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Preface and Acknowledgements



In 1965, near the end of the Second Vatican Council, the Roman Catholic Church published Nostra Aetate, a landmark document that seeks to draw humanity closer together through fostering interreligious understanding. In this declaration, the church re-examined its relationship with non-Christian religions in a more positive light than it had in recent history. It acknowledged that other religions also try to answer questions that affect our human existence at the deepest level – the meaning and aims of human life – admitting that ancient and venerable religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism have attempted to answer those questions with sophisticated concepts and languages. 


Fifty years after the publication of Nostra Aetate, this declaration has lost none of its relevance and significance. In an age of globalization, secularization and continuing religious plurality, it is dialogue and not confrontation that can help us to resolve our problems. Since the Second Vatican Council, there have been hope-filled progress and promising developments in interreligious relations as well as periods of disillusionment, disappointment and anguish. There have been theologians who, taking Nostra Aetate seriously, enthusiastically embarked upon interreligious dialogue and imagined a positive role for religious pluralism in their writings and teachings but who were derailed by Joseph Ratzinger. In his speeches and writings, Ratzinger declared war on pluralist theology and its most dangerous correlate – relativism. He did not hesitate to rein in Catholic theologians whom he believed to have strayed from church teaching with the charge that they might adversely affect the faith of simple believers.


This work is a theological interpretation of Ratzinger’s thoughts that involves looking into Ratzinger’s educational, cultural and religious background to reveal his Eurocentric bias, particularly in his ecclesiology, ecumenical theology and attitude towards religious pluralism. Besides revisiting the cases of Tissa Balasuriya, Jacques Dupuis and Peter C. Phan, who were investigated and censured by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, this work also discusses the writings of Paul Knitter and Hans Küng. Through this analysis, it will be seen that Ratzinger’s views attained hegemony over other positions in official Catholic circles not because they were inherently more compatible with the developing Catholic tradition, but because this singularly influential figure systematically used his authority to silence viewpoints that differed from his own.


I would like to thank Lai Pan Chiu and Peter C. Phan for their advice and guidance in writing this book. Thanks to Marie Whitcom for her superb and meticulous editorial assistance. Many friends have also helped me with their proofreading, support and friendship. They are as follow: Patrick Tierney FSC, Mary Gillis CND, Columba Cleary OP, Patrick Chia, Tommy Lam, Josephine Chan, Rosalind Wong, Scott Steinkerchner OP, David Seid OP, Beinidict Macionaoith OP, Javier González OP and Fausto Gómez OP. Some materials in this work are published with permission from: Wipf and Stock Publishers, Ecumenical Trends, The Ecumenical Review, The Ecumenist, Asia Journal of Theology, and Dialogue and Alliance. Last, but not least, special thanks to Novin Doostdar at Oneworld Publications for agreeing to publish this work. I would also like to thank Paul Nash, Laura McFarlane, James Magniac and Elizabeth Hinks for their help in the publication of this work. It is indeed a pleasure working with such an efficient and excellent publishing house. Whatever errors remain, they are my own.


Ambrose Mong OP


St Joseph House, Hong Kong





Introduction



Religious pluralism is thriving and becoming vitally important. This is not only the case in Asia with its myriad religious beliefs and practices, but also in Europe, which has seen the growth and development of many non-Christian religious traditions that compete with its Christian heritage. Joseph Ratzinger, former prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) and now Pope-Emeritus Benedict XVI, is commonly regarded as a conservative theologian who sees religious pluralism as a challenge to the church’s ability to proclaim the gospel with greater fidelity. This means that in the face of multiple religious beliefs, Christians must be convinced of the truth of their faith. In view of this, and as someone who grew up in Singapore, a multicultural and multireligious city-state, which has achieved great success in promoting harmony among different racial groups with their own religious beliefs, I hereby attempt to examine Ratzinger’s thoughts on this issue of religious pluralism in order to evaluate how the official church has responded to the call of the Second Vatican Council to create a dialogue with non-Christian faiths. 


As an accomplished scholar and a prominent member of the Roman Curia, Ratzinger wields authority and influence in his interpretation of Christian doctrine not only for the church, but for secular society as well. Consequently, his writings have great impact with many ramifications. By analysing Ratzinger’s teachings, I hope to contribute to the ongoing discussion on the theology of religious pluralism, a subject that has become urgent in our postmodern society because of the need to understand ‘the other’.


This study attempts to show that Joseph Ratzinger’s teaching on the relationship of Christianity to other religions assumes the normative status of Western philosophical and theological thought. He sincerely believes that the Greek intellectual and cultural expression found in Christianity is part of God’s plan, and the relationship between faith and reason cast in Hellenistic philosophy is part of divine revelation and, hence, part of faith itself. This giving of precedence to Western thought makes him critical and suspicious of theologians operating from a different theological framework. 


For example, in 1994, the CDF, the influential Vatican office Ratzinger had led for thirteen years, investigated and censured Tissa Balasuriya’s book, Mary and Human Liberation, and, in 1997, a Notification of his excommunication was published. On 24 January 2001, the CDF released a Notification concerning Jacques Dupuis’s book, Towards a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism. In September 2007, the CDF investigated Peter C. Phan, a Vietnamese-born theologian, who had argued for a less Eurocentric church in his book, Being Religious Interreligiously. Ratzinger regards the reflections of these three theologians and others not as a theology, but as an ideology that arose from a particular philosophy of a certain period. If this is true, can we not say that Ratzinger’s so-called official theology is also a product of history and of a particular mindset conditioned by his upbringing and education?


Ratzinger tends to see religious pluralism as an expression of relativism. Like John Henry Newman, Alasdair McIntyre and Gavin D’Costa, he is critical of Western theologians influenced by the Enlightenment because in granting equality to all religions, the Enlightenment denied all truth to any of them. This may be justifiable, but the problem is that Ratzinger tends to view theologians operating from a non-Western paradigm in the same light. He seems to regard them as products of post-Enlightenment thinking. The cases of Jacques Dupuis and Peter Phan highlight the fact that, while their theology falls within Catholic orthodoxy, they clashed with Ratzinger on a number of points regarding ecclesiology, praxis and Christology. Ratzinger’s own theological position is not without justification within the Western context, but he fails to recognize the legitimacy of the positions of these ‘dissident theologians’ in the Asian context, which is distant from the post-Enlightenment, European context. 


This work also proposes to show that Ratzinger’s theology is distinctly normative in character. A number of documents from the CDF, signed by Cardinal Ratzinger as prefect, show an attempt to declare as normative his own theological viewpoints. Motivated by his perception of how the church should respond to the modern world, his theological writings are polemical and defensive. He takes a negative view of pluralism, which he equates with relativism, and believes it is important to protect the faith of ordinary believers by censoring dissident theologians. ‘Pluralism’ here is distinct from ‘plurality’ in that pluralism refers to a theory or system that justifies the coexistence of two or more groups. Plurality, on the other hand, simply means a large number of people or things. Thus plurality indicates a fact, while pluralism refers to a theory.


Ratzinger spelt out clearly what he saw as the greatest doctrinal threats of the day: the practical relativism of Europe and America and also Asia’s theology in which Jesus Christ is viewed as no more than another sage comparable to Buddha or the Prophet Muhammad, and Christianity as one of several equally valid religious paths. He believes there is an unseemly closeness between Europe’s post-metaphysical philosophy and Asia’s theology, which can be observed in the phenomenon of religious relativism. If this were true, how might one explain the close affinity of early Christian theologians with Greek philosophy and the use of Hellenistic terms to express the mysteries of the Christian faith? 


In many ways, Ratzinger’s theological viewpoints are antagonistic to and insensitive of religious pluralism. His negative comment on the attraction of Buddhism as ‘spiritual autoeroticism’ has created indignation among its adherents. The uproar over the supposedly anti-Islamic quotation in his Regensburg lecture on 12 September 2006 remains fresh in most minds. Perhaps as an intellectual and academic, Ratzinger was not aware of the grass-root reaction of fervent believers of other faiths before this event had taken place. 


Furthermore, Ratzinger takes a theoretical and dogmatic approach towards interreligious relations. Most of the church’s declarations signed by him begin with an affirmation of the uniqueness and superiority of Catholicism and the necessity of the Catholic Church for the salvation of all humankind. They claim that the church holds the absolute truth on matters religious and that the Bible is the only inspired word of God. Only Christians have theological faith and enjoy the grace of God, whereas all others have, at best, a human religious belief. Interreligious dialogue is seen as part of the evangelizing mission of the church. Somewhat paradoxically, he strongly believes in dialogue with other religions, while stressing the church’s evangelizing mission. This naturally raises the question of whether respect for Asian religions and their vitality demand a rethinking of the church’s mission and an end to efforts to make converts. 


Many Christians in Asia agree that Jesus Christ has to be proclaimed, but they believe that this proclamation has to be through deeds and the witness of life, rather than through words and doctrinal formulations. Asian theology has to do more with orthopraxis than orthodoxy, and the tension is between tradition and experience: Ratzinger stresses adherence to the tradition of the church, while Asian theology calls for adaptation to the lived experience of religious pluralism across the continent. These two approaches, although different, need not be confrontational; they can be harmonized. This means the tradition of the church should be interpreted according to the spirit rather than the letter. In many ways, Joseph Ratzinger challenges Asians to be authentic Christians without betraying their identities.


Related to this central theme is the Ratzinger–Kasper debate on the universal (catholic) church and local churches, a debate which has a large ecumenical dimension and interreligious relation. Ratzinger holds that the universal church is prior to the local church both historically and ontologically. He emphasizes the unity of the universal church. In this age of globalization and inculturation, is it more important than ever to have a centralized office that safeguards the unity of all the particular churches in the essentials of faith, morality and liturgy?


