians who attempt to engage with saints from another era. Rush then suggests that Schillebeeckx’s term ‘negative contrast experience’ articulates in theological language the often innate power and determination which can propel suffering human beings such as St Mary MacKillop to strive keenly for the righting of wrongs—in this case within the church which she so loved.


In the second chapter, Philip Gibbs engages with the theme of political holiness by bringing together two very different worlds. He describes one country within Melanesia, Papua New Guinea, where Christian activist, Bernard Narokobi lived from within a world-view where all life is seen as ‘one’ inter-woven reality and that of European theologian, Schillebeeckx who boldly incorporates holiness within politics and the world within salvation. Thus, Gibbs links two eminent leaders who both propose a form of Christian love that engages with all elements of personal and social life.


The chapter raises pertinent issues regarding links between personal faith and social commitment, between politics and holiness or ethics and love, and the role of religious symbols. Gibbs ultimately argues that Schillebeeckx’s writings on political holiness have the potential theologically to enrich Narokobi’s ‘valuable insights’. By the same token, however, persons such as the politically-engaged Narokobi may remind human beings that a total separation between religious belief and the web of life, currently at risk within indigenous communities, needs attention among human communities globally.


In the third chapter, Neil Darragh addresses ecclesiology. Immersed in a New Zealand southern context which he describes as secular and pluralist, Darragh appeals to Schillebeeckx’s word ‘situation’ or context in order to keep engaging the Christian tradition in life-giving ecclesiology. Conscious that Schillebeeckx writes from within his particular northern context, Darragh hopes with his own analysis and proposal (dialoguing principally with Schillebeeckx’s The Church with a Human Face: A New and Expanded Theology of Ministry and Church: The Human Story of God) to encourage Catholic churches in other locations to reflect upon their ecclesiologies which are not only universal but also fundamentally local.


While Darragh raises many pertinent issues for the church, his first and perhaps surprising question is ‘What is the church for?’ Seemingly an innocuous query, Darragh reveals in engagement with Schillebeeckx’s ecclesiology how challenging it often is for churches to express their particular mission as God’s mission of liberating love for all humans and for creation. Internal ecclesial issues easily distract church congregations from incarnating Schillebeeckx’s vision of the church as ‘the eschatological freedom movement’ which exists to serve God’s reign.


Finally, after highlighting Schillebeeckx’s triple-pronged invitation to the church: to attend to God’s Spirit; to commit to God’s reign; and to encourage interdependence among believers, theologians and hierarchy, Darragh challenges the Catholic church to assess whether present ecclesial structures actually intimidate or enable the flourishing of God’s mission.


Denis Edwards, in the fourth chapter, addresses the complex pastoral and universal issue of suffering. He does so in light of the Christian story and in relation to human understandings of God. Drawing on Schillebeeckx’s trilogy (Jesus: An Experiment in Christology, Christ: The Experience of Jesus as Lord, and Church: The Human Story of God), Edwards systematically opens up issues concerning the nature of the Christian God. The chapter deals particularly with the ever-daunting question of ‘Who or what sort of God does one honour when faced with Jesus’ death on a cross?’


At the same time, Edwards dialogues with theological aberrations which have accrued to theologies of God in relation to the cross. One example of this is the interpretations of a God demanding justice through Jesus’ death or a God fulfilling a divine plan by allowing Jesus’ cruel death. Edwards suggests that Schillebeeckx’s contribution to the many questions relating to the kind of God revealed at the cross is anything but abusive and demanding. Not only does Schillebeeckx depict God as respecting human freedom and as ‘defenceless’ on the cross, but the reader is invited to ‘read’ God from the perspective of Jesus’ life, ministry, death and resurrection. For Schillebeeckx, Jesus never ceased offering God’s love nor did God ever withdraw divine commitment to Jesus. God’s raising of Jesus testifies to the ultimate defeat of suffering, death and sin.


Nonetheless, as Edwards indicates, for Christianity to reveal coherence between present and past expressions of faith, believers like Jesus himself, need to experience intimations of the Kingdom of God and of the resurrection during their lives. Christianity thus encompasses in a realistic way the life, death and eternal life of those who follow Jesus Christ.


