FromAustria
THE PRISON PASTORATE

by Karl Rahner

You, who are prison chaplains, have come together here for ais hour
meditation as priestdhe meaning of such an hour lies not in how the
chage laid upon you is to be made fruitful and beneficial for those entrusted
to your care, but rather lies in considering how such a pastor with such a
chage is himself to find GodThis does not mean that the task of caring
selflessly for others, and Christian neighbourly love itself, are being changed
into egotismWe are merely giving scope to the simple, fundamental insight
that in our priestly lives we can only serve others insofar as we are ourselves
filled with the grace of him to whom we are bearing witness, and whom we
are there to mediate to men, in his word, his sacraments, and his grace. Nor
is anything changed in this either by our objectiviciafl mission or by the
power of theopus operatumrFor both of these have got to be accepted by
men if they are to be fefctive. But they will only be accepted if those who
bring them are such as to make their objective mission and objective grace
credible by the quality of their own Christian living. Nor can he simply say
that selfless service is itself hphnd that the more a persondgets himself

in it and dies to himself, the more he will be filled with the grace of God,
and the more he will be apt to win his neighbour by the witness of the Spirit
and of powerln its positive sense, this statement is true. But it would turn
into a dangerous lie if we supposed that it could provide the one single all-
embracing norm of our missiofihere are maxims in the spiritual life capable

of providing, on their own, a total formula covering the whole thitgere

is no way of including everything in one exercise. For we are creatures
who, even in this respect, have no abiding, dityt must humblyin our
finitude, do many dferent things in order to reach the whole. So we have
got to take pains over our nearness to God if we are to be able to serve our
neighbouyrand we draw near to God by serving our neighbour: each depends
on the otherand yet they are not both the same thiigl that is whyin an

hour of meditation such as this, it is our task and oficeothemselves
which bid us to take to heart our concern over our own salvation in the
midst of our task.
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What we shall be considering during this short meditation can be summed
up in two sentences. In the prisoners entrusted to our pastoral care we find
Christ our Lord; and in these prisoners we find ourselves, what we see in
them being the concealed truth of our own situation.

Christ in the Prisoners

We find Christ our Lord in the prisonel/e have got to find him there; he
is really there to be found, and to be found in such a way that our encounter
with him will also be for our salvation and our happiness.

There is no need for me to remind you of your own experience as prison
chaplainsThis experience, in all its bitterness and horrible realism, is more
present to you than anything | could describe or suggest of it: the experience
of shattered human existences; the mental and moral defectives; the unstable
characters; the psychopaths; the vicious, the smooth, the cynical, the
hypocrites and liars; the merely impulsive, the victims of circumstances, of
addiction; the inevitable recidivists, the religiously impervious, the poor
devils, the imbeciles. Even though this kind of experience is not the only
one that you have in prisons, even though you also meet people there who
strike you immediately as no tifent from anyone else — normal, decent
men — yet it still remains true that you have often been struck with horror
of the humanity you encounter theMou have so often been let down,
shown up as stupid, rewarded with ingratitude; so often knocked in vain for
admission to hearts that were locked and barred; so often provided help
only to be rejected yourselves as representatives of the hated system.
have sufered the sense of futility and the hopelessness of all stattsef

you must often have had the impression that all ydortsf your concern,

your love, your patience and your work are being dropped into a bottomless
abyss from which no response ever conYest are men who continually
encounter evil in all its dregrmerve-racking, hopeless, detestable reality
You know all that better than | dand now let us read the words of Christ,

his incredible, provocative, thrilling words: ‘Come 0 blessed of my Father
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for

... lwas in prison, and you came to see ffieen the righteous will answer

him, ‘Lord, when did we see thee ... in prison and visit thee?’And the King
will answer them, ‘Tuly, | say to you, as you did it to one of the least of
these my brethren, you did it to me.” (Mt. 25, 34-40).
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| think that the first thing for you to do is simply to rejoice over these words.
They apply to you without any kind of translation, just as they were spoken
then.They do not need to be translated and adapted and transposed into a
new set of circumstanced/hat you live is a primaryabiding form of life
which Jesus saw clearly in its abiding pattern; he gives it expression in a
statement which he then raises to the level of a concrete utterance &f God’
judgement, the judgement which brings world history to its fulfilment, treads
out as in a winepress the ultimate meaning of that histo/transforms it

into the wine of eternal joyThere are few vocations with such words to
rejoice oveyfew that find themselves being addressed in so unchanged a
fashion by the mouth of the Son of Man, with words at once realistically
human and divinely heavenly

But the next response to these words has to be one of terror: you are
commanded to find our Lord in these people whom you visit in prison.
What a terrifying and exacting task! Do not say that these words are not
meant to be taken quite as seriously as that.