There is a difference in theological approach between the universal church as expressed by Ratzinger and local Asian churches. These differences inevitably spill over to the church’s priorities and its understanding of the role that other religions play in the evangelizing mission. The tension between Rome and Asia has to do with how the church functions in Asia. While Rome is concerned with doctrinal orthodoxy, Asian theology is concerned with dialogue with Asia’s cultures, religions and the poor.


While this study takes a critical view of Joseph Ratzinger’s approach to religious pluralism from an Asian perspective, I also acknowledge the importance of his overall contribution to the church. In Ratzinger’s interview with Peter Seewald, published in Salt of the Earth: The Church at the End of the Millennium, a wide range of topics was covered, including Ratzinger’s biography, and in it many people found inspiration and encouragement because he was able to ‘answer the deeper questions of the human spirit’. According to Vincent Twomey, most theologians attempt to interpret faith in the light of contemporary culture rather than interpret contemporary culture in the light of faith. Thus, today, Christian faith and morals tend to be diluted to suit our hedonistic generation. Ratzinger, in contrast, with his ability to shed new light on old truths in our postmodern world, holds firm to the truths of the faith, without compromise.1 


As the guardian of orthodoxy, it is natural and appropriate for Ratzinger to take a cautious view of religious pluralism and interreligious dialogue. It was only after the Second Vatican Council that the church began to take steps towards understanding other religions. Therefore, interreligious dialogue is a topic that needs further clarification and guidance from the church. The CDF, under Ratzinger’s direction, has provided an authoritative response, but it was not always well received as some theologians mistrust the magisterium. In his capacity as a private scholar, Ratzinger has continued to publish articles and books, offering for critical assessment his personal views on many important issues pertaining to the church and society.2 In short, he is not against new ideas and changes, but rather he rises to the challenges they pose.


While Ratzinger holds fast to his conviction regarding the superiority of Catholic Christianity, he is not closed to appreciating other faiths. He believes that religions are not ‘static’ but ‘dynamic’ entities, and like the cultures they form and express, they are subject to change to the extent that they become ‘open or closed to the universality of truth’.3 Ratzinger believes that all the great world religions and traditions find their source in the great Christian vision of reality: ‘The ethical vision of the Christian faith is not in fact something specific to Christianity but is the synthesis of the great ethical intuitions of mankind from a new center that holds them together.’4 In other words, Christianity is a universal religion that can satisfy the spiritual longing of humankind.


Finally, Joseph Ratzinger’s insights into the problem of truth, tolerance, religion and culture and the wisdom and hope he offers to Western culture may be relevant to Asian societies. Although he is against a religious pluralism that views all religions as equal, he supports a tolerance and freedom that have their basis in truth and are thus compatible with the reality of human nature. The religious landscape in Asia is vibrant and varied and Ratzinger’s understanding of religion as a movement in history can enable different faiths to come together in their search for the truth. He supports a pluralist’s view of religion that is not static but dynamic. It is a plurality that allows different religions to uphold their claims to truth and to their uniqueness. This kind of plurality is better than a pluralism that tries to eliminate all differences in order to reach a consensus on the nature of religious belief.


My methodology will be to present Ratzinger’s theology and other alternative approaches, to highlight the contrasts and parallels in them and to indicate, where appropriate, the extent to which Ratzinger’s theology has influenced the direction he has taken. This will help to bring out the polemical character of his theological viewpoints. I will also attempt to synthesize Ratzinger’s writings in the different areas that are related to the topic of religious pluralism. ‘Disputed questions’ (quaestiones disputatae) such as pluralist theology, theological dissent, relativism and the Christian heritage of Europe that have occupied Ratzinger’s mind will be studied, together with voices from Asia.


The standard typology in the Christian theology of religions – exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism – will also be examined in relation to Ratzinger’s writings on other religions and other Christian churches. Exclusivism has been the church’s predominant attitude throughout its history. It regards other religious beliefs as false. In the Catholic Church we have often interpreted the axiom, extra ecclesiam nulla salus (outside the church there is no salvation) in an ahistorical manner. The expression extra ecclesiam nulla salus is believed to have come from St Cyprian of Carthage, a bishop in the third century. In this context, Cyprian was referring to Christian heretics who were not in union with the universal church. In 1442, the Council of Florence-Ferrara declared that the Holy Church of Rome firmly believes that no one – not just the heathens, but also Jews, heretics and schismatics – outside the Catholic Church can be saved unless they are received into the church before they die.5 


Inclusivism regards the Christian faith as the fulfilment of other religions. This approach has been adopted by the Catholic Church since the Second Vatican Council. Traditional non-Christian religions are seen as genuine expressions of human beings’ longing to answer the most fundamental question regarding their human existence. Religious pluralism holds all legitimate religions to be the same in that they can help us to reach God or find salvation. 


The theology of religions is an important theological subject in view of the growing interest, in the academic world, in the issues of secularism and pluralism. My hope is that this study will provide important reflections regarding Joseph Ratzinger’s understanding of the relationship of the Roman Catholic Church with other Christian churches, non-Christian religions, and the secular world as well. As a contribution to the academic community, this work will not only assist interested readers to have a better grasp of Catholic teachings, it will also help the church to appreciate the beauty of religious pluralism as a sign of God’s abundant love for the world and all its peoples. 


Through a critique of Joseph Ratzinger’s theology, I hope to draw attention to the importance of other theological discourses originating from a non-European context. While I appreciate Ratzinger’s penetrating insights and balanced point of view, my work will serve to highlight the gap between a dogmatic understanding of the faith and the pastoral realities of the Asian church, as well as the difficulties faced by Asian theologians who are trying to make their voices heard in a church still dominated by Western thinking. Regarding this point, I will mention the views of two scholars, Paul Hedges and Robert J. Schreiter.


Looking at the rise of European colonialism by the Spanish, Portuguese, British and Dutch, which resulted in Latin Christianity becoming dominant, Paul Hedges is of the opinion that our view of what is normative Christianity is conditioned by political power and not biblical truth.6 Thus, Hedges contends that the Vincentian canon about the universality of the church is doubtful. Although we must not give up all traditions, he thinks that they are very much related to power struggles. Tradition, therefore, must not be taken as ‘normative in the absolute sense’. In other words, Hedges stresses the fact that, like most systems, Christianity as a religion is tied to its cultural context and there is no such thing as universal truth coming down directly from God.7 Consequently, Hedges believes that we must allow different expressions of Christianity to exist and this implies that the normative pattern of Western theology must be challenged.8 In line with this, this work attempts, with the realities of Asia in mind, to evaluate Joseph Ratzinger’s approach to religious pluralism, ecclesiology, ecumenism and other Western thinking that he regards as ‘ideologies’. 


The point made by Hedges, and particularly by Robert J. Schreiter, is that all theology is ‘contextual’.9 This means that contrary to Ratzinger’s teaching, we cannot assume that Latin Christianity, as taught by the magisterium, is normative, while the Asian approach, for example, is contextual in relation to Rome. Schreiter, in fact, argues that plurality is normative: ‘The universal theologies… were in fact universalizing theologies; that is to say, they extended the results of their own reflections beyond their own contexts to other settings, usually without an awareness of the rootedness of their theologies within their own contexts.’10 This point is also highlighted by the Document of the Office of Theological Concerns of the Federation of the Asian Bishops’ Conference (FABC) which states: ‘The impressive unity in the theological enterprise could only be achieved at the expense of theological pluralism. It is striking how Eurocentric, and even parochial, this theology now appears. The claim of being the universal way of doing theology is negated by the obvious limitation that it really is restricted to the particular context in which it originated.’11


In other words, we cannot favour one theological style such as so-called normative, orthodox Christianity over and above others. Schreiter insists that all theologies must be in relation to other cultural contexts so that we can attend to local needs while at the same time try to develop a theology that is ecumenical.12 Joseph Ratzinger is very well acquainted with the rootedness of his own theology and champions it. As prefect of the CDF and head of the church, he regarded the Western theological discourse as normative and orthodox. This is not surprising and is to be expected, given his background and history, as we shall see in Chapter 1. However, in the religious pluralistic societies of Asia, where Christianity is a minority religion, there should be room for more adaptation and accommodation in its liturgy as well as theological formulations.


There is an urgent need to formulate an Asian theology in response to the challenges of poverty, nationalism, the conflict between tradition and modernity, and colonialism. Given the rich and diverse religions that are an integral part of the societies of Asia, some originating in Asia and some brought by colonizers, these issues are best addressed in the context of dialogue among other Christian churches and between Christian and non-Christian religions. This study concludes with the perspective of the FABC in relation to Joseph Ratzinger’s theological stance on religious pluralism. Constructing an Asian theology, however, lies beyond the scope of this work, but I hope that this study will encourage more scholars to do research in this area.





Chapter 1







Foundations



We will begin with a biographical sketch of Joseph Ratzinger’s life, paying particular attention to his experience of living under the shadow of the Third Reich and the lessons he drew from the horrors of the war. We will trace Ratzinger’s roots in South Eastern Germany and show how his intellectual formation, which accounts for his early opposition to some modern philosophies, shapes his attitude towards the theology of religious pluralism and strengthens his conviction on the superiority of Christianity, Catholic Christianity in particular, over and above any other faith as a path to salvation.