While the first chapter by Rush links the negative contrast experience with St Mary MacKillop’s experience of church and the fourth chapter by Edwards explores the negative contrast experience primarily in relation to God and Christology, the following chapter by John Dunn develops the negative contrast experience in relation to Christology and subsequently to Māori relationship with land.


In the first section of chapter five, Dunn engages with the epistemology of Schillebeeckx’s negative contrast experience and illustrates, with reference to central texts, the meaning and power behind such experience with its contemplative and practical elements. For Schillebeeckx, suffering which is innately negative also bears within it stirrings towards change. Dunn then links elements of the above experience to Schillebeeckx’s Christology. He contrasts the historically troubled background of Jesus and his Jewish people with Jesus’ overwhelmingly positive experience of his God, Abba.


In the second section, Dunn takes the negative contrast experience a step further and enquires whether Schillebeeckx’s interpretation of such experience may apply universally to suffering individuals and groups. He argues that different social contexts, elements of social blindness and varying ethical norms raise questions regarding a universal application of Schillebeeckx’s term.


In the final section, Dunn brings into dialogue Schillebeeckx’s treatment of the negative contrast experience and Māori people’s relationships with God, land and people. Drawing on the work of Māori indigenous theologian Henare Arekatera Tate, Dunn argues that theologies and theological insights from different contexts may need to undergo modification when placed in relation to one another. Nevertheless, he attests to the richness of Schillebeeckx’s use of ‘negative contrast experience’ for stimulating ongoing epistemological reflection.


In the sixth chapter, Helen Bergin engages a recent New Zealand coal mining tragedy with Schillebeeckx’s eschatology. Responding to the Pike River tragedy which still holds painful memories for many, Bergin examines Schillebeeckx’s eschatology with the view that it may offer positive challenges to communities experiencing tragedy.


Initially, Bergin focuses on links in Schillebeeckx’s theology between eternity and time, time and the new, God’s constant coming into history, and God’s eschatological reserve. She then highlights the major eschatological themes of resurrection and hope. Bergin argues that Schillebeeckx’s interpretation of the resurrection reveals not only God’s fidelity towards Jesus and his mission but it includes Jesus’ followers as beneficiaries. The resurrection thereby invites contemporary believers to transform situations of diminishment into fullness and the linking of eternity with time may prefigure a future in which fullness is awaited.


To resurrection is then linked the theme of hope which also underpins Schillebeeckx’s eschatology. Since the resurrection, Jesus is the sign of possibility for creation. Hope’s fulfilment was ultimately revealed in God’s fidelity to the ‘forsaken’ Jesus since in the resurrection, God’s fidelity and Jesus’ hope encountered each other. However, hope needs continual incarnating within communities who may symbolise God’s promise for all creation.


Finally, Bergin returns to the mine disaster. Referring to Schillebeeckx’s understandings of God as One who keeps coming, and ordinary human beings as those who keep hoping even despite death, she concludes with Schillebeeckx’s description of God as ‘the living God who is concerned for humanity’.


Two different moments inspire Edmund Chia’s chapter, the seventh in our collection. The first is a Melbourne market in which the sales pitch of vendors from East and West appear markedly different. The second moment occurs in 2000 when Dominus Jesus is issued under the name of Cardinal Ratzinger to the entire Catholic world. In reflecting on both situations Chia is prompted to consider how persons from different contexts might respond to both events. He recognises that in each case one’s hearing and understanding relates to an issue of hermeneutics.


Chia thus turns to Schillebeeckx’s 1968 essay ‘Towards a Catholic Use of Hermeneutics’ which investigates the need for hermeneutics especially in relation to the theological task. Aware that context, because of its specificity, describes a limited yet significant reality, Schillebeeckx seeks to discover links of continuity within ever-changing expressions of faith. Chia draws on Schillebeeckx’s three-fold process wherein: past and present encounter each other in a ‘fusion of horizons’; believing persons enact faith (engage in praxis) in order to consolidate beliefs such as that of justice; and where the mystery of God’s promise encourages identity between former and later theological interpretations. In addition, Chia turns to Schillebeeckx’s understanding of critical theory which discerns liberating from non-liberating human experiences.