Do not say that all that is really wanted when you get right down to itis a little
human compassion, a certain amount of reasonably allocated help; some of
that sober realism which has no illusions but at the same time is not too ready
to despair of humanity: which has the humanist optimism to believe in the
good in every human being, stimulate it, and give it another chance to do
better; and which, when that fails, consoles itself with the thought that after
all there are psychopathic conditions which can be as incurable as other diseases
and ought not to break osdieart any more than the others: the patients all
die in the end anywayut the human race doeslgt itself get excessively
depressed over it. No, No — and again, no. More is asked of you than this.

You are to find our Lord in these prisonéfsu yourselves are to encounter

him there to your own saving benefiire we not under the temptation to

ask our Lord, impatiently and (as we like to see it) unsentimenialtiie

name of sober realism, reason, and our own experience, ‘When did we see
you in prison?Are we not tempted to say: ®8\vere in the prisons but we
didn’t find you thereVe found pitiful human beings, poor devils, and
cynical criminals. But you? No, not you'?

Perhaps we shall say: ‘we’ve nothing against it if you like to be so
magnanimous and gracious as to use a sort of splendid heavenly fiction to
count these services rendered, these visits to the prison, as if we had done
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them to youThat'’s all right, that fine, we have no objection to a fiction of
that sort. But a fiction it remain¥ou are you and these people are these
people And we did not find you in the prisons. Not there, of all places.’

But Jesus says otherwise. Jesus rejects all our realism as unreal. He does
not identify himself with these people by a legal fiction, but in such a way
that we are, in very truth, encountering him in théva.have got to let his
words stand as what they are ~ and believe théercan think about how

they can be true, but we have got to take them asweiean be horrified

at how little we must have grasped of the self-emptying love of God in
Christ, the agape of God, if we have not understood that there really is a
love in this world — the love of God, that is — which accepts when to us

it seems that there is no longer anything there to be accepted; a love which
is not a matter of gracious condescension, but tinlall reality and
effectiveness, identifies itself with these sinners; a love which strips itself,
exposes itself, commits itself, spends itself utterly; in which the lover can
no longer find himself except in and through the beloVglcan consider

the truths that this love is creative and transforming; that it is genuine and
radical even to death, the death of the Cross; that it has dared to descend
into the uttermost emptiness of God-forsaken, death-stricken lovelessness.
But he has been victorious and taken all things to itself; that it is a love
which brought the Son of God to make himself a curse that he might
really save what is really and inescapably lost — that which is, of itself,
dead, without future and without hope; that which grimly locks and bars
itself against all love; that which, with cold contempt and unambiguous
cynicism, scorns love, puritkindliness, and loyalty as utopian pretence.

It is with such sinners that this love has, in strict reaiitgntified itself.

For otherwise they would not be redeemed. Otherwise, only what is sound
in itself would have been saved. No such thing exists, though it often
seems to; so that we think that this thing, basically good in itself, has been
accepted by God because it is good, instead of believing that what was
truly lost has been accepted in order that it should be made\tyeadust

think about the truth, accepting it in faith and against our own ‘experience’,
that the Lord is in these lost individuals whom we meet in the prisons:
that he is in them by his will to love, which calls nothingness and that
which is lost by its name and creates it; in them by his patience, by the
almighty power that sees, even in this bit of the wreckage of world history
a person, an eternjtg brother of the incarnatord of God, a beloved,
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someone to be taken seriously with divine seriousness: sees him as this,
or, better creates him as this, by looking on him with love. He is, in all
truth, in them; because the primary mystery of that love which creates
and makes one, which is God himself, is not understood, and hence the
essence of Christianity is radically misunderstood, unless this improbable,
paradoxical truth, with its radical reversal of all our short-sighted
experience, is unconditionally accepted in faith.

But if we want to understand our Losdvords and find him in the prisoners,

we must not only think, in faith and prayabout the truth that he is in them;

we must think even more about how we can find him in them. For this is the
appalling thing, the deadly danger: that we can fail to recognise him, even
though he is in these lost, unfortunate brothers of his, one with ier=re

liable to pass him by; our eyes can be held, our hearts be dull and closed
against him, so that we do not see him. In this time of faith and not of sight we
shall indeed never find him except in a hidden fashighen the last day
comes, we shall still be amongst those who ask wonderjogtyas much as
those who have not visited the Lord and not found him, ‘When did we see
thee in prison, and visit thee?'. (Mt 25: 39, 4¥9.far as experience goes it

will always be like this. It will seem to us that it is not he, that it is not possible
to find him in the prisoners. But this is precisely what Christianity is, finding
when we think we have not found, this seeing when we seem to be gazing
into darkness, this having when we think that we haveAostso it is here.

