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ABSTRACT 

Hans Urs von Balthasar’s literary body of work is enormous.  His style is erudite 

and often abstruse.  As a result, it is often difficult to systematize and arrange his work 

into coherent and consistent categories.  This dissertation offers the singular category of 

obedience as a heuristic device to help render the entire von Balthasarian corpus more 

understandable.  For von Balthasar, the word “obedience” is multivalent and rich in 

meaning.  It cuts across all aspects of human relationships, of human relationships with 

God, and even God’s relationship with Himself.  This dissertation claims that the 

meaning of the word “obedience” is central to virtually every claim von Balthasar makes 

in his vast literary corpus.     

I will thoroughly explicate von Balthasar's presentation of obedience by 

explaining obedience from what I call "obediential vectors."  I call them vectors because 

they are, essentially, the four primary ways one can approach the notion of obedience in 

von Balthasar’s theology.  The claim here is that, if one understands these four vectors of 

approach then one will have a comprehensive and complex understanding of, not only 

von Balthasar’s teaching on obedience, but on von Balthasar’s entire corpus. These four-

fold vectors are (1) Christological obedience, (2) Trinitarian obedience, (3) obediential 

love, and (4) active receptivity as obedience.  The first vector demonstrates the central 

role of obedience in the Christ-event.  The second vector shows how the first vector must 

be located in the Divine relations themselves.  The third vector, demonstrates obedience’s 
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relationship with self-sacrificial love where it is discovered that obedience and love are 

virtually synonymous terms.  The fourth vector demonstrates the role obedience plays in 

every relationship between persons, be they Divine persons or human persons by using 

the notion of active receptivity as the necessary posture to perceive both form and 

splendor.   

After the development of the four vectors, I develop how obedience manifests 

itself in von Balthasar’s theological anthropology answering the question: “how must we, 

as humans, obey?”  Finally, I will outline how the scholar can use the category of 

obedience to interpret any text of the Christian faith by explicating a hermeneutic of 

obedience. 

 



 

 

 

 

1 

INTRODUCTION 

THE LIMIT TO WHAT IS INTENDED, THE TITLE OF THIS WORK, AND 

ESTABLISHING SOME NECESSARY PRESUPPOSTITIONS 

This dissertation will be about obedience as the preeminent form of Christian love 

as understood by that giant of 20
th

 Century Catholic theology, Hans Urs von Balthasar.  

According to him, Absolute Love has been revealed, and it is beautiful.  Beauty is 

revelation.  This revelation is what von Balthasar calls Divine Glory.  Furthermore, for 

divine beauty to be perceived it must have form; it must be embodied.  Controversially, 

the proper posture for perceiving beauty, according to von Balthasar, requires what he 

calls “active receptivity” as a form of obedience.  Von Balthasar has two relations for 

how active receptivity and, thus, obedience is exercised: the God/human obediential 

relationship (i.e. theological anthropology) and the God/God (i.e. intra-Trinitarian) 

obediential relationship.  I propose that, since these relationships provide the theological 

foundation of our relationships with each other, a fruitful and complex theology of 

obedience may be built upon a close study of both of von Balthasar‟s models of 

obedience; fruitful because obedience is love and love, by its nature, is fecund; 

necessarily complex so as to apply to the manifold circumstances in which relationships 

between persons present themselves.  I will do this by explicating both relational models 
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use of the term “obedience,” showing how the God/human model (theological 

anthropology which will be dealt with in chapter four) is grounded in Christo (chapter 

one), essentially making intra-Trinitarian (chapter two) love the precondition for both 

models and, therefore, the precondition for obedience of any sort.  I will then attempt to 

show that von Balthasar‟s intra-Trinitarian model may be fruitful soil in which to build a 

relationship that reclaims the category of obedience.   

Recognizing the integral relationship between personal love relations in God and 

humans leads us to the fundamental conclusion of this dissertation, namely that a 

comprehensive understanding of von Balthasar‟s presentation of obedience is, in fact, 

heuristic for understanding von Balthasar‟s entire corpus.  Hans Urs von Balthasar‟s 

literary body of work is enormous.  His style is erudite and often abstruse.  As a result, it 

is often difficult to systematize and arrange his work into coherent and consistent 

categories.  Therefore, this dissertation offers the singular category of obedience as a 

heuristic device to help render the entire von Balthasarian corpus more understandable.  

For von Balthasar, the word “obedience” is multivalent and rich in meaning.  As I have 

already mentioned, it cuts across all aspects of human relationships, of human 

relationships with God, and even God‟s relationship with God‟s own self.  Therefore, 

given the immense von Balthasarian corpus, it became ever clearer to me that the 

meaning of the word “obedience” is central to virtually every claim von Balthasar makes.       

In order to provide a systematic presentation of a theologian who famously defies 

systemization, I will thoroughly explicate von Balthasar's presentation of obedience by 

explaining obedience from what I call "obediential vectors."  The purpose of these 
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obediential vectors is to demonstrate that the word obedience is rich and multivalent 

enough to be heuristic for all of von Balthasar.  I call them vectors because they are, 

essentially, the four primary ways one can approach the notion of obedience in von 

Balthasar‟s theology.  The claim here is that, if one understands these four vectors of 

approach then one will have a comprehensive and complex understanding of, not only 

von Balthasar‟s teaching on obedience, but on von Balthasar‟s entire corpus. These four-

fold vectors are: (1) Christological obedience, (2) Trinitarian obedience, (3) obediential 

love, and (4) active receptivity as obedience.  The first two are person-centered in the 

sense that they involve a relationship that can only be had between persons, in this case, 

the persons involved are Christ in both of his status, the other Persons of the Godhead, 

and mankind as the benefactor of divine revelation in Christ.  The second two obediential 

vectors, while fundamentally involving a relationship between persons, are concerned 

less with the subject itself and more with the state of the subject.  In other words, they 

concern themselves less with the being of a person and more with the manner of being of 

a person.  I will further explain this later.  The first three vectors will comprise the first 

three chapters of this dissertation while the fourth vector will be developed at the 

beginning of the fourth chapter.  I will map out the basic claims of these chapters now. 

In chapter one I will discuss the role of obedience in the person of Jesus Christ in 

his “emptied state.”  In chapter two, I will discuss how the foundation of obedience 

discussed in chapter one must be located in the Divine relations themselves.  In chapter 

three, I will discuss the role of obedience in von Balthasar‟s notion of self-sacrificial love 

(the properly Christian form of loving) where we will discover that obedience and love 
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are virtually synonymous terms.  Furthermore, the importance of loving in this way is 

magnified by the fact that this love is commanded.  All Christians must love in this way.  

The commandment to love God and neighbor represents the low water-mark of Christian 

observance.  In chapter four, I will discuss the role that obedience plays in every 

relationship between persons, be they Divine persons or human persons by using von 

Balthasar‟s notion of active receptivity forming the necessary posture to perceive both 

form and splendor.  Furthermore, now that we have a nascent understanding of the role 

that obedience plays in von Balthasar‟s theology, I will develop in chapter four how 

obedience manifests itself in von Balthasar‟s theological anthropology answering the 

question: “how must we, as humans, obey?”  Finally, in the conclusion, I will present 

some summary concluding remarks and outline how the scholar can use the category of 

obedience to interpret any number of authoritative texts of the Christian faith by 

explicating what I will call a hermeneutic of obedience.  In sum, chapters one through 

three and the beginning of chapter four (The Testimony of Beauty in Obedience: Active 

Receptivity) will give us a complex working definition of obedience.  The bulk of chapter 

four, lengthy as it is by way of comparison, will apply the definition of obedience to 

human relationships with God and other humans.   

Related to the core purpose of this dissertation, that of showing how obedience is 

heuristic for von Balthasar, I also hope to point out the potential value of using von 

Balthasar‟s theology of obedience as a heuristic device to point toward the meaning, 

value, and viability of a notion of obedience for any number of ecclesiastical institutions.  

Therefore, during the course of this dissertation, I will attempt to outline a few basic 
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applications of von Balthasar‟s thought on obedience to specific institutions or settings,
1
 

but, having said that, I view my primary task as one that does the constructive theological 

work that could under-gird practical applications.  