In his ‘Presentation of the Declaration Dominus Iesus’, Joseph Ratzinger expresses his concern regarding the debate on the relationship of Christianity to other religions, believing that there is a widespread acceptance that all religions are of equal value in helping to ain salvation for their members.1 He is particularly worried by the fact that this conviction is accepted not only in theology, but also among the Catholic faithful. Underlying this pluralist theology of religion are the following philosophical and theological presuppositions: the belief that divine truth is ineffable; a relativistic attitude towards truth exists; a deep opposition between Western and Eastern modes of thought exists; subjectivism as the only route to knowledge; an anti-metaphysical approach to theology; superficial eclecticism in theological research and disregard of church tradition in the study of scripture.2 


Ratzinger believes that this kind of thinking eventually leads to seeing the person of Jesus as just another historical figure. It also leads to the denial of the absolute being of the Christian God as revealed in history. There are some ‘moderate theologians’ who, while recognizing Jesus Christ as true God and true man, think that this revelation of God must be seen in relation to other possible revelations, like the other great religious founders. This means that the church, its dogmas and sacraments have no absolute value.3


In view of the above beliefs, Ratzinger laments that the ideology of dialogue has taken the place of mission and the call to conversion, even in Catholic theological discourse. Dialogue is no longer perceived as a way to discover the truth, he complains, but is reduced to ‘an exchange of opinions’ with the purpose of achieving ‘cooperation and integration’ among the different religions.4 Ratzinger thinks that the principle of tolerance promoted by the Second Vatican Council is ‘being manipulated’ to include the acceptance of other religious beliefs as of equal value to Christianity. This kind of tolerance avoids confronting questions of truth. He maintains that if the question of truth is not considered, then it is no longer possible to distinguish between true faith and superstition, and yet the positive value in any religion lies precisely in its truth.5 Ratzinger asserts: 


The good that is present in the various religions offers paths toward salvation and does so as part of the activity of the Spirit in Christ, but the religions themselves do not… Goodness and truth, wherever they may be, come from the Father and are the work of the Holy Spirit. The seeds of the Logos are cast abroad everywhere. Yet we cannot shut our eyes to the errors and illusions that are present in these religions.6


Thus Ratzinger insists that respect and regard for other religious beliefs neither diminishes the ‘unique status’ of Jesus Christ nor restricts the missionary vocation of the church. This motive to evangelize is rooted in the ‘mystery of Christ, who is true God and true man’.7 Ratzinger believes Christianity is flourishing in parts of Asia due to the inherent deficiencies in the local belief systems. This perception of the truth in Christianity and his understanding of the role of the church as a means of salvation and a bastion against perverse ideologies was instilled in Joseph Ratzinger from the time of his early childhood in Bavaria. 


BAVARIAN BACKGROUND


Joseph Aloysius Ratzinger was born on 16 April 1927, in the Bavarian village of Marktl am Inn, just two weeks before Adolph Hitler held the first Berlin rally of his National Socialist German Workers Party (Nazi). Ratzinger was the youngest of three children of a policeman and his wife. In his autobiography, Milestones, Ratzinger stresses the fact that he was born on Holy Saturday and baptized with the newly blessed Easter water. He looks back with fond memories on his family and the solid Catholicism of Bavaria, as evidenced in the liturgy and the faith of simple people. He recalls that ‘The time the family spent in Marktl was not an easy one… But there were many beautiful memories of friendship and neighbourly aid, memories of small family celebrations and of church life.’8 Commenting on the beatification and canonization of Konrad of Parzham (1818–94), a Capuchin friar, he writes, ‘In this humble and thoroughly kind man we saw what is best in our people embodied and led by faith to its most beautiful possibilities… in this century of progress and faith in science, the Church should have found herself represented most clearly in very simple people… who hardly seemed to be touched by the currents of the time.’9


Bavaria is one of the most traditional and conservative regions in Germany, and Aidan Nichols remarks that Ratzinger is very much a Bavarian theologian. It was in Bavaria, a region of wooded hills and small lakes, that the young Ratzinger realized his priestly vocation.10 Ratzinger is also ‘spiritually and culturally Bavarian’ which means that he is most comfortable in a Catholic environment. Consequently, ‘An appreciation for diversity was not something he [Ratzinger] imbibed growing up, and a preference for homogeneity remains part of his character.’11 This reluctance to appreciate diversity, coupled with his belief in the superiority of the Roman Catholic faith and the Catholic Church as the sole path towards the fullness of salvation, won him many critics as well as supporters.


Ratzinger grew up in the shadow of Nazism: Hitler came to power in 1933 when Ratzinger was six and the war ended in 1945 when he was eighteen. Although Ratzinger’s family opposed National Socialism, John Allen has observed that the rise of Nazism resulted in a revival of community values and authority, and a positive attitude towards faith and sacrifice: ‘This wave of traditionalism carried Hitler to power, but it also produced yearning and hope within the church… It was in some ways a romantic, optimistic time for German Catholicism, and that is the context in which Joseph Ratzinger’s religious imagination took shape.’12


In 1939, Ratzinger entered the minor seminary in Traunstein, which is the name of the city as well as the county. Eventually, the seminary was transformed into a military hospital and Ratzinger returned to the gymnasium where he discovered the great literature of Goethe and Schiller. In his memoirs, he stressed the value of classical languages taught at the school: ‘Latin, as the foundation of one’s whole education, was then still taught with old-fashioned rigor and thoroughness, something I have remained grateful for all my life.’ Ratzinger has also observed that a classical education in Latin and Greek antiquity ‘created a mental attitude that resisted seduction by a totalitarian ideology’.13 Thus we can see that Ratzinger is steeped in humanistic studies and classical languages that played an important part in the development of his theological beliefs. 


LESSONS FROM THE WAR


Drafted into Hitler’s army in September 1944 when he was seventeen, Joseph Ratzinger had to endure the ‘fanatical ideologues who tyrannized us without respite’.14 On 19 June 1945, he was released from the army and returned home. The horrors of the Third Reich made a great impact on his life and thinking. Ratzinger’s view of the Catholic Church as a bulwark against totalitarian ideology is a direct result of the fact that Catholicism presented itself as a real challenge to the authority of National Socialism in Germany. He believes Catholicism can contribute to the cause of human dignity only by ‘maintaining its own inner strength and discipline’. Only a unified church, firm in its core teachings, can resist the forces of military dictatorship.15 Recalling his childhood, Ratzinger writes:


I grew up in a family which really practiced its faith. The faith of my parents, of our Church, confirmed for me that Catholicism was a citadel of truth and righteousness against the realm of atheism and deceit which nazism represented. The collapse of the regime proved to me that the Church’s premonitions were right.16


He has stressed the fact that his father was very critical of the Nazis to the extent of even voicing his anger against Hitler to the faces of the SS men who lodged in their home: ‘My father… was one who with unfailing clairvoyance saw that a victory of Hitler’s would not be a victory for Germany but rather a victory of the Anti-Christ that would surely usher in apocalyptic times for all believers, and not only for them.’17 Ratzinger is certain that it was his father’s Bavarian patriotism and staunch Catholic faith that allowed him to see the evil of National Socialism. 


Ratzinger is convinced of the Catholic Church’s opposition to Nazism. At Dachau, more than 1,000 priests were killed, and about 12,000 religious persons, representing thirty-six percent of the clergy, were persecuted at that time.18 He writes: ‘No one doubted that the Church was the locus of all our hopes. Despite many human failings, the Church was the alternative to the destructive ideology of the brown rulers; in the inferno that had swallowed up the powerful, she had stood firm with a force coming to her from eternity’.19 In the Ratzinger Report, Ratzinger characterizes the Catholic Church as ‘a bastion against totalitarian derangement’.20 John Allen says Ratzinger, today, believes that ‘the best antidote to political totalitarianism is ecclesial totalitarianism’.21 This means that the church must be authoritarian, clear in what it teaches and believes. In other words, only a pure church of unsullied belief and unity can effectively fight a political dictatorship. 


John Allen also argues that Ratzinger’s perception of the role of the Catholic Church during Hitler’s time is based on a selective reading of the historical evidence. The truth is that during the Nazi era, the Catholic Church had, in some quarters, supported Hitler. Allen believes that Ratzinger’s positive assessment of the church’s moral courage is distorted and one-sided, writing: ‘One gets the impression that the Third Reich has meaning for Ratzinger today primarily as an object lesson about church and culture, and only the details consistent with that argument have passed through the filter of his memory.’22 Indeed, the church’s war record revealed the temptation of the bishops to negotiate with the Nazis in order to preserve church institutions. 


Allen’s comment is not exactly fair because Ratzinger is actually very much aware of this problem with the bishops when he writes in his memoirs: ‘Already then it dawned on me that, with their insistence on preserving institutions, these letters [pastoral] in part misread the reality. I mean that merely to guarantee institutions is useless if there are no people to support those institutions from inner conviction.’23 There is enough historical evidence to show that the Catholic Church in Germany did compromise itself by negotiating with Hitler to protect its assets and Ratzinger does not deny it. He admits that ‘while the Catholic Church can make tactical pacts, for the sake of lesser evil’, by its nature, it cannot be tied to the state. The church is ‘a bastion against totalitarian derangement’.24


An important lesson that Ratzinger learned from the war was the danger of preserving institutional ties. He believes the church would be better off if it did not depend too much on its universities, schools and hospitals, but relied more on its orthodox faith. He prefers a smaller but purer church. As such, he mistrusts national bishops’ conferences, which he saw, during the war and later, as acting in self-interest and not sacrificing for the sake of the gospel. Ratzinger is suspicious of episcopal conferences when they try to act like autonomous national bodies. He understands the danger of institutionalism because of having witnessed the church’s attempt to reach a compromise with Nazism in order to protect its own schools and hospitals. 