We have to seek and find him in the prisongnsl it is not easyit is possible

to ignore him and walk blindly past him, even when you are there in the
prisons with your bodily presence and your ‘carrying out of your duties’,
even when you have the reputation of being a good prison chaplain.

What does it mean to find Christ himself in his brothers in prison? First and
foremost, it means a reverent humility in face of this other human being,
who is a child of God and a brother of Jesus Christ, one who is called and
beloved by God, one who is embraced by the power of divine deall

know (and anyone who denied it would be at the very least a Jansenist
heretic, doubting God’universal will to save) that every human being still
on pilgrimage through this life is called to salvation, beloved of God, and
embraced by the grace of Christ, even if he has not yet freely accepted it.
We know that we cannot ultimately judge anyhatihat we cannot say of
anybody with absolute certainty that he is living in Gogtace, and so
equally cannot say of anybody that he has logtnitl so, as we must with
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absolutely certain confidence in God hope in Goderciful grace for
ourselves, we have the same duty of hope (since we must love our neighbour
as our self) on behalf of each of our neighbotingl we know that in every
human being there is an eternal destiny in the making, coming to maturity
through all the trivialities of everyday life and commonplace humanfy

know all thatWe have never disputed it. But we do not liva s infinite
dignity, this indestructible nobilitythis fact, that every human being is
infinitely more than a human being, remains to gdaxtent a sort of thin
Sunday-ideologysomething we do not dispute in theory because it does us
no harm and does not prevent us from sticking to everyday norms and
attitudes in the everyday world. But suppose that our sober everyday eyes
should look at this neighbour of ours and see through all his physical
degeneracythrough the screen of his instinctual life, his conditioning, his
psychology insofar as it is physiologically determined. Suppose they should
see even through all that this other person thinks about himself and desires
for himself, through all his self-interpretation, which is never capable of
saying the ultimate truth about a man; that they should see through all that
fate has done in the course of such a life, in terms of heregityinging,
environment, latent sickness, psychopathology; and even through true and
appalling guilt, since it too is not the ultimate thing, it too (as Paul says) is
embraced and included within the greater and mightier mercy of God.
Suppose that our eyes seeing through all this, should seek and find that
which is most real and ultimate in this other person: God, with his love and
his mercywho has conferred an eternal dignity upon this person & of
himself to him, without repentance, in the incomprehensible prodigality of
the divine foolishness of love. Suppose that we should see in this way not at
some solemn, ceremonial moment but at the point where this man confronts
us with his blank gaze, his lack of receptiyitys reek of poverty; at the
point where he rises up before us, sullen and resentful, malicious,
unteachable, stupidly cunning. Supposing we could indeed see in this way
then we should really come to meet this man with a reverent hynnility
which we would realise that we cannot recognise any higher dignity or
holier calling in ourselves than that which is present in him.

And if we did look at him like this, in reverent humilithen we would see
Christ in him: the incarnai&bord of the Fathervho is everywhere, honoured

and adored (whether this is realised of not) whenever one human being is
taken absolutely seriously by another; whenever a person recognises that it
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is impossible to have any experience with a fellow human being, however
evil and appalling, which would involve looking through him into emptiness
instead of into the mystery of God, in whom is hidden the eternal image of
this man without which (asngelus Silesuis says) God ‘cannot for a moment
live’. Man, in his nature and his determination towards grace, exists because
God has willed the God-man: because he has willed himself as man; because
henceforth there is no longer any truth of God which is not truth of man;
because (this is so only out of free grace, but it really is so) God would not
be, if man were naind so, whenever the most wretched of human creatures,
some mean, stupid scoundrel, is received reverently and humbly into our
own hearts, it is Christ who is being received and discovArat— may

one dare to say? — there best of all. For where have we a better hope of
finding God than in such a casé/hen the spell of mas’own greatness

and beautyhis own goodness and splendasicast upon us, this may indeed

act as a door into the infinite greatness, beaydgdness and splendour of
God. It may in itself. But we are so apt in such a case to stop short at the
human greatness as suchis is something we cannot do with poor sinners,
when we discover what is abiding and indestructible in them, when we
honour what they perhaps take no account of in themselves, when we believe
in God in them, though they do not find him in themselves.

