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18 Has Rahnerian theology a future?
phil ip endean

The reputation of great figures is often eclipsed in the generation after
their death, and there is no lack of commentators who regard Rahner’s
achievement as passé. At the end of this collection of essays on Karl
Rahner, compiled in the year when he would have been 100 years old,
an obvious question arises about the kind of significance Rahner’s theol-
ogy has for us now. Is Rahner’s achievement now primarily a matter of
cultural and intellectual history? Does it amount simply to a set of ideas
highly influential on Roman Catholicism in the historically rather unusual
situation of the 1960s? Are Rahner’s lessons something we need to out-
grow, whether in gratitude for what they have helped us to accomplish,
or in repentance for the errors into which they once seduced us? Or do
they still hold a message for the future? Is there still life in Rahnerian
theology?

There is no doubt that Rahner’swork enabled official Catholicism rather
belatedly to engage with modernity – a modernity of which it had been
decidedly wary for four centuries, whether in its initial appearance as a
Lutheran appeal to the individual conscience, or later in various forms
of Enlightenment emancipation. For many thinkers both in Rahner’s own
time and on the contemporary scene, there was something ignoble and mis-
taken about that engagement. Moreover, it appears ironical that Catholicism
should have been trying to catch upwithmodernity just as the secular world
wasmoving into something different, something so elusive that we can only
call it “post-modernity.” It might easily appear that Rahner’s theology is at
best an anachronism, and at worst a heretical muddle.

My intent in this essay is to make a case for a more positive read-
ing, in particular with regard to the needs of theology into the future. What
Rahner’s theology accomplished in themiddle decades of the twentieth cen-
tury was necessary, generally beneficial, and historically significant. Never-
theless, the critics have several valid points that still need to be addressed.1

More importantly, the particular, liberalizing import of Rahner’s message
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in the Roman Catholicism of the Council period is only one expression of a
far more important intellectual achievement, an achievement that needs to
be articulated rather differently in the twenty-first century, an achievement
that the theological establishment has still not really appropriated. The case
I want to make could be summarized in terms of what Chesterton once said
about Christianity: It is not that Rahner’s theology has been tried and found
wanting; it has been found difficult and therefore not really tried.2

The discussion about Rahner still centers too much on the conflicts
between tradition and inspiration inherent in the way children of moder-
nity spontaneously imagine what it is to be a Christian. We tend simply
to see Rahner as a participant in these conflicts, on the “liberal” side, and
not to recognize that he was also subverting the conflicts. We need to learn
that Rahner was – without in any way denying the cognitive and ethical
gains that have come to us from the Enlightenment – also teaching us that
the natural-scientific models of truth and knowledge taken as normative in
modernity inevitably distorted Christianity; of their nature, they falsified
the reality which is God-among-us. Moreover, Rahner was offering us alter-
natives. The texts in which he was doing this are often piously quoted, but
rarely appreciated for what they really are. We need to recognize Rahner
as anticipating what is sane in the approaches to theology current today
that are concerned to offer a critique of modernity, while at the same time
admirably avoiding what is fideist andmerely pretentious.Whereas Rahner
often appears as a typically “modern” figure, he ismore properly understood
as ‘post-modern’ and ‘liberationist’ avant la lettre. Only when that point is
understood can we properly address the question of this theology and the
future.

This essay, therefore, falls into three main parts. First, I shall try to
show how the image of Rahner’s theology as a liberal “corrective” to stan-
dard post-Tridentine Catholic theology and practice has widely influenced
the way in which his achievement has been received. Secondly, I want to
suggest that this immediate impact was only one possible manifestation of
an achievement that was far deeper, far more subversive of standard ways
of thinking. Finally, I shall address directly the question of whether and
how Rahnerian theology might develop into the future.

experience as a locus of grace

Readers of this Companionwill by now be well aware of the central fea-
tures of Rahner’s theology: an insistence that the word of revelation must
find a correlative in the hearer, and hence that claims about the unique
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status under God of the Church’s message must stand in correlation with
realities in human consciousness at large. Clearly, too, such theology there-
fore challengingly qualifies any claims that mainstream Christianity rep-
resents the unique truth of God, and leads us to nuance significantly the
triumphalist, threatening theologies of Church andmission implicit inmuch
standard Christian proclamation. Rahner was presenting human experience
as a locus theologicus, a source of theological authority.

