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In 2010 I spoke at the Karl Rahner breakfast about Rahner’s transcendental Christology.
  In 1972 Rahner published an introduction to his transcendental Christology in a volume co-written by Wilhelm Thüsing entitled Christologie – systematisch und exegetisch.
   This 61-page introduction was eventually incorporated with other material into the chapter called “Jesus Christ” in the 1976 Grundkurs des Glaubens, and translated into English in the 1978 Foundations of Christian Faith.  Today I would like to provide an overview of the transcendental Christology and show how various scholars have understood or misunderstood it.

But before I go into Rahner’s transcendental Christology, I need to say a few words about why it has held my interest for so many years.  I started teaching at St. John’s Seminary in 1990.  After I began, it became clear to me that the kind of intellectual Christianity with which we are familiar at the CTSA was not the same as the more popular Christianity with which my students typically enter the seminary.  That made me cautious, for if seminarians doubt the trustworthiness of a professor, the professor cannot teach effectively.  It did not help when in class I cited works such as John Meier’s A Marginal Jew or Dominic Crossan’s The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant.  Seminarians rightly asked how Jesus could be God’s incarnate Word and the mediator of salvation if he were only a wonder-worker or an itinerate prophet.  So Rahner’s transcendental Christology has become very important to me.  It has helped me articulate a theologically rigorous Christianity that is also genuinely ecclesial.


Rahner wrote his transcendental Christology as a set of 35 highly-compressed Lehrsätze or propositions.  Let me sketch them briefly under five chapter headings, and then we will look at them in relation to some of Rahner’s critics.

1. Phenomenology.  The first chapter of the 1972 Christologie is entitled “On the Phenomenology of Our Relationship to Jesus Christ.”
  Rahner speaks of a “phenomenology” or outward appearance because he wants to present faith in Jesus Christ as it is “understood and lived in the Christian Churches” (LS 1, PCF 204).  The effect of the incarnation extends far beyond ecclesial Christianity, Rahner says, but it is with the phenomena of ecclesial Christianity that transcendental Christology begins.

2. Transcendental Christology.  This is the title of the second chapter of the 1972 Christologie.  Rahner calls his Christology “transcendental” because it shows how a specific event in history, the coming of Jesus Christ, can have a supra-historical significance.  God has created human beings with a distinctive capacity.  We have the capacity, in our choices and actions, to transcend ourselves and glimpse the mysterious God who has enabled those choices.  

3. Jesus before the Resurrection.  In the third chapter, called “The History of the Life and Death of Jesus of Nazareth,” Rahner speculates about how Jesus hoped that his heavenly Father would vindicate his life and teaching.  Although the Johannine Jesus says that he and the Father are one, nevertheless that does not imply a single divine self-consciousness.  Jesus hoped that he was not simply announcing the arrival of God’s kingdom, but actually ushering it in.  Rahner says that he could not have foreseen his vindication before the event of resurrection.  

4. Death and Resurrection.  Chapter Four of the Christologie is entitled “The Theology of the Death and Resurrection of Jesus.”  Just as Chapter Three had portrayed Jesus as living in hope, so Chapter Four portrays the fulfillment of that hope.  The resurrection, says Rahner, is “the starting point of all Christology” (LS 30A-C, FCF 279-282).  By raising the Son, The Father gave hope to all humanity that its transcendental longing for God might be fulfilled, precisely because it was fulfilled in Jesus.  His resurrection is the promise of our own resurrections.

5. Traditional Christology.  The fifth chapter is entitled “The Content, Permanent Validity, and Limits of Classical Christology and Soteriology.”  In it, Rahner reinterprets the traditional Christological doctrines in light of his transcendental project.  In particular, he redefines incarnation, not just as the one-time entry into the world of Jesus, but as “the irrevocable presence of God in human nature and history.”  Further, he defines the hypostatic union of the divine Word with human nature as “the absolute mediation of salvation by a man” (LS 35C(cc), FCF 299).  For Rahner, the traditional terminology revealed our capacity to encounter God in the historical figure of Jesus.

