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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to offer a distinctive 

interpretation of the theology of Johann Baptist Metz, who is 

presently professor of fundamental theology at the University 

of Munster and the founder of European political theology. 

It argues that even though Metz I s theology has undergone 

significant changes over the past thirty years, it is 

nevertheless best understood as a unified attempt to 

understand and to correct the causes of Christian apathy. At 

each stage of development, Metz focuses on the inordinant 

privatizing influence that Greek and modern consciousness has 

had, and continues to have, on Christian self-understanding 

and practice. 

Previous interpretations have tended to discuss Metz 

exclusively in terms of his attempt to correct the a

historical tendencies of scholastic and neo-scholastic 

theology, to develop a theology based on the priori ty of 

praxis over theory, and to develop a theological anthropology 

which is more socially concrete. In each case, what is missed 

is the deeper and more personal motivating impetus behind his 

theology: his desire to answer the question of why Christians 

remain apathetic in the face of suffering. This question 
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arises out of his own personal experiences of Christian apathy 

in the face of past Holocaust suffering and present third

world sUffering. 

Furthermore, each fails to recognize how his theology 

is unified both in terms of intention and strategy. 

Throughout, his intention is to disengage Christianity from 

the apathy-producing effects of Greek and modern 

consciousness. To do so, he consistently distinguishes 

between the non-Christian types of consciousness in which 

Christians find themselves immersed (the form of thought), as 

well as the implicit certitudes about the human self and the 

world (the content of thought) which these produce. Each 

stage is therefore an attempt to understand, criticize, and 

offer alternatives to Christianity's captivity to non

Christian ways of being in the world which subvert the 

realization of the Gospel mandate of love and therefore 

produce apathy. 

In this way, this dissertation hopes to contribute to 

a fuller understanding of Metz's theology. It argues that 

even though there are significant changes in strategy from one 

stage to the next, Metz's theology is a unified attempt to 

disengage Christianity from the negative influences of Greek 

and modern consciousness in order to give birth to a new 

socially critical, action-oriented, post-Auschwitz 

Christianity. 
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I 

INTRODUCTION 

A. THE BIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT 

This thesis focuses on the writings of the German 

Catholic theologian J.B. Metz,' who is presently professor of 

fundamental theology2 at the Uni versi ty of Munster, and former 

assistant of the renowned Catholic theologian Karl Rahner. 

Metz is part of the first group of post-conciliar Catholic 

theologians who are trying to articulate more clearly what it 

means to be a Christian in light of the new openness to the 

'This study focuses on Metz's writings up to 1986. 
Unfortunately, given restrictions of time, I was not able to 
incorporate the insights of a Festschrift written for Metz in 
1988 entitled Mystik und Politik, E. Schillebeeckx, ed. 
(Mainz: 1988). 

2Fundamental theology emerges as an independent 
theological discipline within Catholicism in response to 
eighteenth and nineteenth century criticisms of religion by 
the Enlightenment. According to Rahner and Vorgrimler, its 
task is two-fold: 1. to take stock of and to make clear the 
fundamental tenets of the faith, and 2. to lay down a 
foundation of fundamental Christian principles in order to 
defend the faith in the face of skepticism and disbelief. K. 
Rahner and H. Vorgrimler, Dictionary of Theology (New York: 
Crossroads, 1981), pp. 183-184. See also the articles 
gathered together in Volume 46 of Concilium entitled The 
Development of Fundamental Theology, ed. J.B. Metz (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1969). 

1 
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world initiated by the Second vatican Council. 

Johann Baptist Metz was born in the small Bavarian 

town of Auerbach in Southern Germany in 1928. In 1944, at the 

age of sixteen, he was conscripted into the German army and 

sent to the German front where he experienced the slaughter 

of his entire platoon and left as the lone survivor. captured 

by the Americans, he was sent to France and then the united 

states where he spent a year as prisoner of war. 3 Returning 

to Germany, he continued his education and, in 1954, became 

a diocesan priest. In 1952, he completed his Doctorate of 

Philosophy on Martin Heidegger under Emerich Coreth and, in 

1961, finished his Doctorate of Theology on Thomas Aquinas 

under Karl Rahner. 

The aim of this dissertation is to offer a distinctive 

interpretation of Metz's theology, showing that it is best 

understood as a unified attempt to answer the question of why 

Christians remain apathetic in the face of ongoing human 

suffering? Why have Christians lost their ability to live in 

solidarity with the poor and oppressed? For the most part, 

as I will show, this question arises out of Metz's experiences 

with the Holocaust, out of his struggle to comprehend how such 

an event could have arisen in the midst of an essentially 

Christian culture and, similarly, why it so quickly has been 

3For an account of Metz' s war-time experiences see 
J.B. Metz, "streuungen," in Mensch. der Krieg ist aus, eds. 
Werner Filmer and Heribert Schwan (Dusseldorf/Wien: Econ 
Verlag, 1985), pp. 251-253. 
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forgotten by Christians and non-Christians alike. Because his 

theology tries to understand Christian apathy in the face of 

the Holocaust, he calls it a "post-Auschwitz" theology. 4 It 

is post-Auschwitz in the sense that it is committed to 

formulating Christian truth in the face of Auschwitz, not with 

its back to it. 5 

Metz has written about his first encounter with 

Christian apathy in the face of Holocaust suffering. As a 

young boy growing up in a small arch-Catholic village in 

Bavaria,6 he remembers how the people of his community self-

consciously chose not to acknowledge the tragedy that was 

going on around them. For example, the members of his family 

and village never discussed the plight of the Jews, even 

4J . B. Metz, Unterbrechungen. Theologisch-politische 
Perspektiven und Profile (Gutersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus 
Mohn, 1981), p. 21. Hereafter cited as Unterbrechungen. 
Translations are my own. 

5Metz says: "I became aware that, for me, being a 
Christian meant: being a Christian in the face of Auschwitz, 
in the face of the Holocaust; and that, for me, doing theology 
meant: doing theology in the face of Auschwitz, in the face 
of the Holocaust (and though this holds good in a very special 
way for Christians and theologians in Germany, it does not 
apply to them exclusively; for the Holocaust is not just a 
German catastrophe, but - on closer inspection - a Christian 
catastrophe). I began to ask myself: What sort of theology 
can one do with one's back to Auschwitz - before the impending 
catastrophe, during the catastrophe, after the catastrophe of 
Auschwitz" (J.B. Metz, "From a Mysticism of the Elite to a 
Mysticism of the People. Autobiographical Remarks, " 
unpublished manuscript presented to the communities of 
Catholic Nuns in Cleveland Ohio, Notre Dame, and Boston 
College, 1981 and 1982, p. 2). 

6spektrum des Geistes, Literaturkalender, 1982, ed. 
Ehrhardt Henold (Eulenhof: Eulenhof-Verlag, 1982), p. 125. 
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though fifty kilometers away stood a concentration camp in 

which thousands of them were being exterminated. 7 This 

experience of Christian apathy towards Jewish suffering was 

followed by his experience of the post-war German effort to 

forget what had happened and to concentrate on rebuilding. 

Christians posed little resistance to this ethos of 

forgetfulness, acquiescing in the eradication of memories of 

the past. They let the Holocaust became an unfortunate fact 

of the past, therefore allowing it to lose its capacity to 

play a critical role within the social, political, and 

theological decision making of the present. 

This thesis tries to demonstrate that Metz's ongoing 

theological project is a unified attempt to understand and 

correct Christian participation in this forgetfulness of 

suffering. It argues that the chief motivating force behind 

his theology is his desire to expose and move beyond ideas and 

horizons of understanding which contribute to Christian apathy 

in the face of past, present, and future suffering. 

Though Metz has not wri tten extensively about his 

personal life, he has commented on the importance of personal 

biography in the shaping of systems of thought. For instance, 

he argues that all theologies are biographical whether they 

7J .B. Metz, "Facing the Jews. Christian Theology after 
Auschwitz," in The Holocaust as Interruption, eds. Elizabeth 
Schussler Fiorenza and David Tracy (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark 
Ltd., 1984), p. 27. 
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recognize it or not, 8 and that each emerges out of the 

individual experiences and crisis situations of a particular 

socio-historical era. Theologians try to address the crises 

of their day by bringing together personal experiences and the 

liberative experiences of the Christian faith. Neither, 

according to Metz, is totally private; each is social and 

political in nature. 

Because of his conviction concerning the personal 

nature of theology, Metz tries to speak in the first person, 

wanting to discover truth in conversations with others as well 

as through the critical analysis of his own subjectivity and 

the consciousness of his time. He is therefore against 

theologies which ignore real persons and real situations, 

theologies which attempt to function on the level of pure 

theory alone. 

Furthermore, given his worry about the presence of 

ideological distortions within all systems of thought, 

particularly theological, Metz argues that the time is over 

for theological meaning systems which claim to be purely 

objective. He thus recognizes all too keenly the degree to 

which truth continues to be distorted for the sake of hidden 

social and personal interest. The result of this awareness 

is that his theology is characterized by an openness to self

criticism and to changes of direction. 

~etz, Unterbrechungen, p. 8. 
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Another conviction which guides his theology is his 

belief that Christian truth is attained in the midst of life 

lived with others and before God, not primarily in abstract 

reflection. Truth therefore arises out of personal, social, 

and political commitments and orientations within the world. 

Moreover, this conviction, concerning the intimate 

association of Christian truth and being with others, plays 

a significant role in shaping his theological style. It makes 

it unsystematic and difficult to interpret at anyone point. 9 

For example, because he is commi tted to speaking wi th lay 

persons as well as trained theologians, he first publishes 

his articles in popular church magaz ines and newspapers. 10 

Only after the ensuing debate, does he edit, revise, and 

republish them. The result is a fluid and evolutionary style 

of thought committed to the belief that theological truth is 

9Metz is also difficult to study because he does not 
leave a trail through the theological and philosophical jungle 
which he passes. One is often left guessing about the sources 
he is drawing on. In many instances, he simply breaths the 
intellectual air of certain individuals or schools of thought. 
This method allows for considerable creativity while at the 
same time frustrating anyone who engages in a systematic study 
of his ideas. 

1~etz, Unterbrechungen, pp. 7-9. Even though Metz 
tries to speak to the common person, the criticism can be made 
that his abstruse writing style often frustrates this goal. 
Franz H. Mueller correctly notes: "Ketz uses an involved 
telescopic sentence structure, which tries to anticipate and 
answer possible obj ections. He incorporates all kinds of 
reservations, to assure the reader of the author's awareness 
of certain remote possibilities. In other words, he tries too 
much in one breath at the expense of clarity" (Franz H. 
Mueller, "Social Ethics or 'Political Theology'," Thought 46 
[1971]: p. 14). 
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more a product of the actions and conversations of common 

Christians than the abstract reflections of famous 

theologians. 11 

For the past twenty years, Metz has been developing 

a type of theology which he calls "Political Theology." It 

is political in the sense that it believes that Christianity 

is primarily concerned about the nature of the self and the 

projected goals and aims of society.12 It therefore tries to 

articulate the conditions necessary for Christian action in 

the world, as social and political action. Given this 

orientation, political theology criticizes previous 

fundamental theologies for failing to recognize that the real 

challenge of the Enlightenment is practical and socio-

11J .B. Metz, Faith in History and Society. Toward a 
Practical Fundamental Theology, trans. David Smith (New York: 
Seabury Press, 1980), pp. 210-211. German original: Glaube 
in Geschichte und Gesellschaft (Mainz: Matthias-Griinewald
Verlag, 1977). Metz thinks Karl Rahner's theology narrates 
the connection between "the history of salvation and the 
history of suffering within the framework of an existential 
biography" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 211). It 
is "the biographical dogmatic account of the simple, one might 
even venture to say the average, Christian, the mystical 
biography of an undramatic life." Rahner tries to "involve 
the story of the ordinary Christian's religious life and 
indeed the history of the Christian people's life in dogmatic 
theology" (Metz, "Excursus: Theology as biography," in Faith 
in History and Society, pp. 226-227). 

12Jurgen Mol tmann offers a helpful history of the 
notion of political theology in his article "Political 
Theology," Theology Today, 28 (1971/72), pp. 9 ff .• David 
Kelly also gives a brief history of political theology in his 
"Introduction" to Metz' s article titled "prophetic Authority," 
in Religion and Political Society, ed. David Kelly (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1974), pp. 173-176. 
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political in nature, not theoretical. In response, it tries 

to develop its own type of fundamental theology which focuses 

on the practical core of Christianity and the intersubjective 

nature of Christian personhood. More specifically, it bases 

itself on the conviction that the praxis of entering into 

solidarity with those who suffer is the defining feature of 

Christian personhood, and that there is, therefore, a total 

unity between love of God and love of neighbor. It believes 

that the message of Scripture concerns the intimate 

association between truth and love. 

B. THE DEVELOPMENT OF METZ'S 
CRITIQUE OF RELIGIOUS APATHY 

The aim of this thesis is to demonstrate that Metz's 

critique of religious apathy is a unifying thread within the 

theological tapestry which he has woven over the past thirty 

years. Although he continues to appropriate new weapons into 

his intellectual arsenal, and gives up others, the battle plan 

remains the same. It is to understand the internal workings 

of modern Christianity and its subject with the intention of 

finding out why they are tainted by apathy. Metz's theology 

is thus an ongoing internal cri tique of Christian self

understanding in order to find out why the Christian message 

of love continues to have little impact on the ongoing fact 

of mass suffering. 
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Metz's critique, of course, is guided by a vision. 

He believes that Christianity has within itself underdeveloped 

resources for change, resources which lie, for the most part, 

in Christianity's eschatological and apocalyptic tradition, 

that is, in the capacity of God's promised future to motivate 

a new way of being a Christian in history and society. 

Moreover, he looks to the emergence of a new apocalyptic 

consciousness to generate a discipleship of radical solidarity 

with the poor and oppressed. Whereas Greek and modern forms 

of consciousness produce a Christianity apathetic in the face 

of suffering, apocalyptic consciousness produces a 

Christianity which motivates persons to be in solidarity with 

the poor and oppressed. Apocalyptic consciousness generates 

radical praxis while Greek and modern forms of consciousness 

generate only apathy. 13 

This thesis demarcates three stages of development 

through which Metz' s critique of Christian apathy passes. 

13Chapter II will discuss Metz 's understanding of Greek 
and modern consciousness, while Chapter IV will discuss his 
understanding of apocalyptic consciousness. In each instance, 
he applies Heidegger's distinction between the form and 
content of thought characteristic of a particular era of 
consciousness. The form of thought consists of the a-priori 
horizon of understanding within which everything for the first 
time receives its mental image. The content of thought 
consists of the implicit certitudes about reality held by 
persons of a particular historical era which are shaped by, 
and arise out of, the particular form of consciousness. 
Thought-form is the unthematic feel for life present within 
a particular historical epoch. Thought-content consists of 
the implicit axioms about reality which constitute the 
condition of possibility of communication. 
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These stages are not isolated and separate from one another 

but rather are occasions for the appearance, reappearance, and 

transformation of ongoing themes and ideas. Allow me to 

briefly summarize these. 

The first stage of Metz's critique runs approximately 

from 1957 to 1963. The central texts of this period are 

Christliche Anthropozentrik and Chapter I of Theology of the 

World. 14 This is Metz's pre-political theology stage, though, 

as I point out in Chapter II, it lays the foundation for much 

of his later critique. Here, he attributes the cause of 

Christian apathy to the dominance within Christianity of a 

Greek cosmocentric form of consciousness. This foreign 

thought-form taints Christianity's understanding of the human 

self and the world, thereby inhibiting its living out of the 

Gospel mandate of love of neighbor within history and society. 

Furthermore, while developing his critique of Greek 

cosmocentrism, Metz also tries to eliminate certain 

cosmocentric vestiges wi thin the thought of Karl Rahner. 

While working in intimate collaboration with Rahner and his 

transcendental theology, he questions Rahner's understanding 

of the human self and the world. He worries that Rahner's 

theology has the tendency of defining the self as an isolated 

14J . B. Metz, Christl iche Anthropozentrik. tiber die 
Denkform des Thomas von Aquin (Munich: Kosel Verlag, 1962). 
Hereafter cited as CA. Translations are my own. J.B. Metz, 
Theology of the World, trans. William Glen-Doepel (London: 
Herder and Herder, 1969). German original: Zur Theologie der 
Welt (Mainz: Matthias-Grunwald-Verlag, 1968). 
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monadic consciousness, thereby inviting the criticism that it 

does not take its social constitution seriously enough. The 

consequence is a limiting of the sphere of Christian action 

to private morality. 

Towards the end of this first stage of development, 

therefore, Metz begins to question transcendental theology's 

emphasis on the interiority of personal religious experience. 

He begins to worry that transcendental theology dulls 

Christianity's social and political edge by downplaying the 

importance of the eschatological promises which aim at the 

critical transformation of history and society. He also 

becomes concerned that transcendental theology conceives of 

the world too abstractly. In response, he pushes to define 

the world more concretely as history and the self 

intersubjectively. These issues will be dealt with at length 

in Chapter II of this dissertation. 

The second stage of Metz' s critique runs approximately 

from 1963 to 1.970. This is a period of transition from 

transcendental theology to the first phase of his political 

theology. It is characterized by a growing discomfort with 

transcendental Thomism, fueled by newly perceived challenges 

to theology which arise out of his meetings with Ernst Bloch, 

along with his participation, in the early 1.960's, in formal 

Marxist-Christian dialogue. 

During this period, Metz continues to attribute the 

cause of Christian apathy to the dominance of the Greek form 
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of consciousness within modern theology. Theology is tainted 

by Greek cosmocentrism and therefore faulted for understanding 

the self and Christian action privatistically and the world 

a-historically. He now intensifies his critique by focusing 

on particular types of theology tainted by Greek philosophical 

assumptions. Modern theology remains, for the most part, 

socially and politically apathetic because it is concerned 

only with private interiority and private morality. It 

privatizes the Christian message by ignoring the socio

political implications of Christianity's future-directed 

eschatological message. These issues will be dealt with in 

Chapter III of this dissertation. 

The third stage of Metz's critique runs from 

approximately 1970 to the present. This is a second phase in 

the development of a political theology. It is characterized 

by the correction and refinement of political theology under 

the influences of such thinkers as K. Marx, T. Adorno, M. 

Horkheimer, W. Benjamin, and of E. Kasemann's emphasis on the 

importance of New Testament apocalyptic. He now attributes 

the cause of Christian apathy to Christianity's captivity to 

the modern notions of history, reason, and religion, which are 

woven into the fabric of modern consciousness. The modern 

Christian subject is criticized for having lost his or her 

soul to the Enlightenment. Christianity is therefore unable 

to live out the social and political message of the Gospel for 

three reasons: 1. it no longer values history and tradition, 
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2. it has erroneously appropriated the new bourgeois authority 

of technical rationality, and 3. it has uncritically accepted 

the Enlightenment definition of religion as natural religion. 

This third stage of development will be dealt with at length 

in Chapter IV of this study. 

This dissertation aims to show that these three stages 

are unified in their attempt to answer the nagging question 

of why Christians remain apathetic in the face of sUffering. 

Metz ' s entire theological career, in other words, can be 

viewed as an ongoing attack on Greek and bourgeois forms of 

consciousness for the way they destroy Christianity's ability 

to engage concrete historical existence, and for the way they 

interpret the self and the Gospel privatistically. 

Furthermore, in all three stages, Metz tries to 

resolve what he thinks is the major crisis of Christianity 

today: the crisis of the Christian subject's self-definition 

and the resultant stifling of the social and political demands 

of the Gospel. 15 He tries to combat Christian apathy in the 

face of ongoing mass suffering by advocating a theological 

shift from a cosmocentrism to an anthropocentrism informed by 

apocalypticism. Most recently, he directs our attention to 

15See Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 76. Metz 
asserts here that the historical crisis of Christianity is not 
one related to the contents of faith but to the self-identity 
of Christian subjects and institutions which fail to imitate 
Christ. He therefore refers to his later theology as a 
"political theology of the subject" (Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 32). 
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the possibility of a social (non-private) anthropology of 

solidarity which can come about by living within the horizon 

of apocalyptic expectation. 16 

C. CONTRIBUTION AND APPROACH 

This dissertation is guided by the conviction that 

prior interpretations of Metz' s theology fail to examine 

closely enough the central question with which Metz himself 

is dealing: the question of why Christians remain apathetic 

in the face of human suffering? Interpreters fail to 

recognize how this question has been at the core of his 

theology for the past thirty years. Even as Karl Rahner's 

assistant, Metz struggled to understand and eliminate defects 

within Christian self-understanding which prevented Christians 

from living in solidarity with the poor and oppressed. As 

Chapter II will show, his early work tried to develop an 

understanding of the world and the self not tainted by the a-

1~etz hopes for an "anthropological revolution": a 
Christian self-defining process not dominated by aggression 
towards and exploitation of others. A Christian self-defining 
process values the human experiences of death, suffering, 
love, mourning, and fear, and develops an identity of 
solidarity with others and the earth, not against them. Metz 
hopes to contribute to the coming about of a "revolutionary 
formation process for a new subjectivity" (J.B. Metz, The 
Emergent Church, trans. Peter Mann [New York: Crossroad, 
1981]). In Chapter II of this thesis, I will show how in the 
early Metz this quest for a new Christian self-definition 
takes shape. Redefining the Christian subj ect is at the heart 
of Metz' s attempt to combat Christian apathy. Apathy, 
according to Metz, is a product of Christianity's captivity 
to wrong ways of understanding the human self and the world. 
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historical and privatistic tendencies present within 

transcendental anthropology. His later development of 

political theology, though incorporating new intellectual 

tools, is a continuation of this initial effort to de

privatize and thus to activate politically the Gospel message 

of love on behalf of the world's impoverished. 

This thesis does not try to present an exhaustive 

treatment of the coming together of the many intellectual 

currents which contribute to Metz's ongoing theological 

enterprise. It is concerned primarily with the question Metz 

is asking: why do Christians remain apathetic in the face of 

suffering? In this way, it hopes to demonstrate the relevance 

that Metz's understanding and critique of this apathy holds 

for overcoming the crisis of Western Christianity. This 

crisis has come about, Metz argues, due to the emergence of 

a Christian subject who defines himself or herself according 

to the values and ideas of modern culture. Rather than 

facilitating the realization of the Christian mandate to live 

in solidarity with the poor, the modern process of self

definition makes the realization of this mandate impossible. 

In as much as this study maintains a focus on this central 

question about the causes of Christian apathy, it hopes to 

contribute to further studies of Metz's thought. 

The focus of the aforementioned central question makes 

it imperative for this study to be primarily concerned with 

an analysis of the structure and inner dynamic of Metz' s 
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critique of Christian apathy. It tries to illumine and 

amplify his critique as it passes through several stages of 

correction and refinement. As such, it is largely an 

exposition of what Metz is saying. It thus hopes to 

contribute to a much needed conceptual approach to the study 

of Metz, an approach which is important and needed because of 

the dense and creatively unsystematic nature of his 

theological style. 

Finally, I think Metz's critique of Christian apathy 

is timely and relevant to a Western Christianity struggling 

to find footing within an increasingly post-christian society. 

Modern society has absorbed Christianity into itself as the 

legitimizing agent of its major ceremonies and rituals, 

transforming into a rubber stamp for its middle-class values. 17 

Metz's critique of Christian apathy is one important attempt 

to understand and then to unravel this complex entanglement 

of Christianity and culture. 

The final chapter and conclusion to this study is 

divided into two parts. The first attempts to restate, with 

precision and clarity, the original question of the 

dissertation along with the answers it gives. This involves 

a recapi tulation of the thesis that each stage of Metz' s 

development is best understood as a moment of his ongoing 

17For confirmation of this point, see Reginald W. 
Bibby, Fragmented Gods. The Poverty and Potential of Religion 
in Canada (Toronto: Irwin Publishing, 1987). 
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The second spells out the 

makes to a discussion 

concerning the existence of a unity governing Metz's literary 

corpus. It examines several interpreters of Metz to see 

whether they explicitly or implicitly recognize a controlling 

unity within his theology. It then analyzes what this unity 

is, if recognized. And finally, it discusses how the findings 

of these various interpreters compare with the findings of 

this dissertation. In each case, the weaknesses and strengths 

of their interpretations are looked at along with the ways in 

which this study advances an understanding of the unified 

nature of Metz's theology. I turn now to the first stage of 

Metz's critique of Christian apathy. 
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THE EARLY METZ: A FIRST ATTEMPT AT ANSWERING THE QUESTION 
OF CHRISTIAN APATHY 

In this chapter, I try to show how Metz' s early 

writings constitute a first attempt at addressing the issue 

of Christian apathy in the face of suffering. I discuss how 

his early theology criticizes Christianity for its blind 

appropriation of a Greek form of consciousness which robs it 

of its capacity to live out the social and political 

implications of the Gospel. It does so by implicitly assuming 

that persons and the world are essentially unfree because they 

are locked within the cage of a cosmic process which has no 

end. This sensed lack of freedom causes Christians to be less 

engaging of the world than they ought to be. As an 

alternative, Metz proposes that persons and the world be 

understood within the horizon of a Christian anthropocentrism 

which increases, rather than lessens, Christian action in the 

world. 

Hence, Metz's main concern, even at this early stage 

in his theological career, is to develop a theology which 

facilitates the realization of the social and political 

18 
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Interpreting persons and the 

world in light of the Greek form of consciousness, which is 

cosmocentric in nature, prevents this realization because it 

understands persons as less than free agents of their own 

history, and the world in terms of cosmos. Both these 

interpretations, Metz argues, result in Christian love being 

understood privatistically. They strip Christian love of its 

socially critical and trans formative power by rendering it 

solely in terms of private morality. 

Metz's response to the debilitating effects of Greek 

cosmocentrism is to search for a form of consciousness which 

is more authentically Christian, within which Christian love 

can be interpreted in terms of both private morality and 

social criticism and transformation. He finds this in 

Aquinas' Christian anthropocentrism. 

This chapter is based on the belief that commentators 

on Metz tend to overlook the importance of his early writings, 

focusing more on his later writings in which he openly 

condemns Christianity for defining itself within the horizon 

of modern consciousness. There is a reason, however, for this 

tendency to focus on the later Metz. It is found in the 

observation that after 1963 Metz himself begins to criticize 

his early writings for their potential contribution to an 

already privatized Christianity. 

Leaving this point aside for a moment, I think it 

important to recognize that the difference between the early 
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and later Metz is smaller than it appears to be, at least if 

consideration is given to his overall objective. I think his 

early and recent writings are in fact tied together by an 

important thread of continuity. They both struggle to develop 

a non-private understanding of Christian personhood and 

Christian love. Both his early attempt to give expression to 

a non-Greek Christian anthropology, and his recent attempt to 

develop a Christian anthropology beyond the negative 

influences of the modern world-view, try to give expression 

to Christianity's unique understanding of persons as being in 

solidarity with one another, and love as having a non-private 

locus within the world. 

Thus, Metz's theological career is tied together by 

the attempt to de-privatize Christianity. From the beginning, 

his aim is to discover a non-privatizing form of Christian 

consciousness through which the socially liberative power of 

the Christian Gospel can be realized. As Rudolf siebert has 

put it, Metz's career is tied together by the effort to define 

Christian personhood in terms of radical freedom in the world, 

in order to fight the world-wide trend towards a one-

dimensional defining of persons and the total bureaucratic 

administration of life. 18 

18Rudolf Siebert, "From Aquinas to Hegel: The Principle 
of Subjectivity," The Michigan Academician (1974): pp. 409-
435. Siebert compares how Hegel and Metz each understand 
Thomas concerning the principle of subjectivity, a principle 
important to both. He focuses, especially, on how both offer 
a philosophical-theological appraisal of human subjectivity 
characterized by existential freedom. Siebert thinks this 



--. ------------------

21 

In this chapter, I also show to what extent Metz 

changes, even though his overall vision remains the same. 

What does not change is his commitment to articulate a non

private social anthropology which is authentically Christian. 

What changes are the conceptual tools that he uses to do this. 

For example, in his early writings, he defines Christian 

personhood within the conceptual parameters of transcendental 

Thomism. 19 As Karl Rahner's student, assistant, editor, co-

understanding of subjectivity is important today because it 
is essential to any humanizing trends which might arise to 
combat the world-wide trend towards one-dimensional personhood 
and the total bureaucratic regimentation of life. The 
"Christian principle of subjectivity," Siebert writes, is 
needed to combat "the human coldness implicit in the bourgeois 
principle of subjectivity." This principle, he believes, 
constitutes "the negative element in the social order of late 
civil society" (Siebert, "From Aquinas to Hegel," p. 435). 

Metz's former American assistant, Francis P. Fiorenza, 
notes that what is important to the early Metz is "the 
biblical and Christian experience of the world as history, as 
the place of God's actions." In other words, as Christians 
experience themselves as partners in dialogue with God, they 
experience themselves not as substances but as subjects and 
therefore see "the world as concrete history rather than 
abstract and universal nature" (Francis P. Fiorenza, "The 
Thought of J.B. Metz," Philosophy Today 10 [1966]: p. 248). 
Understanding the world as history, and not nature, is for the 
early Metz the formal condition of possibility for the 
actualization of Christian love within history and society. 
Only if the world is understood as the mutable medium for 
human self-realization can a transforming engagement of it 
take place. 

19For an analysis of Metz' s creative appropriation and 
critical transformation of neo-scholasticism, see Roger Dick 
Johns, Man in the World: The Theology of Johann Baptist Metz, 
American Academy of Religion Dissertation Series No. 16, ed. 
H. Ganse Li ttle, Jr. (Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 
1976), pp. 5-24. 
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author, and close friend,20 he attempts to move theology beyond 

the pre-critical scholastic philosophy which dominated 

theology prior to vatican II. He encourages an 

anthropocentric shift within theology, away from a 

cosmocentric understanding of persons and the world towards 

a Christian anthropology more biblical and, at the same time, 

more fully in tune with the Enlightenment's "turn to the 

subject." The position he finally assumes is that Christian 

identity is most fully realized in the exercise of one's 

transcendental freedom in the world in the form of neighborly 

love. 

This search for a non-private social anthropology 

continues in stage Two of his development. However, he now 

defines Christian personhood within the conceptual parameters 

of a newly evolved historical consciousness, characterized by 

an openness to the future and an emphasis on historical 

praxis. The transcendental defining of persons has therefore 

been set aside, with Metz attributing this change in 

perspective to three influences: 1. Kant's articulation of the 

20See Herbert Vorgrimler, Understanding Karl Rahner: 
Introduction to his Life and Thought, trans. John Bowden 
(London: SCM Press Ltd., 1986). German original: Karl Rahner 
verstehen. Eine Einfuhrung in sein Leben und Denken (Freiburg 
im Breisgau: Verlag Herder, 1985). This book contains 
interesting and informative accounts of various proj ects which 
Metz and Rahner worked on together during the latter half of 
Rahner's career. Vorgrimler relies significantly on Metz's 
most recent accounts of Rahner's life and work, such as "Karl 
Rahner - ein theologisches Leben," in Unterbrechungen (1981), 
pp. 43-57, and Den Glauben lernen und lehren. Dank an Karl 
Rahner (Munchen, 1984). 



23 

importance of practical reason, 2. the left wing Hegelian's 

critique of idealism (Feuerbach, Nietzsche, and Marx), and 3. 

biblical scholarship's rediscovery of the importance of 

eschatology in understanding early Christianity . Given these, 

Metz now recognizes that Christian identity is best fulfilled 

through liberative actions on behalf of the poor and 

oppressed, actions motivated by the future-oriented promises 

of God. 

And finally, in his most recent stage of development, 

Metz's social anthropology is made more concrete as he expands 

and intensifies his focus on the praxis of solidarity as the 

defining principle of Christian personhood. He points to 

suffering solidarity with the poor as the occasion for 

authentic Christian self-realization, a suffering which takes 

place within the hope-filled apocalyptic horizon of Christ's 

imminent return. 

What is important to note is that in all three stages, 

Metz focuses on love of neighbor as the means by which 

authentic Christian personhood is realized. On all three 

occasions, he struggles to expose non-Christian ideas and ways 

of being in the world which frustrate the realization of 

sacrificial love in the world. As he develops, his 

understanding of both love and the world becomes more concrete 

and less abstract. He moves from the abstractions of 

transcendental Thomism to the specifics of messianic 

discipleship. 
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A. CHRISTIAN ANTHROPOCENTRISM 

The obj ect of this chapter is to show that Metz' s 

early critique of Greek cosmocentrism is his first attempt to 

understand and correct the problem of Christian apathy. It 

argues that from the beginning he tries to free the socially 

transformati ve power of Christianity from its entanglement 

within non-Christian ways of experiencing and understanding 

the world. His first critique therefore focuses on the Greek 

ontic defining of persons and the world which takes place 

within a Christianity dominated by Greek consciousness. And 

as a proposed alternative, he points to the emergence of a 

more authentically Christian anthropology originating within 

the theological writings of Thomas Aquinas. Christians ought 

to break free from their unconscious immersion within Greek 

cosmocentrism and replace it with Thomistic anthropocentrism. 

In doing so, they would be free~that apathy which pervades 

their faith and be able, more fully, to live out the Gospel 

mandate of love. I will now examine this critique in more 

detail. 

In 1962, while studying in Innsbruck, Metz wrote a 

doctoral dissertation under Rahner' s supervision entitled 

Christliche Anthropozentrik (Christian Anthropocentrism). 21 

21I will analyze 
publications by Metz of 
interpretive framework. 

this 
the 

text while 
same period 

using 
as a 

other 
larger 
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In it, he argues that there emerges within Thomas Aquinas, 

for the first time in the history of thought, a distinctively 

new anthropocentric thought-form (Denkform) or a priori 

horizon of understanding. Al though appearing in a groping and 

preliminary manner, this new thought-form spawned a new 

understanding of existence and personhood. 

Moreover, Metz argues that this new way of being in 

the world, which is actually founded on the spirit of 

Christian revelation, is really the forgotten Christian 

anthropocentric foundation of modernity. The famous 

"anthropocentric turn" (anthropocentrische Wende) began then 

not with Descartes or Kant but with Aquinas. Rather than 

modern secularization being an emancipation from the prior 

claims of Christianity, it is really the coming to realization 

of the spirit which it claims to have rejected. Modernity, 

in other words, is the working out, in a relatively autonomous 

manner, of the Christian anthropocentric spirit handed down 

to it by Thomas. 

The following analysis of these assertions is divided 

into seven parts. The first deals with Metz's distinction 

between thought-content and thought-form, concepts which he 

uses to distinguish between different historical epochs, 

particularly the Greek and modern. The second part looks at 

his understanding of Thomas' anthropocentric thought-form, 

while the third focuses on how this thought-form has its roots 

in Christian revelation. The fourth outlines his 
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secularization thesis, which asserts that Thomas I thought-form 

is the forgotten mother of modern anthropocentrism, while the 

fifth looks at his distinction between Greek and Christian 

forms of consciousness and how each gives rise to different 

notions of personhood, transcendence, freedom and world. The 

sixth outlines his critique of the blind assimilation of Greek 

cosmocentric notions by early Christianity and modern Catholic 

theology. The seventh offers a summary and conclusion. 

1. Thought-Form (Denkform) and 
Thought-content (Denkinhalt) 

In an effort to sketch out "a formal hermeneutic for 

the understanding of Thomist texts, ,,22 Metz distinguishes 

between two immanent principles which are present within all 

historically situated propositions, whether theological or 

otherwise: the formal and the material. 23 The material 

principle, or thought-content, is the larger horizon of 

understanding or interpretive context within which 

propositions generally are located. It as a "regional 

22 Metz, CA, p. 21. 

~etz, CA, p. 21. Metz thinks that the structure of 
human consciousness is historically determined. Theological 
concepts can be understood only by placing them within the 
context of a larger complex of ideas or notions. This larger 
complex of ideas is the material principle. This material 
principle, in turn, fits into an even larger historical 
context referred to as an historical epoch. Two such epochs 
predominate in the west: the Greek and the Modern, with the 
Thomistic Middle Ages serving as a transition stage between 
the two. 
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principle,,24 which functions to give an "inner unity .•. [to] a 

certain sphere of statements. ,,25 As an example, Metz looks at 

Thomas' notion of "concupiscence," which is an essentially 

unclarified concept within the Thomist corpus. 26 Given its 

unclear meaning, he argues that it can only be understood 

within the broader context of Thomas' statements about the 

original state and fall of humankind, and the overcoming of 

this sinful state through the supernatural perfection of 

persons by the grace of Jesus Christ. 27 In other words, it can 

only be understood within the larger (regional) context of a 

circle of themes pertaining to the state of humankind prior 

to and after the Fall. 28 The sal vific destiny of humankind is 

therefore the required interpretive context, or thought-

content, of Thomas' notion of concupiscence. 

In addition to this material principle, or regional 

context, there is a second interpretive horizon which Metz 

24Metz , CA, p. 28, n. 4. 

25Metz , CA, p. 30. 

26The notion of concupiscence does not have "an 
unambigious meaning within the series of Thomist statements" 
(Metz, CA, p. 29). 

27 Metz, CA, pp. 26-27. 

28A proper understanding of concupiscence points to the 
"whole theological discussion concerning the salvific destiny 
of man. The question of concupiscence transcends and 
translates itself into the question of the original status and 
fall of man and ultimately into the question of the 
recapitulation which overcomes the sinful origin of man and 
the question of his supernatural fulfillment in the grace of 
Jesus Christ" (Metz, CA, pp. 26-27). 
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considers. It is the formal principle or thought-form, which 

is the larger unthematic29 horizon of understanding which gives 

unity and form to thinking as such within any given historical 

epoch. 30 It is an ontological designation which refers to an 

implicit understanding of being and the human subject. 31 

As such, a consideration of the thought-form is 

central to understanding the structure of thinking, or the 

historical consciousness, of any particular epoch. It is the 

unifying ground of thinking, "the encompassing horizon in 

which everything for the first time receives its mental 

image, .•• the united and uniform arche out of which all 

material multiplicity originates. ,,32 

As the primary component of the structure of 

historical consciousness, thought-form constitutes the" , form' 

of an epoch of thinking •.• its 'Leitbild', its 'spirit', ... its 

29"The formal principle, the true form of thinking, can 
never adequately be reflected upon by the one doing the 
thinking by means of it, that is, it can never be raised to 
a status of a pure content of thinking. Thinking can never 
completely thematize the thought-form which is effective 
wi thin it" (Metz, CA, p. 36). Metz does not think the 
existence of this thought-form can be proved. It "can only 
be pointed to in examples" (Metz, CA, p. 37). In Chapter II 
of CA, he looks at Thomas' analysis of being, individuality, 
substance, world, God, and grace, as instances where Thomas' 
unique anthropocentric a priori thought-form is found 
operating. 

3~etz, CA, p. 30. 

31Metz , CA, p. 30, n. 6. 

32Metz , CA, p. 31. 
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respective understanding of being. ,,33 And wi thin the history 

of thought, there exist certain moments which constitute a 

change in this ontological form of thinking, thereby 

establishing a new metaphysical basis for a new epoch of 

intellectual history. 

As I will show, Metz believes that a new 

"anthropocentric" thought-form emerges within Thomas' theology 

which is inspired by the Christian revelation and which 

eventually becomes the a priori philosophical basis of modern 

historical consciousness. 

Before I discuss this, however, it is important to 

examine the relationship between thought-form and thought-

content, because it is here that one finds the beginnings of 

Metz's lifelong polemic against a dualistic Greek philosophy 

which is grounded in a cosmocentric thought-form. As I will 

show, Greek cosmocentrism becomes Metz's chief philosophical 

enemy because it subordinates the human subject to the 

determinants of nature. This subordination, when unwittingly 

appropriated by Christianity, subverts an authentically 

Christian understanding of persons as absolutely unique 

because of the freedom given to them by God. 

33 Metz, CA, p. 31. Metz emphasizes the ontological 
status of a thought-form in order to ward off the criticism 
that it is a mere "style of thinking" emerging from a 
particular psychological aesthetic predisposition. Metz, CA, 
p. 31. 
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2. Relating Thought-Form and Thought-content34 

Metz argues that the distinction between thought-form 

and thought-content corresponds to the distinction between an 

explicit understanding of existence and an implicit 

understanding of being operating beneath it. 35 Thought-

content, in other words, refers to what is ontically oriented, 

to the status and ordering of specific existing things within 

a particular world-view. Thought-form, on the other hand, 

refers to what is ontologically oriented, to the a priori 

horizon of understanding within which the character of and 

relationship between particular existing things are immersed. 

There is therefore a "constant and insurmountable ontological 

difference36 between thought-form and thought-content, with 

priority given to thought-form. 37 Thought-form is an apriori 

34This section is indebted to James William Savolainen, 
"Theology in the Shadow of Marx: The Theory-Praxis 
Relationship in the Political Theology of Johann Baptist Metz 
and in the Liberation Theology of Hugo Assmann" (Th.D. diss., 
The Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, 1982). 

35Metz , CA, pp. 31-32, n. 8. 

3~etz, CA, p. 33. 

37Metz thinks that Heidegger correctly distinguished 
between existence (Seiendem) and an understanding of being 
(Seinsverstandnis), or Denkinhalt and Denkform. Heidegger 
stressed the fact that thought-form shapes ontological 
assertions. Metz, CA, pp. 34-35, n. 11. Metz's first 
dissertation was written on Heidegger, with a portion of it 
published as an article in 1953 titled "Heidegger und das 
Problem der Metaphysik," Scholastik 28 (1953): pp. 1-22. For 
a discussion of this dissertation see Johns, Man in the World, 
pp. 62-66, and Fiorenza, "The Thought of J.B. Metz," pp. 247-
248. 
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understanding of being and, as Metz emphasizes, it is this 

being itself that "pushes forth this understanding of being 

[das Seinsverstandnis] out of itself." In doing so, this g 

priori understanding of being "comes to its own self

gi venness. ,,38 Metz writes: 

According to Thomas, the encompassing understanding of 
being [Seinsverstandnis] does not lie outside of 
understood being [verstandenen Seins], as if standing 
objectively over against it. It is rather the case that 
being [Sein] holds, on the basis of its 'transcendental' 
structure, the "subjectivity" of the understanding of 
being [des Seinsverstandnisses] within itself and, by 
that, comes to its self-givenness (which can never 
adequately be objectivized or made "concrete"). Or, as 
Thomas formulates it: the truth of being [Sein] is not an 
"effect" of the understanding of being (Seins
Verstehens), but the understanding of being itself is a 
certain "effect", an "expression" of the truth of being -
cognitio est quidam veritatis effectus (De Ver 1,1). 
Being [Sein] itself pushes forth out of itself the 
understanding of being [Seinsverstandnis].39 

In other words, an a priori comprehension of being (thought-

form), which is un-objectifiable, always stands behind any 

particular understanding of existence and the human subject 

(thought-content) as its ground and source. 

Metz stresses that even though form has priority over 

content, the two are inseparably united. Form does not stand 

behind content as if separate from it. Rather, it "forms or 

sketches that basic outlook in which a content of thinking at 

first becomes perceptible.,,40 Thought-form becomes manifest 

3~etz, CA, pp. 31-32, n. 8. 

39Metz , CA, pp. 31-32, n. 8. 

40Metz , CA, p. 33. 
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within this "sketching or forming." For example, form and 

content cannot be separated in the same way that a formal 

logical technique of analysis can be separated from the actual 

content that it tries to structure and lay bare. 41 Thought-

form is not a "style of thinking" per se. Rather , it is prior 

to it and constitutes its ground. To confuse the two is a 

formalistic error that Metz wants to avoid. 42 

Having established the unity-in-difference between 

thought-form and thought-content, wi th priori ty given to 

thought-form, Metz applies this distinction to the Greek and 

modern epochs. He shows how they differ in both thought-form 

and thought-content, and how understanding this difference is 

important in present attempts to relate, theologically, 

Christianity and modern culture. He admonishes Christianity 

to disengage itself from the debilitating influences of the 

Greek cosmocentric thought-form. Only in doing so, will it 

recognize itself as the founder of the modern anthropocentric 

thought-form. 

41Metz asserts that the fundamental form of thinking 
goes deeper than a mere style of thought. In the case of 
Thomas, it goes deeper than any formal logical style that he 
might be using. In fact, the form of thinking is the basis 
of any such style, though never appearing itself as expressed 
content. See CA, p. 41, n. 1, where Metz criticizes E. Gilson 
and A. Kandler for missing this point in their analysis of 
Thomas. See also, p. 46, n. 7 for Metz's criticism of 
Gilson's Spirit of the Middle Ages. 

42 Metz, CA, p. 33. 
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B. THOMAS' ANTHROPOCENTRIC THOUGHT-FORM 

Given that a particular thought-form is the basis of 

an understanding of existence and the human subject at any 

given point in history, Metz argues that a change in thought

form initiates a transition from one intellectual epoch to 

another. Intellectual epochs are therefore distinguished by 

their thought-form, not their thought-content. He writes: 

For it is not the respectively new content of thought, 
nor the new forms of questioning which accompany it, which 
are epoch-making wi thin the history of thought. What 
really creates them is the peculiarly new formal mode of 
thinking, the new understanding of being [das neue 
Seinsverstandnis], under whose dominance all thought 
content now stands, and within whose encompassing horizon 
they are placed. 43 

Metz's central point is that in Thomas' theology a new 

thought-form or new "a priori representational scheme,,44 finds 

expression. This new thought-form gives subj ecti vi ty a unique 

status by understanding it as the medium through which being 

discloses itself. Being is disclosed in those self-

transcending moments of thinking and willing which are 

distinctively human. Through these moments, subj ecti vi ty 

becomes the central instance of the self-differentiating 

capacity of being. It therefore becomes, for Thomas, "the 

primary place of the openness to being,,45 and "the sum of the 

43Metz , CA, pp. 45-46. 

4~etz, CA, p. 49. 

45Metz , CA, p. 55. 
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entire world process. ,,46 

Metz points to a transcendental circle which is 

present in this new thought-form which Thomas' theology gives 

expression to. within this thought-form, subjectivity and 

being are related to one another in a relationship of mutual 

disclosure. 47 On the one hand, the world48 becomes world by 

moving toward "anima humana as its highest ontological reality 

~etz, CA, p. 70. 

47Metz notes that being and human subjectivity do not 
disclose themselves obj ecti vistically , as if entirely 
knowable. To the contrary, they actively resist total 
objectification. Metz, CA, p. 58. He acknowledges that a 
transcendental analysis of being is only implicitly present 
in Thomas, and that Thomas' understanding of being is still 
very much determined by a Greek-Aristotelian scheme of things. 
An explicit transcendental analysis of being does not appear 
until Kant. He thinks Kant, however, missed the fact that the 
"the power of being itself" is disclosed within subjectivity, 
a disclosure which takes place in the very fact of the un
objectifiability of the human ego. Metz, CA, p. 58. 

~In his 1963 editorial revisions of Rahner's Horer 
des Wortes, Metz clarifies for us what he means by world. 
Because an interpretation of the world is always an 
interpretation of man, the world is understood as human 
history, a history which comes about due to "the factual 
material self-development of the human spirit." In as much 
as the world becomes history when the human spirit turns to 
it, so too the spirit comes to its own reality only in its 
turning to the world as history. K. Rahner, Hearer of the 
Word, trans. Michael Richards (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1969), p. 117, n. 6. German original: Horer des Wortes 
(Munich: Kosel-Verlag, 1963). 
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(forma) , ,,49 that is, it comes about through the self

transcending moments of human cognition and willing. As Metz 

puts it, "the being (forma) of the world (materia)" is the 

"real being-outside-of-himself [AuBersichsein] (super aliud 

delatum esse) of man.,,50 It is the primary occasion of his 

self-transcendence. 51 It is not an object "out there" but 

49Metz , g, p. 70. In Munich, in 1.960 (October 23-
26), Metz gave an address to the sixth German Philosophy 
Congress on the relationship between theology and metaphysics. 
He suggested that Dasein, as the peculiar being of man, is 
"the basis of the possible agreement between the metaphysical 
and theological orders." He noted that the Thomist term 
corresponding to Dasein is anima: "the anima that by releasing 
its spiritual-sentient powers unfolds into the world and is 
related constantly to itself" (J .B. Metz, "The Theological 
World and the Metaphysical World," Philosophy Today 1.0 [1.966]: 
pp. 260-261., n. 3. German original: "Theologische und 
metaphysische Ordnung," zeitschrift fur katholische Theologie 
83 [1.961.]). 

50 Metz, CA, pp. 68-69. 

51 Thomas thinks of God also in terms of human 
subj ecti vi ty • God is thought of anthropocentrically, not 
objectivistically. Metz writes: "God can be asserted not in 
objective representation but, if at all, only in 
transcendental reflection on the conditions of objective 
thinking" (Metz, CA, pp. 73-74). God, in other words, is 
thought of as the condition of the possibility of actions and 
thoughts in the world as well as that towards which these aim 
for their fulfillment. He is the origin and goal of human 
willing and acting. Persons are therefore uniquely defined 
as self-transcendent by virtue of their transcendental 
"excessus" which is the basis of their cognizing and striving 
self-existence. Metz, CA, p. 74. III Our knowledge in its 
reality is opened up into the infinite', and our will, 'in its 
origin awakened by God himself', is always already necessarily 
in 'advance', in the desire towards the one and the absolute" 
(Metz, CA, pp. 74-75). 

This is the basis on which Metz can say that human 
subjectivity is self-transcendent. Man is an ecstatic spirit 
drawn beyond himself towards his own self-fulfillment in God 
as his "finis ultimus." Metz, CA, p. 80. This is what Metz 
means when he says: "Man is freed to be himself in the first 
instance only through his connection with transcendence. 
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rather "the basic feature of his ontological constitution. ,,52 

It is always the world "in which the spirit of man has already 

entered. ,,53 

On the other hand, because the world exists as the 

locus of the "real presence ••• of the ecstatic human spirit, ,,54 

it is by interpreting and acting within the world that persons 

are disclosed to themselves. Persons become persons in their 

encountering the world. They exist in uni ty with a world 

which is the objective self-completion of their subjectivity.55 

Transcendence appears originally as the 'liberating freedom 
of human freedom', as the 'subjectivity of the subjectivity 
of man', as the concentration wi thin the intimacy of the being 
of the self" (Metz, CA, p. 76). Or again: 'liTo come before 
God' is at the same time the highest form of man's 'coming to 
himself', the fulfillment of his subjectivity. God (as finis 
ul timus) brings man, in the deepest and most encompassing 
representation of his being-human, into confrontation with 
himself" (Metz, CA, p. SO). 

52Metz , CA, p. 69. Elsewhere Metz says: "All corporeal 
reality of man is represented as effected reality of his anima 
itself •••• The reality of the corporal presence, of the mundane 
mode of being of man, cannot adequately be separated from the 
reality of his relationship to himself. His corporeal reality 
lies within the one reality of his subjectivity" (Metz, CA, 
p. 71). 

53Metz , CA, p. 6S. Metz acknowledges that what he is 
saying has been said already by Karl Rahner in Geist in Welt, 
2d ed. (Munich: Kosel Verlag, 1957), p. 405. 

5~etz, CA, p. 70. 

55Metz is weaving his way between a subj ect-obj ect 
dualism and a bad subjectivism. He wants to avoid asserting 
both that the world is totally other (dualism) and that it has 
no reality of its own (subjectivism). By positing the world 
as the real "being outside of himself" of man, he affirms the 
real externality of the world while avoiding the charge of 
mere subj ecti vism. He writes: "The world is real because man 
in his existence in reality confronts himself, because he 
exists as ecstatic self-existence" (Metz, CA, p. 69). On the 
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Metz writes: 

Encountering the world is always a self-encounter. An 
interpretation of the world is always an interpretation 
of man (in civilization, technology, culture, history) 
because man, as one who exists (that means however as 
subjectivity), is always already "in the world." The 
worldliness of the world ••• is represented 
anthropocentrically - as the real Wherein [Worin] of the 
ontological constitution, of the becoming-man of man. 56 

In summary, Metz highlights what is new in Thomas' 

thought-form. In it, the world for the first time is defined 

anthropocentrically and persons are understood in light of the 

world. Subjectivity and the world thus form an 

epistemological circle, each serving as the necessary 

interpretive framework for the other. The world is understood 

only in terms of transcendental subjectivity, and 

transcendental subjectivity only in terms of the world. 57 

Whereas the being of the world emerges as a moment of human 

self-transcendence, human self-transcendence (being as spirit) 

emerges only in light of the world. 

Human subjectivity is therefore the place where the 

other hand, by showing how the world comes about "as the locus 
of the real presence ••• of the ecstatic human spirit" (Metz, 
CA., p. 70), he avoids the Greek error of seeing the world as 
totally other. He thinks Thomas has resolved this issue in 
precisely this way. 

5~etz, CA, p. 68 

57We note that by dialectically relating human 
subjectivity and the world, Metz rejects an objectifying 
deficiency within Greek cosmocentrism. He rejects the way 
"the worldliness of the world ••• is presented as ••• that which 
is other undialectically and, in this sense, that which is 
absolutely opposed, strange and alienating, over against 
subjectivity" (Metz, CA, p. 68). 
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a priori (metaphysical) synthesis of persons and world takes 

place. 58 Just as the form and content of thought are related 

to each other in the manner of an a priori unity-in-

difference, wherein form assumes primacy, so too world 

(content) and human subjectivity (form) are related to each 

other in the manner of an a priori unit y-in-difference, 59 with 

priority given to transcendental subjectivity.6o Just as form 

assumes an a priori status in the form-content relationship, 

as that which gives unity and form to the content of thinking, 

so too human subjectivity gives unity and form to the world. 

Human subjectivity is ontologically prior to the world in that 

the world subsists as a moment within human self-

transcendence. 

Metz argues that a turning point occurs in human 

history when this new intellectual epoch, embryonically 

realized in Thomas' re-appraisal of human subjectivity (his 

5~etz, CA, p. 69. 

59The metaphysical categories operative within man, of 
a priori-a posteriori, formal-material, and transcendental
temporal, stand in a relationship of mutual determinacy. Metz 
writes: "The one is 'given-of-itself' only in and through the 
other. Only if the transcendental a priori has to realize 
'itself' in time, a posteriori, does it become evident how an 
(a posteriori) historical event becomes Dasein-founding" 
(Metz, liThe Theological World and the Metaphysical World," p. 
261, n. 9). 

60Subjectivity has an objective priority in this 
relationship because it is a determined mode of the presence 
of being in general. Metz, CA, p. 51. I am indebted here 
again to Savolainen for clarifying how Metz dialectically 
relates the world and human subjectivity. See Savolainen, 
Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 263-264. 
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new anthropocentric thought-form) , replaces the Greek 

intellectual epoch which preceded it. I will explain. 

According to Metz, Greek thought is dominated by a 

cosmocentric thought-form, not an anthropocentric one. It is 

cosmocentric because a static cosmos (nature) serves as the 

a priori framework within which being is understood. 61 Being 

is thought of in terms of a static, pre-given, objectively 

real cosmos in which persons are placed and ordered. It is 

not understood in terms of a subjectivity which is grounded 

in God. Within this "objective-mundanely oriented horizon of 

being, ,,62 persons are conceived of statically63 and 

"objectivized into a scheme of levels or a hierarchy,,,64 and 

therefore placed alongside other existing things. 65 

Metz concludes, therefore, that Greek thought is 

anthropocentric in terms of its thought-content yet 

cosmocentric in terms of its thought-form. He explains: 

61Metz describes the turn from cosmocentric to 
anthropocentric thought form as a "turn from objectivity to 
subjectivity, from substance to subject or, more accurately, 
from an objectivistic to a transcendental, from an ontic to 
an ontological understanding of the subject, from world to 
man, from nature to history, from the abstract to the concrete 
generality, from the static-spatial-reified, to a temporal
personal vision" (Metz, CA, p. 111)0 

62Metz , CA, p. 49. 

~Metz, ~, p. 66. 

~etz, CA, p. 90. 

65Metz does not deny that the Greeks placed persons 
above other existing things wi thin this hierarchy. They 
ranked them highest by virtue of reason, even though this 
ranking owed itself to cosmological considerations. 
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Greek thinking is anthropocentric as to its content, that 
is, ontically, in reference to the order of being 
(=material anthropocentricity). However, as to its form, 
ontologically, in reference to the prevailing 
understanding of being, it is cosmocentric-objectivistic 
(=formal cosmocentricity). Thomist thinking, on the other 
hand, with reference to the content, that is, ontically, 
wi th regard to the order of beings, is theocentric (= 
material theocentricity). However, formally, that is, 
ontologically, with regard to the prevailing understanding 
of being, it is anthropocentric, therefore oriented along 
the particular mode of existence of man, along 
"subjectivity" (= formal anthropocentricity).66 

C. CHRISTIAN REVELATION AS THE BASIS OF 
THOMAS' ANTHROPOCENTRIC THOUGHT-FORM 

To this point, I have explained how Thomas, according 

to Metz, moves beyond the cosmocentrism of Greek thought and 

initiates a new anthropocentric era within intellectual 

history. In terms of thought-form, Thomas shifts from a 

cosmocentric a priori horizon of understanding, ontologically 

speaking, to an anthropocentric one. In terms of thought-

content, he shifts from an anthropocentric world-view, 

ontically speaking, to a theocentric one. Hence, while Greek 

thought is materially anthropocentric and formally 

cosmocentric, Thomas' thought is materially theocentric and 

formally anthropocentric. 

Metz's next step is to show how this anthropocentric 

consciousness is related to Christiain revelation. He 

believes that Thomas' new thought-form is a product of 

~etz, CA, p. 47. 
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revelation and fulfills revelation's philosophical demands.~ 

In Thomas, revelation begins to create for itself the 

appropriate philosophical horizon necessary for its mediation 

into a theological content capable of bringing about God's 

plan of salvation. Put differently, revelation demands a 

philosophical appraisal of being (thought-form) in which human 

personhood is fundamentally reassessed in terms of 

subjectivity. 68 Thomas' anthropocentric form of 

consciousness is the first important step in the emergence of 

this reassessment. Theology's task, therefore, is to 

recognize the emergence and ongoing development of this 

divinely inspired philosophical framework of understanding 

(thought-form), and to use it as the philosophical basis of 

an effective theological transmission of the Gospel. A closer 

look at Metz's understanding of revelation will make clear 

this relationship between revelation and Thomas' thought-form. 

For Metz, revelation is not a one time holy intrusion 

into a foreign world but the ongoing process of God's 

gracious self-communication. 69 Revelation "creates for itself 

in nature the dispositio (ultima) for its arising in the 

67 Metz, CA, p. 108. 

~etz says that the "leading intention" of Christliche 
Anthropozentrik is to show that revelation, correctly 
understood, involves a fundamental reassessment of man in 
terms of radical subjectivity. Metz, CA, p. 109. 

69 Metz, CA, p. 100. 
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horizon of this nature. ,,70 This disposition is none other than 

the unique transcendental subjectivity of persons. God is 

compelled to work through this subjectivity if he is not to 

be seen as working magically or mechanically in persons. 71 Put 

simply, the transcendental subjectivity of persons is "already 

illuminated by grace,,72 and, as such, a moment of the 

continually one and whole appearance of revelation.~ 

~etz, CA, p. 100. 

71Metz points to the Thomist principle of "secundum 
condi tionem humanae naturae" which demands that an 
objectivistic appraisal of revelation be avoided. Metz, CA, 
p. 98. He writes: "The revelatory word regarding man, which 
steps forth finally and totally from a transcendent origin 
full of grace, cannot simply ignore the transcendent 
originality of that subjectivity by which man is distinguished 
ontologically. Rather, it must expand within the horizon of 
this subjectivity. The subjectivity which perceives by 
listening, and in this way perfects itself, belongs, 
therefore, theologically speaking, in formal pre-definition 
to the happening of revelation itself. The individually pre
set horizon of humnan existence mediates, constitutively, the 
(manifest) arrival of revelation in man" (Metz, CA, p. 98). 
See also Metz's editorial addition to Rahner's Hearer of the 
Word, p. 22, n. 6. Here, he discusses how and why grace, as 
the divine enlightening of humanity's a priori capacity to 
hear the word of revelation, is a basic mode of revelation as 
divine word. 

72For a more in-depth discussion of how humankind is 
an event of God's self-communication, see K. Rahner's 
discussion of the "Supernatural Existential" in K. Rahner, 
Foundations of Christian Faith. An Introduction to the Idea 
of Christianity (New York: The Seabury Press, 1978), pp. 126-
133. German original: Grundkurs des Glaubens: Einffthrung in 
den Begriff des Christentums (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder 
Verlag, 1976). For an earlier discussion of the same, see 
Theological Investigations, vol. 1 (New York: Seabury Press, 
1974), pp. 300-302 and 310-315. 

~Revelation "occurs as a mode of the spiritual self
possession (intellectus), as 'the light of men' (John 1,4). 
The subjectivity which is always already illuminated by grace 
belongs to the substance [Ansich] of revelation. It is an 
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Because revelation creates transcendental subj ecti vi ty 

as a condition for its reception, it is able now, through 

Christ, to break into this transcendental horizon and brighten 

it up. Jesus Christ is the essential factor in the revelatory 

illumination of humankind's transcendental subjectivity. By 

illuminating for us who we are already, Jesus seeks to bring 

about "an epochal (this means transcendentally underivable) 

occasion of human self-understanding. ,,74 He seeks to transform 

human consciousness in order to create a new a priori horizon 

of understanding which, in turn, can serve as the basis of the 

effective theological reception of the gospel message.~ 

element of its continually one and whole appearance" (Metz, 
CA, p. 100). Metz points here to an essential unity between 
revelation and grace, a theme which becomes important in his 
revisions of Rahner' s Hearer of the Word a year later. 
Rahner, Hearer of the Word, p. ix. Metz' s point is that 
factual divine revelation does not merely coincide with the 
total history of humanity, but has a spatial-temporal 
placement within it. A person's total history, in which the 
human spirit consummates and objectivizes itself, is at the 
same time a history of revelation determined by grace. 
Rahner, Hearer of the Word, p. 158, n. 6. All of human 
history is, in fact, inwardly determined by a person's g 
priori history with God. Rahner, Hearer of the Word, p. 157, 
n. 4. 

7'Metz, CA, p. 99. This 'underivable' element refers 
to the fact that human reflection cannot objectively 
articulate on its own this a priori horizon. See also Metz's 
editorial additions to Rahner's Hearer of the Word, p. 10, n. 
8. German original: Harer des Wortes, p. 23, n. 8. Here, he 
states that there are two constitutive moments in a person's 
capacity to hear the word of revelation: a person's spiritual 
transcendence (one's subjectivity) and the elevation or 
illumination of this subjectivity by grace. 

~Metz, CA, pp. 101-102. See also Metz's editorial 
additions to Rahner's Hearers of the Word, p. 113, n. 3, and 
p. 78, n. 6. Here he makes the point that in the same way 
that the transcendental a priori of the human spirit 
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Revelation is therefore attempting to create for itself the 

right philosophical framework for its most potent theological 

expression. 76 As Metz puts it: 

Revelation becomes theology where a reflex self
understanding, where philosophy, becomes methodologically 
effective in its own realm. The theological mediation of 
revelation happens therefore always through philosophy; 
philosophy and theology form continuously a complete unity 
in the auditory-reflex appropriation of the word of 
revelation. 77 

The wri tings of Thomas, which give expression to and are 

based on the new anthropocentric thought-form, constitute 

this "methodologically effective philosophy." They form that 

biblically inspired person-centered philosophy intended by 

revelation and required for revelation's theological self-

realization. 

Given that this divinely inspired philosophy emerges 

for the first time in Thomas, Metz thinks Thomas is the first 

real Christian theologian. He is the first to develop a 

theology in which a "conceptually clarified understanding of 

determines itself when it enters upon a posteriori-categorial 
reality, so too transcendental revelation is actualized within 
the categorial history of revelation, becoming itself 
temporal. Categorial and transcendental revelation thus form 
a complete unity. 

7~evelation "mediates itself into theology when it 
brings forth and compels historically that 'spirit' ••• under 
whose governance revelation is illuminated into a theological 
system" (Metz, CA, p. 103). Theology is therefore the means 
by which the "content" of revelation becomes known to 
humanity. Philosophy, which attempts to bring to articulation 
a certain a priori thought-form, is the required medium for 
the transmission of any and all theology. 

77 Metz, CA, p. 102. 
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being [SeinsverstandnisJ,,,78 inspired by revelation, becomes 

operative. In Thomas, revelation inspires not only a 

systematic appraisal of the content of revelation but, more 

importantly, the horizon of the possibility for understanding 

this content in the first place. 79 Revelation inspires in 

Thomas a new thought-content and a new thought-form. Again, 

Metz: 

Theology is Christian, then, only when both the object of 
the systematically clarifying reflection, and its horizon 
itself are determined in a Christian way, ••• when this 
remembering reflection itself is formed and pervaded in 
a Christian way, that is, by a biblical Christian form of 
thinking (at least in its beginnings). For the logos of 
Christian theo-logy is not to be qualified primarily in 
a material way (starting wi th the obj ects) , but in a 
'formal' way. Thus, in order for Christian theology to 
arise~ there must at the same time arise a new thought
form. 00 

The question remains: what precisely is this "biblical 

Christian form of thinking" that revelation inspires in 

Thomas, and why is it the most adequate philosophical conveyer 

of revelation's content? Metz's answer is that "the 

revelatory word, with its I anthropocentric point', demands the 

'anthropocentric thought-form I adequate to it. ,,81 In other 

words, because the content of revelation is person-centered, 

7~etz, CA, p. 104. 