And there is still another sense of finding God in our humiliated neighbour
When we go to meet this wretched neighbour in the way that we should,
when we care about him without any supporting feeling of instinctive,
physiologically conditioned sympathyhen we fogive even while feeling

that we are being made fools of by doing so, when we really pour ourselves
out without the reward of a feeling of satisfaction and without any return in
gratitude, when our very encounter with our neighbour makes us unutterably
lonely and all such love seems to be only an annihilating leap into an absolute
void, then that is really Gosl'hour in our life; that is when he is there.
Assuming that we donhturn back; assuming that it doesgéet us down,

that we dort find ourselves some sort of compensation elsewhere, that we
don't complain, that we donfeel sorry for ourselves, that we keep quiet
about it and really accept and commit ourselves to the absence of ground
under our feet and the foolishness of such [@hen it is Gods hour: then

this seemingly sinister abyss in our existence, as it opens up in this hopeless
experience of our neighbouwill be the abyss of God himself,
communicating himself to us; it will be the beginning of the coming of his
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infinity, where all roads disappeand which feels like nothingness because

it is infinity. When we have had such an encounter with our neighbour
encounter in which we break through the instability of what is earthly in
him and seem to fall into void; when we have to let go of ourselves in it and
no longer belong to ourselves; when we have denied ourselves and no longer
dispose of ourselves for purposes of power or self enjoyment; when
everything in such an encountand ourselves too, seems to have fallen
away from us into infinite remoteness, then we begin to find Goeh this
lonely, silent void of the interior man, who seems to have been as it were
destroyed, begins to be filled with God; then we find God, we find Christ,
who fell into the hands of the Father when, as he was dying, he recognised
his God-forsakennesat the beginning, this may seem alien to us; this loss
of ourselves may terrify us, and the temptation may come upon us to flee in
our terror back to intimacy and gratitude and the sense of being loved. Indeed
it will often be right and necessary for us to do so. But we should gradually
learn to find life in this death, intimacy in this loneliness, God in this
forsakenness. It is only when we can do this, when we can find and
experience God himself in this disappointment of our love for our neighbour
that our love for our neighbour becomes mature, and an act of the Holy
Spirit in us. It can then become really londstihg and patient, without
malice, never ceasing to hope, never disillusioned. It will always find God.

It is not to be thought that this means that our neighlespecially when

he is a disappointing neighbeus simply a means by which we practise
ascetical renunciation so as to create that void within us which God then
freely and mercifully fills with the unutterable intimacy of his presence.
For none of this happens unless we truly love the person in question, truly
accepting him for what he is and not making this love into a means to
anything. But if, without aiming at it, this God-loving love to our neighbour
does find God while seeking our neighhatien this lonely experience of
God, taking place within the death of all self-seeking, becomes a final
possibility for us, a final source of strength for loving our neighbour ‘to the
last’. We really die of this love; to die without despair (and despair puts an
end to love) can only be done if we die into the infinite life of God. So we
must love and seek our neighbaamd not our own fulfilment and perfection,

but this can only be done ‘to the last’ if we find God in it and if this true love
of our neighbour is embraced and redeemed, preserved and liberated by
happening within the love of God, as a finding of God in Chiisyone,
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then, who exposes himself to this death-dealing adventure of an
unconditional love of his neighbquwrill find God; and whoever finds God
can love his neighbour as himself. He will receive that clearness of vision
which belongs to the faith which sees the reality of God even in the most
abandoned of men, making him in all truth worthy of being loved with
humble reverence.

We find Christ our Lord in the prisoners; we have got to find him there; he
is really there to be found, and to be found in such a way that our encounter
with him will also be for our salvation and our happiness.

Ourselvesin the Prisoners

We find ourselves in the prisoners when we see in them the hidden truth of
our own situation.

Every human being is continually running away from himself. Only those
saints who have attained perfection could say that they no longer deceive
themselves about themselves. Only the perfect have stopped repressing the
truth of God within themThe truth that we are sinners; the truth that we are
self-seekers; the truth that in a thousanted#t ways, crude or subtle, we

are always trying to serve God and ourselves; the truth that we are cowardly
easy-going, lazyrefractory servants of God; the truth that we do not do
what we ought to do: love God with our whole heart and all our strength.
Together with the Scriptures and the teachings of the early Church, we can
express the content of this repressed truth by acknowledging that we are
unfree, prisoners, unless the Spirit of God, his grace, sets usVEeraay

be free in a bogeois, legal sense: we may be responsible for our actions,
not only in the sight of men but also in the sight of God and his most merciful
and just judgement. But if we have not been set free by the Spirit of God
into the freedom of Christ, then for all this earthly freedom and its
corresponding responsibility in the sight of God, we are nevertheless helpless
and hopeless prisoners in the prison of our guilt, our unsaved condition, our
inability to perform any saving act.

