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Preface

Professor Mary Gerhart has argued that "a sea change is needed in the field of
religious studies, one that must take place in the nexus of the field of theology,
the field of art, literature and religion, and the field of science and religion."1 In
recent years, the interdisciplinary engagement of which she speaks has begun
taking place. Within religious studies, there has been increasing scholarly engage-
ment with religion as ideology and as spirituality,2 with a correlative interest in
the aesthetic and communicative dimensions of religious practice and thought.
Particular areas of theology have for some time been involved with topics and
methods that have a connection either directly with the "aesthetic" realm or with
its study; one may think, for example, of the use of literary theory in scriptural
studies and in theological herrneneutics in general, or the study of symbolism in
sacramental and liturgical theology. And, finally, a few recent works have explic-
itly undertaken the task of formulating a religious and/or theological approach to
aesthetics.3

It is the purpose of this work to approach the aesthetic from the point of
view of a "fundamental" theology. My starting point is explicitly theological; I
write from a confessional and spiritual stance. At the same time, my attempt is
to engage in the particular kind of Christian theology that attempts with me-
thodical self-consciousness to "give answer" for faith's presuppositions, viewpoint,
and content. In terms of method, this book owes a great deal to "transcendental"
theology, especially as practiced by Lonergan and Rahner. From one point of view,
its content might be described as a transcendental theology of revelation examined
in relation to the different dimensions of the aesthetic realm: feeling and imagi-
nation, beauty, and art.

A study of this kind could hardly fail to take into account the monumental
Theological Aesthetics of Hans Urs von Balthasar; and in fact, Balthasar's theology
will figure prominently here, particularly in the definition of the task. Neverthe-
less, although Balthasar's work is invaluable, it will not be my central focus; as
the first chapter will explain, my desire is neither to repeat nor to recapitulate
what Balthasar and his followers have done, but to engage in a different—and I
hope complementary—approach to "fundamental theology." Indeed, it seems to
me that the study oi the aesthetic dimension of theology should form a point of
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mediation between a more "transcendental" type of theology, like Rahner's, and
a more "hermeneutical" type, like Balthasar's.

I am acutely aware of the incompleteness of this study, from the point of
view of theology as well as that of aesthetics. I have already adverted to the
possibility and legitimacy of dealing with the subject as a whole by a totally
different method, represented especially by Balthasar. Indeed, as Frank Burch
Brown remarks, "it makes no sense to speak of a single, uniform relation between
aesthetics and theology, as if every theology would need or want to engage in
aesthetics in the same manner. Any such uniform approach is further ruled out
by the simple fact that theology takes many forms."4 Because 1 have consciously
adopted a "fundamental" theological approach, I have not dealt in depth with a
number of issues that would be important in either a more "systematic" or a more
"practical" approach to Christian theology. Several of the recent texts noted above
have explored such topics. On the aesthetic side, I have not attempted to survey
the various contemporary theories of aesthetics or of postmodern "anti-aesthetics,"
nor to formulate a theory of aesthetics, nor to deal with the reasons there has
historically been a gap between aesthetics and theology. Brown's Religions Aesthetics
deals admirably with these issues, as well as with a number of others that are
complementary to the topics in this book.

Even within the limits of the approach I have chosen, there is room for much
expansion. I do not attempt to produce, even in outline form, a complete "theo-
logical aesthetics," but only to look at certain limited theological questions within
each of the three areas designated by the word "aesthetics." This volume would
be inadequate in size for a thorough examination of any one of these three senses
in relation to theology, even if the latter is restricted to its specialization of "foun-
dations." I have barely scratched the surface in dealing with the mutual relation-
ships of theology and the nonverbal arts, for example, and have not treated the
vast realm of literary theory at all. Happily, these topics are ones that promise to
engage theologians increasingly, and more detailed and adequate treatments will
no doubt appear both to complement and advance the positive aspects of my
introductory and schematic study, and to correct its errors.

The last remark brings to light another limitation. I am clearly not well versed
in the many fields besides theology that are involved in a theological aesthetics.
Those who are experts in one or another field may find my treatments simplistic—
or worse. As Balthasar remarked of his own work, the theologian's choice to speak
about aesthetics "appears to betray in him who chooses it an idle amateur among
such busy experts."5 This is a risk, however, that is probably endemic to interdis-
ciplinary studies. It is my hope that this preliminary treatment may give rise to
questions that will advance the dialogue.

The reader will note that each chapter of the book is introduced by a pro-
logue: a presentation and/or a discussion of art, music, or literature that raises in
"aesthetic" form the question to be dealt with in the chapter. These introductory
pieces—like the art works cited within the various chapters—are not intended
merely as "illustrations." They are, rather, instances of "aesthetic theology": a
reflection on and communication of theological insight in a way irreducible to
abstract conceptual thought. In one sense, indeed, one might say that the rest of
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the book is commentary on what is said by the works of art. Theological discourse
about art and beauty is, of course, quite different from allowing art and beauty
themselves speak theologically. It is my hope that this book may function, at least
to some extent, on both levels, engaging the reader in an "aesthetic" as well as an
intellectual pattern of experience. I cannot, unfortunately, provide music along
with the text; but where appropriate, I have referred in the notes to relevant
recordings.