This dissertation will limit itself to a study of the thought of Hans Urs von 

Balthasar as he has presented himself in his many books and articles.  I state this because, 

while I recognize that von Balthasar's thought, famously, is a delta made fertile by many 

unexpected tributaries, I will not attempt to discuss these many influences here.  I intend 

to take von Balthasar's thought as a complete project, not dissecting it into individual 

parts.  As a result, the presentation of the obediential vectors will tend towards some 

repetition as I take the same work or article and discuss it two or three times but by 

emphasizing a different vector.  I hope the reader will indulge this necessity. 

In the end, I will have presented a complete definition of obedience and that 

definition will be virtually synonymous with self-sacrificial love (chapter three).  The 

kind of obedience Christ showed to the Father is not an obedience given in fear of 

retribution, but, rather, because the Son loves the Father and holds the Father‟s will, and 

its completion, as the most precious of all things (chapter one).  In fact, the obedience 

shown by the Son to the Father is constitutive of the Son‟s very existence, just as the will 

                                                 
1
 In chapter two I will attempt to nuance an article by Guy Mansini which is critical of 

von Balthasar‟s Trinitarian Theology by highlighting the role obedience plays in the 

intra-Trinitarian processions.  In chapter four, after I discuss form and splendor, I will 

demonstrate how form and splendor and the nature and essence of love inform how we 

can judge sacred art.  I will do this by critiquing Edwyna Sandys‟ The Christa from the 

perspective of Divine form and Splendor and the unnecessary self-glorification of divine 

love.  Furthermore, at the end of Chapter four I will give one more attempt to apply my 

thesis: I will discuss how the obediential value of von Balthasar‟s theological 

Anthropology can be applied to the monastic vows of obedience, stability, and 

conversatio morum. 
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the Father has toward the Son is constitutive of the Father‟s existence (chapter two).  For 

von Balthasar, as we will see below, this necessitates the role of obedience in creation.  

The principle human applicability of these considerations shows that each and every 

person who puts on Christ must demonstrate obedience of this sort, not only to the 

Father, but to the Church founded by Christ for the express purpose of showing His love 

for all mankind (chapter four).  But we have a long way to go before we can make that 

argument and spell out the various privileges and responsibilities of each party involved.  

As I said above, this will be done in chapter four when we discuss theological 

anthropology.  But, as none of this can be known without first being revealed to us by 

Jesus Christ we will first discuss von Balthasar‟s Christology.   

Why Must Love Be Safeguarded 

I think I should include here a brief explanation of the title of this dissertation. In 

this section, I will shed more light on the problem this dissertation proposes to solve.  

Many years ago, I was in formation to become a Benedictine monk.  The most significant 

part of that formation was to read, study, reread, and re-study the Rule of St. Benedict, 

written in the early Sixth Century.  Many things about the Rule struck me, but there was 

one single phrase near the end of the Prologue that I would continually return to:  

Therefore we intend to establish a school for the Lord‟s service.  In 

drawing up its regulations, we hope to set down nothing harsh, nothing 

burdensome.  The good of all concerned, however, may prompt us to a 

little strictness in order to amend faults and to safeguard love 

(conservationem caritatis).
2
 

 

                                                 
2
 St. Benedict of Nursia, Timothy Fry, ed.  The Rule of St. Benedict.. (Collegeville: The 

Liturgical Press, 1981), 165.  Emphasis mine. 
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The reason this struck me is that I did not understand how strictness, and the obedience it 

implied, protected and conserved love.  This was further complicated by the fact that 

modern scholars of the Rule of St. Benedict are far from unanimous regarding what, 

precisely, St. Benedict meant by the word “obedience.” 

Terrence G. Kardong, O.S.B., arguably one of the most influential contemporary 

commentators on the Rule of Benedict, authored an extensive commentary on the Rule 

entitled simply Benedict’s Rule.
3
  In his treatment of the fifth chapter of the Rule, On 

Obedience, he begins his overview by admitting that the impression of obedience given 

by Benedict is problematic to the modern reader “since it seems to call for absolute, 

unquestioning submission to an all-powerful authority.”
4
  He then begins to outline the 

five major sources Benedict used to create his chapter on obedience: (1) The Rule of the 

Master,
5
 (2) The Pachomian Koinonia,

6
 (3) St. Basil the Great‟s monastic commentaries,

7
 

                                                 
3
 Terrence Kardong, O.S.B., Benedict’s Rule,  (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical 

Press, 1996). 

 
4
 Ibid., 113. 

 
5
 “The Rule of the Master…is now known to be a work of the sixth century.  Aside from 

all hypotheses, this dating is certain from the manuscript tradition alone…This puts it 

quite close in time to the Rule of Benedict, assigned to the early or middle part of the 

sixth century both by the testimony of St. Gregory the Great and by internal evidence.  

Only a close comparison of the two rules can show which is earlier; it is now generally 

agreed that the Rule of the Master came first.”  Taken from the Introduction of The Rule 

of St. Benedict, ed. Timothy Fry, O.S.B., 79. 

 
6
 St. Pachomius founded one of the first cenobitic monasteries in Egypt in the Fourth 

Century.  He was regarded as the founder of a distinct movement of monasticism which 

pursued a common life for its own sake and not as a mere preparation for the eremitic 

life.  Source: the Introduction of the Rule of Saint Benedict, ed. Timothy Fry, 24. 
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(4) John Cassian
8
 and (5) Scripture itself.  These varied sources and their often diverging 

opinions of obedience have resulted in complicated and, perhaps, contradictory, claims 

made by St. Benedict on obedience.  This multivalence of meaning renders it difficult to 

interpret exactly what Benedict meant.  Is obedience military-like and unhesitating?  Or, 

perhaps, is it more like an attentive listening to God?  And to whom is the monk 

obedient?  The Rule?  God?  The Abbot?  The dictates of his own heart as inspired by 

God?   

Kardong does not attempt a synthesis of the various diverging claims made by 

Benedict‟s Rule.  He simply points them out and then points to the Cross as a possible 

solution to this problem.
9
  This dissertation will use the theology of Hans Urs von 

Balthasar to spell out a theology of obedience that cannot avoid a detailed explication of 

a theology of the Cross. 

The second major monastic scholar who discusses monastic obedience, upon 

whom even Kardong relies heavily, is Sr. Aquinata Böckmann, O.S.B.  Her text, 

Expanding Our Hearts In Christ: Perspectives on the Rule of Saint Benedict,
10

 makes 

very similar moves to Kardong‟s Commentary; indicating divergent sources which 

complicate interpretation.  However, while pointing out the differences between the 

                                                                                                                                                 
7
 St. Basil the Great‟s commentaries are directly referenced by name in the last Chapter 

of St. Benedict‟s Rule. 

 
8
 John Cassian‟s Institutes and Conferences are the only works, besides St. Basil‟s, which 

St. Benedict directly refers to by name. 

 
9
 Ibid., 118. 

 
10

 Aquinata Böckman, O.S.B.,  Expanding Our Hearts In Christ: Perspectives on the 

Rule of Saint Benedict  (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2005). 
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Master‟s chapter on obedience and that of Benedict‟s she indicates that, while Benedict 

makes much of slavish military-like obedience, he makes room for the monk to “judge, to 

decide, and then to „follow‟ what is beneficial to the other person.  (The Rule of the 

Master) does not allow such freedom.”
11

  Böckmann then points out that Benedict‟s is a 

community based on caritas.  The obedience demanded by Christian love is a type of 

obedience wherein all parties have a responsibility to love.  The abbot, in demanding 

obedience, does it as an act of charity by freeing the monk from his own self-will.  The 

monk, in obeying, does it out of love for the abbot‟s fatherly role.  Each monk obeys the 

other out of recognition of Christ in the other; a recognition that can only lead to the 

response of love.
12

  However, Böckmann is hesitant to indicate how this type of 

obedience synthesizes with the more strict military-like obedience also given in 

Benedict‟s Rule.  This dissertation will provide this synthesis by using the theology of 

Hans Urs von Balthasar in a detailed explication on the nature and essence of love.     

The third, and perhaps greatest, contemporary monastic commentator is Fr. 

Adalbert de Vogüe, O.S.B.  His work, The Rule of Saint Benedict: A Doctrinal and 

Spiritual Commentary,
13

 indicates two divergent streams of thought on obedience in the 

Rule of Benedict: (1) slavish, immediate obedience to the abbot as in the Rule of the 

Master, (2) reasoned, loving obedience of one brother to the other as in the monastic 

                                                 
11

 Ibid., 63. 