79Metz warns that revelation "must not be misunderstood 
obj ecti vistically" (Metz, g, p. 98). It ought to be 
considered both in terms of its content and its form. Metz, 
CA, p. 99. 

8~etz, ~, pp. 105-106. 

8'Metz, CA, p. 110. 
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oriented toward the reconciliation of persons to God and one

another, the philosophical medium through which this message 

is conveyed must itself be person-centered. A philosophy 

compatible with revelation must give rise to a systematic 

appraisal of human personhood high enough to be the medium of 

God's gracious love. only a person-centered philosophy, in 

which transcendental subjectivity is systematically exposed 

as the receptive medium for God's love, is adequate. 

Hence, because the content of revelation concerns a 

new and unique re-appraisal of persons in light of God's 

intimate and saving relationship with them (which calls them 

to become brothers and sisters of Christ to the extent they 

become sacraments of God's son to others82), it requires a 

corresponding anthropocentric thought-form for its 

conveyance. The theological defining of persons as sacraments 

of God's love, by the content of revelation, demands a 

philosophical re-defining of persons as transcendentally 

grounded in God. Only persons who understand themselves 

anthropocentrically, as subjects grounded in God, can function 

as 'sacraments' of God's love to others. Only a 

transcendental way of being in the world, of thinking and 

acting, can correspond fully to the inner love-dynamic of the 

revelatory word.~ 

82 Metz, CA, p. 109. 

~etz, CA, p. 113. 
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D. Metz's Secularization Thesis 

So far, I have explained that Metz thinks Thomas' 

thought-form is the basis of a newly emerging Christian form 

of consciousness. I will now discuss Metz's claim that this 

thought-form constitutes the basis of the modern epoch. He 

begins by telling us his method, that is, that he is going to 

interpret the historical uniqueness of Thomas' thought-form 

"forwards" rather than "backwards." To interpret Thomas 

backwards, as is generally done, is to understand him in light 

of Aristotle. To interpret him forwards, as Metz intends, is 

to understand his anthropocentrism as the forgotten mother of 

modern anthropocentric consciousness.~ 

Metz's thesis, therefore, is that modern thought is 

the conceptual working out of Thomas' anthropocentric thought-

form. Kant's "Copernican turn," and Hegel's "revolution of 

consciousness," begin then already with Thomas. 85 Thomas 

mediates between Greek and modern thought and gives birth to 

the new anthropocentric w~y of thinking characteristic of 

modernity. 

~"Whatever stands as the or~g~n of a thinking, shows 
itself only in the course of intellectual history. True 
or~g~n is always to be interpreted 'looking forward' .•.. What 
is in the source, and what the source itself is, can be seen 
only in the stream" (Metz, CA, p. 124). 

85 Metz, CA, pp. 124-125. 
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Metz understands Thomas' mediating role between Greek 

and modern thought in a two-fold way. First, he thinks 

Thomas' anthropocentrism is the means by which a new 

ontological appraisal of existence and the self has entered 

into the history of philosophy. And second, he thinks that 

through Thomas the anthropocentric direction of revelation 

has found its place within theology, and through theology into 

philosophy. Both mediations, he notes, are intimately 

connected.~ I will explain. 

First, Metz argues that Thomas is responsible for the 

emergence of a new metaphysical understanding of being and 

the self (a new thought-form) within modern philosophy. 

Modern philosophy is therefore wrong in thinking it has 

emancipated itself from Christian influence. To the contrary, 

it is the unwitting inheritor of an anthropocentric a priori 

horizon of understanding first given expression to by Thomas. 

The historical a priori "given to" modern philosophy is thus 

an anthropocentrici ty inspired by Christianity and articulated 

by Thomas. 87 Metz goes as far as to say that modern philosophy 

~Thomas "becomes the historical locus of a two-fold 
mediation ... : from the point of view of the history of 
philosophy, the mediation of a new understanding of being 
[Seinsverstandnis], and from the point of view of the history 
of theology, a mediation of revelation into theology (in the 
narrow sense), and through it, into the philosophical history 
of the spirit •••• The two mediations ••• always form a 
continuously whole unity" (Metz, CA, pp. 117-118). 

87This point is discussed in a 1961 article concerning 
the relationship between theology and metaphysics wherein Metz 
argues that metaphysics presupposes theology. He writes: 
"Man's refined understanding of himself from an historically 
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is really "Christian philosophy in anonymity."ss 

This Christian inheritance does not mean that modern 

philosophy continues to be dominated by Christianity. On the 

contrary, it has been liberated by it. The liberating spirit 

of the Christian incarnation releases philosophy to be more 

fully itself, that is, to be more fully secular.~ Christian 

revelation, mediated through Thomas, therefore gives modern 

philosophy its starting point within human subjectivity, as 

well as its aggressively emphasized independence from a 

appropriated transcendental origin" presupposes a "reflexively 
ascertained and developed understanding of himself based on 
the address of God's free word" (Metz, "The Theological World 
and the Metaphysical World," p. 254). Metaphysics, in other 
words, cannot "ground" the Dasein. As a reflexive science, 
it can only act as a servant to theology and "expound that 
metaphysical a priority which points beyond itself and forces 
man into his ground taking historical decision" (the religious 
act of faith). In doing so, it serves the spiritual destiny 
of man "who acts from a more profound and richer a priori than 
he can bring to fruition by transcendental deduction" (Metz, 
"The Theological World and the Metaphysical World," p. 256). 
A metaphysic, in other words, perfects itself only by becoming 
a Christian philosophy, a philosophy which explicitly 
acknowledges the revelatory event, particularily the way it 
defines human personhood as free subjectivity before God, as 
its basis (as the form of its content). 

~etz, CA, p. 134. Metz assumes here that 
philosophy, whether modern or ancient, cannot articUlate the 
thought-form within which it operates. A thought-form always 
remains un-objectifiable to the philosopher who is immersed 
in it. Philosophical reflection, which tries to explicate 
this unthematic form, is already moving within the horizon of 
it. Metz writes: Philosophy "cannot itself create that 
thought-form from which it originates, that understanding of 
being [Seinsverstandnis]which encompasses it, but it can only 
ever take it over. Philosophy is, in relation to its thought
form, always directed back into an historical a priori beyond 
all reflexive self-assertainment" (Metz, CA, p. 129). 

89 Metz, CA, p. 132, n. 22. 
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supernatural order of salvation. 9o Again, Metz: 

Modern thinking comes, therefore, from a theological g 
priori, •.. an a priori which •.• establishes the reflected 
differentiation between theology and philosophy andif' 
thereby, entrusts philosophy to itself in a true sense. 1 

Second, it is through Thomas that the anthropocentric 

focus of revelation is mediated into theology, and through 

theology, into the history of philosophy. 92 For the first 

time, through Thomas' theological works,93 the Christian logos 

gains "historical power over the human spirit,,94 by 

establishing an anthropocentric thought-form as the basis of 

the modern philosophical world-view. This means that the 

spirit of Christianity has been seeking to direct the history 

of philosophy in a salvific direction all along,95 and it has 

finally succeeded in modern philosophy's appropriation of 

an anthropocentric thought-form which is authentically 

90Metz , CA, p. 132, n. 22 

91Metz , CA, p. 132, n. 22. 

92Metz , CA, p. 118. 

93Metz notes that in Thomas' theological writings we 
find this new thought-form. These writings are shaped, most 
clearly, by the anthropocentric intention of the revelatory 
word. 

9'-Metz, CA, p. 125. 

95"Thomas appears, then, as that historically graspable 
locus in which philosophical thinking (represented primarily 
in 'the philosopher': Aristotle) is struck by the 'spirit' of 
Christianity, which proves its power and universal claim 
precisely by the fact that it illuminates, and changes it 
epochally, and furthers this philosophical spirit itself" 
(Metz, CA, pp. 124-125). 
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Christian. Put another way, the Christian logos has gained 

ground in its attempt to win power over the human spirit by 

bringing about the acceptance, within modern philosophy, of 

the turn to the subject. Metz concludes that modernity is 

"the philosophical realization of the spirit 

Christianity. ,,96 

E. Metz's critique of Greek Cosmocentric Notions of 
Personhood and the World: A First Critique of 

Christian Apathy 

of 

How then is the above relevant to my broader theme of 

Metz's critique of religious apathy? It is clear that Metz's 

major concern to this point is not with a critique of 

privatized Christianity. He is more concerned wi th re-

evaluating Thomist thought in light of modernity. In his 

effort to apply new tools to the interpretation of Thomas, he 

establishes an apologetic front with modern secularization, 

as well as shows that the modern form of thinking is a result 

of the ongoing historical unfolding of the Christian spirit. 

Given this difference, between the aim of Metz' s early 

and later writings, there is nevertheless an important thread 

of continui ty • Both, I believe, are guided by the same 

underlying intention. Let me explain. 

We have begun to see how Metz's early writings are a 

critique of Christianity's appropriation of an a-historical 

~etz, ~, p. 126. 
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Greek anthropology, in which persons are thought of as things 

within an eternal cosmos. His later writings, as I will show, 

are also a critique of how persons are misunderstood. They 

criticize the privatized and a-historical understanding of 

human subjectivity offered by modernity. 

My point is this, that in both cases Metz is trying 

to find a theoretical framework within which to talk about the 

God-person relationship without diminishing the importance of 

the world and history. His early theology, for example, is 

an attempt to integrate the world as history into a 

transcendental understanding of human personhood. At the same 

time, he criticizes the ontic and a-historical defining of 

persons which takes place within Greek cosmocentrism. This 

early cri tique paves the way for his later cri tique, even 

though it will use different conceptual tools. He goes on, 

in his later theology, to define persons as concrete socio

historical beings, while at the same time denouncing the 

privatizing and a-historical tendencies of the Enlightenment 

and post-modern thought. 97 

In both instances, Metz is looking for the causes of 

Christian apathy. He wants to make Christian love more 

socially and politically potent by removing the barriers to 

its historical realization. To do this, he searches for an 

97See Metz, "Political theology of the subject as a 
theological criticism of middle-class religion," Faith in 
History and Society, pp. 32-49. 
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understanding of persons which relates the spiritual and 

social dimensions of human life, while at the same time 

rejecting non-liberating and non-social anthropologies. He 

will eventually reject Greek, Enlightenment, and post-modern 

anthropologies for ignoring the concrete historical nature of 

persons as revealed in Jesus Christ. On the constructive 

side, he searches for a more adequate context within which 

Christian personhood can be articulated. In the end, he 

chooses history (theologically understood) over nature as the 

framework within which persons and the world are best 

understood. History, understood within the horizon of 

revelation, fosters a new appraisal of persons as free in the 

world defined as history. 

To exemplify this continuity, it will suffice for now 

to quote what Metz said as recently as 1986. He attempts here 

to answer a question put to him by Peter Rottlander concerning 

the relationship between his proposed post-idealistic theology 

and the ongoing challenge of Marxism. His answer causes him 

to reiterate, once again, that concern which has motivated his 

theology from the very beginning: his concern about the 

dangers associated with modern Christianity's blind 

appropriation of the Greek-Hellenistic heritage and its 

essentially a-historical consciousness. Metz writes: 

'History', for the Jewish-Christian religion, is that 
which distinguishes it from all other great world 
religions. ultimately, it is guided by the vision of 'God 
and History', or rather 'God in History'. There are 
several reasons why this is not sufficiently clear to us. 
For one, Christianity and theology now stand beneath the 
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anonymous pressure of our late modernity with its tendency 
for post-history. For another, it seems to me that today 
the irrepressible Jewish heritage within Christianity is 
too much, and too onesidedly, overshadowed by the Greek
hellenistic heritage, with its a-historical cosmocentrism 
(and in my eyes this has to do with the fact that there 
exists at present a secret or, as well, open coalition 
between this 6reek-hellenistic heritage and the tendency 
towards a so-called post-modernity) ..• [There exists, 
therefore,] a one-sided over-valuing of the Greek
hellenistic heritage within theology •.. , [an] over-valuing 
of the God of Plato over against the historical God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 98 

This warning is reminiscent of a good deal of what was present 

in Christliche Anthropozentik, written a quarter of a century 

earlier. w It is clear that Metz has not abandoned his earlier 

98J • B. Metz, "Politishe Theologie und die 
Herausforderung des Marxismus. Ein Gesprach des Herausgebers 
mi t Johann Baptist Metz," in Theologie der Befreiung und 
Marxismus, ed. Peter Rottlander (Munster: edition liberaci6n, 
1986), p. 180. The translation is my own. 

wHistory does not have the same meaning for Metz in 
1986 as it did in 1962. There remains, however, an important 
similarity. History is still generally thought of as that 
arena within which and through which God's saving actions take 
place. In CA, he understands history as the medium through 
which the Christian logos strives to reveal itself. For 
example, the anthropocentric thought-form which Thomas 
introduced and which works itself out in modern philosophy is 
thought of as a product of the "historically developing logos 
of Christianity" (Metz, "The Theological World and the 
Metaphysical World," p. 259). History is thus the necessary 
medium for the unfolding of the word of God. And since the 
word of God concerns the revelation of the transcendental g 
priori structure (grounding in God) of persons, it is, as 
well, the necessary temporal a posteriori medium for the 
actualization of transcendental personhood. Transcendental 
subjectivity is thus fulfilled in concrete historical acts of 
selfless love. Metz, "The Theological and the Metaphysical 
World," p. 261, n. 9. 

In 1986, Metz understands history in terms of 
apocalypticism, as a time of suffering. No longer is it a 
metaphsical construct. Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 105. Though his understanding of history changes, he still 
thinks of history as the inescapable arena within which the 
love of neighbor is realized and through which persons find 
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uneasiness with the misguided theological appropriation of the 

a-historical Greek philosophical tradition. His goal remains 

the same: to articulate an authentically Christian 

anthropology which does justice to the original Jewish

Christian valuing of freedom in history. 

In the following, I will show more clearly how Metz 

finds in Thomas the authentically Christian social 

anthropology which he is looking for. For a short while at 

least, he thinks he has found in Thomas a spiritual 

(transcendental) understanding of persons which does not 

limit, by implication, the importance of history and the world 

as essential features of being human. He thinks Thomas' 

theology, for the first time, gives philosophical and 

theological expression to the truly incarnational character 

of human life. 

Metz uses this transcendental and incarnational 

understanding of persons as a vantage point from which to 

criticize Greek cosmocentrism in more detail. He questions 

Christianity's unwitting appropriation of cosmocentrism and 

the abandonment of its own unique incarnational and 

transcendental way of understanding persons and freedom. Put 

simply, he tries to replace Greek anthropology with Thomistic 

anthropology. Thomas' anthropology is more authentically 

Christian because it bears witness, more fully, to the Hebrew 

their self-fulfillment. 
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and Christian understanding of persons. It understands 

persons as spiritual beings for whom the world, as history, 

is an inseparable part of the human makeup. 

Given this, Metz argues that Thomas is the first to 

articulate an ontological appraisal of persons which is not 

overly spiritualized. And Thomas does this without a de-

valuing of the social and historical makeup of persons. He 

shows how persons, in light of Christian revelation, are 

essentially free subjects in the world as history. They are 

not mere things trapped wi thin an eternal cosmos. 100 

To draw out Metz's critique of the cosmocentric 

understanding of persons and the world, the following is 

10°Two years after writing Christliche Anthropozentrik, 
Metz wrote an article entitled: "Freedom as a Threshold 
Problem Between Philosophy and Theology", Philosophy Today 10 
(1966): pp. 264-299. Hereafter cited as "Freedom as a 
Threshold Problem." The German original was entitled 
"Freiheit als philosophisch-theologisches Grenzproblem," in 
Gott in Welt: Festgabe fur Karl Rahner, vol. 1, ed. J.B. Metz 
(Freiburg: Herder, 1964), pp. 287-314. In it, he argues for 
an understanding of freedom as 'transcendental freedom', in 
the same way as he had done earlier in Christliche 
Anthropozentrik. Refering to Thomas' achievement in giving 
voice to this essential freedom of persons, he writes: "A way 
of thinking was needed that could greet the spirit of 
revelation wi th an openness for the underi ved and 
unobjectivizable positivity of the historical subject, a kind 
of thinking that could attend to the fundamental being-freedom 
of man. Thus it came about that the deliverance of man 
through the Christian message entered the history of thought 
as the gradual liberation of man's understanding of being and 
of himself in the direction of the primary individuality of 
human subj ecti vi ty. There was a formal reorientation of man's 
understanding of himself from the horizon of thing-nature 
toward the horizon of 'liberated' nature as found in modern 
thought, though of course it proceeded under the most varied 
leadership" (Metz, "Freedom as a Threshold Problem," p. 267). 
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divided into two parts. The first compares and contrasts 

Christian and non-Christian ways of understanding and relating 

personhood, transcendence, and freedom, while the second 

outlines Metz's critique of the cosmocentric way of 

understanding the world and history. From here, I will move 

to the next major section of this chapter and discuss Metz's 

critique of the unwitting appropriation of these non-Christian 

Greek notions by early Christianity and modern Catholicism. 

This study argues that this critique is important because it 

is Metz's first attempt, in a life-long theological effort, 

to liberate the socio-historical power of Christian love from 

entrapment within privatistic ways of understanding and 

relating Christian life and the world. 

1. Personhood: Transcendence and Freedom 

Metz believes that Thomas understands transcendence 

anthropocentrically, not cosmocentrically. That is, he 

understands transcendence within the horizon of human 

subjectivity and not of nature. Transcendence is not 

something which exists objectively, distinct from persons, as 

the Greeks thought. 101 Neither is it something spatially 

located which exists beyond history. 102 For the Greeks, for 

example, human permanence is thought of in terms of a 

101 Metz, CA, p. 73. 

102 Metz, CA, pp. 111-112. 
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relationship which persons have to "space," whereby space is 

thought of as something numinous. "Transcendence itself is 

thought of 'spatially'" because "it does not become, it does 

not pass away, it is the epitome of the eternal, it is the 

medium of the realm of the gods. ,,103 

Thomas, in contrast, understands transcendence in 

terms of subjectivity, not in terms of numinous space. 

Transcendence is that which constitutes persons as persons. 104 

It is the a priori basis of what it means to be human, that 

is, it is experienced in the ever-present a priori lurement 

of the human reason and will towards God and is most fully 

actualized through the love of one's neighbor. 105 Thomas 

refers to this pre-directedness of human cognition and will 

103.. -Metz, CA, p. 111, n. 23 

1~Elsewhere, Metz discusses in more detail the 
relationship between transcendence and freedom. He says that 
freedom, transcendentally understood, is the divinely 
grounded, pre-reflective, ontological basis of human 
existence. It is what constitutes persons as persons because 
it is the "faculty for the wholeness and finalization of human 
existence" and is grounded in God as mystery. We experience 
it as that "which we are, as which we exist •••• It constitutes 
the horizon of any possible experience •••• It is experienced 
transcendentally, not categorically" (Metz, "Freedom as a 
Threshold Problem," p. 268). 

105In a medi tati ve text on the Advent of God, Metz 
speaks of transcendence as mystery, as "the silent sway of 
God's mystery" made actual by fully opening oneself to 
"mankind itself and all the aspects of man's concrete life in 
history" (J. B. Metz, The Advent of God, The Missionary 
society of St. Paul the Apostle in the State of New York, 
trans. John Drury [New York: The Newman Press, 1970], p. 1. 
German original: Advent Gottes [Munich: Ars Sacra, 1959]). 
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towards love, and therefore God, as "excessus" (ecstacy). 106 

As ecstatic, the human spirit fulfills itself by allowing 

itself to be moved towards God as its "finis ultimus," as the 

end goal of its self-fulfillment. 107 Hence, whereas the Greeks 

understand transcendence spatially, Thomas understands it 

teleologically.108 Metz writes: 

Man's collectedness (ordinatio) towards the ultimate goal, 
by love, accomplishes itself as an active collecting 
(dispositio) of the whole man. The 'conversio ad finem 
ultimum' happens as a total opening of man's being for 
itself •..• 'The ultimate goal of man means his highest 
self-fulfillment.' To 'come before God' is at the same 
time the highest form of 'the coming to oneself' of man, 
the fulfillment of his subjectivity. God (as finis 
ultimus) confronts man, in the deepest and most extensive 
representation of humanity, with himself. 109 

Human transcendence is thus an occasion of divine 

transcendence "from ahead. ,,110 It is the human spirit being 

1~etz, CA, p. 74. 

107Metz , ~, p. 77. 

108Transcendence is that "gathering horizon (finis) of 
that original cognitive free self-fulfillment [Selbstvollzug] 
(reditio completa) by which man exists" (Metz, CA, p. 77). 

109 Metz, CA, p. 80. 

110In The Advent of God (1959), Metz speaks of the 
"religious destiny of mankind" in terms of God's coming in the 
future, a coming which "will show up the world for what it 
really is and then transform it. All our masks and 
masquerades will fall away, and only the poverty of love will 
abide" (Metz, The Advent of God, p. 13). 

It is in~eresting to note that already at this time 
in Metz' s career, transcendence, as mystery, is described 
eschatologically as a reality which -threatens to break in 
upon us," to "transform" our world. Ketz, The Advent of God, 
p. 13. It is "God's lightning bolt- (Ketz, The Advent of God, 
p. 19). Here, eschatology is understood with the conceptual 
framework of transcendental theology. God is imaged as "the 
secret yearning of the heart" (Ketz, The Advent of God, p. 
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ecstatically drawn ahead through acts of love towards its 

fulfillment in God. Through love, persons become most fully 

who they were meant to be, actualizing themselves in self

transcendence towards God. 111 

Unlike the Greeks, who kept transcendence and human 

subjectivity apart, or at most saw the individual as a mere 

instance of an abstract universal, 112 Christianity, via Thomas, 

affirms the self as the particular occasion of the presence 

of transcendence. It recognizes Jesus as the form of the 

"universale (possibilel concretissimum," the universal within 

the concrete particular. As Metz puts it, Jesus is the 

individual who became "in his unique and un-repeatable 

historical existence the total representation and consummation 

of all human 'possibilities', the 'general man', the epitome 

29) and the transforming agent of personal and inter-personal 
life. Hence, though the socio-critical dimension of 
eschatology is not yet developed in Metz's early writings, the 
theme of eschatology is nevertheless very much present. 
Metz's political theology is thus not so much a sudden 
discovery of eschatology, as it is a coming to realization of 
its socio-critical dimensions. 

111Love "is not 'added' afterwards to the existence of 
man (quasi accidens). Rather, it is grafted in the first act 
(actus primus) of the ontological constitution of man, in his 
existence itself [er geht ••• in sein esse selbst ein] 
(redit), ••• because, and in so far as, his being is 
characterized by subjectivity" (Metz, ~, pp. 53-54, n. 20). 
Persons, therefore, are most fully present-to-themselves 
(Beisichsein), and have their highest portion of being, by 
actualizing their transcendence through acts of love in the 
world as history. Metz's discussion of 'Being' is found in 
Metz, CA, pp. 52 ff •• 

112 Metz, CA, pp. 111-112. 
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and norm of human existence as suCh.,,113 

Of further significance for Metz is the fact that 

Thomas identifies transcendence with freedom. Transcendental 

directedness towards God (as the "finis ultimus") is the 

original basis of human freedom. People are who they are by 

virtue of the fact that they are free, and they are free 

because they are transcendentally grounded in God. 

Transcendental (ontological) freedom therefore consti tutes 

personhood as such. Theologically speaking, it is grace which 

gives individuals the means to actualize their transcendental 

freedom, a freedom which originates from and is directed 

towards God. In and through Christ's love, individuals are 

given the power to exercise their freedom to love, thus 

becoming who they most authentically are. 

Metz suggests that Thomas is original in moving beyond 

the oppressive dominance of a Greek cosmocentric defining of 

the self. Unlike the Greeks, he refuses to think of the 

individual as either a divinized reflection of a numinous 

nature or as an objective thing. He does not divinize people 

by understanding them as microcosms of a "comprehensive cosmos 

of nature" and a "pre-established order. ,,114 

The Greeks, on the other hand, thought of people as 

"set within numinous nature, protected and respected as 'part' 

113Metz CA 113 , -, p. . 

114... Metz, Theology, p. 59. 



62 

of it, as a 'numinous value'. ,,115 By virtue of their reason, 

individuals mirrored and participated in the divinized cosmos. 

Thus, the Greeks threw a mystical veil over individuals 

because of the numinous backdrop of nature against which they 

were cast. 

Neither does Thomas understand the individual, as the 

Greeks did, in terms of 'substance'. He does not think reason 

is the substance of individuals, and that it makes them the 

highest objects among other objects within a static, 

objectively given nature. 116 Metz thinks that even though the 

Greeks understood humanity as a microcosm of a di vinized 

nature, people were still understood objectivistically. They 

were still thought of as things alongside other things trapped 

within an all-encompassing cosmic order. 

The point of Metz ' s cri tique is that Greek 

cosmocentric anthropology does not allow individuals to 

"emerge in [their] ••• own quality as ••• unique and unrepeatable 

[entities] • ,,117 People are attributed freedom within the 

limits and laws of their own nature, a nature which mirrors 

the laws of the cosmos, but they are not essentially free. 

It is only under the impact of the Christian revelation of God 

in history, that persons first come to realize who they really 

115 Metz, Theology, p. 75. 

116"Man appears as an 'instance' of res animata" (Metz, 
CA, p. 90). 

117 Metz, Theology, p. 75. 



63 

are. They realize that their uniqueness is attributable not 

merely to the faculty of reason, but to an underivable and 

free subjectivity given to them by God. 118 They no longer see 

themselves in terms of substance, but as free subjects. 

with Thomas, therefore, there is the first preliminary 

philosophical attempt to speak about this original Christian 

experience of the self as subject, as free subjectivity 

grounded in transcendence. 119 Transcendental subjectivity, 

brought to light by revelation and given methodological 

articulation in Thomas I new anthropocentric thought form, 120 

is the basis of this new estimation of personhood. It gives 

11~etz doubts whether the concept of analogy can get 
at the "original phenomenon of man." "It cannot prevent the 
human being from coming under the yoke of a representation 
which does not disclose his being in its truth, ••• but covers 
and distorts it" (Metz, CA, p. 48, n. 11). He thus believes 
that "the originally underivable mode of being [Seinsweise] 
of subj ecti vi ty ••• is not seen and appreciated" by Greek 
cosmocentrism. Metz, CA, p. 48. 

119Metz thinks Kant missed the fact that being itself 
could not be conceived objectivistically but could only be 
conceptually approached if it was framed in terms of the 
unobjectifiability of the human ego. That is, he failed to 
recognize that the basic form of being-in-itself [Ansichsein] 
is the transcendental subjectivity. Metz paraphrases the 
Thomist principle upon which this is based as follows: "An 
existent stands wi thin being to the degree it relates to 
itself irreducibly [unaufhebbar] (super seipsum reflectitur)" 
(Metz, ~, p. 52). Man is most fully "being-with-itself" 
(Beisichsein), that is, standing within being, through the 
activities of his intellect and will (actualized through 
love). Metz, CA, p. 52. 

12~etz admits that this thought-form emerges in Thomas 
only methodologically because he is still heavily influenced 
by Greek philosophy. It is left to modernity (from Descartes 
to the present) to give fuller conceptual expression to this 
thought-form. 
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individuals, in their particular existence, a new underivable 

dignity not before possible within a Greek cosmocentric form 

of consciousness. 121 

Thomas thus grounds the untouchable and irreducible 

uniqueness of human individuality in a transcendental 

subjectivity which expresses itself in absolute freedom. 122 

This transcendental freedom means that individuals, in their 

free existence, belong entirely to themselves and therefore 

to God. They cannot be forced to act or not to act in a 

certain way, not even by God. This is because, as Thomas 

explains, "each divine determination of man is always a 

deepened mode of his own self-determination as well. ,,123 

Transcendental freedom is thus the condition for the 

possibility of any and all particular freedoms of choice. 124 

Transcendental freedom is the basis of all specific freedoms. 

It is the freedom in and through which individuals belong most 

121See "Individuality" in CA, pp. 59-62. Here, Metz 
discusses how revelation establishes the absolute uniqueness 
of human personhood over against the Greek cosmocentric 
understanding of persons. For the first time in history, 
Thomas' anthropocentrism defines persons ontologically as free 
subjectivities. Persons are not understood ontically as mere 
things within the cosmos. 

122This "existential freedom" (Seinsfreiheit) is what 
constitutes the individuality and unquestionability 
(Unantastbarkeit) of human subjectivity. Metz, CA, p. 62. 

123 Metz, CA, p. 63. 

124"For the human being, freedom designates the 
developing fundamental state of belonging to oneself which 
develops from the reditio-completa-structure" (Metz, CA, p. 
62, n. 35). 
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fully to themselves and to God. 

2. World and History 

Thus far, I have shown how and why Metz thinks Thomas' 

transcendental appraisal of human subjectivity is the 

conceptual revelation's anthropocentric working out of 

He believes direction. 

preliminarily 

this intention is realized, 

appraisal of so, in Thomas' transcendental 

persons. Thomas' transcendental anthropology illumines 

revelation's intention to redefine reality in terms of human 

sUbjectivity. 

In Metz's later theology, as I will show, his focus 

is not on transcendence but on apocalypticism as the context 

in which Christian personhood is best understood. Revelation 

now intends not so much to redefine a subjectivity 

transcendentally grounded, but a subjectivity shaped by 

apocalyptic expectation. His focus shifts from 

anthropocentric consciousness to an apocalyptic consciousness 

which is more action-oriented and historically engaging. The 

Gospel command of love now involves not so much the 

actualization of transcendental freedom, but the actualization 

of God's eschatological promises through a love expressed in 

the form of living in solidarity with the poor. While in the 

early Metz, love is conceived of rather abstractly, as the 

actualization of one's transcendental freedom, in the later 

Metz, it is conceived of more concretely as suffering in 
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solidarity with those in need. God's eschatological promises 

are made real in the midst of a history defined by apocalyptic 

suffering. 

I continue by looking at Metz's understanding of the 

relationship between persons and the world in light of Thomas' 

new anthropocentric thought-form. Metz argues that Thomas' 

thought-form gives rise to a more fully Christian notion of 

personhood as well as a more fully Christian understanding of 

the world. 

According to Metz, Thomas' new anthropocentric 

thought-form relates persons and the world dialectically. 

within it, the world is understood ontologically as a 

consti tuti ve component of human subj ecti vi ty, and subj ecti vi ty 

as "the basis of the reality of the existing (vorhandenen) 

world. ,,125 The world is the "being-outside-of-itself" 

(Aussersichsein) of the ecstatic subject. 126 It is not, as the 

Greeks thought, the undialectical other, opposed to 

subjectivity. 127 Rather, it is that within "which the spirit 

125 Metz, CA, p. 70. 

126"This worldly being-outside-of-himself is therefore 
not an added determination of constituted man, but is the 
basic feature of his ontological constitution. Human 
existence - that is: ecstatic subjectivity: both - man and 
world - are a priori synthesized in the one being of man" 
(Metz, CA, p. 69). Also, "the in-itself (Ansich) of this 
being of the world is the real outside-of-itself (Aussersich) 
of the being of the subject" (Metz, CA, p. 69, n. 50). 

127 Metz, CA, p. 68. 
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of man (convertendo se ad phantasma) has already entered. ,,128 

It is thus joined in a synthesis with persons. Persons can 

never be separated from the world as if it were something 

other than they are. Metz writes: 

Man and world are synthesized, a priori, in the one being 
of man, and this (strictly meta-physical) synthesis cannot 
be resolved by way of reflection (as it were, into a pure 
in-itself [Ansich] of the world), because in every 
reflection, man stands once again over against himself 
and is therefore "outside of himself," that means in the 
world. By reflecting on his relation to the world he 
brings to light this very relation once again. He cannot 
withdraw from it. He cannot give it up without giving up 
his own self-being. 129 

Persons therefore are "always already 'in the world' ,,130 and 

the world is the objective self-completion of human ecstatic 

subj ecti vi ty. 131 

The other side of this dialectic concerns the fact 

that human ecstatic self-existence is the basis of the world's 

12~etz, CA, p. 68. 

129Metz , CA, p. 69. 

13~etz, CA, p. 68. 

1~Johns, Man in the World, p. 68. In Metz's 1963 
revision of Rahner's Hearer of the Word, we get a clearer 
picture of what Metz means by world. World means a co-world 
(Mitwelt), a "domain of the mutual exchange and mutual 
dismissal of free historical existences" (Rahner, Hearer of 
the Word, p. 133, n. 2). Persons thus fulfill themselves 
through their encounter with "a plurality of the co-world of 
free persons" (Rahner, Hearer of the Word, p. 138, n. 6). See 
Johns, Man in the World, pp. 61-80, for a detailed analysis 
of Metz's revisions of Rahner's text, especially for the way 
Metz, with Rahner's consent, replaces the notion of world as 
environment (Umwelt) with that of co-world (Mitwelt). 
References to co-world are found in Rahner, Hearer of the 
Word, pp. 133, n. 2; 138, n. 6; 141, and 142, n. 2. 



68 

reality. Again, Metz: 

World 'exists' ('ist') as the locus of the real presence, 
as the being-there [Da-Sein] of the ecstatic human spirit. 
And World 'is in a state of becoming' ( 'wird ') by its 
moving toward anima human a as its highest ontological 
reality (forma). 132 

Every interpretation of the world is therefore always an 

interpretation of persons already in the world. 133 In this 

way, the human spirit (subjectivity) serves as the unifying 

form of the world,134 and the world as the real externality 

(Aussersichsein) of persons, as that through which they come 

most fully to themselves. Metz writes: 

[Man] is concretely the one reality of the being-with
itself [Beisichsein] of soul (animal, insofar as this soul 
is really itself only in the real being-outside-of-itself 
[Aussersichsein], Le., as the reality ~granting being 
through informing) of matter, as - body.13 

By dialectically relating subjectivity and the world, 

Metz rejects the Greek understanding of the world as timeless 

static nature, wherein "space possesses a certain a priori 

132Metz , CA, p. 70. 

133Metz , CA, p. 68 

134In an article entitled "Leib," Metz says that Thomas 
clarified, sharpened, and surpassed the essentially dualistic 
Aristotelian position on the body-soul relationship through 
his notion of "anima unica forma cornoris" (the body has an 
unique soul as its form). Thomas' achievement was in 
dialectically relating the body and soul. Metz says: "Man 
'is' body, and he is body not merely to become spirit, but in 
order to be a consummated human spirit, he must become more 
and more body." Body and soul complete each other in a 
relationship of dialectical unity-in-difference. J.B. Metz, 
"Leib," Lexikon fur Theologie und Kirche, vol. 6 (Freiburg: 
Herder, 1965), column 903. 

135 Metz, CA, p. 71. 
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numinosi ty. ,,136 On the contrary, because of the impact of the 

Christian incarnation and its absolute valuing of human 

subjectivity, the world is understood anthropocentrically, not 

cosmocentrically. The world is the indispensable arena in 

which the free transcendental subjectivity of persons 

(revealed and fulfilled in Jesus Christ) interprets and 

actualizes itself.1~ 

In other words, whereas Greek cosmocentrism 

understands the world in terms of unchanging nature, Metz 

understands it in terms of history, as "a moment within the 

historical course of humankind. ,,138 Through the incarnation, 

13~etz, CA, p. 111. 

137Metz , CA, pp. 64-66. Metz refers to the world as 
the stage "for the great drama of .•• [humankind's] freedom" 
(Metz, "Freedom as a Threshold Problem," p. 271). The 
experience of transcendental freedom, as "an 'immediate' non
objective lucidity (the light of truth)," can never be an 
experience of objective knowledge, as if persons can step 
outside themselves and know with absolute certainty that a 
particular course of action will actualize their 
transcendental freedom. (Metz, "Freedom as a Threshold 
Problem," p. 278, n. 38). Human conscience, immersed in the 
"onerous obscurity of .•• freedom, experiences the 'light of 
truth' not in some form of pure backwards self-reflection, but 
by forgetting itself in the rapture of each new deed. He who 
does the truth comes to the light (In. 3:21)" (Metz, "Freedom 
as a Threshold Problem," p. 271). It is thus in the midst of 
historical actions and decisions on behalf of others, 
decisions always immersed in the existential dialectic of good 
and evil (Metz, "Freedom as a Threshold Problem," p. 272), 
that man is able to respond to the lurement of God. He is 
able to respond to that mystery which "is always withdrawing 
itself and thus drawing the freedom subjectively to itself by 
opening it up" (Metz, "Freedom as a Threshold Problem," p. 
275) • 

13~etz, CA, p. 73. 
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the world as history is exposed as the required medium of 

human self-fulfillment. God's incarnation therefore makes 

history the arena of transcendence, temporally and 

eschatologically understood. 139 As Metz puts it, because Jesus 

became "the general man, the epitome and norm of human 

existence, ,,140 it is through his life, death, and resurrection, 

his history, that humanity is able to realize its ultimate 

eschatological goal: the fulfillment of human subjectivity 

through self-abandonment to the transcendent ground of one's 

being. 141 It is this goal, transcendentally understood, which 

gives history its eschatological character. Again, Metz: 

The Christian understands his relation to transcendence 
in temporal-eschatological terms. He expects the beyond 
as the historical advent which changes his historical 
existence into the one Basile;£). of God and of humanity. 142 

Transcendence, therefore, is historically ahead and 

not above. Persons fulfill themselves to the extent they 

allow themselves to be drawn towards God through acts of love 

within history. It is this attraction ahead, realized through 

historical actions, which is the transcendental ground and aim 

of human personhood. By Jesus becoming "the total 

139Metz , CA, pp. 111-112. 

14~etz, CA, pp. 113. 

141"TO the degree that man puts himself at the disposal 
of the inescapable demand of this transcendence, he belongs 
to himself and gains his ontological identity [Selbstsein]" 
(Metz, CA, p. 75). 

142 Metz, CA, p. 112. 
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representation and consummation of all human possibilities,,143 

within history, history becomes the arena in which the 

ultimate eschatological goal of humanity is realized. In it, 

the promised fulfillment of humanity's subjectivity occurs. 

History becomes the inescapable medium through which persons 

are "on the way" to meeting God and at the same time "on the 

way" to becoming most fully who they are. 

Finally, the question needs to be asked: what form 

does the exercise of this freedom in the world take in order 

to realize its intended goal of salvation? Metz's answer, 

borrowed from Thomas, is that persons are free (existentially) 

to make decisions within the world, and by doing so, to shape 

their disposition towards themselves and God. Human nature, 

according to Thomas, is not a function of a permanent "nature" 

conceived of objectivistically, as the Greeks thought. 

Rather, it is a function of free decision, above all the 

decision to love or not to love one's neighbor. 

The "essence" of persons, therefore, does not lie in 

their relationship to what is "spatially" permanent, that is, 

to a substance thought of in terms of numinous space. Rather, 

it is a "nature" whose disposition is determined by free 

choice. As Metz puts it: "Human existence is finalized 

[vorendgiiltigt] by freedom. ,,144 Love is thus "the true and 

143 Metz, CA, p. 113. 

144.. Metz, CA, p. 66. 
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unavoidable definition of man in his existence. ,,145 It is the 

means by which persons come before both God and themselves. 

Persons are able to become the '" sacrament' of God's son,,146 

because of the anthropocentric direction of revelation which 

invites them to become conversation partners with God and 

brothers and sisters of Christ. 1U As Metz puts it: 

Every religious act moves in the direction of the 
concreteness of God 'in one's brother' and finds therein 
its vital completeness and, at the same time, its deepest 
transcendent rooting •.•• Love of the neighbor ••• is not 
really something different from the love of God, it is, 
at one and the same time, that love's other side. Both 
are, and this is what is the novelty of the Christian 
message, originally one. 148 

The world as history is therefore understood existentially as 

a process by which persons are drawn ahead and collected into 

God and, through acts of love, into themselves. 149 

145Metz , CA, p. 53, n. 20. 

14~etz, CA, p. 109. 

147This is a paraphrasing of an extensive quote taken 
by Metz from Karl Rahner' s article on "Theological 
Anthropology," in Lexikon fur Theologie und Kirche, vol I, 2 
(1965), p. 619. It concerns what revelation has done to 
radically transform human self-understanding. Metz, CA, pp. 
108-109. 

14~etz, CA, p. 109, n. 21. Metz asserts that love of 
God and love of persons are originally one. This uni ty 
becomes the basis of his later proj ect of dialectically 
relating the mystical and political dimensions of Christianity 
(the individual before God and the individual before others 
as inseparable components of Christian personhood). Metz, 
The Emergent Church, p. 63. 

149Metz wrote a small book in 1962 on Christian 
asceticism titled Poverty of Spirit. In it, he talks about 
poverty of spirit as an acceptance of the fact that one does 
not belong to oneself, but to God. This radical self
acceptance does not involve a turning away from the world, but 



73 

From a Christian perspective, therefore, the Greeks 

were wrong in understanding the world within the horizon of 

nature rather than within the horizon of human freedom. 150 The 

world is not trapped within nature as a superior, mysterious, 

inconquerable, and sometimes gracious and avenging reality. 

It is not a numinous divine-like reality, "a tangible divine 

subjectivity" capable of serving as the medium for religious 

experience. 151 Nei ther is history the ultimately indifferent 

constant return of the same, 152 trapped within the all-

a turning towards it. It involves constant attention "to 
human beings and their world. God himself drew near to us as 
our brother and our neighbor, as 'one of these' (cf. Mt. 25, 
40.45). Our relationship with God is decided in our encounter 
with other men. One of the non-canonical sayings of Jesus is: 
, A person who sees his brother sees his God' ••• Our human 
brother now becomes a '''sacrament' of God's hidden presence 
among us, a mediator between God and man" (J .B. Metz, Poverty 
of Spirit, trans. John Drury [New York: Paulist Press, 1968], 
pp. 34-35. German original: Armut im G.eiste [Munich: Ars 
Sacra, 1962]). 

150This recalls the earlier discussion of how the world 
and persons cannot be separated. For Metz and Thomas, the 
world as history functions as the objective self-completion 
of human subjectivity, and subjectivity is the formal basis 
of the reality of the world. For a Christian-inspired 
anthropocentrism, there is no world-out-there. There is only 
the "being-outside-itself" (Aussersichsein) of the ecstatic 
human subject. 

151Metz , Theology, p. 59. Metz says that for the 
classical pagan world the divine was tied to nature as its 
"world principle, as a kind of cosmic reason and cosmic law, 
as the immanent regulating principle of the universe" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 34). The divine was one element among others 
within a world as nature. By no means was it conceived of as 
transcendent creator. 

p. 53. 
Lexikon 
For a 

152Metz , "The World as History," Appendix I, Theology, 
This Appendix is an expanded version of "Welt," in 
fur Theologie und Kirche, X, 2 (1965), pp. 1023-1026. 
further description of the world as a fixed, 
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Thus far, I discussed Metz's critique of the Greek 

cosmocentric notions of personhood and the world. I also 

outlined the alternatives which he offers, which arise out of 

Thomas' epoch-making anthropocentric thought-form. Now I will 

look at his critique of the misguided appropriation of these 

cosmocentric notions by Catholic theology. He thinks the 

Greek notions of personhood and the world are as present today 

within modern theology as they were within early Christianity. 

As was the case in early Christianity, these Greek notions 

continue to prevent the full realization of Christian love in 

the world as history. They continue to hamper the full 

realization of a Christian personhood which is 

transcendentally free and made actual through the lov in 'j 

at othe~s, What follows, therefore, is a summary of Metz's 

critique of early Christianity's unintentional appropriation 

of the Greek notions of the self and the world. 154 

indifferent, and ultimately fatal human framework, see Metz, 
Theology, p. 24. 

153Metz , Theology, p. 58. Metz refers to nature as a 
"superior a priori framework" (Metz, Theology, p. 53). 

154This section is based, for the most part, on Chapter 
I of Metz's Theology of the World. This chapter is titled 
"How Faith Sees the World. The Christian Orientation in the 
Secularity of the Contemporary World." written in 1962 and 
based on a 1957 article entitled "Die 'Stunde' Christi. Eine 
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1. Early Christian Appropriation 

According to Metz, early Christianity was mistaken in 

its appropriation of the Greek view of the world as numinous 

nature, as something which reflected the holy radiance of God. 

It was thought of as an epiphany, a projection of God which 

operated according to divine laws. 155 Furthermore, the early 

Christians thought that the history of the cosmos and 

salvation history were in essential continuity, that they were 

two moments wi thin God's ongoing creative and redemptive 

project. The consequence of this was that they tended to 

divinize or numinize the world,156 thereby running the risk of 

"equating God and nature pantheistically. ,,157 

geschichtstheologische Erwagung," Wort und Wahrheit 1.2 (1957): 
pp. 5-18, it represents Metz' s first attempt to develop a 
fully anthropocentric theology based on Thomas' 
anthropocentric thought-form discovered in CA. Whereas CA was 
concerned mainly with the impact of Greek cosmocentrism on the 
development of a philosophical anthropology, Theology of the 
World, as a whole, is concerned with the way cosmocentric 
vestiges within theology and piety shape the church's 
relationship to the world. It tries to go beyond the 
soteriological extrinsicism and theological positivism of 
earlier theologies which evolved out of cosmocentric 
understandings of personhood and the world. Ketz, CA, p. 135, 
and Theology, p. 16. Its goal is to understand the 
Incarnation of God in Christ within the framework (thought
form) of a fully anthropocentric view of persons and the 
world. It also expands on the idea developed in CA, that 
modern secularization is a product of God's incarnational 
acceptance. 

155Metz , Theology, p. 59. 

15~etz, Theology, p. 59. 

157Metz , Theology, p. 59. 
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In short, early Christianity mystified the world. 

Whereas the Greeks saw the "morning twilight of the gods" in 

every facet of the world, the early Christians saw the world 

as "the inchoate beginning of God himself .,,158 Even the 

"classical" Middle Ages, Metz believes, were dominated by this 

Greek view of the world. They had "a strong general quality 

of the pre-Christian world view ••• and were dominated by a 

straightforward 'divinism' (Y. congar). ,,159 

2. Modern Catholic Appropriation 

The modern Catholic understanding of the world is not 

significantly different from that of early Christianity. 

Catholic theology, Metz argues, continues to be shaped by 

Greek cosmocentric ways of understanding the world and 

persons, with the result being that it misunderstands both 

itself and the world. 

First, Catholic Christianity misunderstands itself 

becau~e it misinterprets the Incarnation as a divinizing of 

persons and the world. And, as a related consequence, it 

thinks of salvation history as the further unfolding of this 

di vinization process. 160 This misinterpretation arises, Metz 

158.. -Metz, Theology, p. 65. 

159 Metz, Theology, p. 35. 

16~etz, Theology, pp. 26 and 29. 
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suggests, because of the use of a model of acceptance161 that 

is more Greek than Christian, that is, acceptance is 

interpreted more in terms of absorption than release. The 

notion of absorption, Metz argues, is rooted in a Greek 

cosmocentric view of the world, not a Christian 

anthropocentric one. It is an interpretation shaped by the 

context of nature rather than personhood, and therefore more 

cosmocentric than existential in orientation. 162 

Hence, under Greek influence, Catholic theology 

interprets the Incarnation as God's taking into himself of an 

already partially divinized human nature. Incarnation is the 

culmination of the process of divinization. Persons, as 

objects of nature, yet connected to the divine via reason 

perfected in contemplation, are absorbed into the infinite as 

an act of divine acceptance. 

161Central to Metz' s understanding of the Incarnation 
is his belief that God's acceptance of persons and their world 
can be extrapolated from God's acceptance of Christ's human 
nature. Such an extrapolation is valid insofar as the divine 
Logos is "for all eternity, man, a man of this world" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 26, n. 22). 

1~Metz, Theology, p. 27. See also Metz, CA, pp. 180 
ff. for a discussion of how revelation brings about a new 
anthropocentric view of the world. The world and persons are 
understood existentially, not naturally. A model of 
acceptance taken from an anthropocentric (existential) view 
of the world acknowledges the underivable uniqueness of 
persons which stems from the fact that their freedom is 
grounded in God. True acceptance of another (even of persons 
by God) can happen only when this underivable uniqueness is 
acknowledged by releasing the other to be more fully himself 
or herself. Absorbing the other into one's sphere of 
influence and control is a direct and clear negating of that 
person as a subject whose freedom is rooted in God. 
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Metz warns that this interpretation puts Christianity 

in danger of descending into mythology. 163 It wipes away the 

distance and difference between God and his creation. 1M 

Rather than freeing persons to become fully themselves, God 

draws the profane world (though never fully profane) into the 

sacred, and sanctifies it in an immediate way. 165 God becomes 

a Moloch, an usurper who, in his acceptance of the world and 

humanity, violates it by sucking it into himself and 

divinizing it theopanistically.1~ All that is left is God and 

only God. 

Modern Catholicism, Metz concludes, has therefore 

developed more of a pagan piety than a Christian one, because 

it has tended to interpret the Incarnation as a drawing of the 

world into God. This pseudo-Christian piety is based on the 

immediate divinizing and religious mystical veiling of persons 

and nature. 167 Faith, for example, becomes the affirmation of 

one's divinized nature, "the objectification of the timeless 

163Metz , Theology, p. 14. 

1MMetz , Theology, pp. 26 and 29. 

165Metz , Theology, pp. 20 and 47, n. 47. Transcendence 
is already and always the basis of human personhood. It is 
the "timeless metaphysical self-awareness" of God which all 
persons have whether they acknowledge it or not. Metz, 
Theology, p. 22. Metz asserts that the Incarnation is an 
event within which this transcendentally grounded human 
subjectivity is accepted and fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 

1~etz, Theology, p. 26. 

167Metz , Theology, p. 34. 
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metaphysical self-awareness of individuals, 

clothed •.• in ..• dramatic form. ,,168 No longer is it a response 

to a unique historical event. 

As well, the nearness of God is no longer mediated 

through encounters with the brother and sister in the world 

as history. 169 Rather, God is mediated through the divinized 

character of persons and the world. He is experienced within 

the infinite depths of the divinized self as 

always the same, colorlessly and facelessly present 
as the numinously shimmering horizon of our being, 
withdrawn into the infinite distance and involvement 
of his transcendence. He is ••• the symbol for the apex 
of our existence which is lost asymptotically in the 
infinite. 170 

A theology of Incarnation which starts from this supposition, 

that humankind and the world is already divinized, is 

therefore pre-disposed to understand God's acceptance as a 

process of final and complete divinization. Incarnational 

acceptance of the world does not mean the releasing of the 

1~etz, Theology, p. 22. 

169Metz , Theology, p. 77. Metz's critique of the Greek 
divinizing of persons and the world may be at the same time 
a growing discomfort with the transcendental method in 
theology, which posits God as an a priori divine mystery 
within which man is grounded. It eventually occurs to him 
that this basic proposition of transcendental theology is more 
Greek than Christian. He eventually breaks with the 
transcendental method because he thinks it is does not make 
adequate contact with concrete human history. It sidesteps 
history by locating the experience of God primarily within 
private interiority. This worry will express itself most 
clearly in his later critique of Karl Rahner' s notion of 
anonymous Christianity. 

170 Metz, Theology, p. 22. 
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world to itself, as Metz argues in his Theology of the World, 

but a further and complete absorption of it into the sacred. 

In addition to misunderstanding itself, Catholic 

theology misunderstands the world by thinking of it in terms 

of divinized nature rather than in terms of human 

subjectivity. It does this, Metz suggests, because it has 

internally assimilated an understanding of the world more 

cosmocentric than anthropocentric. This is why, for example, 

it fails to recognize the dialectica1171 unfolding of the 

Christian logos in history, particularly in the process of 

modern secularization. Instead of embracing secularization, 

it labels it as misguided and profane, as unholy resistence 

to God's attempt to absorb and divinize the world. 

Metz thinks modern Catholicism is wrong in 

understanding the world as a "pure, absolutely transparent 

appearance of the self-communication of God; theologically, 

as a transfigured world which already hands itself over in 

its perfection to God, as the perfect 'kingdom of God' • ,,172 It 

171Metz proposes that the Incarnation be understood 
dialectically. That is, it is a moment of God's simultaneous 
acceptance and release of the world. Acceptance means the 
releasing of the other to be most fully its profane secular 
self, not absorption into divinity. Metz, "The Inner 
Dialectic of the Acceptance of the World through the 
Incarnation of God," Theology, pp. 25-32. 

172Metz , Theology, p. 30. Metz sees a danger in 
understanding the world as "the material of salvation, 
[as] ••• the beginning of a universal cosmic liturgy" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 15). What is missed is the fact that the 
Incarnation is the occasion for Jesus' experience of the world 
as an "abyss of human suffering and human paradox" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 30). His acceptance of the world takes more the 
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is thus also wrong in thinking that its mission is to fetch 

it "out of its worldliness into a numinously shimmering 

divinity.,,173 If the world resists, the church is justified in 

condemning it. Secularization is therefore labelled as a 

"profane historical development, unimportant for Christianity 

and the church and, at most, •.• the external situation within 

which the church carries on its activity and the Christian 

preserves his way of life. ,,174 It is merely "something 

temporary, merely illusory and ultimately unreal,,,175 an 

historically intensified attempt to dethrone Christ in the 

world,176 and therefore the supreme moment of the world's 

rejection of God's acceptance in Christ. 

Given this, God's objective is to absorb the world as 

history into the divine Logos, reducing it to the status of 

a dead tool and accessary.1IT What becomes most important is 

not the the world's history but the history of sal vat ion 

operating within it. 178 

form of a suffering servant. 

1~etz, Theolo~, p. 49. 

17~etz, Theolo~, pp. 16-17. 

175Metz , Theolo~, p. 26. 

17~etz, Theolo~, p. 19. 

1ITMetz , Theolo~, p. 26. 

1~etz calls this mistake a "monophysi te understanding 
of salvation history" (Metz, Theology, p. 16). The rending 
apart of world history and salvation history goes against the 
basic Christological assertion that Jesus' divine and human 
nature form a hypostatic union. Metz, Theolo~, p. 26. 
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G. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed how Metz's early 

investigation of Thomas' anthropocentric thought-form aims at 

uncovering an authentically Christian anthropology. He 

believes that Thomas' thought-form, for the first time in the 

history of thought, gives expression to revelation's absolute 

valuing of the individual in the world as history. In God 

becoming a person, the human self becomes the measure of the 

world and is freed into the world. In turn, the world, 

understood in terms of history, becomes the medium for the 

self-becoming of the self. It becomes the milieu wi thin which 

the transcendental freedom of the self is realized. In 

actions of love, human beings become most fully themselves and 

closest to God. The world, understood as divinized nature, 

does not mediate God's presence, the neighbor does. 

Metz acknowledges that the characterizing of 
secularization as the "protesting emancipation of the world 
from the ultimate grasp of God" has some truth to it. It is 
true in that secularization is not a pure and innocent 
expression of Christ·s release of the world to itself. 
Secularization often does take the form of a clear rejection 
of Christianity. Given this, however, he also wants to avoid 
an undialectical understanding of secularization's rejection 
of Christianity. Metz, Theology, p. 36. As a result, he is 
quick to point out how the world's rejection of Christianity 
is at the same time a fulfilling of its Incarnational mandate. 
Incarnational acceptance is at the same time a releasing of 
the world to become its profane and demythologized self. 
Christiani ty, originating from the simultaneous acceptance and 
release initiated by the Incarnation, appears then not lias a 
growing divinization, but precisely as an increasing de
divinization and, in this sense, profanization of the world, 
dispelling magic and myth" (Metz, Theology, p. 34). 
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Later, I show how Metz's recent critique of bourgeois 

Christianity is based on the conviction that the Christian 

subject is too much defined by privatistic Enlightenment 

values which quieten the socio-political demands of the 

Christian message. In this chapter, I have shown that this 

worry is already present in the early Metz. In Christliche 

Anthropozentrik, he is already concerned with liberating 

Christians from definitions of the world and the self which 

prevent them from taking the world seriously as the medium for 

their religious self-fulfillment. He worries that modern 

Catholic Christianity is incapable of fully realizing the 

historical incarnational character of the Christian Gospel 

because it has unwittingly assimilated Greek cosmocentrism as 

the a priori context for its understanding of the world and 

the subject. 

The consequence is that it fails to recognize that, 

through the Incarnation, human history has been taken into the 

history of the universal Christian logos. In and through the 

history of persons and their love towards one another, through 

the history of free subjects grounded in transcendence, God's 

redemptive plan is unfolding. Salvation history and mundane 

history therefore form a unity-in-difference. Salvation 

history attains its objective self-completion in and through 

human history, and human history achieves its goal through the 

consummation of the transcendental g:r.oundedness of individuals 

through acts of love. In this way, Metz hopes to avoid both 
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Metz's early writings thus go a long way in defining 

the Christian subject in terms of worldly engagement. This 

project anticipates his later attempt to do the same in his 

mature critique of modern Christianity. In both projects, 

there is continuity of aim regardless of differences in the 

way both the problems and the solutions are defined. Let me 

explain. 

In Metz's early writings, for example, the problem is 

understood as the cosmocentric ontic defining of humanity and 

the consequent blindness to the absolute uniqueness of human 

subjectivity. The solution is found in Thomas' defining of 

the subject ontologically, or anthropocentrically, instead of 

cosmocentrically. Subjects are defined as religious subjects, 

transcendentally grounded in God, yet who require worldly 

engagement with others in love for their own self-fulfillment. 

As Metz puts it, the advent of transcendence as mystery within 

individuals, brought about through acts of love, represents 

the "wondrous arrival of [one's] ••• own true existence, the 

wondrous destiny prepared for [persons] ... from the very 

beginning,,18o. 

In his later writings, the problem is not so much the 

cosmocentric ontic defining of the subject as it is the one-

1~Metz, CA, p. 135. 

180Metz , The Advent of God, p. 32. 
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dimensional market place defining of subjects by the 

Enlightenment ethos. The subject is once again reduced to a 

mere object within the overarching context of modern society. 

People and their values are accorded importance only insofar 

as they contribute to the market place economy. All values 

which do not contribute directly to the smooth functioning of 

the market place, especially religious values, are relegated 

to the private sphere of life. Metz finds a solution to this 

privatistic defining of the individual and human values in the 

discipleship of radical following. In the imitation of 

Christ's living in solidarity with the poor and oppressed, a 

new social anthropology can emerge which does not define 

persons individualistically, but as subjects bound to one 

another in solidarity. 

It is important to note that in both the early and 

later Metz, the problem addressed is the blind appropriation 

by Christianity of non-Christian anthropologies; in the one 

instance, Greek cosmocentrism and, in the other, Enlightenment 

privatism. Each thinks of individuals as essentially unfree 

obj ects wi thin a larger restrictive whole. In both instances, 

the solution offered, though conceptualized differently, is 

the development of an authentic (biblically based181 ) Christian 

anthropology which defines individuals as free subjects in the 

181In CA, Metz tries to show that Thomas thinks 
biblically, in an original way. That is, the "mode of 
thinking" (his thought-form) which underlies his theological 
statements is anthropocentric. Metz, CA, pp. 44-45, n. 4. 
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world as history, free to actualize their freedom through love 

of neighbor. 

The early Metz finds a solution to this problematic 

notion of Christian personhood in Thom~s' defining of persons 

as transcendentally free subjects. Here, freedom is 

actualized through a rather abstract notion of love. In the 

later Metz, persons are still defined by freedom, but now by 

a freedom actualized through the concrete discipleship of 

living in solidarity with the poor. The freedom given to 

persons in the Incarnation now becomes the freedom to follow 

Christ in a solidarity with the poor which involves suffering. 

It is this ongoing quest to free Christians from non

Christian principles which stifle the realization of the 

Gospel mandate of love in the world which is at the core of 

Metz's theological enterprise. The first such attempt is 

made in Christliche Anthropozentrik. others soon follow. 

Finally, allow me to restate, in point form, Metz's 

critique of Christianity's appropriation of Greek 

cosmocentrism. Greek cosmocentric vestiges within modern 

Catholicism result in the following misunderstandings about 

the Incarnation, world, personhood, freedom, God, and the 

Church and its Mission. These, in turn, contribute to a one

sided rejection of modern secularization and Christianity's 

role within it. 

Incarnation: Wi thin the cosmocentric perspective, 

God's acceptance of human nature and of the world is 
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misunderstood as a drawing of both further into God, over and 

above what was implied in creation. Incarnational divine 

acceptance is the final culminating step in the process of 

God's divinizing possession of humankind and the world. This 

notion of acceptance, taken from the sphere of nature (a 

cosmocentric understanding) rather than from the sphere of 

existence1~ (an anthropocentric one), interprets divine 

acceptance as a final usurping and absorption of humankind and 

the world into God. As such, it misses the fact of the real 

liberating event of the Incarnation; a liberation of persons 

and their world to be most fully themselves.1~ 

World: Cosmocentrism understands the world in terms 

of cosmos and not of history. Such a misunderstanding is 

therefore not able to appreciate how the Incarnation gives to 

persons the freedom to transform the world. The world remains 

essentially untouchable as a numinous divinized reality. 

Modern secularization is therefore interpreted as an un-

Christian attempt at autonomous self-affirmation. 

Personhood: First, a Christianity which is 

cosmocentrically oriented views persons as creatures of God 

1~ Metz, Theology, p. 27. 

1~The Incarnation is the apex of God's liberating 
activity. As CA tried to show, the power of this central 
event of freedom is working itself out historically through 
the emergence of a new form of historical consciousness. 
Secularization, as the growing recognition of the autonomy of 
human history, constitutes the concrete expression of this 
Incarnational freedom. 
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who are never fully autonomous. Persons are created by God 

but yet remain a part of God, as a numinous reflection of 

divinity. Freedom is the limited freedom of a servant, never 

fully expressing itself in the form of autonomous actions. 

Second, as divinized realities, persons are never fully 

corporeal. Their bodies and their world are thought of as the 

material mediums through which the Christian logos carries out 

its work of ongoing divinization. And third, conceived of 

objectivistically, as mere objects, the socio-political 

constitution of persons is missed. The intersubjective 

character of human personhood is not recognized. 1M 

Freedom: The cosmocentric perspective views persons 

and their world as numinous realities which are never fully 

free. Creation is thought of not as a moment of liberation 

but as an event of separation (though not completely), which 

the process of human history exemplifies. Secularization is 

an intensified moment of the historically unfolding process 

of this separation. Incarnation is therefore God's attempt 

to draw humankind back into himself. 

1MIn Metz's editorial reV1S10ns of Rahner's Hearer of 
the Word, he defines persons intersubjectively. In Metz's 
later theology, this concern blossoms into a more fully 
developed socio-political definition of persons. It is from 
the perspective of this socially and politically broadened 
anthropocentrism that Metz launches his attack on the 
privatization of the Christian faith. For how 
intersubjectivity is central to an understanding of Christian 
personhood, and especially to an understanding of the act of 
faith, see J. B. Metz, "Unbelief as a Theological Problem," 
Concilium, vol. 6 (New York: Paulist Press, 1965), pp. 62, n. 
5; 63, n. 7; 66, n. 14; 67, 72, and 72, n. 23. 
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God: within a cosmocentric framework, God is not the 

God of an historical revelation, which interrupts and 

transforms human reality. He is rather the unchanging 

numinous horizon of our being. He is not experienced within 

moments of autonomous love within history, but in private 

moments of contemplation as the "numinously shimmering horizon 

of our being. ,,185 

Church and its Mission: Because cosmocentrism sees 

creation as a moment of separation between God and the world, 

the church must gain the world back for God through increased 

theo-political control over it. It must draw the world back 

into God's dominion. God's prime concern, therefore, is with 

the church, because the church is the sole sphere within which 

salvation history takes place.1~ 

Metz thinks such views must be overcome if modern 

Christianity is to avoid being dissolved into an a-historical 

religion whose roots are more in the Greek than in the 

biblical world. Metz's prescription for change, which is at 

the same time his first attempt to answer the question of 

Christian apathy, is that Christianity recover the biblical 

understanding of persons as historical agents whose freedom 

is grounded in God and mediated through love of neigbor. 

Christians will become less apathetic when they realize that 

185 Metz, Theology, p. 22. 

1~etz, Theology, p. 50, n. 51. 
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activities of discipleship in the world are the primary means 

by which they come to know God, become most fully human, and 

become more fully religious. 



III 

METZ'S CRITIQUE OF PRIVATIZED CHRISTIANITY 

In Chapter II, I discussed Metz's early critique of 

Greek cosmocentrism, examining his claim that the Greek 

thought-form (a priori horizon of understanding) gives rise 

to distinct notions of personhood and world. Cosmocentrism 

understands persons in terms of substance (thing-ness) rather 

than subjectivity (persons are therefore mere entities 

alongside other entities), and it understands the world in 

terms of nature rather than history. Its fault therefore lies 

in the assumption that persons are essentially unfree and 

trapped within an unchanging cosmos. 187 

Metz argued that the Christian appropriation of this 

view of reality is dangerous for two reasons. First, the 

cosmocentric understanding of persons, in terms of substance, 

negates Christianity's own understanding of persons as 

187It ought to be recognized that some of these 
affirmations by Metz appear very much like generalizations for 
the sake of a thesis. They cannot therefore fail to surprise 
the reader who is conversant with Greek philosophy. They were 
nevertheless found in Christiliche Anthropozentrik, as we saw 
in the previous chapter, and essentially belong to the case 
Metz was then making. 