Employing Schillebeeckx’s essay as a valuable resource, Chia suggests that Schillebeeckx’s method may help participants to understand how contextual theologies in Asia can be both faithful to the Christian tradition and relevant to an Asian context. He suspects that the task of western and eastern (or northern and southern) religious dialogue will be lengthy. However, he holds that this ‘pilgrimage’ can ultimately succeed if parties engage in the praxis of listening to life and seeking truth—together.


In the final chapter, Dennis Rochford critically examines, in four major sections, Schillebeeckx’s interaction with the culture/context of his day. Rochford outlines major influences on Schillebeeckx’s theology including significant mentors, events and forms of scholarship (biblical, theological and hermeneutical).


Rochford maintains that Schillebeeckx was a scholar who constantly and faithfully reviewed the manner in which Christian faith might engage with each era. His theology, deeply influenced by a tradition including theologians such as Aquinas and De Petter, witnessed to the value of representing regularly and newly a broad vision of Catholic faith. Rochford describes Schillebeeckx’s task as ‘a laudable project’ which has ‘given life to the believing community’.


At the same time, Rochford suggests that Schillebeeckx’s theology, because it offers ‘a comprehensive and universal story about faith and culture’, was never able to speak into the pain and suffering of his contemporaries and that his theology might never be able to do so. Eric Borgman, according to Rochford, also identifies a certain distance from life within Schillebeeckx’s theology because, Borgman claims, Schillebeeckx’s theology ‘does not originate’ from existing situations. Nevertheless, the preceding chapters in this collection are one local attempt to engage in forms of contextual theology each stimulated by the theological legacy of Schillebeeckx. Rochford has indeed grounds to acclaim Schillebeeckx’s achievement because of ‘the ongoing interest in and respect for his work’.


In seeking to discover threads linking the above chapters, I have chosen three as noteworthy.


The first thread relates to an element of method; the second to a hoped-for outcome within Schillebeeckx’s later theology and the third to his treatment of a major theme.


First of all, in this collection, significant attention is given by several contributors to the negative contrast experience. This term not only resonates with human experience universally but it offers a helpful tool from within Schillebeeckx’s theology which might be used by others to move individuals and communities from situations of what ‘ought not to be’ towards those that offer life.


In this collection, negative contrast experience has been employed especially in relation to: Mary MacKillop, an individual coping with ecclesial injustice; the people of Melanesia called to be active participants ‘in creating a godly society’; Māori seeking wholeness through regaining spiritual links with God, land and themselves, and as the apex of all contrast experiences, the execution of Jesus being overturned by God’s raising of Jesus to new life. Schillebeeckx not only engages with traditional theological themes such as God, Jesus Christ, salvation, ecclesiology, holiness and eschatology but he also offers tools such as the above which may assist theologians and others to make sense of the ever-recurring experience of suffering.


A second thread within these chapters is evident in Schillebeeckx’s use of the term ‘praxis’ which is often his positive response to a negative contrast experience. Schillebeeckx’s theology engages readers in a way that invites personal and communal response. Thus, his theology might be described as wholly catholic, gospel-centred and hope-enkindling.


Despite some criticism that Schillebeeckx’s theology does not engage with concrete situations of pain and darkness, central to his theology exists an ongoing invitation to resist evil and counter all forms of suffering. Schillebeeckx’s attention to Jesus’ death and resurrection in both Jesus and Christ offers his theological response to the issue of suffering. However, such theology is supported by an invitation to the Christian community to engage in praxis towards righting what is wrong and restoring what is broken. Threaded through Schillebeeckx’s theology is his belief that Jesus’ followers are called to model new expressions of God’s reign in the present day. An overall sense of hope and fulfilment emerges in Schillebeeckx’s theology of the late 1960s and continues through the next decades as he encourages communities to be sources of resistance and up-building. The chapters in this collection consistently speak to this vision and its accompanying challenge.