 
12

 Ibid., 62-63. 

 
13

 Adalbert de Vogüe, O.S.B., The Rule of Saint Benedict: A Doctrinal and Spiritual 

Commentary  (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications) 1983. 
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commentaries of St. Basil.
14

  De Vogüe concludes that the inclusion of these two streams 

of thought have “deprived Benedict of a reasoned presentation of obedience and its 

foundations.”
15

  However, he admits that obedience in Benedict‟s Rule provides a 

theology of obedience that is far richer than that of either the Master‟s or of St. Basil‟s.  

He then tells us that he will not attempt an explication of this theology or defend his 

presuppositions.   

In all three of the above examples, a prejudice for obedience in our 

aforementioned God/God model is clearly manifested.  It is my contention that this fails 

to keep the divergent presentation of obedience in Benedict‟s Rule in healthy tension.  I 

discovered that the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar is broad enough in scope to 

synthesize and make sense of the complicated theology of obedience present in St. 

Benedict‟s Rule.  Not only this, but, in the process of using von Balthasar to make sense 

out of the Rule‟s presentation of obedience, I also discovered that obedience is absolutely 

fundamental to understanding von Balthasar himself.    

Simply put, the entire Christian tradition‟s presentation of obedience is as at least 

as complicated and multivalent as the Rule of Benedict‟s.  Is Christian obedience 

military-like in its precision and speed or is it reasoned and loving filial obedience which 

makes room for self-expression? The answer is simple: both.  But the answer‟s 

explanation is complex.  This dissertation is devoted to providing that answer.  In any 

                                                 
14

 Ibid, 105-106. 

 
15

 Ibid, 106. 
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case, by reading von Balthasar, I now know why obedience safeguards love: to be 

obedient is to love. 

Establishing Presuppositions: Basic Concepts for Understanding von Balthasar 

Before we dive into the primary considerations of the dissertation, some of von 

Balthasar‟s theological presuppositions must be spelled out in order to set the framework 

for the other topics covered herein: (1) von Balthasar‟s approach to Christology in 

general, i.e. is it from above or below or neither; (2) what, precisely, does von Balthasar 

mean by the word “mission;” and (3) How does von Balthasar view the relationship 

between philosophy and theology?  These three presuppositions are some of the more 

important considerations that form the groundwork upon which von Balthasar builds his 

theology.  As a result, it is necessary that we come to a precise understanding of these 

presuppositions before we address the various areas of his theology below.   

Presupposition One: Von Balthasar‟s Christological Starting Point 

The important question here is: Who must Jesus be to behave as He did?
16

  To 

answer this question is to assume that we can make accurate statements about what Jesus 

did and how he behaved, which brings us to a preliminary consideration of von 

Balthasar‟s point of departure regarding Christology.  It has become popular in academic 

theological circles to label this, that, or the other Christology as either “from above” or 

“from below.”  Christologies from above start with the being of the second person of the 

Trinity and then go on to point out that, now that we know who he is from eternity, we 
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12 

 

can discuss what he did/means/signifies regarding his earthly existence.  Christologies 

from below have the opposite approach.  They first look at what Christ 

did/means/signifies during his earthly existence and only then ask the question of who 

Christ is eternally to have behaved in that way.  Given our preliminary question, namely, 

whom must Jesus be to behave as he did, then, it seems that von Balthasar will pursue a 

Christology from below.  But the reader would be wise to be cautious here.  Von 

Balthasar indicates this when he says:   

In putting the question in this way we are pursuing a „Christology from 

below.‟  We are not asking…about the contents of Christ‟s knowledge, let 

alone the kind of personality he had, but about the conditions that made it 

possible for what empirically took place in him; thus we keep an eye open 

for the possibility that an answer may eventually come from a 

„Christology from above,‟ that is, from something that goes beyond all the 

anthropological facts and all the events of salvation history to date.
17

 

 

Therefore, Von Balthasar‟s approach baffles our attempt to neatly classify him.  He 

fundamentally avoids the “above” or “below” distinction by beginning with the notion 

that Christ is sent in such a fundamental and absolute way that his mission coincides with 

his person, so that both, taken together, constitute God‟s exhaustive self-

communication.
18

 In other words, the God that you see here below is the God from 

above.  

Recognizing the fact that von Balthasar‟s theology will not be categorized as 

being from above or below is fundamental for the purposes of the dissertation.  As sound 

dogma has established, the Person of Jesus Christ is the fullness of what can be said 
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about both God and man.  Therefore, his act of obedience is an action to be found in both 

God and man by virtue of the communication of idioms
19

 that resulted from the 

hypostatic union.  Since obedience is an act of the Divine person, an act constitutive of 

the Second Divine Person,
20

 the unity of the Person is what makes obedience in Jesus‟ 

human nature fully integrated with obedience in his divine nature.  He is the obedient 

Second Person who is a union of divine and human natures.  This is what guarantees the 

integration of his human obedience and divine obedience. 

Presupposition Two: Von Balthasar‟s Understanding of Mission 

It is difficult to overestimate the impact that the notion of “mission” has on von 

Balthasar‟s theology.  It is a sort of “meta-vector” which encompasses the other four 
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vectors defined in the introduction.
21

  As a result, it would be helpful at this point to 

consider at some length precisely what he means when he uses the term “mission” as 

applied to Jesus Christ specifically and to mankind in general.  

 Victoria Harrison‟s article on the phenomenology of human holiness
22

 in von 

Balthasar describes mission as having a twofold aspect for von Balthasar: (1) one‟s 

mission in life is not self-given, as is more commonly thought; and (2) the individual sent 

must carry it out under the guidance of his own free agency.
23

  Consider the following 

quote: 

The concept of „mission‟ contains two elements.  First, there is the 

relationship to the one who sends, who is present in the mission itself but 

is not identical with the one who is sent.  Second, there is the mission‟s 

future prospect; it must be carried out with the human energies of the one 

who is sent, and, since he is free, its implementation will under certain 

circumstances need to be considered, planned and tested.
24

 

 

Regarding the first aspect, von Balthasar insists that it is, in fact, impossible for one to 

give himself a mission. “Someone may have an unshakable inner conviction that he must 

do or propose something, but he cannot say that he has a mission.  No one can give 

himself a mission.”
25

  Furthermore, not only can no one possibly give himself a mission, 
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knowledge of one‟s talents in no manner indicates the nature of one‟s mission: 

So free, indeed, is this election that the new act of God is completely 

independent of all that is natural in man – neither the existence nor the 

nature of the new call can be determined or evaluated on purely natural 

premises.  Far from being a necessary precondition for this grace-filled 

call, the creature‟s whole nature is, in fact, inconsequential to it.
26

  

 

In his typical way of ending a lengthy, abstruse argument with a brief statement of blunt 

clarity, Von Balthasar ends this particular point with the question: “After all, who has 

ever had a natural aptitude for the Cross?”
27

   This hints at something that we will learn 

later on, namely that notion that all missions find their source in some aspect of Christ‟s 

mission.   

Though this will be discussed at some length later, it would be helpful to give a 

significant quote that spells out precisely how it is that mission gives the individual a 

“form.”  

 This “form” of the Christian, which is at the same time pure grace 

from the Father, the shape of man‟s existence as a member of the mystical 

body of Christ, and ultimately the human being himself in all his 

concreteness, yet in the context of redemption – we can speak of this as 

man‟s mission.  He is to commit his entire nature to the service of this 

mission; here in this dedication, this worship, it will enjoy its particular, its 

absolutely personal fulfillment quite beyond its natural and imperfect 

abilities.  It is the mission which, without fail, enables man‟s nature to go 

beyond its own powers and yield much fruit.  It also enables man at last to 

come to an understanding of himself (in faith), since the mission itself is 

christoform, exhibiting the character of the Word, the Logos.  In obeying 

his calling a person fulfills his essence, although he would never have 

been able to discover this, his own archetype and ideal within himself, in 

                                                                                                                                                 

 
26

 Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Christian State of Life (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 

1983), 396. 

 
27

 Ibid., 397. 



