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Walter Kasper’s name is by now well-known among English-speaking 
readers of theology: the 1984 translation of Der Gott Jesu Christi 
following on the translating in 1976 of Jesus der Christus established his 
reputation as a writer at once conceptually rigorous and historically well- 
informed.’ What is less understood, however, is the total context to 
which these works belong. From Kasper’s background in the Tubingen 
School his writings so far can be shown to represent a total theological 
programme of a quite distinctive kind. This programme is not only of 
considerable intrinsic interest. It also has a wider church-political 
significance in the light of Kasper’s selection as the official theologian of 
the Roman Synod Secretariat, encharged with the collation and 
theological analysis of the ‘submissions’ made to the Holy See by 
national conferences of bishops in readiness for the 1985 Synod on ‘The 
Church after’vatican 11’. His appointment offers a useful key to the 
debate about the intentions of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith (and more generally, of the Roman Curia in its higher echelons) in 
the middle 1980’s. In particular, it helps to determine whether these 
intentions are best described as ‘Neo-Ultramontane’ , as argued (in 
effect) by a group of writers in New Blackfriars in June 1985, or rather, 
as the present author has maintained, as offering a via media or re- 
accentramento (‘re-centring’) for Church and theology, amid the 
competing voices of left and right-wing radicalism in post-conciliar 
Catholicism.’ This is a debate which has not ended with the ending of the 
Synod. 

Kasper and the Tubingen School 
Kasper was born in 1933 in Heidenheim, a town of the Swabian forest, 
not far from Tubingen. He began his theological studies at Tubingen in 
1952, and has been there, minus a short period in Munich, ever since. 
Kasper is, in fact, a pure product of the Catholic Tubingen school, and 
since his theological programme is a re-statement of the historic aims of 
that school, I will begin by sketching in this essential background. 

The origins of the Tubingen school were somewhat f o r t u i t ~ u s . ~  In 
the territorial re-structuring of Germany which followed on the 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, a large part of Catholic Swabia was 
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handed over to the Elector of Wurtenburg, a Protestant. This prince, 
anxious to demonstrate his liberality to his newly-acquired Catholic 
subjects, founded a school of Catholic theology which eventually settled 
at Tubingen, a pleasing university and market town on the river N e ~ k a r . ~  
From its inception the Tubingen school was characterised by two 
features.’ Firstly, it was marked by devotion to the Catholic tradition in a 
wide sense:to the liturgy, the fathers and the thought and literature of the 
Church down the centuries. Secondly, it was remarkably open to the 
stimulating, if at times slightly oddball, philosophical culture of early 
nineteenth century Germany, the various strains of Romantic and 
Idealist thinking associated with such names as Schiller, Schleiermacher, 
Schelling and Hegel.6 Furthermore, as biblical criticism was entering into 
its first phase of maturity in (mainly) Protestant circles at about this 
time, the Catholic Tubingen school also tried to integrate this element, 
along with the commitment to Catholic tradition and contemporary 
philosophy. 

The two principal concerns of the school were fundamental theology 
and ecclesiology. In fundamental theology-and here the principal 
names are Johann Sebastian von Drey (1777-1853) and Franz Anton 
Staudenmaier (1 800- 1856)-it confronted head-on the critique of 
revealed religion found in the German Enlightenment, and especially in 
Lessing and Kant.’ Drey and Staudenmaier argued that reason finds its 
absolute foundation not in its own intellectual quality but in its 
acceptance of a revelation mediated in a history which is itself a 
transcendent fulfilment of nature. Their position may be thought of as 
an attempt to negotiate a channel between Idealism on the one hand, and 
a pure supernaturalism on the other.* The inherent difficulty of such an 
undertaking was shown up in the course of the dispute between Church 
authority and two contemporary Germari-speaking theologians, Georg 
Hermes and Anton Gunther, which centred on the nature of the 
relationship between faith and rationality. The Roman Church 
increasingly found historic Scholasticism to be a safer, because tried- 
and-tested, philosophical underpinning for a revealed religion. But this 
tendency, which was to reach its acme with the draconic imposition of 
the ‘doctrine of St Thomas’ on Catholic faculties of philosophy and 
theologv hv Pius X and Benedict XV war never ‘received’ at Tiibingen.9 