A third thread connecting these chapters relates to the theme of salvation. God’s gift of liberation or salvation is an often unarticulated baseline linked within discussions on the reign of God, Jesus’ mission, death and resurrection, ecclesial responsibilities, contemporary mission and eschatology. While more than a liberation movement, salvation concerns God-given freedom. While linked with Jesus’ life and death it is climaxed in resurrection. While from God, it is incarnated in people and their actions on behalf of all—including earth. While received by individuals, it is heightened within communities. While expressed within church communities, it is meant for all humanity. While enacted in the present, its fulfilment belongs to the future.


As with all projects relying on the expertise and interests of contributors, some major Schillebeeckx themes which might have been developed, for example, creation, sacramentality, and the nature of the humanum have not been directly or sufficiently addressed in this collection. Nonetheless, the chapters attest to the fertility of Schillebeeckx’s theological labour and suggest that ongoing research into his theology is likely to engage many others in years to come.


What has become apparent during this project is that while Schillebeeckx’s theological writings have greatly impacted on scholarship in northern areas of the globe, many theologians from the South are also greatly indebted to him. This collection through which we gratefully remember Edward Schillebeeckx the theologian and teacher is an attempt from one southern location to reflect on the richness of Schillebeeckx’s legacy.2











	1.


	Edward Schillebeeckx and Contemporary Theology, edited by Lieven Boeve, Frederiek Depoortere, and Stephan Van Erp (London: T&T Clark, 2010).







	2.


	Most English translations of Schillebeeckx’s writings are unfortunately in exclusive language. Serious consideration was given to making all cited texts inclusive. However, lest the translations distract readers from the task given to contributors—to engage critically with Schillebeeckx’s theology—some texts cited remain unchanged from the original English translations. Where changes have been made they are indicated thus […]. The editor.

















St Mary MacKillop as a Fifth Gospel: Towards Understanding an Australian Saint Through the Lens of Edward Schillebeeckx


Ormond Rush


On 17th October 2010, Australia celebrated the canonisation of its first official saint, Saint Mary of the Cross MacKillop (1842—1909). In this chapter, I propose that Mary MacKillop’s life-story, example, and spirituality can be examined through categories of Edward Schillebeeckx’s theology, in ways that might aid Australian theologians in the contextualisation of this nineteenth century saint for twenty-first century Catholic Australians. Hopefully, this task will also be fruitful for others.


I will focus on two central categories of Edward Schillebeeckx’s theological project, namely ‘interpretative experience’ and ‘negative contrast experiences’, as being particularly relevant for this task.


Mary MacKillop embodied the Gospel in nineteenth-century Australia when Christianity was a significant contributor to the worldview of most Australians. I therefore raise the question, ‘What might Mary teach us about proclaiming the Gospel in an Australia with a post-Christian worldview?’


The material presented in this chapter is a prolegomenon for a much larger project of interpreting the life, spirituality and legacy of St Mary MacKillop as one important locus theologicus for Australian theologians in the twenty-first century.1


Saints as parables of Jesus


In recent times, there has been a renewed appreciation of saints as significant sources for theology. North American theologian, Elizabeth Johnson, locates the stimulus for this retrieval in the ‘paradigmatic shift’ taken by the Second Vatican Council in its teaching on the universal call to holiness and saints.2 In his seminal article on this issue, Swiss theologian, Hans Urs von Balthasar writes: ‘The lives of the saints is theology in practice.’3 North American theologian, William Thompson asserts,




… the experiences and texts of the saints, mystics, and martyrs ought normally to be consulted when theologians go about their work of mediating the Christian tradition to their contemporary situation. The saints are sources of theology, and even of doctrine.4





Accordingly, the Australian saint Mary MacKillop is an appropriate locus theologicus for Australian theologians, and for their retrieval of doctrines such as divine providence and the cross which were so dominant in Mary’s sense of the faith.