16 

 

his nature, by descending into the center of his natural being,…by 

studying his predispositions, yearnings, talents, his potential.
28

 

 

This lengthy quote confirms Harrison‟s first criterion, namely, that one‟s mission is not 

self-given nor can that mission be derived from contemplation of one‟s own natural 

talents. 

Let us now move on to discuss Harrison‟s second criterion for the bestowal of 

mission, namely, the fact that a mission must be exercised by a free agent, by someone 

who is capable of grasping his own freedom and placing it at the disposal of God.  In his 

touching article “Who is Man?,”
29

 von Balthasar echoes the Second Vatican Council by 

characterizing man as a searching being.  Once a man recognizes that he is loved he is 

faced with the remarkable question: Why do you love me?  Which is followed by the 

staggering question: Why am I precisely I?  The answer to this question does not come 

from within, but, rather, by being addressed from without.  I cannot self-identify me, 

because all I would come up with is that I am the comic result of yet another act of sexual 

intercourse.
30

  Is this all that Adam knew when he saw all the animals pairing up 

together?  That he did not have his sexual counterpart? No.   

This man cannot know what a human encounter is, nor can he postulate it.  

According to the tale, the answer lies dormant within him, next to his 

heart; but first the rib must be removed from him and placed over against 

him as a living “Thou” by God‟s creative act.
31

   

                                                 
28

 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Prayer (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), 59-60. 

 
29

 Han Urs Von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology Volume IV: Spirit and Instituion 

(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995) 21.  

 
30

 Ibid., 20. 
31

 Ibid., 19. 



17 

 

 

The answer to Adam‟s question is quite literally beneath his nose.  So the question 

remains: “why am I precisely I?”  The answer comes from being introduced to a living 

and personal other.  But for Adam, this living and personal other had to be brought about 

by a miracle of creation at least as stupendous as his own.  Eve, now having been drawn 

from his side, allows Adam to recognize himself.  Recognizing himself, he is now able to 

grasp his mission.  Because it is God that drew Eve from Adam‟s side it must be God, not 

the individual, who will bestow a mission upon a person.   

Regarding the second of Harrison‟s criteria, we note that man must exercise this 

God-given mission as a free agent, capable of considering, planning, and testing differing 

aspects of the mission given while at the same time being obedient to the original 

commission of the sender.
32

   

If both of these two aspects come together in good faith, namely (1) having 

received your mission from God, and (2) accepting and living your mission as a free 

agent, personhood is achieved.  For von Balthasar then, being given, accepting, and 

performing a mission is constitutive of human personhood.  The bestowal of personhood 

upon the subject could constitute a radical departure from the man he was before. 

There are cases where a man‟s natural endowment is known and 

presupposed, but the mission that comes to him from God is not added per 

accidens to this original identity; rather, it is given a preeminence over it 

so that his life and being heretofore seem to be instrumental, leading up to 

what he is to be (and, in the mind of God, has always been).  This is quite 
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evidently so in the celebrated biblical cases where a man‟s name is 

changed, that is, Abram-Abraham, Jacob-Israel, Simon-Peter.
33

 

 

By virtue of his creation a man, any man, is pre-potentiated to concretize his 

relationship to God by having an actual encounter with God (in prayer)
34

.  The fruit of 

this encounter is the consciousness of a personal calling or mission which is so profound 

that personhood itself results from the encounter.   

Moreover, as indicated above, all personalizing missions share in the particular 

form of the mission of Jesus Christ.  Here all the plural forms of human existence find 

their unity.
35

 Therefore, theological anthropology, for von Balthasar, is a secondary 

enterprise whose precepts are entirely based upon an analysis of what the humanity of 

Jesus Christ looked like.  Humans are considered true theological persons the more they 

closely resemble Jesus‟ humanity.  If humans are made more human the more they 

resemble Christ and if Christ‟s suffering, death and resurrection are, for von Balthasar, 

the most superlatively fundamental moments of the mission of Christ, wherein God‟s 

love is preeminently known, then the highest form of Christian love would be (since the 

passion cannot be repeated) prayerful reflection on this Passion and liturgical 

participation in this Passion.  Charity and social justice must flow from this reflection and 

are secondary to it.   Later on we will consider exactly what permits Jesus‟ unique 

mission to be particular enough to belong to one man but universal enough that all men 
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should have a share in it.  But first we must discuss the last presupposition, namely the 

relationship between theology and philosophy, or alternately, the relationship between 

faith and reason.  

Presupposition Three: The Centrality of the Cross and the Relationship Between 

Theology and Philosophy  

 In his contribution to the debate over whether or not there is a Catholic 

philosophy, von Balthasar warns that it is too often the case that a man attempts to put 

himself in the position as judge over the content of faith and reason: 

…if the Christian were capable of deciding as an individual human being 

how far the competencies of reason go and how far the competencies of 

faith and of the Church‟s authority go, and what percentage of his strength 

and his time he ought to dedicate to the one sphere, what percentage to the 

other – then both spheres would be relativized in favor of the private 

conscience and the private evidential character, and the human person 

himself would stand as the synthetic element, not only between both, but 

secretly above both.  He would then know how to attain the mixture 

between the Christian dimension and the “orders of creation‟ which was 

appropriate to himself or to his time or to the world in general, and the 

divine revelation would be devalued to a partial element within an 

ultimately anthropological totality. 
36

 

 

So von Balthasar‟s concern here is less that the Christian subordinates theology to 

philosophy, but, rather, he subordinates both to his capricious judgment.  What, then, is 

the appropriate ordering?  How shall the Christian navigate between the Scylla of 

scientism and the Charybdis of angelism? 

Even if nature has its own regular laws and reason its own evidential 

character, still these laws and evidential characters can never appear as a 

final authority over against grace and faith.  Their autonomies remain 
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relative and stand as such always at the disposal of the final authority 

which belongs to the divine revelation, and to its plans and directives.  As 

Christ remains Lord even over the laws of nature, which he is able to 

break when his work and the glorification of God requires this, and as he 

gives his Church the power “to do still greater works than he himself did” 

(Jn 14:12), so too his Church takes captive all the thoughts of men in order 

to place them at the service of Christ (2 Cor 10:4-5).  It is not only a part 

of the world that is redeemed by the Lord on the Cross and laid at the feet 

of the Father; rather, the whole of Creation is to be recapitulated in him (1 

Cor 15:24-28).  And thus it is not only a part of the human spirit that is 

laid claim to for faith: rather, the entire reason, with all its evidential 

characters, is placed at the disposal of faith.
37

 

 

Apparently, the only sure road a Christian can take regarding the relationship between 

faith and reason is to confront the world with Christ and Him crucified.  No neutral 

ground exists upon which a Christian may stand and from which he may judge either 

faith or reason.  “The entire greatness of the Christian situation will be grasped only when 

both sides (faith and reason) are taken seriously, while rejecting every synthesis of world 

and Christianity that is not carried out on the far side of the Cross and the descent into 

hell in the “new earth,” the redeemed creation.”
38

 For the Christian, original sin is the 

looming specter that complicates our attempt to find a neutral ground between faith and 

reason.  Reason is either made purer by grace and love, or it is obscured by the Sin of 

Adam and by personal sin.
39

  Baptism is our best and greatest hope to purify our reason.  

Not only this, but, if philosophy truly is the love of the highest wisdom, then the 

Christian philosopher cannot as a matter of faith, content himself with reason‟s reflection 
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on nature.  Revelation, as given to the Church, is higher than the conclusions of reason‟s 

reflection on nature.  Even the pagan philosopher‟s study of beings will eventually lead 

him to study Being itself, and the study of being itself will lead to a search for God.  

Von Balthasar will go on to say that the greatest advancements made by Christian 

Philosophers were all done as a service to theology.  As such, the Christian philosopher‟s 

greatest and most original achievement is to break open all finite, philosophical truth in 

the direction of Christ and then to clarify the transposition of that philosophical truth into 

the Christian milieu.
40

  Von Balthasar insists that we must do this, not only with Plato, 

Aristotle and Plotinus, but also with the philosophers of every age, including modern and 

post-modern systems.  He says: 

Too much has changed since that time (ancient and medieval philosophy), 

not only in the customs of life, but more deeply in the customs of thinking 

and experiencing themselves, for it to be possible simply to measure 

today‟s spirit against the criteria of an earlier spirit.  And if it is true that 

no period has been useless in relation to eternity, but has its own voice in 

the choir of what does not pass away, then one will not wish to miss the 

voice of today‟s period there.
41

 

 

The trick now, as it ever was, is not to be seduced into thoughts and systems that are truly 

foreign to Christianity.  Our only guard against this is faith in Christ and worship of him.  