In ecclesiology, the most characteristic idea of the Tubingen men 
was that of the Church as a supernatural organism: an organic society 
whose basis was the supernatural life given i t  by Christ. Since 
Christianity is (thus) a divine reality, it necessarily transcends any 
particular statement of its own content. But as time goes on, and the 
Church ‘develops’, we can glimpse different aspects of this transcendent 
revelation which the various historical phases of its carrier-organism 
show us. These notions of Johann Adam Mohler (1796-1838) have an 
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affinity to the ideas of Newman, though the two men were working quite 
independently of each other.” Just as the more philosophical side of 
Tubingen theology aroused anxiety in less adventurous Catholic circles, 
so the ideas of ‘MOhler (and Newman) on the Church and doctrinal 
development were later suspected of a too hasty surrender to the 
historicist spirit of the age. Be that as it may, the nineteenth century 
Tubingen doctors bequeathed to their twentieth century successors two 
precious possessions: firstly, a wholehearted commitment to the Catholic 
tradition in its historical fulness and integrity, and, secondly, a generous 
yet critically alert philosophical and cultural openness.” One has only to 
consider the contrasting but complementary qualities of such conciliar 
documents as Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes to see’that the 
Second Vatican Council was above all a Council ultimately inspired by 
Tubingen theology, and that it is not the Rhine but the Neckar which 
‘flows into the Tiber’. In Kasper’s case, the two-fold Tubingen concern 
for tradition and philosophical originality is neatly conveyed in his first 
two big books. Their subjects were the concept of tradition in the 
surprisingly creative Roman school of the nineteenth century, and an 
exploration of what the non-Catholic philosopher F. W. J. von Schelling 
(1775-1 854) has to offer a contemporary conceptualisation of God as 
‘the Absolute in history’. 

Tradition and philosophy in Kasper 
Kasper’s Die Lehre von der Tradition in der Rdmischen Schule was his 
doctoral thesis, written under the supervision of another great Tubingen 
man, Josef Rupert Geiselmann.” It is intriguing to note that the 
foreword extends an additional word of thanks to Leo Scheffczyk and 
Hans Kung: for the former is now one of the most acerbic critics of the 
latter, seen as an apostate from the Tubingen tradition for his practical 
exaltation of historical-critical method as the supreme norn of ecclesial 
faith.I3 The principal contention of Kasper’s study is that, by refusing to 
reduce the concept of the Church’s tradition to that of her magisterium, 
Roman theologians like Giovanni Perrone, Carlo Passaglia, Clemens 
Schraader and Johann Baptist Franzelin can be seen as carrying out the 
very same task in Rome as the Tubingen school achieved in 
Wurtemburg.14 A major work of historical scholarship, the book also 
carries a message for the wider Church. Though geographically Cisalpine 
and thoroughly homegrown, the ecclesiology of German Catholicism 
bears a marked family-resemblance to that of the main theological 
architects of the First Vatican Council. The implication is that the 
Council, and in particular its account of the Roman primacy, must have 
suffered distortion by being looked at through Neo-Ultramontane 
spectacles. Writing in 1962, just as the Second Vatican Council opened, 
Kasper expresses the classical Tubingen commitment to tradition as the 
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chief, and perenniallyfruitful, principle of authority for Christian 
theology. While not downplaying the role of the magisterium, he situates 
it where it belongs: in the making of partial, but abidingly valuable, 
determinations of the content of tradition. The leit-motif is already 
announced on the first page, in an appreciative citation from Perrone’s i l  
Protestanresimo e la regola di fede: ‘To transcend tradition is assuredly 
nothing other than to destroy Christianity itself’.’’ 