And these people whom we visit are an image of this: an image of all those
who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, imprisoned in the dungeon of
their own finitude, the dungeon of a freedom which has not yet been set free
by Christ and is still enslaved to sin, the flesh and the power of the evil one.
The prison in which your work goes on is an image of this prison of the
world, not in an external, artificial sense, through some artificial anaddogy
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an image in the sense of a manifestation, a trey and real type, the making
visible of a hidden reality which makes itself manifest and tangible in this
real symbol. For no matter what may be the immediate causes of prisons and
of the plight of their inmates, the one ultimate cause is the guilt of mankind
from its beginnings onwards; the guilt which propagates itself through all
individual personal guilt; the same guilt which confronts us incarnate in
poverty sickness, and unhappiness; the guilt which is a power in our own
lives too, so that what we call prisons and penitentiaries are, to a Christian
understanding of things, simply individual cells of a perceptible king in that
one great prison which Scripture calls ‘the world’, ‘this age’, ‘the evil world’,
the domain of the prince of this world, the realm of the powers of darkness,
death and eviWWhen you go from your own surroundings into a prison, you
do not go out of a world of harmaright and order into a world of guilt and
unfreedom: you stay where you have been all the time. It is merely made
clearer to your bodily senses what has been surrounding you all the time: the
unfreedom of guilt, the imprisonment from which Chsisirace alone can

set us free into the freedom of the children of God.

But (it might be objected) true though all this is, we ourselves are nevertheless
those who have been redeemed, who have been liberated into this freedom,
we are no longer in servitude to sin, the,lganity and death! So it is with

us, we hope it is; each day we strengthen our hearts anew in this hope,
which may often, alas, seem like a hope against M#@eomfort our hearts
anew each day with this hope, which faith alone, and no experience of
pharisaic self-consciousness of ours, can give us. But egsallpng as

we are pursuing our pilgrimage in hope, not in vision, and are redeemed in
hope, so long as we are still marching and not yet at the goal, we are still as
it were prisoners, whose prison door is opening at this very moment, who
are suddenly being bidden, by an unlooked-for miracle of grace, to get up
and go, like Peter being struck on the side by the angel: ‘Get up quickly
dress yourself and follow me’ (Acts 12, 7-8), while the chains fall from our
hands.We are people who have entered into freedom and can be said to
have attained it precisely insofar as we do not think of it as a possession that
can be taken for granted; insofar as we are aware, in fear and trembling, of
whence we come; insofar as we know that we can only receive this gift of
the freedom of Christ with impunityithout its becoming our ultimate
damnation, if we accept it simply and solely as our redemption from slavery
by the grace of God.
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And again, even if we are the redeemed; even if in those who are in Christ
Jesus, those who believe in him and love him, there is no longer anything
worthy of damnation; even if the ground of our being, its innermost centre,
is graced and filled with the holy Pneuma of God; even if, then, what is in
us can no longer make us, as indivisible subjects befores@atijement,
worthy of damnation, yet the heritage of the past is still at the same time
ultimately and indissolubly still in us. Or is concupiscence not still to be
found in us? Is there not in us that which is in the world, the lust of the eyes
and the lust of the flesh and the pride of liye& we not sick, compulsive,

only too apt to deceive ourselves, egoists, slaves (if only in an attenuated
form) to our cravings for this and that? Supposing someone came to us,
supposing God came to us, and lit up the interior of our hearts not merely
with the cold inexorability of a psychotherapist but with the incorruptibility

of the ultimate truth of th&hrice-Holy One; supposing he were to analyse
our motives, our attitudes, our behaviour patterns, our secret impulses, hidden
even from ourselves; if he were to confront us with ourselves, stripped and
naked, as we are, not as we like to appear to ourselves, should we not then
have to fall down in terror before this judge of our hearts, crying ‘Depart
from me, for | am a sinful man, O Lord¥¥ould not his grace, by which we

are made holythen appear to us as something which we simply are not;
would we not have to sglgrokenly and with tears, ‘That is you, that is your
inconceivable love, the unreasonable prodigadityto sayof your mercy:

but I am not that; | am dull and cowardly and shut up within myself, | am a
confused and tangled bundle of impulses and chances and external
determinisms of which it is never possible to know at any moment what is
genuinely my own, what is mere facade, what is real, whether shabbiness is
the humility of the virtue that is in me or virtue is the disguise for the
wretchedness in me’? Should we not have to pray with tears, ‘If thou, 0
Lord, shouldst mark iniquities, Lord, who shall endure it? Enter not into
judgement with me, cleanse me from my secret sin!’?