The kinds of conflict surroundingmainstreamRahnerian interpretation
can be well evoked by two quotations. The first is from Anne Carr in 1973,
who is appreciative of Rahner, and who was perhaps the author of the first
serious scholarly study of him in English:

. . . his own original position on the supernatural existential . . .
ultimately leads Rahner to insist on the universality of transcendental
revelation; the fundamental mystery of human existence is the
Christian mystery, and it is anonymously present wherever a man
(sic! – Carr is now a leading feminist theologian) lives authentically,
no matter what words are used to describe and define it. Thus, he
apparently relativises any theological language, including his own . . .

In his formal discussions of theological method, Rahner insists
that theology is not to be deduced from experience; rather the
correspondence between dogma and experience is to be discerned . . .
The Christian revelation, then, would provide normative
interpretation of experience. On the other hand . . . wherever human
experience is authentic, it is always anonymously Christian.

These two radically different perspectives, which seem to be at
odds with one another in Rahner’s thought, reflect in a significant way
the current ambivalence in Catholic theology. In the dialectic between
past and present experience, Rahner seeks to maintain the continuity
that for him is the Roman Catholic tradition. One recognises him
as the bridge or transition figure between the old in Catholic thought
and the yet unformed new.3

The second comes from Hans Urs von Balthasar, writing for the English-
language edition of Communio in 1978:

Today, Rahner seems to stand undecided at crossroads: his thoroughly
Catholic heart wants him to be faithful to the visible, official and
sacramental Church, but his speculative bent demands the
relativisation of everything ecclesiastical in the name of an
all-pervading grace.4
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The implicit evaluations are different here: one derives from a doctor-
ate seeking to expound Rahner, while the other – notoriously – is express-
ing a vehemently felt suspicion of his project. But Carr and Von Balthasar
are broadly at one on what Rahner’s achievement consists in. Rahner has
claimed an authority for the presence of God in human experience at large,
and therefore relativized – which is a polite word for “undermined” – the
authority claims of the visible Church. Whether this achievement is to be
regarded as creative or as confused, whether it represents a renewal of
Catholic identity or a seductive threat, Rahner appears as a man struggling
to hold together two potentially competing values: a grace present univer-
sally in human experience at large, and the external authority of the Church
and its tradition. Rahner is caught with a tension between autonomous and
heteronomous conceptions of theology. Von Balthasar blatantly and Carr
implicitly both suggest that Rahner’s allegiance to the Church is somehow
tribal, pre-theological. The logic of his theology is reductive and idealist.
We can take another illustration, put in more philosophical terms, from the
Scottish Dominican theologian, Fergus Kerr:

Rahner’s consistently individualist presentation of the self emphasizes
cognition, self-reflexiveness and an unrestricted capacity to know. It
rapidly leaves time and place behind. It is not surprising if this
mentalist-individualist conception of the self seems difficult to
reconcile with the insistence on hierarchy and tradition that marks
Rahner’s Roman Catholic ecclesiology.5

This general picture clearly owes much to Church politics, and to the
different interpretations current among Roman Catholics about what was
at stake in Vatican II. There are obvious and serious problems with the
disjunction between Church and grace, tradition and experience implicit in
all three of these quotations. Nevertheless, this picture is surely right in its
general claim that Rahner is challenging an excessively heteronomous view
of divine revelation and Church authority.