A problem arises with regard to works in languages other than English. As
Gadamer says, "every translation is at the same time an interpretation. . . . Where
a translation is necessary, the gap between the spirit of the original words and
that of their reproduction must be accepted. It is a gap that can never be com-
pletely closed."6 This gap is particularly significant in poetry. On the other hand,
many English-speaking readers would find at least some of the poetry quoted
inaccessible if it were simply given in the original. I have compromised by trans-
lating the texts as literally as possible, and including the original texts of the most
important poems in an appendix. Where I have occasionally quoted from non-
English sources in the text, I have provided translations in the notes. (Unless
otherwise noted, translations are my own.) I have left untranslated some material
in the notes that will be of interest primarily to scholars; likewise, where possible
I have attempted to include the original of significant technical terms used in
translated quotations from theological sources.

I wish to thank Fordham University and my colleagues in the Department
of Theology for providing the faculty fellowship that allowed me to complete this
book. My gratitude goes also to those who aided in its preparation and production:
in particular, to Liana MacKinnon and Ronnie Rombs, who aided in bibliograph-
ical searches and in the pursuit of sources; to Prof. Frank Burch Brown, who read
an earlier version of the manuscript and made many valuable suggestions; and to
Cynthia Read of Oxford University Press, who guided it to publication. My special
thanks go to my parents and my family, who taught me in many ways the love
of beauty and its connection with God.
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CHAPTER I

Theology and Aesthetics

Prologue: Karl Earth on Mozart's Place in Theology

Here1 I must speak about Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Why and in what respect
can one call this man "incomparable"?2 Why is it that, with almost every measure
that went through his head and that he brought forth on paper, he produced, for
those who can receive it, music that it is an understatement to call "beautiful"? —
music that for the saved is not entertainment, not enjoyment, not exaltation, but
rather food and drink; music full of comfort and admonishment, as we need them;
music that is never dominated by technique, nor ever sentimental, but always
"moving," free and freeing, because it is wise, strong, and sovereign music. Why
can one hold that Mozart has a place in theology (especially in the doctrine of
creation, and then again in eschatology)—even though he was no Father of the
Church, nor even, apparently, a particularly assiduous Christian (and who was a
Catholic, besides!), and who, when he was not actually working, seems to our way
of thinking to have lived somewhat superficially? One can say that Mozart belongs
in theology because precisely in this matter, namely the goodness of creation in
its totality, he knew something that neither the real Fathers of the Church, nor
our Reformers, neither the Orthodox nor the Liberals, neither the adherents of
natural theology nor those powerfully armed with the Word of God, and certainly
not the Existentialists, knew as he knew it—or at least they did not know as he
did how to express it and show its worth; something moreover that the other
great musicians before and after him likewise did not know the way he did. In
this matter he was pure of heart, head and shoulders above both optimists and
pessimists. 1756—1791! It was just during this time that the theologians and other
honest folk were having a hard time defending the good Lord, who was placed
in the dock because of the Lisbon earthquake. But in the face of the problem of
Theodicy, Mozart had the peace of God, which surpasses all reason—whether
praising or blaming, speculative or critical. The problem caused him no struggle—
it simply lay behind him. Why concern himself with i t? He had heard—and he
allows those who have ears, even to this day, to hear—what we shall only sec at
the end of time: the total coherence of the divine dispensation. As though from
this end, he heard the harmony of creation: a harmony to which the darkness also

3
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belongs, but in which the darkness is not blackness; where there is deficiency, but
without being a defect; sadness, without becoming despair; gloom that nevertheless
does not degenerate to tragedy; infinite sadness that nevertheless is not forced to
make itself absolute. And for this very reason, this harmony contains cheerfulness,
but within limits; its light shines so brightly because it shines forth from the
shadows; it has a sweetness that is also sharp, and therefore is not cloying; it has
a life that does not fear death, but knows it very well. Et lux perpetua lucet (sic!)
eis'} even the dead of Lisbon. Mozart saw this light as little as any of us; but he
heard the entire world of creation that is encompassed by this light. And it was
fundamentally right that he did not hear a middle, neutral tone, but heard the
positive tone stronger than the negative. He heard the latter only in and with the
former. But in this inequality he nevertheless heard both together (one example,
among many: the Symphony in G Minor of 1788!) He never heard abstractly only
the one side. He heard concretely, and therefore his compositions were and are
total music. And insofar as he heard the created world entirely without resentment
or bias, what he brought forth was not his, but creation's own music: its dual, but
nevertheless harmonious praise of God. He really never had to or wished to ex-
press himself in his works: neither his vitality nor his sorrow nor his piety, nor
any program at all. He was wonderfully free from the constriction of needing or
wanting to say something himself in his music. Rather, he simply offered himself
to be to some extent the opportunity through which a bit of wood, metal, or cat
gut could let themselves be heard and played as the voices of creation: the instru-
ments—from the piano and violin, through the horn and clarinet, down to the
venerable bassoon, and somewhere in their midst, without any special pretension,
and precisely for that reason distinguished, the human voice—sometimes leading,
sometimes accompanying, sometimes in harmony, each giving its particular con-
tribution. He made music from each of them, using human emotions as well in
the service of that music, and not vice versa! He was himself only an ear for that
music, and its mediator for other ears. And he died when his life's work, according
to the clever people, was just ripening to reach its true fulfillment. But after The
Magic Flute; after the Clarinet Concerto of October 1791; after the Requiem; who
can say that the fulfillment was not already reached? And was it not already there
in what has been preserved from the very young Mozart? He died in misery as
a kind of "unknown soldier," and has this in common with Calvin and with
Moses in the Bible: that no one knows where he was buried. But what difference
does that make? What is a grave, when a life was permitted to perform this
service: in simplicity and unpretentiously, and therefore in such serenity, credibil-
ity, and urgency, to bring the good creation of God—to which the limitations and
the end of humanity also belong—into language?