Should we not then have to recognise and acknowledge that we are not so
essentially diferent from those poor sinners whom we visit in the prisons?
Should we not have to say that what distinguishes us from them is merely
the fact that théomes peccatiwhich is in us in the same way as it is in
them, has not — because of circumstances which are no merit of ours but
matters of situation, fate and chance — brought us into conflict, as it has
them, with the external order of men and soci®#tgzan indeed be grateful
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to God for these very circumstances: even extremely so. But does that
differentiate us so much from them that, because we are the redeemed, we
can no longer see ourselves in them, and must deny that our own image,
stripped of its masks, looks out at us from thérh@ more so as we can
never say that they are not in the grace of God, since everything that confronts
us in them is just as liable to be sickness as guilt, or to be the guilt of
society in which we too may perhaps have our part, having drawn on it,
and continuing to draw on it, for our revenue of comfort and demis
security and dfuence And the more so again, since we are not certain that
we are in God grace.

So, then, we meet ourselves when we meet prisoners in prisnpresent

our own image to us, that image which we must face continukyafter

day, if we hope to find the grace of God for ourselves; for that grace is only
given to those who acknowledge themselves as sinners and build their lives
on one thing onlythe incomprehensible grace of God who takes pity on the
lost. We have no choice: either we are going to go through the prisons like
Pharisees, saying ‘Lord, | thank thee that | am not as one of these, robbers,
swindlers adulterers’, or like the publican in Luk&ospel. He stood afar

off, just as our unredeemed feelings find the prisons féooh God, beating

his own breast and not someone al¢a'thing we are apt to do when visiting

in prison), and said ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!” (Luke 18, 9-14).
Only if our attitude in the prisons is that of the publican inTéa@ple will

the prison become for us poor sinner$emple from which we can return
justified to our own homes. Otherwise we shall be going into the true prison
of our own blindness, hypocrisgnd pride, against which God sets his
face, while those inside, perhaps, may be the ones who are justified and
free in Gods sight.

So, then, we find ourselves in the prisoners, seeing in them the hidden truth
of our own situation.

In every life, and even in the holiestfioé a man can hold, there is one
deadly enemy: habit and routine. Oh, we need habit and roimeannot

live for long without themThey make many things easier for us which
would otherwise soon be too much for our powers; they may often be a
mild narcotic which God has mercifully supplied against the pain of living.
But they are also the deadly enemy of our life and of the hdilseofve

hold. They blunt us, they keep us going long after the real substance —
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spirit and love — has faded out of our wolkd thus they may give us, a
‘good consciencevhen what we ought to have is a bad diey make us

take credit for our good deeds instead of beating our breasts because there
is in them so little love, so little heart, so little humility and reverence for
men, even those who are outcasts from sadigymust keep fighting this
deadly thing, habit, as though it were a cunning and morally dangerous
enemy This applies to your job, too. It is a grace from God to have his
providence sustaining you in this battle, not only through the grace of that
holy joy you feel as pastors over someone whom you have been able to
bring back to the love of God, but also through all the sharp disappointments
and bitterness of the job, all its failures, all the ifed#nce which it meets,

all that it can do to torment you and wear you down. If these experiences,
these hard and bitter ones, force you out of the mediocrity of habit and
routine, confront you with the question of what you really are trying to do
in a job like this, and compel you to think about the real meaning and grace
of such a calling, then this too is GedjraceAnd again through the gentle

and unobtrusive workings of grace in you, you should come to meet this
grace, thinking and praying in the sight of God about what you are and
what you are aiming at in this callingnd if, in the course of such a
meditation, you also perhaps consider that, in the prisoners entrusted to our
priestly care, we can truly and indeed find Christ for ourselves, and that, by
encountering in them the reflection and likeness of our own situation, we
may be recalled to that humility to which alone Gogtace is promised,

then such a meditation may well build up to greater fullness and completeness
that unity between your calling and your life, youfied and your own
personal existence, which is, in the nature of things, made possible to an
unsurpassed degree of splendour and grace in the calling of a priest.

This timeless adéss was delived to prison chaplains in 1956. Karl Rahner
was born in 1904 at FEibouig and died in 1984 in Innsbck. It was
translated by Cecily Hastings andproduced with the kind permission of
‘Continuum’.

