
Theology as narrative 

Schillebeeckx: Retracing the 

In the years surroiinding the Second V:ttic:tn Council 
( 1962-65) qucstions concerning the Ch~i rch  domin;itccl 
t hcolog i C A  I I i tc r;itii rc. Tlic n c;t nic W ol f ha r I Pan ncn- 
bcrg's seminal /em- God and Man, whicli served ;IS a 
ti nicl y rc i i i  i ndcr t 11 ;it niorc f 11 nd;i nic ti  t;i I ch r i s to1 ogica 1 
issucs coultl not hc cvcn tcnipor;irily forgotten. More 
recently, thcologians, rccognizi ng the nccd for scrious 
rccxaniination of the w r y  foutid;itions of Christimity, 
have increasingly directed tlicir ;ittention to tlic ccntcr 
of C1iristi;lii f ~ i t l i :  Icsus Clirist liimsclf. S L I C ~  prominent 
figures ;IS W;iltcr Kitsper, Hans Kiitig, liirgcri Molt- 
m;in 11, Ka r I RA h ne r, ;I nd Ed w:t r d  Sc ti i I lcbccc kx haw 
ptiblislicd major works devoted liirgcly if not entirely to 
christology; and I I L I I I I ~ I ~ I I S  less rcnowncd aurliors have 
i11~o made significant contri l~u~ions to mi intense discus- 
sion that sliows no sigtts of al)atirig. 

Dcspi tc i m por t a n t d i ffc re 11 ccs ;I mong t licniscl vcs, 
thcsc recent cliristolngics gcncr;illy exhibit certain 
hasic traits that distinguish them from most cliristolo. 
gics of the iinriicdiatc past. First, contcnipor;iry ;tuthors 
usually envision their christology ;IS part of ;in ovcri~ll 
effort to provide ;in intcgr:itcd accoittit of tlic whole of 
C1iristi;inity; christology is oiic clement of ;in attempt 
to express anew the incaning of the gospel in thc mod- 
ern world. Wliilc ;illowing for tlic possibility th;it the 
Christian nicssagc itself will bring human needs into 
s1i;irpcr fociis, thcy r;iisc tlic qucstion of Clirist within 
the gcncr;il c o ~ i t c x ~  of tlic prohlcm of l iuninn salva- 
tion-an issue wniivcrsal in human history htir onc t l iat  
acqriircs spccific contoiirs i n  c:ich iicw :tgc. The rcsolt- 
ing interest in the rcl:irionship of Christian faith to 
contcnipor;try 1i1im;in life can rc;idily dctcriorarc i n t o  
prcocciip~i t ion wit  11 t lic pcri phcr;tl. I~ccognizi ng this, 
conipctcnt I tico1ogi;ins iindcrst;intI th;tt human con- 
cerns IIILISL he ;inalyzcd c;ircfully ;incl piirsucd to ;I 

dcpth often hitldcn froiii the stipcrfici;il ohscrvcr. At 
t l iat  dcptli I ~ L I I I I ~ I I I  coticcrns do 1101 imposc f;ilsc limits 
on the scope of divine rcvclation ;ind Christian faith. 

A w r c  too of contcnipor;try challcngcs to Christian 
faith, modern t1icologi;tiis tend to coii;tcntr;itc 011 ccn- 
t r d ,  founc1ation;il qucs~ions nhoiit Irsiis, r:ithcr tlian 
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;issiimc t1i;it tlicsc issucs Iinvc long since bccn scttlcd 
and 1i;tstcn on to subordimtc topics. Taking to hc;trt tlic 
injunction of I I'ct 3:15- "Always be prepared to makc 
a dcfcnsc to anyone who calls you to acco~int for tlic 
hopc t1131 is in you"- thcy arc more inclined to scruti- 
n i x  tlic grounds for faith in lcsiis t h a n  to cl;thor;itc tlic 
iniplications of basic crccdal st;itcnictits. 