In short, Rahner summed up his transcendental Christology under five chapter headings: (1) the phenomenology of our relationship to Christ, (2) the transcendent significance of historical events, (3) Jesus before his death, (4) Jesus after his resurrection, and (5) the redefinition of traditional doctrines.  Let me now correlate Rahner’s five headings with authors who do not view Christology as Rahner does.

1. Rahner’s Phenomenology and Michel Henry’s Phenomenology


The first chapter of Rahner’s transcendental Christology, “On the Phenomenology of Our Relationship to Jesus Christ,” implied a particular understanding of the phenomenological attitude.  Rahner’s phenomenology assumed the reality of faith as it is “understood and lived in the Christian churches” (LS 1, FCF 204.).  It recognized, however, that our understanding is our own and that it is limited.


In order to show the distinctiveness of Rahner’s phenomenology, let me compare it to the transcendental Christian project of the French phenomenologist, Michel Henry (1922-2002).  In 1996, when Henry was 74 years old, he published I Am the Truth: Toward a Philosophy of Christianity.
  The book does not discuss Rahner, but presents itself as a Christian phenomenology.   It contrasts “the truth of the world” – the truth that is known through its concepts, expressions, and manifestations – with Christian truth.  Unlike the truth of the world, the truth of Christianity is not truth expressed in concepts.  On the contrary, it is a “pure phenomenological truth,” as Henry says, the very truth that the truth of the world presupposes.  He identified this “pure self-showing” with God.


The difference between the phenomenologies of Rahner and Henry emerges most pointedly when we compare the way they treat the mystery of Jesus Christ.  For Henry, Jesus is not the Christ studied by historians or theologians, not Christ as an historical figure, not the son of Mary.  No, for Henry, the virgin birth “scarcely conceals . . . the essential argument of Christianity, namely, that no man is the son of a man, or of any woman either, but of God” (7).  This “Christian” argument is “essential” to Henry because the truth of Christ is not about the man, Jesus of Nazareth, but about his relationship to his heavenly Father.  For Henry, “every birth” – not just the birth of Christ – “finds itself understood [by Christians] as transcendental, generated within and by means of absolute life” (72).  Our human parents merely externalize something primordial, namely, our divine parenthood as children of God.


Michel Henry reminds us that God, the self-manifestation of pure phenomenology, underlies every concept.  It is certainly more radical than Rahner’s phenomenology.  Rahner asks about the human capacities – our longing for God, and our desire to find God in concrete history – that make faith possible.  That brings us to Rahner’s next chapter, entitled “Transcendental Christology.”

2. Roger Haight against Extrinsicism

In his book Jesus Symbol of God, Roger Haight has rightly characterized Rahner’s transcendental Christology as a response to extrinsicism.  Extrinsicism is the thesis that “God’s address to human existence in Jesus Christ comes entirely from the ‘outside’ and runs counter to human interests and the inner exigencies of human freedom.”
  Our self-interest, corrupted by sin, must be overcome if we are to be saved.  

By contrast, Rahner’s transcendental Christology discovers in the human being an inner dynamism or supernatural existential, a longing and affinity for God’s very self that reaches its fulfillment in Jesus Christ.  For Haight, the event of Jesus Christ is the “integral and ideal realization” (17) of what God intended all along for human beings.  Far from representing an extrinsic means to salvation, Rahner offered Jesus Christ as the intrinsic goal of human nature created in the divine image and likeness.


Haight identified the Logos Christology in general (and Rahner’s Christology in particular) as “the textbook theology taught in seminaries.”  Such a theology is “losing ground today.”  Why?  Because Logos Christologies such as Rahner’s resemble the ancient “Alexandrian christology of enhypostatic union” (439).  In such a union between the divine Word and its human nature, said Haight, “Jesus appears different from other human beings” (433), and thus somewhat “extrinsic.”  His humanity relies on the divine being of the Logos.