In 1965 Kasper took the opportunity to put into words the other 
aspect of the Tubingen inheritance: openness to philosophical culture in 
the search for a conceptuality for the faith expressed in tradition.16 
Kasper’s extended essay on Schelling, Das Absolute in der Geschichte, 
deals with an author little studied in the United Kingdom, and scarcely 
more so in the English-speaking world outside the British Is1es.l7 To 
understand Kasper’s aims in this second book it may be helpful to situate 
it within the somewhat bewildering complexity of Schelling studies in 
Continental Europe. Following Pere Xavier de Tilliette’s monumental 
survey of Schelling scholarship, the German philosopher has been 
presented in three ways, corresponding to three historical periods.IR 
From his death until the end of the nineteenth century, he pursued an 
honorary existence as a fill-in between Fichte and Hegel. With Edward 
von Hartmann’s Schellings philosophisches S-vslem, written in 1897, he 
began to be studied for his own sake, but with the accent on his 
‘polyvalence’: his ambiguities and shifts of direction. Then, in 1927, with 
Adolf Allwohn’s Der Mythos bei Schelling, the idea began to be mooted 
that Schelling’s development was coherent, that his ‘last’ or ‘positive’ 
philosophy was a major contribution to the philosophy of religion, and 
that he had something of contemporary importance to offer to an 
account of man-in-the-world who is also man-before-God. The idea that 
Schelling might enable theologians to address their non-believing 
contemporaries had been anticipated by Paul Tillich, who wrote a 
dissertation on him at Breslau in 1910.19 Even more striking, however, is 
the fact that Jiirgen Habermas, by the 1960’s a major figure in German 
Neo-Marxism, had devoted his dissertation to Schelling under a title 
which must surely have provided Kasper’s model: Das Absolute und die 
Geschichte. 2o 

Schelling’s thought had already been drawn on theologically by the 
nineteenth-century Tubingen School, and especially by Staudenmaier. 
Kasper evidently believed, as a result of the slice of intellectual history I 
have briefly summarised above, that he might usefully resume and take 
further Staudenmaiers project. In real terms, what did this mean? The 
key to the unity of Schelling’s development, to his philosophical 
originality and his contemporary relevance, lies in his concept of die 
Freiheit, ‘freedom’. Over against his own Fichtean beginnings, now seen 
as a ‘system of necessity’, Schelling affirms with increasing clarity the 
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primacy of the unforseeably free, and of the real as knowable only a 
posteriori: in the last analysis, this involves a notion of God as 
sovereignly free and creative, a notion which has in fact emerged from 
the event of Christianity.2’ Schelling thus critically limits Idealism by 
showing that reason does not have power over itself, but is always 
anticipated by the God of positive philosophy who is its own 
incomprehensible origin.22 As Tilliette puts it, ‘L’Absolu de la raison est 
1’Absolu de la rai~on’.~’ Thus Kasper found himself able to argue that he 
was not departing from strict philosophical rationality in posing the 
question, how does the Absolute come out of itself (in the free act of 
creating)? How do we (as finite spirits) come forth from the Absolute 
and (as free spirits) posit ourselves as other than and opposed to God?24 
Kasper finds the illumination he needs to answer these questions in the 
Church’s faith in God as Trinity. And he locates the means to overcome 
the schism between God’s infinite freedom and our finite freedom (with 
all its baleful consequences in the experiences of sin, guilt and 
meaninglessness) in the redemptive work of Jesus Christ. 

Kasper ’s prescription for theology 
The working out of these themes was to produce in time Kasper’s two 
master-works, Der Gott Jesu Christi and Jesus der Christus. These 
treatises contain frequent brief statements of his Tubingen inheritance, 
but the fullest expression of his theological programme is found in Die 
Methoden der Dogmatik, of which an English translation appeared in 
Ireland in 1967.25 Here we find just what by now we should expect: a twin 
stress on, firstly, tradition, for the spirit ‘comes into its own only by 
encountering tradition’, and, secondly, concern with philosophical 
intelligibility in a given historical moment, which in our case is a moment 
when faith is in crisis, doubting the possibility of saying anything 
coherent about God.26 As Kasper will later write: 

A renewal of both tradition and speculation is needed, 
precisely in the present much-deplored stagnation of 
the~logy.~’  

Only two years after the Council had closed, Kasper lamented the fact 
that a justifiable criticism of the a-worldliness of theology in the past 
(not, of course, that of the Tubingen school!) now threatens to drive us 
to the other extreme, giving rise to a secular theology that is at variance 
with tradition.28 Fifteen years later, writing in the pontificate of John 
Paul 11, Kasper sees no reason to modify these judgments: 

In view of the many reductionist theological programs now in 
existence it is unfortunately not a redundancy to say that, 
especially today, a theological theology is the need of the hour 
and the only appropriate answer to modern atheism.29 

Kasper argues that the preservation of the transcendence of God, over 
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against all attempts, however well-intentioned, to transform him into a 
means to  inner-worldly ends, is also the preservation of the 
transcendence of the human person, and so of the ‘freedom and 
inalienable rights of h~manity’.~’ 