Christ is the Truth “and the forms of human truth lie in living circles around him, at a 

greater or lesser distance.  Thus it is never possible to grasp hold of the midpoint itself: 
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the only relationship to it is one of adoration and of faith.”
42

  Which brings us back to an 

important theme of this dissertation: to understand von Balthasar‟s theology, one must 

understand it as an attempt to confront the world with Christ and Him crucified.  Christ‟s 

obedience unto death is the reason he is given the “name which is about every other 

name.”  There is simply no other point from which one can consider Christianity, and, 

therefore, all of creation except by loving obedience (love and obedience are the same 

thing, as we will explain) to the way in which God is self-revelatory.  

Now that we have come to an understanding of von Balthasar‟s theological 

methodology by understanding his theological starting point, category of mission, and the 

basic way in which he views the relationship between faith and reason we must now 

proceed to explicate the main body of the dissertation.  Therefore, we will proceed to 

chapter one and discuss the central role obedience plays in von Balthasar‟s Christology. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

CHRISTOLOGICAL MISSION 

We must first turn our attention to the Person of Jesus Christ.   Here we will 

demonstrate how obedience functioned in his life.  It will be necessary to discuss several 

different aspects of von Balthasar’s Christology in order to answer the question:  In what 

ways was/is Jesus Christ obedient?  Thus we will explore two considerations: (1) Jesus’ 

mission as personhood and (2) Jesus’ mission consciousness as coming from both the 

Father and Mary and how the Holy Spirit is the mediator of both.  By developing these 

two considerations we will conclude that both the manner of Jesus’ coming, the reason 

for his coming, and his knowledge of having come are intimately wrapped up in the 

notion of obedience.  As we will find out, Jesus IS his mission.  To have a mission, to be 

sent, is to be obedient to the sender.  If Jesus is his mission, then he is preeminently the 

One Sent. As such, obedience to the Father is constitutive of his very being.   In this he is 

different than every other human being.   

Consideration One: Jesus’ Mission as Personhood 

In what follows, I will spell out in detail how it is that Jesus is a person with a 

mission.  In fact, his person and mission are precisely the same thing. We will discover 

that the mission of the Son of God on earth is, fundamentally, an act of obedience to the 

Father which finds its ground in the Son’s very procession from the Father in eternity. 

Being concerned about the historicity of the Christian faith Balthasar begins in 
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scripture and finds there the all important definition of mission as taken on by Christ 

First, he asserts that the mission of Jesus is qualitatively different than the mission of any 

of the prophets before him.
1
  Paul speaks continually of Christ “being sent” from the 

Father.
2
  The persistent notion of Christ being from the Father and preexistent with the 

Father makes it very clear that Christ’s “being sent” is vastly different than any other Old 

Testament figure.  This is made clear in the Parable of the Husbandmen which is told in 

all three synoptic Gospels.
3
 The following is Matthew’s account: 

33 Hear another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard, 

put a hedge around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a tower. Then he 

leased it to tenants and went on a journey.  

34 When vintage time drew near, he sent his servants to the tenants to 

obtain his produce.  

35 But the tenants seized the servants and one they beat, another they 

killed, and a third they stoned.  

36 Again he sent other servants, more numerous than the first ones, but 

they treated them in the same way.  

37 Finally, he sent his son to them, thinking, 'They will respect my son.'  

38 But when the tenants saw the son, they said to one another, 'This is the 

heir. Come, let us kill him and acquire his inheritance.'  

39 They seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.  

40 What will the owner of the vineyard do to those tenants when he 

comes?"  

41 They answered him, "He will put those wretched men to a wretched 

death and lease his vineyard to other tenants who will give him the 

produce at the proper times." 
4
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Here is a radical distinction between the servants that the landowner sent to gather 

the produce and the final decision the landowner made to send his own son.  This is not 

simply a difference of rank in the sense that the servants are of a lower status than the 

son, the evil husbandmen understand that through the death of the son, not only will they 

be left alone, they will become like the landowner.  They will be raised in dignity.  Jesus 

is making a clear association here between the prophets of old (including John the 

Baptist) and himself.  By the Father’s decision to send the Son, and by the Son’s 

acceptance of that mission the stakes are much higher. 

The Son’s Obedience to the Father is His Mission 

The notion of sending is also closely associated with the notion of coming in the 

sense that Jesus’ coming is to bring about an ultimate saving event in his own person.
5
 

Now, if Christ is sent (passive) someone must do the sending (active).  That person is 

clearly the Father.  “The intimate relationship between the One sent and the One who 

sends him takes the form of obedience within the Father’s act of surrender.”
6
  This 

means that the Father must take responsibility for Jesus’ whole existence on earth and 

establishes Jesus’ purpose from the very beginning, namely, the salvation of the world.  

Here we see an explicit aspect of obedience.  The Son in his coming obeys the Father 

who has sent him.  Because the Father sent him, the Father must take responsibility for 

what is wrought in Jesus Christ.  This points to the fact that the one to whom obedience is 

owed cannot exercise that authority arbitrarily or according to whim.  He has a 
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responsibility to the person who is obedient.  This responsibility is, essentially, an act of 

love. 

Not only does Jesus, being sent, have knowledge of the sender, but his knowledge 

of himself coincides with his knowledge of his being sent.
7
  Evidence of this arises from 

his own statements about his knowledge of his mission.  In the Gospel of John he says, 

“For this reason the Father loves me because I lay down my life.” Can it be that the 

person of the Father loves the person of the Son from all eternity only because this person 

was identified with his mission?
8
  Von Balthasar’s answer is a qualified yes, because, as 

will be shown, Christ’s missio is a modality of His processio from the Father.  This 

relationship of identity between missio and processio is more than simply a function of 

God’s omnipotence, in the sense that only God’s being can be indentified with His 

purpose.  The relationship between mission and procession is a function of what it means 

to be the Son of the Father.  It is a function of the Logos’ identity.  It is the particular way 

in which the Son possesses the Divine nature.  The Son’s procession/mission is 

constitutive of his person.   We will see that the conditions for the possibility of the 

Father surrendering Jesus is that the Father always, already exists as “having-given-

himself.”  Furthermore, and as a result of the previous statement, the mission of Jesus has 

no conceivable temporal beginning.  Here von Balthasar distinguishes between Christ’s 

status exinanitionis (emptied state), which is his earthly incarnational being, and His 

status exaltationis (exalted state), which is his pre-Incarnational and post-Resurrectional 
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being.  This distinction is necessary in order to identify the operation of an economic 

Trinity (status exinanitionis) which is grounded by an immanent Trinity (status 

exaltationis).      

The Trouble With Person and Nature 

Here it is most clear that Hans Urs von Balthasar has attempted to re-cast 

traditional theology.  In what follows we will see a direct result of Presupposition #3 

given in this dissertation’s introduction, namely his position on the relationship between 

philosophy and theology.  He agrees with many others that the historical discussion of 

“persons” and “natures” is confusing and fraught with controversy.  Furthermore, he 

attempts to navigate the difficulties by insisting that the problem is theological, not 

philosophical; that, above all, personhood must be defined theologically if it is to actually 

grasp the personhood of Jesus Christ, i.e., what we have said above about mission 

consciousness as personhood.    

His starting point is theological anthropology.  All living beings “share in a 

specific nature that is identical in all individuals, but they do so in a way that, in each 

instance, is unique and incommunicable.”
9
  Paradoxically, while a given species is 

inclusive, the individuals who comprise that species are exclusive.  A human being 

knows that he or she is human, but do they know who they are?
10

  Too often in the 

response to the question “who are you?” a mere list of family and place names or 

occupations is given.  But these answers merely comprise a sketch of “whatness”.  This is 
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to say that under that particular definition this individual raised under different 

circumstances would become a being altogether different. 

 In addition to von Balthasar’s other well known sources (i.e. Patristics, the 

mystical experience of von Speyr, art, and literature), particularly important to our 

present task is the influence of various strains of contemporary German psychology.  