While Schillebeeckx does not directly apply to the saints his emphasis on starting theology in liberative orthopraxy, the thrust of his later theological method coheres with the theological retrieval of saints as sources for theological reflection.5 For Schillebeeckx, ‘the living community is the only real reliquary of Jesus’.6 Or, as he writes elsewhere: ‘the living community is the only authentic legacy of Jesus’.7 The living Gospel is to be found throughout history above all in the lives of flesh and blood Christians. He says, ‘The account of the life of Christians in the world in which they live is a fifth Gospel; it also belongs at the heart of christology’.8


One might well agree with Schillebeeckx’s description of Jesus as ‘a human story in which ‘the story of God’ has itself been brought to expression’.9 Similarly, the story of Mary MacKillop has become, for those Australians who experienced her, someone in whom the story of Jesus has itself been brought to human expression. If Jesus came to be recognised as ‘the parable of God himself’10 and ‘“God translated” for us’,11 then the saintly life of Mary MacKillop has come to be recognised as a living parable of Jesus and the salvation he brings, translated into a nineteenth-century Australian context. For Schillebeeckx, Jesus is ‘mystic and exegete of God’;12 so too, St Mary MacKillop can be for Australians an Australian mystic and exegete of God.


However, this nineteenth-century saint herself, in turn, needs to be ‘exegeted’ and ‘translated’ for the twenty-first century. Mary MacKillop’s religious imagination and her sense of the faith were formed within nineteenth-century Scottish and Australian Catholicism. With that formation, one might ask ‘How did Mary make sense of her life and experiences?’ For example, ‘What was her image of God and of the Christian life?’ ‘What were the predominant themes in her personal spirituality?’


In order to reconstruct answers to such questions, I ask, ‘How might we proceed hermeneutically to interpret such a nineteenth-century vision for twenty-first century Australians?’ Retrieval of a saint and her spirituality, as a locus theologicus, needs to proceed in light of a critical hermeneutics.13 Perhaps Edward Schillebeeckx can offer some hermeneutical directions to our retrieval of Mary MacKillop.


Revelation and interpretative experience


As Schillebeeckx emphasises, God’s offer of salvation and revelation to human beings must be humanly appropriated for it to be realised. He asserts: ‘there can be no revelation without faith and no faith without revelation’.14 God’s loving outreach requires a human response to achieve its end.


Furthermore, this appropriation necessarily takes place at the level of human experience for, as Schillebeeckx says, ‘there is no revelation without experience’,15 A corollary to that truth is the principle of ‘mediated immediacy’ whereby human beings can really experience God, but always within the limits of the human condition.16 Our experience of God is both direct and indirect. Whilst it is God’s reality we brush up against, the encounter always occurs embedded in time and place, in language and symbol, in culture and society. A further corollary to these principles, according to Schillebeeckx, is that we can never have access to some pure ‘essence’ of the Christian faith apart from the way it is professed and lived in specific times and places and cultures within history. He says, ‘[O]ne never comes across a “peeled substance” of faith; there is no way of stripping off the skin and getting down to the essence of the gospel. Only in the concrete and in the particular can the gospel be the revelation of the universality of God and his salvation.’17 Thus, to see what Christian identity means in Australia, one needs to focus on the way that flesh and blood Australians strive to be faithful disciples of Jesus within their Australian context.


To elucidate further on these theological principles, Schillebeeckx theologically appropriates a principle from philosophical hermeneutics, namely that experience always involves interpretation. Experience is always ‘interpretative experience’.18 An event or encounter is an ‘experience’ for someone because that person already has an interpretative framework of meaning out of which he or she can understand what is happening in the event or encounter, even when it is seemingly new or novel. Interpretation enables the experience because it enables understanding. This necessary interpretative process continues on after the original event. According to Schillebeeckx, ‘Interpretative identification is already an intrinsic element of the experience itself, first unexpressed and then deliberately reflected on’.19 Schillebeeckx therefore makes a distinction between ‘“first order” affirmations’ (which are ‘expressions of the first, original, interpretative experience’) and ‘“second order” affirmations’ (which are ‘expressions of a further, reflective, interpretative experience’.)20 For our current exploration, these latter ‘second-order’ affirmations could be found, for example, in letters which a person like Mary MacKillop writes, upon reflection, sometime after an event.21


To summarise these hermeneutical insights, it is worth citing the following lengthy passage from Schillebeeckx. He says:




Experience means learning through ‘direct’ contact with people and things. It is the ability to assimilate perceptions. It is of the nature of this process of learning by experience that the new experience is always related to the knowledge that we have already gained. This gives rise to a reciprocal effect. The discoveries about reality that we have already made and put into words open up new perspectives: they direct perception in our experience to something particular; they select and demarcate, they guide our attention. In this way they become the framework within which we interpret new experiences, while at the same time this already given framework of interpretation is exposed to criticism and corrected, changed or renewed by new experiences. Experience is gained in a dialectical fashion: through an interplay between perception and thought, thought and perception.22





All experience, according to Schillebeeckx, follows this dynamic, even—and especially—religious experience. He proposes two axioms: there is no divine revelation outside of human experience; and there is no experience of God without human categories of interpretation. Furthermore, for Schillebeeckx the categories of ‘revelation’ and ‘salvation’, while distinct, significantly overlap. However, for both, the same hermeneutical principles apply. As is the case with the experience of revelation, ‘To experience salvation is experience and interpretation at the same time’.23


The previous dynamic is at work, Schillebeeckx contends, from the very first encounters with Jesus in his pre-Easter life and it continues after Easter. The dynamic also gives rise during the early generations of the church to the formation of the writings that will be included in the Christian community’s authoritative scriptures. It is the same hermeneutical dynamic, he claims, that is at work as the church throughout history passes on the faith. The process of ecclesial tradition is a stream of ongoing interpretative experiences of revelation and salvation within new contexts and new horizons of experience. It is in this way that the Gospel becomes a living Gospel for new generations and cultures and epochs.


The above analysis can help us to interpret how Mary MacKillop became a living Gospel for her generation, culture and epoch, and so came to be recognised and officially declared by the universal church as an authentic incarnation of the Gospel within the Australian context.


Mary MacKillop’s Interpretative Experience


Reconstruction of the interpretative framework at work in Mary Mac-Killop’s religious experience is only ever precisely that, a historical reconstruction.24 Just as a twenty-first century biblical historian can never return to the world of Jesus’ day and pretend to enter into the minds of people of the first century, so too twenty-first century presentations of the theology (and consequent spirituality) of Mary MacKillop are always historical reconstructions from our twenty-first century perspective. There is no other way that historians and theologians can proceed. But that is how it has always been.


Mindful then of both the possibilities and the limits of historical reconstruction, we can ask the following questions: ‘What were the interpretative categories or frameworks through which Mary made sense of her experience?’ ‘What were the interpretative frameworks which shaped her religious experience of God and which conditioned her expression of that experience within her spirituality, as found in her letters and other sources?’


Thus, I wish to outline briefly first, the general characteristics of her spiritual life; second, the motifs or themes that predominate throughout her expressions of her spirituality; third, the possible sources and formative influences through which she was nourished in the faith; and fourth, the people, events and encounters in her life narrative, particularly the negative ones. Together, these allow us to see how Mary made sense of her experiences; together they elucidate what Schillebeeckx calls ‘interpretative experience’.


First, I want to list some general characteristics of the spirituality of Mary of the Cross. In the official Positio submitted by the postulator for her cause for canonisation, Paul Gardiner lists eight particular, heroic virtues embodied by Mary: faith, hope, charity, prudence, justice, temperance, fortitude, and embracing the cross in her life.25 One can find discussion of such characteristics in the secondary literature that has been published on Mary. These descriptions of her sanctity highlight her intimate experience of and commitment to God and to a life of prayer; her simplicity of life; her commitment to the poor; her sense of freedom and the ability to forgive her enemies; her approach to adversity and suffering in her life, both physical and spiritual, both from within and without the church.26