Rahner’s central contribution to ressourcement surely consists in his
recasting the idiom of the Tridentine theology of grace. In response to how
they perceived the challenge of Protestantism, the fathers at the Council of
Trent had wanted to assert the authority of the Church and the normative
status of Churchpractice, especially sacramental practice. In understandable
reaction to Protestant claims about an experience of justification, they had
marginalized talk of the indwelling of the Spirit. They had focused on the
change which grace brings about in the creature as it does churchy things,
rather than on the gift of God’s own self; they had presented the grace
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through which even the heathen could, in principle, be saved, as an episodic
summons. Subsequent scholasticism had radicalized these positions. It had
claimed that grace could not, even in principle, be experienced by Christians
at large – even at a time when the mystical life was flourishing throughout
the Catholic world. Grace was present within the self, of course – one’s
own grace, as the Council of Trent would stress. But one’s only way of
knowing about it was through the Word externally proclaimed. As Rahner
developed his key positions in the theology of grace – grace as a formal
object of experience, albeit never clearly distinguishable; the grounding
of the effects of grace (created grace) in the imparting of God’s own self
(uncreated grace); the supernatural existential – he was drawing both on
scholastic logic and positive sources, both biblical and later, to develop a
theology that presented experience as a genuine source of revelation and of
theological authority.6

Karl Rahner wrote within and for a Church conditioned by the Counter-
Reformation. At least as far as theology was concerned, Catholic theology
reacted defensively against the Reformers, with little comprehension of the
serious issues that theReformationwas raising.7 Thepatternwas repeated in
the Enlightenment, and with many of the intellectual discoveries and polit-
ical emancipations that came in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The immediate effect of Rahner’s work was thus liberating. The Church
had seen fidelity in terms of maintaining tradition over against an indi-
vidual creativity and freedom all too corrupted by sin: there was a conflict
between experience and authority, and fidelity consisted in obeying author-
ity. Rahner’s work on grace and Church offered ways of moving beyond the
dishonesty, repressiveness, and bad faith inherent in this dysfunctional con-
struction of holiness and of Christian belonging. Thus he naturally appeared
as a much needed “liberal” counterbalance: for this way of thinking, Rahner
may have been historically more fortunate, conceptually more careful, and
politically more astute than those whom papal paranoia had denounced as
“modernists” half a century earlier, but his project was fundamentally the
same as theirs.

Within this pattern of thinking, Rahner’s account of grace and reve-
lation seems marked by two poles of authority: the experience of believ-
ers at large, and the external authority represented by the official Church.
The question then arises as to the proper relationship between the two.
The obvious temptation is to suppose that one has to be given systematic
preference over the other. I want to suggest below that a correct reading
of Rahner depends on recognizing that this temptation is to be avoided.
But the Church for which he was writing was influenced by a “modern”

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

286 Philip Endean

obsession with certainty of a kind that sound theology needs to avoid. In
such a climate, any suggestion that the authority of external tradition is to
be relativized inevitably appeared as an advocacy of an alternative source,
namely the experience of believers at large. Rahner thus appeared in reli-
gious journalism as an advocate of “liberal” positions, and often an adver-
sarial, provocative one. At the same time, given that what he was really
teaching did not fit within this framework of thought at all, he could also
appear ambivalent and confused, in ways that unsympathetic critics could
easily exploit.

theocentric theology

Rahner’s maturity coincided with Vatican II. There was therefore a
widespread openness for what he had to say, and indeed a great group-
psychological need for an intellectually authoritative voice that could give a
hitherto unenlightened Church permission to explore new possibilities. It is
this version of Rahner that contemporary commentators – at least outside
specialist circles – either revere or deplore. Much, indeed, was achieved
by this Rahner of the 1960s; much, sadly, remains outstanding, or has
been betrayed. At the same time, this particular image of Rahner can be
misleading: it fails to bring out how radical his intellectual project was.