It is undoubtedly pleonastic to speak ... of theological 
theology as a program; the formula ‘theological theology’ 
makes sense only as a polemical formula which serves to 
remind theology of its own proper theme ... (Theology’s 
contribution) must take the form of the confession of the 
Trinity. Precisely because this confession takes seriously the 
Godness of God, his freedom in love, it is able to rescue the 
freedom in love and for love that has been given us by God 
through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit, and thus to rescue the 
humanity of man at a time when it is most threatened.3’ 

Thus a return to the theocentrism of ‘the church fathers and the other 
great doctors of the Church’ (and Kasper’s dogmatic writings are deeply 
and minutely informed by both) is no flight from contemporary 
theological creativity and liberty of spirit but, on the contrary, its 
necessary presupposition. 
Kasper’s criticism of much post-conciliar theology is paradoxically 
animated, therefore, by a Schellengian commitment to freedom. This 
freedom is not, however, the ‘negative’ freedom of unlimited self- 
determination but, in Sir Isaiah Berlin’s phrase, the ‘positive’ freedom 
which consists in the efficacious possibility of being determined by the 
truth-a truth which is also the good for man.3z 

A Question 
But how does Kasper know that his own account of the liberating truth 
of the God of Jesus Christ is itself satisfactory in ways that others 
apparently are not? In point of fact, a certain partiality enters into 
Kasper’s theological judgment just because of his acute sensitivity to the 
tragedy of the West: the elimination of the mystery of man via the 
elimination of the mystery of God. Yet the intellectual and spiritual 
problem of atheism is not so central, we are led to believe, for the 
churches of the Third World as it is for those of the First and Second. 
The universally valid elements in his programme are, one may suggest, 
twofold: firstly, its Trinitarian and christological theocentrism, and, 
secondly, its insistence that in choosing a philosophy as ancilla fidei one 
must choose one that: 

in opposition to every narrowing and obscuring of the human 
horizon keeps open the question about the meaning of the 
whole, and precisely in this way serves the humanness of 
h~manity.’~ 

The Tubingen project of combining traditionalism with openness to the 
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times is instantiated in Kasper’s work but it is not exhaustively realised 
there. In the universe of theological discourse, as in the Church as a 
whole, positive freedom, which in the last analysis is inseparable from 
the divine gift of creation and grace, must be held together with negative 
freedom, which is the human task of incarnating creation and grace in a 
myriad cultural forms. 

The principles involved have been beautifully stated by Cardinal 
Joseph Ratzinger in a conference-as yet, I believe, unpublished-given 
at the Centre d’Etudes Saint-Louis de France in Rome. In an exposition 
of positive freedom, Ratzinger remarks: 

In the Church, the debate (about freedom) concerns liberty in 
its deepest sense, as openness to the divine Being in order to 
become a sharer in Its life. ... The fundamental right of 
Christians is the right to the whole faith ... All other liberties 
in the Church are ordered to this foundational right. 

Under this common denominator of faith we must leave a 
wide space for differing projects and forms of spiritual life, 
and, analogously, to  differing forms of thought, so that each 
with its own richness may contribute to the faith of the 
Church .... What is in question is, on the one hand, the basic 
right of the faithful to a faith which is pure, and, on the 
other, the right to express this faith in the thought and 
language of their own time.34 

From these measured words, which would have gladdened the hearts of 
the Tubingen doctors, it is hard to excogitate a nightmare of papalist 
revanchisme. The pastoral magisterium must ensure that its practice is as 
excellent as its theory. The rest of the Church has the right and duty to 
expect of the Roman see, to which so much responsibility has been 
entrusted, the same sobriety of tone and equity of judgment in all its 
actions. 

And he continues in an equally striking allusion to negative freedom: 
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What is the weather like in Ethiopia? 

Ian Richard Netton 

In England 
everything is white. 
It seems that it has always been so: 
as if the trees have worn 
their garb of snow 
from the first dawn of the Arctic light 
to their smug self-possession now. 

Everything is quiet. 
A silence which has been exiled a long time 
has returned 
and gloating 
over a forgotten crime 
has disguised each bush and tree 
more effectively 
than the snow itself. 

Do the snow and silence 
make all things equal 
like the primeval ice 
which ruled before man 
when, briefly, 
the bushes wore ermine, 
then froze and died? 

The Ethiopian has sunshine, 
bone-absorbed, 
and the Westerner 
can afford 
a shiver. 
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