This had to be inserted here—before we turn toward chaos!—because we
find in the music of Mozart—and I wonder whether one can find it so strongly
in any of those who came before or after him—a shining and (1 might say) a
convincing proof that it is a slander on creation to ascribe to it a share in chaos
because it includes in itself a "Yes" and a "No," because it has a side turned
toward God but also a side turned toward nothingness. Mozart allows us to hear
that even in this second side, and therefore in its totality, creation praises its Master,
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and thus is perfect. On this threshold of our problem—and this is no small
thing—through Mozart order is created for those who have ears to hear: and
better than any scientific deduction could have done it.4

The Problem of Theology and Aesthetics

Let us begin by reiterating Earth's question: why and in what sense can one say
that Mozart has a place specifically in theology? There can, of course, be no ques-
tion about Mozart's place in the history of Western culture, to which Christianity
also belongs. And no one who has "ears to hear"—no one who has been moved
to exaltation or peace or joy by the sublimity of Mozart's music—could deny that
it can perform a "spiritual" function analogous to religious experience, and in this
sense belongs to the history of Western "spirituality" along with many other works
of art, great and small. But—unless we regard Earth's claim as merely a rhetorical
flourish, a justifiable hyperbole—is this enough to merit Mozart a position within
theology? Can we really ascribe to him a place in the process of fides quaerens
inttllectum—that is, in the quest for precisely the understanding of faith?

Gerardus van der Leeuw makes a similarly striking statement about Bach: in
him, "the artist is priest, is himself a theologian."5 But van der Leeuw is referring
specifically to Bach's sacred music, his ability to combine "his service to the con-
gregation with his service to art, the liturgical structure of his work with its
aesthetic structure."6 In this context it is understandable that "here art has become
in truth a holy action":7 the church musician is a minister, and the composer who
sets sacred texts has not only the pastoral function of communicating the Word
but also—if the task is undertaken in earnest—the implicitly theological one of
understanding it and illuminating it for contemporary hearers. (That van der
Leeuw considers Bach's accomplishment a "miracle" testifies to the rarity of a
successful integration of the theological and artistic functions of the church mu-
sician; nevertheless, their connection is clear.)

But Barth seems to go further: it is not a question of Mozart's success as a
liturgical musician (indeed, it might be argued that the spiritual qualities of Mo-
zart's sacred works have little to do with their intended church settings and are
entirely separable from the latter). Rather, it is Mozart's music itself, according to
Barth, that conveys an insight that must be called "theological."

If we ask how this can be—in what sense an insight that is neither expressed
as logos nor directly concerned with theos can nevertheless belong to "theology"—
then we come to the heart of the question of the possibility of theological aesthetics.
Is the place of a Mozart or a Bach exceptional, or does all art, precisely as art,
have an intrinsic relationship to the object of theology? If so, what is the nature
of that relationship?

This first chapter will inquire whether there can be an integration of these
two endeavors—art and theology—within theology itself. Before attempting to
discuss what such an integration would entail, however, our first step will be an
attempt to clarify the meanings of the terms "aesthetics" and "theology" and to
discern the boundaries and dimensions of their intersection.
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The Notion of Theological Aesthetics

Hans-Georg Gadamer remarks on the importance of engaging in conceptual his-
tory,8 since many of the concepts that we take for granted, like art, history, beauty,
or science, have a history and are conditioned by epochal concerns and biases. A
thorough historical study of all the terms involved in the interaction of theology
and aesthetics is beyond the scope of the present work; but it is necessary at least
to indicate briefly some of the different meanings given to our principal terms,
and the consequent ambiguity of the notion of a "theological aesthetics."

The Concept of Aesthetics

The term "aesthetics" (derived from the Greek cd'09T|O"i5, meaning "perception
by the senses") was apparently coined by Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, whose
1750 tract Aesthetica was concerned with the study of the sensible (as contrasted
with supra-sensible) mode of knowledge.9 Already in Baumgarten several elements
are present in the notion. He first speaks of "aesthetics" as the "science of cognition
by the senses" (sctentta cognitioms sensitwae). As such, it is the preliminary or
"lower" part of cognitional theory or epistemology—"gnoseologia inferior." How-
ever, Baumgarten also calls aesthetics the "art of thinking beautifully" (anpulchre
cogitandi) and the "art of forming taste" (ars formandi gustum),"' and he identifies
its goal as the attainment of "beauty": "The end of aesthetics is the perfection of
sensitive cognition, as such. But this perfection is beauty."11 In Baumgarten's usage,
then, "aesthetics" is the study dealing with the "lower" faculties of the mind,
imagination and intuition, as well as with their products, art and poetry.12 Baum-
garten thus raises to the level of a "science" the examination of a level of cognition
that rationalist philosophy had neglected as being "obscure" and inferior to the
realm of clear ideas.11