Second, from the many motifs or themes recurring in her writings, some in particular stand out: trust in God’s providence, God’s will and God’s plan; devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus; commitment to the poor and their education; forgiveness of enemies; and openness to the mystery of human physical and spiritual suffering as illuminated by the cross. Among contemporary commentators, these can be found neatly summarised in Bishop Jim Cuskelly’s book.27 The work of Daniel Lyne and Margaret Paton are particularly helpful on Mary’s spirituality of the will of God,28 and Pauline Wicks has written on the importance of divine providence.29 A helpful study by Geoffrey Hull highlights the ‘social justice’ commitments in Mary’s spirituality.30 Of course, the greatest detail on these themes can be found in the official Positio by Paul Gardiner submitted in Rome for the cause of her canonisation,31 and popularised in his detailed biography.32


Third, I enquire ‘What were the sources and formative influences which shaped Mary MacKillop and from which she fashioned her own personal sense of the faith?’33 These factors constitute, in Schillebeeckx’s words, ‘interpretative elements’ which shaped Mary MacKillop’s religious imagination. Contemporary literature highlights a cluster of influences on this formation: the influence of her parents Alexander (a former seminarian who had studied in Rome) and Flora MacKillop, whose own faith was fashioned amidst the harsh Scottish highlands and the Catholic spirituality of nineteenth century Scotland;34 the pervasive influence of Francis de Sales’s spirituality and its promotion via Bishop Richard Challoner and his spiritual classic Garden of the Soul;35 the related influence upon Mary of the ‘French School’ of spirituality, in particular, and of Australian nineteenth-century spirituality, in general;36 the personal influence of the Passionist Father Julian Tenison Woods and his own spirituality;37 the influence of Jesuit spirituality and Mary’s connection with the Australian Jesuits through her Jesuit brother and confidant, Donald and the influence of Thomas à Kempis’ The Imitation of Christ.38 As further background, there have been studies of the various influences on Australian spirituality in the nineteenth century which may prove helpful in tracing possible further influences on Mary’s unique shaping of these influences.39


Fourth, throughout the narrative of Mary’s life, there are particular people, events and encounters which become paradigmatic in our understanding of Mary’s life as ‘a fifth or umpteenth gospel’.40 Many of these are positive and enriching, and provide evidence for Mary of God’s providential care.41 In this regard, Mary’s mother Flora assumes a special formative role.42 Of particular importance within the many events and encounters, negative experiences and the empowerment Mary experienced within them become, paradoxically, highly significant for her experience of God’s providential care. One could name, for example, both the harsh environment through which she travelled and her physical suffering later in life. But above all, it is Mary’s spiritual suffering due to opposition from bishops and priests, as well as her own sisters, and her excommunication by Bishop Lawrence Bonaventure Shiel which stand out as paradigmatic in Mary’s life narrative.


Mary MacKillop’s negative contrast experiences


In regard to the particular impact of an individual, people, events and encounters, another category from Schillebeeckx’s project seems helpful. Schillebeeckx’s notion of ‘negative contrast experience’ can be, I believe, a particularly rich category for examining theologically Mary’s experience of suffering and her positive response to it. Schillebeeckx writes: ‘Although there are many experiences of meaning in any human life, nevertheless it is above all experiences of meaninglessness, of injustice and of innocent suffering that have a revelatory significance par excellence.’43 This revelatory dimension emerges out of a call within the negative experience to active participation in resisting meaninglessness and injustice, a participation in liberative praxis that opens up a deeper knowing of the God of liberation. Schillebeeckx writes:




On the one hand, experiences of suffering just happen to a person, even though this form of experience is a negative mis-experience, thus completely different from the experiences which also just happen but are positive experiences of joy in contemplative, ludic and aesthetic occurrences. On the other hand, the experience of suffering in the sense of a contrast experience or critical negativity creates a bridge toward a possible praxis, which wishes to remove both the suffering and its causes.44





In other words, Schillebeeckx suggests that within the very experience of what is not ‘of God’ comes the very grace from God which enables the person to set up resistance and to work towards creating a world that is truly ‘of God’. This impulse towards praxis is an experience of a lure towards the deepest goals of human being. Schillebeeckx adds:




As a contrast experience, the experience of suffering presumes, after all, an implicit impulse toward happiness. And as an experience of injustice, it presumes at least a dim consciousness of the positive prospects of human integrity. As a contrast experience, it implies indirectly a consciousness of an appeal of and to the humanum. In this sense, activity which overcomes suffering is only possible on the basis of at least an implicit or inchoate anticipation of a possible, coming universal meaning.45