Haight wanted to “recast” Rahner’s theology “in the framework of a Christology from below and an Antiochene pattern of understanding the duality of Jesus’ humanity and divinity” (439).  In other words, he wanted to present Jesus as a “created human being or person,” ie., a “concrete symbol expressing the presence in history of God as Logos” (439).  Of course, this posed the problem of the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, a problem brought to Haight’s attention in the year 2000 by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.  Rahner, by affirming that the hypostasis of the Logos is the bearer of Jesus’ humanity, avoided that problem – but raised the specter of extrinsicism.
3. Patrick Burke and the Divine Person

The third chapter of Rahner’s transcendental Christology, “The History of the Life and Death of Jesus of Nazareth,” underscored Jesus’ truly human self-consciousness.  The consciousness of Jesus, said Rahner, stood “at a created distance from God” (LS 18, FCF 249).  He could not foresee his future.  At the same time, however, Jesus claimed that there was an identity between the message of the kingdom and his own person.  He viewed himself as the final call of God and the absolute savior.  Before his death and resurrection, however, he had to live in hope.  He hoped that, in death, his heavenly Father would vindicate his claim.  

Some of Rahner’s critics, however, are ill at ease with the way that he has depicted the relation between the humanity and divinity of Jesus.  Patrick Burke, for instance, defines this as the “key question” in Rahner’s Christology.  In his book from 2002, Reinterpreting Rahner, Burke asked “how the redemptive act achieved in Jesus was simultaneously an act of the Logos as the ontological free subject and also a free, human act.”
  Burke argued that Rahner’s answer is unclear.  

For example, said Burke, one can cited Rahnerian texts that seem to imply a Christology from below.   Rahner so emphasized the similarities between our own limited self-consciousness and that of Jesus, Burke argued, that it seems that Jesus differed from us only in his total dedication to the Father.  With this low Christology, says Burke, Rahner seems to manifest an “Arian tendency.”  

Other passages from the Rahnerian corpus, however, reflect a high Christology.  Burke pointed to Rahner’s affirmation that the divine Logos is the bearer of the humanity of Jesus.  So there is the subjectivity of the Logos, as well as the subjectivity of Jesus’ human nature.  This led Burke to the charge that, for Rahner, “There seem to be two free, conscious subjects in Jesus” – a notion “dangerously close to Nestorianism” (157).  From Burke’s point of view, Rahner wavered between two views of Jesus Christ, and this ambiguity weakened his Christology.

Burke demanded of Rahner a conceptual clarity that he finds wanting.  This is the central theme of Reinterpreting Rahner.  “Rahner failed to develop a fully coherent notion of ‘person’” (156), writes Burke, and this “renders it impossible for Rahner to distinguish clearly between the two natures” of Christ (157).  

Burke charged that Rahner’s Christology lacked a clear concept of personhood.  His question, posed in 2002, echoed the concern expressed sixteen years earlier by the Jesuit John M. McDermott, professor of dogmatic theology at Sacred Heart Major Seminary.  In his article on “The Christologies of Karl Rahner” (an important influence on Burke), McDermott lamented Rahner’s “lack of a sufficiently articulated notion of person” as a “major weakness in Rahner’s system.”
  To McDermott we now turn.

4. John McDermott on Causality

The fourth chapter of Rahner’s transcendental Christology focuses on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and specifically on the manner in which these offer salvation.  The resurrection showed the apostles that their faith in Jesus was not in vain.  Rahner claimed that the historical experience of the apostles “corresponds” to the transcendental experience of Jesus himself.  Because he rose from the dead, they hoped that they too would rise.  For Rahner, the experience of Jesus possesses a “quasi-sacramental causality.”  In his death and resurrection, Jesus became a sacrament of God’s will.  “We are saved,” says Rahner, “because this man who is one of us has been saved by God, and God has thereby made his salvific will present in the world” (LS 31b, FCF 284).  Jesus becomes for Rahner the “quasi-sacramental cause” of our own salvation.