While he was still a doctoral student, Balthasar came to know the Christianized 

psychology of the Catholic convert Rudolf Allers.  It was Allers who persuaded him that, 

while roles are vital to the identification of selfhood, this identity is not simply the 

summation of roles.  It was thus that our theologian developed a theological anthropology 

that places a great deal of weight on the human person’s ability and desire to play his role 

but only against the backdrop of his God-given mission.
11

   

 Another way of answering the question “who are you?” is what von Balthasar 

calls the interpersonal path.  This is the way a human comes to know himself by his 

relationships with others.  Do these others regard him as a person of value, or contempt, 

etc.?  In this case one’s identity is trapped in provisional relationships that could be 

improved or withdrawn completely.  Balthasar points out that due to this entrapment 

there is no need “in this complementarity of the generic and the individual” to introduce 

the concept of person.
12

  What we need is a way to concretely establish the individuality 

of a particular human nature that is not as subject to the arbitrariness of human 

relationships.  This is where presupposition #2 in this dissertation’s introduction cashes 

                                    
11

 Aidan Nichols, No Bloodless Myth: A Guide Through Balthasar’s Dramatics 

(Washington D.C.: CUA Press, 2000), 41-42.  

12
 Von Balthsar, Theodrama vol III, 205. 
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out.  Only by being given a mission from God does a given instance of human nature 

become a person.  

Others can claim to be persons only in virtue of a relationship with (Jesus) 

and in dependence on him.  In the case of other persons, we cannot speak 

of an identity between the “I” and the mission, as it exists in Jesus; but we 

can say that their conscious subjects are endowed with a part or aspect of 

his universal mission.
13

 

 

Person as a God-given identity 

Not the what but, rather, the who of the conscious subject is insecure.  The above 

answers to this question are no guarantee that this individual and unique who is not 

perennially in danger of being sacrificed for the sake of some larger totality.
14

 In other 

words, individuality is always at risk of being subsumed by generality.  The only 

guarantee (or rather guarantor) of who-ness is the Absolute Subject, God.
15

  As we saw in 

Presupposition #2, when God addresses a conscious subject and imparts to the subject a 

mission, that being becomes a person.  In the case of Jesus Christ, not only is he given a 

mission, but he is his mission.  This complete unity between mission and existence can 

only be manifested by Divinity.  God the Father addresses the Son as God and begets 

Him as Divine Mission.  By the fact of the Son’s generation he is obedient to the Father 

within the Father’s act of begetting (remember, the mission of the Son has no conceivable 

temporal beginning).  The Son’s mission is a modality of his procession.  The Father, in 

generating the Son, gives him his mission, the Son, in turn is obedient to the Father’s 

                                    
13

 Ibid., 207. 

14
 Ibid.  

15
 Ibid. 
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commission; therefore Jesus Christ is a person. 

As we have already discussed, von Balthasar points out the failure of the history 

of philosophy to truly describe the relationship between nature and person.
16

  He puts 

forth the view that, first of all, the historical discussion of persons and natures is 

confusing and fraught with controversy.  He cites the prevailing scholastic formula of 

Persona est naturae rationalis individua substantia (The person is an individual 

substance of a rational nature)
17

 is a definition that leaves us unfortunately caught 

between the general and the particular.
18

 Von Balthasar posits that if this were the case 

then, in violation of Chalcedonian Christology, Christ must have a human person 

because, by all appearances, Jesus operates as a unique, individual, and incommunicable 

human. Furthermore, as we mentioned above, he states that the problem is theological, 

not philosophical: 

All these speculative endeavors to distinguish philosophically the concept 

of the person from that of the conscious subject are nugatory if the task 

before us is to define theologically the personal being of Christ (and hence 

the personal being of others in Christ).
19

 

 

By “theologically” von Balthasar means that the solution to this problem must be based 

                                    
16

 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to treat the history of the development of 

person and nature regarding Jesus Christ.  Please see Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in 

Christian Tradition I: From the Apostolic Age to Chalcedon (London/Oxford: 

Mowbrays, 1975). 

17
 A definition given to us, famously, by Boethius. 

18
 The tension between the “general and the particular” runs throughout von Balthasar’s 

theology and will be explained later on in this dissertation. 

19
 Von Balthasar, Theodrama vol III,  219-220. 



                                                                                                  31 

 

upon divinely revealed truth, not on human reason, nor even on reason’s reflection on 

revealed truth.  This is an interesting and highly nuanced position to take concerning not 

only the data of both reason and revelation, but also how it is we come to know this data.  

Only God can define a conscious subject in its qualitative uniqueness.  To arrive at a 

theological conclusion regarding the person of Jesus Christ is beyond the competency of 

philosophy. 

So, in order to explicate precisely what theological personhood is, our theologian 

turns to the archetypal instance in which God bestowed on a subject the two things that 

mark true personhood: (1) who a subject is, and (2) why that subject is there.  In Jesus of 

Nazareth, the archetypal instance, these two marks of personhood are identical. 

This is what distinguishes him from other subjects who have thus been 

personalized by being given a mission (like the prophet).  Jesus acts 

accordingly; he does not communicate a divine plan but speaks as the 

personal Word of God.  In Christo, however, every man can cherish the 

hope of not remaining a merely individual conscious subject but of 

receiving personhood from God, becoming a person, with a mission that is 

likewise defined In Christo.
20

 

The Natures of Christ: Analogia Entis and mission consciousness 

Now our theologian addresses the question of Christ’s natures.  Between human 

and divine nature there is a great abyss.  As the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 said, any 

similarity between God and creation only discloses a greater dissimilarity.  “The fact that 

the person of Jesus Christ bridges this abyss without harm to his unity should render us 

speechless in the presence of the mystery of his person.”
21

 This is the Analogia Entis, one 

                                    
20

 Ibid., 220. 
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of the most fundamental concepts used in the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar.  Jesus 

Christ cannot be humanized to the point of reducing his divinity nor divinized to the point 

of reducing his humanity.  Both extremes would destroy all soteriology.
22

  The paradox 

of the analogy of being must be constantly affirmed.  Since it is the Divine Person of the 

Logos who took to himself a human nature it must be that Person which is the 

embodiment of the Analogia Entis.  It is only possible to posit qualities of the one nature 

to the other because they are unified by Person, not by nature.  The divine person of the 

Logos assures that the divine and human natures are undivided and unconfused.
23

   

The union of the two natures has often been explained in terms of either the 

human nature being lifted up into the divine nature, or the divine nature condescending to 

the human nature.  How can this be possible given that anything these two natures have 

in common only disclose a greater dissimilarity, according to the definition of Analogia 

Entis given at the Lateran IV?  This can best be done by the explanation that Jesus 

experiences his human consciousness entirely in terms of mission.
24

  Not only does God 

wish to take the part of sinners, but God wishes to reveal all of His attributes as well: 

anger, grief, weariness, etc.
25

  Jesus Christ simultaneously brings to light the truth of 

humanity and the truth of humanity as God sees it.
26

  But this happens concomitantly 
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with Jesus’ primary duty, which is not to give himself as the highest example of the 

human species, but only to do the Father’s will.
27

  As we have indicated above: Christ 

was sent to obey.  

The next point of Analogia Entis is that Jesus reveals God at the behest of the 

Father not the Trinity.
28

  His mission was given to him by the Father and he is 

empowered by the Holy Spirit.  But this does not limit Christ’s freedom.  He knows he 

must live for his mission to be totally free.
29

  Balthasar compares Christ’s freedom to an 

artist who is compelled to create works of art yet is never so free as when he does.  

Again, Balthasar insists that Jesus’ personal freedom is identical with his mission which 

has no conceivable beginning.
30

  “There is no intervening factor between his acceptance 

of the Father’s mission and the decision to send him.”
31

 

Here our theologian takes up the issue of Theopaschism: the idea that one of the 

Trinity has suffered.
32

  If it is possible that one of the Persons of the Godhead accepted 

suffering and death to the point of God-forsakenness than it is not something foreign for 

God to feel; because, as indicated above, Christ’s being sent by the Father is a modality 

of his proceeding from the Father.  The kenosis affects Him as Eternal Son of the Father 
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not merely as the human Jesus.  But one still cannot posit an alteration in God.  Rather 

the Kenosis is one of the infinite possibilities available to free, eternal life.  Any human 

experience of feeling is included and transcended in what it means to be God.  The Son 

“lays up” and gives to the Father’s keeping the “form of God” he has received from him.  