91 
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subjects whose freedom is grounded in God and realized in and 

through historical actions of love. Christians fail to live 

out the Gospel mandate of love in the world because they do 

not recognize the freedom given to them by God in creation and 

Incarnation. And second, Christians become disabled in their 

loving because they think they are trapped within a cosmic 

eternity and therefore unfree. They despair over historical 

actions which hold little meaning in a world trapped within 

a static nature. 

Metz also praised Thomas for the way he incorporated, 

into the form of his thinking, the anthropocentric spirit of 

Christianity, and he thinks this spirit is working itself out 

today in the process of secularization. In as much as 

secularization understands persons as free agents and the 

world as history (notions which are the product of God's 

incarnational acceptance), while at the same time rejecting 

the cosmocentric assumptions that persons are things and 

history is trapped wi thin nature, it is actual iz ing the 

original liberative intention of revelation. 

In this third chapter, I discuss the second stage of 

Metz's theological development which runs from approximately 

1964 to 1969.1~ This is the first phase in his construction 

1~CA and Chapter I of Theology of the World anticipate 
Metz's later political theology in that they criticize and 
correct tendencies within transcendental theology which make 
it less than fully engaging of the world. For a comprehensive 
list of texts which constitute the second stage of Metz' s 
development of a political theology, see J.B. Metz, 
"'Politische Theologie' in der Diskussion," in Diskussion zur 
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of a political theology. My goal is to show how Metz' s 

theological perspective becomes more nuanced, and how this 

affects both his critique of Greek cosmocentrism and his 

understanding of secularization. Eschatology, in particular, 

becomes a central part of the theological platform from which 

he continues to criticize cosmocentrism and praise modernity. 

Furthermore, the appropriation of this eschatological horizon 

causes him to leave behind explicit reference to Thomas, 

though not his anthropocentric legacy. He still counters 

cosmocentrism with anthropocentrism, though he now interprets 

anthropocentrism from the perspective of eschatology. 

To explain this emerging perspective and its effect 

on his ongoing critique, I will focus on Metz's first 

internationally acclaimed work: Theology of the World. This 

work is a collection of essays written between 1962 and 1969. 

Let me explain why I delayed consideration of this text until 

'politische Theologie', ed. H. Peukert {Mainz and Munich, 
1969),267-301. I think three works, in particular, mark the 
transition to political theology: Metz's Weingarten lecture 
of June 1963 titled "The Future of Faith in a Hominized World" 
(published in 1964 as Chapter II of Theology of the World); 
his 1965 article titled "Welt," Lexikon fur Theologie und 
Kirche, vol 10, 2 (1965), pp. 1023-1026 (later published as 
Appendix I, "The World as History," in Theology of the World, 
pp. 51-55); and "Unglaube als theologisches Problem," 
Concilium, 6/7 (1965). Metz says that in this article he 
began his reflections on political theology. Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 236, n. 2. These three works reveal 
a movement towards a more practice-oriented theology aimed at 
greater historical engagement. They try and move beyond the 
a-historical cosmocentric vestiges which plague modern 
Catholic theology by focusing on the intersubjective nature 
of persons and humanity's God-given freedom within history. 
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now. 

In my examination of Christliche Anthropozentrik, I 

showed that Metz's primary focus was philosophical. He found 

in Thomas a more adequate philosophical basis for a theology 

which neither over-spiritualized Christian personhood nor 

depreciated history. He praised Thomas' philosophical 

understanding of persons and the world for being holistic and 

authentically biblical, because it gave persons the full 

ontological status accorded to them by Christian revelation. 

It also initiated a new non-cosmocentric understanding of the 

world by interpreting it anthropocentrically in terms of 

history rather than in terms of nature. 

In Christliche Anthropozentrik, Metz hinted that what 

remained to be done was to develop a theology within which 

this "reflex self-understanding, ,,189 this anthropocentric 

thought-form, inspired by revelation, could become 

methodologically effective. Theology of the World is his 

attempt to do just that. In it, he tries to answer the two 

earlier challenges which he had put to Catholic theology190: 1. 

to develop a theology which takes seriously the 

189 Metz, CA, p. 102. 

1~etz concludes CA with an appeal to Catholic 
theology no longer to ignore the fact that the history of 
salvation and the history of thought are contained in each 
other, and that modern thinking contains a Christian a priori. 
In Theology of the World, Metz intends to lead the way in 
drawing out the implications of this fact for modern Catholic 
theology. Metz, CA, p. 135. 
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anthropocentric intention of Christian revelation,191 and 2. to 

acknowledge the gradual unfolding of this intention as the 

basis of the modern turn to the subject. 

In Theology of the World, Metz appropriates two 

notions which significantly shape the direction of his ongoing 

critique, as well as the way he understands secularization. 

These notions are hominization and eschatology. As Chapter 

IV demonstrates, the theme of eschatology remains an essential 

feature of Metz's theology to the present. Hominization, on 

the other hand, is set aside in favor of a more cri tical 

appraisal of the modern project. For now, let me introduce 

these new themes of hominization and eschatology. 

191 In CA, Metz says that revelation becomes theology 
through the mediation of basic metaphysical structures which 
are demanded and inspired by revelation. Metz, CA, p. 102. 
Christian revelation, in other words, prepares a suitable 
metaphysic for itself by means of which it can then become a 
theology. Metz, CA, p. 103. In Thomas' anthropocentric 
thought-form, revelation brings about, for the first time, a 
suitable conceptually clarified understanding of existence, 
which is inspired by Christiani ty , adequate for its own 
mediation into a theology. Metz's theological project, at 
least in its ini tial stages, is an effort to do theology 
wi thin Thomas • (or revelation • s) anthropocentric horizon. 
His "theology of the world" is a first attempt to develop 
Christian theology within the metaphysical horizon of this new 
anthropocentric way of being in the world. 
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A. HOMINIZATION 

In Chapter II of Theology of the World, entitled "The 

Future of Faith in a Hominized World, ,,192 Metz discusses the 

notion of "hominization," defining it as that process of 

change, inspired by Christianity, which is taking place wi thin 

modern consciousness. It is a process by which the individual 

is changing "more and more from the purely speculative to the 

practical world-subject, from the observer of the world to 

its shaper.,,193 Persons are thus no longer merely passive 

192Chapter II of Theology of the World was first 
published in Hochland 56 (1964), and in J .B. Metz, ed., 
Weltverstandnis im Glauben (Mainz, 1965), pp. 45-62. A part 
of it was also published under the title "Welterfahrung und 
Glaubenserfahrung heute. Von der Divinisierung zur 
Hominisierung," in Kontexte, vol 1, ed. H.J. Schultz 
(Stuttgart, 1965), pp. 17-25. 

1~etz, Theology, p. 68. See also Savolainen, 
"Theology in the Shadow of Marx," pp. 303-308. Savolainen 
correctly notes that Metz's turn to "praxis", and his initial 
participation in the debate over the interpretation of modern 
secularity (not just over an understanding of its origins), 
are consequences of the notion of hominization. But I find 
debatable Savolainen's assertion that this turn towards 
hominization, and therefore praxis, indicates that Metz moves 
beyond the "strict confines of transcendental Thomism" 
(Savolainen, "Theology in the Shadow of Marx," p. 308). I 
would assert, rather, that Metz thinks the notions of 
hominization and praxis are themselves required by Thomas' 
transcendental anthropology. He assumes that the 
anthropocentric shift, inspired by Christiani ty and made 
explicit in Thomas, is made more concrete when the world is 
understood as vestigia hominis, rather than vestigia Dei. The 
Christian anthropocentric form of consciousness is present 
when it becomes clear that persons have been granted the use 
of the world as material for their God-given freedom. God's 
creative activity therefore continues in humanity's free and 
creative appropriation of the world. As Metz puts it, "the 
'creation' of God is mediated everywhere by the 'work' of man" 
(Metz, Theology, p. 61). 
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They no longer 

understand themselves as trapped within an eternal cosmos, 

but as liberated agents of change, capable of transforming 

both nature and history. 

As with secularization, Metz believes hominization 

would not be possible apart from the liberative spirit of 

Christian revelation. More specifically, it has its roots in 

God's eschatological promises. Through these promises, human 

activity has a future to be pursued and therefore a history. 

God's promises thus establish history as a future-oriented 

project towards which all persons are empowered and called. 

Through these promises, God becomes the power of the future 

and opens the future to persons as the horizon of possibility. 

With a future, humankind has a history. without a future, 

humankind has only the eternal return of the Greek 

cosmocentric vision. 

Though Metz does not say so explicitly, he implies 

that God's promises are the basis of Christian 

anthropocentrism, the same anthropocentrism which has been 

trying to take hold of human consciousness since the time of 

Christ. NOw, in the modern orientation to the future (which 

is based on the belief that history is an open project), this 

anthropocentrism, inspired by Christianity, is beginning to 

realize itself. It is realizing itself in the social, 

political, and technological revolutions of the modern era 

which receive their impetus, for the most part, from hope in 
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the future. 

Hominization, therefore, is an expression of the 

historical unfolding of the authentically Christian 

anthropocentric thought-form inspired by revelation. It is 

a form of consciousness, inspired by Christianity, in which 

persons are defined as agents of historical change, and not 

as passive observers and sometimes victims of the world as 

nature. 194 In this latter view, persons are all too often 

marginalized and made to suffer. 

Metz suggests that Christians who stand within the 

boundaries of God's eschatological promises should relate 

themselves dialectically to this newly emerged process of 

hominization. They ought to be dialectically related to the 

present because God's future is dialectically related to the 

present. Let me explain. 

On the one hand, God's future is continous with the 

present in that it is the divine end towards which all persons 

are inwardly directed. It is the end towards which history 

is lured, and the horizon of hope towards which humanity moves 

in its struggle against the ambiguities of the modern era. 195 

Because God's future is continous with the present (in that 

194... h -Metz, T eology, p. 60. 

195God 's promises are "a critical liberating imperative 
for our present times. These promises stimulate and appeal 
to us to make them a reality in the present historical 
condi tion and, in this way, to verify them - for we must 
'verify' them" (Metz, Theology, p. 114). 
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its liberating intention is mirrored, though ambigiously, in 

the modern hope-filled turn to the future), Christians are 

called to affirm it and participate in it. 

On the other hand, God's future is discontinuous with 

the present because it promises an historical fulfillment 

different from all historically attainable achievements. 

God's promised future is something more than what is 

attainable by humani ty on its own, 196 and radically new and 

different from everything that has gone before. Given this, 

Christians are called, as well, to be critical of the 

hominization process, to use God's promised future as a 

critical horizon by which to judge it as incomplete and 

pointing beyond itself. 

Metz understands God's future, therefore, as 

dialectically related to the present: as both the end towards 

which it moves and the perspective from which it ought to be 

criticized. Christians are called to be dialectically related 

to the modern hominization process which is oriented to the 

future. At one and the same time, they ought to affirm it and 

to criticize it. 

It is important to note that Ketz's appropriation of 

the concept of hominization is influenced by his encounter 

19~ebecca Chopp says that, for Ketz, God's promised 
future "is neither totally within history nor totally apart 
from history, but always dialectically related to history from 
the future" (Rebecca S. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering. An 
Interpretation of Liberation and Political Theologies [New 
York: Orbis Books, 1986], p. 68). 
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with "specific forms of theoretical atheism. ,,197 In extracting 

God from the world, modern atheism defines the world as 

material for humanity's newly found freedom. 198 Metz believes 

that this interpretation of the world as material, and persons 

as agents, is, in fact, an expression of the hominization 

process and, as such, is based on a Christian a priori. 

Marx's observation that real humanism is possible only when 

persons move from contemplating the world to changing it is, 

for Metz, a direct bringing to expression of the hominization 

process inspired by Christianity.1w 

B. ESCHATOLOGY 

Eschatology is the second notion which Metz 

appropriates into his conceptual arsenal at this stage of his 

development. 200 Its appearance in his theology is attributable 

197Metz , Theology, p. 61. 

19~etz, Theology, pp. 62 -63 • 

1WMetz argues that Christian anthropocentrism, and its 
focus on the brother and sister as mediatory agents of the 
experience of God, is present, as well, within the various 
"models of thinking and patterns of consciousness" operative 
within modern atheistic humanism. Metz, "God Before Us 
Instead of a Theological Argument," Cross CUrrents 18: 3 
(1968): p. 298. Hereafter cited as "God Before Us." German 
original: "Gott vor uns. Statt eines theologischen Arguments," 
in Ernst Bloch zu ehren, ed. Siegfried Unseld (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1965). See also Metz, Theology, p. 77. 

20~etz's eschatological theology is developed largely 
in his 1965 and 1966 articles "God Before Us," pp. 296-306, 
and "An Eschatological View of the Church and the World," in 
Theology of the World, Chapter III (1966), pp. 81-100. 
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to three major influences which played on him at the time: 1. 

the beginning, in 1963, of an ongoing dialogue with Ernst 

Bloch, 2. his participation in formal Marxist-Christian 

dialogue (1962-1968), and 3. his appropriation of Old 

Testament exegetical research, showing the centrality of the 

concepts of promise and future within Israel's understanding 

of the world as history. These three events, and the 

eschatological focus they· produced, warrant further 

discussion. Their significance comes from the fact that 

through them Metz becomes aware, for the first time, of the 

radical challenges Marxism poses to Christianity. 201 He also 

becomes aware of the resourses which Christian eschatology has 

to answer these challenges. He discovers that Christianity 

can be transformed into a practice-oriented fai th202 by 

~1see Nedjeljko Ancic, Die 'Politische Theologie' von 
Johann Baptist Metz als Antwort auf die Herausforderung des 
Marxismus (Frankfurt: Peter D. Lang, 1981). 

~In Metz' s early theology of secularization, 
Christian practice takes the form of suffering imitation of 
Christ's acceptance of the world (Metz, Theology, p. 45). In 
this second stage of development, practice takes the form of 
social and political criticism. This change is due, in large 
part, to a more sober assessment of the modern world. In his 
early writings, historical ambiguity was attributed to the 
occurence of profane forms of secularization (secularism). 
Secularism detracted from the positive development of a 
secularization process inspired by Christianity. In his later 
writings, he becomes more pessimistic about historical 
progress and proclaims the liberating freedom of 
eschatolgocial Christianity in the face of growing threats to 
freedom, justice, and peace. He believes the danger is real 
that "'collective darkness' will descend upon us. The danger 
of losing freedom, justice, and peace, is, indeed, so great, 
that indifference in these matters would be a crime" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 124). 
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focusing on the social and political nature of God's 

eschatological promises. 203 

1. Ernst Bloch 

Having recently become a professor at Munster, Metz 

met Ernst Bloch for the first time in June of 1963. 204 During 

the next fourteen years (Bloch died in 1977), Bloch was to have 

203In his early writings, Metz focused on the 
acceptance and liberation of persons which takes place through 
God's actions of Creation and Incarnation. The fact of this 
liberation is seeking to express itself philosophically in 
an understanding of persons and the world which has freedom 
as its central principle. He thinks that the pre-conceptual 
basis of modernity's self-understanding, its thought-form, is 
a direct consequence of this divine liberative action. In a 
second stage, Metz focuses on God's eschatological promises 
rather than Creation and Incarnation. These promises are now 
the basis of God's liberative action. They liberate persons 
by offering a real future towards which they can work and from 
which they can receive hope and inspiration. This open future 
is what establishes history as an open project and frees it 
from the confines of an eternal cosmos, as the Greeks 
understood it. The world is experienced as history because 
God has given it a history through his promises of a future. 
Metz, Theology, p. 87. 

Incarnation and eschatology are not set in opposition 
by Metz. Their relationship is simply not worked out. See 
Metz, Theology, p. 142, n. 4, where he alludes to the "inner 
connection" between Chapters I and II, and III and VI of 
Theology of the World. Chapters I and II interpret the world 
as anthropocentric and hominized, while Chapters III and VI 
interpret the world and Christian action from an 
eschatological and political perspective. 

204J . B. Metz, "Ernst Bloch im Spiegel eines 
theologisch-politischen Tagebuchs," Unterbrechungen, p. 58. 
This was first published as "'Neugierde, Jagdtrieb und 
Flugelschlag.' Ernst Bloch - im Spiegel eines theologisch
politischen Tagebuchs," in Denken heiBt Uberschreiten. In 
memoriam Ernst Bloch 1885-1977, eds. Karola Bloch and Adelbert 
Reif (Cologne and Frankfurt am Main: Europaische 
Verlagsanstalt, 1978), pp. 78-89. 
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a formative influence on Metz's theology. As Gerhard Bauer 

has noted, it was through ongoing dialogue with Bloch and 

other prominent Marxists that Metz came to realize the rather 

abstract nature of his reflections on the faith-world 

relationship.205 Confronted with the insights of modern 

atheists, Marxist humanists, and scientific positivists, Metz 

moved beyond his secularization thesis to a consideration of 

the inherent constitution and direction of secularization. 

He became especially concerned about how modernity and its 

progress ought to be understood. As a Christian, he now 

argued that God, and not humanity, was ultimately the subject 

of history, and that the future towards which all progress 

aims would not be humanity I s making. but God's. 206 

205Gerhard Bauer, Christliche Hoffnung und menschlicher 
Fortschritt. Die politische Theologie von J .B. Metz als 
theologische Begrftndung gesellschaftlicher Verantwortung des 
Christen (Mainz: Matthias-Grfrnewald-Verlag, 1.976), p. 1.9. 

206God is comprehended within the conceptual category 
of the future. He is the telos towards which persons and 
their history are progressing. He is the inherent goal of 
history. This much is not new. Metz had already stated this 
in CA. What is new is that God, as the power of the future, 
is now conceived of as the power of the "radically" new 
future, a future which is not-yet and therefore totally free 
in relation to the present. Ketz, Theology, pp. 88-89. This 
proximity of God in relation to present history offers a 
transcendent (transcendence from ahead) perspective from which 
to criticize our present history which is ambiguously 
constituted. The church is then to actualize and mediate this 
criticism through the power of the "eschatological proviso," 
that is, through the power of the future which has been 
proleptically revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. The 
church realizes God's presence within its midst to the degree 
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In 1967, Metz acknowledged that the chief thing he had 

learned from Bloch was the "critical revolutionary power of 

hope, ,,207 that Christian hope is not a passive waiting for the 

fulfillment of promises, but a power which has trans formative 

social and political implications in the present. 208 This 

insight has had a decisive impact on his theology right up to 

the present. 

2. Marxist Christian Dialogue 

From 1962 to 1968, Metz was a participant in the 

Marxist-Christian dialogue organized by the west German Paulus 

that it embodies this power of criticism from the future. For 
an insightful analysis of theology's appropriation of Ernst 
Bloch, see C. Braaten, "Ernst Bloch's Philosophy of Hope," in 
The Futurist Option, eds. C. Braaten and R.W. Jensen (New 
York: Paulist/Newman Press, 1970), pp. 59-78. 

207J .B. Metz and J. Mo1tmann, "Ernst Bloch und die 
Theologie," in Bloch-Almanach 3. Folge 1983, ed. Ernst-Bloch
Archiv der Stadtbibliothek Ludwigshafen (Baden Baden: Nomos 
Verlagsgesellschaft, 1983), p. 35. This text originates from 
a 1967 television interview which was first published under 
the title "Ernst Bloch and Georg Lukacs im Gesprach mit Iring 
Fetscher, J.B. Metz und J. Moltmann," Neues Forum 14 (1967): 
pp. 837-843. 

20~etz thinks that the experience of being lured 
towards the future, which is the key feature of present 
historical consciousness, is an anonymous experience of God. 
See Metz, "God Before Us," pp. 296-297. For a more detailed 
account of the influence of Bloch on Metz and early Political 
Theology see Francis Fiorenza, "Dialectical Theology and 
Hope," Heythrop Journal of Theology 9 (1968): pp. 142-163, 
384-99; 10 (1969): pp. 26-42, and Bauer, Christliche Hoffnung 
und Menschlicher Fortshrift, pp. 113-116. I am grateful to 
Rebecca Chopp for these references. 



105 

Society (Paulus-Gesellschaft). 209 Here, he struggled to 

formulate and defend a Christian interpretation of modern 

secularity and its goals and aims. He encountered such 

issues as the Marxist critique of religion as ideology, the 

primacy of praxis over contemplation, the primacy of the 

future over the present and past, the primacy of the socio

political realm over private subjectivity, and the Frankfurt 

School' s critique of modernity. 210 In the midst of these 

discussions, Metz did not remain unchanged. He took to heart 

the concerns of Marxist humanists and modern atheists211 and 

209See Bauer, Christliche Hoffnung und menschlicher 
Fortschritt, p. 19, n. 51 for a summary of Metz's published 
contributions to this dialogue. For a detailed discussion of 
the Paulus Society meetings, see Arthur F. McGovern, Marxism: 
An American Christian Perspective (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis 
Books, 1981), pp. 113-115 and pp. 129-130, ns. 88-93. On page 
130 (n. 92), McGovern refers to Peter Hebblethwaite's report 
on these Marxist-Christian discussions in The Month (June 1966 
and June 1967): The Tablet (May 6, 1967): and in his own book 
The Christian-Marxist Dialogue (New York: Paulist Press, 
1977). 

210This criti'\,t.te is best exemplified in the work by 
Max Horkheimer and T.W. Adorno entitled Dialectic of 
Enlightenment (New York: The Seabury Press, 1972). Original 
edition: Dialektik der Aufklarung (New York: Social Studies 
Association, 1944). 

211Metz thinks that Marxist atheists and humanists 
express new "models of thinking and patterns of consciousness" 
(Metz, "God Before Us," pp. 296-298). Stemming from the 
"great intellectual revolution of the nineteenth century," 
Metz suggests that these movements, with their focus on praxis 
and the future, may inadvertently be expressing the authentic 
spirit of Christianity. He asks: "Does the spirit not move 
where it will and does the understanding of faith not always 
have to be prepared to let itself be outbid by others, not 
only by virtue of a practice more worthy of belief, but also 
because of a more receptive awareness of a new epoch in 
historical consciousness" (Metz, "God Before Us," p. 298). 
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responded by trying to formulate a view of Christian faith 

oriented toward practice. He struggled to develop a new 

Christian self-definition which could answer the criticism 

that Christianity was merely an ideology which legitimi~ed 

existing social and political powers. 212 And he found 

resources for this theological apologetic wi thin the neglected 

arena of Christian eschatology, especially within an 

eschatology which understood the promises of God through 

social and political categories, not through transcendental, 

existential and personalist ones. 213 

The issues which emerged within this Marxist-Christian 

dialogue contributed to the eventual emergence, in 1967, of 

what came to be known as "political theology. II It was now 

212Metz is critical of the Marxist tendency to overlook 
the concrete historical subj ect and his or her suffering. For 
his early critique of Marxism (1965) see "God Before Us, II pp. 
300-302 and 305. For a recent critique (1986), see Politische 
Theologie und die Herausforderung des Marxismus. Ein Gesprach 
des Herausgebers mit Johann Baptist Metz," in Theologie der 
Befreiung und Marxismus, ed. Peter Rottlander, pp. 178 ff .. 

213In a small book written in 1959, titled Advent 
Gottes (translated in 1970 as The Advent of God), Metz 
criticized the Christian preoccupation with the past and its 
inability to face up to the imminent coming of God. God is 
the transcendent power breaking in from the future, wi th 
transforming consequences. The future promises of God are 
realized within Christian life through an opening of hearts 
to the divine advent and a subsequent transformation and 
actualization of who we are as God's creatures. Although at 
this stage Metz is opposed to a "neutral, theoretical 
acknowledgement of this divine future" (Metz, The Advent of 
God, p. 11), he tends to confine the trans formative power of 
the future to personal and interpersonal dimensions of life. 
God's advent generates longing, expectancy, impatience and 
restlessness, but not political and social activism. Metz, 
The Advent of God, p. 17. 



107 

clear to Metz that the social and political content of 

eschatological theology should become the basis of a new 

action-oriented theology. His conviction was this: that 

"every eschatological theology •.. must become a political 

theology, that is, a (socio- ) critical theology. ,,214 

3. Post-Bultmannian Biblical Research 

Post-Bultmannian biblical research constitutes a third 

influence on Metz's development of an eschatological theology 

and, subsequently, a political theology. Two aspects of this 

research influenced him especially: 1. its research into Old 

Testament themes, and 2. its use of the Old Testament in 

interpreting the New. 215 First, let us look at the issue of 

Old Testament themes. 

According to Metz, post-Bul tmannian research shows 

that the words of the Old Testament are primarily words of 

promise. They are proclamations of a promised future which 

both initiate the future and abrogate the present. Metz drew 

two conclusions from this. 

214 Metz, Theology, p. 115. In Faith and History and 
Society (p. 236, n. 2), Metz says that his first reflections 
on political theology emerged in his 1965 article entitled 
"Unbelief as a Theological Problem," Concilium, Vol. 6 (New 
York: Paulist Press, 1965). Here, he defines faith 
intersubjectively rather than individualistically, as 
transcendental theology tended to do. 

215 Metz, Theology, p. 87. 
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First, he came to recognize that the Judeo-Christian 

experience of a promised future ini tiates something 

fundamentally new within human consciousness. It initiates, 

for the first time, an experience of the world as "history 

oriented to the future. ,,216 This epoch-making experience frees 

persons, for the first time, from the prior Greek cosmocentric 

understanding of the world as (history-less) nature. Metz 

concluded from this that the Old Testament's "pathos for the 

new (das Novum) , for the new time and for the new coming 

world, i. e., for the new as that which never was, ,,217 is the 

basis of modernity's own orientation towards the future. 218 

Second, Metz recognized the importance of this Old 

Testament insight for understanding the event of Jesus Christ. 

The Christ-event was clearly the concrete realization of the 

power of the not-yet realized future. Post-Bultmannian 

research argued that the Old Testament's promised future of 

God is proleptically realized in the Kingdom of God which is 

21~etz, Theology, pp. 87-88. 

217Metz , Theology, p. 88. 

218In his early writings, Metz said that Christians 
first experienced the world as history as a result of God's 
liberating acceptance of them. They understood themselves and 
the world differently. They were now subj ects wi thin history, 
not things within a cosmos. Now, Metz shifts his focus from 
the early Christians to the Hebrews. He points to how the 
Hebrews understood themselves and the world differently in 
light of God's covenantal promises. Because of the horizon 
of hope, revealed to them in God's covenant promises, the 
Hebrews saw themselves as partners with God in shaping the 
world as history. Metz, Theology, p. 91. 
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proclaimed and actualized in Jesus the Christ. Hence, the 

crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus are in fact 

proclamations of promise, proclamations which liberate persons 

to alter the world towards the promised future of God. 219 The 

New Testament, therefore, proclaims hope, in the form of 

creative expectancy, as the essence of Christian experience. 

It is a hope pre-figured in Israel's experience of covenantal 

promises. Hence, the task of Christian theology is to develop 

this "relationship to the world as a relationship of hope, and 

therefore to explicate ••• theology (in every aspect) as 

eschatology. ,,220 

Thus far, I have shown that between 1964 and 1969 

there emerge within Metz' s theology two new and important 

themes: hominization and eschatology. I will now show how 

the appropriation of these themes influences the direction and 

content of his ongoing critique of religious apathy. Thinking 

within the categories of eschatology and hominization, Metz's 

critique of religious apathy now expresses itself in three 

interrelated ways: 1. as a broad critique of privatized 

Christianity, 2. as a critique of scholasticism and neo-

scholasticism (which he calls metaphysical theology), and 3. 

as a critique of transcendental, existential and personalist 

theologies (which he calls modern theology). I will deal with 

219 Metz, Theology, p. 89. 

220.._ -Metz, Theology, p. 90. 
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each in turn. 

C. METZ'S CRITIQUE OF MODERN PRIVATIZED CHRISTIANITY 

In this second stage, Metz is especially concerned 

with what he thinks is the most debilitating feature of modern 

Christiani ty: its tendency to privatize the Christian message. 

He thinks the credibility of modern faith is in doubt because 

the kerygma is interpreted solely within the context of the 

private individual. 221 Modern Christianity has therefore lost 

sight of the socio-political importance of God's 

eschatological promises of freedom, peace, justice, and 

reconciliation. 222 It no longer recognizes the liberating 

power of God's promises as they pertain to social and 

political life and is therefore blind to the socially critical 

and trans formative power of God's promised Kingdom, a power 

which Metz thinks was present among early Christians. 

To probe further into the reasons for this 

privatization, Metz utilizes the conceptual category of 

thought-form which was central to his earlier study of 

Aquinas. He asserts that privatization is a consequence of 

Christiani ty' s ongoing and misguided appropriation of two 

interrelated non-Christian thought-forms: Greek consciousness 

and modern consciousness. Both debilitate the motivating 

221 Metz, Theology, p. 110. 

222J • B. Metz, "Political Theology," Sacramentum Mundi, 
vol. 5 (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970), p. 36. 
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power of God's promised future within modern theology, and 

both capture and make impotent the socially-directed 

eschatological message of hope. 223 Above all, both make 

Christians hopeless and apathetic by robbing them of the 

eschatological horizon which can motivate and direct Christian 

actions in the world. 

Metz's central point is that vestiges of the Greek 

cosmocentric thought-form exist today in modern Christianity, 

and that their presence, in the form of a privatistic 

emphasis, contributes to the crisis which Christianity finds 

itself in. These cosmocentric vestiges exist especially in 

a type of theology which Metz calls "metaphysical theology," 

a designation within which he includes scholastic and neo-

scholastic theologies. These theologies have uncritically 

appropriated Greek assumptions about the world and human 

nature which limit their ability to recognize the socially 

critical power of the Christian eschatological message. As 

well, under the influence of Greek assumptions, they have 

developed a privatistic understanding of religious experience, 

223In defining the role of apologetics, Metz warns 
against the danger of embodying the fai th in "a ready-made 
thought-form, no matter how purely formal or generalized, of 
any type whatever cosmological and metaphysical, 
transcendental, existential or personalist" (Metz, 
"Apologetics," p. 67). Metz refers to this danger again in 
Faith in History and society, p. 12, n. 8, where he warns 
against fitting "the Christian faith into a ready-made 
universal pattern." 
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interpreting it as timeless metaphysical self-awareness. 224 

Furthermore, Metz implies, though does not say so 

explicitly, that modern Christianity's appropriation of the 

modern thought-form is in many ways as destructive as the 

appropriation of the Greek thought-form, because the two are 

not so different. In fact, I take him to believe that the 

modern thought-form is really an extension of the Greek 

thought-form. A major reason why the modern thought-form is 

dangerous to modern Christianity is because of the way it 

understands the human self in terms of private monadic 

subjectivity. And the consequence of appropriating this 

assumption is that Christian love is thought of merely as a 

private matter, without social or political implications. 

This tendency,on the part of modernity to view the 

human self privatistically, and therefore to depreciate social 

and political reality, has especially influenced what Metz 

calls modern theology, a category within which he includes 

transcendental, existential, and personalist theologies. 225 He 

argues that these theologies participate in the modern 

anthropological reduction of the socio-historical realm of 

224.. Metz, Theology, p. 22. Metz says that the essence 
of faith, according to the scholastic view, is "the 
objectification of the timeless metaphysical self-awareness 
of man, clothed simply in a dramatic form" (Metz, Theology, 
p. 22). It is not a lively response to a unique historical 
event. 

225Metz , Theology, p. 108. By "transcendental, 
existential, and personalist theologies," Metz means modern 
theology in general and its tendency towards privatization. 
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life. Social and political life becomes a secondary appendage 

to the private life of the individual. 226 

22~etz says that his early thesis of deprivatization 
"attempted to criticize prevalent theologies (such as the 
existential theology of demythologization, the personal 
theology and the transcendental theology) in an effort to get 
away from privatistic categories and the long established 
abstract contrast between the subj ect on the one hand and 
history and society on the other ...• In so far as they are 
relevant in this type of theology of the subject, history and 
society only appear as anthropological reductions. They can 
be regarded only as variables of a subject or of an 
anthropology which tries to keep the subj ect out of its 
historical and social struggles for identi ty , as it were 
almost a priori, by means of a late and diminished form of 
metaphysics and which compensates for its suspected 
dissociation from history by a weakened idea of the 
historicity of the subject" (Metz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 63). This statement indicates that Metz locates 
this "late and diminished form of metaphysics" within a 
particular stream of German Idealism which he thinks had a 
major influence on modern Catholic theology. German idealism, 
Metz says, "was therefore considered by the new theologians 
along the path of certain clear (Hegelian) traditions, 
embracing phenomenology, existentialism, and personalism, to 
such an extent that present-day systematic theology, and 
apologetics still seem to be determined by the philosophical 
forms within the tradition of German idealism, even when the 
latter is not explicitly taken into account" (Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 23). He thinks that because the "new 
theology" within Catholicism (German and French theology of 
the 20's and 30's and post WW II Catholic theology prior to 
Vatican II) began as a debate with Idealism, especially with 
the transcendental Kant and his critique of pure reason, it 
failed to pay attention to the insights of the Kant of the 
philosophy of history or the Kant of practical reason. It 
failed to acknowledge the primary importance of history and 
society in the constitution of enlightened persons. Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, pp. 22-23. We note that the 
"philosophical form" within the tradition of German Idealism 
which Metz argues against is a "metaphysic of being." This 
metaphysic of being serves as the philosophical apparatus for 
both scholasticism, neo-scholasticism and modern theology and 
disables it in its attempt to understand properly the subject, 
history, and society. 
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certain assumptions common to both modern and Greek 

forms of consciousness, when blindly assimilated into 

Christianity, therefore contribute to Christianity's present 

state of privatization. Three assumptions stand out: 1. the 

assumption that history is trapped within nature, 2. the 

assumption that the future is closed and unfree, and 3. the 

assumption that the self is a private monad-like object. 227 

The result of the blind appropriation of these 

assumptions by metaphysical and modern theology is that both 

tend to ignore the socio-political-directedness of God's 

promises by failing to understand history as a societal 

real i ty unfolding towards God's promised future. 228 They fail 

to recognize that the eschatological promises of God have 

fundamentally re-defined history as a social reality which is 

future-directed and coming into existence under the impetus 

and guiding horizon of God's promised future. Concerning 

human personhood, they either miss the central importance of 

human subjectivity all together, as in the case of 

227Concerning history and the future, metaphysical 
theology (scholastic and neo-scholastic theologies) makes the 
general assumption that both are locked wi thin a cosmic 
totality. In the case of modern theology (transcendental, 
existential, and personalist theologies), the assumption is 
that both are merely existential or personal realities. 
Political theology, on the other hand, "does not allow 'world' 
to be understood in the sense of cosmos, in opposition to 
existence and person, nor as a merely existential or personal 
reality. It requires it to be understood as a societal 
reality, viewed in its historical becoming" (Metz, Theology, 
p. 115). 

228.. -Metz, Theology, p. 115. 
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metaphysical theology, or they understand the human subject 

too privatistically, as in the case of transcendental, 

existential, and personalist theologies. 229 

What follows is a more detailed analysis of Metz's 

critique of these two theological types: metaphysical, on the 

one hand, and transcendental, existential, and personalist 

theologies, on the other. Both are guilty of inadvertantly 

appropriating privatizing elements of the non-Christian and 

Greek form of consciousness. In particular, I will look at 

what Metz calls the "metaphysics of being." He thinks this 

non-Christian metaphysic230 is the philosophical substratum 

229Metz 'S early writings (1957 to 1964) were an attempt 
to locate the subject at the center of theological discourse. 
They tried to give voice to an anthropological shift within 
theology, a shift intended by revelation and given 
methodological articulation by Thomas. Metz 's early political 
theology (1964-1969), what I have designated as stage II in 
his development, continues to argue for the centrality of the 
subject in theological discourse. It argues against 
metaphysical theology because it understands persons and the 
world cosmocentrically, not anthropocentrically. In addition, 
Metz now argues against modern theology in general and its 
atomistic understanding of persons and its failure to see the 
subject as essentially a social reality. He now recognizes 
that even though modern theology is anthropocentric, it is not 
yet fully anthropocentric. A theology that is fully 
anthropocentric recognizes the social character of persons and 
the socio-political nature of the Christian Gospel. As I will 
show, Metz' s third stage of development continues to criticize 
modern theology for being only partially anthropocentric. It 
attributes its ongoing privatistic understanding of the 
subject to specific Enlightenment notions and tries to move 
beyond them. 

230Because "metaphysics" is a plural designation, I 
will use instead the singular term "metaphysic" for metaphysic 
of being. 
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present beneath both Greek and, to a lesser degree, 231 modern 

consciousness. It is responsible for the non-Christian 

notions of history, future, and the self which these 

theologies hold. Central to the inadequacy of this metaphysic 

is the epistemology it uses. It operates on the basis of a 

purely contemplative way of knowing which yields a privatized 

understanding of the self, a static notion of history, and an 

abstract and un-dynamic picture of the future. 

D. METZ'S CRITIQUE OF METAPHYSICAL THEOLOGY 

Metaphysical theology, as found in scholasticism and 

neo-scholasticism, is Metz's general way of referring to the 

kind of theology that preceded the rise of modern theology in 

its transcendental, existential, and personalist forms. The 

bulk of Metz's critique focuses on neo-scholasticism. B2 

Extending roughly from the middle of the nineteenth century 

to the nineteen-twenties and thirties, neo-scholasticism is 

criticized for remaining isolated from contemporary historical 

and philosophical developments. Instead of responding 

creatively to the challenges of the Enlightenment, it sought 

B1Metz makes no explicit mention of a metaphysic of 
being when he criticizes modern theology. What he criticizes 
is a privatized understanding of the human self which has its 
origins in the transcendental Kant and German idealism. 
Hence, I assume he thinks that the notion of an isolated 
monadic self, present within Kant and German Idealism 
generally, has its roots within the Greek metaphysic of being. 

232Metz , Faith in History and Society, pp. 17-19. 
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refuge in the past through the revival of earlier 

tradi tions. 233 Rather than opening itself to the 

Enlightenment, it raised a protective wall against it. Why 

then did this type of theology, especially in its neo

scholastic form, retreat from the social and political 

challenges of the Enlightenment? 

1. History and the Future 

Metz thinks metaphysical theology retreated from the 

challenges of the Enlightenment because it was unable, by 

virtue of the metaphysic it was using, to understand the 

concepts of history and future. He refers to this disabling 

metaphysic as a metaphysic of being,n4 asserting further that 

it was developed within scholasticism and neo-scholasticism23s 

and still functions today as the metaphysical substratum of 

much of modern theology. 236 I will proceed by examining the 

debilitating role of this metaphysic within metaphysical 

theology. 

According to Metz, the metaphysic of being rendered 

metaphysical theology incapable of understanding history and 

n~etz, Faith in History and Theology, pp. 17-18. 

23~etz, Theology, p. 98. 

nSI have added neo-scholasticism here even though Metz 
only refers to scholasticism. I have done so on the basis of 
Metz's critique of neo-scholasticism in Faith in History and 
Society, pp. 17-19. 

n~etz, Theology, p. 98. 
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the future eschatologically. In terms of history, it 

prevented it from understanding history eschatologically, as 

a free history which is being propelled towards God's promised 

future. Rather than understanding history from this future

oriented perspective, the metaphysic of being could only 

understood history from the perspective of an un-free, pre-

established, eternal order or cosmos. The result was that 

metaphysical theology was blind to what Christianity had in 

common with the Enlightenment: an understanding of history as 

open and free. 

In addition, this metaphysic rendered metaphysical 

theology incapable of understanding the future 

eschatologically. This is because it operated with a purely 

contemplative and abstract way of knowing and could only 

understand the future in terms of the present. It conceived 

of the future, therefore, as an extension of the present which 

was constant and always had been, 237 as "exclusively .•. a 

correlate of the present. ,,238 It thought of it abstractly, 

fitting it into an abstract cosmic totality. Put simply, it 

reduced the future to the status of an obj ect of abstract 

237Metz , Theology, p. 99. 

23~etz, Theology, p. 98. "The future appears 
exclusively as the correlate of the present, but not as a 
reality grounded in itself and belonging to itself, which 
precisely does not have the character of what exists and is 
present and therefore cannot be - in the classical sense -
ontologized" (Metz, Theology, p. 98). 
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metaphysical speculation.~9 

This contemplative way of knowing, operating within 

the metaphysic of being, is therefore incapable of grasping 

the radically open and free nature of God's eschatological 

future. It cannot understand God's new and open future as 

"what is coming into being, what does not yet exist, what has 

never been, what is 'new'. ,,240 Instead, it robs the Christian 

future of freedom by reducing it to an objectifiable part of 

an objectifiable cosmos. It conceives of it as never really 

free and never really transcendent. 241 

In like manner, a metaphysic of being, and its 

contemplative awareness, misunderstands history by thinking 

of it as static and closed. 242 For example, it interprets all 

three categories of past, present, and future as imperfect 

reflections of an eternal realm of being. What emerges 

is the implicit assumption that all three dimensions of time 

are encased within an unchanging eternal cosmic totality and 

239Metz , Theology, p. 98. 

24~etz, Theology, p. 99. 

241Metz thinks that modernity's orientation towards the 
future, rooted in the intellectual revolution of the 
nineteenth century (a la Marx, Feuerbach, and Nietzsche), is 
calling Christianity back to what is inherent to the biblical 
message. It is calling it to re-j oin what has been 
"disastrously separated in theological consciousness, i.e., 
transcendence and the future" (Metz, "God Before Us," p. 299). 

242Metz refers to this way of understanding history as 
a "history of origin" (Herkunftsgeschichte). Metz, Theology, 
pp. 98-99. 



120 

that history is therefore essentially unfree, with no room for 

the radically new. 

Metz's point is made clearer if we recognize how, 

according to eschatological thinking, history and the future 

ought to be understood. Biblical Christianity, Metz argues, 

sees "the future .•• (as) the constitutive element of history 

as history. ,,243 History is sustained and wrought forth by the 

eschatological promises of God, which are proleptically 

realized in the event of Jesus Christ and unfolding within 

history. History, therefore (and remember, Metz is thinking 

about the history-founding event of Jesus Christ), is not 

primarily something which happened in the past. It is the 

proleptic unfolding of this future in the present. It is a 

"final history" (Endgeschichte). 244 The origin, sustaining 

ground, and goal of history is therefore the eschatological 

Kingdom of God proleptically revealed in Jesus Christ. Hence, 

the Christ-event is both the founding event of history and the 

revelation of the fulfillment towards which it aims. It 

founds history in that God's promises make possible, for the 

first time, a new understanding of history as constituted by 

human freedom. 245 History is now open for humanity's making, 

24~etz, Theology, p. 99. 

244Metz , Theology, p. 82. 

245This is what Metz means when he says: "Only in 
relation to the future can the soul of all history, namely, 
freedom, be finally grasped" (Metz, Theology, p. 99). 
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with real hope and real freedom. 246 

To summarize, metaphysical theology is unable to 

recognize and to value the Christian conviction that God's 

promised future is the essence of history because it is 

limited by the metaphysic of being on which it is based. 

operative within this metaphysic is an epistemology which 

approaches reality contemplatively, viewing reality "as a 

whole wi thin the framework of what exists, that is, of 

nature. ,,247 It is therefore blind to the fact that God's future 

is "the soul of all history. ,,248 The resul t is the 

subordination of history and the future to a cosmic eternity 

which has no end, thereby making real hope and real freedom 

impossible. 

2. Active Awareness 

As already noted, the problem with a metaphysic of 

being is that its purely contemplative way of knowing cannot 

appreciate the importance of the biblical message concerning 

God's promised future. The condition of the possibility of 

246This is not to say, of course, that the content of 
the end goal of history is known. It is not. God's future 
is always the coming into being of what has never existed 
before. In this sense, it is constantly an interruption and 
surprise to all predictions and expectations of the future. 
This note of interruption and surprise plays an important role 
in Metz' s later theology. See, for example, "Vorwort, " 
Unterbrechungen, pp. 7-9. 

247Metz , Theology, p. 99. 

2~etz, Theology, p. 99. 
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contemplation knowing anything is the "world as it exists at 

any given moment. ,,249 Hence, it cannot comprehend the future 

Kingdom of God which has no correlation with the "world as 

it exists at any given moment." 

What is required, Metz asserts, in order to tap the 

resources of an eschatological Christianity, is a theology 

which is not crippled by this purely contemplative way of 

knowing. What is needed is a change in the "transcendental ,,250 

conditions which make theological knowledge possible in the 

first place. In the language of Christliche Anthropozentrik, 

what is needed is a new thought-form, a new a priori horizon 

within which understanding itself takes place. 251 Metz calls 

this new thought-form "active awareness," which is a "new and 

authentic combination of theory and practice, as it were of 

reflection and revolution, which lies wholly outside 

metaphysical thinking and its conception of being. ,,252 

Hence, active awareness involves a new relationship 

between contemplation and action, a relationship in which the 

concrete love of neighbor is not subordinated to correct 

belief or a privatized form of religious experience. Put 

249Metz , "Political Theology," p. 36. 

25~etz, "Political Theology," p. 36. 

251"only a change of the present age and of the 
conditions which make its insights possible can give access 
to the future truth of the Godhead of God" (Metz, "Political 
Theology," p. 36). 

252 Metz, Theology, p. 99. 
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another way, Metz is searching for a new form of Christian 

consciousness which would relate action and knowledge 

differentially, relating them in a manner of 

difference, with priority given to action. 

unity-in

This new 

consciousness would have the ability to recognize that God's 

future-oriented promises are realized in moments of love, a 

love defined as "the unconditional determination to bring 

justice, liberty and peace" to others. 253 Given this 

understanding, love would therefore be present in actions of 

socio-political criticism and transformation. 254 

3. Modernity and the Emergence of Active Awareness 

Metz argues that this active awareness, which is the 

pre-condition necessary to appropriate God's promised future, 

is emerging today as a "new epoch in historical 

consciousness, ,,255 as a new consciousness which recognizes that 

all persons are free to shape their own history. The origins 

of this modern recognition of historical agency, Metz claims, 

are found in two places: 1. in the Kantian critique of pure 

theory,256 and 2. in the critique of idealism by the left wing 

253... -Metz, Theology, p. 119. 

254.. t "Me z, Theology, p. 119. 

255Metz , "God Before Us," p. 298. 

25~etz, Theology, pp. 111-113. 
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Hegelians. 257 Together, these intellectual streams have 

contributed to a transition from an intellectual era 

preoccupied with theory to an era stressing the primacy of 

praxis. 258 This turn to praxis is the "real Copernican 

revolution in philosophy, ,,259 according to Metz, and must be 

appropriated by modern theology. It is, as well, the 

distinctive feature of the hominization process discussed at 

the beginning of this chapter. What follows, therefore, is 

Metz's analysis of the origins of the hominization process. 

This discussion is important because, along with eschatology, 

hominization forms the nucleous of Metz's theological 

enterprise at this point in his theological career. 

a. Kant and Practical Reason 

Kant's contribution to this newly emerging 

257Metz , "God Before Us, II p. 299. Metz refers to these 
historical influences in a very undifferentiated way. This 
is probably because he is trying to describe something as 
diffuse as a new way of thinking which has emerged from an 
array of historical influences. In his 1969 article on 
"Political Theology," he refers to "critical reason" as the 
new standpoint from which political theology ought to begin. 
He refers to the Enlightenment which paved the way for its 
emergence and the philosophical tradition of the nineteenth 
century (especially Hegel and Marx) which gave articulate 
expression to it. Metz, "Political Theology," p. 35. In my 
analysis, I am equating this "critical reason" with what Metz 
calls active awareness, which I will discuss in a moment. 

258"The central problem of the Enlightenment that Kant 
had approached and Marx had later explored in depth with 
important consequences .•. (was) the primacy of practical 
reason" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 17). 

259Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 53. 



125 

consciousness, Metz believes, is his re-thinking of the 

relationship between theory and practice, especially his 

assertion that "theoretical transcendental reason appears 

within practical reason, rather than the reverse. ,,260 Kant was 

one of the first to realize that enlightenment is not 

attainable on the basis of theory alone, even if actions 

follow. A consciousness which gives theory, knowledge, or 

reflection priority within the theory-practice relationship 

is, Kant argued, pre-critical, resulting in the inordinate 

privatizing of reason. As an alternative, Kant taught that 

true enlightenment (the fulfillment of reason, knowledge, and 

reflection) comes about "at the same time,,261 as one is engaged 

in practical, moral, and revolutionary actions. It is wrought 

forth in the midst of actions aimed at creating the socio

political conditions necessary for the practical political use 

of one's reason. It is attained in fighting for the 

conditions necessary for its socio-political realization. 

This Kantian emphasis on the practical poli tical 

fulfillment of reason should not go unnoticed, Metz argues, 

because it has become a central part of the new epoch of 

historical consciousness within which theology now operates. 

If theology does not want to be left at a pre-critical stage, 

it must reconsider the way it relates theory and practice. 

~etz, Theology, p. 112. 

261 Metz, Theology, p. 112. 
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As Metz puts it: "Practical ... political reason must take part 

in all critical reflections in theology. ,,262 For example, 

theology should re-think the relationship between faith and 

reason, how the practical political love of neighbor is 

essential for determining the truth-claims of theological 

assertions. 263 The "fundamental hermeneutic problem of 

theology," Metz concludes, is therefore the "relation between 

theory and practice, between understanding the faith and 

social practice. ,,264 

b. Nineteenth century critique of Idealism 

A second contributing factor to the emergence of this 

new form of consciousness is the nineteenth century critique 

of Idealism initiated by the left wing Hegelians: Feuerbach, 

Nietzsche, and Marx. 265 Their legacy has given this new 

262Metz , Theology, p. 112. 

263"The truth of the promise which the Christian word 
has to convey cannot be revealed only in the sense of aledia, 
but must be 'performed'" (Metz, Theology, p. 128). Note: 
Aledia should read aletheia, as it is in the original German. 
This is the translator's error. 

264 Metz, Theology, p. 112. 

265Metz says that this post-idealist tradition is being 
carried on in the work of J. Habermas. He thinks Habermas' 
work is important for theology's own attempt to do theology 
on the other side of idealism. Metz, "Political Theology," 
p. 36. In Metz's later theology, Habermas and the Frankfurt 
School become increasingly important, playing a significant 
role in his growing recognition of the dialectical nature of 
the Enlightenment. He thinks this post-idealist tradition 
has been "too little considered in modern theology" (Metz, 
"Political Theology," p. 36). It has often been ignored 
because it was thought to pose a direct threat to theological 
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consciousness two of its most distinctive features: 1. its 

focus on persons and their freedom in history, and 2. its 

orientation to the future.2~ Metz thinks these two features 

comprise the unavoidable present horizon of theological self

understanding. 267 

The impact on theology of this new recognition that 

persons are free agents of their history has been profound, 

resulting in what Metz calls a "critical 'anthropological 

change' in the historical form of the Christian consciousness 

of faith."z68 Humanity's quest for freedom and justice 

(individual, social, and political) is now as central a theme 

in theological consciousness as it is in modern consciousness 

consciousness. Metz, "God Before Us Instead of a Theological 
Argument," p. 298. However, Metz argues it has positive 
contributions to make to theology. He accepts, for example, 
for the most part, its criticism of religion as bad self
alienation. Feuerbach was therefore partially correct in 
defining theology as anthropology, and in transforming the 
alienating "otherworldliness" of Christianity into a future 
buil t by persons. Metz, "God Before Us Instead of a 
Theological Argument," p. 297. Metz also points to 
similarities between the Christian focus on the future and the 
left wing Hegelian's focus on the future. In fact, he reverts 
back to earlier themes within his secularization thesis when 
he asserts that their emphases on human agency and the future 
are products of Christianity, that their focus on persons and 
the future is what was originally intended by revelation. 

2~etz, "God Before Us," p. 299. Metz hopes that this 
new epoch in historical consciousness, characterized by a more 
receptive awareness, can open theological consciousness to the 
possibility of uniting that "which for a long time had been 
disastrously separated:" transcendence and the future (Metz, 
"God Before Us," p. 299). 

267Metz , "God Before Us," p. 297. 

2~etz, "God Before Us," p. 298. 
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generally. Faith assertions can no longer be divorced from 

situations of oppression and suffering without the suspicion 

that oppression is being religiously justified. In short, 

this new consciousness has caused Christians to recognize the 

following: 

••• the original and continually complete unity of love of 
God with love of brother, the stress on the necessary and 
continuous role of mediator of the brother for the 
relationship to God, and thus the brotherly mediation of 
the immediacy of God, the determination of the Christian 
subject in his essential 'intersubjectivity,' and in all 
of this the insight that in regard to the Christian 
understanding of salvation everything is false which 
appears to be true only for the isolated individual,.269 

In addition to bringing to light for theology the 

importance of human agency wi thin history, the left wing 

Hegelians have also encouraged modern theology to reflect more 

seriously on the importance of the future as a motivating 

force for human engagement of history. They have created a 

climate within which theology's "a-historical, transcendental 

orientation" is no longer acceptable and a more "historically 

engaged future orientation,,270 is demanded. 

269Metz , "God Before Us," p. 298. 

270In CA, Metz asserted that revelation (the Christian 
logos) is trying to bring about, in history, a 
methodologically articulated (philosophically explicit) 
horizon of understanding necessary for its own historical 
mediation. He pointed to Thomas' anthropocentric thought-form 
as precisely this. In addition, this thought-form was 
proclaimed to be the horizon of understanding for the modern 
world and its process of secularization (hominization). 
Secularization was spoken of as the Christian-inspired 
mediatory horizon of understanding, required for the Christian 
logos to take root within history. 

At this stage, however, Metz thinks of the Christian 
logos more in terms of eschatological promises than 
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Metz proposes that modern theology's response to the 

left wing Hegelian critique ought to be to revive 

eschatological themes i particularily the theme of God's future 

promises as a motivating horizon for Christian engagement 

(social and political) of the world. Theology should 

recognize that God's future Kingdom is made most real through 

actions of love, and not through contemplation alone. 271 As 

Metz puts it, modern theology's relationship to the future 

ought to become "markedly operative in character, and any 

theory of this relationship [ought] ••• therefore [to be] a 

theory that is related to action: it ••• [ought to be] 

Incarnational acceptance and secularization. It is true that 
in both instances the person-world relationship is radically 
redefined. In both instances, persons become the radically 
free trans formative agents of their world as history. NOw, 
however, modernity is understood more in terms of its 
orientation towards action and the future than secularization. 
It is characterized by an orientation towards human agency in 
history and the future. This orientation originates in the 
Enlightenment's critique of pure contemplation and its 
positing of praxis as the condition of the possibility of 
persons understanding themselves and their world. Kant's 
focus on practical reason, and the transformation of theology 
into anthropology by Feuerbach, Nietzsche, and Marx, 
contributed to the emergence of what is for Metz a new 
historical consciousness inspired by Christiani ty • This 
consciousness is both a product of Christian revelation (i. e. , 
via eschatological promises) and a medium for its effective 
taking hold within the modern world. 

271 Christian truth is "a truth which cannot be 
guaranteed like a pure idea, but only in a (historical) action 
orientated to its eschatological promises" (Metz, 
"Apologetics," p. 67). God's future "cannot ••• be purely 
contemplative or purely imaginative, since pure contemplation 
and pure imagination refer only to reality that already 
exists" (Metz, Theology, p. 147). Metz attributes this idea 
to Ernst Bloch. 
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characterized by a new relationship between theory and 

practice. ,,272 

In summary, Metz commends the "great intellectual 

revolution of the nineteenth century,,273 for giving modern 

consciousness its awareness of the importance of the future 

in humanity's shaping of history. In this sense, Christiani ty 

ought to listen and learn. 

[It] ••• must be fundamentally ready here ••• to listen and 
to learn - admittedly, not so much in regard to content 
as in regard to certain models of thinking and patterns 
of consciousness which are historically of significance 
in such positions. Does the spirit not move where it will 
and does the understanding of faith not always have to be 
prepared to let itself be outbid by others, not only by 
virtue of a practice more worthy of belief, but also 
because of a more receptive awareness of a new epoch in 
historical consciousness. 274 

Before looking at Metz's critique of transcendental, 

existential, and personalist theologies, let me summarize his 

critique of metaphysical theology. 

First, he admonishes metaphysical theology for the way 

it is unable to understand history because of its use of a 

metaphysic of being which employs a purely contemplative way 

of knowing. It is deficient because it relates to history in 

a contemplative and abstract way, claiming to comprehend it 

272Metz , Theology, pp. 147-148. 

2~etz, "God Before Us," p. 296. 

274Metz , "God Before Us," p. 298. 



131 

as a whole.2~ In doing so, it does not recognize history as 

the arena wi thin which God's eschatological surprises and 

interruptions unfold. It does not recognize God's promised 

future as the always unfolding essence of history. 

Second, he thinks that for the same reasons 

metaphysical theology cannot understand the Christian concept 

of the future. The passive awareness of contemplation which 

it uses understands the future only in relationship to what 

already exists. Because God's promised future is totally 

other than what has ever been, it cannot be comprehended. 276 

2~Metz's earlier critique of the Greek cosmocentrism 
understanding of the world (a world locked within an eternal 
cosmos) now finds company in Ernst Bloch's critique of the 
pre-modern notion of history. For Bloch, the pre-moderns 
understood the world as "fixed in a span of time which is 
inherently void, or repeats itself at will 'in closed 
totalities'" (Metz, "God Before Us," p. 305). Both Bloch and 
Metz are concerned about the effect that a pre-modern 
divinized world-view continues to have on modernity. Metz is 
consistent in his critique of a view of the world which 
negates human freedom. In his early writings, he criticised 
the Greek view of the world for negating freedom and hope. 
When unwittingly appropriated by theology, it negates 
humanity's freedom given by the Incarnation. NOW, Metz thinks 
that this view of the world, as a closed totality, negates the 
human freedom given to humankind by virtue of God's 
eschatological promises of a new world. In both instances, 
human freedom is grounded in revelation (Incarnation and 
Eschatology) and negated by a false world-view. 

27~etz asks: "How does the Church realize its mission 
to work for the future of the world? It cannot be by pure 
contemplation, since contemplation by definition relates to 
what has already become existent and to what actually exists. 
The future which the Church hopes for is not yet here, but is 
emerging and arising (entstehend). Therefore the hope which 
the Church sets in itself and in the world should be creative 
and militant. In other words, Christian hope should realize 
itself in a creative and militant eschatology" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 94). 
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What is required is a new active awareness, an active way of 

coming to know. By it, God's future can then be known more 

in moments of love of neighbor than in private moments of 

contemplation. 

Third, Metz fears that metaphysical theology maintains 

a purely speculative relationship to the world rather than an 

operative one. It remains at a pre-critical stage of 

consciousness by not participating in the new epoch of 

historical consciousness spawned by the post-idealist 

philosophical tradition and its focus on human subjectivity, 

human agency, and the future. It is therefore unreceptive to 

the anthropological shift within theology that this tradition 

has brought about, and thus refuses to develop an acti ve-

receptive consciousness towards the world. In short, it 

chooses to remain pre-critical and pre-modern. 

And fourth, metaphysical theology is a privatistic 

mi S l: eading of Christiani ty. Above all, it misses the 

operative relationship to the world demanded by the 

eschatological kerygma because its relationship to the world 

is merely a passive contemplative one. It thus fails to 

acknowledge the "fundamental society-directedness of the NT 

message. ,,277 It interiorizes, spiritualizes and individualizes 

the content of the eschatological promises.2~ 

277Metz , I'Political Theology," p. 36. 

2~etz, "Political Theology," p. 37. 
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Metz's critique of privatized Christianity sharpens 

when he turns to modern theology in its transcendental, 

existential and personalist forms. 2N He thinks modern 

theology is captive to modern consciousness, particularily to 

the modern privatized understanding of the human self. It is 

therefore a privatizing form of theology preoccupied with 

matters of intimacy and interiority, unable to appropriate 

God's promises as agents of socio-political criticism and 

transformation. Like metaphysical theology before it, it is 

a-political and privatistic. 

Modern theology is different from metaphysical 

theology. Unlike metaphysical theology, it has appropriated, 

to some degree, the anthropocentric shift characteristic of 

modernity, that is, it has tried to bring the nChristian faith 

into a proper relationship to human existence and 

2NIn Theology of the World, Metz uses the designation 
"transcendental, existential, and personalist theology" to 
refer to the prevailing theological types of recent years. 
Metz, Theology, p. 108. This type of theology is 
characterized by a "theological personaliSlDn and dominated by 
the categories of "the intimate, the private, the apolitical" 
(Metz, Theology, p. 109). To avoid confusion, I will use the 
disignation "modern theology in its transcendental, 
existential, and personalist forms n or simply "modern 
theology. II At this point, Metz's criticiSllS are mostly 
directed at existential and personalist theologies, even 
though transcendental theology is formally included. His 
critique of transcendental theology is most fully elaborated 
in his recent writings. 
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subj ecti vi ty • ,,280 However, Metz thinks this attempt to develop 

anthropocentric theologies of the subj ect, 281 in response to 

metaphysical theology's crisis, was indirect and 

unsustained. 282 Modern theologies never became fully 

anthropocentric because they failed to appropriate, 

sufficiently enough, the insights of Marx and the Kant of 

practical reason. They therefore never completely broke free 

from the limitations of the German idealistic philosophic 

tradition within which their theological sketches took 

shape.2~ Metz's critique of modern theology, therefore, is a 

cri tique of theology's capti vi ty in the hands of German 

28~etz, Theology, p. 82. Metz commends modern 
theology for two reasons: 1. contrary to metaphysical 
theology, it takes as its starting point the human person and 
his subjectivity (Metz, Theology, p. 82), and 2. in doing so, 
it asserts that "'the brother' is ••• the necessary mediator of 
our relationship to God - immediacy to God is gained only 
through the mediation of others" (Metz, "Religious Act," 
sacramentum Mundi, vol. 5 [New York: Herder and Herder, 1969], 
p. 289). 

281Several years later, in 1977, Metz comments: "In my 
earlier attempts to formulate a political theology, I directed 
my arguments against the various theologies of the subject 
that dominate the theological scene today" (Metz, Fai th in 
History and Society, p. 62). 

282 Metz, Theology, p. 109. 

2~"Present day systematic theology and apologetics 
still seem to be determined by the philosophical forms within 
the tradition of German Idealism, even when the latter is not 
explicitly taken into account" (Metz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 23). German Idealism is thought of here as that 
philosophical legacy which stems from Kant's critique of pure 
reason. 
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philosophical idealism. 2M 

Metz traces the origins of modern theology to the 

attempt to develop an alternative to metaphysical theology, 

more specifically, to fashion a theological response to the 

two criticisms of metaphysical theology which it was unable 

to answer. The first was the Enlightenment criticism of 

metaphysical objectivity and the second the Marxist 

criticism of religion as ideology. I will look at each in 

turn. 

First, Metz argues that modern theology arose in the 

course of the debate with "the transcendental philosophy of 

Kant, German Idealism and its successors. ,,285 It took 

seriouslY and tried to answer the Enlightenment's critique, 

led by Kant, that metaphysical theology's appraisal of the 

self and the world was overly objectivistic. Modern theology 

responded by developing theology on the basis of human 

subjectivity rather than metaphysical objectivism. It now 

made anthropocentric assertions rather than metaphysical ones. 

Second, modern theology arose as a rather weak attempt 

to answer the Marxist critique of religion as ideology. 

2MAgain, it is worth noting that Metz nowhere relates 
the Greek metaphysic of being and German idealism 0;: the 
transcendental Kant. I am assuming, nevertheless, that he 
thinks that Kant and German idealism carry within themselves 
the vestige of the Greek metaphysic of being, and that this 
shows itself, especially, in the modern understanding of the 
human self as a privatized monadic subjectivity. 

285Metz , "Political Theology," p. 36. 
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Metaphysical theology simply ignored this critique because it 

had no resources to deal with it. The Marxist critique 

questioned metaphysical theology' s basic assumption concerning 

the essential "unity and coordination of religion and 

society. ,,286 It destroyed this assumption by showing how 

religion legitimized social and political structures,~nd ~hus 

exposed. it as society's ideological superstructure. out of 

this critique proceeded a new general perception of religion 

as a phenomenon capable of being separated from society. 

Religion was now seen as "a particular phenomenon within a 

pluralistic milieu. ,,287 The result was that metaphysical 

theology had to relinquish its "absolute claim to 

universality,,,288 thus throwing it into a state of crisis from 

which it never recovered. 

Why then, according to Metz, did modern theology fail 

to respond. adequately to these two challenges? Two reasons 

are given. First, it failed to respond to the Enlightenment' s 

attack on metaphysical theology because its theologies were 

less than fully anthropocentric, a fact attributable to the 

286 " The unity and coordination of religion and society, 
of religious and societal existence, in former times 
acknowledged as an unquestionable reality, shattered as early 
as the beginning of the Enl ightenment in France. This was the 
first time that the Christian religion appeared to be a 
particular phenomenon within a pluralistic milieu" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 108). 