Both Carr and von Balthasar understand the problem with Rahner’s
theology in terms of where ultimate authority lies. Does it lie with the sub-
ject or with the external object? The implication is that a correct answer to
that question would yield, in some uncomplicated, almost positivistic sense,
assured knowledge. Were we so inclined, we might even use the unhelpful
smear-word, “foundationalism.” Part of what is at stake at the Reformation
is the question of whether valid knowledge comes from inner testimony
or external authority; the same pattern runs through the tedious and fruit-
less debates about “conservatism” and “liberalism” that seem currently to
bedevil all developed forms at least of Western Christianity. The instabil-
ities in Rahner’s theology about conscience and authority then appear as
a symptom of a deeper incoherence: that between a new-fangled project
of aggiornamento and the rejection of modernity that had become all but
constitutive of Catholic identity.

Rahner was not always a careful writer, and when he was focusing on
one particular problem, he had the habit of presupposing conventional posi-
tions (what he disparagingly called die durchschnittliche Schultheologie –
“average academic scholastic theology”) on other problems. This he could do,
even when he himself had elsewhere criticized these conventional accounts
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radically. It follows that a hostile critic could certainly find evidence to
make a case for incoherence in Rahner’s writings regarding experience and
authority.

Biographically, however, it is an error to see Rahner’smost characteristic
insights as a response to the “problems of the modern world.” Such a label
may describe liberal Protestantism or so-called ‘modernism’, but it tells at
most half the story about the movement of ressourcement that informed the
renewal of Roman Catholicism in the second half of the twentieth century.
Though Rahner certainly was impressed and influenced by the difficulties
of faith in a secularized society,8 he had developed hismost creative theolog-
ical insights as a youngman, in isolated academic and seminary settings. His
achievement emerged from awareness of deep contradictions in the deca-
dent Tridentine theology of grace into which he was educated, from reading
of positive sources, and – though the point should not be overstated – from
his own experiences in prayer.

The conventional picture of Rahner obscures howhewas trying tomove
Christianity forward from the deficient epistemology which gave rise to a
sense of inevitable conflict between tradition and innovation. As a Roman
Catholic, Rahner was theologizing from within a system that was rather
proud of never having explicitly accepted the “modern” project. Whatever
the faults of Counter-Reformation Catholic theology, and however much it
was informed by a regrettable insensitivity to legitimate concerns, it had at
least to some extent kept its distance from the Enlightenment, and recog-
nized that the construction of rationality dominant in the Enlightenment
was in some ways problematic for theology of any kind.

The ressourcement theologians in general, and Rahner in particular,
drew on pre-modern traditions to subvert patterns of theological thought
that set in with early modernity, and to point us all beyond the limitations
of the construction of holiness and Church that prevailed throughout the
Enlightenment period. As much as any liberationist or post-modern or “rad-
ically orthodox” theology – and without any trace of the irrationalism and
pretentiousness that can mar such writing – Rahnerian theology is pro-
foundly influenced by a sense of how “modern” patterns of thought and
affiliation distort the reality of Catholic, Christian, truth.

One reason why Rahner’s achievement has been difficult to interpret is
that he himself never presented an adequate synthesis. Only in the 1970s
did he begin to articulate how the experience of God, which at least in his
mind was associated in a special way with Ignatian spirituality, was the
central, integrating principle of his achievement – far too late to influ-
ence the structure of the Grundkurs (which largely reproduces lectures
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given at Münster), or for him to begin another large-scale systematic work.
He may, indeed, have been influenced by the early major commentators,
notably Klaus Fischer.9 Subsequent researches, notably those of Nikolaus
Schwerdtfeger (now a bishop inHildesheim) –who admittedly was drawing
on unpublishedmaterial produced in the 1960s by the Finnish Lutheran the-
ologian Tuomo Mannermaa –, have brought home the central importance
of Rahner’s lecture codex on grace, a text which he never published, and the
analysis given therein of the experience of grace, of the “supernatural for-
mal object.”10 The results of these studies have certainly not been absorbed
fully outside the German-speaking world, and it may be that even within
it they are well known only among a relatively small range of specialists.
But they enable us to see that Rahner’s account of how we know God’s
grace privileges neither subject nor object. Our discoveries in knowledge
are essentially interactive: the external object can affect us only if there is
a disposition within us; and this disposition becomes conscious only when
the object affects the human mind from outside.11 The fundamental reli-
ability of the system is not directly accessible either through the subject
or the object, but rather through a God who is source of both and works
through both in ways that are quite mysterious.12