Karl Rahner:A Brief Biography
by Rober Masson — Majuette University

Rahnefs creative appopriation of diverse theological and philosophical
sources (including Ignatian spiritualityThomasAquinas, Kant, Hegel,
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Maréchal, Rousselot, and Heideggerpyided an innovative conceptual
framework for etrieving Catholic doctrine and the neo-scholastic theology
of the pevious generation and established l@putation as one of the most
influential systematic theologians in thati¢an 1l era. His pobing essays
responded to the bad range of topics most at issue for Catholicsrfthe
19405 to 805. The earliest of these helpecpae for the Council. The
later ones povided rich esouces for both academic and pastoral theology
He was influential in German-speaking countriesotigh his teaching,
lectures, editorial labours and membership in learned societies. His thought
had boader impact because of his involvement in international publications
like Concilium, his ole as a peritus at the Secondtigan Council, the
extensive dissemination of his work (1651 publications, 4744 counting
reprints and translations), his impact on thesign students who attended
his classes and later became influential in their own countries, and the
positive eception of his contributions by manyoRrstant thinkers. In the
English speaking world, for example, GgelLindbeck, a Lutheran, ranked
him with Bath and Tllich; John Macquarie, arAnglican, added that of
these Rahnés theology was the most helpful.

At the hear of Rahneis thought is a cohent vision of the world as the
profoundly mysterious ana of God self-communication in Jesus and the
Spirit. Rahnerhowevernever elaborated this as a systematic theology
worked out in ppgressive volumes. The philosophical underpinninggwer
presented in his first two books: Spirit in the& and Heaer of the Vard.

The details of the theological scheme agadrover the years in leces,
talks and aticles, the most imptent of which wes published in his
Theological Investigations (23 vols.). Despite their erudition and nuance,
these eflections wee not primarily concerned with contributing to
specialized theological scholarship, although many certainly did that. Most
had a boadly pastoral concern to exp®ways of@covering the meaning

of Christian doctrine and Catholic teaching in an intellectually plausible
and contemporaridiom. This was the case in eardflections which focused

on the peoccupations of Catholic dogmatic teaching and piitylater
essays contributing to issues which @feeing raised atatican |l regaiding

the natue of the Chwh and its elation to the modern world, and in the
publications of his last years whichegtled with pluralism, the historicity

of the Chuch and theologyecumenism and the notion of a ‘world athir

no longer dominated by &8tern cultue and peoplesAlthough Rahnes
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‘transcendental Thomisrmtovided the philosophical categories for fleshing
out this understanding, his positions weteeply ooted in the Ignatian
spirituality of seeking God in all things, sacramental piggvotion to Jesus,
and Catholic doctrine. He distilled essential elements of this vision in
Foundations of Christian Faith, his attempt to offer a *first level’ account
that would be accessible teaders without specialized theological training.
Notwithstanding the pastoral thrust of these works, the style of writing and
argument makes for notoriously demandiegding. Rahner was much reor
successful in articulating his theological vision without the difficult
conceptual apparatus in his sermons, prayers, meditations and ousner
interviews, paticularly those which he gave tovets the end of his ceer

The most important of these have been collected in: Prayers for a Lifetime,
Karl Rahner in Dialogue, Faith in a Mitry Season, and | Remember

As a doctoral candidate, Rahner worked out the basic lines of his philosophical
perspective in a metaphysica&iflection on the possibility of knowing God.
This goundbeaking etrieval of Thoma#quinas in light of modern
philosophical curents (paticularly, Kant and Heidegger) wagjected by

his dissetation director but published in 1939 as Geist ialiARahner egued

that we can know of God by attending to the movement of our knowing itself
towaurds its objects. Reflection on thésveals that our thinking alwaysaches
beyond its immediate objects towsa futher horizon. Hence, the movement
of our knowing, and the ultimate goal towamwhich it eaches, can be grasped
only indirectly (or ‘transcendentally’) as our thinking turns back on itself.
Rahner identified the elusive and final ‘term’ of this dynamism with God and
contended that the same movement tde/&od is entailed inédedom and
love. By conceiving God, who always exceeds each, as the horizon
presupposed in the movement of knowirgdom and love, Rahneiopided

a way for talking and thinking about God as ‘mysteriotlmt is to sayas a
reality who is known, but onleftexively and ind&ctly—and péraps not
even consciously—as the eveceding horizon of the human spirit. For
Rahnerwe ae ‘spirits’ (oriented and able to know God) onlydbgh our
being ‘in the world.Converselyas humans, we ain the world in a spiritual
way—in a way that either is moving towaiand affirming God, or is denying
and closing itself to God. Knowledge of God always has a distinctly analogical
character and logic because it necessarily entaflsience to God as myster
while at the same time thisfelence is mediated thugh an unavoidable
‘turning’ to objectifiable ealities.
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In Hearer of the Wird, originally lectues given at Salzbgiin the summer of
1937, Rahner developed his ‘transcendentgluarentsfurther to explain

why God must be thought of as personal, even though not a finite person, and
as one whose self could evealed futher in the humanealm of histoy and
language if God so chosAs the ones who either encounter or miss this
possible sel&velation, we a heaers of either God’ ‘word’ or silence.