The result is that Christ is forsaken by the Father on the Cross due to this infinite 

distance.
33

  This very infinite distance, the Analogia Entis, recapitulates the sinner’s 

mode of alienation from God.
34

 

A reinterpretation using obedience 

We must now explicate a phenomenology of obedience based upon the above.  

One ought to keep in mind that we are trying to explore a notion of obedience that can be 

used as a heuristic device to better understand the von Balthasarian corpus.  In the 

following, I will interpret the above difficulty with the terms person and nature through 

the lens of obedience.  In such a way, we will come to a better understanding of the 

foregoing. 

First, the posture of the Son to the Father from eternity is a posture of obedience.  

According to von Balthasar, this establishes the necessity of obedience in the created 

order.  Obedience to something by someone will always be necessary as this is the order 

of the cosmos.  Understanding that the Son is obedient to the Father from all eternity is 

fundamental for this dissertation and will be the primary topic of chapter two.  As such, 

in Jesus’ case, his very awareness of his personhood comes to him as a mode of 
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obedience both in his status exaltationis and his status exinanitionis. 

Secondly, the Son obeys the Father out of the Father’s act of surrender.  This act 

of surrender is the very procession of the Son.  This is Balthasar’s “super-kenosis” of the 

Father, wherein the Father gives all the Father is in generating the Son.  What this tells us 

is that the condition whereby the Son obeys the Father is that the Father has always and 

completely given himself to the Son.  Thus, even in obedience the Son is equal to the 

Father in dignity and glory.  In this case, obedience plays itself out between two equal 

parties, thereby preserving the co-eternity of the Son and the Father.  Along with the 

Father’s sending is the Son’s acceptance of the mission, an acceptance that does not 

imply meekness but, rather, the exercise of true freedom.  

Thirdly, The mediating function of the Holy Spirit provides the space for freedom 

of expression within the Son’s act of obedience.  The Holy Spirit is the love between 

Father and Son whereby obedience can be exercised creatively.  Obedience sets up 

boundaries that provide the conditions for the possibility of freedom and choice to be 

exercised.  I will save the precise explication of how the Holy Spirit does this for chapter 

two on the intra-Trinitarian obediential relations;  for now it will suffice to say that the 

Spirit operates over Jesus as “that-which-needs-to-be-obeyed,” but also operates in Jesus 

as the “freedom-to-be-obedient.”  Because of this Jesus will not be paralyzed by inaction 

due to lack of direction.  Seen in this way, obedience is a mode of freedom.  

Seen in this light, Jesus’ existence in and for his mission is an 

unconditional existence in poverty, chastity, and obedience, insofar as 

these three modes of life guarantee exclusive freedom for mission, a 

mission that is not given once for all but is revealed and can be realized in 

a new and surprising way by the Holy Spirit at every moment.  These 
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modes of life interpenetrate; chastity is a form of poverty, and poverty 

facilitates and is a form of obedience…
35

 

 

Von Balthasar gives us further nuance on the topic of the evangelical councils when he 

states that the vow of obedience is, in fact, the highest vow because it contains the other 

two: 

Since the Lord redeemed the world by his perfect and loving obedience 

(Phil 2:7), and since, in the state of the counsels, all that is promised is 

contained in the vow of obedience, the vow of total obedience would seem 

to be the preeminent form of participation in the redemption, in the 

continuation of the obedience of the Cross.
36

 

 

More will be said regarding our obligation to obey in the third chapter on 

obediential love and at the end of the fourth chapter when we consider obedience to the 

Marian Church.  

Consideration Two: Jesus' Mission Consciousness as Coming from the Father and 

Mary and Mediated by the Holy Spirit 

Jesus’ knowledge is knowledge of mission.  It is impossible to posit that the 

Father would use the death of the Son to reconcile the world if the One who died was 

unaware of its significance.
37

  Jesus Christ is one with his mission as the One Sent.  This 

means that in the human consciousness of Jesus there must be something that goes 

beyond the limits of normal human understanding if his mission is to have universal 
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significance.
38

  Everything in Christ, his mind, intelligence and free will is oriented 

towards mission because, as we have said above, mission is a modality of his procession 

which has become humanly expressible by virtue of the hypostatic union.  Balthasar 

posits this mission-consciousness to such an extent that it replaces the Beatific Vision.  

He states that Christ has no vision of the Father but rather receives this mission via the 

Holy Spirit.
39

  The awareness of his mission is indirect vis-à-vis the Father.   

Balthasar states that Jesus’ prayer life is essential in the performance of his 

mission.  Through prayer Jesus receives knowledge of the various stages of His mission.  

Quite apparently, he does not know these stages in their entirety but they are to be 

implemented step by step according to the Father’s instructions.  This, von Balthasar 

insists, brings one to speak of the “faith” of Jesus.
40

  He admits that one must be very 

careful in positing faith in the Savior.  This refers to Balthasar’s exposition on 

anthropology and personhood.  The conscious subject receives his mission by coming to 

faith (much more will be said on this later); but Jesus Christ has always had, and indeed 

is, his mission.  In the performance of his mission he utterly abandons himself in 

obedience to the Father who guides him and in whom the Son has complete trust.  Such is 

the faith of Jesus.
41

 

Here von Balthasar takes up a position against Thomas Aquinas.  Aquinas insists 
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that Jesus Christ was never taught anything because it would be beneath his dignity.
42

  

Rather, Christ learned by reflecting upon nature directly and refused any mediatory 

information.  However, if Christ's mission (and hence his innermost concern) is as divine 

and eternal as the God and Father who sends him, the Person of Christ must be as eternal 

as the Father's purpose and decision.  In that case, in the absence of any other instance, it 

is not clear how the Incarnate One can receive and execute the knowledge to make this 

decision in pure obedience: for, just as eternally, it is his own decision too.  If we are to 

understand this, we must first start with the purely human conscious subject.
43

 

Balthasar now speaks out of the benefit of modern psychology.  “Unless a child is 

awakened to I-consciousness through the instrumentality of a Thou, it cannot become a 

human child at all.”
44

  A fundamental aspect of his Mariology is inserted here.  In 

Christ’s case, as has already been shown, his I-consciousness is identical with his 

mission-consciousness.  If it requires a Thou to awaken an I-consciousness then, in Jesus’ 

case, the Thou (Mary) would have to have a truly special relationship with him.  

However, it is not appropriate to say that Jesus came to know his mission from any 

outside source because it, being identical with his being, would have had no conceivable 

beginning.  All that would be necessary is an initial awakening of his mission-

consciousness.
45

  This would have been easily caused by Mary imparting to the Child the 
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religious traditions that looked toward the fulfillment of Israel’s hope.  This awakening 

could only be done by Mary, for only she would be able to impart a pure and infallible 

understanding of the faith, being without sin and completely docile to the Spirit. 
46

  

In this way we can understand why even Jesus prays, leaving room for the 

operation of the Holy Spirit, who shows him the Father's will, which is his mission.  The 

Spirit presents him with the Father's will in ever-new ways and with ever-greater clarity, 

even though he already has this will within him in the form of his readiness to obey.
47

 

Before we proceed to chapter two, let us review where we have gone thus far.  In 

our first consideration we discussed Jesus’ mission as personhood.  There we discovered 

that Jesus mission on earth is exclusively a modality of his procession from the Father in 

all eternity. In a manner analogous to the way which God gives each of us our mission, 

the Son is given His mission by the Father and is thus begotten of the Father.  The 

category of obedience helps us understand this difficult point by pointing out that we can 

talk about the very procession of the Son from the Father as personalized obedience 

itself.  In other words, unconventionally, we see, our theologian inserting obedience into 

the very procession of the Son from the Father, he personalizes the procession by 

pointing to its obediential character.  But for the Son to obey, it first belongs to the Father 

to give himself completely to the Son.  I have mentioned this above, but more will be said 

about it in the next chapter. 
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IV.  Has not the notion of obedience been the justifying cause of the subjugation of 

many people? 

a. Perhaps.  But if it was it was not used properly.  A Hermeneutic of 

obedience will not allow for subjugation as its necessary operation will 

require attending to the “other” as he is thus self-revelatory. 