The Enlightenment's adoption of Baumgarten's designation of a special "sci-
ence" of aesthetics had far-reaching consequences. Hans Urs von Balthasar points
out that the attainment of independent status for aesthetics also had the negative
consequence of insulating it from logic and ethics. This would provide the back-
ground of the exclusion of the aesthetic from theology by Kierkegaard and his
followers.11 Vienna University philosopher Augustinus Wucherer-Huldenfeld
makes a related criticism: aesthetics as developed from the Enlightenment defi-
nition presupposed a Cartesian division between mind (spirit) and body. It con-
fined aesthetics to the latter sphere, and defined beauty as the object of such
aesthetics. This led to the "scientific" (wissenschaftlich) canonization of the "vulgar
misunderstanding of the beautiful," with the concurrent loss of the ontological
sense of beauty and its eventual reduction to a product to be "consumed."1'' Con-
temporary thought, as we shall see through the course of this study, largely reacts
against such consequences, and attempts to restore the aesthetic to its larger life
context—including the religious and theological dimensions.

Kant, in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781), protests against the "misuse" of
the word "aesthetics," and restricts its application to the etymological sense: the
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science of sense perception and its conditions (although in the Critique of Judgment
of 1790 he allows a wider usage).16 Hegel, on the other hand, limits the term in
his Lectures on Aesthetics to the study of the beautiful, and more specifically to the
"Philosophy of Fine Art" (explicitly excluding the consideration of the beauty of
nature, which he considered inferior). He immediately acknowledges, however,
that this use is etymologically incorrect:

The name "aesthetics" in its natural sense is not quite appropriate to this
subject. "Aesthetics" means more precisely the science of sensation or feeling.
Thus understood, it arose as a new science, or rather as something that was
to become a branch of philosophy for the first time, in the school of Wolff,
at the epoch when works of art were being considered m Germany in the
light of the feelings which they were supposed to evoke. .. . The name was
so inappropriate, or, strictly speaking, so superficial, that for this reason it
was attempted to form other names, e.g. "Kallistic." But this name, again, is
unsatisfactory, for the science to be designated does not treat of beauty in
general, but merely of artistic beauty. We shall, therefore, permit the name
Aesthetics to stand, because it is nothing but a name, and so is indifferent
to us, and moreover, has up to a certain point passed into common language.'7

A notable expansion of the meaning of this "so frequently misused" term
occurs in Schiller's celebrated series of "Aesthetic Letters."18 Although he identifies
the object of his inquiries as "the beautiful and art,"19 he understands these terms
in the widest possible context. The "aesthetic" is the area of integration of the
human faculties: it designates the condition of spirit (das Gemtit) in which sensation
and reason are active at the same time.

All things that can in any way appear to us can be thought of under four
different aspects. A thing can be related directly to our sensible condition
(our being [Dasein] and well-being [Wohlsein]): that is its physical character.
Or, it can be related to the intellect [Verstand] and create knowledge in us:
that is its logical character. Or it can be related to our will, and be treated
as an object of choice for a rational being: that is its moral character. Or,
finally, it can be related to the totality of our different powers, without being
a definite object for any single one of them: that is its aesthetic character.20

Hence Schiller's notion of an "aesthetic" education toward "taste and beauty" is
in fact aimed at "the development of the whole complex of our sensual and
spiritual powers in the greatest possible harmony."21

On the basis of this brief survey we may already distinguish several intercon-
nected but distinct centers of interest within "aesthetics":

1. The general study of sensation and imagination and/or of "feeling" in the
wider sense of nonconceptual or nondiscursive (but nevertheless "intellec-
tual") knowledge.

2. The study of beauty and/or of "taste."
3. The study of art in general and/or of the fine arts in particular. (I use the

word "study" rather than "theory" in order to include empirical, phe-
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nomenological, historical, and other such approaches besides the philo-
sophical or systematic.)

In each of these, either the receptive or the creative aspect may be emphasized:
the aesthetic as a mode of apprehending reality, or as a mode of articulating or
constituting the real.22 The three will coincide or diverge to varying degrees, de-
pending on the way in which terms are defined, on the relative weight given to
each, and on the positions one takes regarding their relationships. The center of
interest will also depend on the degree to which one's approach is subject- or
object-oriented. In an object-centered approach, the emphasis is on a class of
"aesthetica," whether these be defined by a relationship to beauty or to art. In a
completely subject-oriented approach, on the other hand, the study of aesthetics
would not concern any particular class of things or qualities: the determining
factor would be an "aesthetic frame of mind," or (in Lonergan's terminology) an
"aesthetic pattern of experience" on the part of the experiencing subject. The result
is that virtually anything can be an aesthetic object, given the right subjective
conditions. (It should be noted, however, that the "subjective" approach is com-
patible with an aesthetics that takes "beauty" as its proper object, when "the
beautiful" is regarded as a transcendental quality of being. See chapter 4.)