Ratzinger claims that during the Nazi campaign, the state had attempted to transform Lutheran Christianity into a German Christianity in order to reinforce its absolute rule. This led Heinrich Schlier, a member of the Confessing Evangelical Church, to realize that ‘theology either exists in the church and from the church, or it does not exist at all’. If theology is left on its own, without church support, Ratzinger argues, it becomes ‘the plaything of the ruling powers’.25 Thus he insists that theology must be tied to the church and that ‘any other freedom is a betrayal both of itself and of the object entrusted to it’.26 The office of teaching theology requires the guidance of the church magisterium without which it can be manipulated to serve totalitarianism, as Ratzinger had witnessed in the National Socialist State of Germany. Theology serves either the church or the powers that be. Ratzinger insists that theology must be rooted in the ecclesiastical life: ‘a church without theology impoverishes and blinds, while a churchless theology melts away into caprice’.27 


Anton Wessels also claims that Nazism was against the God of Abraham and Christianity. It sought ‘to exterminate both the Jews and Christianity and replace them with a revival of Teutonic paganism’.28 According to him, ‘in the 1930s a Germanic theology came into being, represented by “German Christians”. These Christians made a reprehensible concession to this reviving Germanic paganism by accepting the ideology and practice of National Socialism.’29


The Third Reich instilled in Ratzinger the importance of condemning evil in his lifetime which he prefers to do through the academic tradition of essays and books. David Gibson says that Ratzinger would avoid ugly confrontations: ‘Maintaining a safe distance from the messiness of the temporal world, and pledging allegiance only to the pure ideal, would be a leitmotif for the rest of his life.’30 Ratzinger’s positive experience of the church during the war influenced his attitude towards political theology and the theology of religious pluralism that attempts to minimize the role of the church. It gives us an insight into the way, as prefect of the CDF, he treats the theology of liberation and theology of religions, which he perceives as deviating from magisterial teaching and confusing the simple faithful.


PRIESTLY STUDIES


Ratzinger entered the seminary at Freising in November 1945. He was grateful for the opportunity to make a new start, to serve the church and its people. 


As well as enjoying the community life of the seminary, he was glad to be back with his books: ‘Together with this came a hunger for knowledge that had grown in the years of famine, in the years when we had been delivered up to the Moloch of power, so far from the realm of the spirit.’31 Besides theology, he read literary works and books on science so as to keep in touch with the world. He was influenced by the work of Aloys Wenzel, a philosopher from Munich, who tried to show that the deterministic worldview of science, which denied God, had been dispelled by a new openness towards the unknown.32 As we shall see, all these readings came to influence his analysis of the crisis in Europe at the present time.


In theology and philosophy, Ratzinger looked up to Romano Guardini, Josef Pieper, Theodor Häcker and Peter Wust. The writings of John Henry Newman were introduced to him by the prefect of studies, Alfred Läpple. Ratzinger was also acquainted with the thought of Heidegger and Nietzsche.33 He had a solid intellectual training even at this stage, which included humanistic and scientific studies on top of the usual priestly curriculum.


In his philosophical studies, Ratzinger was excited about the prospect of returning to metaphysics ‘which had been inaccessible since Kant’. Studying Martin Buber’s philosophy of personalism was a spiritual experience for him. Ratzinger associated personalism with the Confessions of St Augustine with its powerful human passion. However, he had problems penetrating the ‘crystal-clear logic’ of St Thomas Aquinas which he found too rigid: ‘neoscholastic Thomism… was simply too far afield from my own questions… But we, being young, were questioners above all.’34 On the whole, he had a good foundation in philosophy due to the efforts of a young professor, Jakob Fellermeir, who gave him a comprehensive view of the ‘intellectual struggle’ in the Western tradition, starting with Socrates.35


STUDIES IN MUNICH


On 1 September 1947, Ratzinger entered the Herzogliches Georgianum, the theological institute attached to the University of Munich, which offered a rigorous course of study for priests who wanted to pursue an academic career in theology. Although the living quarters were crowded and the library inadequate, Ratzinger enjoyed walking through the beautiful park nearby, ‘immersed in all sorts of thoughts’. This is the place where all his early decisions in life were made.36


Among the many distinguished professors, Ratzinger regarded Friedrich Wilhelm Maier, professor of New Testament exegesis, as the star of the new faculty at the Herzogliches Georgianum. Maier was the pioneer of the ‘two-source theory’ that is now generally accepted by most scholars.37 According to this theory, the Gospel of Mark was written first before CE 70, followed by those of Matthew and Luke, which have nodding references to Mark. In addition, Matthew and Luke also depended on a collection of sayings of Jesus, the ‘Q’ source (from the German word Quelle or source). This contradicts the ancient tradition that regarded Matthew as the oldest gospel. Ratzinger says Maier’s thesis ‘was perceived to be a surrender to liberalism’. Persecuted by Rome, Maier was not allowed to teach. Although Maier ‘harboured a certain bitterness against Rome’, Ratzinger says that he was ‘a man of deep faith and a priest who took great pains in the priestly formation of the young men entrusted to him’.38 Years later, Ratzinger, as prefect of the CDF, was perceived by his critics as a persecutor of dissident theologians.


Ratzinger characterizes Maier’s theological orientation as ‘a liberalism restricted by dogma’. This implies that Maier looked upon dogma ‘not as a shaping force, but only as a shackle, a negation, and a limit in the construction of theology’.39 Ratzinger sees something positive in Maier’s method in that it offers a direct approach to studying the scripture that in the past was restricted by dogmatic considerations. The Bible can now speak to us with newness and immediacy. However, Ratzinger believes that dogma is necessary to counteract those aspects of the liberal method that dilute the Bible and he calls for a ‘balance between liberalism and dogma’.40 At any rate, exegesis has remained the centre of Ratzinger’s theological writings because of the interest that Maier had instilled in him.41


The Old Testament was taught by Friedrich Stummer who impressed Ratzinger with his ‘scholarly carefulness’. From Stummer, Ratzinger learned that the New Testament is ‘not a different book of a different religion’ but ‘an interpretation of “the Law, the Prophets and the Writings”. ’ Ratzinger maintains that the Old Testament books had not been finalized at the time of Jesus. They were ‘open-ended’ and Judaism actually began during the first century after Christ with the ‘end of the formation of the canons’.42 He argues that ‘the Christian faith described in the New Testament are two ways of appropriating Israel’s Scriptures, two ways that, in the end, are both determined by the position one assumes with regard to the figure of Jesus of Nazareth. The Scripture we today call Old Testament is in itself open to both ways’.43 Needless to say, this understanding of the scripture has important ramifications in interreligious dialogue, especially in relation with the Jewish religion.


JUDAISM AND CHRISTIANITY


In Many Religions – One Covenant, Ratzinger stresses the close bond between Judaism and Christianity based on Matthew’s account of the Magi. The Epiphany shows that ‘pagans can discover Jesus and worship him as Son of God and Saviour of the world only by turning toward the Jews and receiving from them the messianic promise as contained in the Old Testament’.44 At the same time, Ratzinger insists that Christianity ‘fulfils’ Judaism, quoting St Augustine, ‘The New Testament lies hidden in the Old; the Old is made explicit in the New.’45 He has suggested that Jews could be fully true to their heritage by becoming Christians. Naturally, many Jewish leaders were upset by Ratzinger’s comment.46 His theological position on Judaism, Jewish history and scripture was perceived to be deeply offensive to some.


Ratzinger’s understanding of Judaism in relation to Christianity seems to have shifted in his second volume of Jesus of Nazareth, published in 2011. He argues that the urgency of preaching the gospel in apostolic times was due not so much to the need for each person to know the message of Jesus Christ in order to gain salvation, but rather to this ‘grand conception of history – if the world was to arrive at its destiny, the Gospel had to be brought to all nations’.47 This understanding brings us to the question regarding the conversion of the Jews. Ratzinger admits that in the past, there were many misunderstandings, with grave consequences, regarding this issue. He quotes the advice given by Bernard of Clairvaux to Pope Eugene III on this matter: ‘Granted, with regards to the Jews, time excuses you; for them a determined point in time has been fixed, which cannot be anticipated.’48 


To reinforce this new reflection, Ratzinger also quotes from Hildegard Brem’s comment on Clairvaux: ‘In the light of Romans 11:25, the Church must not concern herself with the conversion of the Jews, since she must wait for the time fixed for this by God, “until the full number of the Gentiles come in” (Rom. 11:25). On the contrary, the Jews themselves are a living homily to which the Church must draw attention, since they call to mind the Lord’s suffering (cf. Ep 363)…’49 Consequently, while Ratzinger still believes that Christianity ultimately fulfils Judaism, thus overshadowing it, he also recognizes the complementarity of the Jewish and Christian faiths in our current age.