Subsequenteflections on the theology of symbol and the doctrine of the
Incarnation, which dew ceatively fom sacramental,rinitarian, Thomistic

and Ignatian themes, pvided Rahner with a way of explaining how we
might conceive God speaking such a ‘tdutk persons wods of love do
more than tell about aalationship to anotheGenuine exmssions of love,
though in a cemin sense distincealities fom the person who offers them,
are nevetheless also trly self-communications to the beloved. Ralsner
notion of Jesus as Gad'real symbolproposed this sorof analogy for
conceiving how Jesusery humanity could be Gal'self-expession in
history and how the Cheh and sacraments could mediate that event to
subsequent generations. This paradigm also helped Rahner explain an
essential feat of the symbolic like causality involved in Gadlationship
with the world. Selfexpssions between persons have a histdhe
communication of one to another in love begins leatas fully and explicitly
expressed. Love causes the gessuowads the othereven though the love

is not fully concetised until it is expssed in those wds or deeds. Rahner
suggests that in a similar wa@ods selfcommunication (ureated grace)

is operative in human histpifrom the moment of eation though the work

of the Holy Spirit even though it is only in Jesui$¢é and death on the@ss
that the gounds for this possibility ardefinitively and explicitly conetised

in history. Early in his caeer Rahner suggested that this dynamic could be
thought of as giving a kind of supernatural possibility (or ‘existential’) to
human existence; this wouldgsere the distinction between grace and
nature while also accounting for humankiad®penness for God. This
emphasis on ‘uneated grace a revolutionay move in Catholic theology

at the time, would also openagmdbeaking possibilities for ecumenical
dialogue with Lutherans and @wdox Christians. Fuher refinements of
this paradigm enabled Rahner to elaborate his seminal vision of humanity
and even of @ation itself, as mediums of Gedbving and absolutelyde
revelation and gift of self. This distinctly incarnational (and in later works
more clearly pneumatological) cermtrof gravity guided his subtle
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explorations of the dialectic at the heart of so many crucial theological
issues and grunded his innovative and sometimes aordrsial ppposals

for understanding theetationships between: faith anéason, theology
and anthopology the immanent and economicinity, ascending and
descending Christologyranscendental and historicagévelation, love of
neighbour and love of God, unchangeable and changeable truths of faith,
and unity and pluralism in the Chelr.

God, so conceived in Rahretheological investigations, is not one being
among others, but the holy mystery and fullness of all that it is ‘to be’ who
is revealed in Jesus and operative in higttrrough the Holy Spirit. Given

the inteconnectedness of human histaand Gods paticipation in it
through Jesus and the Spirit, something of God, this ineffable and
Trinitarian fullness of Being-as-such, is anticipated whenever we know
choose or love a specific being, particularly our neighbour in need.
ConverselyGod is ejected to some extent in eyezfusal of tuth, frredom

and love. In these cases, since the affirmation or denial is of a particular
being and not necessarily dictly cognizant of God or Jesus, it is quite
possible that the tre natue of the ‘fundamental optiomhplicitly taken
toward Gods self-communication (at the tacit or transcendental level)
might be hidden or even denied (at the explicit or categorical level) by the
person taking it. In either case, howewestance towats God and Jesus

is taken in the turning of a persanmnind and heartowards realities of

the world. Rahner suggested that a fundamentally affirmative option could
be characterized as a kind of ‘anonymous Christigh#éjthough he
admitted that the phrase itself could be misunderstood. In later works he
exploed the notion of a ‘seahing Christology’—a Christology ‘ém
below’ which offeed a moe historically immanent explanation for the
Catholic confession of Galuniversal salvific will.

Theee is an immense body of secondéterature either diectly assessing
Rahnefs significance, @sponding to the mercontoversial poposals or
constructively attempting to exploit his insights. The bibliography
maintained at RofessorAlbert Raffelts Freiburg web site numbed 2074
citations in July 1998.

T his script is available on the Internet arebroduced with the auth&r
permission.
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