It may be assumed that the study of sensation and imagination will always
be presupposed (although not necessarily explicitly treated) as the theoretical un-
derpinning for any "aesthetics;" but. the relation between the other two senses is
debatable.

It might be argued, for example, that the third division, the study of art, is
simply a subset of the second, the study of the beautiful—or perhaps vice versa.
Yet we find that neither the meaning of "beauty" and "art" nor their relationship
one to another is entirely straightforward.23 Is "the beautiful" an objective and
universal quality toward which all art must strive; or is it purely relative to sub-
jective or cultural perceptions? Does "ontological beauty" determine art's goal—
or do artists determine what we perceive as beautiful?

That the latter can sometimes be the case seems incontestable. As Gadamer
remarks, "a verdict on the beauty of a landscape undoubtedly depends on the
artistic taste of the time. One has only to think of the description of the ugliness
of Alpine landscape which we still find in the eighteenth century—the effect, as
we know, of the spirit of artificial symmetry that dominates the century of ab-
solutism."24 Oscar Wilde makes the point more audaciously by having one of his
characters argue the position that Nature itself imitates Art:

For what is Nature? She is no great mother who has borne us. She is our
creation. It is in our brain that she quickens to l i fe . Things are because we
see them, and what we see, and how we see it, depends on the Arts that
have influenced us. . . . Nobody of any real culture, for instance, ever talks
nowadays about the beauty of a sunset. Sunsets are quite old-fashioned. They
belong to the time when Turner was the last note in art. . . . Yesterday Mrs.
Arundel insisted on my going to the window, and looking at the glorious
sky, as she called i t . . . And what was it? I t was simply a very second-rate
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Turner, a Turner of a bad period, with all the painter's worst faults exag-
gerated and over-emphasized. . . .

Where, if not from the impressionists, do we get those wonderful brown
fogs that come creeping down our streets, blurring the gas-lamps and chang-
ing the houses into monstrous shadows? To whom, if not to them and their
master, do we owe the lovely silver mists that brood over our river, and turn
to faint forms of fading grace, curved bridge and swaying barge? The ex-
traordinary change that has taken place in the climate of London during the
last ten years is entirely due to this particular school of Art. . . . To look at a
thing is very different from seeing a thing. One does not see anything until
one sees its beauty. Then, and then only, does it come into existence. At
present, people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but because poets and
painters have taught them the mysteriousness of such effects. There may
have been fogs for centuries in London. I daresay there were. But no one
saw them, and so we do not know anything about them. They did not exist
until Art invented them. Now, it must be admitted, fogs are carried to excess.
They have become the mere mannerism of a clique, and the exaggerated
realism of their method gives dull people bronchitis.25

We shall return in a later chapter to a closer examination of the idea of "the
beautiful" and its ontological status. For present purposes it will suffice to note
that at least one major current of thought regards the beautiful as the object of
"disinterested" pleasure. As Gadamer makes clear, much of Western aesthetics (in
the second sense) follows the Greeks, for whom "the beautiful" (TO KaA,6v) is
identified with things whose value is self-evident: one cannot ask what they are
for.26 Similarly for Kant, the object of aesthetic pleasure can neither be employed
as useful nor desired as good; moreover, "real existence" (Dasein) adds nothing to
aesthetic content, which consists entirely in self-presentation (Sichdarstellen).27

It is not at all clear, however, that "art" always pursues such an end. It may
first of all be questioned whether the different activities designated as "art" —
painting, sculpture, theater, dance, architecture, music, poetry, narration, literature,
photography, cinema, and so on — can actually be subsumed under a single cate-
gory at all.28 Even if we presume that there is, if not a common "essence," at least
a certain "family resemblance" between the various arts, we nevertheless must
recognize in them a wide variety of both forms and purposes. As Mikel Dufrenne
points out in his introduction to a UNESCO study on aesthetics,

art does not have, always and everywhere, the same status, content, and
function. . . . Today the world 'art' is highly suspect and the extent of the
concept is very vague. . . . It is not only the "theories" of art which hesitate
to determine its essence, it is also the practice of artists, who continually give
the lie to any definition.29

Maritain reminds us that TexVfj is "art" as well as TIOufiOL?.'0 Aristotle defines
art as the ordination of reason by which acts reach a determined end by deter-
mined means,31 and in his spirit Maritain sees the "useful" arts — or the practical
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"crafts"—not only as the origin of all art but also as the embodiment of its most
typical characteristics as a "virtue of the practical intellect."32

Even if we make a distinction between useful and "fine" arts, it is not ap-
parent that the latter must necessarily be defined by their having "beauty" as their
goal." Although some theories of fine art see the pursuit of beauty as its intrinsic
nature, others argue convincingly for different meanings: play, representation,
communication, emotional expression, and so forth. (These goals, of course, need
not necessarily be mutually exclusive, and some may be combined with the idea
of "beauty" as an end of art. This is particularly true of theories of art as repre-
sentation. Kant, for example, defines art as "the beautiful representation \Vorstel-
lung] of a thing." In this way even what is ugly may become beautiful through
its representation in art.)'4 Among the Greeks, it was frequently assumed that
mimesis was the sole intent of art.35 Some art seems to aim at the production of
emotions—not necessarily positive ones—for their own sake.36 Even negative psy-
chic states may be "enjoyed" because of the "aesthetic distance" that allows us to
feel them while recognizing that their cause is not "real." (As an example one
might think of the Japanese Butoh dance form, which purposely creates a sense
of eeriness and revulsion in the viewer.) Art may even be self-defining; it may be
"the ingenious manipulation of fixed forms and modes of treatment which makes
the work of art a work of art"'7 rather than a relation to some end (be it "beauty"
or any other).