PROFESSOR, PREFECT AND POPE 


After his ordination as a priest on 20 June 1951, Joseph Ratzinger worked as an assistant priest at a parish in the Archdiocese of Munich while pursuing postgraduate studies. He obtained a doctorate and later a Habilitation in theology from the University of Munich. Later, as a professor of theology, he taught at the Freising seminary (1958), the University of Bonn (1959–63) and the University of Münster (1964–6).50


Ratzinger participated in the Second Vatican Council, first as the adviser to Cardinal Josef Frings of Cologne, and later as an official peritus. He was one of the founding fathers of the international journal, Concilium, and became an important member of the International Theological Commission. From 1966–9, Ratzinger occupied the chair of dogmatic theology at Tübingen and wrote important works on the Christian faith and ecclesiology. These writings reveal his cautious approach to interpreting the Council. Ratzinger believes the Second Vatican Council’s aggiornamento must not degenerate into liberalization of the faith and of the church itself.51


The student riots of 1968 shocked Ratzinger greatly with their anti-establishment attitude. Thus, in 1969, he decided to teach at the newly established University of Regensburg in his native Bavaria. At this time, Ratzinger began to question the success of modernity and his initial willingness to be open to the world disappeared. He believed the malaise in the church was the result of indiscriminate adaptation of the Christian faith to the world. Hence, he questioned the influence of Gaudium et Spes, a Second Vatican Council document with which he was ill at ease.52 


In 1972, Ratzinger, together with Hans Urs von Balthasar, Karl Lehman, Henri de Lubac and other theologians, founded a new theological journal, Communio, to counteract the liberal influence of Concilium. This newly launched journal would become a forum for Ratzinger to express his theological ideas.53


On 24 March 1974, Ratzinger was made archbishop of Munich-Freising. Three months later, on 27 June, he was promoted to the Cardinalate by Pope Paul VI. Pope John Paul II appointed Cardinal Ratzinger as prefect of the CDF on 25 November 1981. A ‘champion of orthodoxy’, Ratzinger became very influential and helped to shape the Vatican’s theological outlook and policy. As prefect of the CDF and as head of the International Theological Commission (ITC), he tightened up discipline in matters of faith and morals and dealt decisively with instances of theological dissent.54


Besides being the prefect of the CDF, Ratzinger remained a theologian in his own personal capacity and published important works that include Principles of Catholic Theology: Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology (1987), Church, Ecumenism and Politics: New Essays in Ecclesiology (1988 and 2008), The Nature and Mission of Theology: Essays to Orient Theology in Today’s Debates (1995), The Spirit of the Liturgy (2000) and Value in a Time of Upheaval (2006). Many of his works as a private theologian were meant to clarify and defend official church positions. Some of his favourite themes in ecclesiology include the primacy of the pope, relationship between church and politics, and the uniqueness of Christ and salvific necessity of the church in relation to interreligious dialogue.55 His first papal encyclical was Deus Caritas Est (25 December 2005), followed by Spes Salvi (30 November 2007) and Caritas in Veritate (28 June 2009). He continues to publish in his own private capacity. In Jesus of Nazareth (2007), Ratzinger stresses the distinction between his official teaching position and his private opinion as a theologian.56 


Ratzinger’s theological viewpoints come from his reading of the church fathers, especially Augustine and Bonaventure. His doctoral dissertation, The People and the House of God in Augustine’s Doctrine of the Church was defended in 1953 and his Habilitationsschrift (post-doctoral thesis) involved a study of Bonaventure’s theology of history. 


ST AUGUSTINE 


Ratzinger describes himself as a ‘decided Augustinian’. He follows the Augustinian credo ut intelligam maxim, according to which belief is a necessary prerequisite for understanding, ‘just as creation comes from reason and is reasonable, faith is, so to speak, the fulfilment of creation and thus the door to understanding’.57 As a student, he found scholasticism too dry and impersonal, but in the works of Augustine (354–430), he found ‘the passionate, suffering, questioning man is always right there, and you can identify with him’.58 Alfred Läpple, the prefect in Ratzinger’s seminary in Freising, in an interview given soon after Ratzinger was elected pope, says, ‘He’s not interested in defining God by abstract concepts. An abstraction – he once told me – didn’t need a mother.’59


As a writer, Ratzinger continues to draw inspiration from Augustinian thought as he says, ‘Augustine has kept me company for more than twenty years. I have developed my theology in a dialogue with Augustine, though naturally I have tried to conduct this dialogue as a man of today.’60 He acknowledges that Augustine’s theology grew out of ‘polemic against error’, for without error, ‘movement of a living, spiritual kind is hardly thinkable’.61 


Augustine said, ‘Seek not to understand that you may believe, but believe that you may understand.’ This is what Ratzinger would have written, for he believes that faith is a gift from God and the dogmas of the church cannot be changed. His theology and intellectual gifts are not meant to create new things, but to preserve what God has revealed and to teach the faithful the truth of the gospel. He says, ‘This is His Church and not a laboratory for theologians…We are servants and don’t ourselves determine what the Church is.’62 In fact, Ratzinger believes that the crisis in the Catholic faith lies in the misunderstandings of the nature of the church. He writes:


My impression is that the authentically Catholic meaning of the reality ‘Church’ is tacitly disappearing, without being expressly rejected. Many no longer believe that what is at issue is a reality willed by the Lord himself. Even with some theologians, the Church appears to be a human construction, an instrument created by us and one which we ourselves can freely reorganize according to the requirements of the moment.63


Ratzinger fears that without a spiritual view of the church, but with only a sociological understanding, Christology loses its divine substance. The church becomes just a human organization and the gospel becomes just a ‘Jesus-project’.64


Ratzinger’s interest in St Augustine led to writing his doctoral dissertation entitled The People and the House of God in Augustine’s Doctrine of the Church. In this work, Ratzinger identifies two main points in Augustine’s ecclesiology: his understanding of the church as the people of God and his concept of love in his presentation of the church as the ‘house of God’. In his youth, Augustine’s struggle with authority and scepticism led him eventually to the notion of faith, which included joining the universal church: ‘Because of man’s wounding through sin, the Church now becomes a necessary stage in the ascent of the soul to Wisdom.’65 


In ancient times, it was believed that salvation could be attained only by a few enlightened people. Augustine was attracted to the Christian claim to be the ‘royal highway’ to salvation, universally accessible to all people, and the church which offered to mediate on behalf of both the learned and simple folk. He accepted communion with the church as ‘a way of faith’ rather than as a purely ‘metaphysical search’ current in his time. He had realized that truths come from faith.66 In his Confessions, Augustine laments that the vision of God cannot be sustained in our memory due to our human weakness. He also realizes that a human being cannot take the ‘divine “food” in its pure form’, but needs the help of the church.67


Initially, Augustine’s understanding of the church and the Christian faith was philosophical. His writings dealt with Platonist themes. However, he gradually moved towards the ‘salvation-historical’ approach to the scripture, which appeals to Ratzinger. Augustine started from a ‘metaphysical theology’ and moved towards ‘a more historical understanding of Christianity’. The concrete historical form of Christianity is the church: ‘The historical saving activity of God and its living presence in the Church… belong entirely within the provisional and transient sphere of mundus hic.’68 


At a later date, Augustine identified the church, the people of God, in the concrete world of reality. In the same way, as Ratzinger sees it, the human person is no longer just a sensuous being, but lives ‘according to itself, serving its own purposes’. At the same time, the spiritual is not just the ‘ideal’, but lives according to God’s will. Ratzinger affirms Augustine’s transformation of the Neoplatonic dualism of the world into historical terms of accepting or rejecting God’s grace, which is closer to the biblical view of human existence.69 Needless to say, the necessity of the church for salvation, in Augustinian thought, remains ingrained in Ratzinger’s theology and shaped his rather negative attitude towards religious pluralism.


In Augustine’s theology, Ratzinger highlights charity in the ecclesiological context. This is called ‘objective charity’ and it means ‘belonging to the Church, and more specifically to that Church which itself lives in charity… in eucharistic love-relationship with (other Christians in) the whole world’.70 The real meaning of charity in this context is grace and the Holy Spirit. The ‘holy Church’ is found within the Catholic Church, but is not identified with it. The Catholic Church consists of saints and sinners, growing together until the Kingdom comes. Ratzinger writes: ‘Augustine can say: The Catholic Church is the true Church of the holy. Sinners are not really in her… But on the other hand, he can stress that it is no part of the Church’s business to discharge such sinners… It is the Lord’s task, who will awaken her (at the End) and give her the true form of her holiness.’71 Augustine’s philosophical understanding of salvation is now transformed into ‘being in the Church’ and ‘being-in-love’. He has made the church a crucial aspect of our salvation in Christ and he uses the term ‘people of God’ on three levels: Israel, the spiritual church and the Catholic Church.72


Ratzinger, in his study of Augustine, also shows us how the sacrifice of Christ becomes the sacrifice of all humanity. This means that no one lives outside the ‘true worship… of the City of God’. We are all united with Christ by his spirit which is also his grace: charity is spread all over the world, in the hearts of men and women, by the Holy Spirit. This charity enables us to transcend the boundaries of individuals and to enter into communion with the church which is Christ’s body, found in the sacrament of the Eucharist.73


In the The Ratzinger Report, Ratzinger says that he would like to write on original sin if he went back to academia: ‘In fact, if it is no longer understood that man is in a state of alienation… one no longer understands the necessity of Christ the Redeemer.’ He believes the ‘whole structure of the faith is threatened by this’.74 This is another of Ratzinger’s Augustinian traits. In Confessions, Augustine reveals his pessimism regarding human nature. He stresses the perdition of humankind and man’s total dependence on God’s grace to find salvation. The conversion of Augustine interests Ratzinger greatly because it deals with the saint’s return to God, then to his church where the incarnate Logos, Jesus Christ, resides. Augustine’s conversion, from a philosophical standpoint, leads one to the question of religion. The question of ontology and metaphysics is fundamental here. Ratzinger believes contemporary philosophy and theology must return to the ultimate principle that the pluralists and relativists of theology have abandoned.