Quasi-sacramental causality is not enough, however, for John McDermott, the Jesuit so influential to Burke.  McDermott took aim at Rahner’s doctrine of supernatural causality.  Scholastic theology taught that sanctifying grace elevates the creature, McDermott wrote, thereby “causing” the creature “to receive the divine indwelling” or the life of God (p. 100).  Rahner was not content with the Scholastic concept of efficient causality, McDermott complained, because the concept too-clearly distinguished between God and the creature.  So Rahner introduced the concept of “quasi-formal causality.”  God gives to the redeemed human being a new form, but not a divine form.

McDermott disliked quasi-formal causality because it blurs the clear concepts of traditional logic.  Once Rahner began to introduce neologisms such as quasi-formal causality, he obscured the clarity of Scholastic reason, said McDermott, and denied “the principal efficacy of the cross as a moral, efficient cause.” (307).  By moving from the Scholastic concept of efficient causality (whereby God affects us from without) to quasi-formal causality (whereby we share, to an extent, the very form of God), Rahner collapsed the distinction between divinity and humanity.

In Rahner’s view, Jesus has become “this man who is one of us” and who “has been saved by God” (LS 31b, FCF 284).  McDermott wonders, however, how a man like us could also be, as the Church says, the unique mediator.  Asking in 1986 a question that Patrick Burke would ask sixteen years later, McDermott wondered why it would not be possible for another human being, such as the Blessed Virgin Mary, to accomplish the total surrender to the Father that Jesus accomplished (122).
5. Donald Gelpi against Greek Metaphysics
Let us move onto the final chapter of Rahner’s Christology and to the critique of Donald Gelpi.  Rahner’s most audacious claim about his transcendental Christology was that its central themes – the absolute event of salvation and the absolute mediation of salvation by a man – “mean exactly the same thing as church doctrine expresses as Incarnation and hypostatic union” (LS 35C(cc); FCF 299).  The hypostatic union is not just the link between the divine Word and the human nature of Jesus, but the event of God’s offer of salvation and of Jesus’ acceptance of that offer on behalf of all humanity.
  

For Donald L. Gelpi, however, Rahner marred his theology by committing himself to the outdated worldview implicit in the ancient doctrines.  His reinterpretations of incarnation and hypostatic union shackled Rahner to “inflated metaphysical claims of necessity and well as universality,” said Gelpi, who published in 2001 a three-volume Christology entitled The Firstborn of Many.
  There he charged that Rahner approached Christology by means of an outdated Thomistic anthropology.  Rahner’s Christ became the “absolute savior,” in Gelpi’s words, the one who alone “fulfills the a priori yearning of the human spirit for God” (Gelpi, vol. 3, p. 330).  This was a mistake.  Rahner presupposed, but did not substantiate, metaphysical assumptions about the human spirit.

In place of Rahner’s transcendental Christology, Gelpi proposed his own “experiential” Christology, based on a “metaphysics of experience” (3.334).  It departs from Rahner’s traditional metaphysics, with its supposedly inflated claims to be universally applicable and necessary a priori.  According to Gelpi, Rahner’s Christology requires “a unique correlation between humanity and the person of the Son” (3.347).  We see this correlation in Rahner’s claim about the incarnation as the irrevocable presence of God in Jesus for all creation.  Gelpi did not find this “unique correlation” and rejected it.  

Gelpi’s experiential approach avoids what he considered the metaphysical shortcomings of Rahner and his appropriation of Greek theology.  Incarnation does not mean, for Gelpi, that all creation is saved when it is united to the divine Word.  Hypostatic union does not mean that the one man, Jesus, is a correlate for the entire human race.  Rahner mistakenly assumed that all people are necessarily oriented to Christ by the fixed, universal, and a priori structures of the human spirit.  Religious doctrine is not, however, a set of a priori structures, argued Gelpi.  It is rather a pragmatism that we verify when we are converted and take responsibility (3.414).

Conclusion

Having summarized Rahner’s transcendental Christology, and having sketched five points of view critical of that Christology, I would like to share my conclusions.