On the other hand, art may be seen (as in Dewey) primarily as a mode of
communication.'8 At least some forms of the fine arts can be didactic. This is
especially true in the religious sphere. Here art (in the form of ritual, symbol,
dance, images, gestures) is employed to convey a message (although not necessarily
a verbal one). Although religious art sometimes attains to sublime heights of beauty
(one may think of the frescoes of the Sistine Chapel, or the stained glass windows
at Chartres), it may be questioned whether this is intrinsic to its purpose—or even
whether it may at times impede its primary religious function.39 (This theme will
recur throughout our study, and will be explored thematically in the final chapter.)

The presumed connection between art and beauty becomes even more ques-
tionable when we look outside the Western tradition. Maritain writes that "the
dynamism of Indian art itself tends, I would say, to a supreme end which is not
beauty, but praxis, practical use, especially spiritual experience."40 James Martin
briefly summarizes the views of several Hindu aestheticians who confirm Mari-
tain's view. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, for example, insists that "all art is essen-
tially iconographic, and that authentic art forms and objects embody and transmit
'spiritual' meanings."41 True art is ideational; modern (Western) aesthetics errs in
placing its goal in the life of feeling. "Aesthetic" satisfaction for its own sake is a
form of idolatry or of dehumanization.42

It would seem, then, that we should avoid attempting to formulate an a priori
definition of the connection between the "beautiful" and the arts. We will instead
admit, with Gadamer, that there can be different criteria for what constitutes
"art'"13 and with David Tracy that we need a "critical pluralism of methods of
understanding and explaining" the experience of art.44 In that case, we will be



Theology and Aesthetics 11

justified in seeing "art" and "beauty" as two interrelated but distinct centers of
interest for "aesthetics" in our inquiry into its relationship to theology.

The Object(s) of Theology and the Object(s) of Aesthetics

Just as several different objects or centers of interest are possible for "aesthetics,"
so likewise for "theology." Hans Kiing and others have examined in a schematic
way theology's move through a number of paradigm changes that can be seen in
the light of a shift in "point of view" toward progressive inferiority.45 Changes in
theology's method naturally imply different conceptions of its object as well. In a
very general and schematic way we may discern three interconnected objects of
theology's attention that emerge in the progression: God, faith (or religious ex-
perience), and (in extension of the second) theology itself.

In its classical and "objective" phase, theology is conceived as a body of knowl-
edge (scientia) concerning God: "Deus est subiectum huius scienfiae."46 (Naturally
other things—indeed, ultimately all things—are treated by theology as well; but
they are a proper study for theology only insofar as they are considered in relation
to God.)47 As theology turns increasingly to the human subject, its object is re-
conceived in terms of reflection on faith or religious experience or simply "reli-
gion."48 Theology becomes a Glaubensverstandnis.v> Finally, theology may turn to
reflection on its own methods, hermeneutical principles, and conditions of possi-
bility; it becomes "the theology of theology."50

Dimensions of Theological Aesthetics

On the basis of the foregoing, what is meant by "theological aesthetics" in its wide
sense is the practice of theology, conceived in terms of any of these three objects,
in relation to any of the three senses of "aesthetics" outlined above; that is, theo-
logical aesthetics will consider God, religion, and theology in relation to sensible
knowledge (sensation, imagination, and feeling), the beautiful, and the arts. The
nature of the relations can be varied. Here I will briefly outline several intercon-
nected themes. My treatment is meant to be suggestive rather than exhaustive. I
will, for example, advert only in passing to literary studies and their methods,
which have in recent years increasingly been integrated into scriptural, hermeneu-
tical, doctrinal, and methodological studies. I shall instead concentrate on the non-
literary embodiments of beauty, feeling, and art in their connections with theology.

Theological Aesthetics as Practice: The Aesthetic Dimension of
Theological Discourse

Karl Earth wrote concerning theology:

if its task is correctly seen and grasped, theology as a whole, in its parts and
in their interconnexion, in its content and method, is, apart from anything
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else, a peculiarly beautiful science. Indeed, we can confidently say that it is
the most beautiful of all the sciences. To find the sciences distasteful is the
mark of the Philistine. It is an extreme form of Philistinism to find, or to
be able to find, theology distasteful. The theologian who has no joy in his
work is not a theologian at all. Sulky faces, morose thoughts and boring ways
of speaking are intolerable in this science. May God deliver us from what
the Catholic Church reckons one of the seven sins of the monk—taedium—in
respect of the great spiritual truths with which theology has to do.51