In his interview with Peter Seewald, Ratzinger says, ‘I have never tried to create a system of my own, an individual theology… The point of departure is first of all the word. That we believe the word of God, that we try really to get to know and understand it, and then, as I said, to think it together with the great masters of the faith. This gives my theology a somewhat biblical character and also bears the stamp of the Fathers, especially Augustine.’75 As a theologian, Ratzinger is praised for his scholarship rather than for his creativity. His critics consider this his weakness while his supporters think it is his forte. I am inclined to agree with Vincent Twomey who thinks that Ratzinger is an original and critical thinker.76


ST BONAVENTURE 


In his introduction to the study of St Bonaventure (1221–74), Joseph Ratzinger claims that people are concerned with philosophical and theological issues in times of ‘great crisis in the historical process itself’. He gives the example of Augustine’s City of God which deals with the critical self-questioning concerning the fall of Rome as the first high point of reflection. At such times, people are more acutely aware of the transitory nature of life. The second high point of such self-questioning is found in Bonaventure’s examination of the biblical story of creation in his Collationes in Hexaemeron.77 Ratzinger’s postdoctoral dissertation entitled The Theology of History in St Bonaventure was also very much in the Augustinian tradition. It is an analysis of this great Franciscan theologian’s interpretation of the concept of history held by the twelfth century mystic and prophet, Joachim of Fiore (1135–1202). 


The idea of salvation history was becoming popular in Catholic theology in the 1950s. It had given new understanding to the idea of revelation as not just simply ‘a communication of truths to the intellect but as a historical action of God in which truth becomes gradually unveiled’.78 Neoscholasticism had confined the idea of revelation to the intellectual realm. As a ‘decided Augustinian’, this new historical understanding of revelation excited Ratzinger. In time, his understanding of revelation as the act of God showing himself and not the object he reveals, manifests itself as the basis for the Second Vatican Council’s document, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, to which Ratzinger contributed a great deal. However, at the time of his Habilitation, it was still not accepted, especially by Professor Schmaus, one of the readers of his thesis.79


In his research on this topic, Ratzinger had found out that the concept of ‘revelation’ as we know it now was foreign to theologians in the thirteenth century. During the High Middle Ages, revelation was thought of as an act in which God shows himself, and ‘not to the objectified result of this act’. This means that revelation is a dynamic process. The receiving subject is always part of revelation and, thus, if no one is there to receive it, revelation does not occur. It follows that ‘revelation requires a someone who apprehends it’.80 Ratzinger argues that if Bonaventure is right, then revelation comes before scripture. Revelation is not simply identical with scripture, but is greater than what is written. Ratzinger also claims that there can be no such thing as purely sola scriptura because ‘an essential element of Scripture is the Church as understanding subject, and with this the fundamental sense of tradition is already given’.81 


According to Augustine, history was transitory as shown by the rise and fall of empires. Only the ‘citizenry of God’ remains. Its ‘sacramental expression is the Church’, the people of God journeying towards the heavenly city of Jerusalem. This Augustinian concept of time has been replaced by Joachim’s understanding of history, from which we can trace the origin of modernity.82 In Collationes in Hexaemeron, Bonaventure reinterprets Joachim of Fiore’s concept of history in the sense that he does not entirely reject the idea, as Thomas Aquinas did.


Joachim divided history into three epochs as divine progression: that of the Father (the Old Testament or period of the patriarchs), the Son (the Church since the New Testament or period of the priests) and, finally, the Holy Spirit (the period of the laity) ‘which was about to break into history’.83 In the third period, the age of the laity, Joachim believed the structures of the state and church would give way to a perfect society of free persons, led by the Holy Spirit from within. This exciting concept of history which Voegelin calls ‘the immanentization of the eschaton’ means that the end of history is ‘the product of history’s own inner movement toward ever greater perfection’, in other words, ‘the Kingdom of God on earth’. Our modern understanding of ‘progress’ has its roots in this philosophy from which diverse ideologies such as socialism and liberal capitalism sprang up. It affects our society profoundly and gives rise to aggressive secularism and even evolution.84 In fact, according to Eric Voegelin, the origin of modernity can be traced to the ideas of Joachim of Fiore.85 


Joachim’s Gnostic speculations were being adopted by some Franciscans known as ‘spirituals’. Their radical interpretation, of Franciscan poverty, combined with Joachim’s apocalyptic interpretation, created a revolutionary movement. Joachim believed he had found a basis in scripture for his belief that a time would come when the Church of the Spirit would arise and the sons of St Francis of Assisi would initiate this new age. This interpretation created tension in the Franciscan Order and brought the spirituals out into open conflict with church authorities.86 The spirituals threatened to split the Franciscan Order into two factions and create a schism. Bonaventure, the minister general, had to deal with this crisis by addressing Joachim’s theories, which had been adopted by the spirituals. 


Bonaventure acknowledged the possibility of a new age in human history exemplified in the person of St Francis of Assisi. His response to the Joachimite question consisted, ‘not in a total rejection’ but in a ‘corrective interpretation’. Whereas the Joachimites went against tradition in following their leader, Bonaventure interpreted him within tradition. Aidan Nichols says that Ratzinger agreed with this ‘ecclesial reinterpretation’ of the radical theologians in preference to outright dismissal.87 Gediminas T. Jankunas believes this shows that Ratzinger was not the absolutist depicted in the media. He ‘never leaves out any traces of truth’. There are always some elements of truth in any important theory and those elements must be singled out so that they can help to create a common ground.88 I think this is a misguided understanding of Ratzinger’s theological position. Rather, Ratzinger is convinced that ‘an error is all the more dangerous, the greater that grain of truth is, for then the temptation it exerts is all the greater’.89


Nonetheless, Ratzinger, in his thesis, approves Bonaventure’s treatment of Joachim, but he goes further in claiming that Catholic doctrine teaches only one ‘new age’ – the second coming of Christ. Ratzinger also warns against Bonaventure’s tolerance of Joachim: ‘For, in a certain sense, a new, second “End” is set up next to Christ. Even though Christ is the centre, the one who supports and bears all things, still he is no longer simply that telos in whom all things flow together and in whom the world is ended and overcome.’90 


The significance of this study is important for understanding Ratzinger’s treatment of modern ideologies. His future dealings with philosophical and theological issues are likely to be deeply influenced by his study of Bonaventure’s analysis of Joachim’s concept of history. This is particularly true in his treatment of liberation theology based on a Marxist understanding of history, which has its roots in Joachim’s theory. Ratzinger accused liberation theologians of trying to establish the Kingdom of God on earth, of doing away with the institutional church and replacing spirituality with politics. The conclusion that Nichols draws is this: ‘Before the name “liberation theology” was ever heard of, Ratzinger had to arrive at some judgment about this uncanny thirteenth-century anticipation of liberationist eschatology.’91 


ST BENEDICT


Joseph Ratzinger was elected pope on 19 April 2005, during the fourth ballot in the Sistine Chapel, and he chose the name Benedict XVI. He wanted to continue to be a pope of peace, overcoming theological division within the church and reaching out to the Eastern churches, as did Benedict XV. Ratzinger, as Pope Benedict XVI, in his first homily, hinted that he would promote dialogue within the church, to heal real divisions, and also dialogue with other Christian churches and non-Christian religions.


By taking the name of Benedict of Nursia (480–547), who was patron saint of Europe and considered one of the leading pioneers of Western monasticism and father of Western civilization, Ratzinger demonstrated his intention to focus on the church in Europe, which is going through a crisis of aggressive secularism. Although the Catholic Church in Latin America, Africa and Asia is flourishing, Europe needs to revive itself and to rediscover its Christian soul. The West not only exports technology, but also ideologies such as liberal capitalism and Marxism; both home grown in European soil. The philosophy of the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ promotes distrust of all traditions and authorities, which some believe is the cause of the crisis in Europe.92 The churches in Europe are sick and they must be healed before they do further damage and spread their disease to other parts of the world.93


Joseph Ratzinger thinks the recovery of the Christian roots of Europe is the only cure for the continent’s spiritual malaise. These roots are found not only in scripture and church tradition, but also in Greek philosophy and the Roman legal system.94 From this Western perspective, it does seem that Ratzinger’s whole life has been a preparation for this papacy. His early life experience and education based on the study of the classics, literature, philosophy and theology in the best of European and Enlightenment traditions prepared him well for this enormous task of combating modern secular ideologies and preserving Catholic orthodoxy in the West. He is considered by some to be the most accomplished theologian to hold the papacy in a thousand years. However, in subsequent chapters, I will attempt to argue that in spite of his intellectual prowess, Joseph Ratzinger’s theology lacks sensitivity towards the Asian traditions with their plurality of religions and cultures because of his Western presuppositions. Besides, there are some who question whether reviving European Christian roots is appropriate for contemporary pluralistic Western societies.


ONLY THE TRUTH WILL SET YOU FREE 


Some critics believe that Joseph Ratzinger had been transformed from a liberal theologian, in his younger days, into a conservative one as the years progressed. It is not exactly fair to label people as either conservative or liberal, terms that often reflect unexamined prejudices to which most of us are prone. In fact, Ratzinger himself has argued that ‘labeling a person conservative is practically synonymous with social excommunication, for it means, in today’s language, that such a one is opposed to progress, closed to what is new and, consequently, a defender of the old, the obscure, the enslaving; that he is an enemy of the salvation that change is expected to bring about’.95 


It is more correct, therefore, to say that there is continuity in Ratzinger’s writings that are creative and original. His writings are characterized by his pastoral concern to protect the simple faithful against erroneous ideas and by his duty to clarify church teachings and to respond to the challenges posed to the church by religious pluralism. Having a critical and sharp mind, Ratzinger is an independent thinker, unmoved by any fad or fashion prevailing in the church or the world. While many theologians are still caught up in the liberal thinking of the late 1960s, Ratzinger, reading the signs of the times, has moved forward.96 Thus, it is not correct to label his writings as conservative or liberal; they are characterized by his passion for the truth, to search for the truth and to safeguard the truth. It is this desire for the truth that helps him to be in dialogue with those who have disagreed with him. In other words, he is open to correction because he believes that truth will ultimately prevail.97 