When, therefore, Rahner was exhorting the seminarians in Innsbruck
in the 1950s in a Christmas talk to the effect that “the heart’s experience
enables you to understand the message of Christmas properly,”13 he was
not saying that the heart’s experience or insight is in any strong sense
epistemologically prior to the word. The priority comes with the initiative
of a God beyond comprehension who sustains a charismatic interaction:
“The experienced reality from within and the message from without move
towards each other, and where each understands itself in the other the feast
of Christmas takes place, because faith comes not only from hearing but
also from the grace that arises in the inmost centre of the heart.”14

What is important is that the relationship should be maintained in
openness to a transcendent power that lies beyond both subject and object,
not that either pole should have priority. Sometimes, confrontation with
the Gospel word leads us radically to reconstruct our sense of self; at other
times, a change within the self leads us to read the Gospel with radically
new eyes. There is place in the Church of God for both sorts of narrative,
because it is God’s action which is foundational for theology. This word is
active among us, but there is no simple, universally valid, account of how
this is the case. Jesus’ resurrection guarantees that his kingdom preaching
will ultimately come to fulfillment, but the ways and means remain to
be disclosed and discovered. Moreover, precisely because the kingdom is
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universal, this relational process of growth in grace can and must occur
in secular form, outside the Church. But the secular form of the process
remains radically relational: there is never any question of the human sub-
ject possessing the fullness of truth in itself, prior to any engagement with
the external world.

Rahner’s constant references to the category of mystery are organically
part of his intellectual achievement: They are not merely pious decoration,
nor are they expressive of some devotional sphere into which heavy-footed
speculation should fear to tread. Authority and certainty lie with God, a
God who is mystery, who is mediated to us only through other objects in
the world – a God about whom we inevitably ask questions (and therefore
about whom we know enough to ask meaningful questions, about whom
we have a Vorgriff), but questions to which our answers are permanently
open to subversion. We may in some sense know that God exists, but what
that existence amounts to needs constantly to be rediscovered. If we hold
Christian truth in such a way as to prevent us from further learning, we
are misconstruing that truth, and indeed behaving in such a way as to
contradict its nature. And whereas the forms of knowledge characteristic of
modernity prize above all the knowledge of what can be grasped as certain –
forms of knowledge which Catholicism took on, particularly in its rational-
ist fundamental theology, even as it was fulminating against the errors of
“modernism” – Rahner’s theology suggests that the highest forms of knowl-
edge are of a different kind. The faculty of reasoning indeed involves “the
faculty of grasping an object and bringing it under submission . . . the fac-
ulty of directive judgment, of encompassing and grasping.” But this style
of reasoning is only secondary. Reason in its full sense is also “the fac-
ulty of accepting something greater that is not judged, of simply being
apprehended, of handing oneself over, of submitting oneself, of a loving
moving outwards.” Mystery is the most proper object of reason. To invoke
“mystery” is precisely not to claim that reason is somehow incomplete and
deficient, but rather “just the point which knowledge reacheswhen it attains
its perfection.”15

Importantly, the divine self-gift in grace, the gospel of divine intimacy
and solidarity with the creation, does not amount to an abrogation of this
principle:

This self-communication does not suspend or deny what has been said
previously about God’s presence as that of the absolute mystery,
essentially past all grasp. In grace too, even in the immediate vision of
God, God remains God: the first and last standard which cannot be
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measured against anything else; God remains the mystery which alone
provides its own explanation . . . God who can never be grasped – and
therefore not even through His self-communication in grace and in
immediate vision; God who is never subject to humanity, who can
never be fitted into calculations and systems of human knowledge
and freedom.16

It is a commonplace in modern accounts of Christianity for our situ-
ation to be presented as somehow fragile, sin-conditioned, uncertain, and
then for the gospel to be seen as providing us with stability, grace and cer-
tainty. Once again, the paradigms of knowledge proper to Enlightenment
science are being uncritically adopted, in ways that quite disastrously fal-
sify the reality of which theology speaks. Rahner’s epistemology is akin to
Wittgenstein’s critique of the view that ostensive definition is the norma-
tive way in which language refers. While not denying that epistemologies
of control and grasping have an important and even fundamental place,
Rahner refuses to accept this paradigm as normative for theology. Even the
human Jesus lived in the same kind of darkness as we do; even the three
divine persons adore each other as unbegreifliches Geheimnis.17

My Christianity, when it understands itself aright, is the act of letting
myself go into the mystery past all grasp. My Christianity is therefore
anything but an “explanation” of the world and of my existence; it is
rather the prohibition against regarding any experience, any
understanding (however good and illuminating they may be) as
finally and definitively valid (endgültig), as completely intelligible in
themselves.18

The obvious question then arises: If Christian revelation does not over-
come the problems of finitude and uncertainty, what does it provide for
us? A way of thinking centered on knowledge as clear comprehension
presents Christian revelation as some special, guaranteed knowledge, which
then stands in more or less problematic relationship with what we might
know already from our ordinary resources. Rahner’s epistemology of self-
disclosing mystery enables him to resituate this well-known problem of
nature and grace. That the positions he developed in so doing have been
consistently misread as intrinsicist reductionism, and as tantamount to a
denial that church tradition has any special role, is a powerful indication
of how poorly his achievement has been understood. Jesus, and the tradi-
tion which stems from him, does not represent any kind of unique divine
interruption within the problematic human condition, but rather, in his

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Has Rahnerian theology a future? 291

resurrection, a divine promise that the graced union between God and
humanity has already been inaugurated and that it will therefore, in God’s
good time, come to completion. But the how remains obscure. The assent
of faith is a surrender to mystery, a patient willingness to let life unfold.

The problem of nature and grace is insoluble when considered in
terms of the natural knowledge of God amounting to perspicuous content.
Rahner’s philosophy of mind and God is, however, purely formal: it asserts
that the human mind is open to whatever is the case regarding God, with-
out in any way specifying what that case might be. As such, it provides a
version of natural theology that does not constrain the freedom of God’s
grace – it merely asserts the near tautology that God’s gracious action in the
human must touch the human. If the supernatural exists, if the gospel of
grace is true, then this supernatural realitymust also be an existential, some-
thing that touches us. There cannot be any absolute disjunction between the
orders of knowing and being; the question we inevitably ask about what
makes things be is a question worth asking, albeit not one to which we have
any final answer.

Rahner does theology by challenging the fundamental assumptions
shaping the whole academic enterprise, notably as regards truth and cer-
tainty. The success of natural science has conditioned us to construct a reli-
gion with all the answers. Rahner insists that the reality of God will always
be falsified when presented through such an epistemology. That which is
highest is most mysterious; trust and patience are epistemological as well
as moral and spiritual virtues. Thus Rahner subverts conventional divisions
between disciplines – not only between philosophy and theology, but also
between academic theology and practical specialisms such as pastoral the-
ology and spirituality. Rahner’s analysis of the incoherence in conventional
accounts of the relationship between philosophy and theology at the outset
of Hörer des Wortes is still astonishingly contemporary – both our univer-
sity politics and our Wissenschaftstheorie (theory of academic disciplines)
are still bedevilled by the dialogue of the deaf between rationalists and
fideists that Rahner sketches so trenchantly at the outset of that work.19

Rahner’s attempt to move the discussion forward remains unappreciated –
not least because there is not even in English a word to name the genre of
Wissenschaftstheorie in which he was writing.