Finally, contcmporary cliristologics normally scck to 
;iddress issucs that have ariscn froiii the work of mod- 
ern biblical scholars and to iricorporatc as far ;IS possihlc 
tlic rcsiilts of contcniporary 1~ihlic;il rcscnrcli into the 
work of systcmatic thcology. Hciglitcncd awarcncss of 
thc diversity of New Tcstanicnt christologics stiniu- 
I;i[cs [tic dcvclopmcnt of divcrsc pcrspcctivcs in con- 
temporary thoiight. I3ut :I further aspect of bi1~lic;il 
scholarship is of cvcn grcatcr iniportiincc. At Icasr sincc 
tlic ptiblicetion in 1835-36 of David Fricdricli Str;iuss's 
Life of Iesus Criticully Examined, hiblical cxpcrts 1i;ivc 
recognized tlic nccd for caution i n  drawing on thc gos- 
pels as sources for rcconstructing Jcsiis' life. A t  timcs- 
:is i n  thc writings of Str;iuss himsclf and in the work of 
the Gcrman thcologian Rutlolf B~11tni: i i in ( 1  884- 
1976)- this rcstraint has led to uiidcrcstim;iting the 
tlicological importancc of liist~ricitl information about 
jcsus and to positing a di,chotomy hctwccn the "]csus of 
history" and the "Christ of fait ti ." Contemporary 
;iutliors frcqucntly scck to distinguish their positions 
from [hose of Bultnimin and to cxnniinc- in appropri- 
m l y  critical fashion- the historical founcl;itio~is of 
their Christian faith in the life, dc;itli, and rc~t~rrcctioii  
of Icsus liimsclf. 

ENCOUNTER AND EXPERIENCE 
Unqucstion;ibly rlic most comprclicnsivc ;ind possihly 
the niosi significant of tlicsc contemporary rc;ippr;iis;ils 
of Jcsus is thc christological projcct of the Flemish 
Doniinican Edward Schillcbccckx. In:iiigiiratcd in 1974 
with the Dutch publication of tlic 767-p;igc /esus: An 
Experiment in Christology, continucd in the even more 
voluniinious Christ: The Experience of /esus as Lord, 
;ind dcfcndcd ;Ig;tinst critics in the rcccnt Interim 
Report on the Books /sus & Christ. Schillcbccckx's 
effort to rctcll the story of Jcsus a s  tlic story of God's gift 
of salvation to :I suffcring world is rivalcd i n  range of 
vision and dcpth of insight only by the less fully c1;iho- 
ratcd christological invcstigntions of thc German jcsuit 
Karl Rahncr. Though still ~infinishcd, Scliillchccckx's 
stirdics invite the attention of ;dl conccrncd with the 



meaning of the Christian gospcl in thc latc twcntieth 
century. 

The author comes well equipped to his latcst theolog- 
ical vcnturc. Formerly a teacher at Louvnin ( 194358), 
since 1958 profcssor of dogmatic theology at the Catho- 
lic University of Nijmcgen, Holland, respected cheolog- 
ical advisor at the Second Vatican Council, Schille- 
beeckx acquired an international reputation through 
numerous publications, especially in the ficld of sacra- 
mental theology. His kst-known work, Christ the Sac 
rament of the Encounter With God, was a pioneer cffort 
to anchor the theology of the sevcn sacraments in a 
broader conception of the "sacramentality" of Christ 
and of the Church os mcdiation of God's salvific 
approach to man. Thoroughly familiar with the Scho- 
lastic tradition, cspccially the thought of Thomas Aqui- 
nas, Schillebccckx drew as well on modern phcnome- 
nology to argue that man's personal cncountcr with 
Cod, in which human salvation consists, finds its ncces 
sary mediation in his cncountcr with Christ,'itself per- 
petuated throughout history in thc Church. Though 
modified considerably in the coursc of his more rccent 
work, many of the basic principles of Christ the Sacra- 
ment continue to exercisc a dccisivc influcncc on Schil- 
lebceckx's christology. Thc stress on the themes of 
cncountcr and experience and the willingness to learn 
from attentive and critical dialogue with important 
streams of modern intellectual life still mark his 
thought. 

Despite such continuity, Schillcbeeckx's rcccnt writ- 
ing is distinguishcd from his earlier work in two major 
ways. Most evident is his incrcased concern with bibli- 
cal issucs. Not known previously for compctcnce in 
scriptural studies, Schillcbccckx has immersed himself 
so thoroughly in modern Ncw Testament rcscnrch that 
he is ablc to do more than mercly summarizc and report 
the work of others. Though unqualificd as an cxegctc 
in his own right, hc is now ablc to pass informed and 
often acutc judgmcnt on the writings of experts in this 
complex and specialized ficld. His cxterided and thor- 
ough treatment of the New Testament, far surpassing 
the work of other contemporary systematic thcologians, 
is a distinctive charactcristic of his current writing. 