It is notable that for Barth, theology is beautiful precisely as a "science." But
many think that theology's pursuit of "scientific" status has also led to negative
consequences. Hans Urs von Balthasar contends that it is theology's attempt to
imitate the method of the exact sciences that has undermined the beauty of the-
ology.52 Not only has modern theology neglected beauty as an object of inquiry,
but also it has largely lost its connection with living religion and spirituality—that
is, with the pursuit and communication of "great spiritual truths." Already at the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Alois Giigler, a representative of early Cath-
olic Romanticism, commented on theology's lack of spirit: "How many manuals
of dogmatic and moral theology could we pick up without finding in them any
inkling of religion?"53 The modern technological world, according to Balthasar,
has lost its sense of knowledge as wonder and contemplative receptivity; instead,
the ideal of knowledge has become Bewaltigung: mastery, domination, exploita-
tion.54 The academic world largely reflects this ideal of abstract, objectivizing ra-
tionalism; and academic theology has to a large degree allowed itself to be seduced
by it.55 In this way it stands in danger of losing its inherent spirituality, and with
it its inherent poetry and beauty. In a world that is without beauty—or at least
that "can no longer see it or reckon with it"—Balthasar warns, "the good also
loses its attractiveness, the self-evidence of why it must be carried out."56 Likewise
theology, if it neglects its connection with spiritual beauty, loses its ability to con-
vince.

Many other commentators echo Balthasar's concerns. Bruce Lawrence notes
that theology "privileges reason not feeling, and religious academics, even those
not allied explicitly with theology, tend to mirror its emphasis: though many may
have had the experience of spirituality, they feel peer pressure to discount or hide
the impact of some inner force motivating and perhaps guiding their life's work."57

Karl Rahner reformulates Balthasar's comment that modern times lack a Amende
Theologie (theology "on its knees" in worship) by saying that we are lacking a
mystagogical and "poetic" theology. As a consequence, Rahner joins in calling for
a return of the aesthetic dimension to theology.58 This means not only that theology
should take account of feeling, beauty, and art as aspects of religion and of primary
religious language,59 but also that theology itself should speak "with feeling" and
in images, integrating the religious and poetic elements into its mode of discourse.
Theology cannot be a merely "abstract" science, since its goal is to guide us beyond
all concepts to the experience of God's mystery.

Rahner's writings have powerfully reintroduced into academic theology the
notion that the very heart of its method must be a "reductio in mystenum."60 This
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methodological principle is based on the insistence that the concern of theology
can be nothing but God, and that the reality of God is missed if it remains for
us merely an idea. Theology aims at an existential encounter with God. But:

God, and what is meant by God, can only be grasped when we surrender
our own conceptual understanding to the ineffable and holy mystery which
lays hold on us as the mystery which is near to us and which embraces us
in love.

The theologian is not the purely intellectual expositor but the one who
thrusts all duly explained earthly realities into the incomprehensible mystery
of God. The theologian is the one who shows that no human proposition . . .
is ultimately really understood unless it is released into the blessed incom-
prehensibility of God/'1

The intrinsically mystagogical and supra-rational dynamism of theology im-
plies that in its exercise it must also have a "poetic" element:

we must admit that it is a consequence as well as a defect of a theology that
is rationalistic and proceeds only "scientifically" that the poetic touch is miss-
ing. Nowadays we demand from theology something which, although not
new, has been neglected during the last few centuries: theology must some-
how be "mystagogical," that is, it should not merely speak about objects in
abstract concepts, but it must encourage people really to experience that
which is expressed in such concepts. To that extent we might understand
poetic theology as one method of a mystagogical theology.62

To achieve the goal of incorporating such a poetic element, theology must
have the courage to overcome the fear (albeit sometimes well-founded) of aes-
theticism. It "must abandon the conviction that the only legitimate interest of
students of religion in art is or should be an explication of the allegedly religious
or theological significance of specified artworks,"63 and must be willing to see its
own task as including an aesthetic element. The need for an "aesthetic theology"64

comprising both a "theopoiesis" and a "theopoetics" is particularly evident in the
attempt to reintegrate pastoral and spiritual theology with systematics, as well as
in the study of the Scriptures. But there is also room for the poetic within the
more abstract areas of theology. As Amos Wilder points out, the works of many
of the greatest and most "intellectual" theologians of the past have been shot
through with imagination.65 Contemporary theologians should be willing to follow
their example.

At the same time, the recognition that theology should speak with and to the
"aesthetic" dimension should not imply a loss of the distinction between conceptual
thought and feeling, or the abandonment of the former in favor of a theology
conceived as a purely "poetic" or "rhetorical" enterprise. Frank Burch Brown,
while arguing for the necessity of aesthetic sensitivity in theology, nevertheless
cautions that "theology cannot satisfactorily appropriate aesthetic truth simply by
becoming aesthetic itself or by failing to exercise its own rational capacities."66 If
systematic theological language is usually not of the same kind as the language of
originating religious experience, this is because it performs a special function with



14 Theological Aesthetics

regard to the latter: it is a second-order language that distances itself in order to
reflect critically on experience.67 As Rahner writes:

There is also a theology that, holding its breath, as it were, patiently and
rightly undertakes long conceptual explorations from which we cannot expect
immediate religious or mystical experiences. We have to leave it to individual
theologians to decide to what extent they appeal or do not appeal to religious
experience in their theology.68

Nor should we deny the power of abstract conceptual thought about God to
be deeply beautiful in its own way. When it genuinely mediates personal insight,
it can be attractive, elevating, personal, and spiritually engaged—as anyone knows
who has been draw into wonder and prayer by "abstract" theology. Heidegger's
remark in Identitat und Differenz on the metaphysical conception of God is well
known: "the first cause as 'Causa suf [self-caused]: this is the accurate name for
God in philosophy." For Heidegger, real religion can have nothing to do with
God so conceived: "before this God one can neither fall on one's knees in awe,
nor can one play music and dance before this God."69 Nevertheless, the qawwali
singers of the Sufi tradition praise God in exstatic song under the title Al~Qayyum
["the Self-Subsisting"]; the highly emotive bhajans of north India in their expres-
sion of love for Krishna can also refer to God as the Absolute of nondualist
Vedanta; Olivier Messiaen composed haunting and disquieting meditations based
on St. Thomas's ontology of the divine subsistence.70 Aquinas and Saiikara were
both metaphysicians as well as mystics and poets. Could we not find many other
examples of living religion mediated by metaphysical thought that contradict Hei-
degger's assertion? Or rather, should we not take the important truth in Heideg-
ger's critique of "ontotheology"—like that of Pascal's distinction between the
"God of the philosophers and savants" and the "God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob"71—as a warning against a certain objectivizing and conceptualist kind of
thinking that has little to do with genuine metaphysics or theology?

As Lonergan says, the primary differentiation of consciousness in the history
of humanity is that between "common sense" (including the mythical, symbolic,
and artistic realms) and transcendence, not that between "theory" and transcen-
dence. This means that most religious experience will have a symbolic mediation,
rather than a conceptual one. Nevertheless, the latter is not excluded.72 Naturally,
the extent to which abstract thinking can mediate spiritual experience will depend
largely upon the individual mind involved: not only on the presence or absence
of "intellectual conversion" but also on one's degree of familiarity with the con-
ceptual language, one's temperament, and one's background. But is this not true
of art as well? "For those who have ears to hear," as Barth says, Mozart's music
is sublimely spiritual; but not all have such "ears to hear." And some music (one
might think of twelve-tone compositions, for example, or Messaien's musical
"grammar") is "difficult" and even inaccessible to the listener who is not disci-
plined in its aesthetic language.

Moreover, while insisting on the need for an "aesthetic" theology, we must
also admit that on the practical level there are perhaps others who can speak to
faith with feeling better than academic theologians, who cannot all be poets and



Theology and Aesthetics 15

artists. Although there is need for a more profound engagement of theology in
general with the aesthetic realm, each still retains its own independent validity,
and a certain functional differentiation is both valid and fruitful. Theology, after
all, is not all-sufficient; as Lonergan says, it "illumines only certain aspects of
human reality" and therefore must "unite itself with all other relevant branches
of human studies."73 Within theology, a special point of contact is found in those
operations outlined by Lonergan as the "functional specialty" of "communica-
tions," which deals with the process of leading others to share in "one's cognitive,
constitutive, effective meaning."74

Without retracting what has been said about the legitimacy and desirability
of an "aesthetic theology," therefore, we must also admit that theology will remain
primarily in the "intellectual" rather than the "aesthetic" pattern of experience.
Hence the desired union of theology with other branches of study implies collab-
oration, rather than a fruitless attempt to subsume every aspect of human endeavor
into theology as such. Frank Burch Brown characterizes the normal relationship
of conceptual theology to the arts as complementarity and dialectic. Having asked
the question whether theology itself can be an "art" (in the sense in which he
defines the word), Brown replies that

insofar as the means and ends of theology are largely intellectual and con-
ceptual (as they characteristically are) then its constructive, imaginative work
is not basically or even mediately aesthetic. Here there is making, but without
aesthetically embodied meaning. This explains why theology in its intellectual
forms cannot in itself fully succeed in its goal of "bringing all of life and the
world into relation with God" and why it must exist in complementarity
and dialectical relation not only with praxis but also with those richly aes-
thetic arts that can bring these relations imaginatively to life.75

The Aesthetic as a Source for Theology

The realm of aesthetic experience (or the aesthetic level of experience) may serve
as a source for both historical theology and systematic theological reflection in at
least two ways. First, it is a locus of explicitly religious (and theological) experience,
expression, and discourse; second, it is a locus of secular human experience that
is either (a) "implicitly" religious or (b) susceptible to correlation with the sacred.
That is, the aesthetic realm provides theology with "data" concerning its three
objects (God, religion, and theology itself), as well as with knowledge of the cul-
tural matrix to which these are related in reflection.

AS A LOCUS OF EXPLICITLY R E L I G I O U S E X P E R I E N C E

First of all, the realms of imagination, feeling, symbol, and art are a locus of the
Christian faith and tradition on which theology reflects. The history of Western
art provides the most obvious example. John Ruskin remarked that every civili-
zation records its history in three books: those of its words, its deeds, and its art;
and that of these three, the last is the truest. An analogous statement may be made