There is a story about a distinguished Irish theologian who used to say:
“In all his voluminous works, Rahner has really only one thing to say – but
it is maddeningly difficult to name what that one thing is.” One possible
gloss on this story is to see it as pointing to the interplay between system
and chaos in Rahner, between the simplicity of the one single mystery
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of a self-communicating God within human experience on the one hand
and on the other the pluralism and untidiness of the human race which
receives this divine self-gift. Another interpretation is that Rahner is trying
to say something which does not fit easily within the canons of rationality
dominant in modernity. Both interpretations have their cogency.

Rahner’s “conservative” critics are right to insist that there is a contra-
diction in Christian theology conforming itself to models of truth and ratio-
nality established independently of Christianity: rather, if theology truly
refers to God, then theology must, by the logic of its subject matter, claim
the right to specify what counts as truth and rationality. Their error – one
which they share with many who applaud Rahner – lies in the failure to
see that such a claim lies at the heart of Rahner’s work. The real argument
between Rahner and his more conservative critics is not about faith and
reason, but rather about whether the subversive freedom of God (under-
stood by Rahner in a way that incorporates all the legitimate concerns of
a Barthian) can occur also outside conventional church structures, and in
ways not recognized by conventional constructions of Christianity.

the future

The question about whether Rahnerian theology has a future depends
on what is meant by Rahnerian theology. I have suggested that Rahner’s
earliest interpreters read him as a critical, balancing forcewithin a particular
construction of theology. This reading ofRahner still has a valuable function.
Most of the Church and of wider society is still stuck in positivistic ways
of thinking, and in such a world liberalism is healthier than authoritarian
repressiveness. But it remains the case that this way of looking at Rahner’s
achievement inevitably situates him within a particular cultural setting,
and suggests that only within that setting is his work of value. There are,
however, otherways of reading Rahner’s achievement, at oncemore fruitful,
more accurate, and more promising for the future.

What forms might the future of Rahnerian theology take? There is a
desperate need for Rahner’s insights about the nature of religious truth to
be translated into an idiom comprehensible today. The primary texts pre-
suppose an education in scholasticism; their key terms often defy straight-
forward translation; and the additions made by Metz to the second editions
of both Geist in Welt and Hörer des Wortes have made Rahner’s thought less
rather than more accessible. Closer attention to the linguistic structures of
human experience might enable us to overcome tensions both in Rahner’s
fundamental theology and in his dogmatic theology of the Church; his work
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in ethics and eschatology needs to be developed.20 That said, the future of
this theology probably lies with people other than theologians, at least in
a narrow, professional sense. Rahner has taught us how to take secularity
seriously as source for theology without compromising our commitment to
Christian tradition. The future of his approach to theology will lie, I suspect,
largely in the practical sphere, as people find Rahner a helpful resource for
the theological interpretation of different life situations.

The question as to whether this Rahnerian theology will last can be
understood in different ways. It can be taken as a sociological question
about the forms of Christianity that will last into the future. It can be taken
as a question about the intrinsic value of Rahner’s speculations. It can even
be taken as a matter of theological faith and hope.

From empirical and sociological points of view, the prospects may well
not be hopeful. Perhaps the post-Conciliar experience shows that it is not
possible for a church to sustain itself on the tentative, questioning theol-
ogy offered by Rahner, particularly as the subcultures that nourished him
and many of his readers crumble. Perhaps the Christian Church can only
maintain its cohesion and identity if it develops a clearer sense of bound-
aries between those within and those without than an apophatic, mystical
approach to theology like Rahner’s can possibly yield. The spiritualmaturity
towards which the Spirit was calling the Roman Catholic Church through
the Vatican Council, and through the theologies that contributed to it, does
not seem to be one that can easily be sustained culturally and institutionally:
it is threatened both by the fundamentalist sectarianisms of the Right and
by the woolly liberalisms of the Left.