Rahner’s transcendental Christology asked how it is possible for Christians to find God’s incarnate Word in the historical figure of Jesus.  To answer this question, Rahner probed the Church’s own doctrines, finding in them a message of hope for modern human beings.  It was the hope, first of all, that God has offered salvation to everyone, not just those fortunate enough to be born into a Christian family or culture.  Transcendental Christology also offered hope, second of all, that the salvation of human beings has taken place in and through God’s incarnate Word, who shared our human nature.  The divine Word influenced the humanity of Jesus, just as it influences our own humanity.  The difference was that Jesus, from the very beginning of his life, subordinated his human will to God’s will.  We are his disciples, and his gospel finds support in Rahner’s transcendental Christology.  We are saved because we are made in God’s image and likeness, and Jesus himself revealed to us what God wants for every human being.

Michel Henry.  Although many scholars have expressed doubts about Rahner’s Christology, it seems more trustworthy than their criticisms.  Even though his Christology starts from a phenomenological point of view, Rahner did not call, as Michel Henry did, for a total suspension of the natural attitude.  Nor did he seek a truth about Jesus and his heavenly Father that science may have suppressed.  On the contrary, Rahner’s phenomenology of our relationship to Jesus Christ invites us to assume the faith of the Church.  Only from the position of faith (as distinct from a phenomenological attitude) can theologians ask, “What enables us to discover in the historical Jesus a supra-historical significance?

Roger Haight.  The ancient faith of the Church, however, has many dimensions, not all of them congenial to modern scholarship.  Rahner’s profession of faith, namely, that God in his Logos has become man, strikes some scholars as too representative of a Christology from above – too representative of an Alexandrian, rather than an Antiochene, heritage.  The danger of an Alexandrian Logos-Christology like Rahner’s is that it suggests that salvation is extrinsic.  It risks bypassing human responsibility and runs counter to our own human interests.  But even Roger Haight, who taxes Rahner with “Alexandrian tendencies,” is willing to concede that Rahner’s transcendental Christology is a “response” to extrinsicism.  The Word did not become flesh to save us from ourselves, but rather to be a sacrament of God’s grace for God’s creation.  It shows us the Father’s will and, in that way, brings that will to completion.

John McDermott.  Rahner’s quasi-sacramental causality, however, has been a sticking point for scholars who call it conceptually unclear.  Once Rahner departed from the tradition of efficient causality, whereby God caused salvation by acting upon human beings, he obscured the clear division between God and us.  That is the point of John McDermott.  However, that clear division troubled Rahner.  It could not satisfactorily express the mystery of the incarnation.  Once God became man, as Rahner suggested, we Christians may no longer conceive of God as acting simply upon us from the outside.  Jesus is not just God’s extrinsic offer of salvation, but also our representative.  On our behalf, he accepted God’s will as his own.

Patrick Burke. The two natures of the divine Word, “unseparated” from the one hypostasis and “unmixed” between themselves, continue to challenge Christians today.  Rahner affirmed the Church’s traditional teaching by describing the Logos as one divine person who supported the human nature of Christ.  At the same time, however, Rahner insisted that Christ’s human nature was itself a subjectivity, “Created, conscious and free” (LS 32, FCF 287).  For some scholars this teaching dangerously flirted with Nestorianism and the heresy of two conscious subjects in Christ.  Some would prefer to see a clear concept of the one divine person who possesses a human (as well as a divine) nature.  But Rahner’s logic has its own persuasive power.  His concept of the divine person may not be as clear as Patrick Burke would like, but even Burke would admit that the incarnation is a mystery not easily reducible to scholastic concepts.

Donald Gelpi.  Or perhaps we should speak of Greek concepts, because Rahner’s use of them, according to some scholars, mars his theology.  The Christology of Rahner holds that Jesus saves humanity, not just by what he did, but by who he is.  Christ, the absolute savior, comprises and thus saves the whole of reality.  This teaching, which goes back to the theory of recapitulation, reflects the Greek-influenced world of Irenaeus of Lyons.  Donald Gelpi implied that it is an example of inflated metaphysics.  Rahner accepted the inflated metaphysical claim that the whole of creation stands under the influence of Christ.  But that is not just Greek metaphysics, but Christian doctrine.  Rahner, with his teaching about Christ as the absolute savior, was expressing the faith of Christians.  
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