North American theologian Kathleen McManus has applied the category of negative contrast experience in particular to ‘the spiritual suffering of women in the Church’.46 This category has particular relevance for exploring Mary MacKillop’s experience of injustice and spiritual suffering, inflicted upon her by some of her own sisters, but above all by certain bishops and priests. Mary’s letters constantly address this aspect of her life. While the letters reveal the high respect for priesthood so characteristic of the French School of spirituality, at times the depth of inner suffering and her sense of betrayal nevertheless come through. For example, in reference to Father James Nowlan and Bishop Lawrence Shiel, she writes:




Mind, I believe that he [Nowlan] thinks himself justified in what he is doing. I have no unkind feelings towards him, but I distrust him, and cannot love the cold hard spirit with which he would almost force me into his way of thinking … Even our poor Bishop [Shiel] himself has told our friends in the South-East things which are the very opposite of the truth. I must believe that he thought they were the truth, yet indeed it is hard for me to do so. Oh Father, bishops and Priests have an awful power—and terrible in the sight of God must it be if that be abused.47





In his writing about Mary’s spirituality, Bishop James Cuskelly highlights her capacity for forgiveness of those who have unjustly wronged her. ‘For me’, Cuskelly writes, ‘the most striking manifestation of true holiness is to be found in her beautiful and heroic response to unfair and unjust treatment that she received. I marvel at the serenity, the sweet charity, the total respect for priesthood and her belief in the goodness of the motives of those who treated her unfairly.’48 Mary once wrote:




You know how I venerate the priestly character, therefore you can understand what I have suffered since I had to admit that a priest was deliberately in the wrong. I have been able to find excuse for everything but that, not for my own sake, but for the sake of the sacred character of him who could say what was not true. Had the truth been told to the Bishop, would these scandals have come? I forgive him—I forgive all who have had any part in these matters and so do we all.49





Out of such negative contrast experiences Mary comes to experience the very opposite of the crushing blow her enemies want to inflict on her. She says, ‘We have had much sorrow and are still suffering its effects, but sorrow or trial lovingly submitted to does not prevent our being happy—it rather purifies our happiness, and in so doing draws our hearts nearer to God.’50


Certainly it was true for Mary what Schillebeeckx asserts, as noted above that ‘it is above all experiences of meaninglessness, of injustice and of innocent suffering that have a revelatory significance par excellence’.51


However, while believing God to be using her enemies for the purposes of the divine plan, Mary nevertheless refuses to be intimidated; out of her indignation is generated a call to protest. Her determination to take her cause to Rome demonstrates how through her negative contrast experience she feels empowered by divine grace to resist the forces against her. We must be careful, though, not to turn the nineteenth-century Mary, anachronistically, into some radical dissenter against church authority. But she was a resister, and can be seen to be a resister within the biblical and ecclesial prophetic tradition.


It may well be the above thread of Mary’s life-story which makes her so appealing to twenty-first century Australians: the way she stood up to those who were lording it over her, albeit within a very strong sense of respect for priests and the priesthood coming from her formation within the French School of spirituality. Despite and indeed through this resistance, Mary MacKillop experienced God’s grace empowering her to continue nevertheless what she knew to be God’s will and God’s mission.


Mary MacKillop has been officially recognised by the universal church as an authentic embodiment of the Gospel. A critical question nevertheless remains. ‘How can a nineteenth century saint be interpreted in a way that challenges twenty-first century Australians likewise to be authentic embodiments of the Gospel?’ The task is a hermeneutical one, a task which attempts to bridge two worlds, nineteenth century Australia and twenty-first century Australia. That fuller task would require an analysis of the postmodern worldview of many contemporary Australians, in an ‘age of authenticity’52 and self-realisation where the notions of divine providence, ‘God’s will’ and the redemptive value of the cross in human life are treated with skepticism.


As one way of beginning that fuller task, this chapter has proposed that some of the theological categories from Edward Schillebeeckx’s theology might be most useful in setting out some parameters for guiding the enquiry.
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