Lcss tangible, but quite possibly more significant, is 
the influcncc of Schillebceckx's widcr cngagcmcnt 
with modern thought. The personalism of his carlicr 
work has k e n  modified toward greater social conccrn 
through his intercst in the NcoMarxist Frankfurt 
School, as represented in thc philosophy-sociology of 
Max Horkhcimer, Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, and 
Jiirgen Habermas. Due in part to the impact of the 
Holocaust, their "critical theory" is profoundly pcssi- 
mistic in its assessment of modernity, hostile to 
unthinking fascination, with the idea of progress, and 
anxious to retrieve the importance of the memory of 
suffering. The preoccupations of the school arc strik- 
ingly illustrated in Horkheimer's remarkable inter- 
view, three ycars before hisdeath in 1973, with Helmut 
Gumnior: "The longing for perfect justicc ... can never 
be realized in secular history; for even if a better socicty 
should replace the present social disorder, past misery 
would not be righted ...[ and] even if all material nccds 
are satisfied, the fact remains that a man must die ...." 

Schil lchckx dcrives important systematic orienta- 
tion from the work of this school, which he has studied 
at some length in The Interpretaton of Faith. He sccs 
human history primarily as a history of suffering, inter- 
spcrsed with "contrast experiences" of meaning and 
salvation that, though fleeting, are sufficient to provide 
suffering humanity with grounds for. hope. Any defini- 
tive theory of salvation prcsupposes that a final victory 
over cvil has been won. To imposc a comprehensive 
thcorctical systcm of salvation inhibits awareness of the 
nccd for corrcctive human action. One must thereforc 
accent the primacy of Christian praxis, and thcology 
must assume the form of narrative. I t  must retell thc 
story of Jesus and the story of Christian believers as an 
unfinished story by and about God. 

While Schillcbeeckx's overriding purpose is a con- 
structive statement of the Christian understanding of 
salvation (in technical terms, a soteriology), /ems: An 
Experiment in Christology and Christ: The Experience 
of as Lord are largely devoted to the cxamination 
of biblical material. Strcssing against Bultmann thc 
theological importance of historical knowledge about 
Jesus, Schillclxeckx provides .an extraordinarily rich 
pict.urc of Jesus' public life- his preaching of the com- 
ing kingdom of God, his conduct anticipnting.its prcs- 
cnce, his rejection and death at the hands of his oppo- 
nents- in an effort to rctraqe thc proccss through 
which Christian faith origina@d. In his judgmcnt the 
iinifying core of Jcsus' activity i s  his "abba cxpcrience," 
his consciousncss of uniquc:proximity to God his 
Father ("abba"), thc source of his confident and consis- 
tent offcr of salvation. 

At this point another thcme, long characteristic of 
Schillcbecckx's thought, comes to thc fore: "It began 
with an cncountcr ...." F d l  pcrccption of lesus includes 
perception of the divcrsc responses he cvokcd. In these, 
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“Full perception of Jesus 
includes perception of 
the diverse responses he 
evoked.” 

as i n  a mirror, variom facets of his persona] idcnti t Y  arc . - 0  - 0  0 0 0 .  e 0.0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .  0 .  0 0 0 .  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

most clcarly rcflcctcd. 
According to Schillebccckx’s reconstruction, the 

main category operative in the initial identification of 
lcsus hy his belicving followcrs was not “messiah” or 
“son of man“ but “csch;itological prophct,” a figure like 
Moscs (cf. Dcut 18: 15-20), whose appcarancc was 

,awaited by somc strands of Jewish piety at thc time of 
jcsus. The  disciples’ incipient faith, though th rcmncd  
hy thcir cxpcriencc of JCSLIS’ condenination as pscudo- 
prophct and his crucifixion, was rcncwcd and intcnsi- 
ficd by ricw cxpcricriccs of forgiveness and salvation 
through lcsiis cvcn after his dcath. Ovcr the course of 
t hc ncx t scvcral dccadcs, diffcrcn t Christ i;in communi - 
tics, drawing priniiirily on thcir Jcwish Iicritagc, dcvcl- 
opcd var yi ng t hoiiih f 11 ndanicn tall y conipa t i  blc in tcr- 
prciations of jcsus. Following, in niodificd form, some 
suggestions of Helmut Kocster, Schillehccckx distin- 
guishcs four major typcs of intcrprctation that acccntcd, sp;icc and time; intcrwcming of thcory and prxticc; 
rcspectivcly, Jesus’ awaited rcturn as judgc, his pcrfor- and a rcligious consciousncss that transcends thc con- 
mancc of miraclcs, his au‘thority as t cxhc r  of wisdom, fincs of thc crcated world. Conccrncd as i t  must be with 
and his death and rcsiiirccti(iii. While c:ich of thcsc human wholeness, Christian salvation addrcsscs all 
“trajcctorics” rightly capturcd a gcnuinc clcnicnt of thcsc faccts of human cxistcncc. It must thcrcfore com- 
jcsus’ lifc, i t  was tlic fourth type, “E;isicr christology,” prchcnd both carthly and eschatological aspects. Whilc 
that provcd niost successful as an integrating forcc and complete salvation cannot bc dcfincd positively undcr 
which iiltiniatcly prcdomin;itcd whcn ihc four tcndcn- thc conditions of liumnn history, i t  c m  be cnvisioncd as 
cies nicrgcd i n  the canonical scriptures.! victory ovcr death and liberation from guilty failure, 