Ratzinger’s theological position, therefore, can be summarized in one phrase: ‘Only the truth will set you free’ (John 8:23). To live a life of holiness is to live according to the truth, revealed by God, through Jesus Christ.98 This means that a person must reject the human pride and ‘absolute self-determination’ that positivism, relativism and Marxism promote. It requires a true conversion, an opening up to God who is so much greater. Only then can we discover ‘the truth as love, as a person’. For Ratzinger, ‘Salvific truth was definitely revealed in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as personal love beyond death and is articulated in the Christian tradition’.99 


Ratzinger constantly stresses that this truth, the subject of faith, is entrusted to the Catholic Church. The human person can only receive faith from the church which, in turn, does not draw faith from itself, but from Jesus Christ. It is the church’s prime duty to guard this truth so that it remains the truth and is not lost in history. It is in the ‘sacramental structure of reality’ that salvation and truth come to us.100


Modern secular society has problems in accepting an already given truth. There is a fundamental conflict between Christian faith and contemporary Western thinking, which also claims the ‘prerogative of absolute self-determination’. In Principles of Catholic Theology, Ratzinger says that in the past, the problem of the relationship between ‘being’ and ‘time’ was solved in favour of ‘being’. But after Hegel, ‘being’ becomes ‘time’.101 Ratzinger believes that the failure of scientific progress, Marxism, etc. to satisfy the deepest longing of human beings lies in their philosophical presuppositions:


Truth becomes a function of time; the true is not that which simply is true, for truth is not simply that which is; it is true for a time because it is part of the becoming of truth, which is by becoming. This means that, of their very nature, the contours between true and untrue are less sharply defined; it means above all that man’s basic attitude toward reality and toward himself must be altered. In such a view, fidelity to yesterday’s truth consists precisely in abandoning it, in assimilating it into today’s truth; assimilation becomes the form of preservation.102


This means that Christianity has meaning in its own specific way. It is true in its historical moment. It can still continue to be true while assimilating the current situation, ‘the newly developing whole’.103 


Regarding Marxism, Ratzinger says the notion of truth, in this ideology, is regarded ‘as an expression of the vested interests of a particular historical moment’. Marxists deny the idea of enduring truth. They believe that what is true is what serves progress. However, Ratzinger insists that there must be ‘a recognizable identity of man within himself ‘ and that truth must remain true in every historical moment. This is why he is opposed to relativism and the pluralist theology of religion, which deny the notion of continuity of being in time: ‘The question of hermeneutics is, in the last analysis, the ontological one, the question of the oneness of truth in the multiplicity of its historical manifestations.’104


There is a theme related to the notion of truth that recurs in Ratzinger’s writings: the indictment of the ‘liberal dogma of progress’ and of the ‘liberal worldview’ in general which he records in his memoirs. Ratzinger claims that the destruction of men with modern technology during the First World War led people to turn to the church, its liturgy and sacraments.105 It is clear that he places great value on church dogma, which he conceived ‘not as an external shackle, but as the living source that made knowledge of the truth possible in the first place’.106 Above all, for Ratzinger, the truth is found in the liturgy of the church and theological tradition. He is suspicious of theologies that come from the periphery, which we will discuss below.


‘IRRUPTION’ OF THE THIRD WORLD


For Ratzinger, the theology of liberation and the theology of religious pluralism share some common ground. Both theories resulted from the experience of life in the Third World: liberation theology arose from the poverty of Latin America and the theology of religious pluralism called attention to the fact that most Third World countries are non-Christian. They reflect the joys and hopes, the pains and anxieties that the Second Vatican Council speaks about.107 Liberation theology seeks to establish the Kingdom of God on earth through political actions. The theology of religious pluralism affirms that elements of truth and grace can be found in non-Christian religions. Needless to say, Ratzinger regards liberation theology and religious pluralism as distorted versions of orthodox Christianity.108 They share a distorted understanding of truth because they define truth as whatever serves progress, and emphasize praxis rather than orthodoxy.109 In a speech given in Hong Kong in 1993, Ratzinger speaks of Christian universalism rather than religious pluralism:


The point of departure of Christian universalism was not the drive to power, but the certainty of having received the saving knowledge and redeeming love which all men had a claim to and were yearning for in the inmost recesses of their beings. Mission was not perceived as expansion for the wielding of power, but as the obligatory transmission of what was intended for everyone and which everyone needed.110


An important factor that reinforces Ratzinger’s opposition to modern ideologies is his negative experience of the post-conciliar church: ‘It is incontestable that the last ten years have been decidedly unfavourable for the Catholic Church… Christians are once again a minority, more than they have ever been since the end of antiquity.’111 He speaks of ‘boredom and discouragement’ in the church as a ‘progressive process of decadence’ setting in.112 As we shall see in greater detail in Chapter 3, he likens the church of the post-conciliar period to a huge construction site where the blueprint has been lost. Everyone continues to build the church according to his fancies because a critical spirit has set in. Ratzinger blames ‘the unleashing within the Church of latent polemical and centrifugal forces’.113 We can conclude that, by this, he includes the theology of religious pluralism among other forces. 


The cardinals who elected Joseph Ratzinger on 19 April 2005 understood that the greatest challenge for the church lies in Western Europe and the theologian from Bavaria, prefect of the CDF, is the person most qualified to deal with this crisis, as the successor of St Peter. By studying his early life and experience, his intellectual formation, his work as priest, professor and prefect, we can understand the choice of the conclave. However, when dealing with Asian realities, especially the growing churches in the East, perhaps Ratzinger falls short of incipient expectations in Asia. 


After eight years, in a historic move on 28 February 2013, Joseph Ratzinger stepped down from the papacy, the first pontiff to resign in 598 years, ‘After having repeatedly examined my conscience before God, I have come to the certainty that my strengths, due to an advanced age, are no longer suited to an adequate exercise of the Petrine ministry.’114 His legacy and influence, however, will continue to be felt as he epitomizes a dominant viewpoint in the church.





Chapter 2







Religious Pluralism



In the previous chapter, we discussed the early upbringing of Joseph Ratzinger, his experience of the horrors of the Second World War and Nazism, his priestly studies in the seminary and his postgraduate work in the university. We also observed his early disdain for modern philosophies and his abiding faith in the superiority of Christianity as a path to salvation. In addition, we have seen that he is most comfortable in a Catholic environment and that an appreciation for other religious traditions was not something he imbibed in his early years. In this chapter we will examine Ratzinger’s approach to religious pluralism.


Religious plurality and religious pluralism have at times been used interchangeably. Strictly speaking, the terms are not the same: religious plurality refers to the fact that there exist many different religious beliefs and traditions, while religious pluralism reflects the view that one’s religion is not the exclusive source of truth. Pluralism, therefore, suggests that many different religions could be valid paths to the divine. Christian adherents of pluralism reject the premise that God reveals himself only through Jesus Christ.


In spite of his inclusivist position, which reflects the official teaching of the Catholic Church, this chapter seeks to show that Ratzinger’s perception of non-Christian religions as valid paths to salvation is essentially pessimistic and negative. He believes that there may be revelation in these religious traditions but not salvation. In this sense, he is an exclusivist as he asserts the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as saviour of the world and the Church of Christ as subsisting in the Catholic Church. At the same time, Ratzinger, influenced by the early church fathers’ teaching on the Logos, reveals an open inclusivism in which he acknowledges that truths found in non-Christian religions may be of significance for the church. 


One thing is clear. Ratzinger’s teaching on Christianity’s relationship with other religions assumes the norm of Western philosophical and theological thought. He sincerely believes that the Greek intellectual and cultural expression found in Christianity is part of God’s plan. For Ratzinger, the relation between faith and reason cast in Hellenistic philosophy is part of biblical inspiration and, thus, part of faith itself. This giving precedence to Western thought makes him rather critical and suspicious of theologians operating from a different theological framework and experience. 


In Theological Highlights of Vatican II, published in 1966, Joseph Ratzinger writes that the more positive interpretation of world religions that has been suggested in recent times is not supported by scripture. In fact, he maintains that some ideas characteristic of modern theology lack biblical foundation. He also argues that an optimistic interpretation of other religions is foreign to the biblical worldview and even ‘antipathetic to its spirit’. He maintains that the prevailing optimism about the salvific values of non-Christian religions is ‘simply irreconcilable with the biblical assessment of these religions’.1 Even as a young, progressive theologian, Ratzinger had great reservations about the positive values of non-Christian religions.


Ratzinger acknowledges that the establishment of Christianity in Asia has so far failed.2 As a matter of fact, to be Christian means ‘conversion to Europeanism’ and thus few people in Asia become Christians. A Christian faith that should be the universal religion of humankind has not been able to move beyond its occidental roots. Ratzinger says that up till now, there has been no genuine, Asian version of Christianity, which reflects a profound grasp of the oriental culture and spirit.3 This could be interpreted as openness to local theologies, but as prefect of the CDF, Ratzinger is cautious about using the term ‘inculturation’.4


It is understandable that Joseph Ratzinger as prefect of the CDF takes a strong stand against those who would undermine Christian uniqueness, especially as it relates to that of salvation in Christ, which is a fundamental aspect of the faith. He also tends to give ‘an exaggerated caricature’ of religious pluralism and various aspects of it, such as Asian religions.5 


Let us now take a brief look at the history of the church in connection with the issue of religious pluralism.