287Metz , Theology, p. 108. 

2~etz, Theology, p. 108. 
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privatistic way it understood the human self. Only by 

understanding the self intersubjectively could a fully social 

and political anthropocentric theology arise. And second, it 

failed to respond adequately to the Marxist ideology critique 

because it had a privatized understanding of Christian 

praxis. 289 It never developed an understanding of praxis which 

dialectically related private-moral and socio-political 

action. Had it done so, it could have avoided the criticism 

that its privatistic moral practice simply legitimized the 

status quo. I will elaborate on each of these shortcomings. 

1. Modern Theology's Failure to Develop 
a Fully Anthropocentric Theology 

Modern theology never answered the Enlightenment's 

critique of metaphysical theology because it could not develop 

a theology which was fully anthropocentric. It was unable to 

do so for two reasons: first, because it appropriated a 

privatistic understanding of the human self from the 

Enlightenment, and second, because it subordinated social and 

political life to private interiority. In short, it created 

"an abstract theology of the subject divorced from history. ,,290 

289"This theology sought to solve its problem, a 
problem born of the Enlightenment, by eliminating it. It did 
not pass through the Enlightenment, but jumped over it and 
thought thus to be done with it" (Metz, Theology, p. 109). 

290Metz says that all modern theological approaches 
seem to be committed to "an abstract theology of the subject 
which is divorced from history" (Metz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 64). 
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Let me explain. 

Metz thinks modern theology was handicapped by its 

inadvertant appropriation of the formal principle of the 

Enlightenment as its theological cornerstone. That is, it 

developed its anthropocentric theologies of the subject on the 

basis of the Enlightenment's abstract and privatized 

understanding of the human self, 291 an understanding 

originating with the "transcendental Kant" (the precursor of 

idealism) and his critique of pure reason. What modern 

theology overlooked, however, was the "Kant of the philosophy 

of history or the Kant of practical reason. ,,292 Here wOoS 

offered a less privatistic understanding of the self which, 

if appropriated into modern theology, could have become the 

basis of a more fully anthropocentric theology. It could have 

offset modern theology's one-sided appropriation of the 

transcendental Kant and his a-political, privatized, and 

291"What ••• is firmly established in modern 
theology ••• is the formal Enlightenment or contemporary 
principle of the subject" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 32). 

292Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 23. 
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abstract understanding of the self. 293 

On the constructive side, Ketz proposes theology adopt 

a more social understanding of the self in order to develop 

a more fully anthropocentric theology. Several important 

theological implications would follow. First, the implicit 

certitude held by Christians that persons stand alone before 

God as isolated monadic subjectivities would have to be 

questioned. If persons are understood intersubjectively, then 

the individual before God must be understood as an individual 

permanently in community with others and vice versa. One's 

relationship wi th God and wi th others are inseparable by 

virtue of being dialectically related.~4 Ketz believes modern 

~e note that the understanding of persons as 
isolated subjectivities is similar to the objective appraisal 
of the human self given by Greek cosmocentrism, and criticized 
by Ketz in CA. It implies that the self is merely an '" object 
that has consciousness,'" a mere conscious 'piece' of the 
cosmos (Ketz, Theology, p. 54). Ketz therefore fears that the 
theological advance made by modern theology, in its 
recognition of the importance of subjectivity, is lost when 
subjectivity is understood as "monadic existence" rather than 
shared existence. 

29~oderni ty , for Ketz, marks a new era in 
understanding the world. No longer is the world a 
"comprehensive finished whole" within which persons are 
situated. Rather, it is now "the milieu of human activity 
that can be worked on and transformed, as the 'material' of 
the continual, historical free self-fulfillment of man before 
God" (Ketz, Theology, p. 54). However, even though this 
anthropocentric turn has been achieved, Ketz thinks an error 
was made. Focus on persons and their agency in history has 
resulted in persons being understood apart from the world. 
A scheme of ' I -world' or 'mind-world' has arisen. Ketz, 
Theology, p. 54. In light of this, persons are thought of as 
isolated subjectivities, as objects that have consciousness. 
The world, in turn, becomesa "purely manipulatable world of 
objects" (Ketz, Theology, p. 54). 

Ketz attributes these misunderstandings to the 
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theology has yet to appropriate this insight, and has yet to 

recognize that it is dealing with an abstraction when it 

thinks of the self apart from society, politics, and 

history. 295 

It should be noted that even though Metz focuses on 

the social constitution of the self he does not deny the 

importance of the individual. He acknowledges the existence 

of a New Testament focus on the individual, with "the gist of 

its message - in its Pauline expression - pertaining to ••• the 

individual before God. ,,296 What he questions is the way 

influence of German idealistic philosophy. To correct them, 
one needs to revive the nineteenth century Left wing Hegelian 
critique of idealism. This critique gave significant impetus 
to the modern anthropocentric view of the world and persons 
by criticizing the subject-object dichotomy set up by 
Idealism. It criticized the way persons became "adjectival 
attributes of an object" and the world a manipulatable thing. 
As an al ternati ve, it proposed that persons be understood 
intersubjectively, not individualistically, that "experience 
of the world and behaviour in relation to it take 
place ••• wi thin the framework of human communi ty • " This 
communi ty , Metz warns, should not to be understood in the 
private sense of the "I-thou relationship, but in the 
'political' sense of social togetherness" (Metz, Theology, p. 
54) • 

295"Existence is to a very great extent entangled in 
societal vicissitudes; so any existential and personal 
theology that does not understand existence as a political 
problem in the widest sense of the word, must inevitably 
restrict its considerations to an abstraction" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 111). 

~etz, Theology, p. 110. "When we insist on 
deprivatization, we do not in the least object to this 
orientation. On the contrary, for it is our contention that 
theology, precisely because of its privatizing tendency, is 
apt to miss the individual in his real existence" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 110). 
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transcendental, existential, and personalist theologies define 

'individual existence'. They tend to think of the self as a 

private isolated interiority engaged in a lonely quest for 

meaning. 297 In doing so, they tend to think of the self as a 

"monad-like subjectivity,,298 isolated from social and political 

life. 

Not wanting to rej ect modern theology completely, Metz 

does commend it for moving beyond metaphysical theology in 

its recognition of the central role played by the brother and 

sister in Christian self-understanding and praxis. Primarily, 

he thinks it correctly recognized that "the love of God and 

of man ••• [is] a primordial and total uni ty • ,,299 However, he 

297Metz suggests that the decline of interest in 
religious literature and the rise of interest in the 
contemporary novel occurred because the novel mirrored more 
realistically the existential reality of people's lives. "The 
individuality and existentiality that we assume in our 
language of existential theology is highly abstract. The 
concrete individuality and 'loneliness' of contemporary men 
is not at all identical with the celebrated form given it by 
existentialism. It has, rather, a social substructure and is 
conditioned and actualized by it: the unlimitedness and 
mobility of society, the variety of human situations in which 
he is involved and acts, causes man today to be, in a 
qualified sense, a lonely individual" (Metz, Theology, p. 
129). For Metz, persons are not then essentially isolated 
monadic subjectivities. This is a fiction of modernity. What 
modern persons fail to recognize is that they are isolated and 
lonely for social reasons. For example, their experience of 
disclocation is caused by their being immersed within a highly 
mobile modern society. Person are therefore only secondarily 
lonely and isolated. Essentially, they are social creatures 
constituted by relationships with others. 

~etz, "Religious Act," p. 290. 

~etz, "Religious Act," p. 289. 
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also thinks this insight was tainted by modern theology's 

inability to recognize the dialectical unity of the "I-God" 

and the "I-thou" relationships. Instead, it falsely assumed 

the existence of two separate inter-subjectivities: an 

anthropological (horizontal) "I-thou" relationship, and a 

theological (vertical) "I-God" relationship. 300 In doing so, 

it forfeited most of the gains it had made in its recognition 

of the central mediatory role played by the brother and sister 

in Christian self-understanding and praxis. 

Metz thinks four theological dangers have arisen as 

a consequence of modern theology's tendency to separate the 

I-God and the I-thou relationships. The first is the danger 

of diminishing the importance of the I-thou relationship. In 

thinking of the two relationships separately, the tendency is 

to give precedence to the I-God relationship. The result is 

the reduction of the I-thou relationship to the status of a 

mere "model for man's relation to God. ,,301 

A second danger is modern theology's tendency to 

diminish the importance of the horizontal dimension of life, 

thus failing to recognize that the I-thou relation is itself 

the locus for the love of God. As Metz puts it, it fails to 

recognize that "the one (and only) intersubjectivity between 

men is itself open toward God; in biblical language: in 

30~etz, "Unbelief,· p. 73. For the same point, see 
Metz, "Religious Act," p. 289. 

301Metz , "Unbelief, n p. 72. 
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brotherly love salvific love of God takes place. ,,302 

The third danger is modern theology's tendency to 

understand the self in relation to God non-socially. Because 

it tends to assume a separate I-God relationship, the 

impression is created that the self, as a private "monad-like 

subjectivity," stands alone before God and apart from 

relationships with other persons. This, Metz says, is wrong. 

Understood intersubjectively, the self is inseparable from the 

complex nexus of relationships which define his or her 

existence. There is no private kernel of the self which is 

the authentic Christian subject standing before God. Rather, 

the self relates to God as a social, political, and historical 

person, not as a person with a private isolated monadic core. 

Metz says: "The subject of the human relationship to God is 

not the individual as such ('the soul' in face of 'God'), but 

man in his fellowship with other men, in his 

'brotherliness' .303 

The fourth danger, arising from the undialectical 

relating of the I-thou and I-God relationships, is the 

development of too narrow an understanding of the socio

political sphere of life. Modern theology has done this, Metz 

suggests, by tending to think of history and society as 

302Metz , "Unbelief," p. 73. 

30~etz, "Religious Act," pp. 289-290. 
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secondary to private interiority.304 It measures everything, 

including the socio-political dimension of faith, in relation 

to the all important I-God relationship. socio-political life 

is therefore accorded only a "shadowy existence" at best. 30s 

This danger is exemplified in modern theology's understanding 

of Christian charity, where charity is depicted as "a private 

virtue with no political relevance; ••• a virtue of the I-Thou 

relation, extending to the field of interpersonal encounter, 

or at best to charity on the scale of the neighborhood. ,,306 In 

short, the socio-political dimensions of charity are smothered 

beneath the more important concerns of personal encounter, 

private virtue, and intimacy, while the eschatological 

kerygma, wi th its social and pol i tical directedness, is 

subordinated to issues of religious interiority. What takes 

theological centre stage, Ketz argues, is the "silent center 

of the I-Thou relation, ,,307 forming the "apex of free 

subj ecti vi ty • ,,308 

30~etz, Faith in Histo~ and Societ~, p. 63. 

30sKetz , Theolo~, p. 109. 

30~etz, Theolo~, p. 109. 

307Ketz , Theolo~, p. 109. 

30~etz, Theolo~, p. 109 liThe hermeneutics of the 
existential interpretation of the New Testament proceeds 
within the closed circuit of the I-Thou relation" (Ketz, 
Theolog~, p. 110). Ketz believes that Christian freedom is 
actualized in social and political actions of solidarity as 
well as in personal and interpersonal acts of charity. 



2. Modern Theology's Failure to Respond Adequately 
to the Marxist Ideology Critique 
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According to Metz, an appropriate theological response 

to the Marxist ideology critique has yet to be given, either 

by metaphysical or modern theology. Both have failed to 

appreciate the challenge to uncover "the socio-poli tical 

implications of its ideas and notions. ,,309 Modern theology 

tried to escape this ideology critique by concentrating on the 

personal and interpersonal dimensions of religious identity. 

Its failure is especially apparent in the way it conceived of 

Christian practice as the private and "timeless decision of 

the person. ,,310 In developing decisionist theologies, it turned 

a blind eye to the socio-political dimensions of 

Christianity's eschatological tradition. Let me explain. 

Modern theology failed to respond adequately to the 

Marxist ideology critique because it never developed a socio-

political understanding of Christian praxis. Instead, because 

of its privatized understanding of the self, and the 

subsequent narrowing of the socio-political dimensions of the 

Gospel, it developed a privatized understanding of Christian 

praxis. It understood Christian praxis primarily in terms of 

the private "present moment of the religious decision. ,,311 In 

309Metz , Theology, p. 108. 

31~etz, Theology, p. 109. 

311Referring to Bultmann' s exclusion of the horizon of 
the future in biblical interpretation, Metz says: "This 
neglect is so persistent that, for example, the so-called 
existential interpretation of the New Testament involves only 
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doing so, it became a "formalistic decision-theology of the 

present, ,,312 with its theological form being determined by its 

preoccupation with the faith-decision of the naked soul before 

God. 313 

This decisionist theology failed to adequately respond 

to the Marxist ideology critique, Metz suggests, because it 

misunderstood Christian praxis in two interrelated ways. 

First, it failed to recognize the essential intersubjective 

ground of Christian praxis. Instead of acknowledging the 

"original and continuous intersubjectivity,,314 of the believer, 

it interpreted the believer as a private monadic core of 

subjectivity before God. 

Metz rejects this understanding of Christian action 

as primarily a decision of the private individual before God 

(" 'the soul' in the face of 'God' ,,315). Rather, he thinks of 

the re-actualization and the re-presentation of the past in 
the present moment of religious decision. The present alone 
dominates. There is no real future! Exempli gratia: 
Bultmann!" (Metz, Theology, p. 86). 

312Metz , "God Before Us," p. 299. 

313This is not to say that Metz denies the importance 
of the individual before God. He only wants to emphasize that 
the individual before God is never entirely separable from the 
nexus of relationships wi thin which he or she stands. He 
rejects the Enlightenment understanding of the individual as 
an isolated monadic subjectivity. The self is always the self 
"in human community, and this not simply in the 'private' 
sense of the I-thou relationship, but in the 'political' sense 
of social togetherness" (Metz, Theology, p. 54). 

31~etz , nUnbel ief ," p. 71. 

31~etz, nReligious Act," p. 290. 
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Christian actions, including the act of faith, as always 

performed in the context of a continuous and original 

intersubjectivity, in the context of brotherliness and 

sisterliness. 316 He therefore reprimands modern theology for 

not having recognized that intersubjectivity is the supporting 

ground of Christian praxis, including the act of faith. It 

failed to recognize that faith is always more than an isolated 

moment of private decision, but rather an event "actuated by 

lovingly and trustfully resting in the belief of the others, 

of the community, of the I Church I and her I subj ecti vi ty I • ,,317 

Modern theology failed to answer the Marxist ideology 

cri tique because of a second misunderstanding concerning 

Christian praxis. It failed to recognize that love, not 

private decision, was the primary means by which Christians 

actualize their faith. Again, it failed to recognize that 

there is a dialectical relationship between the I-thou and the 

I-God relationships. On the one hand, it failed to recognize 

that the Christian stands before God, most fully, when he or 

she is in relationships of love with other persons. And on 

the other hand, it failed to recognize that through love 

Christians become most fully themselves in the depth of their 

personality and existence. 318 It placed insufficient emphasis 

31~etz , "Unbel ief ," p. 71. • 

317Metz , "Unbelief," p. 71.. 

31~etz, "Unbelief," p. 73. 
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on the fact that love is the single criterion for both human 

fulfillment and religious fulfillment: that, at one and the 

same time, love brings persons most fully before themselves 

and before God. Love of God and love of neighbor are 

therefore dialectically related and inseparable, inclusive of 

one another yet distinct, and related to one another in the 

manner of a unity-in-difference. 

Inco~elusion, Metz affirms modern theology for its 

focus on the love of neighbor as the defining feature of 

Christian praxis. However, he thinks its understanding of 

love is too narrow. Love is more than what takes place within 

the private realm of life shared by two persons who are like-

minded. Such an understanding confines love to the realm of 

interpersonal encounter or, at most, to the realm of 

neighborly charity. 319 In either case, modern theology misses 

the point made in the story of the Good Samaritan, that love 

is not primarily a private affair between two similar people, 

but takes the form of a "public, social responsibility for the 

other, for ' the least of these'. ,,320 Love is most fully 

realized when it finds its object in the needs of the 

stranger, not in the needs of the intimate other. Modern 

theology thus underplays the fact that Christian life is most 

fully actualized by emptying itself for "the least of these" 

319 Metz, Theology, p. 109. 

320Metz , "Religious Act," p. 290. 
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in the service of the promises of God's kingdom. Hence, Metz: 

The basic anthropological characteristic of the religious 
act, in the Christian view, is not that the individual 
finds and realizes himself, but that he empties himself 
and goes out of himself in the service of the promise that 
'all flesh shall be saved'. 321 

This alone, according to Metz, is the answer Christianity 

should give to the Marxist ideology critique. It should 

demonstrate its commitment to an understanding of Christian 

praxis as a non-private love of neighbor. 

E. SUMMARY 

To summarize, Metz criticizes modern theology for 

essentially two reasons: first because it fails to understand 

the real nature of the Christian subject, and second, because 

it ignores eschatology as the chief interpretive context for 

Christian self-understanding and praxis. The first failure 

concerns modern theology's inability to develop a fully 

anthropocentric theology capable of adequately responding to 

the Enlightenment critique of metaphysical theology. The 

second failure concerns its inability to develop a non-

privatized understanding of Christian identity and praxis 

capable of adequately responding to the Marxist ideology 

critique. 

321Metz , "Religious Act," p. 290. 
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subject: Metz commends modern theology for the way it 

. d' . I f b . t . . t 322 H approprl.ated the mo ern prl.ncl.p e 0 su Jec l.Vl. y. owever, 

he thinks it did so uncritically, thereby inheriting the 

"formal Enlightenment principle" of an essentially abstract 

subject. 323 The Enlightenment never did understand the self 

in other than an abstract manner, and by modern theology 

appropriating this understanding, it remained untouched by the 

322Wolfhart Pannenberg refers to this appropriation in 
the following manner: "The philosophical theology of the 
modern age ••• has been guided by the apprehension that there 
is no assured way leading from nature to God, and that 
therefore the whole burden of proof of the truth of faith in 
God falls upon the understanding of man, upon anthropology" 
(Wolfhart Pannenberg, The Idea of God and Human Freedom, 
trans. R.A. Wilson [Philadelphia: westminster Press, 1973], 
p. 82]). 

323Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 32. "Much 
that was called into question in the Enlightenment is still 
waiting for an answer in theology. What, however, is firmly 
established in modern theology - and, what is more, in the 
theological thinking and the different theological positions 
of all the various Christian confessions - is the formal 
Enlightenment or contemporary principle of the subject. The 
deepest level of theology has in fact been reached in this 
principle of the subject and attempts have been made to 
reconstruct it as a specifically religious subject, going back 
beyond the Enlightenment, in Protestant circles to the 
Reformation and in Catholic circles to medieval theology. It 
is, however, worth pointing out here that the supremacy of the 
subject in theology in the abstract sense has not become more 
easily distinguishable in the process. By this I mean that 
it is difficult to distinguish, in the Enlightenment itself, 
the validity of speaking about man as such and his reason, 
autonomy, freedom and other abstract attributes. No real, 
critical clarity existed here with regard to the concrete 
subj ects intended and defended in the idea of man or the 
subject, in other words, with regard to the social reality 
expressed in this concept" (Metz , Faith in History and 
Society, p. 32). 



151 

so-called "enlightenment of the Enlightenment,,324 which sought 

to "understand human existence as a political problem in the 

widest sense of the word. ,,325 Modern theology therefore never 

arrived at an understanding of the self as a concrete social 

reality, even though it did move metaphysical theology beyond 

the confines of cosmocentrism to Enlightenment 

anthropocentrism. This was a limited achievement, however, 

because its notion of subjectivity remained essentially 

privatistic,326 with the self still being thought of in terms 

of "monadic existence. ,,327 Its concentration on 

intersubjectivity and subjectivity was thus commendable, but 

deficient, because it still thought of intersubjectivity as 

a relationship between two separate and individual monadic 

entities. It thus missed the fact that fellowship with other 

32~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 33. 

325Metz , Theology, p. 111. 

326see Helmut Peukert' s cri ticism of Bul tmann ' s 
appropriation of Heidegger's understanding of existence. 
Peukert thinks that Bultmann was mistaken in assuming that 
"Heidegger adequately worked out the question of authentic 
existence" (Helmut Peukert, Science. Action. and Fundamental 
Theology. Toward a Theology of Communicative Action, trans. 
James Bohman [Cambridge Massachusetts and London England: The 
MIT Press, 1984], p. 265). Peukert thinks Bultmann inherited 
from Heidegger an '" existential' solipsism" (Peukert, Science, 
Action, and Fundamental Theology, p. 267), wherein the subject 
remains an isolated subj ect. Of central importance for 
Peukert, and this becomes increasingly important for Metz in 
his later theology, is the development of an understanding of 
subjectivity and intersubjectivity with solidarity as the 
defining principle. 

327Metz , "Unbelief," p. 62, n. 5. 
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persons, whereby persons become most truly themselves in the 

depths of their personal existence, involves more than being 

in fellowship with persons of like mind. 328 It involves being 

in solidarity with others as strangers in need. 

In addition, Metz criticizes modern theology for 

positing two kinds of Christian relationships (a God-person 

and a person-person relationship), thus diminishing the 

importance of its initial insight into the central role played 

by other persons in Christian self-identity and action. 

Though it proclaimed the "primordial and total uni ty,,329 

between love of God and love of neighbor, it failed to see 

that by positing two relationships, it succumbed to four 

theological dangers: 1. it made the I-thou relationship 

secondary in importance to the I-God relationship, 2. it 

failed to recognize that the one and only intersubjectivity 

between persons is itself open towards God, 3. it failed to 

recognize that the subject of our relationship to God is not 

the individual in his or her singularity (soul-God) but the 

sel f in community wi th others, and 4. it subordinated the 

socio-political dimensions of faith to a decisionist theology 

whose chief concerns were intimacy, private interiority, 

personal encounter, and private morality. 

32~etz, "Religious Act," p. 290. 

329Metz , "Religious Act," p. 289. 
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Eschatology: Finally, by basing theology on private 

decision and action, modern theology lost sight of the future-

directed promises of God as a major interpretive horizon for 

understanding the Christian faith. 330 It replaced biblical 

eschatology, which is socially and politically directed, with 

privatized Christianity, by making the category of the future 

"another name for the intractable factors of the present 

decision. ,,331 God's promised future became a symbolic 

paraphrase of humani ty' s existential predicament and the 

private decisions therein. D2 

330"The present alone dominates. There is no real 
future! Exempli gratia: Bultmann!" (Metz, Theology, p. 86). 
Or again: "this anthropological theology tends to limit the 
faith by concentrating on the actual moment of the believer's 
personal decision. The future is then all but lost" (Metz, 
Theology, p. 86). 

331Metz , Theology, p. 82. 

332Metz , Theology, p. 110. 
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METZ 's CRITIQUE OF BOURGEOIS333 CHRISTIANITY 

In Chapters II and III, I discussed Metz's critique 

of modern Christianity's assimilation of non-Christian 

thought-forms. This critique unfolded in two stages. His 

early writings criticized Greek cosmocentrism for blinding 

Christians to the transcendental nature of human freedom. The 

next stage in his theology criticized the presence of 

cosmocentric vestiges wi thin metaphysical and modern theology, 

pointing especially to theology's use of a metaphysic of being 

which functions as the chief philosophical horizon wi thin 

which persons and the world are interpreted. He worried that 

Christianity loses its socially critical and trans formative 

power when it uses this metaphysic as the philosophical 

3331 am translating biirgerlich as "bourgeois" for two 
reasons. First, it conveys in English, as it does in German, 
the notion of persons defined entirely by market place values. 
Second, it conveys better the negative connotations that Metz 
intends when he uses it in the context of bourgeois religion, 
that is, a religion captured and perverted by the values and 
goals of the market place economy. "Bourgeois" does this 
better than "middle-class" or "citizen." Hence, I am in 
agreement with Peter Mann, translator of Metz's The Emergent 
Church. Peter Mann, "Translator's Preface," The Emergent 
Church, p. ix. 

154 
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horizon of its self-understanding. In particular, this 

metaphysic prevents the self and history from being properly 

understood, by fostering an understanding of the self as an 

isolated monadic subjectivity, and conceiving of history only 

in terms of the past and the present. These 

misunderstandings, Metz argued, are harmful to Christianity 

in two ways: 1. they confine the Gospel message of love to the 

private realm of life, and 2. they ignore the social and 

political directedness of the eschatological message. 

In this chapter, I discuss Metz's most recent critique 

of modern theology.~ Here, he continues to expose 

Christianity's captivity to alien world-views which subvert 

the socially critical and transformative power of the 

Christian message. For example, he continues to worry about 

the way non-Christian philosophical frameworks of 

understanding distort Christianity's understanding of persons 

and the world. This much is the same. However, there enters 

~e third stage of Ketz's theological development 
runs from approximately 1969 to the present. I have chosen 
1969 as the end of stage II and the beginning of stage III 
because of what Metz says in Faith in History and Society. 
He writes: "The first stage in the development of a political 
theology came to an end, at least as far as my particular 
responsibility for it was concerned, with the publication of 
the article on political theology in Sacramentum Mundi (and 
later in Encyclopedia of Theology: A Concise Sacramentum 
Mundi) and the volume entitled Diskussion zur 'politischen 
Theoloqie' (H. Peukert, ed., Mainz and Munich, 1969). The 
aspects of political theology that emerged during this first 
phase remained dominant throughout the debate that continued 
in the years that followed" (Ketz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 77, n. 2). 
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a new focus. He is now more concerned about the dangers of 

modern consciousness than Greek consciousness. We recall that 

his early political theology (what I designated as stage II 

in his theological development) criticized Greek cosmocentric 

vestiges within modern theology for creating a privatized 

understanding of persons and Christian practice. NOw, he 

criticizes modern bourgeois consciousness for doing 

essentially the same thing. 335 He still wants to eliminate 

hindrances to the emergence of authentic Christian 

consciousness, but now by bringing to light the uniquely 

Christian way of being in the world which comes from living 

a life of solidarity with the poor, within the horizon of 

335stage III is both similar to and different from the 
first two stages. It is similar in that Metz is still 
concerned with defining the proper historical consciousness 
of the Christian subj ect. He is still searching for the right 
anthropocentric form within which the content of Christian 
freedom can be realized in the world. However, unlike stages 
I and II, wherein he thought that the Christian content of 
freedom within history could find a home and realize itself 
within already existing or evolving forms, he now realizes 
that this required form must be brought about by the praxis 
of faith. He is now convinced that the philosophical 
conditions of the possibility of realizing Christian 
personhood are not something that can be pre-given, either in 
the thought-form of Aquinas' anthropocentrism, or the 
anthropocentrism of the Left-wing Hegelian revolution in 
consciousness. Form does not precede content. Theory does 
not have priority over praxis. Rather, the practiced content 
of Christianity, in and of itself, brings about the required 
anthropocentric form. Praxis in solidarity with the poor and 
oppressed of the world brings about an authentically Christian 
historical consciousness. 
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God's eschatological promises. 336 Both modern consciousness 

and Greek consciousness prevent the emergence of authentic 

Christian consciousness because they eliminate the hope-filled 

eschatological framework required for the radical praxis337 of 

solidarity with the poor. 338 Each creates apathy rather than 

336Rebecca Chopp notes that Metz' s critique of the 
unique "structures of consciousness" emerging out of the 
Enlightenment is similar to the Frankfurt School's 
appropriation of Max Weber's critique of rationalization. 
Building on Weber's critique of the rise to dominance of 
technical rationality, the Frankfurt School pointed to the 
danger of this form of Enlightenment thought leading to a new 
form of totalitarianism. Humanity and nature are negated by 
the rationalist, idealist, and progressive view of history 
arising out of modern consciousness. Chopp, The Praxis of 
Suffering, p. 164, n. 25. For a detailed discussion of the 
Frankfurt School's appropriation of Weber, Chopp makes 
reference to Paul Connerton, The Tragedy of Enlightenment: An 
Essay on the Frankfurt School (cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980). 

337David Tracy makes the point that what unites 
political theologians on a theoretical level is their 
commitment to two Marxian axioms: that the task of philosophy 
(theology) is not to interpret the world but to change it, and 
that this change best comes about when critical theory informs 
and is informed by political, social, and economic practice. 
Praxis, therefore, is not practice in the ordinary sense. 
Rather, it is constituted by a critical dialectical 
relationship between theory and praxis wherein each influences 
and transforms the other. See David Tracy, Blessed Rage For 
Order. The New Pluralism In Theology (New York: Seabury, 
1975), pp. 243 & 253, n. 23. 

338In Stage I, Metz was concerned that authentic 
Christian conSC10usness, characterized by transcendental 
freedom in the world as history, was being negated by a Greek 
cosmocentric understanding of the self and the world. In 
Stage II, he attacked Enlightenment idealism and its 
metaphysic of being for contributing to an overly privatized 
understanding of the self and the world. Now in Stage III, 
he rebukes the Enlightenment for giving rise to a bourgeois 
subject who is captured by evolutionary logic. His present 
task, therefore, is to expose negative features of the 
bourgeois subject. He wants to show that the bourgeois form 
of consciousness, as an evolutionary logic, and the notions 
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action in the face of suffering. 

Metz's latest critique thus bears on Christianity's 

blind appropriation of bourgeois consciousness. 339 It 

incriminates modern theology for not recognizing the dangers 

this appropriation poses to its struggle for an authentically 

Christian understanding of the self and praxis. In 

particular, the bourgeois mentality is denounced for the 

evolutionary logic which operates in it, a logic based on the 

primal experience of being captive to the timelessness of 

nature. As the most pervasive modern ideology, evolutionary 

logic (as a logic of timelessness) threatens Christianity's 

historical substance by snuffing out the past and the future 

through a preoccupation with the present. Furthermore, it 

endangers Christiani ty , and the freedom of modern persons 

generally, by manifesting itself in the form of a technical 

of history, reason, and religion operative therein, are 
antithetical to an authentic Christian consciousness based on 
apocalyptic expectation. Greek and bourgeois consciousness 
pose a direct threat to the emergence of an authentically 
Christian apocalyptic consciousness. 

3390avid Tracy correctly points out that Metz is 
following the method of the Frankfurt School of Social 
Research in focusing on the limitations of modern 
"subjectivity" or "historical consciousness." Unlike 
"orthodox" Marxists, who direct their attention to the "infra
structural" (economic) elements determining modern culture, 
the Frankfurt School looks almost exclusively at "supra
structural" elements, as does Metz. Tracy, Blessed Rage for 
Order, p. 254, n. 28. Tracy points to Martin Jay's book, The 
Dialectical Imagination. A History of the Frankfurt School 
and the Institute of Social Research 1923-1950 (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co., 1973), pp. 173-219, for a fuller 
discussion of this issue. 



159 

rationality which stands unimpeded in its goal of domination 

of persons and their environment. Evolutionary logic, 

therefore, as an anthropology of domination, threatens 

Christianity from within by eliminating the conditions of the 

possibility of living in solidarity with the world's poor.~o 

This chapter outlines Metz's critique of 

Christianity's captivity to this non-Christian bourgeois 

consciousness. To articulate the main features of this 

cri tique, it is divided into three sections. The first 

examines Metz' s disapproval of Catholic theology for its 

uncritical appropriation of the Enlightenment and bourgeois 

subj ectivity. 341 Even though at times Catholic theology 

correctly questioned features of the Enlightenment, Metz 

suggests it was still too much influenced by the timeless and 

340"At the beginning of what we call 'the Modern Age,' 
the limits of which we are now reaching with ever-increasing 
clarity, there unfolds - embryonically and overlaid with many 
religious and cultural symbols this anthropology of 
domination. In it man understands himself as a dominating, 
subjugating individual over against nature: his knowledge 
becomes, above all, knowledge via domination, and his praxis 
is one of exerting power over nature •••• Man is by subjugating" 
(Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 35). 

~1The following works offer three different appraisals 
of the Enlightenment: 1. Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An 
Interpretation (New York: Vintage, 1968) (a positive 
commendation of the Enlightenment's view of humanity), 2. H.G. 
Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Crossroad, 1982) (a 
criticism of the Enlightenment's failure to value historical 
contextualization), and 3. Max Horkheimer and Theodor w. 
Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming (New 
York: Seabury, 1972) (almost a wholesale rejection of the 
Enlightenment for the threat it poses to modern freedom). 
Tracy, Blessed Rage For order, pp. 12-13 and 16, n. 15. 
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a-historical subjectivity of modernity and the implicit 

certitudes about history, reason, and religion therein. The 

second section outlines Metz's critique of the philosophical 

horizon out of which this bourgeois subjectivity arises. It 

focuses on that particular "feeling for life" which is present 

beneath the surface of bourgeois subjectivity and the world-

view that this basic experience fosters. And finally, the 

third section discusses Metz' s cri tique of three central 

notions operative within bourgeois subjectivity: historicism, 

technical rationality, and natural religion. It examines how 

each is influenced by the bourgeois "feeling for life" and, 

above all, how each is essentially non-Christian. This 

section is the longest because it includes Metz's critique of 

the bourgeois notion of history, from which Metz especially 

wants to free Christianity. I turn then to Metz's critique 

of Catholic theology's response to the Enlightenment. 

A. METZ'S CRITIQUE OF 
MODERN CATHOLIC APOLOGETICS 

1. Introduction 

According to Metz, modern Catholic theology is 

characterized by an ongoing apologetic attempt to respond to 

the challenges of the Enlightenment. As already noted in 

Chapter III, Metz thinks there were three Enlightenment 

challenges in particular which posed a threat to Christian 

identity. First, there was the threat arising from the 
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breakdown of the long standing equation of faith and religious 

consciousness. For the first time, Christianity had to defend 

its particular form of consciousness against a "universal 

critical concept of religion. ,,342 Second, Christian identity 

was threatened by the breakdown of the unity of religion and 

society. For the first time, Christianity was viewed as a 

particular phenomenon along side other historical and social 

phenomena. 343 And third, out of these two challenges grew a 

third: the accusation that Christianity promulgated a false 

and immature form of consciousness which ideologically 

legitimized traditional social structures and processes. 344 

Metz argues that the response to these challenges, on 

the part of Catholic theology, was inadequate for two reasons: 

1. they failed to acknowledge the inherent dialectic of the 

Enlightenment, and 2. they did not recognize that German 

idealistic philosophical presuppositions shaped their 

apologetic efforts. Metz especially focuses on Catholic 

apologetics surrounding Vatican I and II. 345 Here is his first 

attempt to define the problem of modern theology as the 

342Metz , Faith in Histo;ry and Society, p. 15. 

343Metz , Faith in Histo;ry and Society, p. 15. 

3~etz, Faith in Histo;ry and Society, p. 15. 

345Metz , Faith in Histo;ry and Society, p. 16. 
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uncri tical appropriation of bourgeois subj ecti vi ty346 and 

praxis. 

2. Theologies Surrounding vatican I 

Metz points to three theological movements surrounding 

vatican I which developed distinct apologetic responses to the 

epoch-making event of the Enlightenment: the Catholic Tiibingen 

School, Neo-Scholasticism, and Traditionalism. Even though 

these schools consciously and assertively engaged the 

Enlightenment (either in terms of rejection or partial 

appropriation) , they were nevertheless blind to the 

fundamental threat it posed, that is, they failed to recognize 

the danger involved in the blind assimilation of bourgeois 

subjectivity. Let us look at each in turn. 

Metz praises the nineteenth Century Tiibingen school 

theologians for their aggressive engagement of the 

Enlightenment. 347 He commends them for their brilliant 

346According to Metz, subj ecti vi ty, whether bourgeois 
or Christian, has two layers, one unthematic and the other 
thematic. The unthematic layer consists of a particular "feel 
for life" operative within a particular historical era. The 
thematic layer expresses itself in a particular way of 
thinking, inclusive of assumptions about reason, history, 
freedom, etc.. These layers correspond to Metz I s earlier 
distinction between thought-form and thought-content, 
discussed in Chapter II of this thesis. 

347Metz points to the "brilliant theoretical 
apologetics" of J.B. Drey, J.B. Hirscher, J.A. Mohler, and 
J .E. Kuhn, who wrote at the end of the eighteenth and 
beginning of the nineteenth century. Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 17. 
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theoretical apologetics which took into consideration the 

insights and agendas of both systematic and historical 

theology, as well as Enlightenment philosophy and the science 

of the day. Their shortcoming, however, resided in what they 

took for granted. They incorrectly assumed that theory alone 

was an adequate instrument for Christian apologetics. Their 

philosophical idealism, in other words, blinded them to the 

central problem of the Enlightenment, a problem approached by 

Kant and later elaborated by Marx: the problem of the primacy 

of practical reason. 

Unlike the TUbingen School, Neo-Scholasticism closed 

itself off to the Enlightenment. Beginning in the middle of 

the nineteenth century and extending to the 1930's, it 

generally evolved as a reaction to the Left-wing Hegelian 

attack on religion. It responded by isolating itself from the 

historical and philosophical concerns of the day and sought 

refuge in the past. Though its reaction to the Enlightenment 

differed from the TUbingen School's, by attempting to 

transform apologetics into polemics, it displayed an important 

similarity. It too took the form of what Metz calls "pure 

apologetics. ,,348 Even though it remained cogni ti vely and 

politically isolated, it engaged in theoretical apologetics 

by constructing elaborate social teachings wrought from the 

34~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 17. 
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bastion of "a nineteenth-century Corpus Catholicum. ,,349 In 

this, it sidestepped the social and political issues of the 

day. committing the same mistake as the Tubingen School, it 

failed to employ the practical SUbstance of the Christian 

fai th as the core of its apologetic effort. It used 

theoretical arguments in the form of "pure social ethics, ,,350 

rather than Christian praxis, as the primary vehicle for its 

apologetic response. 

Finally, Metz criticizes the French Traditionalists, 

a nineteenth Century apologetic movement, lay directed and 

oriented to society and politics. It emerged as a reaction 

to the political form of Enlightenment current during and 

after the French Revolution. Traditionalists criticized the 

Enlightenment for two reasons: 1. for its inordinate praise 

of knowledge, supposedly gained through natural reason, and 

2. for its uncritical belief that the public use of this 

reason would automatically lead to more democratic and just 

social structures. Its motivation for criticizing the 

Enlightenment's faith in the public use of natural reason was 

its hope of restoring former religio-political authority. It 

wanted, in other words, to bring back and defend the 

monarchical idea of political order over against the newly 

evolving democratic one. 

349Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 18. 

35<Netz, Faith in History and Society, p. 19. 



165 

Metz thus recognizes that this movement was regressive 

in its restorative, authoritarian intent. Nevertheless, he 

thinks it had some positive features. Its attack against the 

way Christianity based its identity on the notion of pure 

reason alone arose from an important insight. What 

traditionalists saw, and neo-scholastic social teachings 

missed, were the devastating implications of establishing a 

"cult of abstract reason" and of "handing down a 

rational i ty .•• independent of subj ects. ,,351 

Hence, the French Traditionalists correctly recognized 

three problems inherent in the Enlightenment's focus on pure 

reason. First, they saw the danger of blindly accepting the 

assertion that abstract reason is the core of individual 

identity. To accept this, would automatically confine 

Christian identity to the sphere of private rationality. 

Second, they recognized that political power becomes 

perverted, inevitably, when politics becomes subject to the 

similarly abstract notions of freedom and reason. 352 And 

third, they saw that bourgeois reason, and its dissociation 

from history and the subject, and its "rejection or 

destruction of tradition and memory, would not necessarily 

lead to increased freedom and autonomy. On the contrary, it 

usually results in a new form of stultification in which man 

351Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 30. 

352Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 30. 
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is easily manipulated or corrupted. ,,353 

In short, traditionalists questioned the enthronement 

of abstract reason as the defining principle of persons, an 

abstract formulation of the nature of freedom, and the 

destruction of memory and tradi tion as key components of 

cri tical reason. That is, they were against the bourgeois 

understandings of religion, religious personhood, and freedom. 

For this, Metz believes, they ought to be commended, for 

"acting with the right conservative instinct in combatting the 

Enlightenment and the emergent middle-class as enemies of 

Christian faith. ,,354 

The reason why they failed, Metz notes, is that their 

opposition was neither consistent nor conscious enough. 355 In 

the following, I hope to show how Metz's political theology 

of the subj ect356 offers similar criticisms of the 

Enlightenment' s influence on religion, only with a consistency 

and self-awareness that the Traditionalists lacked. 

35~etz, faith in Histon and Soc;i,etx, p. 30. 

35~etz, Faith in Histon and Societx, p. 28. 

355Metz , Faith in Histon and Societx, p. 28. 

356See "Political Theology of the subject as a 
theological criticism of middle-class. religion," in Faith in 
Histo~ and Societ~, pp. 32-48. 
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3. Theologies Surrounding vatican II 

In evaluating the apologetic efforts of Catholic 

theology immediately before and after vatican II, Metz worries 

about their uncritical appropriation of the Enlightenment, and 

the fact that German idealism negatively constituted the 

philosophical parameters of their apologetic endeavors. His 

critique focuses, in particular, on the "new theology" 

developed in France and Germany before vatican II. 357 He also 

admonishes several types of theology of secularization which 

arose out of the liberal theological program of this new 

theology. 

theology. 

I will deal first with his critique of the new 

Metz praises the new theology for its critical and 

productive assimilation of the positive elements of modern 

consciousness, and for its recognition that dogmatic theology 

must itself have an apologetic face. 358 He especially commends 

Karl Rahner for asserting that the classical contents of faith 

(formal dogmatic theology) must be mobilized for a critical 

justification of faith (in the form of a fundamental, 

apologetic theology) in response to the questions raised by 

357Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 22. On the 
French side, Metz refers to the "immanentist apologists" who 
incorporated the philosophy of Maurice Blondel into their 
theological efforts. On the German side, he mentions G. 
Sohngen, B. Welte, H. Fries, and K. Rahner. Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 23. 

35~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 24. 
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moderni ty • 359 

Yet, as with the nineteenth century TUbingen School, 

Metz thinks this new theology is blind to the philosophical 

idealism LJ which it interprets the content of the Christian 

faith. Rather than taking up the anti-idealist agenda, 

proposed by the Kant of the philosophy of history and 

practical reason, it is debilitated by its preoccupation with 

the legacy of the transcendental Kant. New theology is 

faulted, therefore, because German Idealism constitutes the 

boundaries within which its apologetic engagement of the 

Enlightenment took place. By not taking up the agenda of the 

Kant of practical reason , it failed to develop a theology 

based on the priority of praxis. 

In addition to new theology, Metz appraises various 

forms of theology of secularization which evolved out of the 

new theology, and which, in like manner, tried to do 

theological justice to Enlightenment assertions about the 

autonomy of reason and the world. 360 He considers two types: 1. 

a theology of secularization in which the process of 

secularization is interpreted as a coming to fruition of the 

freeing event of the Incarnation (here Christianity is the 

originator of modernity), and 2. a theology of secularization 

in which basic modern principles such as emancipation, freedom 

359Metz , Faith in Historv and Society, p. 24. 

360Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 25. 
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and coming of age, are thought to be fundamentally Christian, 

wi th the consequence that secularization is thought to be 

Christianization (here Christianity is the victim of 

modernity) . 

The incarnational type of theology of secularization 

is incriminated for inadvertently disengaging Christianity 

from the world. Included here are the theologies of F. 

Gogarten, D. Bonhoeffer, H. Cox, as well as Metz's own early 

theology.~1 In letting the world go its own secularized way, 

this theology obscures the critical and liberating power of 

Christianity in relation to history and society. This letting 

go of the world results, inevitably, in Christianity 

restricting itself to the private sphere of life. 

Furthermore, when defined as a private affair, Christian faith 

succumbs to the danger of becoming either an ideological 

appendage to particular historical or social processes, or of 

becoming so isolated from the world that it finds itself, 

perhaps contentedlY so, immune to criticism. Hence, it could 

become either the instrument of ideological legitimization, 

which Marx thought it to be in the first place, or a bad form 

of apologetics, where it is immunized from criticism by 

receding from the world.~ 

361Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 31, n. 10. 

~2Metz, Faith in History and Society, pp. 25-26. 
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In addition, Metz criticizes a second form of theology 

of secularization, which asserts that those principles which 

are central to the Enlightenment are in fact Christian 

principles.3~ Here, secularization becomes no more than the 

socio-historical working out of the Christian notions of 

freedom and emancipation. This theology, Metz suggests, has 

allowed itself to be swallowed whole by the Enlightenment by 

unwittingly allowing its own "theological reason [to 

be] ••• absorbed into the abstract emancipative reason of the 

modern era.,,364 It has allowed Christianity to be replaced by 

the Enlightenment. 

4. Summary 

Al though there are differences in the way Catholic 

theologies surrounding vatican I and II responded to the 

Enlightenment, common criticisms can be made. First, there 

was a tendency on the part of Catholic apologetic to absorb 

too quickly and uncritically the Enlightenment principles of 

natural reason and emancipation. They failed to recognize the 

abstract nature of these notions and how, when divorced from 

real persons within particular socio-historical circumstances, 

they can lead to irrationality and a loss of freedom. 

~etz 
Christianity. 
31, n. 12. 

has in mind T. Rendtorff's theory of 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, pp. 26 and 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 26. 
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Catholic apologetic, therefore, was blind to the "inner 

dialectical tension in emancipation, Enlightenment and 

secularization. ,,365 It failed to see that with the 

canonization of abstract emancipative reason there could 

evolve an instrumental reason of domination. Reason separated 

from subjects, traditions, and memories could lead to bondage 

rather than freedom. Second, it was unaware that Idealism 

formed the philosophical horizon within which Christian 

personhood and practice were being interpreted, therefore 

remaining essentially untouched by the nineteenth Century 

Left-wing Hegelian intellectual revolution and its critique 

of idealistic metaphysics and Christianity.3U It was simply 

too quick to think it had dealt with the Enlightenment when 

in fact it had missed altogether the most pressing challenge 

put to it: the Marxist challenge to develop a post-idealistic 

Christian apologetic based not on theory but on the practice 

of the imitation of the suffering of Christ. 367 

365Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 26. 

3~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 24. 

367This dissertation argues that throughout his career 
Metz tries to break down barriers which prevent Christian 
engagement of the world. In Christliche Anthropozentrik, he 
tried to liberate Christianity from a cosmocentric thought
form which prevented the full expression of its Incarnational 
freedom in the world. In the second stage, he tried to wrench 
Christiani ty free from the disempowering cosmocentric vestiges 
operating within recent Catholic theology. He wanted to 
release the critical and trans formative power of Christian 
love into the world by restoring the motivating horizon of 
Christian eschatology. More recently, he tries to liberate 
Christian praxis from the disempowering effect of modern 
consciousness which generates apathy and undermines the 
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In the preceding section, I outlined Metz' s chief 

objections to the modern Catholic apologetic: those theologies 

formulated, either positively or negatively, in relationship 

to the Enlightenment. We saw how Metz commended the liberal 

theologians for joining with the Enlightenment in its plea for 

democracy, freedom of conscience, and freedom within public 

life.3~ More importantly, we looked at his critique of them 

for their undialectical appropriation of the Enlightenment369 

in their failure to recognize the dialectical nature of reason 

and emancipation. And we saw how he commended the French 

Traditionalists for having at least a sensitivity to these 

problems, though their preoccupation wi th restorative 

capacity to be a disciple in solidarity with the poor. At 
this stage, the motivating horizon for Christian praxis is 
still God's eschatological promises, though now understood 
within the context of apocalyptic expectation. For a 
discussion of eschatology with an apocalyptic sting, see Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, pp. 73-77, 129, 175, and 
IIUnterwegs zu einer nachidealistischen Theologie, II in Entwiirfe 
der Theologie, ed. Johannes B. Bauer (Graz, Wien, Koln: Verlag 
styria, 1985), p. 229. Hereafter cited as "Unterwegs. II 
Translations are my own. 

3~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 27. 

369"The liberal theologians pleaded, with the 
restrained pathos of the Enlightenment, for democracy, public 
life, honesty, freedom of conscience, autonomy and freedom to 
express one's opinion in the Church. Their plea was to a 
great extent justified, but it should not be forgotten that, 
when they took up the weapons of the Enlightenment, these 
liberal theologians also took over the difficulties" (Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 27). 
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political objectives, and a lack of focused criticism, 

prevented them from developing a full blown critique. 

What is important to recognize is that Metz sees his 

practical fundamental theology as a corrective to these 

earlier apologetic encounters with the Enlightenment. He 

wants to move beyond their more or less naive appropriation 

of the Enlightenment in order to re-examine "the Enlightenment 

itself and to throw a new and radical light on the 

Enlightenment in the form of a political and theological 

enlightenment of the processes of the modern era. ,,370 Put more 

dramatically, he wants to initiate a theological and political 

"enlightenment of the Enlightenment. ,,371 In doing so, he hopes 

to avoid the danger of a self-sufficient theoretical approach 

to the study of Enlightenment ideas, an approach which too 

often is purely a "theoretical intellectual process 

dissociated from the human subject.,,3n 

Above all, Metz wants to show how Enlightenment ideas 

have played a central role in the emergence of an uniquely 

bourgeois understanding of the human self and of praxis. His 

attempt to do this involves three steps. First, he describes 

the "new man, the citizen,,373 which has emerged within the 

370Metz , Faith in Histor~ and Societ~, p. 27. 

371Metz , Faith in Histo;ry: and Societ~, pp. 33-34. 

3nMetz , Faith in Histo;ry: and Societ~, p. 33. 

373Metz , Faith in Histor~ and Societ~, p. 28. 
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Enlightenment, and shows how this new subject has been made 

absolute within the modern era. 374 Second, he demonstrates how 

the Enlightenment subj ect has become the modern Christian 

subject, how Enlightenment subjectivity has inadvertantly 

become Christian subjectivity.3~ And third, and "most 

important of all, ,,376 he tries to move beyond the uncritical 

374with a touch of cyn~c~sm, Metz asks: "Was it not 
precisely the bourgeois who became the bearer of that modern 
age which figures in all these characterizations? Was it not 
the bourgeois who stood at the dawning of this so-called 
modernity? - the bourgeois whose historical enthronement was 
accomplished by means of the Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution, a process not without that quasi-messianic glory 
which such enthronements tend to take upon themselves" (Metz, 
The Emergent Church, p. 69). 

3~Metz undertakes a theological enlightenment of the 
Enlightenment and its subject, the middle-class citizen, 
because he wants to move Christianity beyond its blind 
appropriation of bourgeois subjectivity and praxis. He wants 
to show that when modern Christianity uncritically equates 
bourgeois subjectivity with Christian subjectivity, its 
capacity for suffering love is debilitated. He thinks the 
crisis of Christianity is therefore the crisis posed by the 
emergence and dominance, within modernity and modern 
Christianity, of the bourgeois subject. He writes: It "is not 
primarily a crisis of the content of faith and its promises, 
but a crisis of subjects and institutions which do not measure 
up to the demands made by faith" (Metz, Faith in History and 
society, p. 76). Metz describes the emergence of the 
bourgeois subject in this way: "This new man emerged in the 
Enlightenment. He is the subject within the subject. He is 
concealed behind the rational, autonomous man who has come of 
age in the modern era. He is finally also the creator of that 
form of religion which is used, as it were, to decorate and 
set the scene, freely and in private, for middle class 
festivals and which has for a long time been current even in 
normal Christianity. Theology, which believes that it is 
bound to defend the contemporary human subject uncritically 
as a religious subject, is, in this perspective, simply a late 
reflection of this middle-class religion ('burgerliche 
Religion')" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 33). 

37~etz , Faith in History and Society, p. 28. 
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equating of the praxis of the Enlightenment subject with 

modern Christian praxis. He attempts to demonstrate that 

authentic Christian praxis, as an imitation of Christ in the 

form of solidarity with the poor, is more than the modern 

praxis which is confined to the realm of "individual moral 

righteousness. ,,377 

In short, his theological enlightenment of the 

Enlightenment opposes and tries to replace the bourgeois 

subject with a more authentically Christian subject, a subject 

defined not by the abstract notions of pure reason, freedom, 

and private moral praxis, but by a reason informed by history 

and tradition, a freedom with socio-political applicability, 

and a praxis which aims at individual and social 

reconciliation and transformation. 

In the following, I therefore elaborate on Metz' s 

enlightenment of the Enlightenment, with a focus on his 

critique of modern SUbjectivity and praxis. First, I examine 

what he thinks is the uniquely philosophical dimension of 

Christian captivity to the Enlightenment, that is, its 

captivity to a modern evolutionary logic. This logic serves 

as the metaphysical substratum of bourgeois subj ecti vi ty. 

Second, I look at the three most important notions implicit 

within this bourgeois subjectivity or modern metaphysic: the 

notions of historicism, pragmatic reason, and natural 

377Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 28. 
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religion. Furthermore, I show how each of these is shaped by 

the metaphysic of evolutionary logic and, as such, threaten 

authentic biblical Christianity. I turn first to Metz' s 

analysis of bourgeois subjectivity and the metaphysic which 

lies beneath it. 

2. Metz's Understanding of the Philosophical 
SubstratUm of Bourgeois Subjectivity: 

Evolutionary Consciousness and 
Evolutionary Logic 

Metz begins his theological enlightenment of the 

Enlightenment by exposing and criticizing the philosophical 

underpinnings of bourgeois subjectivity. His method, in doing 

so, is similar to that employed in 1962 in Christliche 

Anthropozentrik, though it is not made explicit. In Chapter 

II, I discussed how he applied the distinction between 

thought-form and thought-content to the theology of Thomas 

Aquinas, to show how Thomas' a-priori horizon of understanding 

was anthropocentric and not cosmocentric. Now, to expose the 

hidden philosophical dimensions of modern subjectivity, and 

to show its fundamental incompatibility with Christian 

subjectivity, he employs the same distinction. He points to 

two dimensions operative within bourgeois subjectivity. The 

first he refers to as a "meta-theory" (paralleling his early 

discussion of thought-form) which reflects a particular 

feeling for life which is dominant within a particular 

historical epoch. He argues that in order to understand 



177 

bourgeois subjectivity and its world-view, it is necessary to 

understand first this a-priori horizon of understanding which 

underlies it. And second, there is the bourgeois world-view 

itself (paralleling his earlier discussion of thought-

content), in which are contained particular bourgeois pre-

suppositions and notions about reality. This world-view, and 

the notions of history, reason, and religion contained within 

it, are shaped by the deeper a-priori "feeling for life,,378 

operative within a given historical epoch. In short, where 

in Christliche Anthropozentrik Metz used the language of 

thought-form and thought-content, he now uses the language of 

"meta-theory" and "existing world theories". 379 I will look 

at each in turn. 

According to Metz, there are two layers operative 

within human subjectivity, whether Greek, bourgeois, or 

Christian: one unthematic and the other thematic. 38o within 

bourgeois subjectivity, the unthematic component is referred 

to as evolutionary consciousness, while the thematic is 

37~etz , Faith in History and Society, p. 6. This 
"feeling for life" is not unique to the Enlightenment subject. 
It was already present as a central feature of humankind's 
pre-scientific consciousness. Hence, it is a common 
experience shared by persons throughout time. 

379Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 7. 

380The unthematic dimension of subjectivity consists of 
a particular "feeling for life," while the thematic component 
of subjectivity expresses itself in a particular way of 
thinking, inclusive of assumptions about religion, reason, 
history, freedom and so on. 
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referred to as evolutionary logic. 381 Evolutionary 

consciousness is the single most important meta-theory 

operative wi thin bourgeois subj ecti vi ty . 382 It is a particular 

form of consciousness shaped by a particular experience of the 

world,383 an experience which Metz describes in the following 

manner. 

[It is the experience of being] at the mercy of a darkly 
speckled universe and enclosed in an endless continuum of 
time that is no longer capable of ... [surprise] . 
[Man] ... feels that he is caught up in the waves of an 
anonymous process of evolution sweeping pitilessly over 
everyone. 38 

381Metz is especially disapproving of the "ideological 
application" of this myth of evolutionary logic; with the 
effects this mythical "generalization of the symbol of 
undirected evolution" has on religion and society. Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 172. 

382Metz thinks the bourgeois subj ect, captured by 
evolutionary consciousness, lives in both the East and the 
west. Hence, historical materialism is also trapped by this 
debilitating form of consciousness. For example, it bases its 
"intention to set the world free on a teleology of freedom 
that is perhaps wrongly expected of matter or nature itself" 
(Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 7). Evolutionary 
logic, therefore, even in its historical materialist 
manifestation, constitutes the historical consciousness of the 
middle-class subj ect, whether that subj ect exists in the 
capitalistic societies of the West or the socialist societies 
of the East. Metz, Faith in History and Society, pp. 5 and 
74-75. When Metz reprehends evolutionary logic, therefore, 
he is reprehending it as that which lies at the basis of both 
dialectical materialism in the East and various evolutionary 
theories in the West. I am grateful to Chopp for this 
clarification. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 72. 

383Metz points out that the roots of evolutionary 
consciousness are found both "in the Enlightenment on the one 
hand and our western middle-class society on the other," which 
arose out of it. Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 5. 

384Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 6. 
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Furthermore, in the modern era, this experience has 

resulted in the coming to dominance of an "evolutionary 

logic," which pervades the modern psyche to such an extent 

that it has become the uniquely modern way of thinking and 

acting. 385 Evolutionary logic is the "fundamental symbol of 

knowledge and logic,,386 operative beneath the surface of modern 

life, the new bourgeois philosophy, the "new form of 

metaphysics,,387 within which the experiences and ideas of 

385Evolutionary logic is the present-day metaphysical 
substratum upon which modern theories of evolution have been 
built, both within the empirical sciences and politics. Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 172. 

386"It is active as a fundamental symbol of knowledge 
and logic and has a theoretical status which is not clear as 
far as its totalizing tendency is concerned" (Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 6). 

387Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 171. We 
recall that in Christliche Anthropozentrik, Metz said that the 
thought-form is "the encompassing horizon in which everything 
for the first time receives its mental image, ••• the unifying, 
uniform arche out of which all material multiplicity 
originates" (Metz, Christliche Anthropozentrik, p. 31). As 
such, any particular form of metaphysics is based on a 
particular thought-form, or "feel for life." Metz's ongoing 
project, therefore, is an attempt to give expression to 
Christianity's unique "feeling for life" (thought-form) and, 
in turn, to a more adequate expression of its content. In his 
early career, he thought that transcendental metaphysics, in 
a corrected form, most adequately expressed Christianity's 
unique "feel for the world." In his recent work, he has shied 
away from adopting any particular theoretical horizon which 
might thematize the unique Christian feel for the world. He 
has become convinced that the fundamental experience of being 
liberated by God generates not, first and foremost, a way of 
thinking, but a way of acting. Christian discipleship, 
therefore, in the form of imitating Christ's suffering 
solidarity with the poor, has replaced his earlier concern for 
finding the proper philosophical expression for Christianity. 
His interest has shifted from how Christians think, to how 
they act. 
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bourgeois life take colour and shape.3~ Put differently, it is 

the all-pervasive "theory of nature" dominating bourgeois 

consciousness. 389 Let me explain. 

Important to Metz is the fact that this evolutionary 

logic functions as the modern symbol for time. To the modern 

mind, time is evolutionary time, rolling on forever, over 

everyone and everything. Persons unconsciously assume that 

everything is locked within a timeless evolutionary process 

without aim or purpose. 390 Metz writes: 

The apocalyptic symbolism of discontinuity and the end of 
time has given way to the pseudo-religious symbol of 
evolution which, in its impenetrable way, has penetrated 
to the depths of everyone's consciousness, to such an 
extent that its irrational control and its quasi-religious 

3~Everything , Metz says, is "timelessly and 
continually reconstructed on the basis of this philosophy. 
This includes the religious consciousness and the dialectical 
criticism of religion" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 171). Hence, bourgeois, Christian, and Marxist 
understandings of history are based on an evolutionary logic. 
I will draw this out further when I discuss Metz's critique 
of modern Christian soteriologies as well as classical 
Marxist, neo-Marxist, and Positivist theories of history. 

3891 will show how Metz is concerned that evolutionary 
logic, as a comprehensive theory of nature, inevitably results 
in a depreciation of history. He wants to show that an 
authentic Christian apocalyptic consciousness, over against 
a bourgeois consciousness, is based not on a theory of nature 
but on an apocalyptic theology of history. See "Nature and 
History," Faith in History and society, pp. 106-109. 

3~etz quotes Nietzsche: "'Evolution does not aim at 
happiness; it is only concerned with evolution'" (Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, p. 171). As I will show, he 
reprimands the dominance of evolution as a symbol for time 
because it negates Christianity's own symbol for time: time 
as apocalyptic. 
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totality have become almost imperceptible. 391 

The individual and social consequences of the 

dominance of this evolutionary logic, as the modern symbol 

for time, are profound. Even though modern persons are 

unaware of it, their conscious lives are ruled by the effects 

of this unending or "timeless-time. ,,392 Above all, their 

immersion within it creates a deep and pervasive sense of 

fatalism and apathy, 393 which Metz believes is the driving 

force behind the frenzied activity of bourgeois life. The 

modern experience of "having no time" is therefore really an 

expression of the deeper conviction that there is no end to 

time. 394 Moreover, the modern conviction that anything can be 

made and done, with the proper application of technical 

rationality, is really "an expression of defeatism, a special 

form of resignation that is produced by our experience of 

391Metz , Faith in History and society, p. 172. 

392Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 170. 

393Apathy manifests itself culturally in increased 
occasions of unreflected hatred while the sense of fatalism 
expresses itself in greater occurrences of fanaticism. Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 170, and "Unterwegs," p. 228. 

3~etz believes this fear is more basic than that 
associated with the inevitability of personal extinction or 
even of global nuclear destruction. It is the .. fear that 
nothing any longer is coming to an end, that, generally 
speaking, there is no end, that, on the contrary, everything 
is dragged into the surging of a faceless evolution which 
ultimately rolls over each of us from behind like the grains 
of sand on the seashore, and which makes everything all the 
same, just as death does" (Metz, "Unterwegs," p. 228). 
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timeless-time. ,,395 

Hence, evolutionary logic (a metaphysic of timeless

time) fosters a "cult of fate" whose adherents are convinced 

that everything is replaceable, including themselves. This, 

in turn, in the attempt to compensate for the hopelessness 

brought on by this sense of timelessness, fosters a "cult of 

the makeable," in which persons conceive of themselves as 

being omnipotently in control of everything, even their own 

destiny. 396 Evolutionary logic is therefore the unconscious, 

fear-generating, philosophical principle beneath the 

relentless do-ability and make-ability of modern technological 

society. 

Before looking at Metz's critique of this logic, it 

is important to recognize how this analysis is similar to his 

earlier analysis of Greek cosmocentrism. The most important 

similarity is that Greek cosmocentrism and bourgeois 

evolutionary consciousness stem from a similar primal 

experience of the world: an experience of being locked within 

a larger whole and of therefore being essentially unfree. 

Whereas Greek cosmocentrism was based on the experience of 

being hopelessly locked within an eternal cosmos of eternal 

returns, bourgeois evolutionary consciousness is based, 

395Metz , Faith in History and Society, pp. 169-170. 

39~etz says that the "cult of the makeable" is a 
"mirror image" of the "cult of fate." They are "two sides of 
the same coin" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 170). 
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similarily, on the experience of being locked hopelessly 

within nature's endless continuum of time, devoid of surprise 

or interruption. Though Metz nowhere explicitly discusses the 

similarity between these two experiences of being un-free, I 

think this similarity nevertheless points to an important 

thread of continuity between his early and later writings. 

In both instances, the enemy of Christianity is an unconscious 

perception of human life locked within a larger totality with 

the consequence being that persons are made apathetic towards 

social and historical life. 

The claim of this dissertation, therefore, is that 

Metz's theology is unified by its attempt to criticize and 

disentangle Christianity from non-Christian philosophies which 

make it apathetic in the face of human sUffering. At each 

stage, he argues that Christian revelation is attempting to 

transform the experience of human entrapment into the 

experience of being fundamentally liberated, personally and 

socially. He points to how revelation is seeking to express 

this basic Christian experience of liberation in the form of 

a unique type of Christian consciousness, a new Christian 

thought-form. In his early theology, for example, he pointed 

to an anthropocentric form of consciousness which emerged 

within the theology of Thomas Aquinas, and which gave fuller 

expression to the freedom given to persons in the Incarnation. 

In his recent theology, he points to a post-bourgeois 

Christian form of consciousness, characterized by apocalyptic 
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expectation, which can motiVB~Christians to act on behalf of 

the less fortunate of the world. I will proceed by looking 

at Metz's critique of evolutionary logic. 

3. Metz's critique of the Philosophical Substratum 
of Bourgeois Subjectivity: Evolutionary Logic 

Thus far, I have pointed out that Metz's main problem 

with bourgeois subjectivity is that its understanding of time 

is fundamentally incompatible with christianity because it 

thinks of time in terms of nature's ongoing evolutionary 

process. Time, in the modern sense, is thus essentially 

timeless. 397 In contrast, Metz pointsto Christianity's quite 

different understanding of time, that is, an apocalyptic 

understanding of time which is anything but timeless. 

Biblical Christianity, for example, assumes that there is an 

apocalyptic, not an evolutionary, logic to time. The New 

Testament, in particular, indicates that Christianity is a 

religion of apocalyptic expectation rather than a religion of 

timelessness. Its notion of time is based on an action-

motivating, hope-inspiring, imminent expectation of the 

Messiah's return. 398 Christian time is thus apocalyptic time. 

397Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 174. 

398"Imminent expectation ••• provides hope, which has 
been pacified and led astray by the evolutionary idea" (Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 176-177). The "bad infinity" 
of evolutionary logic allows for everything except for "that 
moment which becomes the 'gate through which the Messiah 
enters history' (W. Benjamin on the Jewish idea of the 
Messiah) and because of this surprising moment would time be 
found for time?" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 175). 
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This point is made clearer by looking at how the bible 

understands the world, God, and the future in light of 

apocalyptic time, over against evolutionary time. 

Biblical Christianity, Metz argues, understands the 

world within the horizon of apocalyptic time, and does not 

interpret it within the framework of nature (along the lines 

of "Deus sive naturaIl399), as the modern mind does. 400 It does 

not view nature as the eternity within which everything, even 

God, is contained.~1 Rather, with its notion of apocalyptic 

time, Christianity understands the world as the arena of human 

freedom in history, a freedom exercized in immi tating the 

suffering of Jesus on behalf of the poor and the oppressed. 

The world, therefore, is the world of history and the 

suffering accumulated therein. Metz writes: 

For the apocalyptic writer, the continuity of time is not 
the empty continuum of evolution, but the vital lead of 
suffering. And respect for the digni ty of suffering 

This quote is found in Wal ter Benj amin, "Theses on the 
Philosophy of History," in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, 
trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968), 
p. 266. 

399Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 174. 

400This is similar, we recall, to Metz I s earlier 
cri ticism of the Greek cosmocentric understanding of the 
world. Modern persons, like the Greeks before, understand 
the world as enclosed within a larger whole referred to as 
nature. 

401Metz writes: "In evolutionary logic, God - the God 
of the living and the dead, the God who does not let the past, 
the dead, rest in peace - is simply unthinkable. It is, far 
more than any form of emphatic atheism, which remains rooted 
in negation, a real absence of God" (Ketz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 173). 
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accumulated within time leads the apocalyptic author to 
understand the time of nature from the perspective of the 
time of suffering and t therefore, evolution from the 
perspective of history. 02 

Metz argues that God, as well, ought to be under~ood 

within the horizon of apocalyptic time. God should not be 

subordinated to the infinite continuum of evolutionary time 

but correctly understood as the "end of time, its delimitation 

and discontinuity - and therefore its possibility. ,,403 For the 

apocalyptic writer, "God is the mystery of time, not yet 

unveiled and impending. God is not seen as the beyond of 

time, but as its end pressing in on the present, as its 

limitation as well as its saving interruption. ,,404 Hence, time 

belongs to God and not God to time. God does not belong to 

the graceless, directionless, and endless evolutionary 

continuum of the time of nature, 405 but, as the owner of time, 

he is the guarantor of meaning and hope within the midst of 

authentically Christian apocalyptic time, a time characterized 

by suffering, guilt, crises, sadness, mourning, danger, and 

402Metz , "Unterwegs," p. 229 • 

40~etz , Faith in History and Society, p. 174. 

40~etz , "Unterwegs," p. 229. 

405"The questions that concern the apocalyptic vision 
most deeply - to whom does the world belong? to whom do its 
suffering and its time belong? - have, it would seem, been 
more effectively suppressed in theology than anywhere else" 
(Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 178). 
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death. 406 God guarantees hope and meaning because he is not 

encased in time, but time is in him. In this way, he is "the 

God of the living and the dead and a God of universal justice 

and the resurrection of the dead. ,,407 

And finally, Metz argues that the future as well must 

be understood in terms of apocalyptic rather than evolutionary 

time. 408 He opposes the bourgeois understanding of the future 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 174. "In the 
apocalyptic vision, time appears, above all, as the time of 
suffering" (Metz, "Unterwegs," p. 229). Given this, Metz 
rejects two types of eschatology which, in two different ways, 
deny time and thereby succumb to the seduction of evolutionary 
timelessness. On the one hand, there is the type of 
eschatology which asserts that the future of God is totally 
other than the evolutionary continuum within which history is 
contained. Here, the Kingdom of God becomes the opposite of 
the Kingdom of the world. The Kingdom of the world is 
damnably timebound and the Kingdom of God is timelessly holy 
and other. In addition, there is the type of eschatology 
within which the future of God is in continuity with the 
evolutionary process of history and, as such, serves as its 
end, fulfillment, and goal. Here, the Kingdom of God is an 
utopia, attainable through human progress. Metz' s disapproves 
of this type because in spite of its emphasis on time (on 
history), it succumbs to the seduction of evolutionary 
timelessness by interpreting time teleologically. As I will 
show, Metz thinks that time, teleologically understood, is not 
the authentically Christian apocalyptic time of the New 
Testament. Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 174. 

407Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 74. 

40~etz is concerned wi th the way history and God's 
promised future are related. When history is thought to be 
captive to an endless evolutionary process, then God's 
promised future is related to history in one of two ways: 1. 
either this future is in essential opposition to history, and 
the choice is clearly between God's eternity and the forever
time of the world, or 2. God's future is connected with the 
evolutionary process of the world and, therefore, realizable 
in and through it. Within this scheme, authentic Christian 
time, as apocalyptic time, is swallowed up by the myth of 
evolutionary time, therefore forfeiting its apocalyptic 
future. Put simply, eschatology loses its apocalyptic sting. 
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as essentially unfree and locked within a "rigid world 

pattern, ,,409 as merely a "timeless infinity into which the 

present is extrapolated at will, ,,410 an empty screen on which 

the images of the present are projected. 411 Such a notion 

contains no real expectation and no real hope,412 thereby 

denying the basic Christian conviction that history and the 

future are very much in God's hands. 

Theologically, Metz is concerned that this bourgeois 

understanding of the future, as trapped within evolutionary 

time, has found its way into contemporary theology, thereby 

contributing to the emergence of a "bourgeois eschatology," 

a theology of last things stripped of the apocalyptic tensions 

Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 174. 

409Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 175. 

410Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 176. 

411Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 176. 

412Metz distinguishes between a bourgeois and a 
biblical messianic future. Bourgeois religion interprets the 
messianic future as a continuation into the future, with God, 
of the bourgeois values and aims. It pictures the future 
optimistically as an endless horizon of opportunity for the 
further securing of possessions, capital, and control. Thus, 
God's messianic future becomes the "ceremonial elevation and 
transfiguration of a bourgeois future already worked out 
elsewhere, and in the face of death the extension of this 
bourgeois future and ego dominant within it into the 
transcendence of eternity" (Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 1). 
In contrast, the real messianic future "disrupts" this 
preconceived bourgeois future and "breaks in from above to 
shatter the self-complacency of our present time" (Metz, The 
Emergent Church, p. 2), calling for a radical conversion away 
from bourgeois value-structures and goals to the Gospel value 
of "unconditional love for the 'least of the brethren'" (Metz, 
The Emergent Church, p. 6). 
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of danger, contradiction, and downfall. 413 This type of 

eschatology is devoid of radical messianic expectation because 

it assumes that everything is already reconciled within the 

overarching totality of nature's endless continuum. The 

subversive, disturbing, and restless characteristics of 

apocalyptic expectation are thus eliminated. What emerges is 

a bourgeois eschatology which, as Metz says, 

.•• bestows, unknown to itself, a testimony of political 
and moral innocence on the present time, reinforcing 
bourgeois society as it is, instead of driving it beyond 
itself, according to the theme that everything will be all 
right in the end anyway, and all things will be 
reconciled. 414 

As an al ternati ve, Metz points to an apocalyptic 

eschatology which does not stand under the "dictatorship of 

what has been, ,,415 which is not constituted by the mere 

extrapolation of present bourgeois values into the future. 

Rather, it understands the future in terms of the imminent 

expectation of the day of the Lord. It is God's future that 

is hoped for and not ours. As imminent expectation of the 

Messiah's return, it is a real future, promising to be 

radically different from what has gone before. It is a future 

of real expectation and therefore of real hope. 

413see "Wrong Choices in Christian Eschatology," Faith 
in History and Society, pp. 177-179. 

41~etz, The Emergent Churcb, p. 4. 

415Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 179. 
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4. Summary 

Thus far, I have discussed Metz's understanding and 

critique of the metaphysical substratum operative beneath 

bourgeois subjectivity. Evolutionary logic was identified as 

the chief metaphysical context within which bourgeois life 

interprets itself. The bourgeois experience of the world is 

one of being hopelessly trapped wi thin nature's timeless 

evolutionary process. Moreover, this experience of entrapment 

creates a deeply rooted sense of fatalism and apathy which is 

compensated for by increased manipulation and domination of 

persons and nature. As well, I discussed Metz's belief that 

evolutionary logic, as the bourgeois symbol for time, is 

incompatible with the apocalyptic notion of time for three 

reasons: 1. it destroys the Christian understanding of the 

world as history, 2. it eliminates God as the saving 

interruption of time, and 3. it eradicates the 'totally other' 

nature of God's promised future. 

I now move to the next step in tracing Metz's analysis 

and critique of bourgeois sUbjectivity. This involves a 

discussion of what Metz thinks are the three most important 

concepts operative within bourgeois subjectivity: historicism, 

pragmatic reason, and natural religion, each of which are 

negatively influenced by the timelessness of evolutionary 

logic. All three carry the scars of evolutionary fatalism and 

apathy and, as such, pose a threat to authentic Christian 

self-understanding and praxis. 



C. METZ'S ANALYSIS AND CRITIQUE OF THREE 
NOTIONS OPERATIVE WITHIN BOURGEOIS 

SUBJECTIVITY: HISTORY, REASON, AND RELIGION 

1. Bourgeois History 
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In the above, Metz criticized 19th and 20th century 

Catholic apologetic for not recognizing the inherent 

limitations of certain Enlightenment notions. Chief among 

these was its uncritical appropriation of an Enlightenment 

understanding of history which was fundamentally incompatible 

wi th Christianity's own understanding. The primary difference 

concerned the fact that the Enlightenment notion of history 

was not based on the liberating freedom of the Incarnation but 

on an evolutionary logic originating in the primal experience 

of being trapped and unfree within nature's grace-free 

evolutionary continuum. Hence, Catholic apologetic failed to 

recognize the inherent danger in the unconscious bourgeois 

assumption that history is unfree. It did not recognize that 

interpreting history in light of nature threatens 

Christianity's historical substance. 

The following tries to demonstrate that a good part 

of Metz's present project is best understood as an attempt to 

break free from this unwitting appropriation of the bourgeois 

understanding of history as unfree. In its place, Metz wants 

to restore Christianity's own unique understanding of history 

based on apocalyptic time as a time of suffering. It is in 

suffering, and in solidarity with those who suffer, that 

authentic Christian freedom is realized. Metz's aim, 
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therefore, is to develop an apocalyptic theology of history 

which understands history as accumulated suffering and the 

remembrance of suffering. Only by viewing history in this 

way, he believes, can Christians, as well as modern persons, 

attain the liberating critical consciousness they seek. 416 

only by developing a post-bourgeois Christian understanding 

of history will history again be allowed to contribute to the 

formation of norms and values within modern religious, 

cultural and political life. I turn then to Metz's reasons 

for rej ecting the bourgeois notion of history. I also discuss 

briefly his alternatives. 

To begin, Metz thinks there are two opposing views of 

history operative within the bourgeois mentality. One 

operates on the conscious and the other on the unconscious 

level. On the unconscious level, history is thought to be 

trapped within timeless nature. As discussed earlier, this 

conviction arises from the all-pervasive bourgeois experience 

of everything, including history, being trapped within the 

cage of an infinite evolutionary continuum. On the conscious 

level, however, there is quite a different view of history. 

History is thought to be progressing inexorably forwards, 

opening up greater possibilities for freedom and prosperity. 

The conviction held is that through the enlightened actions 

of individuals and groups, history will continue to become an 

41~etz, Faith in History and society, p. 39. 
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emancipative history in which persons become increasingly free 

from the dictates of nature and the greed and exploitation of 

others. 

This latter view of history, Metz suggests, is an 

illusion, arising out of the attempt to compensate for the 

fear and fatalism generated by the experience of evolutionary 

timelessness. 417 Modern persons react to their immersion 

within timelessness by feverishly trying to control and 

dominate everything, especially their present and future. The 

bourgeois belief that history is progressing towards greater 

freedom is an illusion required in order compensate for the 

deeper awareness that all progress is in fact made meaningless 

within the cage of evolutionary timelessness. The illusion 

of progressive historical freedom, therefore, combats the 

reality of history's entrapment within nature. 

Furthermore, Metz opposes these compensatory illusions 

of historical freedom and progress because they destroy an 

appreciation for the past. The bourgeois mentality makes the 

past meaningless on two levels. On a conscious level, the 

past is thought unimportant to the primary task of controlling 

and dominating one's destiny. On an unconscious level, like 

417Metz credits Ernst Bloch with the idea that the 
awareness of evolutionary timelessness creates a "latent 
despair" beneath the surface of modern persons. Bloch refers 
to this despair as "the jaws of death" which gnaw away at the 
modern soul. Modern persons respond to this despair by 
engaging in feverish activity, competition, and conflict. 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 135, n. 25. 
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the present and the future, the past is thought to be trapped 

within nature's timelessness and therefore meaningless. The 

modern mentality depreciates the past, therefore, both through 

its consciously expressed modern theories of history and its 

unconscious conviction that history is trapped within nature. 

Metz concludes: "The logic of evolution is the rule of death 

over history in the end, everything makes as little 

difference to it as death. Nothing that has ever been can be 

spared its continuity, that is indifferent and without 

grace. ,,418 

The central point is that there is a clear difference 

between the bourgeois understanding of history which denies 

the past, and a Christian understanding of history which 

values it. Above all, apocalyptic Christianity denies that 

the past, present, and future are trapped within nature. It 

does not subordinate history to nature but understands nature 

within the horizon of history. In doing so, it restores to 

importance the categories of past, present, and future, 

denying that they are meaningless designations wi thin nature's 

timelessness. Its view, rather, is that history is a history 

of freedom, which, in turn, is a history of suffering. It 

41~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 173. Metz 
believes that without an apocalyptic vision, death is made 
even more deadly by society and the church. Death which is 
"overwhelmed by the anonymous waves of evolution" is more 
deadly than a death within which the "apocalyptic and temporal 
expectation" is kept firmly alive. Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 178. 
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believes that history (as humanity I s suffering-filled struggle 

for freedom), rather than nature, is "the original process of 

life. ,,419 Only by recognizing this priority of history over 

nature, freedom over evolutionary destiny, will nature be 

understood correctly as subject to the responsibility of human 

freedom, instead of human freedom being subject to nature. 420 

By recognizing this, the past can be restored to its rightful 

place as a category of history, wi th present and future 

relevance. 

Furthermore, Metz argues that the bourgeois 

understanding of history as trapped, and the despair and 

fatalism which follow, gives rise to the modern notion of 

history as merely the record of things past. History becomes 

a privatized object of inquisitiveness and entertainment for 

modern life and thought because it is rendered meaningless 

both on an existential and on a practical level. 

Existentially, it is meaningless because it is trapped within 

nature, and practically, it is meaningless because it is 

irrelevant to the dominant task of controlling the present and 

the future. 

This process by which history is privatized and made 

meaningless, Metz suggests, has expressed itself most clearly 

in the rise to prominence of modern historicism, which 

419Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 106. 

420Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 106. 
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restricts matters of history to the private realm of life and, 

in doing so, prevents them from playing a normative and 

guiding role in present and future considerations. Above all, 

he thinks historicism is dangerous because it regards events 

of the past as mere facts over and done with, as encased in 

a larger forward moving historical process. As over and done 

with, they are robbed of their ability to play a role in the 

social and political decision-making processes of the 

present. 421 The bourgeois mentality believes, therefore, that 

anyone who allows himself or herself to be significantly 

influenced by past events and traditions is irrational and 

superstitious for going against the prevailing ideology of the 

autonomous use of reason. The past is thus negated as a vital 

part of Enlightenment reason because, as over and done with, 

it is irrelevant to the dominant bourgeois task of securing 

greater control and domination over the present and the 

future. 

A maj or reason for Christianity's present crisis, Metz 

argues, is that it has uncritically appropriated this 

bourgeois understanding of history and, at the same time, has 

lost sight of its own unique apocalyptic theology of history, 

in which past events do have a present and future reality. 

Furthermore, this blind appropriation has undermined the 

ability of Christian memory and biblical narrative to foster 

421Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 36. 
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a critical Christian consciousness towards social and 

political theories which claim to understand humanity's 

historical quest for freedom. Christiani ty can no longer 

offer, for example, an effective cri tique of the dominant 

modern theories of emancipation developed by the Marxists, 

neo-Marxists, and positivists because it no longer recognizes 

the Christ event as a past, present, and future reality. 422 

That is, it no longer stands apart from the basic assumptions 

422Metz uses the term "history of freedom" in the way 
Marx used it, to refer to a process of general human self
emancipation distinct from all illusionary forms of 
emancipation which distract persons from their proj ect of 
making their own history. Metz asserts the presence of a 
transcendental dimension within this concept of emancipation. 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 120. By this, he means 
that there exists within it a subtle yet real aspiration 
towards totality and inexorability. He believes further, that 
this tendency to speak of the process of emancipation, as if 
it were inexorable and total, serves a two-fold function. On 
the one hand, it immunizes the theory against external 
criticism, while on the other hand, it creates a 
transcendental agent of history to whom is attributed 
responsibility for the social contradictions which emerge in 
the process of emancipation. Metz, Faith in History and 
society, p. 121. Metz thinks this two-fold criticism is 
generally applicable to modern theories of emancipation 
(Marxist, neo-Marxist and positivist) as well as to modern 
Christian soteriologies. To avoid confusion in what follows, 
I will use the expressions "theory or theories of 
emancipation" and "emancipative history" only in reference to 
non-Christian interpretations of humanity's general 
emancipation within the modern era. In contrast, I will use 
the expression "history of freedom, " to refer to 
Christianity's unique "history of freedom" initiated by the 
Jesus-event. The all important difference between 
"emancipative history" and Jesus' "history of freedom," 
according to Metz, is that the latter includes "redemption" 
as an uniquely theological inner moment of its understanding 
of emancipation. In addition, Jesus' history of freedom is 
defined by suffering solidarity. Emancipative theories are 
not so defined. Metz, Faith in History and Society, pp. 121-
123. 
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which shape these theories, particularily the assumption that 

the past is irrelevant. Let me explain. 

Given Christianity's acceptance of Enlightenment 

historicism, Christians believe that the historical events 

recorded in biblical narratives are mere facts of the past, 

over and done with. As such, biblical stories are unable to 

convey any longer Christian truth directly to the present and 

are no longer seen as dangerous, subversive, and liberating. 423 

They have become mere paradigms for Christian actions in the 

present, containing not much threat and little demand. 

What is crucial for Metz, is that this assimilation 

of Enlightenment historicism has resulted in the Jesus-event 

being understood as a mere fact of the past, therefore robbing 

it of its power in the present. Historicism is unable to 

recognize, for example, that to remember Jesus is to recall 

"God's eschatological history of freedom. ,,424 It is unable to 

understand how Christian memory remembers Jesus' life, death, 

and resurrection forwards, as an eschatological event which 

423 Memory is "the fundamental form of expression of 
(the) Christian faith" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 90). Faith is the memory of how Jesus established the 
Kingdom of God among persons by proclaiming that he was on the 
side of the oppressed and rejected, and that the Kingdom was 
constituted by the liberating power of God's unconditional 
love. The memoria Jesu Christi, therefore, anticipates God's 
future as the future of those who are "oppressed, without hope 
and doomed to fail." The memory of Jesus does not anticipate 
a future of those who are successful and ruling. Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, p. 90. 

42~etz , Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 
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bears on the future. It is only capable of understanding the 

Jesus-event as an event of the past, and unable to see how 

the memories of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection 

constitute the proleptic presence of God's promised Kingdom 

of absolute justice, solidarity and reconciliation. Hence, 

for apocalyptic Christianity, Jesus is as much a future event 

as he is a past event. As a future-directed event, his 

history of freedom is offered to Christians as a future which 

ought to be accepted as their own, a future marked by the 

imitation of the suffering of Christ on behalf of others, and 

not by success, domination, and conquest. 

The distinction made here, therefore, is between an 

historicist and an eschatological interpretation of the Jesus

event. The former interprets Jesus' life, death, and 

resurrection as having only paradigmatic significance for the 

present, while the latter interprets it as having critical, 

dangerous, and trans formative power in the present. 



a. Bourgeois Versus Christian Interpretations 
of Humanity's Emancipative History 

200 

Metz argues furthermore that an eschatological 

interpretation of the Jesus-event serves a twofold critical 

function in relation to the modern theories of emancipation 

propounded by classical Marxists, neo-Marxists, and 

Positivists. These are secular theories of history which 

offer interpretations of humanity's recent self-liberation, 

on the part of individuals and groups, from social, political 

and religious repression.4~ Metz's critique of these secular 

theories of history is important because it parallels closely 

the one he makes of modern Christian soteriologies. His chief 

criticism of both is that they implicitly assume the presence 

of an "alibi-subject" or overarching emancipative totality 

which is then thought responsible for human suffering. 426 Most 

often, as we will see, this alibi-subject is interpreted as 

nature. 

Metz's first criticism is made from the perspective 

of an eschatological interpretation of the Jesus-event. It 

is two-fold. On the one hand, he accuses these theories of 

425Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 

426when Metz uses the term "emancipative totality," he 
applies it to two quite distinct groups of thinkers: 
evolutionists and dialecticians. There exist, then, both 
dialectical and evolutionary notions of emancipative totality. 
Faith in History and Society, p. 124. Under the former, he 
includes the three groups already mentioned: neo-Marxists, 
classical Marxists, and Positivists. Under the latter, he 
includes Teilhard de Chardin and Alfred North Whitehead. 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 107. 
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lacking the necessary religious horizon required in order to 

understand properly humanity's quest for freedom. That is, 

they fail to understand themselves within the larger religious 

context of God's liberative activities in history, especially 

his activity in the person and work of Jesus the Christ. 

simply put, they fail to understand themselves within the 

context of Jesus' history of freedom, which, as a future-

directed event, points to the promised future fulfillment in 

God of every quest for freedom. They therefore fail to 

recognize that all freedom-quests are incomplete and seeking 

fulfillment beyond themselves in God. As Metz puts it, "every 

power of perfection, reconciliation and peace, which 

presupposes human freedom and the conflicts involved in it, 

is reserved [vorbehalten] in this memory of God. ,,427 

In addition, they also make a false assumption about 

who or what the subject of history is. That is, they fail to 

recognize that God alone is the true subj ect of history, 428 

that "the God of Jesus' passion" is alone the "subject of the 

427Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 

428It is not always clear what Metz means by the phrase 
"subject of history." He could mean either the causal agent 
of history or the sub; ect matter of history. In this 
instance, given that the quote is likely referring to the 
proletariat as the motivating force behind historical 
movement, he means causal agent. In other places, however, 
where he rebukes the assumption that nature is the subject of 
history, for example, he seems to mean the subject matter of 
history. Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 108. 
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universal history of suffering. ,,429 without this recognition, 

they are in constant danger of mistaking certain individuals 

or groups for the true subj ect of history. 430 

Ketz's second criticism, made from the perspective of 

an eschatological interpretation of the Jesus-event, is that 

these theories fail to appreciate the central role played by 

suffering within the human quest for freedom. They ought to 

be reminded, in other words, that "the history of freedom 

remains rather always a history of suffering. ,,431 Christianity, 

for example, interprets history from below, as a history of 

the vanquished, rather than history from above, as a history 

429Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 123. 

43~etz writes: "Whenever the history of freedom takes 
place without reference to this memory of the eschatological 
reservation, it always seems to fall victim to the compulsive 
need to substitute a worldly subject for the whole history of 
freedom and this always moves in the direction of a 
totalitarian control of men by men" (Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 91). 

431Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 128. See 
Helmut Peukert's comments about the contribution that Walter 
Benjamin has made to the development of both his own theology 
of communicative praxis, as well as Ketz' s theology. Benj amin 
is a source of inspiration for both Ketz and Peukert through 
his conviction that "history ••• (is) the history of the 

\, 
suffering (Passion) of the world" (Peukert, Science. Action. 
and Fundamental Theology, p. 208). Peukert takes this quote 
from Benj amin, The origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. 
steiner (London, 1977), p. 166. Benjamin's "Theses on The 
Philosophy of History," in Illuminations, pp. 255-SL66 is also 
an important source for Peukert's and Ketz's critique of the 
forgetfulness of historicism, as well as for their attack on 
':he bourgeois assumption that history is caught wi thin a 
imeless continuum. See, especially, Theses XVI & XVII, in 

amin, Illuminations, pp. 264-265. 
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of the conquerors. 432 It therefore denies the general 

bourgeois assumption that history is moving inexorably forward 

in progress. 433 

b. Suffering and Modern Theories of Human 
Emancipation: Relating Nature and History 

In the above, I stated that Metz's critique of modern 

theories of emancipation is similar to his critique of modern 

soteriologies. Before looking at the latter, however, it is 

important to understand better why he thinks modern theories 

of emancipation misinterpret humanity's quest for freedom. 

These theories are problematic, Metz argues, chiefly 

because their understanding of humanity's recent struggle for 

freedom is tainted by the modern assumption about history, 

that is, that history, and therefore humanity's emancipative 

history, is locked within the cage of nature's larger and more 

permanent evolutionary process. 434 Metz points to three 

negative consequences which follow from understanding 

emancipati ve history wi thin the context of nature in this way. 

The first is that nature's evolutionary continuum is 

thought to be the authentic subject of history, rather than 

432Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 111. 

433As we have seen, Metz thinks this assumption is an 
illusion which compensates for the evolutionary logic which 
grips the souls of modern persons. 

43~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 108. 
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God or persons. 435 Nature becomes the "alibi subject" of 

history,436 with important implications for the way suffering 

is understood. For example, the suffering which constitutes 

humanity's history of freedom is now thought of as only a part 

of nature's evolutionary drive towards its goal. It is merely 

the unfortunate by-product of nature's relentless forward 

moving process, which humanity's struggle for freedom 

reflects. This implicit assumption leads then to another: 

that persons are not themselves ultimately responsible for the 

suffering that makes up humanity's history of freedom, but 

nature is. 

The second consequence of subordinating history to 

nature is the emergence of the further assumption that nature 

and history are related to each other teleologically. It is 

assumed that the end goal of nature's evolutionary process is 

humankind and its history, and that humanity has been driven 

to this pinnacle of the evolutionary process by changes and 

adaptations demanded by nature. 437 It becomes an accepted fact 

435Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 108. 

43~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 126. 

437Metz finds Monod's theory attractive in his battle 
against the bourgeois assumption that man is the undisputed 
cUlmination of the evolutionary process. Monod' s theory 
asserts, to the contrary, that humanity arose as a "'chance 
shot' of nature, the cosmic 'accident'" (Metz, Faith in 
History and society, p. 107). This view of nature, 
characterized by chance interruptions and not by a relentless 
forward moving process, is significant for Metz because it is 
amenable to the apocalyptic theology of history which he wants 
to develop. Metz states: "I should like to stress that this 
element of chance in nature is not a spectre that can threaten 
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that human life is the intended outcome of nature's 

indomitable forward moving process. 

The third consequence, and most significant, concerns 

the assumption that the movement of history is as inexorable 

as nature's evolutionary process. It is assumed that history 

is also an un-interuptable, relentless, evolutionary march 

forward. Metz worries that by interpreting history in this 

way, history becomes un-dialectical, linear, and one

dimensional in character, while emancipative theories become 

"ideologies of ••. linear and one-dimensional emancipation. ,,438 

In short, history interpreted non-dialectically fails to 

recognize the fact that advancements of freedom go hand in 

hand with new conflicts, disasters, and losses of freedom. 439 

In contrast to these theories of history which 

subordinate history to nature, Metz offers a way of relating 

the two without diminishing the importance of the Christian 

apocalyptic insight that humanity's history of freedom is at 

the same time a history of sUffering. 

To begin, he does not think that nature and history 

are related teleologically. He rejects the assertion that 

they are reconcilable within an overarching evolutionary 

a theology of history, which has learnt not to think of 
reality in terms of a closed cosmos that exists without 
surprises" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 107). 

43~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 

439Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 



206 

process which is teleologically directed. 440 Rather, he 

believes that nature and the human quest for freedom are 

related dialectically. stressing this dialectic, he writes: 

Metz 

It would therefore not be idealistic pride, but respect 
for the dignity of historically accumulated suffering if 
we were to try to understand nature in the light of 
history (if we were, in other words, to interpret the 
relationship between nature and history dialectically 
rather than teleologically) and to interpret the milliards 
of years of natural time as opposed to the time of human 
suffering as what Ernst Bloch has called ' inflation 
time. ,441 

therefore denies that emancipative history is 

undialectically the continuation of nature's evolutionary 

440See Susan Buck-Morss' discussion of how Theodor 
Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Walter Benjamin were in 
fundamental agreement in their total rejection of the Hegelian 
concept of history "as the identity of subj ect and obj ect, the 
rational and the real" (Susan Buck-Morss, The origin of 
Negative Dialectics. Theodor W. Adorno. Walter Benjamin. and 
the Frankfurt Institute [Hassocks, Sussex, England: The 
Harvester Press, 1977], p. 47). They were aware, as Metz is, 
"that the glorification of history as higher truth functioned 
to justify the suffering which its course had brought upon 
individuals, the violence it had done to humans as natural, 
physical beings" (Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative 
Dialectics, p. 4S). For the relationship between Metz and the 
Frankfurt School, especially concerning the relationship 
between history and suffering, see Buck-Morss, pp. 222-223, 
ns. 32 and 3S. For Horkheimer's attack on Hegel's metaphysics 
of history, Buck-Morss refers to Max Horkheimer's, "Hegel und 
das Problem der Metaphysik, " Festschrift fur Cal Grunberg: Zum 
70. Geburtstag (Leipzig: Verlag von C. L. Hirschfeld, 1932). 
For Benjamin's criticism of history as a triumphal procession 
of rulers stepping over those lying prostrate, she refers to 
Wal ter Benj amin ' s, tiber den Begriff der Geschichte. Gesammel te 
Schriften, vol. 1:2, Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann 
Schweppenhauser eds. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1974) • For a discussion of the way Adorno dialectically 
relates history and nature, see Buck-Morss, The Origin of 
Negative Dialectics, p. 49. 

441Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. lOS. 
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process, such that nature is the ever constant "substratum of 

history. ,,442 Rather, he raises for consideration the 

apocalyptic view that humanity's history of suffering is as 

much the substratum of nature as nature is the substratum of 

history. What is meant by this apocalyptic insight, Metz 

suggests, is that persons and nature are related 

dialectically, that is, that the human spirit is both grounded 

in, yet trying to transcend nature. 443 In both ways, suffering 

is implied. Let me explain. 

On the one hand, humanity's groundedness in nature 

causes suffering. As finite creatures, persons are forced 

into a constant struggle for survival against the forces of 

inevitable decay and death. On the other hand, and this is 

perhaps less apparent, every effort to free the human spirit 

~2Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 108. 

~3See Buck-Morss' discussion of how Adorno also 
related nature and history dialectically, in a relationship 
of non-identity yet mutual determinacy. Adorno, having had 
"no concept of history in the sense of an ontological, 
positive definition of history's philosophical meaning," saw 
nature and history as mutually corrective of one another. On 
the one hand, nature exposes every regulative concept of 
history as false insofar as every concept of history does 
violence to material nature in its diminishment of the 
importance of suffering. And on the other hand, history 
exposes every concept of nature to be relative in that every 
concept of nature can be shown to have been historically 
produced. Adorno's purpose, in relating nature and history 
in this way, was to demythologize both. He wanted to "destroy 
the mythical power which both concepts wielded over the 
present, a power which was the source of a fatalistic and 
passive acceptance of the status quo. This demythifying 
process relentlessly intensified the critical tension between 
thought and reality instead of bringing them into harmony" 
(Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative Dialectics, p. 49). 
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from nature, through an ongoing historical quest for freedom, 

results in suffering. Suffering occurs because the attempt 

to gain freedom from the compulsions of nature inevitably 

takes place in the form of control and domination over nature. 

Humanity tries to free itself from its rootedness in nature 

by controlling, dominating, and exploiting nature. This, in 

turn, diminishes the freedom it is seeking in the first place. 

Metz writes: 

The human spirit, which rises above natural originality, 
is the same spirit that tries to objectivize its lasting 
dependence on nature in the form of dominating nature. 
If this spirit is, as history, different from nature in 
so far as it points to the state that liberates us from 
the compulsion of nature and even reconciles, then it is 
no longer the same in so far as it continues as a 
technique of natural compulsion of nature in increasing 
exploi tation and control of nature. In this dynamic 
tension, the species is present as a natural element that 
can overcome itself and is therefore in conflict with 
itself and always harming itself. This is why the process 
of becoming man is characterized by suffering and there 
can be no teleological and final mediation between man and 
nature. 444 

Suffering, then, is the necessary consequence of the human 

spirit's attempt to transcend its rootedness in nature and, 

at the same time, to deny this rootedness by dominating and 

controlling nature. It is an expression of the fact that 

nature and the human spirit cannot be teleologically mediated 

in any final way. Again Metz: 

Suffering stresses the contrast between nature and 
history, teleology and eschatology. There can be no 
'objective' reconciliation and no visible and manageable 
unity between them. Any attempt of this kind would be 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 107. 



209 

below the status of human suffering. 445 

Ketz concludes that suffering is a central feature of 

human self-identity, not merely a by-product of nature's drive 

towards its goal as spirit. It is, rather, a constitutive 

feature of the human spirit in the world seen as history, a 

feature too often forgotten in the face of modernity's 

preoccupation with the control and domination of nature. It 

is especially forgotten within the modern theories of 

emancipation which Ketz criticizes. His point is that "there 

is, in suffering, a consciousness of identity in the negative 

sense which cannot be reduced to the trivial identity of 

natural persistence in time.,,446 

Furthermore, Ketz believes that the acceptance of 

suffering, as essentially human, has important cognitive and 

practical implications which are overlooked. Above all, by 

restoring the experience of suffering to its proper status, 

~5Ketz, Faith in History and Society, p. 107. 

~~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 108. Ketz 
does not deny that domination and control are features of 
human self-identity. He asserts, however, that suffering is 
an important feature as well. He writes: "Not only the 
anthropocentricity of power over and control of nature, but 
also the anthropocentricity of suffering, which asserts itself 
over all cosmocentricity, are both expressed in this 
consciousness of identity" (Ketz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 111). An imitation of Christ which involves 
suffering is therefore the chief way for modern persons to 
liberate themselves from the cage of evolutionary 
timelessness, which itself is the legacy left to them by the 
Greek cosmocentric experience of the world. only in suffering 
solidarity with the poor and oppressed can the despair that 
eats away at the modern soul be overcome. 
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it could be possible to combat the current domination of the 

scientific knowledge of control, thereby giving greater 

cognitive and critical meaning to other forms of human 

behaviour and knowledge "such as ••• pain, mourning, joy, play, 

and so on.,,447 Doing this, could serve as the impetus for "a 

kind of anti-knowledge ex memoria passionis forming in our 

society, by which the existing identification of I praxis I with 

Ithe control of nature I could be abandoned.,,448 Praxis would 

no longer be thought of as action alone, but as sorrow and 

joy, as well. It would have a pathic structure capable of 

combatting the one-sided perception of action as the 

subjugation and domination of others and nature. 449 In 

suffering, joy and solidarity, a new form of knowing could 

emerge, quite different from the knowing of technical reason, 

which aims only at control and domination. 

447Metz , [a;i.:th in Histoa and Soc;i.et~, p. 111. 

~etz, Faith in Histoa ang Societ~, p. 111. 

449Metz , Fai:th in Histoa and Societ~, p. 57. 
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(i) A bourgeois understanding of history: Metz's critique of 
Marxism, neo-Marxism, and Pragmatism 

Metz thinks that an apocalyptic theology of history, 

as a negative theology of history, 450 is the correct context 

wi thin which emancipati ve history ought to be understood. 451 He 

rejects natural evolution as an interpretive context because 

it diminishes the importance of suffering as a central 

450See James Bohman's "Translator's Introduction" to 
Helmut Peukert' s Science. Action. and Fundamental Theology for 
the use of the term "negative theology of history" (Peukert, 
Science. Action. and Fundamental Theology, p. x.). Briefly 
stated, this is an understanding of history wherein the fact 
of ongoing concrete human suffering and the fact of Christian 
redemption are not theoretically reconcilable. They have a 
dialectical relationship of non-identity yet mutual 
determinacy, just as nature and history have. Suffering and 
redemption are related in such a manner that the desire for, 
and anticipation of, redemption emerges out of suffering 
itself. See, as well, Buck-Morss' discussion of Benjamin's 
notion of a "negative theology" as a way of "approaching 
profane objects with a religious reverence. n Buck-Morss 
refers to Benjamin's theology as an 'inverse' or 'negative 
theology' in which mysticism and materialism converge. Buck
Morss, The origin of Negative Dialectics, p. 6. In a similar 
way, Metz's theology attempts to bring about a convergence of 
concrete historical suffering and the fact of Christian 
redemption. 

451Metz is especially cri tical of Jiirgen Habermas' 
attempt to "reconstruct historical materialism on the basis 
of evolution. " Metz worries this will bring about an 
"evolutionary disintegration of the dialectics of liberation" 
(Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 12, n. 7). See also 
Metz, "Von der produktiven Ungleichzeitigkeit der Religion. 
Eine Antwort an Jiirgen Habermas," in Unterbrechungen, pp. 11-
19. Here, Metz responds to Habermas' critique that 
Christianity is an anti-emancipatory, pre-Enlightenment 
remnant. His argues that it is precisely Christianity's 
uncontemporaneity that can offer important resources for the 
creation of a new post-bourgeois subject. 
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component of human identity-formation. Theories of 

emancipation based on evolution,452 which presuppose immersion 

within a larger natural evolutionary process, ignore the fact 

that emancipative history is also a history of suffering. 

They do not recognize that humanity's quest for freedom is 

also a "history of guilt and •.• the fated destiny of finitude 

and of death. ,,453 

An apocalyptic theology of history, on the other hand, 

refuses to sweep this history of suffering beneath the carpet 

of an evolutionary totality. Rather, it acknowledges 

suffering, more than progress and domination, as a defining 

principle of the human predicament. Metz concludes, 

therefore, that "the slightest trace of senseless suffering 

in the world of human experience gives the lie to all 

affirmative ontology and all teleology and is clearly revealed 

as a modern mythology. ,,454 

452Under the heading of "evolutionary theorists," Metz 
includes such diverse thinkers as Teilhard, Whitehead, liberal 
Marxists, classical Marxists, and positivists. Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, pp. 125-126. Metz is using the 
category "evolutionary theorists" in an undifferentiated 
manner to include both those who hold to a dialectical notion 
of emancipative totality and those who hold to an evolutionary 
notion of emancipative totality. Metz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 124. I will use the term "evolutionary" in this 
same broad sense. 

45~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 123. 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 108. Metz 
refers to T. W. Adorno's criticism of "an ontologization of 
suffering" found in Adorno's work Negative Dialectics (Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 118, n. 5). See also my 
analysis of Metz's critique of Rahner where Metz reprimands 
"the triumphal ism of being and becoming." Ontology refers to 
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Suffering is thus the consequence of the human 

predicament of guilt and sin. What abstract theories of 

emancipative totality fail to recognize, because of their 

acceptance of the bourgeois way of relating nature and 

history, and the subsequent placing of responsibility for 

suffering onto nature, is that humankind is responsible, and 

therefore guilty, for the continuation and the planet-wide 

increase of "unhappiness and deprivation, misery and evil, 

oppression and sUffering. ,,455 "Man as the maker of history must 

be blamed for the history of suffering,,456 because human 

actions reflect the sinful self-degenerative nature of human 

existence. They mirror "the suffering of finitude, of 

morality, [and] ... that inner corroding nihilism of created 

being. ,,457 

being, teleology to becoming. See also Buck-Morss' discussion 
of Adorno's attempt to relate nature and history dialectically 
in order to avoid both an ontological and a teleological 
interpretation of history. Referring to Adorno, Buck-Morss 
writes: "Whenever theory posited 'nature' or 'history' as an 
ontological first principle, this double character of the 
concepts was lost, and with it the potential for critical 
negativity: either social conditions were affirmed as 
'natural' without regard for their historical becoming, or the 
actual historical process was affirmed as essential; hence the 
irrational material suffering of which history was composed 
was either dismissed as mere contingency (Hegel) or 
ontologized as essential in itself (Heidegger). In both 
cases, the result was the ideological justification of the 
given social order" (Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative 
Dialectics, p. 54). 

455Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 124. 

45~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 125. 

457Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 124. 
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Given this, Metz isolates three modern theories of 

emancipation which exonerate persons from responsibility for 

suffering by positing an abstract emancipative totality, a 

totality which quickly becomes the subject of history and 

assumes responsibility for human suffering. The three 

theories are those developed by neo-Marxists, classical 

Marxists, and Positivists. Each posits the existence of an 

abstract totality or alibi-subject of history, and each 

irrationally dichotomizes history into two histories: one real 

and the other ideal. First, Metz's critique of neo-Marxism. 

Metz attacks the neo-Marxists for implicitly assuming 

that historical processes are divorced from the actions of 

concrete human subjects. 458 Whether it is the 'world spirit' 

of Hegel, or the 'nature' of Shelling (towards whom Metz 

thinks the Frankfurt School is favorably predisposed459), the 

tendency is to posit an abstract totality which functions as 

the transcendental subject of history. This abstract Subject 

then assumes responsibility for lithe dark side of emancipation 

and the history of guilt ••• without repercussions, while the 

successes, victories and progressive strides on earth remain 

attributable to the emancipati ve acts of man as maker of 

458See Metz, Unterbrechungen, p. 11. Here, he 
challenges Habermas and the German left to abandon its 
adherence to notions devoid of references to real historical 
persons. He challenges them to stand closer to the non
contemporaneity of the common person, as Christianity does. 

459Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 125. 
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history. ,,460 The result is a picture of history with two faces: 

a categorical and a transcendental one.~1 History is 

dichotomized into a vague 'nature' or 'spirit,' on the one 

hand, and a categorical history on the other. The former is 

responsible for the suffering in the world, the latter for the 

successful acts of emancipation. By means of this 

dichotomizing mechanism, the human self, as homo emancipator, 

is exonerated of responsibility for suffering. She or he is 

excused from being, as well, homo peccator, and thus permitted 

to creep quietly "away from the throne of the subject of 

history. ,,462 In the end, nature is responsible for suffering, 

and persons for self-emancipation. 

In like manner, Metz denounces the classical Marxists 

for solving the problem of suffering dualistically. They 

place responsibility for suffering squarely on the shoulders 

of the non-proletariat, while the proletariat is praised for 

bringing about emancipation. Here, the alibi-subject is 

clearly the non-proletariat, who is passionately repudiated 

as the evil enemy. Whereas the non-proletariat creates the 

suffering, the proletariat creates the emancipation.~ 

46~etz, Faith in H;i.sto~ and Soci§t~, p. 125. 

461Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Soc;i.et~, p. 120. 

462Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Societ~, p. 125. 

463Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Societ~, pp. 125-126. 
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Finally, Metz attacks the positivists for their 

resolution of the problem of suffering.~ He thinks they are 

the most sinister of the three groups because their alibi-

subject is anonymous, that is, even though they ignore the 

question of the meaning and subject of history, they 

nevertheless posit an anonymous "history of nature" operating 

beneath the surface of so-called emancipative, technological, 

and economic progress. Their history of nature becomes what 

Metz calls a "destiny of second order, a post-historical, 

social structuralism with a teleology of emancipation that 

overlooks the subject of history.,,465 Hence, their answer to 

the question of suffering is the elimination of the subject 

altogether. Silently, responsibility for suffering is placed 

onto the shoulders of the anonymous process of nature. 

(ii) An apocalyptic understanding of history 

Metz reprimands these three groups, therefore, for 

ignoring humanity's concrete history of suffering. All three 

attribute human emancipation to some form of "universal 

historical totality" which serves as "an irrational mechanism 

of exoneration or guilt repression" for human 

~etz is thinking here especially of M. Foucault's 
book Les mots et les choses (Paris, 1966). Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 134, n. 22. 

465Metz , Faith in History and Society, pp. 126-127. 
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responsibility.4~ They either project the responsibility for 

suffering onto a transcendent referent, or they deny the 

agency of the human subj ect altogether. In either case, guilt 

and responsibility for the history of suffering is repressed 

by means of an alibi-subject. Because persons are no longer 

guilty, neither are they desiring redemption and 

reconciliation. The result is that the history of freedom, 

and humanity's suffering therein, are trivialized and reduced 

to a one-dimensional linear march of progress. The history 

of freedom ends up as "the apotheosis of banality.,,467 

Metz's intention, as already mentioned, is to counter 

this bourgeois evolutionary understanding of history. He 

protests against the linear and non-dialectical nature of 

these theories. In their place, he proposes an apocalyptic 

theology of history, which defines humanity's emancipative 

history as a history of suffering. He wants to revive 

Christianity's own apocalyptic theory of history which, by 

interpreting history as suffering, does not eradicate the 

power of remembered suffering, but employs it as a 

trans formative power. An apocalyptic theology of history 

negates the bourgeois attempts to place human suffering within 

a larger overarching totality, a totality which inevitably 

assumes responsibility for suffering and exonerates persons 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 127. 

467Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 127. Metz 
attributes this idea to T. W. Adorno, but gives no reference. 
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from guilt and responsibility. Biblical apocalyptic 

Christianity flatly denies that suffering can be attributed 

to the inner workings of a larger, universal, historical, 

emancipative totality.~ 

What then are the specific theological resources Metz 

draws on in order to combat the Enlightenment eradication of 

the memory of suffering and humanity's associated guilt and 

responsibility? First, he argues that apocalyptic 

Christianity understands history within the context of "the 

memory of the crucified Lord," not wi thin the context of 

natural evolution, as modernity does. 469 In doing so, it 

derives hope from within concrete historical suffering, not 

beyond it. It points to a hope which is simply not possible 

when history is understood as encased wi thin the larger 

totality of nature. 

More specifically, Metz argues that the memory of 

Christ's suffering is unique in that it is not the memory of 

a past event, over and done with, but the memory of an event 

which is future-directed and therefore hope-inspiring. To 

remember Christ's history of suffering, in other words, is to 

remember the future of human freedom beyond suffering. 470 It 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 124. 

~Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 109. 

470nWe remember the future of our freedom in the memory 
of his sufferingn (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 
111). 
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therefore has a "future content ,,471 and, as such, does not 

create "'a false consciousness' of our past, and an opiate of 

our present, ,,4n as other forms of memory do. It is not a 

bourgeois memory, "superstitious and left to the private whim 

of the individual. ,,473 Rather, it is a memory which stands 

"outside the calculations of our technico-pragmatic reason, ,,474 

establishing what Metz calls "a kind of anti-history, in 

which the vanquished and destroyed alternatives will also be 

taken into account: an understanding of history ex memoria 

passionis as a history of the vanquished.,,475 

In summary, Metz rejects modern emancipative theories 

because they locate suffering within the context of a larger 

whole, therefore failing to recognize a fundamental fact about 

suffering within historical life, a fact which an apocalyptic 

theology of history recognizes: 

p. 
Man 

[that] no improvement of the condition of freedom in the 
world is able to do justice to the dead or effect a 
transformation of the injustice and the non-sense of past 
suffering. Any emancipative history of freedom in which 
the whole history of suffering is suppressed or supposedly 
superseded is a truncated and abstract history of freedom 

471 See Ketz, Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 110, and 
118, n. 6, where he refers to H. Marcuse's One Dimensional 

(New York, 1968). 

4nMetz , Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 109. 

4~etz, Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 110. 

47~etz, Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 110. 

475Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 111. 
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whose progress is really a march into inhumanity.4~ 

d. Modern Theology and Suffering 

While Metz thinks suffering, guilt, and responsibility 

have been underdeveloped themes within bourgeois theories of 

emancipation, he fears the same has happened within Christian 

soteriologies. In other words, he worries that Christian 

theology, particulary its soteriologies, has likewise 

succumbed to the bourgeois understanding of history and 

therefore unconsciously appropriating the myth of evolutionary 

logic. By inadvertantly interpreting history wi thin the 

framework of nature, modern theology also diminishes the 

importance of suffering within its self-understanding and 

praxis. It ought therefore to be suspicious and critical of 

Christian theories of redemption which "offer definitive 

meaning for the unexpiated sufferings of the past,,477 and, in 

doing so, deny the uniqueness of Christianity's own history 

of freedom. Such theories, most often unconsciously, deny the 

fact that God's eschatological history of freedom is a history 

of suffering: that Jesus • history of freedom involves his 

descent into hell and his suffering solidarity4~ with those 

47~etz , Fai th in History and Society, p. 129. 

477Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 129. 

4~solidarity has future, past, and present dimensions. 
It is a "forward solidarity" with those generations yet to 
come, a present solidarity with those suffering today, and a 
"backward solidarity" with those who have suffered and died 
in the past. Concerning solidarity with present sufferers and 
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who suffer and die in history.4~ 

For Ketz, the uniqueness of a Christian history of 

freedom is that it is a history of suffering, a history 

interpreted from the perspective of an apocalyptic 

understanding of time as suffering, rather than from the 

perspective of a bourgeois understanding of time as endless. 

The Christian view· of history should not allow concrete 

suffering to be swallowed up by the time of nature, as it has 

been in secular theories of emancipation, as well as in some 

Christian theories. Humanity's history of freedom, and the 

suffering therein, should not be equated with nature's 

timeless evolutionary continuum. If it is equated, then every 

struggle for and attainment of freedom will be overcome by the 

meaninglessness of timeless evolution. As Ketz puts it, when 

the history of freedom is permitted to be reduced to the level 

of natural history, "history ••• aborts itself [and] the 

historical end of freedom [becomes] ••• the apotheosis of 

nature. ,,480 

those yet to come, it is a solidarity of praxis, working for 
the alleviation of suffering, present and future. Concerning 
solidarity with those how have SUffered in the past, it is a 
"practical solidarity of memory," which views history from the 
perspective of its victims, not its victors. Ketz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 130. 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 128. 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 129. 
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(i) Relating redemption and emancipatory history (as a history 
of suffering) 

Modern theology's adoption of the bourgeois 

understanding of history, as a comprehensible totality, 

significantly affects the way it understands the relationship 

betwe~redemption and emancipation. By examining how modern 

soteriologies relate redemption and emancipation, Metz hopes 

to expose how Christiani ty has succumbed to the danger of 

offering yet another overarching theoretical answer to lithe 

non-identity of the history of suffering ... 481 Modern 

Christianity, along with secular theories of history, 

incorrectly assume that the enormity of public suffering can 

be represented within overarching theories of history. In 

doing so, they fail to recognize that theoretical historical 

interpretation is unable to capture the full reality of this 

suffering. They are blind to the fact that events like the 

extermination of six million Jews, or the death by starvation 

of millions of faceless third-world persons, cannot be 

appropriated into theories of history without doing injustice 

to the faceless victims of history. Inevitably, the injustice 

of forgetfulness follows on the heels of every attempt to 

express objectively, quantitatively, or theoretically, the 

horror of mass human suffering. 482 I turn now to Metz' s 

~1Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 133. 

482Rebecca Chopp puts it well when she says: "Events of 
massive public suffering have no identity or completed meaning 
in history; they cannot be fully explained, understood, or 
represented. The non-identity character of suffering means 
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attempt to connect Christianity's apocalyptic understanding 

of history, as suffering, to soteriological assertions about 

the achievements of Christ's redemptive action. The question 

Metz is asking is: How can Christian soteriology relate the 

promise of salvation to the reality of suffering without doing 

injustice to either history as suffering or to God's 

redemptive activity? 

Metz is guided in his attempt to relate redemption and 

emancipation (humanity's history of freedom as a history of 

suffering) by the awareness of the danger of stressing one 

side of the relationship over the other. On the one hand, he 

wants to avoid emphasizing redemption at the expense of the 

history of suffering. He does not want to repeat the mistakes 

of the past by creating yet another false picture of God, 

where God becomes "an ahistorical and ever suspiciously 

mythological being over the heads of a mankind plundered, 

that suffering cannot be forgotten or ignored in history's 
interpretation or construction; once progress has shoved the 
masses of humanity onto life's margins, history is broken, its 
end forever in question, and its purpose lost in suspension" 
(Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 2). The philosophical 
background to the principle of non-identity can be found in 
the Frankfurt School's attack on the identity theory of Hegel. 
Hegel incorrectly believed that history guarantees the 
identity between reason and reality, historical suffering and 
theories of history. In reference to Adorno, Buck-Morss says: 
"This total rejection of the Hegelian concept of history as 
the identity of subject and object, the rational and real 
(indeed, skepticism regarding all progress-interpretations of 
history) was a fundamental point of agreement between Adorno 
and his closest intellectual colleagues. It defined the 
limits of their willingness to see Marx through Hegelian 
glasses· (Buck-Morss, The origin of Negative Dialectics, p. 
47). 
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humiliated and destroyed by the history of suffering. ,,483 Such 

a God would be just another alibi-subj ect of history, at whose 

feet would be placed, in a new and ingenious way, the 

responsibility for human suffering.4~ On the other hand, he 

is equally aware of the danger of over-emphasizing humanity's 

history of suffering to the degree that history becomes simply 

unredeemed and unredeemable suffering, and no more. 

Furthermore, in his attempt to develop a post-

bourgeois Christian soteriology, Metz tries to avoid an 

irrational dichotomizing~5 of humanity's history of freedom. 

He does not want to duplicate the a-historical dualism present 

within many previous attempts at reconciling redemption and 

suffering, a dualism which posits not one history but two 

histories, one belonging to persons and the other to an 

abstract totality. He thinks previous emancipative theories, 

Christian and non-Christian alike, have asserted the existence 

of an abstract universal "historico-philosophical totality,,486 

and, in doing so, have given in to the "totality aspiration 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 130. 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 126. This 
raises the question of how God can be thought of as something 
other than another alibi-subject of history who exonerates 
persons of responsibility and guilt within the history of 
suffering. How can God be thought of so that he is not simply 
another agent of a hidden totality (developing and evolving) 
over and above history. Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 126. 

485Metz , Faith in History and Society, pp. 124-127. 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 125. 
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at the origin of the modern history of emancipation. ,,487 They 

have, in other words, tried to answer the theodicy question 

theoretically, developing more elaborate theories which posit 

the existence of a larger totality within which humanity's 

emancipative history and suffering are then interpreted and 

given meaning. 488 

Theologically, Metz rejects all purely argumentative 

soteriologies489 which explain humanity's history of suffering 

in terms of a comprehensive understanding of history. He 

gives two reasons for his rejection of their claim to know 

history as a whole, or history in itself. First, he believes 

that speculative argumentation is inadequate to speak about 

this totality. And second, he thinks that the full nature of 

this totality has yet to be revealed. Put simply, modern 

soteriologies are inadequate because they are idealistic in 

nature. They make the basic assumption, as the Enlightenment 

did, that history is comprehensible as a whole, and that it 

has an innate direction and purpose conceived of either in 

terms of ontology or teleology, being or becoming. 

What disturbs Metz the most is the effect these 

487Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 122. 

4~etz says his theology is an attempt to offer a 
"religious-political treatment of the so-called theodicy 
question," and that preoccupation with this question stems 
from his traumatic experiences of war as a youth. Metz, 
Unterbrechungen, p. 21. For a vivid telling of these war 
experiences see Metz, "Streuungen," pp.25l-253. 

489Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 124. 
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idealistic theologies of history have on an understanding 

and appreciation of concrete human suffering. By claiming to 

know the essence or direction or overall goal of history, they 

have little difficulty neatly reconciling human suffering and 

Christian redemption. In bringing about this theoretical 

reconciliation, they are guilty of what Metz calls a 

"triumphalism of being and becoming. ,,490 They claim victory 

over suffering by developing "a triumphalist metaphysics of 

salvation. ,,491 

Metz thus rej ects all teleological proj ections and 

ontological generalizations4~ that claim to understand history 

as a whole. He opposes all idealistic systematizations of 

human history and suffering which claim to have found a place 

and reason for suffering. Any attempt at theoretical 

reconciliation degenerates, he believes, into "a bad ontology 

of human passion" which is always "below the status of human 

suffering. ,,493 

Over and against Christian attempts to reconcile 

suffering and God's redemptive activity, Ketz points to the 

insights of Christian apocalypticism, which holds that no such 

theoretical reconciliation is possible. The apocalyptic 

4~etz, "Unterwegs, " p. 218. 

491Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 20. 

492Metz , Faith in Histon and Society, p. 108. 

49~etz, Faith in Histon and Society, p. 107. 
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understanding of history is that it very simply is a time of 

suffering, without an explicitly recognizable goal or essence. 

There is no theoretically construable meaning to the history 

of suffering apart from the "end-time meaning of history. ,,494 

History has no goal nor essence. What it does have, though, 

is a future,4~ a future which is a time beyond suffering, and 

which is brought to awareness in the midst of suffering and 

the remembrance of suffering. Suffering and the memory of 

suffering act, therefore, as "a negative consciousness of 

future freedom" from sUffering. This awareness, in turn, acts 

as "a stimulus to overcome suffering within the framework of 

that freedom. ,,496 The future of suffering is thus the 

proleptically anticipated freedom from suffering which is 

realized in moments of suffering. only within the context of 

concrete actions of liberative action, by and on behalf of the 

poor, and apart from expounding more elaborate theories of 

reconciliation between human suffering and a larger totality, 

can hope be developed in a reality beyond suffering. If there 

is meaning to suffering, it is not discoverable through 

theoretical constructs, but through the concrete praxis of the 

imitation of the suffering which Christ went through on behalf 

of the poor and oppressed. 

49'-Metz , "Unterwegs," p. 218. 

4~Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 108. 

49~etz, Faith in History and society, p. 108. 
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Metz's proposition, therefore, is that present 

suffering and the remembered history of suffering, and not any 

abstract totality, should serve as the authentically Christian 

"medium for a redeeming and emancipating history of 

freedom. ,,497 Only by focusing on humanity's concrete history of 

suffering can Christianity break "the spell of emancipative 

totality which seems to haunt the modern history of 

freedom. ,,498 

This disapproval of modern Christianity's attempt to 

reconcile the Christian promises and the history of suffering, 

is made more concrete when Metz takes aim at three prominent 

modern Christian soterio1ogies. He believes that each, in 

turn, has succumbed to the myth of an emancipative totality 

and therefore been seduced by a "triumpha1ist metaphysics of 

salvation.,,499 The three soterio1ogies he looks at are those 

developed by his European colleagues, Wo1fhart Pannenberg, 

Jurgen Mo1tmann, and Karl Rahner. 

(ii) Metz's critique of Pannenberg's, Mo1tmann's, and Rahner's 
soteriologies 

By way of introduction, let me further clarify the 

context out of which Metz's critique of these soterio1ogies 

arises. In brief, he reprimands them for inadvertently 

497Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 123. 

4~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 122. 

499Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 20. 
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contributing to, rather than combatting, misunderstandings 

concerning the notions of history, Christian personhood, and 

the task of theology. 

First, he points out that the way they conceive of 

history is incompatible with apocalyptic Christianity's 

insight that the history of freedom is at the same time a 

history of suffering. All three succumb to what he calls the 

"spell of emancipative totality," a spell which the modern 

notion of history is under generally. Because they have 

uncritically appropriated the Enlightenment understanding of 

history, which assumes that history is understandable as a 

whole, they further believe that humanity's history of 

suffering and the Christian message of redemption can be 

reconciled theoretically. They assume, along with the 

Enlightenment, that the universal meaning of history is 

discernable and therefore can be interpreted within Christian 

categories. In other words, they assume that history has 

either an essence or an innate purpose and aim,500 an 

interpretation which is idealistic in nature, as is the 

500Metz 's position is that meaning in history does not 
come from a preconceived historical totality. To the 
contrary, Christianity asserts that meaning is attainable, 
partially, in the midst of suffering. Full meaning will be 
revealed only at the end of history. Metz, "Unterwegs," p. 
218. 
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Enlightenment ' s. 501 Given the assumption that history has a 

purpose and aim, it falls to the task of Christian 

soteriology, then, to explain to modernity, ever more 

intelligibly, precisely how history is unfolding as it should 

from a Christian perspective. 

The second misguided assumption that these 

soteriologies make concerns the nature of Christian 

personhood. 502 It is that the essence of Christian personhood 

has already been revealed in history and therefore only needs 

to be rediscovered again and again. What they fail to 

recognize, however, is that authentic Christian personhood may 

yet be emerging wi thin history • Their understanding of 

Christian personhood, therefore, is idealistic in nature, in 

the same way that their understanding of history is. 

And the third assumption these soteriologies make, 

which follows from the above two, is that the present 

historical crisis of Christiani ty concerns the content of 

faith. The task of theology, therefore, is to develop greater 

speculative precision and acumen in explaining more clearly 

501An idealistic appraisal of history holds that "the 
idea of a meaning of history is not a category of practical 
reason, but (following idealistic tradition) a category of 
reflection" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 157). 

502perhaps the most decisive question for Metz is this: 
"Can there be another point of departure for Christian 
theology apart from the one that insists that the universal 
meaning of history and historical identity of Christianity is 
already established?" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 
163). 
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this Christian content to modern persons.S~ Its task is to 

develop ever more evocative and creative "theological theories 

of secularization"S04 in order to reconcile the fact of 

Christ's redemption and the achievements of the modern history 

of emancipation. What theology fails to recognize, however, 

is that the recent history of emancipation is dialectically 

constituted. Modern theology, Metz believes, has forgotten 

the insight offered to it by apocalyptic Christianity: that 

humanity's recent history of emancipation, like all of 

history, is a history of suffering. 

The context of Metz's critique of Pannenberg, 

Moltmann, and Rahner is illumined even further if we recognize 

four distinct dangers which he thinks confront modern 

Christiani ty • These dangers arise out of Christiani ty' s 

ongoing attempt to relate to Judaism, especially its struggle 

to incorporate, meaningfully, the experience of the Holocaust 

into its own self-understanding and praxis. They are, as Metz 

puts it, "constantly recurring and therefore quasi-endemic 

dangers within Christianity and its theology. "sos To varying 

degrees, he thinks that the soteriologies of Pannenberg, 

Moltmann, and Rahner have succumbed to these dangers. 

SO~etz, Fai th in History and Society, p. 76 • 

S~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 157. 

SOSMetz, The Emergent Church, p. 23. 
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The first danger is Christianity's tendency to be 

"purely 'affirmative'," speaking as if it has all the answers 

and few questions. 506 As purely affirmative, it has tended to 

be a "religion of conquerors," with a christology of conquest 

generating a sense of apathy and insensitivity towards the 

broader history of human suffering. As a religion whose 

adherents see themselves as victorious over life's suffering, 

Christianity finds it easy to connect the atoning power of 

Christ's suffering to the suffering of its followers. It has 

far greater trouble applying this atonement to the suffering 

of those who stand outside of Christianity in the so-called 

profane arena of history. 

Christianity is this: 

Metz's question to modern 

Has not our attitude as Christians to this suffering often 
been one of unbelievable insensitivity and indifference -
as though we believed this suffering fell in some kind of 
purely profane sector, as though we could understand 
ourselves as the great conquerors in relation to it, as 
though this suffering had no atoning power, and as thou~h 
our lives were not part of the burden placed upon it?50 

The second danger is modern Christianity's tendency 

to obstruct or repress the apocalyptic-messianic wisdom of 

Judaism. 508 This invariably happens whenever Christianity is 

5~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 23. 

507Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 24. 

5~etz characterizes his theology as an attempt to 
break free from the dualism inherent in Greek-Hellenistic 
Christiani ty and to bring to light the more historically 
engaging Jewish wisdom latent within it. Metz, "unterwegs," 
p. 212. 
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triumphalistic about its claim to salvation through Christ. 

In its triumphal ism , it fails to recognize how messianic 

expectation can be a "principle of theological knowledge,,,509 

that is, how God can be known most intimately by those who 

suffer and await the coming of the Messiah. Jewish messianic 

trust, wherein God is known in moments of suffering and in 

anticipation of the Messiah's return, is quickly replaced by 

a euphoric triumphalism about meaning within history. Metz 

worries that this triumphal ism blinds Christians to the 

existence of "radical disruptions and catastrophes within 

meaning. ,,510 It causes them to interpret history with little 

regard to the enormous suffering which is a key part of it. 

Metz 's second question to modern Christiani ty concerns the 

implications of Christological triumphalism and the subsequent 

elimination of messianic consciousness. He asks: Has not 

Christological triumphal ism created "something like a 

typically Christian incapacity for dismay in the face of 

disasters? And does this not apply with particular intensity 

to the average Christian (and theological) attitude toward 

Auschwitz? ,,511 

modern 

The third danger, and the most critical for Metz, is 

Christianity's tendency to 

509Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 24. 

51~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 25. 

511Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 25. 

interiorize and 
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individualize the messianic message of salvation. 