If the judgment here is negative, however, the grounds for the no should
be seen clearly as residing in human limitation, in particular truths about the
human condition that cannot easily be avoided, rather than in any divinely
sanctioned imperative or in any theological inadequacy in Rahner’s vision.
An example may illustrate the point at issue. Perhaps there are good reasons
for Christians to have reservations about a homosexual lifestyle, and good
reasons too for saying that practising homosexuals cannot properly exercise
the ministry of unity proper to an Anglican bishop. It may well be appropri-
ate for the authority which the Church must have, and which is therefore at
least indirectly divinely sanctioned, to insist on those arguments. But such
cases need to be made empirically; great harm is done by those who bring
the Bible into disrepute by insisting that such claims can simply be read
off from Christian tradition. Firm government may be necessary, and this
tentative, questioning theology in no way denies that possibility a priori –
it simply insists that there is an enormous difference in status between
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the tentative, time-conditioned judgments about what the good order of
the Church requires, and the law of God. We must do what is necessary
for maintaining the Church’s identity without insisting that God straight-
forwardly legitimates those mechanisms. Indeed, such an insistence risks
cutting us off a priori from any new possibility of growth, any possibility
that our religious identity be enriched. A religion which takes that path is
dead. But, empirically speaking, such may be our future.

If the question about the future of Rahnerian theology is one about the
permanent value of his insights, the answer can be much more confident
and positive. This theology certainly should have a future. There is a tension
in the Christianmessage between the particularity of God’s election of Israel,
of Jesus, of the Church, on the one hand, and on the other the universality
of a message addressed to all nations, correlated with a goodness in the
creation as a whole. The tension is to be found in literary form in the Bible –
Matthew’s Gospel may indicate that it was a psychological reality for Jesus
himself as his focus changes from the lost sheep of the house of Israel to
the whole world to which he sends his disciples after the resurrection.

Rahner’s general approach to theology presents the tradition of Jesus as
offering an indispensable symbol of the kingdom, but not the full reality:
that has to be discovered in dialogue and in ongoing experience. His heart
remains, in von Balthasar’s tendentious phrase, “thoroughly Catholic” –
but that commitment to a universal Catholicity entails a denial that the
Church’s particular construction of Christianity here and now exhausts the
truth of God’s grace. A Rahnerian theology and epistemology, centered on
promise rather than achievement, offers possibilities for holding tradition
and openness together that the alternatives do not – those which simply
subordinate Christian truth in revelation to a secular analysis of the human
or vice versa. For that reason alone, it deserves to survive.

The question about the future of Rahner’s theology is ultimately the
question about the future of Christianity. Will the believers of the future
still opt to livewith the tensions in the biblical picture of God, between a God
who chooses some and not others, and a God who has no favorites? Though
a case can certainly be made for theological hope, its grounds are neither
empirical nor speculative: rather, they lie in divine promise. To argue in this
way is to echo Rahner himself, as he ended the piece he called his spiritual
testament, “Ignatius of Loyola Speaks to a Contemporary Jesuit.”21 Such
conviction is not easily shaken by futurological argument, and its distinc-
tive logic needs to be acknowledged. On less elevated, purely speculative,
grounds, we may be able to argue that Christian theology cannot survive
with integrity without being at least anonymously Rahnerian. But it would
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be untrue to Rahner’s spirit to insist on that point too strongly. It may be
more prudent simply to refute facile arguments about Rahner’s datedness,
not to invest too heavily in any one account of how the theology of the future
will turn out, and simply to insist that Rahner’s questions will always be
worth asking.
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