Schillcbecckx ;~ssc‘sscs thc New Tcsuiiicnt itsclf as a dcfinitivcly promiscd by God in Jcsus Christ and prcs- 
collcction of variations on a singlc tlicnit: Its individual cnt fragment;irily in oiir practice of rcconciliation. 
books arc divcrsc articulations of thc c$pcricncc of sal- As might be cxpccted, thc scholarly rcccption of 
vation from God in Jcsus; ihcy corrcspod to thc diverse Schillehccckx’s work combincs apprcciation of his 
situations of the cmly Chris1i;in conimunitics. Hc achicvcmcnt with criticism of his judgment on numcr- 
judges the New Tcsiarncnt normative for subscqucnt 011s issucs, somc rclativcly minor, others morc signifi- 
Christianity primarily as a niodcl of this process of cant. Somc h a w  found thc dctails of his r e c ~ ~ i ~ t r u c t i o n  
articulaiion, rather than as a repository of particu1;ir of tlic lifc of jcsus and of thc history of early Christian 
doctrincs. I n  doing so, Schillcbccckx accords contcmpo- thcology cxccssively dcpendcnc on thc ideosyncratic 
rary Christians considerable latitudc ip the develop- vicws of certain cxcgetcs. Thc  undcrstanding of thc 
mcnt of thcir own thccilogics. I IC docs, however, distill post-resurrection appearances as spiritual cxpericnccs in 
froni the 1iblic;il tcxts four ~ t r ~ ~ c t u r ; ~ l  principlcs to bc , which the visual clemcnt is of subordinate significance 
maintaincd i n  any Christian conccption: It is God’s will  has also becn qucstioncd. Finally, thcrc arc some who 
to rcalizc human sa1v;ltion as integral human self- wonder whcthcr the overall understanding of salvation 
fulfillmcnt; thc definitive christological mcdi;ition of rcprcscnted in thcse volunics docs full justicc to the 
salvation occiirs in Jcsus of Naz;ircth, tlic role of the emphasis, traditional at 1c:ist sincc I’aul, on thc thcmc 
Church is an csscritial ingrcdicnt of tlic living story of of rcdcmption from sin and dcath tliro~igh Christ’s cru- 
Jcsus; this story cannot conic to fulfillmcnt within the cifixion. 
scope of carthly history and thcrcforc requires cschato Awiircncss of such qucstions ought not detract from 
logical coniplction. God-Christ-Church-flit c arc thus rccognition of what Schillcbccckx has accomplished. 
essential dimcnsions of the Christian u e i n g  of Hc has alrcady begun to rcspond to thcni in his Interim 
human sal VJ t ion. Report. Mcanwhile, his mastcrly portrayal of )csus’ 

public life and cxhaustivc survcy of Ncw Tcstamcnt 
EARTH AND ESCHATON theologies of grace and salvation arc unmatched in 
Full development of Schillcbeeckx’s interprctation of recent litcraturc. His stress on Christian praxis, his 
Jcsus still awaits future work. Dcspite thcir length awarencss of the importance of the Jewish background 
( I  ,692 pages in English translation), hc regards his first of lcsus and his earliest followcrs, his rccognition of the 
two volumes as no morc than preparatory. Nonethelcss, ccntral rolc of suffering humanity in the construction 
thc basic outlines of his conccption are clcarly evident of a theology, and his effort to engage in serious dia- 
in what has already been publishcd. The  univcrsal loguc with rcprcscntativc currents of modcrn thought 
human search for a way of lifc that will ovcrcomc also descrve special commcndation. While-not sur- 
suffering must, in kecping with human naturc, includc prisingly- many qucstions remain, Schillebccckx’s 
various irreducible dimensions: relationship to human work may wcll presage thc advent of a promising new 
corporeality and to man’s natural environment; rcla- stage in thc unending history of Christian attempts to 
tionship with othcr mcn; connection with social, insti- cxpress in human words thc inexhaustible depths of 
tutional structure; historical-cultural conditioning in the mystery of lesus. l%Tl 
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