THE CHURCH AND RELIGIOUS PLURALISM


The church has not been unfamiliar with religious pluralism in the past. In fact, Christianity itself was born within the milieu of Judaism and mystery religions. As Christianity separated itself from Judaism, it encountered Greek philosophy which led it to attempt to interpret the gospel in Hellenistic philosophical terms.6 Regarding Christianity’s encounter with Greek philosophy, Ratzinger writes: 


The Christian faith opted… against the gods of the various religions and in favor of the God of the philosophers, that is, against the myth of custom and in favor of the truth of Being itself and nothing else… the early Church did indeed reject the whole world of the ancient religion, declaring none of it to be acceptable and sweeping the whole system aside as empty custom that was contrary to the truth.7


Later the threat of Gnosticism led to the formation of the biblical canon and the composition of the creeds. It was the challenge of the Gnostic heresy that also instigated the process of understanding Christianity in terms of exclusivity. Christological doctrine taught by the church upheld Christianity’s claim to uniqueness and normativeness.8 


This understanding of Christianity as a unique and true religion continued with the writings of church fathers such as Justin, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement and Origen, much influenced by the Greek notion of Logos. The theological dispute in the early church culminated in the long and crucial dispute between Arius and Athanasius over the nature of the relationship between God the Father and God the Son. Harold Coward claims that the significance of this dispute is that Arius’ position of subordinating Jesus to God would have made Christianity more open to other religions.9 However, Athanasius’ view dominated the period, became orthodox teaching and resulted in a closed, exclusive Christianity that proclaimed Jesus as the ‘only true incarnation’ and the sole saviour of humanity.10 


By 500, this version of Christianity based on exclusivity had destroyed the previous Greek and Roman religions and the Catholic Church began to identify itself with the Kingdom of God on earth. In the seventh century, Christianity had to compete with Islam as another missionary religion. In the sixteenth century, Western Christian missionaries encountered the ancient and venerable religions of Asia in the forms of Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism. In spite of all these contacts, or perhaps because of them, the attitude of Western Christianity maintained its exclusive claim as the one, true religion.11 


Thus it was not surprising that in 1442 the Council of Florence-Ferrara declared that the Holy Church of Rome firmly believed that no one – not just heathens, but also Jews, heretics and schismatics – outside the Catholic Church could be saved unless they were received into the church before they died. Edward Schillebeeckx says such thinking was acceptable at that time. For centuries, Catholics ardently proclaimed exclusivism and put their beliefs into action, even resorting to physical force.12 However, at the Second Vatican Council, we heard a different message: those who through no fault of their own did not know the gospel, but nevertheless sought God with a sincere heart could also be saved.13 As we can see, these two official church teachings appear to be diametrically opposed, but Second Vatican Council does not make clear what ‘seeking God’ really means, so it could be interpreted as explicitly searching for God or as doing charitable work.14


According to Schillebeeckx, the council fathers at Florence-Ferrara were right in proclaiming Jesus as the only way to God because they could not imagine any other means in which people could be saved. However, they were mistaken to think that God could not work outside Christianity for the salvation of humankind. At a deeper level, the mistake lies in confusing a personal conviction with a truth that can be known objectively. Schillebeeckx argues that although dogmas have become irrelevant with the passing of time, they still remain important for our understanding of faith. As Christians, we have to confess that Jesus Christ ‘is the only way of life for us’, though God leads others in different ways. We can remain sincere Christians without condemning others as heretics or infidels.15 The multiplicity of religions is not just a historical fact but a matter of principle and there are genuine religious experiences in other faiths which are never realized in Christianity.16 


It is against this historical background that the church now seeks to formulate an appropriate theological response to the reality of religious pluralism as the new context within which to witness the gospel. Christians now have to deal with this reality as a fact of contemporary life. In spite of Christian missionary efforts, religious diversity is here to stay. The Christian theology of religions seeks to account for the diversity of world religious traditions and to discover appropriate responses to this phenomenon. This particular theology attempts to understand the doctrines of other religions and to evaluate the relationship between the Christian faith and the beliefs of other religious traditions. Paul Tillich, in his study of the history of religions, realized that ‘every individual doctrinal statement or ritual expression of Christianity receives a new intensity of meaning’.17 This means that the future of Christian theological endeavour lies in the attitude Christianity is going to adopt towards religious pluralism. This linking of systematic theology with the history of religions, in positive engagement, is crucial for revitalizing the self-understanding of Christianity. Tillich draws our attention to the fact that religious pluralism is the context for Christian faith and practice.


ARE NON-CHRISTIANS SAVED?


In 1964, Joseph Ratzinger preached a sermon entitled ‘Are non-Christians Saved?’ It is important to examine this homily as it foreshadows his later teachings, as prefect and pope, on the theology of religions. He writes:


We are no longer ready, no longer willing, to think that eternal corruption should be inflicted on people in Asia, in Africa, or wherever it may be, merely on account of their not having ‘Catholic’ marked in their passport.


…Yet if we are honest, we will have to admit that this is not our problem at all. The question we have to face is not that of whether other people can be saved and how. We are convinced that God is able to do this with or without our theories, with or without our perspicacity, and that we do not need to help him do it with our cogitations. The question that really troubles us is not in the least concerned with whether and how God manages to save others.


The question that torments us is, much rather, that of why it is still actually necessary for us to carry out the whole ministry of the Christian faith – why, if there are so many other ways to heaven and to salvation, should it still be demanded of us that we bear, day by day, the whole burden of ecclesiastical dogma and ecclesiastical ethics?18 


Ratzinger sees religious pluralism as a problem and a challenge that should encourage the church to continue with its missionary endeavours, so that all might be saved through the Christian gospel. This means that Christians are responsible for spreading the message of Christ, especially when many people in the world remain unconvinced of the gospel. It is not our problem to know if non-Christians are saved or not. According to Ratzinger, Catholics just need to bear witness to Christ in all aspects of life.


The years from 1992–2002 were the time in which the CDF under the charge of Cardinal Ratzinger investigated several theologians writing on religious pluralism and the theology of religions. On 6 August 2000, the declaration Dominus Iesus was published by the CDF. It is obvious that the document, though not written by Ratzinger, represents his own theological thought. Its main concern was to combat inappropriate, pluralistic theologies with fundamental Christological and ecclesiastical orthodoxy. 


On 14 September 2000, Ratzinger sent a letter to the presidents of the Bishops’ Conferences explaining the purpose and authority of Dominus Iesus. He wrote: 


The declaration presents the principal truths of the Catholic faith in these areas; such truths require, therefore, irrevocable assent by the Catholic faithful; the text also refutes errors, clarifies some ambiguities and points out important questions that remain open to theological investigation and debate. Since it is a document of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the declaration has a universal magisterial nature.19


Ratzinger’s thinking on the theology of religious pluralism is clearly reflected in Dominus Iesus and his further insights on this topic are found in Truth and Tolerance. The essays in Truth and Tolerance, mostly from the 1990s, together with his more recent comments and elaborations, are actually reaffirmations of his basic Catholic orthodoxy on those questions raised by religious pluralism. In Truth and Tolerance, Ratzinger indicates that there was ‘a cry of outrage from modern society but also from great non-Christian cultures such as that of India: this was said to be a document [Dominus Iesus] of intolerance and of a religious arrogance that should have no more place in the world of today’.20 It is in the context of this tense situation that Ratzinger’s collection of essays was published. It reaffirms the fundamental Christological and ecclesiological orthodoxy expressed in Dominus Iesus. However, Dominus Iesus appears to be incompatible with the Second Vatican Council’s teaching on other religions.


THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL ON OTHER RELIGIONS


For the first time in the history of the Catholic Church, during the Second Vatican Council, her teaching on other religions takes on a positive note. It has taken the church many centuries to acknowledge the wisdom and goodness of other religions. Here I would like to discuss two documents which have had a great impact on the Catholic understanding of other religious traditions: Lumen Gentium and Nostra Aetate. Lumen Gentium first teaches that ‘all men are called to be part of this catholic unity of the people of God which in promoting universal peace presages it. And there belong to or are related to it in various ways, the Catholic faithful, all who believe in Christ, and indeed the whole of mankind, for all men are called by the grace of God to salvation’.21 It then offers an explicit teaching on Muslims by highlighting common ground: ‘In the first place amongst these there are the Muslims, who, professing to hold the faith of Abraham, along with us adore the one and merciful God, who on the last day will judge mankind.’22 The document suggests that there is saving efficacy in Islam because Muslims have acknowledged the creator who will come in judgement one day.


After the Muslims, Lumen Gentium also teaches that the divine presence is found in all God-seekers, other believers in God, even if it is ‘in shadows and images’ that they seek the unknown God. Therefore, those who through no fault of their own, ‘do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace strive by their deeds to do His will as it is known to them through the dictates of conscience’ will also be saved.23 Here we see Paul’s speech in Athens, as presented by Acts 17, having a great influence on the Second Vatican Council’s approach to other religions. It suggests that all human beings are called by God’s grace to salvation (cf. 1 Tim 2:4). 


Lumen Gentium also teaches that ‘Whatever good or truth is found amongst them is looked upon by the Church as a preparation for the Gospel.’24 Here Gerald O’Collins cautions us against thinking that this ‘preparation for the Gospel’ means people will enjoy the gifts of grace and truth only if they accept the gospel and baptism.25 The Second Vatican Council never states this. In Lumen Gentium, we are told that non-Christians can move from an implicit to an explicit knowledge of God and that they can also move from shadow and images to light.


Further, Lumen Gentium also maintains that through the church’s effort, ‘whatever good is in the minds and hearts of men, whatever good lies latent in the religious practices and cultures of diverse peoples, is not only saved from destruction but is also cleansed, raised up and perfected unto the glory of God, the confusion of the devil and the happiness of man’.26 In other words, those who are converted to Christianity already possessed elements of revelation inherited from their former religion. Nothing is lost or wasted. In fact, there is some continuity between their old religion and their new-found Christian faith. God’s self-communication always includes revelation, regarding the truth of the gospel, and salvation, regarding the influence of grace. The two cannot be separated.27 
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