Christianity avoids conflict with existing political 

structures, and the suffering they may cause, by silencing the 

socio-political dimensions of its eschatological message. It 

accommodates its understanding of salvation to the exigencies 

of the political powers of the day, thereby exchanging its 

clearly stated preference for the poor and oppressed, 

expressed in the Sermon on the Mount, for the stability and 

comfort of political and social accommodation. 512 Metz' s third 

question to modern Christianity is this: "Is it not the case 

that we Christians can recognize that concrete destiny which 

Jesus foretold for his disciples more clearly in the history 

of suffering undergone by the Jewish people than in the actual 

history of Christianity? ,,513 

Finally, the fourth danger is modern Christianity's 

tendency to forfeit the practical core of its message. 

512Metz says that it was his awareness of 
Christianity's accommodation to political powers, through 
interiorization and individualization of the Christian 
message, which compelled him to "proj ect and work on a 
'political theology' with its program of deprivatization 
(directed more toward the synoptics than to Pauline 
traditions), to work against just these dangers of an extreme 
interiorization of Christian salvation and its attendant 
danger of Christianity's uncritical reconciliation with 
prevailing political powers. This theology argues that it is 
precisely the consistently nonpolitical interpretation of 
Christianity, and the nondialectical interiorizing and 
individualizing of its doctrines, that have continually led 
to Christianity taking on an uncritical, as it were, 
post factum political form" (Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 27). 

51~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 26 • 
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Repeatedly, concern for preservation of doctrinal puri ty 

replaces what Metz believes is the essence of the Christian 

faith: "the messianic praxis of discipleship, conversion, 

love, and suffering. ,,514 This messianic praxis is replaced by 

a bourgeois Christianity which only believes in discipleship 

rather than living it. 515 It only believes in conversion, 

love, and suffering, but "continues ••. untroubled believing and 

praying wi th [ its] ••• back to Auschwitz. ,,516 Metz ' s fourth 

question to modern Christiani ty is: Why does it seem that 

post-Auschwitz Christianity, especially in Germany, remains 

"incapable of real mourning and true penance," and why have 

the churches not resisted "society's massive repression of 

51'Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 27. 

515Metz believes that Christian discipleship is 
bourgeois when it is confined to the private realm of the 
immediate family or the larger parish community. Christian 
acts of selfless-love, active compassion, loyalty, gratitude, 
friendliness, and grief, are understood, solely, as family 
acts. Love, as comprehensive justice and applicable to one's 
enemy, has been all but forgotten. When discipleship i§ 
attempted beyond the family, it is crippled by the use of 
money as its means. Money becomes, as Metz say, "the 
substitute for compassion" (Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 7). 
It is the sterile way for bourgeois discipleship to mediate 
between the Christian virtues of love and compassion and 
societal suffering. It is the "quasi-sacrament of solidarity 
and sympathy." And it takes the place of the messianic 
considerations of political and social solidarity, political 
education, and practical social and political change. Metz, 
The Emergent Church, p. 8. 

51~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 27. 
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guilt in these postwar years?1I517 Metz' s analysis and critique 

of bourgeois consciousness and the evolutionary logic 

operative therein is his attempt to answer just this question. 

Having established the larger context for Metz' s 

critique of modern Christianity, I now move to his critical 

analysis of the soteriologies developed by his German 

colleagues Pannenberg, Moltmann, and Rahner. Each is faulted 

for diminishing the importance of suffering by reconciling it 

too quickly to an overarching totality of meaning. 

Metz t S critique of Pannenberg. Metz worries that 

Pannenberg, by means of an idealistic notion of history, has 

too quickly reconciled historical suffering and the redemption 

ini tiated by Christ. He thinks Pannenberg' s notion of history 

is shaped too much by Enlightenment idealism and not enough 

by apocalyptic Christianity, a suspicion which is verified 

when one examines how he understands history ontologically, 

as Hegel understood it, 518 as a process wi th an already 

revealed essence and meaning, and not apocalyptically, as a 

history of suffering. 519 

517Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 28. 

51~etz describes Pannenberg' s theology as an 
"'idealistic' ••• ontology of history and meaning that is 
strongly oriented towards Hegel" (Ketz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 157). 

519Ketz is not assuming here that understanding history 
ontologically and understanding it within apocalyptic 
categories, as a history of suffering, are necessarily 
incompatible. What he worries about are the unrecognized and 
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Metz points to two negative consequences which follow 

from Pannenberg' s Enlightenment understanding of history. 

First, he thinks it leads to a relativizing of the importance 

of humanity's history of suffering by placing it within an 

already known historical totality. And second, it leads to an 

understanding of the Christ-event as merely "the anticipation 

of ••• total meaning in history. ,,520 Christ becomes the 

proleptically realized goal and aim of an historical process 

which is already known from beginning to end. 

The danger of such an interpretation, Metz suggests, 

is that suffering is diminished in importance by virtue of it 

being interpreted as simply a part of a Christ-directed 

historical process. Catastrophes, faceless sufferings, and 

pain become mere events within the historical process, and 

history becomes a history that has suffering but not a history 

that is suffering. Historical time becomes the time of an 

evolutionary continuum and not the apocalyptic time of 

imminent interruptions and catastrophes. The assumption 

therefore abounds that history is caught within a "rigid world 

pattern,,521 in which there is a "consciousness of the time of 

catastrophes," but not a "consciousness of the catastrophic 

unintended consequences of interpreting history ontologically. 
The major consequence, in spite perhaps of Pannenberg's 
intentions to the contrary, is that the status of suffering, 
as a primary feature of historical life, is diminished. 

52~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 55. 

521Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 175. 
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nature of time. ,,522 

Metz disapproves of Pannenberg's theology, therefore, 

because of the way it attributes to history a "previously 

conceived totality of meaning. ,,523 By interpreting history as 

"a movement of the so-called objective spirit, ,,524 it disguises 

the uniquely human destiny of history as a history of 

suffering. History is no longer the occasion of free human 

actions, the consequences of which are suffering, but more the 

logical and uninterrupted unfolding of the objective spirit 

of God. 525 

Opposed to this theoretical reconciling of redemption 

and suffering is Metz's assertion that the ultimate meaning 

of history has yet to be revealed, and that both ends of 

history have yet to come into view. 526 According to 

522Metz , Faith in History and Society, pp. 176-177. 

5~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 55. 
"According to Pannenberg, praxis is of secondary importance 
and subordinate or else it is in danger of becoming a praxis 
that is oriented towards a previously conceived totality of 
meaning" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 55). 

52~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 162. 

525Metz asks: "But does history really follow its 
course in this sense? And, if it is really uninterrupted in 
its course, does it then (as Max Horkheimer, for example, 
correctly asked) fulfill its human destiny?" (Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 55). 

526"Those who suggest these approaches have the course 
of history in view. Because they view it from both ends, 
however, there is no need to enter it •••• History is made into 
a movement of the so-called objective spirit which we have 
already seen through. And theology is made a kind of 
information service for world history, but one that is 
consulted less and less by the public" (Metz, Faith in History 
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apocalyptic Christianity, historical meaning is not, as 

Pannenberg suggests, an already pre-established given which 

theology must explain ever more clearly. Rather, meaning is 

tentatively evoked in the praxis of a discipleship of 

imitating Christ in his life of solidarity with the poor and 

suffering. Metz writes: 

The ultimately promised saving meaning of history 
is •.• disclosed as it were while the course of that history 
is being run. It is ••• evoked, remembered and narrated 
(for all men) as a practical experience of meaning in the 
middle of our historical life.~7 

Historical meaning is therefore always a tentatively evoked 

product of participation in the human history of suffering 

and, as such, cannot be a solidified object of theological 

reflection. It is a meaning evoked by praxis, and thus always 

threatened by fears, catastrophes, and interruptions. As 

threatened meaning, it is always in need of a "hope provided 

wi th expectation. ,,528 Pannenberg therefore diminishes the 

importance of apocalyptic expectation by assuming that the 

completed meaning of history has already been revealed.5~ 

Finally, Metz worries that Pannenberg's totalizing 

and Society, p. 162). 

527Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 162. 

52~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 162. 

529"Wolfhart Pannenberg' s influential ontology of 
history and meaning ••• is strongly oriented towards Hegel." 
In it, "the idea of a meaning of history is not a category of 
practical reason, but (following idealistic traditions) a 
category of reflection" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 157). 
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tendency, in positing a totality of meaning to history, 

produces apathy among Christians in the same way as 

evolutionary logic does among modern persons generally. If 

the totality of history's meaning has already been revealed, 

might not this yet be another reason for Christians to 

disengage themselves from the world, socially and politically? 

Might not historical meaning be viewed as II 'hopelessly' 

total, 11530 with all the wrinkles and contradictions of 

historical life ironed out, therefore inducing Christians to 

remain passive in the face of historical suffering?531 

Metz's Critique of Moltmann. We recall that Metz's 

point of departure for his critique of modern soteriologies 

generally is his belief that "a conceptual and argumentative 

mediation and reconciliation between real and effective 

redemption, on the one hand, and the human history of 

suffering on the other, ••• [seems] to be excluded. 11532 He thinks 

it is conceptually and argumentatively not possible to 

reconcile humanity's history of suffering and the history of 

redemption. Inevi tably, the suffering of real persons wi thin 

real historical situations is subordinated to a larger 

overarching totality. Historical suffering becomes only a 

53~etz, Fai th in History and Society, p. 162. 

531Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 162. 

532Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 132. 
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part of a greater whole. This was precisely Metz's worry in 

the case of Pannenberg, who tended to equate humani ty' s 

history of suffering with that negati vi ty , in the form of 

concrete suffering, found within the historical process 

dialectically understood. 

Hetz fears that Holtmann engages in the same sort of 

theoretical reconciliation by identifying humanity's history 

of suffering with that negativity found within the "dialectics 

of the Trinitarian history of God. ,,533 Here, historical 

suffering "becomes ' suffering between God and God'. ,,534 

Suffering is taken up into the Trini tar ian history of God 

5Dxetz, Faith in History and Society, p. 132. Metz 
criticizes Trinitarian soteriologies generally, not only 
HoI tmann ' s. Others mentioned are those developed by Karl 
Barth, Eberhard JUnge I , Karl Rahner (on the unity of the 
immanent and the economic trinity), Hans KUng, and Hans Urs 
von Balthasar. Ketz thinks Urs von Balthasar offers "the most 
impressive and forceful considerations" on the topic. Metz, 
Faith in History and society, p. 132. 

5~etz, Faith in History and Society, pp. 131-132. 
See also Ketz, "Unterwegs," pp. 220, where he expresses the 
doubt that one can know about suffering wi thin God. His 
preference is to speak only of suffering ~ God. He fears 
that the former betrays the importance of human suffering by 
leading to "a gnostic immortalizing of suffering within God." 
He is concerned also that Holtmann's Christology does not 
express clearly enough the fact that knowledge of Christ is 
a practical knowledge gained through the concrete praxis of 
suffering solidarity. In another place, Ketz writes: "Christ 
must always be thought of in such a way that he is never 
merely thought of. Christology does not simply lecture about 
following Christ but feeds itself, for its own truth's sake, 
on the practice of following Christ. Essentially it expresses 
a practical knowledge of following Christ" (J .B. Hetz, 
Followers of Christ. The Religious Life and the Church 
[London: Burns and Oates, 1978], pp. 39-40. German original: 
zeit der Orden? ZurKystik und Politik der Nachfolge [Freiburg 
im Breisgau: Verlag Herder, 1977]). 
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through God's self-emptying (kenosis) on the Cross of Jesus. 535 

The suffering of the Son and the suffering of the world thus 

find meaning within the inner workings of the Trinity. 

Metz is concerned that Mol tmann ' s Trini tarian 

soteriology, like pannenberg's theology of history, may 

diminish the importance of historical sUffering. It may 

divert attention away from the fact of the negativity and non

identity of concrete suffering in the way it employs a 

"dialectically mediated concept of suffering,,536 which 

interprets the history of suffering within the context of a 

Trinitarian dynamism. Meaning is depicted as uninterruptable 

and secured for all persons in all situations. 537 

Metz argues, to the contrary, that it is not possible 

to reconcile redemption and the history of suffering by means 

of such "subtle and speculative,,538 argumentation. "Purely 

argumentative,,539 soteriologies do not work because whenever 

redemption and suffering are theoretically reconciled there 

takes place a dialectical bypassing of the concrete 

535Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 132. 

53~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 132. 

537Whereas Pannenberg identifies the non-identity of 
humanity's concrete history of suffering with that "negativity 
found in a dialectical understanding of the historical 
process" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 132), 
Moltmann equates humanity's history of suffering with that 
negativity found in the Trinitarian history of God. 

53~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 132. 

539Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 124. 
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historici ty of human suffering. 540 

The reason, therefore, that Metz is so adamantly 

against the attempt to harmonize redemption and suffering, 

theoretically, is because of his desire not to ignore 

humanity's concrete history of suffering, particularily the 

suffering which took place within the Jewish Holocaust. The 

suffering of Auschwitz, for example, makes impossible further 

attempts at theoretical reconciliation of redemption and 

suffering. All attempts at reconciliation, past and present, 

are to be rejected because inevitably they ignore the 

"testimony of the Jewish history of suffering,,541 by trying to 

answer the theodicy question with their backs to Auschwitz. 

Metz thus asks: 

Who, if anyone at all, has the right to give [an answer 
to the theodicy question] ••• ? As far as I am concerned, 
only the Jew threatened by death with all the children in 
Auschwitz has the right to say it - only he alone. There 
is no other 'identification' of God - neither as sublime 
as for instance in J. Holtmann nor as reserved and modest 
as in the case of D. SolIe - here, as far as I am 
concerned, no Christian-theological identification of God 
is possible. If at all, this can be done only by the Jew 
imprisoned together with his God in the abyss - it can be 
done only by him who himself finds himself in that hell 
'where God and humankind full of terror look into each 
other's eyes' CElie wiesel). Only he, I think, can alone 
speak of a 'God on the gallows,' not we Christians outside 
of Auschwitz who sent the Jew into such a situation of 

54~etz believes that only memory and narrative can 
adequately mediate redemption and the history of suffering. 
Only a memorative and narrative soteriology, not a more 
theoretical and speculative one, can do justice to the fact 
of Christ's redemptive presence within the midst of humanity's 
concrete history of suffering. Hetz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 133. 

541Hetz , "Facinq the Jews," p. 30. 
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despair or at least left him in it. Here, for me, there 
is no 'sense' to which we could testify without the Jew. 
Without the Jews in the hell of Auschwitz, we are 
condemned to Non-sense, to God-Iessness. 542 

There is then a "quasi-salvation historical dependence,,543 of 

Christianity on the Jewish history of suffering, in that post-

Auschwitz Christians are now dependent on the Jews for their 

witness as to where God is in the midst of suffering. 

Theoretical harmonization of God and suffering is no longer 

possible apart from the Jews and Auschwitz, apart from the 

experience of the apparent complete absence of God in the face 

of the terror, suffering, and death of the Holocaust. 544 

The only way open for post-Auschwitz theology to bring 

redemption and suffering together is by means of narrative 

and practical soteriologies, not by argumentative and 

theoretical ones. Such soteriology would be based on the 

recognition that knowledge of Christ's salvation is attained, 

most clearly, in acts of discipleship and in the remembered 

stories of discipleship, 545 that is, in the praxis of the 

542Metz , "Facing the Jews," pp. 29-30. 

543Metz , "Facing the Jews," p. 30. 

54~etz thinks theology is dependent on the Jewish 
experience of suffering for a resolution of the theodicy 
question. The Jewish history of suffering points to the fact 
that suffering is itself the locus for the experience of God, 
especially as it is an experience of God "on the gallows" 
(Metz, "Facing the Jews," p. 29). 

545For a description of Christian discipleship after 
Auschwitz see Metz, "Facing the Jews," pp. 31-33. As a 
"Jewish-formed synoptic manner of believing" (Metz, "Facing 
the Jews," p. 32), discipleship takes on the characteristic 
of "being on the way." It involves the willingness to fight 
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suffering imitation of Christ. By putting emphasis on the 

narration of knowledge gained through concrete discipleship, 

future soteriologies could avoid making further dangerous and 

presumptuous noetic assertions about the overall workings of 

God's historical activities, assertions which inadvertently 

serve only to silence the inherent risk, danger, and threat 

involved in imitating the suffering of Christ on behalf of the 

poor wi thin the horizon of apocalyptic expectation. 546 Such 

assertions only threaten to make superfluous the hope-filled 

yearning for the interruption of God's future as the promised 

future of humanity's history of suffering. 

Metz's Critique of Rahner. Finally, we turn to Metz' s 

critique of Rahner's soteriology, which he thinks takes shape 

within the context of a transcendental-idealistic theological 

paradigm.547 As a student and longtime friend of Rahner's, his 

against political and social prejudices and against "the 
apotheosis of hatred and banality in the world" (Metz, "Facing 
the Jews," p . 33). 

546For a discussion of the importance of "danger" 
within Christian discipleship, see Metz, "Unterwegs," pp. 225 
ff •. 

547Metz argues that the Transcendental-idealistic 
paradigm is one of three models operating wi thin modern 
Catholicism. The other two are the neo-Scholastic, and post
idealistic. He sees his fundamental theology as an effort to 
give formal expression to this post-idealistic model which he 
thinks is emerging within the third-world churches today. See 
"Competing Models," in "Unterwegs," pp. 209-212, especially 
pp. 230 and 231, n. 3, where he gives specific criteria for 
what constitutes a theological model. 

For a description of the transcendental experience 
which is at the heart of transcendental theology, see Karl 
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critique is offered with respect and admiration for Rahner as 

a person and a theologian. He commends Rahner for breathing 

new life into the age old doctrines of the church, bringing 

them into creative and productive confrontation with a modern 

society increasingly devoid of religious sensibility. 548 In 

fact, Metz sees his own theological program as evolving in 

dialectical tension with Rahner's. He says: "The questions 

of a political theology of the subject have partially been 

evoked by Rahner's theology, but they have remained captive 

in contradiction in it. ,,549 

Metz's theology, therefore, is a "safeguarding as well 

Rahner, "Man as Transcendent Being," in Foundations of 
Christian Faith. An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity. 
trans. William V. Dych (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), pp. 
31-35. Rahner writes: Transcendental experience is "not the 
experience of some definite, particular objective thing which 
is experienced alongside of other objects. It is rather a 
basic mode of being which is prior to and permeates every 
objective experience. We must emphasize again and again that 
the transcendence meant here is not the thematically 
conceptualized 'concept' of transcendence in which 
transcendence is reflected upon objectively. It is rather the 
a priori openness of the subject to being as such, which is 
present precisely when a person experiences himself as 
involved in the multiplicity of cares and concerns and fears 
and hopes of his everyday world" (Rahner, Foundations of 
Christian Faith, p. 35). 

54~etz , "Unterwegs," p. 211. See also Metz, Den 
Glauben lernen und lehren, where Ketz praises Rahner for 
retrieving and breathing new life into the doctrines of the 
church with a view to restoring the contemporary relevancy of 
the Catholic tradition. He praises him for being an advocate 
and protector of the church while trying to renew it. Metz 
says his own theology aims more at a radical transformation 
of Christianity and the church than does Rahner's. He is 
concerned more with transformation than with restoration. 

549Metz , Faith in Historv and Society, p. 64. 
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as a critical productive revision of the transcendental 

paradigm. ,,550 While Rahner' s theology is a cri tical corrective 

to neo-scholasticism, Metz' s "post-idealistic theology,,551 is 

a critical corrective to Rahner's. Theology, Metz asserts, 

remains free from "the suspicion of being tautological, [only] 

as long as it [is] ••• a corrective, ••• as long as it 

[is] ••• engaged in controversy with a theological opponent. ,,552 

Metz is thus bold enough to "go emphatically against" Rahner's 

teaching, while at the same time remaining open to learning 

from it. 553 

To avoid the impression that his political theology 

has developed in total opposition to Rahner's, an assertion 

which he rej ects, 554 Metz aims his cri tique at a "form of 

550Metz , "Unterwegs," p. 211. Out of continued respect 
and admiration for Rahner and his theology, Metz often holds 
back from direct criticism, posing his concerns in the form 
of critical questions. Metz, "unterwegs," p. 211, and Faith 
in History and Society, p. 159. 

551See Metz, "Unterwegs," p. 211, & 230, 
Faith in History and Society, pp. 53-54, 
characterizes his own theology as an attempt to 
understanding of theological reason different 
developed by idealism. 

n. 4, and 
where he 

develop an 
from that 

552Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 13, n. 15. 
Metz thinks Rahner's theology ran into crisis when it lost 
its neo-scholastic opponent, when neo-scholasticism collapsed 
in exhaustion into "the strong arms of transcendental 
theology" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 13, n. 15). 

55~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 55. 

554In private conversation with Metz and his assistants 
Peter Rottlander and Ottmar John (Munster, July 12, 1986), I 
was counselled not to contrast Metz and Rahner along the lines 
of the bourgeois and post-bourgeois distinction. Nowhere, 
Metz said, does he call Rahner's theology bourgeois. Rather, 
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transcendental Christianity. ,,555 He thinks this type of 

Christianity is based on idealistic "philosophical and 

theological assumptions and assertions,,556 which cripple its 

ability to deal with major challenges confronting the church 

today. 557 As I will show, he is especially concerned about the 

theory of anonymous Christianity and the debilitating effect 

it might have on Christian praxis. 

Metz lists three challenges in relation to which 

transcendental theology tends to lose countenance: 1. the 

Marxist ideology critique along with its emphasis on persons 

as historical agents, 2. Auschwitz, and 3. the shift from a 

Eurocentric to third-world polycentric church of the poor. 

I will look at these in more detail and then discuss why, 

according to Metz, transcendental theology is badly equipped 

to respond to them. 

First, Metz finds transcendental Christianity lacking 

in its ability to meet two facets of Marxist criticism. On 

the one hand, there is the Marxist ideology critique which 

Rahner's theology encompasses all three theological models: 
neo-Scholastic, Transcendental, and post-Ideal istic. 
According to Metz, Rahner's theology is a bridge between all 
three and, in fact, contains significant post-bourgeois 
elements. 

555Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 160. 

55~etz, "Unterwegs," p. 212. 

557Metz thinks that these crises are forcing Christians 
to define their form of personhood over and against a 
personhood shaped by a growing world-wide consumerist cuI ture. 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 156. 
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asks the question of the relationship between knowledge and 

human interest within Christian theology. Marxism admonishes 

Christianity to look at the socio-political agendas which are 

hidden in its theologies. On the other hand, there is the 

Marxist assertion that the world is a human historical 

project. 558 This invites Christianity to rid itself of its 

other-worldly tendencies and to offer its message in the 

service of humanity I s historical proj ect. It calls upon 

Christianity to take seriously its claim to uniqueness as an 

historical religion, to affirm persons as agents of history, 

and to attack systems of understanding which attribute the 

agency of history to a larger totality. It challenges 

theology to question its basic assumption that there are 

really two histories: one sacred and one profane. 

Second, Metz finds transcendental Christianity lacking 

in its ability to meet the challenge which Auschwitz poses to 

modern theology and culture. 559 Metz thinks Auschwi tz is 

special because it forces the question of how Christianity and 

modern culture generally understand the role of history and 

the past. It forces the question of how an event such as the 

extermination of millions of innocent people could play such 

a negligible role in the religious, social, and political 

55~etz, lIunterwegs, n pp. 212-217. 

559Metz , "Unterwegs, II pp. 217-220. 
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determinations of the present. 560 Auschwi tz also points to the 

detrimental role that idealistic philosophical assumptions 

play within modern theology. In particular, it ought to call 

into question modern theology's appropriation of the 

Enlightenment understanding of history: that history is 

indomitable in its forward moving progress yet encased within 

the timelessness of a larger cosmos. It is this understanding 

of history, Metz suggests, that has allowed Auschwitz, and 

the past generally, to be forgotten. By interpreting history 

within the categories of teleology and ontology, 561 idealism 

has destroyed the modern person's capacity to remember and 

to remain in solidarity with the suffering of the past. And 

it has destroyed Christianity's own peculiar understanding of 

history as catastrophic, yet apocalyptically redemptive. 

Third, Metz finds transcendental Christianity lacking 

in its ability to deal with the challenge posed by the 

emergence of "a socially divided and culturally polycentric 

world. ,,562 No longer is it possible to see the poor as mere 

recipients of charity stemming from first-world churches. 

Rather, the third-world poor now form a maj ori ty wi thin 

5~etz credits Rahner for most of what he is able to 
do theologically. Yet he admits that it has dawned on him 
lately "that even in ... (his) theology Auschwitz was not 
mentioned" (Metz, "Facing the Jews," p. 27). 

561Notions of history which are idealistic assume, in 
one form or another, what Metz calls a "triumphalism of 
(either) being or becoming" (Metz, "Unterwegs," p. 218). 

562Metz , "unterwegs," p. 220. 
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catholicism,563 a fact which ought to challenge Christians to 

reformulate their faith in terms of a suffering resistance 

against ongoing and growing exploitation, oppression, and 

racism. Theology is now called upon to view itself through 

the eyes of the poor and to recognize its complicity within 

the continuing story of human suffering. Modern Catholicism, 

especially, is admonished to evolve a "politically sensitive 

theology of conversion and repentance,,,564 away from a 

bourgeois self-legitimizing church towards a church of 

solidarity with the oppressed based on the imitation of 

Christ. It is called upon to accept the guilt associated with 

its Eurocentric past , with its history of oppression and 

domination, and become, for the first time, an authentically 

polycentric 

solidarity. 565 

world church of universal justice and 

56~etz points to a 1980 Franciscan mission study which 
reports that, in 1900, seventy-seven percent of all Catholics 
lived in the west, and only twenty-three percent in the 
southern countries. In 1980, fifty-eight percent were living 
in the third-world, and only forty-two percent in Europe and 
North America. This supports Metz' s conviction that the 
Catholic Church no longer has a third-world church but is a 
third-world church. J. B. Metz, "Im Aufbruch zu einer 
kulturell polyzentrischen Weltkirche," Zeitschrift fur 
Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft, special 
printing, 1986, p. 140. 

5~etz , "Unterwegs, lip. 222. 

565Rahner would undoubtedly agree with the point Metz 
is making here. Metz thinks, however, that Rahner' s theology 
is handicapped in its response to this challenge because it 
is based on a transcendental experience which is too easily 
undisturbed by historical happenings. 
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Given these challenges to theology generally, and to 

transcendental theology in particular, Metz looks in detail 

as to why transcendental theology's response has been so weak. 

He suggests that it has been especially weakened in its 

response to these left-over Enlightenment challenges because 

of its theory of anonymous Christianity. The problem with 

this theory, Metz suggests, is that it falsely assumes, very 

much like Pannenberg' s dialectical theory of history and 

Mol tmann 's trinitarian history of God, that humanity's history 

of suffering and Christ's redemption can be reconciled 

theoretically. In other words, transcendental anthropology 

is one more instance of a theology which has been seduced into 

thinking that an idealistic resolution of the tension between 

Christian salvation and human suffering is possible. It is 

indicative of the theological tendency to overlook the 

importance of humanity's concrete history of suffering, in 

particular, to overlook how humanity' historical struggle for 

identity as a subject before God is of central importance in 

the formation of religious identity. Christian identity, Metz 

argues, is not given once and for all within the ontological 

structures of existence. Rather, it emerges each day in the 

midst of the praxis of the imitation of Christ in the form of 

suffering solidarity with the poor and oppressed. 5M 

5MSee "Religion in the historical struggle for man," 
in Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 70. Metz asserts 
that the religious subject before God is not so much a fact, 
transcendentally given, but is forged out within history 
through a dynamic process of conversion, following, and 
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Metz is therefore especially critical of the theory 

of anonymous Christianity for the way it understands the 

process by which people comes to know God. Epistemologically, 

he distinguishes between two ways of knowing: "an idealistic 

theory of knowledge, ,,567 and a "practical knowledge. ,,568 The 

notion of "transcendental faith, ,,569 he argues, is based on the 

former. It is based on the idealistic assumption that "truth 

is ... correlative with pure reason or theory or ... absol ute 

reflection. ,,570 This assumption, Metz argues, is based on a 

notion of anticipation which Rahner uses to try to answer 

"Kant's question about the conditions governing the 

possibility of human knowledge. ,,571 For Rahner, anticipation 

of God, in the form of a pre-grasp (Vorgriff), is the 

transcendental condition of the possibility of human knowledge 

suffering solidarity. Metz, Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 
61. 

567Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 159. 

5~etz, Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 160. 

569Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 159. 

5~etz, Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 60. Metz 
criticizes Rahner for not taking the practical structure of 
Christology as his starting point. He recognizes Rahner's 
transcendental Christology as the most influential among 
modern Christologies, especially in the German-speaking 
countries. However, like modern Christologies generally, it 
does not take the "practical structure of Christology as 
(its) ... point of departure. In this sense, (it) ... is 
idealistic and characterized by a non-dialectical relationship 
between theory and praxis" (Metz, Faith in Histo~ and 
society, p. 79, n. 5). 

571Metz , Faith in Histo~ and Society, p. 80, n. 2. 
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and behaviour. 572 It consti tutes the basic transcendental 

structure of all persons, whether they recognize it or not. 

Everyone, therefore, as Metz puts it, is "condemned to 

transcendence" and is "'always already with GOd,.,,573 

The difficulty with transcendentally fixing God in 

this "purely reflective way, ,,574 as the condition of the 

possibility of human knowledge and action,575 Metz suggests, is 

that it bypasses the role played by humani ty' s concrete 

history of suffering in religious identity formation. As Metz 

puts it, "the transcendental theology of the subject has the 

effect ••• of overlegitimizing the identity of the religious 

subject in view of the historical suffering of man.,,576 The 

572Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 65. Rahner 
defines Vorgriff as "a pre-apprehension ••• of 'being' as such," 
as "an unthematic but ever-present knowledge of the infinity 
of reality" which is the ground of all knowledge and conscious 
acti vi ty • Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith, p. 35. See 
also Gerald A. McCool, ed., A Rahner Reader, trans. Joseph 
Donceel (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), pp. 14-21. 

5~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 159. 

57~etz, Faith in History and Society, pp. 80-81, n. 
22. 

575Metz is objecting more to the implications of this 
theory than to the theory itself. He is reluctant to 
criticize the theory because he is not "sure that the level 
of what has to be criticized can as yet be reached by 
criticism and also because no viable alternative has been 
provided" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 159). 

57~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 65. The 
following is Rahner' s response to Metz' s critique. I am 
indebted to Professor Metz for pointing it out to me. Rahner 
says: "Metz's critique of my theology (which he calls 
transcendental theology) is the only criticism which I take 
very seriously. I agree in general with the positive 
contribution of Metz's book (Faith in History and Society). 
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worry, therefore, is that Rahner's transcendental-idealistic 

understanding of the subject assumes that there is a religious 

basis to human experience divorced from "every radical threat 

in the sphere of history.,,577 In positing the existence of a 

transcendental religious essence, it may have the effect of 

lessening Christian interest in finding an adequate "foothold 

in the turmoil of historical and social processes which are 

becoming more and more divorced from the subj ect. ,,578 

The theory of anonymous Christiani ty is therefore 

faul ted for hampering the process by which Christians are 

Insofar as the critique by Metz is correct, every concrete 
mystagogy must obviously from the very beginning consider the 
societal si tuation and the Christian praxis to which it 
addresses itself. If this is not sufficiently done in my 
theory of mystagogy and in its explanation in this book [to 
be cited], then this theory must be filled out. However it 
is not therefore false. For it has always been clear in my 
theology that a 'transcendental experience' (of God and of 
grace) is always mediated through a categorical experience in 
history, in interpersonal relationships, and in society. If 
one not only sees and takes seriously these necessary 
mediations of transcendental experience but also fills it out 
in a concrete way, then one already practices in an authentic 
way political theology, or, in other words, a practical 
fundamental theology. On the other hand, such a political 
theology is, if it truly wishes to concern itself with God, 
not possible without reflection on those essential 
characteristics of man which a transcendental theology 
discloses. Therefore, I believe that my theology and that of 
Metz are not necessarily contradictory. However, I gladly 
recognize that a concrete mystagogy must, to use Metz' s 
language, be at the same time "mystical and political" (Karl 
Rahner, "Introduction," in James J. Bacik, Apologetics and the 
Eclipse of Mystery [Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1980], pp. ix-x). 

577Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 63. 

57~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 65. 
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defined in terms of their concrete struggle to imitate Christ 

within humanity's concrete history of suffering. 

Transcendental anthropology detracts from the defining of 

Christian personhood in terms of suffering praxis by 

prematurely establishing Christian identity transcendentally. 

It disguises the fact that authentic Christian identity 

emerges out of moments of conversion, struggle, and suffering, 

experiences which are central to living one's life within the 

horizon of apocalyptic danger and imminent expectation. 

Metz goes so far as to suggest that behind the theory 

of anonymous Christianity, and its binding of Christian faith 

to an already given anthropological structure, lurks the 

hidden motive of vindicating Christianity "in the face of the 

growing historical threat to its identi ty. ,,579 Put 

pejoratively, it is the most recent attempt to legitimize, a

historically, Christianity in the face of modern unbelief.5~ 

The question remains, therefore, whether Christian 

identity can be defended in the face of modern unbelief by 

using a speculative "late metaphysics of anticipation. ,,581 

Metz worries, for example, that the a-priori transcendental 

fixing of Christian identity leads, inevitably, to a 

579Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 160. 

5~etz says: 
Christian subj ect may 
immunize and unburden" 
p. 163). 

"The transcendentalization of the 
have been guided by an attempt to 
(Metz, Faith in History and Society, 

581Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 65. 
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privatistic defining of Christian subjectivity as an isolated 

monadic entity. This could contribute to the bourgeois 

privatization of Christianity by disguising the fact that the 

Christian subject exists in "co-existence with other 

subj ects ,,582wi thin the dangerous and disruptive context of 

apocalyptic expectation. As Metz says: "Experiences of 

solidarity with, antagonism towards, liberation from and 

anxiety about other subjects form an essential part of the 

constitution of the religious subject, not afterwards, but 

from the very beginning". 583 

Metz disagrees that Christian personhood is 

constituted by a transcendental experience removed from the 

struggles, dangers, and threats of history. Rather, it is 

consti tuted in and through them. 584 It is forged out of a 

582Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 61. 

58~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 61. 

584Rahner is clear about the mediated character of the 
transcendental knowing experience. He wri tes: "Man as 
subj ect ••• is a historical being in such a way that he is 
historical precisely as a transcendental sUbject; his 
subjective essence of unlimited transcendentality is mediated 
historically to him in his knowledge and in his free self
realization. Hence man realizes his transcendental 
subjectivity neither unhistorically in a merely interior 
experience of unchanging subjectivity, nor does he grasp this 
transcendental subjectivity by means of an unhistorical 
reflection and introspection" (Rahner, The Foundations of 
Christian Faith, p. 140). Transcendental experience is 
therefore not made actual through theoretical reflection apart 
from history but "in the concrete and practical knowledge and 
freedom of everyday life" (Rahner, The Foundations of 
Christian Faith, p. 456), that is, in interpersonal 
relationships. On the basis of this, Rahner argues for the 
complete unity between the love of God and neighbor and for 
the fact that every act of loving one's neighbor is, at least 
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dangerous praxis of suffering solidarity: a "praxis ••• of hope 

in solidarity in the God of Jesus as a God of the living and 

the dead who calls all men to be subj ects in his presence ... 585 

The authentic Christian self emerges in the midst of social 

and political struggles to allow all persons to become 

subjects in solidarity with each other before God. 5M 

In conclusion, Ketz disapproves of the way 

transcendental-idealistic Christianity understands Christian 

personhood primarily within the horizon of religious 

anthropology. He "cannot accept uncritically as valid the 

predominance of anthropology in theology as opposed to history 

implicitly, an experience of God. Rahner, The Foundations of 
Christian Faith, p. 456. 

Ketz is familiar with these assertions. However, what 
he worries about, on a more general level, is Rahner's use of 
a metaphysical anthropology to articulate the essence of 
Christian identity. He is really questioning the adequacy of 
speculative thought to generalize what is essentially an 
historical experience, the experience of Christian faith. He 
thinks Rahner does not recognize the dangers associated with 
trying to capture the essence of Christian fai th wi thin 
speculative categories. One danger, in particular, stands 
out: the danger of overlooking the historical nature of faith 
and, as historical, its endangered quality. Christian faith 
is always, for Ketz, historical faith in the making and the 
re-making and is best conveyed not through ideas but through 
the praxis of discipleship transmitted to others in the form 
of narratives. 

585Ketz , Faith in History and Society, p. 73. 

5~etz believes that Christianity is indispensable for 
the process by which all persons become subjects. He points 
to Pannenberg1s insights concerning the relationship between 
historical anthropology and the history of religion. 
Pannenberg's thesis is that only in relationship to God are 
persons able to become subjects of their own history. Ketz, 
Faith in History and Society, pp. 69 and 82, n. 26. 
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and society. ,,587 He thinks the transcendentalization of the 

Christian subj ect inadvertently negates the more biblical 

understanding of Christian personhood defined by a praxis of 

suffering solidarity taking place within the danger-filled 

horizon of apocalyptic expectation. 588 Christian identity thus 

cannot, according to Metz, be "transmitted theologically in 

a purely speculative way. It can only be transmitted in 

narrative - as a narrative and practical Christianity. ,,589 

"Full and explicit (1) knowledge of faith," he believes, is 

not a speculative, but a practical knowledge. 590 It is not 

conveyable, as the theory of anonymous Christianity comes 

dangerously close to suggesting, as an arcane knowledge, 

knowable only to a few "who possess the 'high gift of the 

wise' . ,,591 If there is such an arcane knowledge then Metz 

suggests it is not the "arcanum of a philosophical gnosis -

an elitist idealism - but ... the arcanum of a practical 

587Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 227. 

588For a discussion of the role that danger plays in 
Christian discipleship, see Metz, "Unterwegs," pp. 224 ff .. 

589Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 165. 

590Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 160. 

591Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 159. Metz 
acknowledges that Rahner's "entire theological disposition 
makes him turn away from an elitist attitude perhaps more than 
any other theologian" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 
159). However, Metz still points out that in the areas of 
aesthetics, logic, and ethics, Rahner does believe in an 
elitist knowledge known only to a few. Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 160 and 167, n. 11. 
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knowledge,,592 forged out of the dangerous imitation of Christ's 

suffering on behalf of others. 593 

e. Summary 

Thus far, I have outlined Metz' s critique of the 

bourgeois notion of history. I tried to show why he thinks 

this notion, as a central feature of bourgeois subjectivity, 

is destructive of Christian self-understanding and action. 

It is so because it is based on an unique type of bourgeois 

metaphysic called evolutionary logic. Second, I outlined his 

concern that this bourgeois notion of history poses a special 

danger to Christianity because it mirrors the timelessness of 

this metaphysic. On the unconscious level, the bourgeois 

mentality thinks of history as trapped within the timelessness 

of nature. On the conscious level, theories of history are 

developed which deny this entrapment. These idealistic 

theories then become theoretical mechanisms used by modernity 

to combat the despair generated by evolutionary timelessness. 

5~Ketz, Faith in History and Society, p. 160. 

593Even though Ketz challenges Rahner' s theory of 
anonymous Christianity, for having elitist elements, he does 
not think that Rahner intended this. In fact, he says that 
this theory "had been determined by precisely the opposite 
intention" and that "Rahner has a distinctly proletarian 
aversion to everything elitist or esoteric" (Ketz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 227). Ketz praises Rahner's theology 
for being a "biographical dogmatic theology" (Ketz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 226). He thinks its basic intention 
is to give expression to the experiences of ordinary people, 
Christians and non-Christians alike. 
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In this process, the bourgeois mentality is blinded to 

humanity's concrete history as a history of suffering, guilt, 

and failed responsibility. 

More importantly, Metz thinks the bourgeois tendency 

to think of history in terms of an overarching totality has 

been inadvertently appropriated by modern Christianity. This 

appropriation has given rise to theologies of history which 

likewise fail to recognize humanity's history as a history of 

suffering. Through elaborate theoretical schemes, these 

theologies reconcile, too quickly, concrete historical 

suffering and God's providential guidance in history. 

Theologies of history which claim to understand the overall 

meaning and goal of history are to be rejected because they 

tend to depreciate the importance of suffering in constituting 

history, Christian personhood, and Christian praxis. As an 

alternative, Metz proposes an apocalyptic understanding of 

history as a history of suffering within which Christians 

ought to understand themselves and their discipleship. 

Christ's history of suffering defines history as a time of 

suffering, catastrophes, and the imminent expectation of God's 

end-time interruption. By understanding history as a history 

of suffering, Metz thinks Christians can better understand 

themselves and their praxis in terms of suffering solidarity 

with the poor and oppressed. Living as a Christian within 

history means living within the framework of imminent 

expectation, not within the framework of evolutionary 
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timelessness. This expectation, he hopes, will generate a new 

revolutionary consciousness which will give rise to a more 

radical living out of the Gospel mandate of love. 594 

I turn now to the second concept which Metz thinks 

is operative within bourgeois subjectivity: technical 

rationality. It too is a central factor in Christianity's 

captivity to ~he bourgeois mentality. Metz denounces it 

chiefly because it fosters an anthropological model of 

domination which negates Christianity's model of suffering 

solidarity. 

2. Bourgeois Reason 

a. Technical Reason and Evolutionary Timelessness 

Metz denounces the prominent place of technical reason 

within modern consciousness because it erodes Christianity's 

capacity to live out the Gospel mandate of love in history and 

society. It is destructive to Christianity because, like the 

bourgeois notion of history, it also is grounded in the 

5~etz writes: "Revolutionary consciousness in the 
grip of evolutionary timelessness: Marx, who praised 
revolutions as the locomotives of world history. Walter 
Benjamin has suggested that it may be quite different from 
this and that revolutions are really the hand of the human 
race, travelling in this train, on the emergency brake" (Metz, 
Faith in History and society, p. 172). Metz agrees with 
Benjamin that perhaps revolutions are required to stop 
modernity's road to self-destruction. Both agree that the 
world needs a revolution in consciousness and self
understanding so it can break the grip of evolutionary 
timelessness and the apathy it causes. Metz thinks Christian 
apocalypticism, with its notion of time as imminent 
expectation, can break persons free from this modern apathy. 
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bourgeois metaphysic of evolutionary logic. The modern 

worship of technical reason arises from the attempt to 

compensate for the fatalism and apathy gnawing at the souls 

of modern persons.5~ It is the uniquely modern way of gaining 

control over one's perceived entrapment within nature's 

timeless time. Persons think they are in control when they 

are able, increasingly so, to dominate, manipulate, and 

transform nature. Technical reason is the most effective way 

to do this. 

Furthermore, modern Christians have uncritically 

appropriated this bourgeois reverence for technical reason, 

and, in doing so, have failed to recognize three dangers 

associated with it. First, they do not recognize how the 

dominance of technical reason, as a new authority, threatens 

the unique Christian understanding of religious authority 

based on tradition. Second, Christians fail to recognize that 

technical reason is one side of the larger separation of 

reason into private and public. Public life is dominated by 

technical reason, private life by private moral reason. The 

problem, according to Metz, is that religion has been 

5~Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 170. Metz 
writes: "Man's understanding of reality, which guides his 
scientific and technical control of nature and from which the 
cult of the makeable draws its strength, is marked by an idea 
of time as a continuous process which is empty and evolving 
towards infinity" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 
171). Or again: "evolutionary logic has ••• become an 
acceptance of technical rationality" (Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 171). 
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relegated exclusively to the realm of private moral reason. 

And third, Christians do not recognize how the pervasive 

influence of technical reason contributes to an 

anthropological model of domination. This model contradicts 

Christianity's own anthropological model of solidarity. I 

will deal with each in turn. 

b. Technical Reason as the New Bourgeois Authority 

Metz argues that even though the Enlightenment 

liberated persons from the coercive authority of the Church, 

history, and tradition, it brought to prominence an equally 

coercive form of authority: the authority of knowledge in the 

form of "calculating reason ... 596 This form of reason became 

the new authority for modern persons because it contributed 

to the smooth functioning of an economy based on the values 

of success, domination, and monopoly. Metz states: "Modern 

scientific knowledge is marked by the model of a dominative 

knowledge of nature, and in this view man understands himself 

anthropologically above all as the subject exercising control 

over nature. ,,597 

Metz attacks the one-sided dominance of this pragmatic 

reason within modern life because, as divorced from 

traditional values, it is essentially uncritical. He thinks 

59~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 40 

597Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 111. 
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the modern vision fails to recognize that traditional values 

are an indispensable "constitutive part of critical reason."598 

What is not recognized is that pragmatic reason needs the 

normative values conveyed by tradition. without them, the 

dominance of technical reason leads to the denial of human 

freedom rather than to its furtherance. Without tradition, 

technical reason remains uncritical and conformist towards 

market place values which intend ever greater exploitation and 

domination of others and nature. 

The solution Metz offers is that Christianity abandon 

its uncritical appropriation of the bourgeois authority of 

technical reason and focus on its own type of authority which 

II informed by a tradition, a tradition whose values are 

"freedom and justice on the one hand and suffering on the 

other."599 This is not the authority of a bourgeois technical 

reason which aims at the control and subjugation of others and 

nature for the sake of market place efficiency. It is rather 

the authority of living a life of suffering solidarity aimed 

at attaining freedom and justice for the poor and oppressed. 

What has taken hold wi thin the Church is not this 

authority of suffering discipleship but the authority of 

bourgeois administrative competency. Church authori ty has 

become more and more the authority of knowledge and 

59~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 40. 

599Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 40. 
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bureaucratic skill, especially at times when the church is 

under attack. Authentic Christian authority, on the other 

hand, is based on religious and not bureauocratic competency. 

It is based on the faithful conveyance of a tradition whose 

values are love, solidarity, suffering, mourning, joy, etc., 

not on a tradition whose chief value is the more refined 

application of technical reason. As Metz poignantly puts it, 

church authority ought to be "authority based on being 

authori ty rather than having authori ty • ,,600 It ought to be 

authority grounded in the concrete praxis of suffering 

solidarity with the poor and the oppressed and not the 

authority of finely tuned ecclesiastical pronouncements. 

c. Bourgeois Separation of Public and Private Reason 

Metz's second criticism of technical reason is that 

it is divorced from moral reason. He thinks that its rise to 

ascendancy within the Enlightenment paralleled the sharp 

separation between public and moral reason. To the bourgeois 

mentality, moral reason had relevance only to private life. 

Public reason, on the other hand, in the form of technical 

competency, had relevance only to public life. This sharp 

separation resulted in one dimension of reason losing the 

other as its critical corrective. Once technical reason 

became separated from the resources of moral reason, for 

6O~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 41. 
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example, technical reason became the chief agent behind the 

unbridled control and subjugation of nature for the sake of 

the market place economy. No longer did it serve, as it 

previously had done, as an instrument of social criticism and 

change. 601 Moral reason itself was diminished in the process. 

Once separated from public life, it lost its ability to give 

moral guidance to social and pol i tical processes. As a 

private affair, it no longer could foster freedom and change 

wi thin the larger society. The dialectical relationship 

between private and public reason, which had prevailed prior 

to the Enlightenment, was destroyed, and with it the power of 

moral reason to prevent the unbridled subjugation of the world 

by technical rationality. 602 

This rigid twinning of reason into private and public 

poses a real threat to Christiani ty . When appropriated 

uncritically I it distorts Christian self-understanding and 

~1Metzl Faith in History and Society, p. 43. 

~etz reflects on how his own thinking has changed on 
the issue of moral praxis in terms of Kant. What he now 
realizes, because of Marx, is that Kant's notion of moral 
praxis is naive because such a notion is neither socially 
neutral nor politically innocent. Kant's notion of moral 
praxis, including the categorical imperative on which it is 
based, pertains solely to an already socially established 
subject. The coming of age that Kant calls for, via the 
exercise of moral praxis, does not consider the fact that 
there exists social structures and relationships which prevent 
persons from coming of age. As well, it does not recognize 
the hidden agenda behind the exercise of one's practical 
reason, that is, the attainment of a higher social and 
economic status, or the maintenance of the one already held. 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 42. 
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praxis in relationship to the world. Above all, it results 

in religion being confined to the private realm of bourgeois 

life. Christian praxis becomes private moral praxis, devoid 

of social or political relevance. As the officially 

sanctioned realm of private morality, Christianity becomes 

uncritical of both itself and society. It fails to recognize 

that private moral praxis is never entirely neutral, socially 

and politically. It is always associated with agendas of 

social and political self-justification and self-

preservation. 603 

d. Technical Reason and the Human Individuation Process 

Metz is most critical of technical reason for the role 

it plays in the way modern persons understand themselves as 

60~etz suggests that the authori ty of technical 
rationality, in its ability to reduce everything to the level 
of a marketable object, functions in the same way as the 
authority of metaphysical reason once did. Like the authority 
of metaphysical reason, technical reason is an authority 
wielded in the form of an abstract principle. As such, it is 
used to gain and legitimize social and political dominance. 
A key difference is that the authority of technical reason is 
now in the hands of the bourgeois citizen, while the authority 
of metaphysical reason was in the hands of church authorities. 
Metz thus admonishes Christianity not to be blind to the 
legitimizing function technical rationality plays in the hands 
of the bourgeois citizen. He warns: "If this is forgotten and 
reason, praxis and the subject are used in the abstract sense 
in theology, wi thout also taking into consideration the 
middle-class society of exchange that is expressed in these 
three concepts, the consequence might be that the middle-class 
may imperceptibly be given those theological, religious and 
ecclesiastical honours which were denied to it in the 
beginning because a better instinct prevailed and which will 
now help it at this late stage to justify itself" (Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, p. 44). 
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creatures of domination and control. The essence of bourgeois 

identity, he believes, is shaped by the dominance of technical 

reason. He writes: 

At the beginning of what we call 'the Modern Age,' the 
limits of which we are now reaching with ever-increasing 
clarity, there unfolds - embryonically and overlaid with 
many religious and cultural symbols - this anthropology 
of domination. In it man understands himself as a 
dominating, subjugating individual over against nature; 
his knowledge becomes, above all, knowledge via 
domination, and his praxis is one of exerting power over 
nature. In this dominating subjugation, in this activity 
of exploitation and reification, in his seizing power over 
nature, man • s identi ty is formed. Man is by 
subjugating. 604 

The authority of technical reason must be resisted 

because, as a principle of subjugation, it threatens human 

freedom, world wide. It endangers freedom, especially, 

because it has permeated for a long time "the psychic 

foundation of our total socio-cultural life. It has become 

the secret regulating principle of all interpersonal 

relationships. ,,605 As such, it is destroying not only the 

environment but also our relationships with one another and 

ourselves. It is at the root of prejudice against foreign 

minori ties, races, and foreign cultures. It is also the 

motivating impetus behind colonialism, past and present. 

~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 35. Metz thinks that 
the real "background to this process of subjugation, 
exploitation, and reification of nature that marks our history 
of progress" is the attempt to flee death. The anthropology 
of domination is generated by the fear of a death made ever 
more apparent by immersion within evolutionary logic. Metz, 
The Emergent Church, p. 38. 

~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 35. 
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Colonialism was, and continues to be, based on the principle 

of subjugation. Hence, technical rationality creates an 

anthropology of domination. It creates an egoistic, 

dominating type of personality whose effects are personal, 

interpersonal, and international in scope. It creates a self-

identity 'over against' rather than 'in solidarity with' 

others. 606 

Metz fears that Christianity has lent legitimization 

to this bourgeois identity of domination and control rather 

than reprimanding it. For example, missionary efforts 

followed quickly on the heels of European colonization, 

offering religious sanctification, rather than opposing its 

slaughter and exploi tat ion • 607 As legitimizing agent, 

Christiani ty lost sight of its own anthropological model based 

on solidarity rather than exploitation. This model values 

ways of knowing and behaving which are not exploitive and 

dominating. For example, the Christian model gives cognitive 

and critical meaning to experiences other than those valued 

by technical reason. It values the messianic experiences of 

suffering, pain, mourning, death, fear, gratitude, tenderness, 

~etz thinks the anthropology of domination has taken 
hold in western capitalist as well as socialist-oriented 
countries. Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 36. 

~7Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 36. 
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sympathy, friendliness, love, and joy.~8 And it recognizes 

that these experiences have cognitive and critical meaning 

within both public and private life. 

However, under the influence of the bourgeois ethos, 

and Christianity's acceptance of its limited role as the 

cultural agent of private morality, Christianity lost sight 

of the social and cultural applicability of these uniquely 

Christian experiences. Instead, it stands by while these 

values become restricted to the realm of private moral reason 

and are made almost entirely irrelevant to socio-political 

life. It accepts, passively, the relegation of these non-

dominating values to the "realm of the private and the 

irrational"609 by modern culture. 

Ketz would like to establish these "messianic virtues 

of Christianity" over against the bourgeois virtues which are 

dominated by the cognitive and moral priority of technical 

reason. 610 He would like messianic Christianity to reinstate, 

within Christianity as a whole and within culture generally, 

an al ternati ve form of reason which gives cogni ti ve and 

critical meaning to suffering and the memory of suffering. 

He thinks messianic reasoning is more intent on receiving than 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 111, and The 
Emergent Church, p. 35. See The Emergent Church, pp. 37-41 
for an extended discussion of Christian atti tudes towards 
death, suffering, love, mourning, and fear. 

609xetz , The Emergent Church, p. 35. 

61llxetz, The Emergent Church, p. 4. 
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dominating and controlling and, as such, can offer a new 

"sensitive-intuitive access to real i ty • ,,611 Messianic 

Christianity could restore an appreciation for the "cognitive 

and practical function" of human suffering. 612 I will explain 

further. 

Messianic Christianity, because of its emphasis on 

suffering solidarity, offers an alternative way of 

understanding praxis, history, and knowldege. It understands 

these through the medium of suffering. Concerning knowledge, 

it points to a "kind of anti-knowledge ex memoria 

passionis, ,,613 the kind of knowledge which arises in the midst 

of suffering and suffering solidarity with others. It also 

points to a praxis different from that engendered by technical 

competency. It is a praxis which is not simply action, but 

suffering as well. There exists, as well, a "pathic or 

suffering structure ••• [to] human praxis. ,,614 And finally, 

messianic Christianity points to an understanding of history 

as an "anti-history," in which history is understood within 

the horizon of the memory of suffering. History is no longer 

a history of conquest and domination but a history of 

suffering. It is interpreted from below rather than from 

611Metz , The Emergent Chu~ch, p. 35. 

612Metz , Faj.th in Histoa and Societ~, p. 110. 

61~etz, Faith in Histoa and Socj.et~, p. 111. 

61'Metz, Faith in Histoa and Societ~, p. 57. 
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above, from the perspective of those who have been conquered 

and defeated and not from the perspective of the victors. 615 

e. Summary 

Metz thus points to the negative consequences of 

Christianity's uncritical appropriation of the Enlightenment 

notion of reason. Christiani ty failed to recognize the 

dangers which accompanied the rise to prominence of the 

bourgeois form of authority in the form of technical reason. 

It failed to recognize that behind the Enlightenment's 

critique of authority lurked the bourgeois citizen's own form 

of authority wi th its dangers and shortcomings. This new 

authority poses a real threat to Christian self-understanding 

and praxis because it rejects tradition as a part of critical 

reason. without tradition (a Christian tradition which 

conveys the values of freedom, justice and suffering), reason 

remains uncritical and conformist to the pragmatic values of 

the market place. Without tradition, by which the values of 

the Gospel are conveyed to the present, Christian authority 

simply mirrors the authority of technical reason which is 

accepted by the bourgeois culture at large. Church authority 

becomes the authority of bureaucratic competency, not the 

authority derived from living out the Gospel mandate of love. 

In addition, Metz thinks Christianity has uncritically 

615Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 111. 
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assimilated the bourgeois distinction between private and 

public reason. In doing so, it has accepted the relegation 

of Christian values to the private realm. Christian values 

of love, justice, and suffering become private virtues 

irrelevant to the public sphere of life. 

And finally, he thinks Christiani ty has failed to 

criticize and offer constructive proposals to move beyond an 

individuation process dominated by the priority of technical 

reason and its values of exploitation and domination. Rather 

than promoting an "anthropological revolution, ,,616 wherein 

human individuation takes place on the basis of solidarity 

with others, it gives religious legitimation to the bourgeois 

anthropology of domination. 

3. Natural Religion 

a. Introduction 

Finally, I move to Metz's critique of the third notion 

operative with bourgeois subjectivity: natural religion. It 

is seen as destructive of authentic Christian self-

understanding and practice because, like bourgeois history and 

technical reason, it is essentially a-historical. It too 

diminishes the importance of the critical and trans formative 

power of the past within Christian and secular self-

understanding and praxis. Whereas bourgeois historicism 

61~etz, "Anthropological Revolution," The Emergent 
Church, pp. 42 ff •• 
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reduces past events to museum relics, and bourgeois pragmatic 

reason abandons tradition entirely, bourgeois natural religion 

subordinates history to the immediacy of inner feeling. It 

locates the essence of Christianity within the privatized 

realm of personal morality and inner religious experience. 

Though Metz does not say so explicitly, I believe he 

assumes that natural religion has a tendency to be a

historical for the same reason that the bourgeois notions of 

reason and history tend to be. It too has arisen as a way of 

compensating for the bourgeois experience of being trapped 

within nature's evolutionary timelessness. We saw earlier how 

he explained the emergence of idealistic notions of history 

as a way of compensating for history's entrapment wi thin 

nature. History is made meaningful by framing it within the 

context of an overarching totali ty. We also saw how he 

explained the rise to dominance of technical reason as a way 

of gaining control over a world trapped within nature's death 

grip. He now understands the emergence of natural religion 

in the same way. In order to compensate for the 

meaninglessness caused by history's immersion within nature, 

the theory is put forth that all persons are essentially 

religious: that everyone has a religious core untouchable by 

the plights of history. Evolutionary logic, therefore, is the 

metaphysical basis of the bourgeois notion of religion as 

well. 
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b. Natural Religion and Bourgeois Privatization 

Metz traces the historical origin of the notion of 

natural religion to the phenomenon of bourgeois privatization 

and its distinction between public and private life. He 

believes that privatization is "the most important phenomenon 

in the crisis of the Enlightenment ,,617 and the one which has 

had the most far-reaching effect on Christian self-expression 

and understanding. Privatization concerns the way the 

bourgeois subject is understood in relationship to society. 

Prepared for by the late Middle Ages and the breakdown 

of Church-state unity during the Reformation 618 , a new 

distinction arose in the Enlightenment between public and 

617Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 34. 

61~etz notes that even though the Reformation may have 
produced a "pre-middle-class subject," it certainly did not 
produce the later "phenomenon of middle-class, pri vatistic 
subjectivity" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 36). 
In other words, Luther and the persons of his time were not 
yet defined by market place values, nor had they reduced their 
religion to a matter of private choice. 

Metz is disturbed most by the way the bourgeois 
citizen has become totally defined in terms of the private. 
When he or she is seen as a public person, it is almost always 
in terms of consumerist values and objectives. In contrast, 
Metz wants to bring about a new balance between the private 
and social which avoids both this privatistic reduction of the 
individual on the one hand and a takeover of interpersonal 
values by the exchange principle on the other. 



277 

private life. 619 Public life was almost totally defined by 

market place values, while private life became the arena of 

individual freedoms and values not contributive to the newly 

evolved bourgeois society of exchange. While the principle 

of exchange defined the foundations and limits of public life, 

private life was confined to such economically marginalized 

concerns as religion, art, family, ethnic customs etc •. 

What concerns Metz is that this public-private 

dichotomization resulted in religion being relegated to the 

realm of the private. As a private matter, religion could no 

longer serve as the sovereign expression of social life620 

(defining existence inter-subjectively) or as a primary need 

of persons. Rather, for the first time, it became a matter 

of private choice. To the bourgeois mentality, choosing a 

religion became no different than choosing forms of art or 

customs. Metz puts it poignantly when he says that what 

Enlightenment maturity brought was "the bourgeois 

unapproachability toward religion. Religion does not lay 

claim to the bourgeois: instead the bourgeois lays claim to 

619Both Faith in History and Society and The Emergent 
Church make clear that Metz is not against this distinction 
per se. He refers to it, at times, as a "good aspect of the 
Enlightenment phenomenon of privatization" (Hetz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 35), or as "one of the fundamental 
conditions for a humane society" (Hetz, Faith in History and 
Society, p. 35). See also Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 44. 

620Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 34. 
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religion. ,,621 

The result of this privatization is that religion 

became impotent within the public sphere and was reduced to 

the status of a legitimizing tool in the hands of the 

bourgeois subject. No longer could it exercise its messianic 

and apocalyptic function of social criticism and 

transformation. Instead, it became a legitimizing agent of 

social conformity. 622 

Metz also notes that the emergence of natural religion 

coincided with the demise of metaphysical religion. with the 

relegation of religion to the private realm, religion was 

forced to define itself within this marginalized arena of 

private life to which it had been allocated. It was aided in 

doing so by the Enlightenment I s negation of metaphysics as the 

foundation of religious assertions. Metaphysical religion was 

attacked on two fronts. On the one front, the philosophers 

of the German Enlightenment, led by Kant, showed that 

objective knowledge of transcendent realities was not 

possible. And on the other, exponents of the French 

Enlightenment showed how metaphysical assertions served to 

Q1Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 83. 

622See Metz I s article, "Uessianic or Bourgeois 
Religion," The Emergent Church, pp. 1-16. Here he contrasts 
the messianic religion of the bible, which disrupts and calls 
for a metanoia, wi th a bourgeois Christiani ty which uses 
religion as a neutralizing and legitimizing agent of social 
conformity. 



279 

legi timize the status guo. 623 

To hold its own against these attacks, religion sought 

to define itself anthropocentrically. To be credible, its 

statements about God became statements about human nature. 

The language of metaphysics became the language of religious 

anthropology. The result was a new religion grounded in human 

reason and considered to be "in accordance with all men's 

needs and ••• [justifiable] on the basis of the history of 

mankind. ,,624 Religion became a "religio naturalis - a natural 

religion or a religion of reason. ,,625 

c. Natural Religion and Modern Theology 

According to Metz, this Enlightenment form of religion 

was appropriated by liberal theology without its knowing it. 626 

It is implicitly present, for example, in Schleiermacher's 

depiction of religion as a feeling of absolute dependence, as 

well as in Tillich's locating of religion within the numinous 

depth of existence. 627 Generally speaking, natural religion 

6~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 44. 

62'Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 45. 

625Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 45. 

626By "liberal theology" is meant "a trend in 
protestant theology during the 19th and 20th centuries, which 
aimed to show that Christianity is rational and expedient and 
reconcilable with the human desire for autonomy. Karl Rahner 
and Herbert Vorgrimler, Dictionary of Theology, pp. 275-276. 

627Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 45. 
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pervaded liberal theology as a religion of inner feeling, 

showing no great discomfort with its relegation to the private 

sphere and remaining fairly uncritical of the definitions of 

reality, meaning, and truth offered by the surrounding 

bourgeois society of exchange. 628 Restricted to the religious 

dimensions of individual existence, natural religion thus 

evolved as the Enlightenment's answer to the question of how 

traditional religion could still be believed by modern 

rational persons. Religion could still be valid because it 

accorded with private reason. And it was reasonable because 

it asserted that all persons had a core-dimension of 

religiosity. 629 

Metz thinks liberal theologies were blind in 

appropriating this notion of natural religion because they 

failed to recognize the legitimizing role it played within 

the hands of the middle-class subject. They failed to 

recognize the existence of hidden political and ecclesiastical 

agendas at work within it. Natural religion was therefore no 

better nor worse than metaphysical religion had been. Whereas 

62~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 45. 

~9See Chopp's discussion of Gustavo Gutierrez's 
critique of Enlightenment "progressive religion," which she 
says is similar to Metz's critique of natural religion. 
Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 73. She points also to 
Gutierrez's book, Power of the Poor in History, trans. Robert 
R. Barr (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1983), pp. 90-94, 
for A' discussion of modern religion and progressivist 
theology. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, pp. 161, n. 7, & 
163, ns. 35, 36, 37. 
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metaphysical religion had legitimized ecclesiastical 

authoritarianism, natural religion legitimized the bourgeois 

citizen and the market place values that defined his or her 

existence. Metz concludes: natural religion is an "extremely 

privatized religion ••• specially prepared for the domestic use 

of the propertied middle-class citizen •••• It gives greater 

height and depth to what already appears even without it.,,63o 

Natural religion ought to be rejected for two further 

reasons. First, because it is a religion of inner feeling, 

"it is impervious to experiences and testimonies 

of ••• [biblical] ••• religion. ,,631 For example, it misunderstands 

conversion as an invisible "'purely inward' process ,,632 

essentially unrelated to social and political life. It fails 

to recognize that, according to the Gospels, conversion raises 

a crisis for one's established system of needs, and so finally 

impacts on the social and political life which serves those 

needs.~ Natural religion does not allow conversion to damage 

and disrupt these individual and social self-interests. It 

therefore prevents conversion from bringing about "a 

63~etz, Faith in llistoa and Societ~, p. 45. 

631Metz , Faith in Histoa and Societ~, p. 45. 

632Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 3. 

633Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 3. 
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fundamental revision of one' s habitual way of life. ,,634 

Finally, natural religion ought to be rejected 

because, as the dialectical theologians Barth and Bonhoeffer 

intuited,635 it is a "deeply middle-class" religion which, in 

many cases, is added to the social constitution of the subject 

as its legitimizing agent. The moral praxis operative in 

it, for example, is not at all neutral. The moral praxis of 

natural religion is a social praxis in disguise. It functions 

to maintain and strengthen the already existing structures of 

society on which the bourgeois citizen depends for his or her 

social position and power. For non-bourgeois persons, who 

remain outside the propertied class, it offers no form of 

social praxis which would radically challenge and transform 

the existing structures. It offers only a private moral 

praxis aimed at Enlightenment, not social or political 

empowerment. 636 

~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 3. Metz admits that 
"conversion of the heart is indeed the threshold to the 
messianic future" (Metz, The Emergent Church, p. 3). However, 
he points out, as well, that the biblical witness interprets 
conversion as always having social manifestations. Conversion 
always reaches down into the direction people' s lives are 
taking and, therefore, is equally an outward and socio
political process of transformation. 

635Metz points to T. R. Peters' book, Die Prasenz des 
Politischen in der Theologie D. Bonhoeffers (Mainz and Munich, 
1976), pp. 79 ff. and 195 ff., where one finds an 
exploration of how Bonhoeffer' s concept of "religionless 
Christianity" hints at the necessity of a post-bourgeois 
Christian religion. Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 
48, n. 13. 

63~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 53. 
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D. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter has outlined Metz's most recent attempt 

to free Christiani ty from a non-Christian form of 

consciousness. He believes the present crisis of Christianity 

is caused by its uncritical assimilation of the modern way of 

thinking and acting. To remedy this, he tries to understand 

the inner workings of the modern subject. He probes to the 

roots of modern subjectivity and finds there an unthematic way 

of experiencing the world which he refers to as evolutionary 

logic. This logic, as the unique modern metaphysic, shapes 

the way history, reason, and religion are understood. Its 

most significant effect is that it fosters wi thin these 

notions a de-valuing of the past. When assimilated into 

Christiani ty , these notions destroy the uniquely Christian 

form of praxis which is a praxis of suffering in solidarity 

with the poor and oppressed motivated by apocalyptic 

expectation. 

I discussed first how Metz thinks the bourgeois notion 

of history is incompatible with Christianity's because it 

lacks an appreciation of the past, particularily past 

suffering. 637 In an attempt to compensate for the despair 

which results from the belief that history is trapped within 

637For Metz, the appropriation of our own suffering, 
and being in solidarity with the suffering of others, depends 
on the capacity to remember, via dangerous and liberating 
stories, both Christ's own history of suffering and 
resurrection, as well as the suffering of others (past, 
present, and future). 
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nature, the bourgeois mentality thinks of history 

idealistically, conceiving of it within the context of an 

overarching totality. It assumes that history mirrors the 

same inexorable process and permanence present in nature. 

Metz's critique is that this interpretation of history is un-

Christian and destroys motivation to actively shape history 

towards the Gospel ideals of justice and freedom. 

The modern understanding of history also goes counter 

to the apocalyptic insight that history is a time of imminent 

expectation, catastrophe, and interruption. History, 

understood apocalyptically, is not trapped by the nature-time 

of an evolutionary continuum but is groaning in expectation 

of God's consumation. 

Ketz ' s aim is therefore to revive the apocalyptic 

understanding of time in order to prevent the erosion of 

Christian discipleship by the apathy generated by evolutionary 

assumptions. He thinks that living with an "apocalyptic 

feeling for life,,638 will cause Christians to experience 

radically the shortness of time before the end-coming of 

Christ. This will cause them to experience the radical 

necessity to "display a practical solidarity with the least 

of the brethren."~9 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 176. 

~9Ketz says that the mandate to display radical 
solidarity with the least of the brethren is clear from "the 
apocalyptical chapters at the end of the gospel of st. 
Matthew" (Ketz, Faith in History and Society, p. 177). 
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I discussed also how Metz thinks modern theories of 

emancipation and Christian soteriologies are similarly 

influenced by this bourgeois understanding of time. Mo 

Generally speaking, they reflect it in their understanding of 

history as immersed within a larger totality conceived of 

ei ther teleologically or ontologically. The modern 

understanding of history is therefore mythologicalM1 in the 

sense that some larger totality or alibi-subject assumes 

responsibility for human suffering. Human responsibility and 

quilt are thus removed. 

The modern idealistic understanding of history 

therefore negates the apocalyptic understanding of history as 

a non-evolutionary history of suffering. It acknowledges that 

history has moments of suffering, but denies that it is 

suffering. Suffering and the memory of suffering are stripped 

of their power to criticize the one-dimensional linear notions 

of socio-historical progress. The praxis of suffering on 

behalf of others is denied as the key component of Christian 

self-definition. 

I looked as well at Metz' s critique of bourgeois 

M~etz comments that the influence of the timeless 
understanding of time within theology has enabled "theology 
to regard itself as a kind of constant reflection that is 
institutionally protected and cannot be interrupted by any 
imminent expectation,without pressure of activity or surprises 
and experienced in rendering harmless expectations that are 
open to disappointment, but are nonetheless genuine" (Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 177). 

M1Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 108. 
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technical reason, which is the new bourgeois authority intent 

on the subjugation and exploitation of nature for the sake of 

market place efficiency. Technical reason is an uncritical 

and a-moral form of reason driven to prominence by the 

unconscious fear and apathy generated by bourgeois 

evolutionary logic. It is uncritical and a-moral because it 

rejects history and tradition. In this rejection, it loses 

its ability to give modern persons moral guidance in social 

and political concerns. 

Metz criticizes technical reason for three reasons. 

First, he denounces it because it rejects suffering and the 

memory of suffering as having cognitive and practical value. M2 

It fails to recognize that suffering is an important form of 

human knowing which is based on receiving rather than 

dominating. It therefore can open the way for a more 

"sensitive-intuitive access to reality. "M3 Second, he rejects 

technical reason because it fails to recognize that suffering 

is a distinct form of acting in the world, a form of acting 

which establishes a relationship of solidarity with others 

rather than domination and control over them. And finally, 

he rejects technical reason because of its contribution to an 

individuation process in which individuals understand 

themselves as creatures of control and domination. Suffering, 

M2Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 110. 

M~etz, The Emergent Church, p. 35. 
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as a form of knowledge and acting, challenges this process and 

allows persons to define themselves as being in solidarity 

with the suffering of others in the present, past and future. 

The final section of the chapter looked at Metz' s 

attack on the bourgeois understanding of natural religion. 

As a privatized religion of inner feeling, natural religion 

mirrors the historical forgetfulness of modern evolutionary 

logic. Like historicism and technical reason, natural 

religion fails to recognize the critical and moral 

significance of the past. It fails to recognize the religious 

and socio-political value of suffering and the memory of 

suffering. Whereas the idealistic notion of history posits 

an 'outer totality' which destroys the Christian apocalyptic 

valuing of suffering, the bourgeois notion of natural religion 

creates an 'inner totality' whose effect is the same. Natural 

religion posits the existence of an universally present innate 

moral reason which, when thought of as the essence of 

Christianity, leaves little 

apocalyptic valuing of sUffering. 

room for Christianity's 

Once again, the cognitive 

and practical significance of suffering is lost. 

Before I move to the concluding chapter of this 

dissertation, it is important to state clearly what the main 

theological platform is from which Metz launches his attack 

on the bourgeois mentality and its notions of history, reason, 

and religion. Metz' s chief point of departure is the life and 

death of Jesus Christ interpreted from an eschatological 
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perspective. Christ's life is interpreted as an occasion of 

a life lived in solidarity with the poor and oppressed (past, 

present, and future), a life of self-sacrifice motivated by 

the anticipation of God's promised future of universal 

justice. Christ's history of freedom cannot therefore be 

understood apart from his descent into hell and his coming 

into solidarity with the dead.~ His life of solidarity with 

the poor calls Christians, likewise, to enter into suffering 

solidarity with sufferers of the past, present, and future. 

It calls Christians to accept the suffering of their own 

finitude and death, and the suffering of all persons of all 

times, as an indispensable means by which to participate in 

the redemptive process. To ignore this call to suffering 

solidarity results in the "apocalyptic sting"645 being taken 

out of Christian soteriology. Suffering on behalf of the poor 

therefore constitutes the essential criterion for 

participation in Christ's history of freedom as a history of 

suffering. Freedom in Christ is -the freedom to suffer the 

suffering of others."646 Redemption is therefore realized in 

the praxis of living in solidarity with the poor and 

oppressed. 

~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 129. 

645Metz , Faith in History and Society, pp. 129 & 175. 

64~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 
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CONCLUSION 

This conclusion is divided into two parts. The first 

restates the original question of the dissertation along with 

the answers it gives. This involves a recapitulation of the 

thesis that each stage of Metz's development is best 

understood as a moment of his ongoing critique of religious 

apathy. The second spells out the contribution this study 

makes to a discussion concerning the existence and nature of 

the uni ty governing Metz' s Ii terary corpus. It examines 

several interpreters of Metz to see, first, whether they 

explicitly or implicitly recognize a controlling unity within 

his writings, second, what they take this unity to be, and 

third, how their findings compare with those of this study. 

In each case, the weaknesses and strengths of the various 

interpretations are looked at along with how this dissertation 

provides new insights. M7 

M7This conclusion does not attempt to offer an 
exhaustive account of criticisms levelled at Metz' s 
constructive proposals for the development of a post-bourgeois 
Christianity. It does, however, deal with those criticisms 
which point to significant weaknesses in his critique of 
religious apathy. For prominent works critical of Political 
Theology up to the writing of Faith in History and Society in 

289 



A. RECAPITULATION OF THE DISSERTATION'S OBJECTIVES 
AND SUMMARIZATION OF ITS FINDINGS 

290 

In this dissertation, I ask the question whether there 

exists a controlling unity within Metz's writings. The answer 

I give is affirmative. The preceding analysis argues that 

Metz ' s corpus is uni ted by the attempt to understand and 

correct the causes of Christian apathy. In spite of 

significant changes of direction, which utilize different 

conceptual tools at different times, his aim remains the same. 

It is to unravel the inner thought-world of modern Christians 

in order to criticize elements within the form and content of 

their thinking which make them apathetic in the face of human 

suffering. 

To demonstrate the adequacy of the assertion that 

there is such a controlling unity, I looked at three distinct 

stages of development wi thin Metz' s thought. Devoting a 

chapter to each, I argued that each is best understood as a 

distinct moment within Metz's critique of religious apathy. 

Each is found similar to the next in its attempt to criticize 

the conceptual parameters within which Christianity 

understands itself. At each stage, Metz worries that these 

conceptual parameters marginalize the importance of actions 

of discipleship in history and society and therefore 

contribute to Christian apathy. Each stage, as well, is found 

1977, see Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 79, n. 2, 
part 5. 
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different from the next in its appropriation of new conceptual 

tools and abandonment of others. Let me briefly summarize 

these three moments of Metz's critique of religious apathy. 

The first moment unrolls in Metz' s early theology, 

where he is working wi thin the conceptual parameters of 

transcendental theology. Here, he finds Thomas Aquinas' 

theology to be an articulation, for the first time in history, 

of the new liberating form of consciousness made possible by 

God's incarnational acceptance of the world in Jesus Christ. 

This consciousness, which is anthropocentric in character, 

breaks free from the cosmocentric definition of the self and 

the world implicit within Greek cosmocentrism. As a thought

form, it understands persons and the world in light of the 

liberating power of the Incarnation, not in light of an 

eternal cosmos. No longer are persons understood as numinous 

obj ects which reflect the divinity of the cosmos, nor as 

higher animals locked wi thin the endless and recurring process 

of nature (and therefore only relatively free). They are now 

understood as free subjects, inter-subjectively constituted, 

and agents of their own history. The world is also perceived 

differently. No longer is it a numinous and divinized 

reality, but is now understood within the horizon of human 

subj ecti vi ty as the indispensable arena in which the free 

transcendental subjectivity of persons interprets and 

actualizes itself. History, and not cosmos, becomes the 

horizon within which persons understand the world. 
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Metz thinks this new Thomistic thought-form, with its 

new way of conceiving of persons and the world, is the 

necessary conceptual prism through which the Gospel light must 

shine in order for its message of love to be realized. 

Christians continue to be apathetic and unloving as long as 

they continue to interpret themselves and the world 

unconsciously within the context of Greek cosmology. It is 

Thomas who offers for the first time a new, more authentically 

Christian, horizon within which to understand persons and the 

world. within it, persons are recognized as being essentially 

free in a world conceived of as history. Through love of 

neighbor, persons become more fully who they are as partners 

with God. 

Hence, whereas Greek cosmocentrism stifles the 

recognition and realization of Christian freedom through love, 

anthropocentrism makes it possible. Opposing Greek 

cosmocentrism and pointing to Thomas' anthropocentric 

breakthrough, therefore , constitutes Metz' s first step in 

clearing the way for a fuller realization of Christian love 

in the world. It is the first moment of his life-long attempt 

to understand and eliminate the causes of Christian apathy. 

Later in his career, he comes to the awareness that what he 

was trying to do during this early period was to do theology 

in the face of Auschwitz and not with his back to it. He was 

trying to answer the question of why Christians remained 

apathetic in the face of the Holocaust suffering of the past, 
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and why they continue to remain so in the face of ongoing 

third-world poverty and oppression. M8 

The second moment of Metz' s critique of religious 

apathy concerns his appropriation of two new theological foci: 

hominization and eschatology. with these, he tries to develop 

a more adequate theological platform from which to continue 

his attack on Greek cosmocentrism. As well, his criticism of 

the role played by cosmocentric vestiges within modern 

theology becomes more differentiated. 

Having moved beyond the parameters of transcendental 

theology, Metz now looks to God's promised future for the 

imaginative power to break Christianity free from its 

captivity to Greek cosmocentrism, particularly the Greek 

notions of self and history. These notions, Metz argues, 

contribute to a lack of social, political, and historical 

engagement on the part of modern Christianity. His proposed 

alternative is that Christian eschatology replace Greek 

cosmocentrism as the chief interpretive horizon for 

understanding both history and the self. For example, in 

terms of history, eschatology's focus on the future can bring 

~etz insinuates that his growing awareness of 
Christian apathy in the face of the Holocaust was the reason 
why he steared away from transcendental theology and tried to 
develop a political theology. Concerning the reason why he 
changed, he writes: "Today, I believe I can answer this 
question, although it took a long time for the answer to 
become clear to me. I became aware that, for me, being a 
Christian meant: being a Christian in the face of Auschwitz, 
in the face of the Holocaust" (Metz, "From a Mysticism of the 
Elite to a Mysticism of the People," p. 2). 
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about an understanding of history as open and free. It can 

supply the imaginative power to visualize a future which is 

both radically different from, yet continuous with, the 

present. Above all, it can summon Christians to try to 

approximate its promised content of peace, freedom, justice, 

and reconciliation in the present and therefore motivate 

actions of love to fight the apathy choking modern 

Christendom. 649 

Though Metz does not say so explicitly, he implies 

that theology's goal should be to bring about a new 

eschatological thought-form to replace the dominant Greek 

cosmocentric one which is all too prevalent in church and 

society. This eschatological consciousness could aid in 

bringing about notions of historical freedom and socio

political awareness rather than notions of historical 

649Metz believes Christian eschatology is the mother of 
modernity's orientation to the future. Persons recognize that 
history is not trapped within the cage of an eternal cosmos 
because of the new way of thinking about history and the 
future initiated by Christian eschatology. Metz writes: "The 
orientation of the modern era to the future and the 
understanding of the world as history, which results from this 
orientation, is based upon the biblical belief in the promises 
of God" (Metz, Theology, p. 87). 

This is a different thesis from that propounded by 
Metz in his early theology. There, he developed a 
secularization theology which argued that secularization had 
its origins in God's incarnational acceptance of the world. 
In this second stage of development, he speaks about 
hominization rather than secularization. As with 
secularization, hominization is grounded in God as well. It 
originates in the freedom which is released into the world by 
God's eschatological promises. God's promised future is the 
condition of the possibility of persons feeling themselves 
free to shape history and the future. 
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entrapment and human atomization. Living within the light of 

God I s eschatological promises, persons would recognize the 

freedom given to them by God and begin shaping their own 

history. Above all, it could offer new motivation for 

Christian actions aimed at socio-political critique and 

transformation. 

Hence, by appropriating the symbols of Christian 

eschatology, Metz begins to develop a politically sensitive 

theology which aims at motivating Christian action in the 

world. At the same time, he challenges Christian theology to 

examine how it fosters notions of the self and moral action 

which prevent full Christian participation in history and 

society. He especially criticizes scholastic, neo-scholastic, 

and modern theology for the way they privatize the Christian 

message by restricting its relevance to the individual. 

At this point in his career, Metz thinks he has found 

the key to religious apathy. Its cause lies in the 

privatization of the Christian message and the Christian 

person. From here on, his critique of religious apathy is a 

critique of privatization. 

Metz I s attention is directed to scholastic, neo

scholastic, and modern theology which he addresses under the 

two labels: metaphysical and modern. By metaphysical, he 

means both scholastic and neo-scholastic theology. And by 

modern, he means theology in its present transcendental, 

existential and personalist forms. His chief problem with 
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metaphysical theology is that it is captive of a metaphysic 

of being which plays a major role in pacifying Christians in 

the face of suffering. He rejects this metaphysic because it 

undermines the motivation to engage the world by interpreting 

history and the future within the horizon of an unfree and un

interruptable cosmic eternity. By subordinating history to 

cosmos, it is incapable of understanding history 

eschatologically, that is, as a freedom-filled time of 

anticipation of God's promised future. It is incapable of 

doing so because it thinks of history as static, closed, and 

trapped in an eternal cosmos. As such, it is incapable of 

recognizing history as open to the radically new. 650 

Metz's difficulty with modern theology is that it also 

pacifies Christians in the face of suffering by uncritically 

appropriating, from the Enlightenment, a-political and 

privatized understandings of the self and praxis. That is, 

modern theology uncritically thinks of the self as an isolated 

monadic subjectivity, and of praxis as the private religious 

decision of that subjectivity. From this, two unfortunate 

consequences follow. First, modern theology fails fully to 

recognize the dialectical unity (albeit unity-in-difference) 

650In like manner, the metaphysic of being understands 
the future in light of a static and closed cosmos. It thinks 
of the future as a correlate of the present and therefore 
unable to embody anything new. Put simply, scholastic and 
neo-scholastic theology debilitate Christianity because its 
metaphysic is unable to recognize God's promised future as the 
essence of history. 
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between the I-thou and I-God relationships witnessed to in the 

New Testament. And second, it fails fully to recognize the 

inter-subjective nature of the Christian act of faith. It 

neglects the fact that standing before God and being with 

others in solidarity are mutually interdependent moments of 

the Christian act of faith. 

The third and most recent moment of Metz's critique 

of religious apathy appears in his critique of modern 

bourgeois consciousness. He is now less concerned with the 

effect of cosmocentric vestiges on metaphysical and modern 

theology than he is worried about modern Christianity's 

uncritical appropriation of certain notions operating within 

bourgeois consciousness. As a whole, he thinks bourgeois 

consciousness has gradually come to be taken for Christian 

consciousness. The problem which therefore has to be 

rectified is Christianity's uncritical appropriation of this 

type of consciousness and the fatalism and apathy which it 

produces. 651 

He offers examples of this blind appropriation by 

looking at Catholic apologetic efforts surrounding vatican I 

and II. These theologies uncritically assimilated the 

Enlightenment notions of reason and emancipation, 

651The bourgeois sense of being immersed wi thin the 
unending time of cosmic eternity, within "timeless-time" 
(Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 170) creates a deep 
and pervasive sense of fatalism and apathy. This, Metz 
thinks, is the driving force behind the frenzied activity of 
bourgeois life. 
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understanding them abstractly as unrelated to tradition and 

memory. This separation, which from a Christian perspective 

is separation from the knowledge gained through the suffering 

of the Cross, resulted in reason being understood as primarily 

technical reason, and historical emancipation652 as un

dialectical, one-dimensional linear progress. 653 

Metz thinks that three notions, operative in modern 

consciousness, contribute especially to Christian apathy: the 

modern notions of history, reason, and religion. Each 

debilitates Christian engagement of the world because each is 

grounded in modern fatalism and apathy. 654 Each, in its own 

652Metz understands emancipation as "a kind of epoch
constituting catchword for our contemporary experience of the 
world. It is a universal, almost historico-philosophical 
category for characterizing that modern world, with its 
processes of liberation and enlightenment" (Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 119). 

~etz proposes that the church draw its strength from 
the neschatological reservationn (the not-yet character of 
God's promised future) in order to criticize "all ideologies 
of a linear and one-dimensional emancipation" (Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 91). We recall Metz' s conviction that 
theories of emancipation based on evolution, which presuppose 
immersion within a larger natural evolutionary process, tend 
to ignore the fact that advancements of freedom go hand in 
hand with new conflicts, disasters, and losses of freedom. 
Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 91. 

654.rhe uniquely modern notions of history, reason, and 
religion attempt to compensate for the modern "experience of 
fragile identity," which is itself produced by the implicit 
certitude that human life is ncaught up in the waves of an 
anonymous process of evolution sweeping pitilessly over 
everyone- (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 6). All 
three notions are based on the unique bourgeois metaphysic 
called evolutionary logic. 

Tbe modern notion of history, for example, is 
significantly shaped by the assumption about timelessness 
which this modern metaphysic makes. On the unconscious level, 
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way, is an attempt to compensate for the implicit modern 

assumption that all of life is "at the mercy of a darkly 

speckled universe and enclosed in an endless continuum of 

time. ,,655 

the bourgeois mentality thinks of history as trapped within 
the timelessness of nature. On the conscious level, however, 
theories of history are developed which deny this entrapment. 
Hence, modern theories of history are, unconsciously, 
theoretical mechanisms used to combat the despair generated 
by evolutionary timelessness. 

The modern notion of reason, as technical reason, also 
arises from the modern attempt to compensate for the fatalism 
and apathy which gnaws at the souls of modern persons. 
Technical reason is the uniquely modern way of gaining control 
over one' s perceived entrapment wi thin nature's timeless-time. 
Persons think they are in control when they are able, 
increasingly so, to dominate, manipulate, and transform 
nature. Technical reason emerges as the most effective way 
to do this. 

And finally, the modern notion of religion, as natural 
religion, also serves to compensate for the meaningless 
generated by humanity's perception that it is immersed in the 
timelessness of nature. The comforting theory is put forth 
that all persons are essentially religious: that everyone has 
a religious core untouchable by the plights of history. 
Evolutionary logic, therefore, is the metaphysical basis of 
the bourgeois notion of religion as well. 

655Metz , Fai th in History and Society, p. 6. It ought 
to be recognized that Metz's critique of modern consciousness 
is not so much argued as stated. For example, the references 
he makes to such persons as Bloch, Horkheimer, Adorno, 
Benjamin, Weber and Marcuse, to support his thesis, do not 
entirely perform their expected function. This is because he 
does not explore the respective contexts and aims of these 
thinkers, nor does he address how their theories are similar 
or different from his own. One would think that since his 
analysis of modern consciousness plays such a central role in 
his critique of Christian apathy, he would feel obliged to 
elaborate and defend it at length. By neglecting to do so, 
he leaves himself open to the accusation that he is 
uncritically appropriating, as the basis of his critique of 
modernity, a rather abstract neo-Marxist analysis, without 
recognizing its limitations or the limitations of his own 
borrowing. For example, he could be criticized for going too 
far in his rejection of the distorted forms of public 
rationality and societal praxis present within bourgeois 
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Metz rebukes at length Christianity's appropriation 

of modern theories of history because they threaten to take 

the place of the more authentically Christian understanding 

of history which is apocalyptic in nature. Modern theories 

of history are predominantly idealistic in nature, be they of 

ontological or teleological character. By positing an essence 

to history, however conceived, the bourgeois mentality tries 

to escape the implications of its own unconscious recognition 

that history is trapped within nature and therefore 

meaningless and unfree. In addition, these notions of history 

allow modern persons to think of themselves as somehow not 

responsible for historical suffering. Suffering is explained 

away as a natural part of nature I s overall process wi thin 

which history is immersed. 656 

culture. In doing so, is he not therefore cutting the branch 
on which he is standing? Does not the rejection of central 
elements of bourgeois culture leave Christianity without the 
possibility of making contact with the more creative aspects 
of bourgeois consciousness and its public rationality? Where, 
in other words, is the space to be found for a meaningful 
exchange between post-bourgeois Christianity and present 
bourgeois society? 

656we recall that Metz I s critique of Marxist, neo
Marxist, and Positivist notions of history was based on this 
assertion: that "the slightest trace of senseless suffering 
in the world of human experience gives the lie to all 
affirmative ontology and all teleology and is clearly revealed 
as a modern mythology" (Ketz, Faith in History and Society, 
p. 108). 

Within Metz's corpus, the term "idealistic" is used 
in an extremely undifferentiated manner and seems to be used 
interchangeably wi th the terms "non-dialectical" and 
"abstract." Used in this manner, it refers to the tendency 
on the part of modern theories of emancipation to fall victim 
to "the spell of emancipative totality" (Metz, Faith in 
History and Society, p. 122), wherein an overarching totality 
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Metz disapproves of the way the modern ways of 

thinking about history have been received by modern Christian 

soteriologies, where they threaten to create the same apathy 

among Christians as is present among secular persons. Because 

Christian soteriologies tend to reconcile too quickly concrete 

historical suffering with some larger redemptive totality, 

they have the effect of making Christians relatively content 

and undisturbed by the suffering, dangers, and threats which 

make up history • Above all, they detract from what Metz 

thinks ought to be the major motivating horizon for Christian 

action in the world: that of apocalyptic expectation. They 

destroy, especially, two related apocalyptic insights: 1. that 

history is a history of suffering, and 2. that Christian 

discipleship within history ought to take the form of a 

or alibi subject assumes responsibility for the movement and 
direction of history. This alibi subject quickly becomes "an 
irrational mechanism of exoneration or guilt repression" for 
the human responsibility for suffering (Metz, Faith in History 
and Society, p. 127). 

Simply stated, Metz uses the term "idealistic" in a 
pejorative sense to characterize all theories which try to 
explain the modern history of freedom without giving due 
attention to concrete history, that is, to history as "the 
history of human suffering." This history of suffering, Metz 
asserts, "is not limited to a social history of repression and 
a political history of violence" but equally concerns the 
history of "the suffering of finitude, of mortality, [and] of 
that inner corroding nihilism of created being" (Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, p. 124). That is, modern emancipative 
theories do not pay sufficient attention to the "non-sense of 
history" and are therefore idealistic in nature. Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, p. 130. 
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"messianic praxis of discipleship,,657 which involves sacrifice 

and suffering on behalf of the poor and oppressed. 

Metz reprimands the bourgeois notion of reason, as 

primarily technical reason, for also serving, along with 

modern theories of history, as a compensatory mechanism for 

the historical impotence felt by modern persons. Technical 

reason becomes the new authority of modern life because it 

controls, manipulates, and dominates. Metz is especially 

concerned that the authoritative status of this technical 

reason has been uncritically accepted by a great many 

Christians. In yielding to this aspect of modernity, they 

have forgotten about their own authoritative type of 

rationality which is constituted by suffering solidarity and 

the memory of suffering. Christian rationality concerns 

receiving rather than controlling and manipulating, and its 

authority arises from the praxis of suffering discipleship and 

the knowledge of God and the self discovered therein. 

Finally, Metz rejects the notion of natural religion 

which operates within modern consciousness, particularly 

because of the hidden agenda which lies behind it. Natural 

religion came about, he believes, in order to make religion 

more appealing to modern persons who no longer accept the 

tenets of past metaphysical religion. Where objective 

metaphysical religion failed, perhaps subjective 

657Metz , The Emergent Church, p. 27. 
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anthropocentric religion would succeed. He suggests that 

modern Christiani ty perhaps accepted this anthropocentric 

shift too quickly and uncritically. In doing so, it failed 

to recognize its negative effect, most importantly, the way 

natural religion makes Christians apathetic. Christians have 

become increasingly apathetic in the face of historical 

suffering because anthropocentric theology teaches them that 

one's religious essence is permanently established regardless 

of historical happenings, that Christian personhood is 

established a-historically. The negative consequence of this 

perception is that history is now viewed as merely the arena 

within which Christians live out their lives. It is no longer 

the medium through which one becomes a religious subj ect 

before God, as was presumably the case with the early 

Christians. 

This dissertation argues that the above three stages 

of Metz's theological development constitute three moments of 

his critique of religious apathy. Each is an attempt to 

understand and to correct non-Christian horizons of 

understanding and their accompanying ideas, which have the 

effect of marginalizing the importance of Christian action in 

the world and robbing it of its motivation. 658 

658The first moment is Metz' s critique of the Christian 
appropriation of Greek cosmocentrism and its understanding of 
persons and the world. Christians who understand themselves 
as unfree enti ties, immersed wi thin a numinous and 
divinized world, lose their motivation to fight against 
ongoing human suffering. The second is his critique of 
metaphysical and modern theology and its misguided use of a 
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Having outlined the above unity, I wish now to argue 

for the distinctiveness and relevance of this study. What 

follows is a discussion of the writings of three authors who 

have dealt with the question of the unity of Metz's corpus. 

I will try to demonstrate how this dissertation proposes an 

understanding of the unity of Metz's theological enterprise 

that goes beyond what they have already offered. I will look, 

in particular, at the works of Roger Dick Johns, Rebecca 

Chopp, and James William Savolainen, all of whom have given 

an overview of Metz ' s theological proj ect from its 

beginning. 659 Three questions will be addressed. The first is 

metaphysic of being. Modern theology, using a metaphysic of 
being, loses sight of God's promised future as the motivating 
horizon for Christian action in the world. Christians feel 
themselves trapped within a timeless, a-historical reality 
which robs them of motivation to fight against historical 
suffering and oppression. And the third moment is Metz' s 
critique of modern theology's unwitting appropriation of an 
evolutionary consciousness and its notions of history, reason, 
and religion. History subordinated to evolution, reason 
reduced to technical reason, and religion understood as 
private, contribute to a sense of Christian impotence within 
history, and therefore a feeling of apathy in the face of 
suffering. 

659In 1984, Patricia A. Schoelles wrote a Ph.D. 
dissertation under the supervision of Stanley Hauervas 
entitled: "Discipleship and Social Ethics: A study in the 
Light of the Works of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Johann B. Metz" 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Notre Dame, 1984). In it, she 
tried to show that neither Metz nor Bonhoeffer develop the 
notion of discipleship to its full potential. Nor do they use 
it "consistently as a fundamental or necessary symbol of 
Christian identity with important implications for Christian 
social ethics" (Schoelles, "Discipleship and Social Ethics," 
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whether these commentators, explicitly or implicitly, 

recognize a controlling unity within Metz's corpus. The 

second asks what they take this unity to be. And the third 

tests the adequacy of their assertions in light of the 

findings of this dissertation. 

1. Roger Dick Johns 

The first commentator I wish to look at is Roger Dick 

Johns. In Man in the World: The Theology of Johannes Baptist 

Metz, Johns offers a critical analysis of Metz's writings from 

1959 to 1972. 660 By placing his thought within the larger 

intellectual context of transcendental Thomism, Johns claims 

to have found the permanent ground on which Metz's theology 

p.210). Though her dissertation shows that, and hOW, Metz's 
social ethic is capable of further development, it will not 
be dealt with in this analysis for several reasons. First, 
it does not recognize a controlling unity in Metz's theology, 
either explicitly or implicitly. And second, it does not 
offer an analysis of Metz' s early theology prior to his 
writing of Theology of the World. It therefore does not 
recognize the importance of his early work, Christliche 
Anthropozentrik, in introducing the method of analysis he uses 
throughout his career. 

~an in the World was submitted in 1973 as a Ph.D. 
dissertation at Duke University under the supervision of 
Frederick Herzog and has since become an important North 
American source of information about Metz and political 
theology. See Roger Dick Johns, Man in the World: The 
Theology of Johann Baptist Metz, American Academy of Religion 
Dissertation Series No. 16, ed. H. Ganse Little (Missoula, 
Montana: Scholars Press, 1976). 
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resides. 661 

Johns defines transcendental Thomism as a movement 

within modern Catholicism which tries to move theology beyond 

the impasse of scholasticism's~ tendency to understand human 

spirituality in abstraction from the person's involvement in 

the social, political, and historical spheres of life. 663 

Transcendental Thomism is therefore guided by two convictions. 

The first is that the "anthropocentric shift" within human 

consciousness began with Thomas Aquinas and not with Kant. 

This makes Aquinas' anthropocentrism the real motivating 

impetus behind modern thought. The second is that modern 

theology has yet to assimilate, critically, the insights of 

Kant. It has yet "to develop Kant's transcendental insights 

beyond the agnostic limitations and idealistic tendencies" on 

which earlier Catholic criticism focused.~ 

According to Johns, Metz's theology stands in 

continuity with the objectives of two generations of 

transcendental Thomists. To the first generation belong the 

wri tings of Maurice Blondel and Joseph Marechal; to the 

second, those of Emerich Coreth and Karl Rahner, Metz's two 

661"Transcendental Thomism refers to a movement begun 
by Marechal, lasting roughly from 1930-1960, 'of scholars who 
were trying to work creatively within a Thomistic framework'" 
(Johns, Man in the World, p. 25). 

662Johns, Man in the World, p. v. 

663Johns, Man in the World, p. 1. 

~Johns, Man in the World, p. v. 
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thesis advisors. Though recognizing that Blondel and Marechal 

have no direct influence on Metz' s theology, Johns thinks they 

are nevertheless a part of the modern Catholic intellectual 

horizon out of which Metz' s theology arises. Blondel and 

Marechal began the attempt, on the part of twentieth century 

Catholic thought, to appropriate the transcendental, critical, 

and practical insights of Kantian philosophy in order to 

correct scholastic theology's pre-critical view of humanity's 

place in the world.~5 They opposed two elements, in 

particular, within the scholastic metaphysical tradition: its 

acceptance of a spirit-matter dichotomy, and its metaphysical 

understanding of the person-world relationship, which was in 

tension with the biblical view of persons as psycho-somatic 

unities. 

Johns believes that Ketz 's theology is continuous with 

this anti-scholastic project in that it also attempts to 

develop an "understanding of man's place in the world which 

differs from that of scholastic thought. ,,666 It participates in 

the modern Catholic movement away from the scholastic 

spiritualizing of persons by developing a theology focused on 

the "socio-political reality of man's incarnate existence in 

the world. 1I~7 

~5Johns, Man in the World, p. 17. 

666Johns, Man in the World, p. 2. 

~7Johns, Man in the World, p. 2. 
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In addition to arguing that Metz's theology is 

continuous with these broad contours of transcendental 

theology, Johns also believes that Metz's theology emerges as 

a reaction to one of the leading proponents of transcendental 

Thomism: Karl Rahner. Johns has few good things to say about 

Rahner's attempt to refashion creatively the scholastic 

tradition. He thinks his theology regresses from earlier 

efforts to bring scholasticism and Kantian critical philosophy 

into productive dialogue. By trying to interpret "man's 

being-in-the-wor1d in terms of traditional scholastic 

categories," Rahner departs from "the goal of bringing the 

insights of critical, modern philosophy into Catholic 

thought."~ Instead, he revives the spirit-matter dichotomy 

implicit within scholastic metaphysics and develops 

spiritualized understandings of matter and world. M9 

~Johns, Man in the World, p. 53. 

669Johns writes: "His anthropology centers in a 
spiritual subjectivism in which the world is the context for 
man's spiritual existence. He views man as 'the 'spiritual 
subject' who comes to himself in knowledge and freedom' 
(Schriften zur Theologie, IV, 474). In a lexicon article he 
defines anthropology as 'the transcendental subjectivity of 
religion'. He views the modern era in terms of 'the process 
of man's grasping himself as subject'. 'Transcendental 
subjectivity' is a useful phrase for describing the theology 
of Karl Rahner. It defines his spiritualized anthropology 
and indicates that the material world is not taken seriously." 

"Rahner's views on spirit and matter, history and 
Heilsgeschichte, spiritual world and the world as environment 
indicate that his position has not changed significantly in 
his later work. In spite of the attempt to avoid a dualistic 
understanding of man's relation to the world, on each of these 
three levels there is a dualistic distinction between spirit 
and non-spirit. Although Rahner can speak of 'the worldliness 
of God' in the incarnation of Jesus (Schriften zur Theo1ogie, 
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This brings us to the question of whether Johns 

recognizes a controlling unity wi thin Metz 's theology. Though 

he does not deal with this topic explicitly, it is clear he 

assumes unity to exist on two levels. On the first level, he 

assumes that Metz' s theology is uni ted by its attempt to 

correct the spiritualizing tendencies of scholasticism. In 

this sense, it is continuous with the two generations of 

transcendental Thomists discussed above. It takes shape as 

an ongoing corrective to scholasticism's tendency to lessen 

the importance of the material world and to focus on the 

spiritual nature of the self. On a second level, he assumes 

that Metz's theology is unified in its attempt to correct, and 

offer a critical alternative to, the spiritualizing scholastic 

remnants present wi thin the theology of his teacher and 

friend, Karl Rahner. 

The fact that Johns assumes the presence of this 

controlling uni ty can be demonstrated by looking at his 

analysis of the three levels of development encountered in 

Metz ' s theology. 670 He sees each level as part of Metz' s 

sustained attempt to correct the spiritualizing tendencies of 

scholasticism, particularly as these are found in Rahner's 

VI, 189, 194), neither God nor man becomes truly worldly in 
his theology" (Johns, Man in the World, pp. 43-44). 

670Johns refers to these three levels of development on 
pages vi, vii, 124, and 179. He examines these levels in 
Chapters III, IV, and V. Chapter III is entitled "Metz' s 
Appropriation of the Transcendental Tradition," Chapter IV, 
"Theology of the World, 'I and Chapter V, "Political Theology. n 
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theology. The three levels of development he points to are: 

1. early anthropocentrism and corrections to Rahner's 

theology, 2. development of a theology of the world, and 3. 

development of a political theology. I will quickly summarize 

each stage to show how Johns assumes the presence of this 

unifying thread in Metz's writings. 

Metz's early theology is best understood, Johns 

suggests, as a reaction to the scholastic spiritualizing 

elements within Rahner's theology. He tries to show this by 

looking at Metz's two doctoral dissertations, as well as his 

editorial revisions of Rahner's Spirit in the World and Hearer 

of the Word. In Metz' s dissertation on Aquinas, ti tIed 

Christiliche Anthropozentrik, and especially in his revisions 

of Rahner' s works, Johns sees clear evidence of Metz' s attempt 

to correct weaknesses in Rahner's theological anthropology. 

He concludes that whereas Rahner's concept of transcendence 

tends towards a "radical spiritualization of man ,,671 and a 

depreciation of the world, 672 Metz develops an anthropology 

which understands persons inter-subjectively and the world as 

a socio-historical reality. At one and the same time, he 

671Johns, Man in the World, p. vi. 

672Concerning Rahner, Johns writes: "Man's being-in
the-world is given little consideration for its own sake. In 
Rahner's theology, matter, history, and the material world are 
to be overcome by spirit, absolute Being and God" (Johns, Man 
in the World, p. 79). 
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thinks Metz tries to avoid the "solipsistic materialism,,673 of 

Heidegger's existentialism, which views transcendence only in 

finite terms, and the abstract other-worldly spiritualism of 

Rahner's transcendental theology, wherein the being-in-the

world of the human self has little significance on its own. 674 

Metz's critical corrective to these scholastic remnants in 

Rahner's theology, therefore, is to demonstrate how one's 

relationship with God is always mediated by one's inescapable 

relationship with others as well as one's concrete existence 

in the world. Metz develops "an understanding of man's 

relation to God" which "is co-constituted a-priorily with 

shared being in a shared world. ,,675 This early critique of 

Rahner therefore forms the basis for Metz's later theology of 

the world and political theology.6n 

The second level of Metz's development, according to 

Johns, is a continuation of the first. Here, Metz begins 

constructing an al ternati ve theological model to that of 

earlier scholasticism and Rahner's transcendental theology.6n 

In particular, he opposes "the metaphysical dualism and the 

rejection of the material world" which he thinks is present 

673Johns, Man in the World, p. 80. 

674Johns, Man in the World, pp. 79-81. 

675Johns, Man in the World, p. 80. 

676Johns, Man in the World, p. 80. 

6nJohns, Man in the Wo~ld, p. 88. 
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in the theologies of his two teachers, Rahner and Coreth. In 

contrast, he develops an understanding of the world as a 

social and historical reality and an understanding of persons 

as consti tuted by their interpersonal and intersubj ecti ve 

freedom. 678 His position now is that "man can only be free to 

attain his essential humanity as psycho-corporeal unity in 

intersubjective community with other men like himself.,,679 He 

avoids "ontological theorizing and metaphysical 

speculation,,,680 and, in doing so, takes a first step towards 

the construction of a theology of the world which understands 

persons in terms of freedom, corporeality, and 

intersubjectivity. Freedom becomes the essential spiritual 

reality of Christian persons, actualized in and through the 

world as a social reality.681 Johns therefore argues that 

Metz's theology of the world is a second attempt to correct 

and offer alternatives to a-historical tendencies within 

scholasticism and its continuing influence on Rahner's 

theology. 

The third level of Metz' s theological development, 

Johns thinks, is a second constructive step in his attempt to 

develop a this-worldly theology which is not burdened by 

678Johns, Man in the World, p. 110. 

679Johns, Man in the Worlg, p. 111. 

680Johns, Man in the World, p. 111. 

681Johns, Man in the World, p. 95. 



313 

scholastic abstraction and spiritualism. Metz now develops 

a "practical hermeneutical method ,,682 which corresponds to the 

earlier "worldly focus of his theology.,,683 Drawing on Kantls 

focus on practical reason, he calls for a "I conversion to 

practice'" as the primary concern of a new political 

theology.684 He thinks the basic hermeneutical problem for 

theology is to relate theory and practice, or faith and social 

practice. Freedom ought to be understood in terms of social 

and political emancipation. 

Johns characterizes this phase of Metz's theology as 

the development of a political hermeneutic685 which tries to be 

~Johns, Man in the World, p. 111. 

683Johns, Man in the World, p. 112. 

684Johns , Man in the World, p. 130. 

~Johns thinks that Metz's theology (up to 1973) is 
deficient because it lacks a concrete ecclesiology, or 
theological praxiology to go along wi th its cri tical and 
practical intention. Johns, Man in the World, p. 179. Johns 
therefore proposes that "the practical priori ty of Metz' s 
theology needs to be taken through the Marxist critique so 
that it means 'social,' instead of 'ethical,' as it did for 
Kant" (Johns, Man in the World, p. 181). Johns thinks Metz 
lacks a concrete way of relating his theoretical reflections 
to particular social and political concerns in the world. His 
theology, in other words, is in danger of remaining a purely 
theoretical theorizing about social and political praxis while 
its real applicability remains confined to the realm of 
private and individual moral praxis. 

in 1977, in Faith in History and Society, Ketz did, of 
course, respond to this concern by Johns and others. He 
criticized Kant, and his own earlier theology, for not 
differentiating between moral and social praxis. From then 
on, his theology distinguished between moral and social praxis 
and placed social praxis and moral praxis, as the cornerstones 
of his poli tical theology. Metz, Fai th in History and 
Society, pp. 53-54. 
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"critical, practical social, political, theological, 

ecumenical and dialogical. ,,686 In its persistent attempt to 

correct the abstractions and spir:!.tualizing tendencies of 

scholasticism and transcendental theology, Metz' s theology now 

686Johns, Man in the World, p. 148. Here is where 
Johns thinks Metz runs into trouble. As with contemporary 
Catholic theology generally (a la Blondel, Marechal, and 
Rahner), the ontologism and spiritualism of neo-Thomistic 
anthropology clings to Metz's attempt to build a political 
theology, preventing it from evolving into a fully adequate 
"critical, socio-political methodology" (Johns, Man in the 
World, pp. 112 and 129). Johns calls this the "second half 
of Metz's mature theology" (Johns, Man in the World, p. 121). 
It is interesting to note that when John tries to define what 
is meant by a "political hermeneutic," he quotes Dorothy Solle 
(Johns, Man in the World, p. 121), who defines it as "a 
theological approach in which politics is understood as the 
inclusive and decisive arena in which Christian truth must be 
translated into practise" (Johns, Man in the World, p. 122). 

Johns thinks Metz's political theology remains too 
theoretical, taking the Enlightenment critique too seriously 
and the Marxist critique not seriously enough. Johns, Man in 
the World, p. 148. Johns writes: "While Metz has been bold 
in his attempt to reshape the theoretical basis for 
contemporary Catholic theology, his inclinations run somewhat 
differently regarding the actual practice and government of 
the church. Like Rahner, when he speaks of practice in the 
church, he still speaks theoretically" (Johns, Man in the 
World, p. 148). What Metz lacks is "critical, social thought" 
as the basis of a "clearly structured hermeneutical method" 
(Johns, Man in the World, p. 149). In other words, he needs 
yet to develop a concrete model of the church as an 
institution of critical freedom. Johns, Man in the World, p. 
157 as well as p. 181. 

I think this critique was appropriate in 1973, given 
political theology's stage of development at that time. What 
Metz has written since, however, concerning the importance of 
third-world basis communities as signs of the emergence of a 
new church, which combines mysticism and politics, makes 
Johns' criticism outdated. His dissertation, including his 
concern for a "theological praxiology" (Johns, Man in the 
World, p. 178), pre-dates two of Metz's most important and 
mature works: Faith in History and Society (1977) and The 
Emergent Church (1980). Each of these works attempts to 
envisage a new form of Christian personhood along with a new 
form of Christian discipleship in the world. 
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becomes more explicitly a theology of contradiction and 

challenge. It becomes a critical theology which challenges 

the institutional church to become the bearer of critically 

responsible social action,~7 to contradict paternalistic and 

hierarchical types of authority, and to be the agent for new 

ecumenical discussions. 

To recapitulate, Johns recognizes three levels of 

development within Metz's theology, as well as a controlling 

unity. Each level is interpreted as a part of Metz' s unbroken 

attempt to develop a fully anthropocentric theology in 

response to the modern turn to the subject. This is Metz's 

constructive side. In addition, each level takes shape in 

reaction to the spiritualism and abstraction found in 

scholasticism, and scholastic remnants in modern Catholic 

theology, particularly the theology of Karl Rahner. Each 

level is therefore a stage in Metz's journey away from the 

abstract and a-historical ways in which scholastic and 

transcendental theologies define "man's place in the world" 

(Johns).~ This is Metz's critical side. 

~7Johns, Man in the World, p. 144. 

~nHis basic project," Johns writes, "has been moving 
from transcendental theology to Political Theology" (Johns, 
Man in the World, p. 179). Johns clearly demarcates three 
levels of development within Metz's theology, even though he 
does not do so systematically and explicitly. To 
recapitulate, they are as follows. The first level is Metz's 
attempt to develop "a critical position with regard to the 
spiritualizing and ontologizing tendencies" within Rahner's 
theology. Johns, Man in the World, p. 2. Here Metz is 
concerned about the issues of anthropocentricity and 
secularization. He tries to develop an understanding in which 
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Here is not the place to debate the amazing statements 

mad~ by Johns concerning the achievement of Rahner' s theology. 

Our question is rather: How does this present dissertation 

foster an understanding of Metz's theology that goes beyond 

that which Johns proposed? It does so, I believe, in three 

ways. 

In the first instance, I have tried to demonstrate 

that Metz' s theology is best understood not simply as a 

reaction to scholasticism and scholastic remnants in modern 

Catholic theology but as a critique of religious apathy. In 

this sense, I interpret Metz's theology within a larger than 

Catholic context. Of course, I agree with Johns and 

demonstrate at considerable length myself, especially in 

Chapters II and III, that Metz's theology is an attempt to 

the fully incarnate presence of Christian persons in the world 
as history is taken seriously. The second level is a natural 
outgrowth of the first. Metz tries to construct a theology 
of secularization which takes seriously the "socio-political 
implications of the Christian faith" (Johns, Man in the World, 
p. 2). This is his attempt to correct the spirit-world 
dualism which lurks beneath the surface of Rahner's theology 
by developing an understanding of the world as a social and 
historical reality, and persons as constituted by their 
intersubjective freedom. The third level is his creation of 
a Political Theology, which Johns thinks is a natural 
extension of Metz's earlier this-worldly focus of theology. 
Metz realizes that in order to develop a this-worldly 
theology, he must address the Kantian and Marxist critiques 
which dominate the modern intellectual landscape. Political 
theology develops a political hermeneutic or critical method 
which the church can use to effectively engage the world. It 
attempts to develop a theological method, in the form of a 
political hermeneutic, for understanding the Christian's place 
in the world, different from that developed by either 
scholasticism or Rahner' s transcendental theology. Johns, 
Man in the World, p. 182. 
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purge Catholic theology of undesirable influences, 

particularly the influence of Greek cosmocentrism and its 

notion of an isolated and unfree self locked within a cosmic 

eternity. But, in addition, I argue that Metz's theology is 

best understood as unified by a concern which is relevant 

beyond the Catholic theological audience. I suggest that 

Metz's theology is united by the concern that modern 

Christianity, as a whole, is in crisis because it continues 

to assimilate Greek-hellenistic horizons of understanding at 

the expense of Jewish ones, 689 and that the consequence of this 

for all of modern Christendom is apathy in the face of human 

suffering. 

I have argued, therefore, that there is a deeper and 

more personal motivation behind Metz's theology than simply 

its attempt to move modern Catholic theology beyond the 

impasse of scholasticism, and that this is what unifies Metz's 

theology over the past thirty years. I tried to show the 

presence of a thread of continuity within his writings which 

Metz himself only recently has become aware of. He refers to 

this thread as the "post-Auschwitz" context of his theology. 

In 1972, Johns demonstrated no awareness of this context, 

perhaps because Metz, in his writinqs to that point, displayed 

no awareness of it himself. Only since 1981 has Metz 

689Metz , "Politische Theoloqie," in Theologie der 
Befreiung und Marxismus, ed. Peter Rottlander, p. 180, and 
"unterweqs," p. 212. 
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recognized and written about the biographical nature of his 

theology, interpreting it as an attempt to account for why 

there was, and continues to be, Christian silence in the face 

of Holocaust and third-world suffering. He now understands 

his theology to be, from the beginning, an attempt to track 

Christian apathy to its hidden lair within Greek and modern 

ways of being in the world. This dissertation tries to trace 

the presence of this central concern through the three stages 

of his theological development and concludes that it indeed 

forms the unifying basis of his theological production to the 

present. 

The second way this study proposes an understanding 

of Ketz's theology distinct from that offered by Johns is by 

pointing to a unity of approach as well as intention. Not 

only is Ketz's theology unified by its intention to answer 

the question of Christian apathy but it is one, as well, in 

its method of analysis. At each stage, Ketz analyses a 

particular form of consciousness which negatively influences 

Christianity, and tries to identify both its form and content. 

For example, in Chapter II, I studied the distinction Ketz 

drew between the thought-form and thought-content of Aquinas' 

theology. His conviction was that Christianity should not 

allow itself to continue to be trapped within a Greek way of 
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being in the world (a cosmocentric thought-form690 ), but rather 

should adopt a more fully Christian way of being in the world 

by way of an anthropocentric thought-form, a thought-form 

initiated by the Jesus-event and made philosophically 

explicit, for the first time, in the theology of Aquinas. 

Whereas Greek consciousness gives rise to an understanding of 

persons as objects trapped within an eternal cosmos, Christian 

consciousness gives rise to an understanding of persons as 

essentially free subjects within a world understood as 

history. Whereas the former understands God's presence as 

mediated through a divinized nature, the latter sees God's 

presence mediated through love of neighbor. Whereas the 

former creates apathy, the latter makes love the vehicle both 

for coming to know God and for realizing one's full human 

potential. 

In stage two of his development, Metz continues to 

attack Christiani ty' s unwi tting appropriation of this 

cosmocentric thought-form, especially vestiges of it which 

find their way into scholastic, neo-scholastic and modern 

theology. He now intimates that this thought-form gives rise 

to a particular philosophical content (thought-content) which 

he calls a "metaphysic of being." This metaphysic constitutes 

the philosophical substratum of much of scholastic, neo-

690Thought-form is "the encompassing horizon in which 
everything for the first time receives its mental image." It 
is "the unifying, uniform arche out of which all material 
multiplicity originates" (Metz, CA, p. 31). 
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scholastic, transcendental, personalist, and existentialist 

theologies. Its effects are similar to those pointed to in 

his earlier critique. The use of a metaphysic of being 

results in continued atomization of the human self, 

subordination of history to cosmos, and the neutralizing of 

God's promised future as the motivating horizon for Christian 

action. Christians continue to understand themselves and 

their morality privatistically and the world a-historically, 

wi th the resul t being the present negation of Christian 

freedom within history and a perpetuation of Christian apathy 

in the face of suffering. 

Finally, in his recent theology, Metz attacks the 

modern form of consciousness (thought-form) which he calls 

evolutionary consciousness. By blindly accepting this 

unthematic horizon of understanding as their own, Christians 

unconsciously experience despair and apathy. This modern 

evolutionary "feeling for life,,691 is not so different from the 

Greeks'. It constitutes an a priori horizon of understanding 

in which persons are unconsciously convinced their lives are 

"at the mercy of darkly speckled universe and enclosed in an 

endless continuum of time. ,,692 Just as the historical 

consciousness of Greek cosmocentrism subordinates history to 

cosmos, defines knowledge in terms of speculative 

691Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 6. 

692Metz , Faith in History and Society, p. 6. 
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contemplation (via a metaphysic of being), and grounds 

religion in nature, modern consciousness subordinates history 

to natural evolution, defines knowledge in terms of technical 

rationality, and grounds religion in human nature. In both 

instances, the freedom which the Gospel gives Christians to 

engage and transform history is subverted. The blind 

assimilation of these thought-forms therefore robs Christians 

of hope and motivation to live in solidarity with the less 

than fortunate of the world. 

Hence, the second contribution the present 

dissertation makes is to show that Metz's theology is unified 

not only by its ceaseless attack on Christian apathy but, as 

well, by its locating the source of this apathy in non

Christian types of historical consciousness which debilitate 

Christian action in the world. His theology becomes a 

sustained attack on ways of being in the world (thought-forms) 

which give rise to implicit certitudes about the self and the 

world (thought-contents) which shape Christian action. Hence, 

the roots of Christian apathy are found in those implicit 

axioms which modern persons and Christians share about the 

self, history, reason, and religion. These ideas, of which 

Christians are so completely convinced that they are unaware 

of them, silently inject doses of despair and apathy, robbing 

persons of the hope and expectancy required to motivate 

actions of sacrificial love in history and society. 

And finally, the third way this dissertation offers 
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a distinctive view of Metz' s theology is by deflating the 

importance of Metz's critique of Rahner as a unifying thread 

in his writings. Though Metz' s early theology does take shape 

in reaction to spiritualizing tendencies found in Rahner's 

theology, his later theology, and his theological project as 

a whole, is best understood as a thought-experiment in post

Auschwitz and post-idealistic theology.693 It is a critique of 

the privatizing and a-historical tendencies in most of modern 

theology, as well as a thought-experiment in socially critical 

and trans formative theology. 

Though there is not space here to discuss the complex 

and standing relationship between political and transcendental 

theology, suffice it to say that Metz' s theology is best 

understood as continuing to evolve in critical dialectical 

tension with that of Rahner's theology, not in opposition to 

it. It attempts to criticize and correct694 elements in 

Rahner's theology which too readily leave themselves open to 

misinterpretation and misuse.6~ It is guided, therefore, by a 

critical revisionist intention. It wants to safeguard as well 

69~etz describes his theology as an attempt "to do 
theology on the other side of idealism" (Metz, Faith in 
History and society, p. 53). 

69~etz , Faith in History and Society, p. 13, n. 15. 

6~Metz worries especially about Rahner I s theory of 
anonymous Christianity and the way it can be misinterpreted 
as legitimizing a privatized and a-historical understanding 
of religious identity. Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
pp. 159-161. 
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as critically revise the transcendental theological 

paradigm. 696 

Johns' study is therefore not so much mistaken as it 

is incomplete concerning its analysis of the Metz-Rahner 

relationship. It focuses too much on what is only one side 

of the dialectical relationship between the two: on how Metz's 

theology remains the same in its reaction to the alleged 

spiritualizing tendencies of transcendental theology.697 It 

fails to recognize how Metz also tries to preserve and build 

on the post-idealistic elements in Rahner's theology, giving 

particular attention to the way Rahner has developed a 

"narrative, biographical dogmatic theology" which gives 

theological expression to the religious experiences of 

ordinary Christians. 698 Thus, Rahner is for Metz as much a 

constant mentor, even after his death, as he is a theologian 

with problematic epistemological tendencies. 6W He still wants 

to learn from Rahner even though at times he is compelled to 

69~etz , "Unterwegs," p. 21.1.. 

697The most that Johns thinks Metz has appropriated 
from Rahner is a "creative attitude toward the scholastic 
tradition" (Johns, Man in the World, p. 79). 

69~etz, Faith in Historv and Society, p. 224. 

6WMetz ' s main worry, concerning Rahner' s theory of 
anonymous Christianity, is that it is based on an 
epistemological idealism which assumes that truth is 
correlative with pure reason, and therefore that some persons 
are better equipped (intellectually) than others to know the 
truths of the faith. See Metz, Faith in History and Society, 
pp. 1.58-1.61.. 
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go directly against him. 

This dissertation therefore brings the discussion 

about the unity of Metz' s theology a step beyond Johns' 

conclusions in three ways. First, it argues that the primary 

unifying theme which ties Metz' s theology together is the 

attempt to address the question of Christian apathy. This 

question arises out of Metz's experiences of Christian apathy 

in the face of the Holocaust suffering and continuing third

world suffering. Second, it proposes that Metz' s theology is 

united also in the way it attempts to answer this question. 

At each stage, he focuses on the form and content of the 

historical consciousness which constitutes the horizon within 

which Christians understand themselves, the Gospel, and 

history and society. He does this in order to understand how 

apathy is created and why it continues. And third, it 

suggests that Metz's theology is related to Rahner's in a way 

that cannot be equated with a simple negation. Rather, his 

theology continues to develop in dialectical tension to the 

theology of his former teacher and friend. roo 

2. James William Savolainen 

I turn now to a second interpreter of Metz's theology: 

James William Savolainen. Following the same procedure as 

above, I will ask three questions: first, whether explicitly 

rooMetz , "unterwegs," p. 211. 
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or implicitly he recognizes a controlling unity within Metz's 

corpus: second, what this controlling unity is: and third, how 

adequate his findings are in light of this dissertation's 

assertion that Metz' s critique of religious apathy is the 

single most important unifying theme in his theology. 

In a 1982 Th.D. dissertation entitled "Theology in 

the Shadow of Marx," Savolainen focuses on "two contemporary 

theological currents that attempt to establish an internal 

relationship to Marxist theory": the political theology of 

J.B. Metz and the liberation theology of Hugo Assmann.~1 In 

reference to Metz, Savolainen argues that the Marxist theory

practice relationship is "the explicit hermeneutical nucleus" 

around which Metz develops his political theology, especially 

as he comes to understand this relationship through the 

materialistic utopianism of Ernst Bloch and the Frankfurt 

school's understanding of "praxis. ,,~2 Given this basic 

~1James William Savolainen, "Theology in the Shadow of 
Marx: The Theory-Praxis Relationship in the Political Theology 
of Johann Baptist Metz and in the Liberation Theology of Hugo 
Assmann" (Th.D. diss. I The Lutheran School of Theology at 
Chicago, 1982), p. 3. 

702Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 5. 
Savolainen thinks that "praxiologists of the 'young Marx' line 
of interpretation, including members of the Frankfurt School 
tradition," fail to recognize how between 1842 and 1846 Marx 
completed his long march out of idealism. This means that 
after 1846 Marx no longer understood the theory-practice 
relationship in terms of critique. He now thematized it in 
terms of a "coherent and comprehensive social theory and in 
a scientific method of analysis guided by that theory" 
(Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 251). 

Savolainen implicates Metz in the tendency to separate 
the theory-practice relationship from Marx's scientific theory 
of history. Hence, Metz, like the Frankfurt school thinkers, 
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conviction, he examines the "internal logic" and "structural 

interconnections" of these two theologies in order to judge, 

from a Marxist point of view703 , the adequacy of their 

appropriation of the theory-practice dialectic. 704 

Savolainen designates three "phases" of development 

in Metz' s theology: 1. the formal anthropocentrism of his 

early phase, where Metz is working within the parameters of 

transcendental Thomism, 2. the eschatological theology of 

history of his second phase, which has a critical-practical 

remains tied to the idealism from which Marx himself 
successfully escaped. Instead of developing a detailed 
analysis of political economy and class structure, Metz offers 
only a philosophical and theological cri tique of culture. 
Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 450, n. 340. 

ro3savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 11. 
"The present work is not a theological study, but rather a 
study of theology that is intended to be a Marxist analysis 
and critique of two important religious ideologies that 
nourish groups of progressive Latin American Christians today" 
(Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 13). 

~savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 8. 
Savolainen's study is divided into three chapters. Each 
examines how the theory-practice relationship is understood 
within the writings of Karl Marx, J .B. Metz, and Hugo Assmann, 
respectively. 

Savolainen's general appraisal of Metz's 
appropriation is that it is too much focused on apologetic and 
hermeneutical interests and therefore remains too theoretical. 
It fails to develop a concrete political ethic to guide 
progressive and revolutionary Christian action (Savolainen, 
Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 452) because it does not 
recognize the necessity of a Marxist social analysis, an 
analysis scientifically oriented and directed towards social 
and political transformation. Savolainen, Theology in the 
Shadow of Marx, p. 6. Savolainen says that political 
theology, as a "theological hermeneutics of society" lacks 
"the socio-analytical instruments ••• required for resol v ing 
issues of political strategy and tactics" (Savolainen, 
Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 452). 
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intention (a first phase of political theology), and 3. the 

practical fundamental theology of his third phase, which takes 

shape as a theology of the subj ect (a second phase of 

political theology). 705 

What is relevant to my own study, which asks the 

question of a controlling unity within Metz's writings, is 

that Savolainen thinks Metz's writings are united by a single 

theme. Assuming more than arguf y.~ for its presence, he 

thinks to find it in Metz's sustained attempt to develop a 

Christian apologetic in front of modern consciousness.7~ He 

identifies two different apologetic strategies. The first is 

Metz's development of "an apologetic thesis of 

secularization. ,,707 Here Metz tries to demonstrate the 

importance of Christianity to modern secular culture. The 

second is his attempt to fashion a political theology which 

functions as a Christian apologetic in front of the Marxist 

critique of religion. 708 Each apologetic effort tries to relate 

Christianity to the dominant mode of consciousness present 

70ssavolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 10 
and 252. 

706Savolainen writes: "As has been repeatedly stated in 
our analysis of Metz' s theology, the apologetic intention 
predominates in his work" (Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow 
of Marx, p. 323). See pp. 304, 323, 324, 345, 346 for other 
references which refer to this unity of apologetic intention. 

707savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 269. 

708Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 299. 
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wi thin contemporary European society. 709 stages of development 

emerge as he changes his interpretation of what constitutes 

this modern consciousness and, therefore, of what constitutes 

an effective apologetic strategy. 

To trace the development of Metz 's apologetic efforts, 

and to expose the theoretical origins of each stage, 

Savolainen focuses on three of Metz' s major works: Christliche 

Anthropozentrik (1962), Theology of the World (1968), and 

Faith in History and Society (1977). In relationship to each 

work, and at each phase of development, Savolainen initiates 

a three-fold critical analysis. He tries to determine what 

elements constitute the conceptual core of each phase, how 

this conceptual core relates to the dialectical unity of the 

theory-practice relationship, and how successful this effort 

is in internally assimilating the Marxist theory-practice 

relationship. 710 The results of Savolainen' s three-fold 

analysis are as follows. 

The conceptual core of Metz's first phase of 

theological development is found in his "reception and re

working of the Kantian transcendental method. ,,711 In order to 

develop an apologetic response to modern secularization, Metz 

fashions a theology of secularization whose central assertion 

252. 

709savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 323. 

710Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 251-

711savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 276. 
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is that "the Enlightenment's turn to a-priori subjectivity" 

is based on an anthropocentric thought-form ini tiated by 

revelation and given methodological articulation, for the 

first time, in the theology of Thomas Aquinas. 712 

Savolainen recognizes no direct theological 

appropriation of the Marxist theory-practice relationship at 

this phase of Metz's development. This is because Metz is 

operating entirely within the arena of "Kantian pure 

theoretical reason. ,,713 However, he thinks a concept of 

practice II "latently present" in Metz's thought, because of 

the way he understands persons as self-determined through 

concrete actions in the world. 714 This conviction creates a 

tension in Metz's thought which eventually "facilitates his 

emigration to the New World of 'praxis,.,,715 

From the standpoint of Marx's definition of the 

theory-practice relationship, Savolainen thinks Metz is far 

too confined within the arena of neo-Kantian epistemology, to 

be able to develop an appreciation for the constitutive role 

played by social practice in human cognition. He faults Metz 

for absolutizing a "subjective idealistic anthropology,,716 and 

712Savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow o~ Marx, p. 273. 

713Savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow o~ Marx, p. 277. 

714savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow of Ma~, pp. 174-
175, n. 69. 

715savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow of Marx, p. 277. 

716savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow o~ Ma~, p. 280. 
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for having an abstract understanding of history. 717 In thinking 

of history in terms of a theology of history, 718 Metz remains 

unaware of how thought-forms and thought-contents are shaped 

by concrete historical existence, and, in particular, of how 

the anthropocentric thought-form with which he is concerned 

has itself developed "out of the contradictions of emergent 

European capitalism as a force of ideological struggle against 

heteronomous feudal authoritarianism. ,,719 Metz' s apologetic 

strategy is therefore still too much determined by 

transcendental Thomism for it to be open to a rethinking of 

the theory-practice relationship. 

The conceptual core of Metz's second phase of 

theological development consists of four key elements: the 

future, the subj ect as agent, ideology critique, and the 

theory-practice relationship. 720 The appropriation of these 

elements constitutes Metz's first attempt to develop an 

explicit Christian apologetic in front of the Marxist critique 

of religion. His apologetic strategy shifts from trying to 

base modern secular consciousness on the anthropocentrism of 

Christian revelation to basing the modern openness to the 

future on the horizon of hope made possible by God's 

717 Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 281. 

718savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 279. 

719savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 280. 

72osavolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 310, 
n. 127. 
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eschatological promises. A brief discussion of each of the 

above four elements will show how, according to Savolainen, 

this stage of Metz's theology is a second attempt at 

fashioning a Christian apologetic in front of a modern 

consciousness dominated by Marxist concerns. 

The first constitutive element is the primacy of the 

future, which becomes for Metz lithe all-encompassing horizon 

for theological reflection."n1 There are two reasons for the 

future assuming this pivotal role within Metz's theology at 

this time. The first is his conviction, nurtured in him by 

Bloch and others, that the future has become, since the 

Enlightenment, a central feature of modern historical 

consciousness.n2 The second is his belief that the roots of 

this future-oriented modern age lie in the future-oriented 

promises contained in Christian eschatology.n3 

The second core element is Metz's revised 

understanding of the human self. He now defines the self in 

terms of socially trans formative actions which anticipate the 

radically new future promised by God. Persons are no longer 

creatures who merely contemplate the world. n4 They are agents 

of historical change. The primacy of God's promised future 

n1 Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 312. 

n2savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 313. 

n3savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 316. 

n4Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 319. 
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requires the primacy of transformati ve actions within history. 

The future of universal peace and justice is only realized 

through actions which transform history and society. 

An eschatological understanding of the future is the 

third core element in Metz's early political theology. To 

help Christianity escape the Marxist ideology critique, he 

points to the unique character of the Christian eschatological 

future as an absolute future. As absolute, as radically new 

and different, it judges every other future as provisional, 

incomplete, and always in danger of ideologically legitimizing 

particular interest groups and political platforms. 

The fourth and most important core element concerns 

Metz's appropriation of the theory-practice relationship as 

the foundation of his new political theology. Though adopting 

more of a Kantian than a Marxist model,ns this relationship 

is the central axis around which Metz' s early political 

theology revol ves. n6 It stands as the basis of a now more 

"practice-oriented theory of history"n7 and a more 

historically determined anthropocentrism which gives priority 

to human agency in history.ns 

n5savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 345-
346. 

n6savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 346. 

n7 Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 302. 

n8savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 300 
ff •• "The free subjectivity of the subject is now seen as not 
merely transcendental self-reflection, but above all as the 
active involvement of human beings in transforming nature and 



333 

Savolainen thinks each of these core elements 

indicates a re-reading of modern culture and a resul tant 

change in apologetic strategy. Due to his relationship with 

Ernst Bloch, and his participation in Marxist Christian 

dialogue, Metz abandons his neo-Kantian reading of 

contemporary culture, understood in terms of secularization, 

as well as his attempt to develop a theology of 

secularization. He now understands moderni ty in terms of 

humanity's newly found openness to the future and its belief 

in the capacity of human actions to change history. Replacing 

secularization with hominization, Metz tries to "reestablish 

the connection between faith and social practice,,729 by showing 

that religion is not simply a superstructure which legitimizes 

select power structures and social practices, but offers a 

horizon of hope, in the form of God's eschatological promises, 

to motivate and guide Christian actions towards socio

political transformation.~o 

Metz's understanding of the theory-practice 

relationship at this stage, Savolainen thinks, is "decisively 

determined by his rehabilitation of Kant's philosophy of pure 

in creating their own history" (Savolainen, Theology in the 
Shadow of Marx, p. 303). 

339. 

n9Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 333. 

~OSavolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 338-
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practical reason. ,,731 Al though the motivation for this 

rehabilitation comes from his exposure to "Marxism and para

Marxist schools of thought, ,,732 he fails to develop anything 

more than an tenuous relationship to Marx's understanding of 

the theory-practice dialectic. There is formal agreement with 

Marx, for example on the importance of the future in setting 

in motion actions aimed at social transformation, but material 

differences remain decisive. 733 The same holds true for his 

understanding of praxis. Though both Metz and Marx agree that 

praxis is the medium for the discovery of truth, their 

understanding of it is so different that in many respects they 

hold "diametrically opposed,,734 views. In both cases, 

Savolainen thinks Metz has only "formally approximated the 

conceptual structure of Marx's thought while inserting into 

it theological content.,,735 

Savolainen concludes that Metz's success in 

appropriating the theory-practice relationship, at this phase, 

is seriously limited by its attempt at a "precipitous 

amalgamation of two contradictory philosophical outlooks.,,736 

731 Savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow of MSlrx, p. 345. 

732savolainen, Theolo~ in the Shadow of Marx, p. 341-

733Savolainen, Theolo~ in th~ Shadow of MSlrx, p. 356. 

734savolainen, Theolo~ in tb~ Sbadow of Marx, p. 368. 

735savolainen, Theolo~ in th~ Shadow of Marx, p. 368. 

736savolainen, Theolo~ in th~ Shadow of Marx, p. 392. 
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He tries unsuccessfully, and somewhat naively,~7 to develop, 

as the basis of his theology, an understanding of the theory-

practice relationship whose theoretical origins lie in both 

Kant and Marx. He tries to understand this relationship in 

terms of a "Kantian inspired epistemology and its 

philosophical model of pure practical reason" as well as in 

terms of a para-Marxist understanding of praxis, inherited 

from the Frankfurt School tradition and Bloch's materialistic 

philosophy of the future.~ 

Because Metz' s understanding of this relationship 

differs widely from that held by Marx, Metz's attempt to use 

it in developing an apologetic in the face of modern 

sensibilities dominated by the Marxist critique of religion 

is seriously debilitated.~9 Savolainen thinks Metz's attempt 

~7Savolainen writes: "The internal strains which 
afflict the apologetic strategy of Metz's initial elaboration 
of political theology were due to a great extent to his 
insufficient grasp of the difficulties and complexities that 
are involved in the theory-practice problem" (Savolainen, 
Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 392). 

~Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 373. 

~9We recall that Savolainen's critique is from a non
theological perspective, that is, from the perspective of a 
study of what the young Marx wrote about the theory-practice 
relationship. 

Savolainen outlines five ways in which Metz thinks he 
has made political theology immune from ideological suspicion: 
"(1) its 'conscience of the future' is not otherworldly, but 
rather constitutes the homeland of hope for the future of 
present history; (2) its hope is irrevocably linked to 
trans formative praxis; (3) this praxis, and not 'pure theory, ' 
is the social medium in which truth is appropriated and 
verified; (4) contrary to ideologies like Marxism that project 
their utopias onto the future by prolonging in existing 
particulars, political theology is a negative theology of the 
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is flawed in three main ways. First, by grounding the impetus 

for social praxis within the abstract realm of God's promised 

future, Metz mystifies what is for Marx the concrete 

historical impetus behind social aspirations and ideals. This 

impetus originates, for Marx, not in some absolute future 

outside of history but from within "the contradictions of the 

social practice of the masses and millennia of historical 

development. ,,740 Second, Metz attempts to found the modern 

orientation to the future on revelation rather than on 

history. In doing so, he grounds the thought-forms of 

historical epochs, including the modern one, in a mystery 

which is in principle inexplicable. n1 And third, Metz 

unwittingly enthrones the bourgeois subject as the free agent 

of modernity. Without realizing it, he thinks of the subject 

abstractly along the lines of classical German idealism as an 

individual moral agent, rather than concretely as a socio-

political agent who is free to invest capital and to purchase 

the labour power of the working class. 742 Each flaw debilitates 

future whose imperatives lack all empirically derived contents 
and, consequently, can offer no concrete program for political 
action and (5) it stands cri tically above every possible 
'subject' of history, whether it be defined as race, nation 
or class, for political theory serves only the interests of 
the universal and absolute future of all people rather than 
sectorial interests" (Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of 
~, pp. 381-382). 

nOSavolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 224. 

741savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 384. 

n2savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 384. 
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Metz's "second apologetic strategy,,743 to relate Christianity 

meaningfully to modern historical consciousness and its 

orientation to the future. 

The conceptual core of Metz's third phase of 

theological development7~ concerns his attempt to refine 

political theology as a Christian apologetic in the front of 

the Marxist ideology critique. This involves further 

developing a uniquely Christian understanding of praxis, while 

at the same time avoiding theological appropriation of an 

understanding of praxis held by two major contemporary meta-

theories of religion: the bourgeois evolutionary 

interpretation of the world, and that of dialectical 

materialism. 745 To succumb to these understandings of religious 

praxis would result in the aborting of Christianity's own 

unique understanding of praxis as a process of conversion to 

a life of discipleship. This discipleship is expressed in 

socio-critical action, evoked through subversive memories 

communicated in Christian narrative. 746 The process of 

~3savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 382. 

7«Savolainen restricts his analysis to Chapter IV of 
Metz's Faith in History and Society because it is here that 
Metz most clearly attempts a second sketch of political 
theology and, as well, introduces a more differentiated notion 
of praxis. Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 
406-407. 

~5savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 409. 

7~savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 409. 
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conversion, or "faith-praxis, ,,747 is what now constitutes, for 

Metz, Christian personhood per see 

Savolainen thinks Metz's understanding of the theory

practice relationship, at this phase, is still influenced by 

Kant more than by Marx. Even though Metz expands his 

understanding of praxis to include both moral and social 

praxis, correcting his earlier tendency to interpret "Marx's 

social praxis in terms of Kant's moral praxis, ,,748 his 

understanding of it, like that of Kant's, is still 

"constructed by a method of abstraction that eliminates all 

empirical, social and historical determinants ••• [from] the 

process of constructing universalizable maxims for moral 

judgement ... 749 In other words, his understanding of Christian 

praxis, as both moral and social, is still governed by ethical 

determinations which "cannot be accounted for by ••• social 

determinants."~o The moral determinants of Christian social 

praxis are thus grounded in the collective Christian memory 

of the passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, or, 

simply put, in God's will. As such, they are completely self-

sufficient, self-grounded, a priori, and absolute. This 

becomes the case in spite of Metz's assertion that God's will 

747 Savolainen, Tbeolog;'l 10 the Shadow of Ma;r;:x, p. 416. 

748Savolainen, Theolog;'l 1n the Shadow of Marx, p. 411. 

749savolainen, Theolog;'l 1n the Shadow of Marx, p. 411. 

~Osavolainen , Theolog;'l in the Shadow of Marx, pp. 412-
413. 
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is always mediated through a religious moral praxis of 

conversion and discipleship. Thus, Metz is still more a 

Kantian than a Marxist because he subordinates praxis to g 

priori theory,~1 regardless of assertions to the contrary.~2 

Savolainen's cri tical assessment of Metz' s recent 

theology, from the standpoint of Marx's understanding of the 

theory-practice relationship, is therefore predictable. His 

critique is four-fold. First, he thinks that petty bourgeois 

interests lie behind Metz's political theology. For this, he 

gives two reasons: on the one hand, Metz rejects any 

particular class of historical subj ects (including the middle

class and working class subject) as the true subjects of 

history, and on the other hand, he believes that God alone is 

the real subj ect of history • Positing a non-historical 

subject as the agent of history reveals that the real subject 

behind Metz's mystical-political practice is the petty 

bourgeoisie.~3 Second, he thinks Metz's theology is 

~1savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 424. 

~2Savolainen concludes: "Therefore, the precise 
character of Metz's external relationship to Marx is that of 
contradiction. Political theology's 'primacy of praxis' is 
not only saying something other than Marx's definition of that 
primacy, nor is it a theoretical contribution that could be 
added as a 'supplement' to Marx's thought to make it more 
broad, but rather it is fundamentally and irreconcilably 
opposed to the Marxist theory-practice dialectic. Savolainen, 
Theology in the Shadow of Marx, pp 426-427. 

mSavolainen writes: "We conclude, therefore, that 
just as Ketz uncovered the secret enthronement of a concrete 
class subject (the bourgeoisie) in the abstract 'free subject' 
of Enlightenment philosophies and progressive contemporary 
theologies with the help of a Marxist-inspired socio-
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thoroughly idealistic, in spite of its claims to the contrary. 

It is so because of its persistent adherence to an un-derived, 

universal and unconditional truth (revelation) which precludes 

and is logically prior to any concrete social praxis.~4 The 

"'realization', 'actualization', 'incarnation' or 'breaking 

through"' of God's promised future, which Savolainen refers 

to as an abstract, theoretical mystery, is clearly prior to 

social praxis and not vice versa.~5 There is, therefore, no 

historical analysis, so also his 'divine universal subject,' 
when subjected to Karxist class analysis, reveals the 
unmistakable characteristics of the petty bourgeoisie. Here 
we have the 'concrete social subject' of Metz' s political 
theology, the class essence of the subjects of mystical
political praxis who, through conversion to discipleship, 
correspond to his concept of God. The artiCUlation of 
universal and unconditional interests in political theology 
serves as an ideological reproduction of the specific needs 
and class interests of the petty bourgeoisie in monopoly 
capitalism on the level of Christian symbols and myths" 
(Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 434). 

~Savolainen, theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 437. 
Savolainen writes: -His manoeuver with a 'differentiated' 
understanding of praxis (first Kant, then Marx) has failed to 
convince us that he has really transgressed the frontiers of 
idealisa: praxis has the primacy over theory to the extent 
that praxis is not Jlerely the social praxis of Marx, but 
rather that it derives its universal and supraclass interests 
from the revelation that is cOJIIDunicated in the stories of the 
Bible. This revelation is an uncondi tional truth that is 
neither produced by nor dissolved in the determinants of 
social practice. Consciousness, whether it be rational (Kant) 
or mystical (Ketz), has the primacy over social being, ideals 
are ultimately deterainative of material practice, the ought 
is split from the is in which it is to be eventually 
'incarnated' and the whole is prior to and independent of its 
parts- (Savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 439). 

755savolainen, Tbeology in the Shadow of Karx, p. 443. 
Savolainen thinks social praxis ought to be "the (real) source 
and criterion for theological truth claims" (Savolainen, 
Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 437). 
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dialectical relating of theory and praxis at all on Metz's 

part. Theory, in the form of a "socially non-derivable 

truth," is prior to praxis, even if this truth is always 

"mystically appropriated in religious praxis.,,756 His third 

criticism therefore follows from the first two. It is that 

Metz's political theology "represents, under the cover of 

universal interests, the needs and interests of ••• [the petty

bourgeois] class as it exists today under the condition of 

state-monopoly capitalism. ,,757 In the final analysis, 

political theology is "a particular expression of petty 

bourgeois ideology. ,,758 And his final criticism is that "the 

idealistic, undialectical and petty bourgeois essence,,759 of 

political theology leads Metz to develop a social critique 

which focuses on the "philosophical or theological critique 

of culture," rather than on the political economy and class 

structure of modern society.7~ The overall result is a 

practical deficit within political theology which is dangerous 

because it diverts energies of the working poor away from 

their specific class interests, focusing their attention on 

756savolainen, ~beology: ;in the Shadow of Marx, p. 440. 

757Savolainen, Theology: in the Shagow o~ Marx, p. 445. 

758savolainen, Theology: ;in tbe Shagow of Marx, p. 445. 

759savolainen, Theology: in the Shagow of Marx, p. 450. 

7~Savolainen, Theology: in the Shadow of Ma~, p. 450, 
n. 340. 
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what Savolainen calls a utopian illusion,n1 the illusion that 

the church could become a classless enclave in the midst of 

the social contradictions of real life. 762 Not only does Metz' s 

theology fail to assimilate Marx's understanding of the 

theory-practice relationship, therefore, at this or any other 

stage of its development, but it threatens to create an 

"innerworldly otherworldliness" which could become the very 

'opium' of the masses which it wants to eradicate.7~ Metz's 

recent apologetic effort in the face of the Marxist ideology 

critique is, therefore, according to Savolainen, a colossal 

failure. 764 

761 Savolainen, ~heoloav in the Shadow of Marx, p. 451. 

762savolainen, Theoloav in the Shadow of Marx, p. 452. 

7~savolainen, Th~QloSl!: in the Shadow of HaJ:::X, pp. 551-
552. 

764An insightful analysis and provocative critique of 
Metz's theology, from quite a different perspective than 
Savolainen' s, can be found in John Cobb's book, Process 
TheolQ9l!: as Political TheoloSl!: (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 
The westminster Press, 1982). Because Cobb does not address 
the issue of a controlling unity within Metz's theology, it 
will not be dealt with at length in this thesis. However, 
allow me to offer the following observations. Cobb and Metz 
differ, chiefly, over the task of theology. Metz thinks its 
task is to offer a practical interpretation of the Gospel 
while Cobb thinks it is to give greater conceptual clarity to 
basic Christian affirmations. Cobb, Process TheoloSl!:, p •. 45. 
Cobb cogently argues that theology should engage in the 
conceptual and discursive questioning of the meaning and truth 
of Christian images, and of how these images correlate or do 
not correlate to reality. Cobb, Process TheoloSl!:, pp. 72-73. 
Cobb thinks Ketz' s attempt to make theology "subj ect to the 
primacy of praxis" (Metz, Faith in Histo:r::y and Society, p. 50) 
causes hila too quickly to dismiss theoretical reason as a 
resource for combatting apathy and motivating Christian 
actions. The crisis of Christianity arises, therefore, for 
Cobb, not so much from the fact that it ignores its practical 
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The above analysis of Metz's three phases of 

development indicates that Savolainen does find a unifying 

thread in Metz's theology. Although he assumes its presence 

more than argues it, he intimates that this continuity resides 

in Metz's attempt to develop a Christian apologetic in front 

of modern consciousness. He interprets Metz's early 

theology, for example, as an attempt to ground modern 

consciousness, characterized by secularization, in God's 

incarnational acceptance of the world. God's acceptance of 

Co~e, as Metz believes, but because it lacks 
conceptual clarity concerning its major tenets, particularly 
its notions of God and history. Metz is reprimanded, 
therefore, for rejecting, too quickly, overviews of history, 
larger explanatory contexts, or meta-theories, in favour of 
a narrative and practical Christianity. Cobb thinks he is 
wrong in assuming that faith opposes the overview quest simply 
because some, if not most, overviews have proven inadequate. 
Cobb, Process Theology, p. 139. What is required, instead, 
Cobb believes, is a new and more adequate overview of history. 
He thinks beginnings in this direction have been made by 
Alfred North Whitehead in his book The Adventures of Ideas. 
Cobb, Process Theology, p. 143. 

I think it is true that Metz has no explicitly 
developed theoretical overview of history. But I also think 
Cobb overlooks an important point. Metz does interpret 
history from a larger theoretical perspective, from an 
apocalyptic rather than an evolutionary perspective. He 
interprets history apocalyptically as a time of suffering and 
imminent expectation, trying to draw out the implications of 
Ernst Kiisemann' s conviction that the Jewish-Christian 
apocalyptic vision is the mother of Christian theology. Metz, 
Faith in History and Society, p. 175. The chief consequence 
of this type of theology of history, Metz hopes, is that 
Christians will be motivated to live in solidarity with the 
poor. Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 177. On the 
other hand, Metz worries that when history is interpreted 
wi thin the context of a larger explanatory framework the 
result is "a casuistic cover-up ••• (of) suffering" (Metz, Faith 
in History and Society, p. 128). History, as a history of 
concrete suffering, is lost sight of. 
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the world's secularity gives rise to the anthropocentric form 

of consciousness on which modern consciousness is based. 

Metz's second phase is likewise an attempt to show that modern 

consciousness, now characterized by its orientation to the 

future, is rooted in God's eschatological promises. And the 

most recent phase yields an attempt to relate modern 

consciousness, now understood primarily in terms of the modern 

appropriation of the Marxist dialectical relating of theory 

and practice, to an eschatological Christianity which 

understands discipleship in terms of a socio-political 

following of Jesus. 

Metz ' s theology, therefore, is interpreted as two 

attempts to relate Christianity to modernity. The first tries 

to relate secularization to Thomistic Christianity. The 

second, beginning around 1966 and extending to the present, 

tries to assimilate theologically the Kantian and Marxist 

insight into the importance of the theory-practice 

relationship. Metz does this in order to counter the two-fold 

Marxist critique that Christianity undermines human engagement 

of history, and that, as a superstructure, it legitimizes 

select power structures and social practices. 

The point of this analysis, thus far, is not to enter 

into debate with Savolainen concerning how well he understands 

Metz's theological appropriation of Marx's understanding of 

the theory-practice relationship. It is rather to demonstrate 

how, in the course of his study, he assumes the presence of 
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a unifying theme, and to question the adequacy of this 

assumption in light of my assertion that Metz's theology is 

united by his critique of religious apathy. Before commenting 

on the adequacy of Savolainen's findings, concerning the unity 

of Metz's writings, let me say how I think he has provided 

a deepened understanding of Metz's theology. 

Savolainen's study ought to be commended for the 

following reasons. First, it demonstrates the contextual 

nature of Metz's theology by placing it within the context of 

the Marxist-Christian dialogue taking place in Europe in the 

early and mid 1960's. It correctly recognizes the way 

political theology has been at the forefront of theology's 

attempt to answer the Marxist critique of religion as 

ideology. Second, it shows that Metz's particular attempt to 

answer this critique takes shape in the form of a political 

theology which tries to assimilate internally some features 

of the Marxist understanding of the theory-practice 

relationship. Although Savolainen recognizes that this 

concern was only latently present in Metz's early theology, 

he is correct in pointing out how it becomes a central theme 

of his later political theology which strives to make itself 

"subject to the primacy of praxis.,,765 

exposes differences between Metz's 

And third, Savolainen 

understanding and 

implementation of the theory-practice relationship and Marx's. 

~~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 50. 
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Whereas Metz internally assimilates the priority of practice 

into theology under the inspiration of Marx, yet conceives of 

it and implements it more along the lines of the Kant of pure 

practical reason, Marx thinks of it in terms of a social, 

political, and economic analysis of class relationships which 

eventually leads to revolutionary transformation. Inasmuch 

as Metz is concerned about a transformation of consciousness, 

as a pre-requisite to social and political transformation, he 

remains far from the priority given by Marx to the dialectics 

of matter (economic and political) as the agent of change. 

How then does the present dissertation provide an 

understanding of Metz 's theology that goes beyond that offered 

by Savolainen? 

it cautions 

It does so, I believe, in two ways. First, 

against accepting, without qualification, 

Savolainen's assumption that Metz's reception of the theory

practice relationship is "the explicit hermeneutical nucleus" 

of Metz's theological production.,,766 It argues, rather, that 

Metz's critique of religious apathy is the single most 

important unifying theme within his theology. It agrees with 

Savolainen that Metz's appropriation of the theory-practice 

relationship is an important component of his theology. Its 

presence is especially apparent after 1964, the year he wrote 

"The Future of Faith in a Hominized World," the second chapter 

of Theology of the World. Prior to this, he was less 

766savolainen, Theology in the Shadow of Marx, p. 5. 
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explicitly concerned with practice, though, as we saw in 

Chapter II of this study, his early critique of cosmocentrism 

intended to clear away notions about the self and the world 

which inhibit Christian engagement of the world. His concern, 

therefore, even early on, was with practice. 767 He was 

concerned with a Christian mind-set which fostered apathy and 

disengagement from the world. 

What Savolainen does not mention, therefore, is the 

presence of a less explicit interpretive center in Metz' s 

theology which Metz himself has only recently become aware 

of. In recent biographical reflections, Metz has intimated 

that the unifying core of his theology has been his concern 

to understand and to correct the causes of Christian apathy. 

The present dissertation bases itself on this insight. It 

tries to show how this concern with apathy is the motivating 

horizon out of which each stage of his theology emerges. It 

argues, therefore, that his theology is best understood in 

the context of this larger, less explicit, interpretive 

horizon, and that his attempt to appropriate theologically 

the theory-practice relationship ought to be understood in 

light of it. A concern to counter apathy is the reason why 

767Suffice it to say, however, that this theme was only 
latently present within his early anthropocentric theology in 
the same way it was present within Rahner's early theology and 
transcendental Thomism generally. It was present to the 
extent that both adhered to the Thomistic dictum that love of 
neighbor and love of God are mutually interdependent moments 
of Christian life. 
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Metz appropriates the theory-praxis relationship in the first 

place. 

This study does not deny that Metz' s attempt to 

respond to the Marxist critique, by theologically 

appropriating the priori ty of practice, is an important 

interpretive key for understanding his theology. It argues, 

however, that it is not the motivating force behind his 

theological production. -It disagrees with Savolainen's 

assumption that the concerns of Marx and Metz are the same. 

It argues instead that Metz's theological quest is motivated 

by personal and theological concerns, particularly his concern 

about the causes of Christian apathy. To address these 

concerns, he creatively assimilates the insights of Kant and 

Marx (concerning the importance of human actions in knowing 

and believing) and offers an analysis and critique of the 

horizons of understanding wi thin which modern Christiani ty 

understands itself. His agenda, therefore, is throughout 

theological and pastoral. It tries to purge modern Christians 

of the seeds of apathy present in the form of Greek and modern 

ways of being in and understanding the world. Modern 

consciousness is rej ected as thoroughly as Greek consciousness 

because both privatize the individual and reduce humanity to 

a thing within nature. Persons despair and become apathetic 

in the face of suffering because they understand themselves 

and the world as locked within nature's larger totality 

(whether understood as an eternal cosmos or a timeless 
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evolutionary process). Metz's theology, therefore, intends 

to free Christians for a life of active discipleship. 

A second way this dissertation offers a distinctive 

view of Metz's theology is by demonstrating in greater detail 

and accuracy the nature of Metz's most recent theology. I 

agree with Savolainen that the first two stages of Metz' s 

theology are unified by their attempt to relate Christianity 

to modern consciousness, and that, as his understanding of 

modern consciousness changes, so does his apologetic strategy. 

As we saw in Chapters II and III of this dissertation, Metz's 

early anthropocentric theology and early political theology 

are united by their attempt to ground modern consciousness in 

Christian revelation: first in God's incarnational acceptance, 

and second, in God's future-oriented promises. 

However, this dissertation interprets Metz ' s most 

recent theology more as a critical negation of modern 

consciousness, of which Marxism is a part, than as a 

consistent attempt to develop an apologetic front with it. 

Its findings indicate that Savolainen insufficiently 

appreciates the force and extent of Metz's recent rejection 

of modern consciousness, of which Marxism is a part. For 

example, Metz criticizes neo-Marxism, classical Marxism, and 

positivism, for the way they understand history as an 

inexorable process guided by an abstract alibi subject (the 

proletariat, for example). Each unconsciously assumes that 

history mirrors the inexorability of nature's evolutionary 
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process and that it is therefore uninterruptable in its 

forward movement. The result is that suffering, which Metz 

thinks constitutes history, is made relative. History becomes 

an unfortunate part of nature' s process, with the result being 

that concrete individual suffering is made less important than 

the overall process itself. 

This study shows, therefore, that Metz's recent 

theology is not as centrally concerned wi th developing an 

apologetic front with modern consciousness as Savolainen 

implies. Savolainen tends to assume that Metz understands 

modern consciousness primarily in terms of the Marxist 

critique of religion and its understanding of practice, and 

that the Marxist critique forms the chief horizon of concern 

out of which his theology emerges. What Savolainen fails to 

recognize is that Metz is as critical of Marxism as he is of 

Christianity for being blind to its appropriation of modern 

fatalistic assumptions about history and the world. Both 

implicitly assume, in spite of their theories of history which 

assert the opposi te, that humani ty is hopelessly trapped 

wi thin timeless nature. They are captured by the 

unconsciously held modern certitude that history is ultimately 

meaningless because nature is the timeless womb in which human 

life begins and ends. 

Savolainen is not therefore entirely correct in his 

interpretation of Metz's recent theology as a second attempt 

to develop an apologetic strategy in the face of modern 
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consciousness, particulari ty in the face of the Marxist 

critique of religion. Metz ' s recent theology is rather a 

wholesale critique of modern consciousness, including Marxism, 

and particularly its understanding of history. This is not 

to deny that the Marxist notion of practice is still important 

to him. Its influence is present in his recent insistence 

that praxis must be understood as both moral and social 

praxis. 7M But the assumption needs to be questioned that this 

forms the motivating horizon of his theological production. 

It ought to be noted, for example, that it is only by 

interpreting Metz's recent theology as an attempt to 

assimilate internally the Marxist theory-practice relationship 

that Savolainen can then judge his theology as a failure. It 

fails by not translating Marx's own understanding of practice 

directly into theological terms. My own study argues that the 

assumption on which this criticism is based is not entirely 

correct. The primary intention of Metz's recent theology is 

not to adopt the Marxist understanding of practice, but to 

develop a distinctively Christian understanding of practice 

based on a hope generated by imminent expectation. Metz 

intends to show how the practice of an apocalyptic 

Christianity, not the practice of Marxism, can become the 

central feature of a post-idealistic and post-bourgeois 

Christianity. 

7~etz, Faith in History and Society, p. 54. 
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3. Rebecca S. Chopp 

Finally, I turn to a third commentator of Metz's who, 

as recently as 1986, has offered a clear and concise appraisal 

of his theology from beginning to present. 769 In her book, The 

Praxis of Suffering. An Interpretation of Liberation and 

Political Theologies,ITO Rebecca S. Chopp addresses the issue 

of a controlling unity within Metz's theology more directly 

than Johns or Savolainen do. Interpreting Metz's political 

theology as an important contribution to the liberation 

paradigm shift within modern theology,IT1 she designates three 

stages of development within his thought, each of which 

reflects the development of a more historically concrete 

understanding of persons and the contemporary situation. m 

These stages are secularity, eschatology, and a deconstruction 

769Chopp's study of Metz' s theology is couched wi thin 
the larger context of her comparative analysis of Jiirgen 
Moltmann, Gustavo Gutierrez, and Jose Miguez Bonino 

ITORebecca S. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering. An 
Interpretation of Liberation and Political Theologies (New 
York: Orbis Books, 1986). 

IT1 "Metz ' s fundamental contribution to the paradigm 
shift of liberation theology is his reformulation of 
anthropology and its relationship to Christiani ty • Metz ' s 
work makes a formal contribution to liberation theology by 
exploring the conditions of possibility for anew, social 
anthropology: his work makes a material contribution by 
criticizing the present reality of the bourgeois subject and 
finding within Christianity the memory and hope of a new 
subject of freedom" (Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 64). 

mChopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 64. 
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of the subject, respectively.n3 

What is important to my own analysis is that Chopp 

thinks these three stages are governed by an overall . 
controlling unity. They are unified in terms of a "basic 

structure,,774 which houses three of Metz' s main concerns around 

which each stage of his theology develops. These concerns are 

as follows. The first is his concern to define the historical 

consciousness of the human subj ect. At each stage, Metz tries 

to develop a concrete social anthropology by defining the 

"formal conditions of human subjectivity. ,,775 The second is his 

attempt, through the use of different Christian symbols, to 

show how the consciousness of this subject is related to God. 

His conviction throughout is that Christian revelation is the 

unrecognized basis of the "reality and identity of the free 

human subject.,,776 And the third is his attempt to define 

Christianity's explicit witness in the world, given the social 

anthropology and the understanding of the contemporary 

situation which he arrives at at each stage. Chopp traces the 

presence of these core elements in each stage of Metz' s 

theology in the following way. 

n3Chopp, The P;raxis of Suffering, p. 65. 

774Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, pp. 65, 69 and 71. 

775Chopp, The Praxis of Suffe;ring, p. 64. 

776Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 64. 



354 

In the first stage,777 Metz defines the historical 

consciousness of the modern subject in terms of secularity. 

Modern consciousness is characterized by the awareness of 

being immersed within a de-divinized and de-mythologized world 

in which persons understand themselves as radically free in 

a world now understood as history.~ 

He next relates this modern consciousness to 

Christianity by offering a theologically positive 

interpretation of modern secularity, interpreting it as the 

child of the Incarnation. He argues that the impetus for the 

epochal shift from a cosmocentric universe to an 

anthropocentric one, on which modernity is based, is made 

possible by God's incarnational acceptance of the world. 

Modern persons understand the world in terms of history rather 

than in terms of nature, and themselves as free agents of 

history, because of the freedom which God's incarnational 

acceptance introduces into history. Chopp thinks that for 

Metz this experience of historical freedom, made possible by 

revelation, is an anonymous experience of God. 

777Chopp does not look at Metz's two dissertations, nor 
at his editorial revisions of Rahner's Hearer of the Word and 
Spirit in the World. She implies that these are prior to his 
"constructive work on secularization," which she appears to 
be familiar with only through a reading of Metz's Theology of 
the World. She is not fully correct in this assumption. As 
I showed in Chapter II of this dissertation, Metz's work prior 
to Theology in the World contains the early formulations of 
his secularization thesis which he then later repeated and 
expanded in Theology of the World. 

~Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 65. 
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Finally, Metz extrapolates from this basis what 

Christianity's explicit witness in the world ought to be. It 

ought to take the form of acceptance of modern secularity, 

given that "the experience of autonomy is, in a sense, the 

experience of God."m The acceptance of secularity becomes, 

therefore, a fundamental expression of fai th. 780 

Chopp thinks this three-fold basic structure is again 

present within Metz' s second stage of theological development. 

Rather than understanding modern consciousness in terms of 

secularity, he now understands it in terms of its orientation 

and openness to the future. Modern persons are characterized 

by their "freedom to anticipate and work toward new 

possibilities. ,,781 The "formal referent for the freedom of the 

human subject,,782 is no longer secularity, but orientation to 

the future. 

Again, Metz tries to give this understanding of 

modernity a theologically positive interpretation by showing 

how the biblical belief in the promises of God is the pre

condition of the modern orientation to the future. The lure 

of the future is really the lure of God,7~ inasmuch as God is 

mChopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 66. 

780Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 66. 

781 Chopp , The Praxis of Suffering, p. 67. 

782Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 68. 

7~Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 68. 
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the radically new towards which history progresses.~ 

Chopp recognizes that, unlike stage One, Metz is now 

more keenly aware of the dangerous ambiguities of the present, 

leading him to recognize a distance between God's future and 

the freedom of the present. He therefore relates God's 

promised future and the present orientation to the future 

dialectically. Though there i.§. an anonymous experience of God 

in the modern orientation to the future, God's particular 

future is qualitatively different from all futures envisioned 

by humans. As radically new, and not yet fully revealed, 

God's future provides a perspective from which to judge 

present history as always provisional and incomplete. Its 

relationship to the present is one of "non-identity" because 

it is neither totally within history nor totally apart from 

history. 785 

Given the distance between God and the freedom of the 

present, explicit Christian witness in the world takes the 

form of a two-fold social and political praxis. On the one 

hand, Christians are called to criticize everything in the 

present as provisional, calling for the radical transformation 

of society in light of God's promised future of peace and 

justice. On the other hand, they are free to affirm, and 

participate in the modern orientation to the future in the 

~Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 67. 

~Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 68. 
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form of a co-operative praxis of approximating God's future 

in the present. Both activities are occasions for the 

experience of God. "One experience is the anonymous 

experience of God in the transcendence or orientation toward 

the future: the other experience of God [is] in the constant 

critique of the world by the church.,,786 

Out of this two-fold praxis of eschatological 

Christianity, political theology is born. On the one hand, 

it becomes a "theologia negativa from the future and hence a 

critique of all ideologies in the present.,,787 On the other 

hand, it offers a corrective to modern theologies of the 

personalist, transcendental, and existentialist types which 

fail to understand the socio-political nature of the human 

subject. It understands human personhood as being subject to 

the primacy of the two-fold praxis of social critique and the 

building of a more peaceful and just world. nm 

Chopp believes that in stage Three of his theological 

development, the three-fold basic structure which guided 

Metz's earlier theology - defining historical consciousness, 

relating it to God, and defining Christian witness in the 

world - "undergoes a radical transformation. ,,789 What she means 

786Chopp, Tbe Praxj,s of SYffe;rj,ng, p. 69. 

787Chopp, The Praxis of Suffe;ring, p. 69. 

nmChopp, The Praxis of Suffe;rj,ng, p. 69. 

789Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 71. 
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by this, though she is somewhat indecisive, is that the 

external form of this structure remains the same while its 

content changes. 

Given to a "far more critical, even pessimistic 

reading of the present situation,,,790 Metz no longer attempts 

to ground modern historical consciousness in Christian 

revelation, either incarnationally or eschatologically. 

Rather, he offers a cri ticism of modern consciousness and 

points to Christian apocalypticism as a resource for the 

development of a new form of consciousness. Nor is he content 

to define theology simply as critique at this stage. N1 

Theology now becomes a "fundamental theology of the human 

subject, "N2 attempting to understand the demise of the subject 

in the modern era as well as pointing to what is necessary for 

the emergence of a new subject. A new subject is called for 

because the historical consciousness of the modern middle

class subject has been destroyed by the timelessness of an 

evolutionary logic. Evolutionary logic is the "irrational 

ideology" which covers "human history in a blanket of 

timelessness. II In doing so , it destroys "the historical 

consciousness of the human subject. IIN3 To the extent that it 

790Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 71. 

N1Chopp, The Prax;i.s of Suffering, p. 74. 

N2Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 71. 

793Chopp, The Praxis of Suff~J;:ing, p. 72. 
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is a "fiction of time as empty infinity, ,,794 evolutionary logic 

causes persons to "forget .•. past acts for the sake of future 

conquests," to forget that "life [is] •.• constituted in 

relation to other subjects, with history, and with nature," 

and to forget that human life is corporeal, shaped by the 

passions, pains and ecstasies.~ In short, evolutionary logic 

destroys what has been the heart of Metz' s theological proj ect 

from the beginning: his attempt to define persons in terms of 

intersubjectivity, freedom, and corporeality, 796and to show 

that the origin of these characteristics lies in Christian 

revelation. 

In his recent theology, Metz once again shows how 

historical consciousness is "dependent upon God and expressed 

in Christianity." 797 However, contrary to his earl ier attempts, 

he does not ground modern consciousness in Christian 

revelation. He has given up on modern consciousness because 

it is inherently destructive of an appreciation of history. 

Modern consciousness destroys the human appreciation for 

history and tradition, non-technical forms of reason, and 

religion as the source of social transformation. Instead, 

Metz points to a Christian form of consciousness which, though 

794Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 72. 

~Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 73. 

796Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 72. 

797Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 75. 
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not yet fully emerged, is based on apocalyptic expectation and 

a radical following of Jesus. He sees this as a life-saving 

alternative to modern consciousness. 

Chopp thinks Metz is a little obscure at this point 

concerning the foundational relationship between God and the 

freedom of the subject.~8 In stage One, God was the condition 

of the possibility of secular freedom. In stage Two, he was 

the basis of the freedom to shape, yet criticize, historical 

progress. Now, in stage Three, having given up on the modern 

subject, and having distanced himself from transcendental 

theology, God becomes, rather vaguely, the basis of a new 

subject and a new freedom: the subject of suffering and the 

freedom to suffer.~ The relationship between God and the free 

subject is therefore obscured partly because Metz now rejects 

the transcendental a-priori grounding of human personhood. 

Metz criticizes this theory, which is most fully expressed in 

Rahner' s theory of anonymous Christiani ty , for being II. an 

elitist idealistic gnoseoloqy' . ,,800 Rejecting this 

transcendental grounding, he finds himself unable or unwilling 

to "retrieve or invent a new, transformed transcendental 

~8Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 75. 

~"Within the iron cage of modernity, the freedom to 
be a human subject (becomes) •.• the freedom to suffer" (Chopp, 
The Praxis of Suffering, p. 74). 

800Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 75. 



361 

argument ,,801 which, in the past, allowed him to believe in the 

"universal anonymous experience of God. ,,802 Instead, he simply 

asserts that Christian personhood, as well as the knowledge 

of God, emerges within the context of lives lived before God 

in history and society. Chopp thinks this is a weak assertion 

and leaves Metz, at least concerning the formal relationship 

between Christianity and human consciousness, in the difficult 

situation of demonstrating a direct connection between human 

consciousness and a foundational experience of God. 803 

801 Chopp , The Praxis of Suffering, p. 75. 

802Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 75. 

8031 concede that Metz gives too little attention to 
the problems which arise when one rejects natural religion. 
As he recognizes, the demise of metaphysical religion was 
accompanied by the development of anthropocentric religion. 
Anthropocentric religion rejected metaphysical objectivism and 
tried to develop a metaphysical subjectivism. God was now 
spoken of as the mysterious, ineffable horizon within which 
the world and persons had their being. God became the 
transcendental ground of being. In Metz's later writings, he 
seems to reject most theologies which depict religious 
experience as a coming into touch with a transcendent depth 
of existence. He does so because he thinks they unconsciously 
hold to the implicit assumption that religious experience has 
an a-historical core. 

The question Metz needs to be asked is this: If he 
rejects the modern attempt to speak about God in this 
anthropocentric way, how is he proposing we speak about God? 
Is he proposing we return to speaking about God 
objectivistically? Does he propose we return to a pre
Enlightenment religious objectivism? At times, he seems to 
come dangerously close to preferring an eschatological 
supernaturalism, which expects Christ's return any day, to 
judge and consummate creation. If it is true that he is 
proposing such a view, then it is difficult to go along with 
him. If, however, he is calling for a new, more historically 
engaged, anthropocentrism, free from the crudities of 
fundamentalist apocalyptic expectations, then I would like to 
know more about his proposals. What understanding of God and 
God's promised future does a post-bourgeois, post-idealistic, 
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For all the trouble Metz has in relating Christianity 

to historical consciousness on the formal level, Chopp thinks 

he basically succeeds in the way he relates the two 

thematically.804 Christiani ty , as a tradi tion of dangerous 

memories expressed in narratives, particularly the memory of 

Jesus' "resurrection by way of his crucifixion, ,,805 now 

represents the freedom of the human subject to suffer within 

history. Modern persons are free to the extent they are 

willing to participate in history as a history "of the dead 

and of those who suffer. ,,806 Christiani ty makes this 

participation possible because "Jesus Christ represents the 

memories of suffering as anticipatory memories that place a 

claim on history. ,,807 Christianity does not promote, therefore, 

the middle-class subject, constituted by forgetfulness of the 

past and domination of the present, but it represents the 

subject of suffering. urging an anthropological revolution, 

Metz calls on Christianity to help bring about "a new 

historical consciousness of timefulness, of imminent 

expectation."~ With the resources of apocalyptic symbolism, 

post-metaphysical, historically engaged Christian theology 
have? 

804Chopp, The Praxj,s of Suffe;[j,ng, p. 75. 

805Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 76. 

-Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 76. 

807Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 76. 

~Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 77. 
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it offers modernity "an antidote to the poison of evolutionary 

logic. ,,809 

The explicit Christian witness which follows from this 

new form of consciousness is a radical discipleship aimed at 

interrupting and transforming the world. 810 Living within the 

horizon of imminent expectation, as well as within the context 

of the dangerous memory of Christ's unique history of freedom, 

as a history of suffering in solidarity with others, 

Christians are called to interrupt and transform the course 

of the middle-class subject, bourgeois religion, and modern 

theology. 811 They are called to "a new way of being and doing 

in history" which involves active suffering as "a praxis of 

freedom. ,,812 In short, they are called to imitate Christ. 

Chopp summarizes Metz's recent theology in the following way: 

809Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 77. 

810"In the first stage of Metz' s work Christians 
imi tated Christ by accepting the world, and in the second 
stage they imitated Christ by criticizing the world. NOw, in 
the third stage, Christians imitate Christ through the 
acceptance of suffering and through a praxis of interruption 
and conversion. This praxis of imitation is not just a matter 
of believing but a life of enactment, combining narrative and 
action in radical discipleship. Christian faith is no longer 
captive to understanding the world and letting it go its way; 
it is no longer isolated to criticizing the world and pointing 
out God's freedom. Thus Metz arrives at a new paradigm of 
Christianity: Christian faith now interrupts and transforms 
the world: it manifests God's grace, which is, according to 
Metz, a way of living differently" (Chopp, The Praxis of 
Suffering, p. 78). 

811Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 77. 

812Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 78. 
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it attempts "to find a new historical consciousness of time 

that allows the subject to suffer. This historical 

consciousness is testified to in Christianity, and through its 

apocalyptic witness Christianity becomes a praxis of 

solidarity with those who suffer ... 813 

Chopp is to be commended for pointing to the presence 

of a three-fold basic structure within the three stages of 

Metz's theology, as well as for the clarity and precision with 

which she demonstrates this. She shows how on three different 

occasions Metz gathers together different theological and 

philosophical resources in his effort to understand modern 

consciousness, to relate this consciousness to Christian 

revelation, and to define Christian witness in light of this 

813Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 79. In a less 
severe manner than Savolainen, who criticizes Metz for being 
idealistic and for serving the interests of the petty 
bourgeoisie, Chopp, in the form of questions rather than 
direct criticism, questions Metz's lack of concern for 
concrete social and political transformation. Hence, she 
thinks the meaning of "politics" remains vague within his 
theology because he does not address the issue of precisely 
how a transformed consciousness, inspired by Christianity, can 
"restructure the social system of the first world or even the 
ecclesiastical structures of the church." (Chopp, The Praxis 
of Suffering, p. 79). Reminiscent of Johns' concern, which 
questioned why Metz does not develop a concrete Christian 
social ethic, Chopp asks why he does not deal with the issue 
of how Christians are to move from a "transformed 
consciousness to a changed world." She doubts, therefore, as 
Johns and Savolainen do, that Metz' s theology does really 
"enter the fight of history - as social, economic, moral 
history" (Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, pp. 79-80). She 
gives to understand that perhaps "Metz ' s own conversion 
is ••• not yet complete" because he has not yet shown how the 
categories of solidarity, memory, and narrative "give rise to 
real social change" (Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 80). 
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relationship. These core elements, she thinks, are central 

to each stage of Metz's theological development and therefore 

indicate a unity of intention throughout Metz's theology. In 

pointing to this unity, she proposes an interpretation of 

Metz's theology that goes beyond that offered by Johns and 

Savolainen in several important ways. 

Though Johns and Savolainen understand Metz 's theology 

in light of significant controlling and unifying themes (its 

attempt to counter the scholastic and neo-scholastic way of 

spiritualizing of the human self and the world, and its 

attempt to develop an apologetic response to the Marxist 

critique, respectively), neither tries to understood it within 

the context of Metz' s own central concern: his desire to 

address, and later to transform, the type of consciousness 

within which modern Christians find themselves trapped. Both 

studies therefore fall short of identifying, and therefore 

appreciating, the central horizon of concern in and through 

which Metz's theology takes shape. As Chopp indicates, and 

as this dissertation has attempted to show in greater detail, 

the core of Metz's theology is his struggle to understand and 

to transform the type of consciousness within which 

Christians, as well as modern persons, live. In doing so, he 

hopes to create the pre-conditions necessary for Christian 

faithfulness to the Gospel's call to a discipleship of worldly 

engagement. 

Again, how does the present dissertation advance the 
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discussion concerning a controlling unity within Metz's 

theology beyond the interpretation offered by Chopp? Even 

though she indicates, more fully than Johns or Savolainen, 

that the focal point of Metz' s theology is his attempt to 

relate Christianity to modern consciousness, at first 

positively and later in opposition to it, her analysis is not 

as thorough as one could wish. Perhaps limitations of time 

prevented her from offering a fuller elaboration of the 

interpretive core of Metz's theology. Her section on Metz, 

after all, is only a small part of a larger work comparing and 

contrasting liberation and political theologies. 

The present dissertation brings the discussion of a 

controlling unity within Metz's theology a few steps beyond 

the interpretation offered by Chopp, in three ways. First, 

it offers a more detailed analysis, than the one found in 

Chopp, of what Metz is opposing at each stage of his 

theological development. Though Chopp mentions Metz's 

opposition to Greek cosmocentrism, she does not expand on how 

this opposition forms the background and impetus for all three 

moments of his theological production. 814 Second, even though 

she recognizes that his theology is unified by its attempt to 

understand and relate Christianity to modern consciousness, 

814Lack of mention of the ongoing influence of this 
theme within Metz's theology may be due to the fact that Chopp 
does not deal with Metz's early work, Christliche 
Anthropozentrik. She refers to it only in a footnote. Chopp, 
The Praxis of Suffering, p. 164, n. 3. 
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she is not sufficiently clear about the fact that he is also 

consistent in the method by which he carries out this 

analysis. At each stage, Metz distinguishes between the 

thought-form and thought-content operating within different 

types of consciousness. He applies this distinction 

especially to Greek and modern forms of consciousness in order 

to show their incompatibility with Christian consciousness. 

And third, this dissertation argues that what motivates Metz 

to relate Christianity to modern consciousness in the first 

place is his desire to understand and correct the root causes 

of Christian apathy. Chopp, though perhaps aware of this 

motivating horizon, interprets the unity of Metz's theology 

chiefly in terms of its structural continuity, placing little 

emphasis on the more personal and experiential horizons out 

of which his theology emerges. I will expand on each of these 

contributions. 

My own study argues, among other things, that 

cosmocentrism is the single most important theological enemy 

against which Metz' s theology takes shape, in all of its 

stages. It is that against which his early theology of 

secularization, his later eschatological theology, and even 

his more recent theology of imminent expectation developS. At 

each stage, Metz battles the presence, within modern 

Christiani ty, of both the thought-form and the thought-content 

of Greek cosmocentrism. Its form, we recall, expresses itself 

in the unconscious assumption that all things are immersed 
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wi thin an ul timately unchanging , pre-given cosmos. This 

assumption is embedded in much of scholastic, neo-scholastic, 

and modern theology, giving rise to an unrecognized and 

unconscious feeling for life characterized by fear, despair, 

and fatalism. The result is that Christian hope is directed 

at the world beyond, and not at this world. Because this 

world is trapped wi thin nature's processes, which have no goal 

or end, it is not possible to change significantly the world 

through human action. The resul t is that the world is 

abandoned as the hope-filled arena of Christian acti vi ty • 

Christians become apathetic to suffering because they believe 

that suffering is a natural part of the cosmic order. 

Nothing, therefore, can be done about it. 815 

In addition, out of this cosmocentric way of being in 

815In Metz ' s early secularization theology, the 
appropriation of this cosmocentric consciousness is the reason 
why the Incarnation was never fully appreciated as a 
liberating event which frees the world to go its own way (See 
what Metz says about the nNecessary Conditions for the Proper 
Understanding of the Incarnation of God" in Theology of the 
World, pp. 22-25). In his later eschatological theology, he 
sees cosmocentrism as giving rise to a metaphysic of being 
which, when used by modern theology, precludes openness to 
God's future promises and defines Christian persons in terms 
of contemplative knowing rather than knowing arrived at 
through actions of discipleship. In his recent theology of 
imminent expectation, explicit concern about the dangers of 
cosmocentrism seem to have faded and been replaced by concern 
about the dangers of evolutionary logic, which lurks behind 
modern consciousness. However, at closer examination, modern 
consciousness, dominated by an evolutionary logic, is a mirror 
image of Greek cosmocentric consciousness, resulting in the 
same fatalism, apathy and disengagement from the world. 
Cosmocentrism lives on in the implicit modern assumption that 
history is trapped within nature's endless processes, and, 
therefore, that all human action is ultimately meaningless. 
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the world emerge particular notions of the self and the world 

which further deflate Christian motivation to engage the 

world. The self is conceived of as a sophisticated thing 

alongside other things trapped within an unchanging and 

eternal cosmos. Historical agency is not possible because 

real freedom is not possible wi thin historical processes which 

are themselves trapped within cosmic eternity. Christians, 

who unwittingly live by these basic assumptions, have little 

reason to engage the world in the hope of changing it. The 

result is apathy. 

Chopp places little emphasis on the fact that each 

stage of Metz's development functions as a corrective to these 

Greek cosmocentric notions of the self and the world. Though 

she recognizes Metz's search for a social anthropology as an 

unifying theme in his writings,816 she places little emphasis 

on the fact that this cosmocentric problematic motivates his 

search for this social anthropology in the first place. The 

816In stage One, Metz ' s social anthropology is 
-characterized by corporeality, intersubjectivity, and 
historical freedomn (Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 66). 
Jrn stage Two, Metz tries to develop "a more adequate 
understanding of the sociopolitical nature of the human 
subject" by pointing to the important relationship between 
reason and praxis and the intrinsic orientation of persons to 
the future. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 69. In his 
recent theology, realizing that the social subject which he 
bas been searching is being destroyed by the modern bourgeois 
subject (who is defined by pragmatic reason, market place 
Ya1ues, and the principle of domination), he calls for the 
emergence of a new subject defined by non-pragmatic forms of 
reason, the ability to suffer in solidarity with others, and 
motivated to action, rather than apathy, by apocalyptic 
expectation. See Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering, p. 77. 
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present dissertation argues that Metz's attempt to understand 

and correct Christianity's unwitting appropriation of both the 

cosmocentric consciousness and the basic assumptions about the 

self and world which it produces is an unrecognized thread of 

continuity running through his writings. 

The present dissertation goes one further step beyond 

Chopp's interpretation. It points to Metz's theology being 

unified not only by its focus on the central problematic of 

cosmocentrism but also by the consistency with which it 

implements the distinction between thought-form and thought

content as a method by which to analyze different types of 

consciousness. In this sense, it argues for the presence of 

a uni ty wi thin Metz' s theology that was not recognized by 

Chopp. 

In Chapter II above, for example, it was shown how 

Metz first used the distinction between thought-form and 

thought-content to differentiate between Greek and Thomistic 

thought. He concluded that Greek thought is cosmocentric in 

form and anthropocentric in content, while Thomistic thought 

is anthropocentric in form and theocentric in content. He 

preferred Thomistic anthropocentrism because it gave rise to 

notions of the self and the world more compatible with the 

original intentions of Christian revelation. I devoted an 

entire chapter to Metz' s early writings, especially 

Christliche Anthropozentrik, because I believe that the 

origins of this method of analysis, which have remained with 
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him to the present, are to be found there. Looking back at 

these early writings, in light of his recent political 

theology, one can recognize, therefore, a continuity both in 

his problematic (cosmocentrism), and in the approach he takes 

to understand and to try to solve this problem. 

Chapter III of this dissertation showed further how 

Metz uses the distinction between thought-form and thought-

content to differentiate between Greek cosmocentrism and 

modern anthropocentrism, which he believes is based on 

Thomistic anthropocentrism. Cosmocentrism is rej ected because 

it gives rise to a metaphysic of being which understands 

persons as trapped within nature, and the world as trapped 

wi thin the cosmos. 817 Modern anthropocentrism is preferred 

because it is based on a more liberative way of being in the 

world within which persons recognize themselves as free agents 

of history open to and oriented towards the future. Modern 

consciousness, with its notions of the self, the world, and 

the future (its thought-content) is really the child of 

eschatological Christianity. Historical freedom and 

orientation to the future are first made possible by the 

biblical promises of a radically new future. 

817Here the metaphysic of being and its notions of 
persons, the world, past, present, and future, constitute the 
thought-content. They are the products of a far more 
intangible cosmocentric feel for life which makes up thought
form of any particular era of history. 
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Chapter IV of this dissertation showed how this method 

of distinguishing between thought-form and thought-content was 

still present in his recent theology, though less explicitly 

so. Shifting his attention from Greek cosmocentrism to modern 

bourgeois consciousness, he finds the form of modern thought 

disturbingly similar to that of Greek thought. The 

unconscious Greek assumption about the status of human life, 

that it is trapped within a larger whole, is present with 

modern consciousness as well. Modern persons understand 

themselves as trapped in the evolutionary process of nature 

which has no end. As well, certain axiomatic assumptions 

emerge from this thought-form which are characteristic of 

modernity and particularly debilitating to Christianity: the 

assumptions concerning reason, history, and religion. Reason 

is thought of primarily as technical reason, history is seen 

as trapped within the indomitable processes of nature and 

therefore unfree, and religion is thought of only in terms of 

the private interior realm of individual morality. Against 

this, Metz opposes the thought-form of an apocalyptic 

consciousness with different notions of reason, history, and 

religion, not tainted by the despair and fatalism of the 

modern sense of timelessness. The apocalyptic feel for life 

is one of imminent expectation of the fulfillment of God's 

promises. This, in turn, serves as horizon of hope, rather 

than despair, within which persons act. The implicit 

assumptions which progressively emerge from this are that to 
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be human involves more than functioning at the mere level of 

technical reason, that history is a history of suffering, and 

that religion is essential for the eventual emergence of a 

free subject within history. 

And finally, this dissertation makes a third 

contribution to the discussion of unity within Metz's 

theology. It argues that the structural continuity within 

Metz's theology, which Chopp skillfully identifies, is 

grounded in a more personal quest to understand and to begin 

solving the problem of Christian apathy. Metz's attempt to 

understand modern consciousness, to relate it to Christianity, 

and to extrapolate Christian witness from this relationship, 

is really an attempt to answer the question of Christian 

apathy. In his early theology, for example, the application 

of this three-fold structure gives rise to a theology of 

secularization which calls Christians actively to engage the 

world through love of neighbor. Christians are admonished to 

actualize their incarnational freedom through active 

participation in the secular project of making history. 

Incarnational acceptance becomes the antidote for the poison 

of Christian apathy which has its origins in Greek 

cosmocentrism. In stage Two, the application of this three

fold structure gives rise to a theology centered around God's 

eschatological promises. Here, God's promises for a radically 

new future supply the necessary antidote to the poison of 

Christian apathy which originates in the Greek way of being 
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in the world (expressed primarily in a metaphysic of being). 

And in stage three, this three-fold structure gives rise to 

an eschatological Christianity with strong apocalyptic 

sensibilities. Apocalyptic expectation becomes the motivating 

horizon which dispel~~ the apathy implicit within modern 

consciousness. Christians realize their freedom within 

history by suffering in solidarity with the poor. The 

apocalyptic consciousness of imminent expectation is offered 

as a new antidote to the apathy creeping at the root of modern 

life. 

In these ways, therefore, Metz's theology is borne by 

his unbroken attempt to answer the question of Christian 

apathy. As Chapter I pointed out, this question originates 

in his own personal experiences of Christian apathy, 

particularly in relation to the Holocaust tragedy. 

C. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The above has been a critical evaluation of the 

contributions made by Johns, Savolainen, and Chopp to the 

discussion concerning the unified nature of Metz's theology. 

It juxtaposes this dissertation's findings alongside theirs 

and draws essentially three conclusions. First, though each 

identifies a controlling unity within Metz's corpus - Johns, 

the anti-scholastic polemic; Savolainen, the appropriation of 

the Marxist theory-practice relationship; and Chopp, a three

fold basic structure in pursuit of a social anthropology -
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none gives explicit recognition to the controlling unity which 

this dissertation argues is at the heart of Metz's theological 

production: his critique of religious apathy. Only recently 

has Metz himself become aware that his theology, from the 

beginning, has been guided by the attempt to answer the 

question of Christian apathy in the face of war-time 

atrocities, post-war forgetfulness, and present third-world 

oppression. This dissertation has tried to trace the presence 

of this theme throughout each stage of his theological 

development. Second, it argues that the reason why these 

commentators fail to identify this interpretive key is that 

they either do not fully appreciate the importance of Metz's 

recent biographical reflections for understanding his theology 

as a whole, as perhaps is the case with Savolainen and Chopp, 

or their studies pre-date Metz's own recent reflections about 

the post-Auschwitz context of his theology, as in the case of 

Johns. 818 Though Savolainen and Chopp interpret Metz's 

theology within the context of not unimportant unifying 

themes, they fail to recognize the larger and more 

encompassing horizon of concern within which his theology 

takes shape and is unified: his concern with the causes of 

818r realize that just because Johns did not have 
Metz ' s recent biographical reflections before him when he 
wrote Man in the World that he could have nevertheless 
recognized, from Metz's writings to that point, the importance 
of the theme of Christian apathy. However, from what Johns 
did write in Man in the World, it is clear that he had no such 
insight. 
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Christian apathy. Though Chopp recognizes that Metz's recent 

theology is shaped by this concern, she does not attempt to 

interpret his early and middle theology in light of it. And 

third, I have argued that though each of these three 

interpreters identifies Metz's attempt to understand modern 

consciousness as a central theme of each stage of his 

development, none recognizes how consistent Metz is in the 

method he uses. At each stage, he tries to understand Greek 

and modern consciousness in terms of their thought-form and 

thought-content in order to determine their compati bility with 

the form and content of authentic Christian consciousness. 

In stages One and Two, his conviction is that the form and 

content of modern consciousness is expressive of the 

historical freedom originally intended by Christian 

revelation. The freedom initiated by the Incarnation and 

God's eschatological promises has finally come to expression 

in the modern belief in historical agency and hope-filled 

orientation to the future. In stage three, however, he thinks 

modern consciousness is destructive of this freedom. The 

modern way of being in the world, and its implicit certitudes 

about history, reason, and religion threaten to destroy the 

freedom of the human subject implicit in eschatological 

Christianity. 

In conclusion, this dissertation hopes to make a 

three-fold contribution to the task of understanding Metz's 

theology. First, it questions whether the most adequate 
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interpretive key has yet been found to understand Metz' s 

theological project. Though each of the above interpreters 

touches on important unifying themes, none adequately 

identifies the real unifying center of his theology. Second, 

it argues that the most adequate interpretive key for 

understanding his theology, a key which at the same time 

points to its unified nature, is found in his attempt to 

answer the question of Christian apathy. As we saw in Chapter 

I, this question emerges when Metz is still a young boy 

growing up in the midst of war-torn Germany, especially as he 

experiences silence among Christian family, friends, and 

communi ty in the face of Holocaust suffering. And third, this 

study argues that when used this interpretive key offers a 

clearer understanding of how the various stages of Metz' s 

theology constitute a unified whole. It offers a more 

personal and biographical understanding of what motivates and 

lies beneath the surface of this often abstract and complex 

theological project. Over the last thirty years, Metz has 

tried to understand and correct the causes of Christian apathy 

so that Christians can more fully live out the Gospel mandate 

of love in the world. His most recent theology indicates this 

intention most clearly. By trying to develop a post-Auschwitz 

theology, a theology which directly faces suffering within 

history, he tries to break free from theologies which 

unwittingly assimilate modernity's implicit assumptions about 

history, reason, and religion, assumptions which contribute 
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to Christian apathy in the face of suffering. He rejects 

modern certainties about the superior nature of technical 

rationality, the dominance of nature over history, and the 

innate, private, and a-political character of religion. Each 

feature, he thinks, is a product of a modern consciousness 

trapped in despair and fatalism. And it is this type of 

consciousness which he believed contributed to Christian 

silence in the face of Holocaust suffering and continues to 

contribute to first-world silence in the face of third-world 

agony. 

His prescription for change is no less provocative and 

appealing than his analysis and cri tique are. He invites 

Christians to rediscover within their biblical and doctrinal 

heritage the authority that comes from living the Gospel life 

in solidarity with the poor, the motivating power to love 

stemming from living in the shadow of Christ's imminent 

return819 , and the practical implications of the fact that 

Christianity is a religion whose essence is grounded in a God 

819Cobb raises what I think are some important 
questions concerning the efficacy of revitalizing 
eschatological and apocalyptic symbolism as a healing agent 
for Christian apathy. He questions whether modern Christians 
can be expected to be motivated by promises whose fulfillments 
they find very unlikely? Are modern Christians still capable 
of believing in the consummatory End of history and, 
therefore, of being motivated by this belief? Even more to 
the point, is not this loss of belief in the consummatory End 
of history at the heart of the crisis of faith today, and the 
reason why there is so little interest in reflections on the 
overall meaning of history? Cobb, Process Theology, pp. 76 
and 143-144. 
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who chooses to meet us in history, and not in nature. By re-

discovering these priorities, Christians can learn to do more 

than simply paraphrase the bourgeois certitude about life's 

entrapment within nature, which breeds only despair and 

apathy, and begin actualizing, in the form of love and the 

acceptance of suffering, the Christian certitude that the time 

is short and that God's future is at hand. 820 

820"The Christian idea of imitation and the 
apocalyptical idea of imminent expectation belong together. 
It is not possible to imitate Jesus radically, that is, at the 
level of the roots of life, if 'the time is not shortened'. 
Jesus' call: 'Follow me!' and the call of Christians: 'Come, 
Lord Jesus!' are inseparable. Immitation in imminent 
expectation: this is an apocalyptical consciousness that does 
not cause, but rather accepts suffering - defying apathy and 
hatred" (Metz, Faith in History and Society, p. 176). 
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