V. What is the hermeneutic of obedience? 

a. The hermeneutic of obedience is a way in which we will read a text of the 

Christian tradition in such a way as to not control its content or message. 

b. If it is a defining text of the faith, we must approach it with a sense of 

reverence and love, not control or suspicion. 

c. The general justification for a hermeneutic of obedience is that since the 

Christian faith is founded on obediential love (i.e. Christ and Him 

crucified) it is only by the discipline of obedience and the reverence of 

love that we will determine the truth of the faith. 
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VON BALTHASAR’S METHOD OF SCRIPTURAL INTERPRETATION 
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Revelation 12: the Woman Clothed With the Sun
1
 

 As noted in chapter four of this dissertation, von Balthasar employs a variety of 

sources and approaches to the biblical text of Revelation 12--and thereby identifies the 

Woman as both Mary (Queen of Heaven) and Israel (in the sense that she is 

representative).  In his work Mary for Today, VB analyzes the significance of the Woman 

in Revelation 12 for the purpose of discovering Mary’s role in contemporary times.
2
  

Insofar as VB interprets the biblical text, we in turn seek to explicate the exegetical 

moves (or approaches to the text) he makes in his interpretations and also derive from 

said moves how VB views the multi-valent nature of the text.  VB makes three 

hermeneutical/exegetical moves in his approach to Revelation 12. 

Move One: The Text Requires a Midrashic Approach 

 VB reacts to the symbolic nature of the text by providing an interpretation of 

representations that could qualify as a Midrashic approach. This particular term is used 

due to the characteristic style of commentary provided by VB.  The style interprets 

images in a way dissimilar to allegory in that the text does not require some form of 

spiritual sensibility to interpret, rather just a knowledge of salvation history.
3
  Such a 

                                    
1 Much of the following research was done as an unpublished joint project between me 

and Mr. Jeremy Misselbrook in the Spring of 2006 for a class in Christian Eschatology.  

Since both of us worked very closely to produce this research it is impossible to point out 

precisely those sections which were the fruit of Mr. Misselbrook’s research alone.  I point 

this out so that he may be given credit for some of this work. 

 
2
 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Mary for Today, Robert Nowell trans. (San Francisco: Ignatius 

Press, 1988). 

3
 Biblical scholars uses the term “midrash” to categorize a variety of interpretive 

approaches to biblical texts.  Generally it means to quote a scripture passage, then 
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focus guides the exegetical style of this work—a verse or phrase is highlighted from the 

text of Rev 12 and the significance of the reference is fleshed out in Midrashic fashion by 

numerous traditions (using a variety of sources: biblical, ecclesiastical, etc.) and is finally 

applied within a present framework.  Even artistry is shown to have a retro-impact on the 

theological interpretation of the text.  In the case of the woman of Revelation 12, 

numerous depictions of Mary combine imagery referenced in the passage.
4
  Mary’s 

salvific/intercessory role is also a prominent feature in artistic expressions.
5
  Though this 

                                                                                                        
analyze pieces of the passage to provide meaning(s) to the whole.  Usually this does not 

involve placing the lemma text in canonical context, but offers a new explicative 

approach to the text being commented upon.  For definitions of midrash and allegory see 

Irving Hexham, Concise Dictionary of Religion (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 

1993), 15-16, 148; and Everett Ferguson Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 2
nd

 ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1993) 103, 447. 

4
 See Kyra Belan, Madonnas:  From Medieval to Modern (New York: Parkstone Press, 

2001); Jacqueline Orsini, Mary: Images of the Holy Mother (San Francisco: Chronicle 

Books, 2001); and Timothy Verdon, Mary in Western Art (New York: Hudson Hills 

Press, 2005).  In the late 14
th

 century, Lippo de Dalmasio’s The Madonna of Humility 

(see Orsini figure 28) and Giovanni del Biondo’s Virgin of the Apocalypse (see Belan 

page 41) each contain common elements of Mary wearing a blue cape, holding the Christ 

child, with a 12-starred crown, while she rests her feet upon the moon while the sun 

radiates from behind and all around her.  The sun, moon, and star elements indicate 

Mary’s status as “Queen of Heaven” as in Antonio de Pereda’s The Immaculate 

Conception (17
th

 century) and Jean Hey’s late 15
th

 century The Madonna of the 

Apocalypse (see Belan pages 119, 134-139).  Hence the heavenly elements are retrofitted 

into every aspect of Mary’s role on earth as portrayed in Pierre-Auguste Pichon’s The 

Annunciation (ca. 1859) which combines the imagery of the annunciation (lilies) with 

imagery of Queen of Heaven (stars and blue mantle) (see Belan page 186). 

5
 In Lucas Cranach the Elder’s The Virgin Under the Apple Tree (ca. 1530) the mother 

Mary and Christ child are positioned under an apple tree (traditional symbol for the 

forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden) to exemplify a restoration of paradise (see Belan 

page 81).  Furthermore, the suffering mother with a virginal countenance holds (or 

“bears”) the Christ after his crucifixion in the Michelangelo’s famous sculpture Pieta (ca. 

1498) thereby encompassing the life of Christ within her own life experiences (see 

Verdon page 158).   
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style governs his approach, his interpretation is informed by salvation-history (see next 

move). 

Move Two:  The Text Represents Some Form of Historical Events (Actual Salvation-

History)  

 Von Balthasar exegetes the passage as though the text’s historical nature 

represents a chronological (or linear) sequence of events.  It would appear that in the case 

of Revelation 12, von Balthasar’s key to pinpointing periods in history is the 

identification of the main characters involved (where the text does not explicitly name 

them).  The most obvious event in the Revelation 12 text revolves around a woman who 

has a child.  The identity of the child as the Messiah (Christ) most readily identifies the 

woman.
6
  According to von Balthasar, the woman is therefore placed within the context 

of salvation-history in general (Israel) and the life of Jesus Christ in particular (Mary)
7
; 

and further operates in the context of ecclesiastical-history by being both the Mother of 

the Church and the Marian Church itself.
8
 

 In terms of salvation-history, the Woman of Revelation 12 finds identity in the 

dual roles of Israel and Mary.  As Israel, the woman experiences the “birth pangs” of the 

Messiah
9
 and is spared from destruction in similar fashion.

10
  As Mary, the mother of 

                                    
6
 Mary for Today, 9-10. 

7
 Ibid. 

8
 Both the characteristics of commonality and distinctiveness are especially important 

characteristics of the Queen of Heaven. 

9
 Mary for Today, 9. 

10
 Ibid., 12. 
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Jesus, she fulfilled the faith of Israel and Abraham.
11

 Her earthly-mother context also 

shared in Jesus’ experiences of suffering and ascension
12

 insofar as her questionable 

pregnancy and association with doubters would have caused her suffering.
13

  Her 

continual faith was evidenced by her presence and actions at Jesus’ crucifixion.
14

 

 In terms of ecclesiastical-history (salvation-history in the Church Age), the 

woman of Revelation 12 increases in valence of meaning to incorporate her present dual-

situation.
15

  As “Mother of the Church”, the woman exists as an intersection of the human 

Mary and her divine future role as intercessor by being assigned a disciple (John) at the 

foot of the cross.
16

  The “Mother of the Church” role is further promoted as the siblings 

of Christ share a common mother with him.
17

  Mary’s earthly experience guides her 

heavenly-intercessory role now, thus her “children” are allowed to experience faith 

without understanding (as she did).
18

  Thusly the transition can be made to perceiving the 

woman as the “Mother Church” which--like the “Mother”--suffered similarly disgrace, 
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anxiety and fear without doubt.
19

  In this re-casting of Israel as the Church, the goal of 

salvation is redefined as the New Promised land, thereby both resuming and revising 

Israel’s goal in salvation-history in terms of reaching an attainable boundary.
20

  And 

salvation-history (and ecclesiastical-history) bears directly on the history of the present 

(the final move). 

Move Three: The Text Reveals Present Day Reality 

 Von Balthasar operates as though the text’s pastoral nature reveals (or informs) 

our current situation.  He assumes--without much discussion--that the book of Revelation 

is by its nature “eschatological” in that it references the “last days” which are equivalent 

with the “present age”.
21

  References are made to the contemporary times of von 

Balthasar’s work (such as communist Russia and John Paul II).
22

  The focus of von 

Balthasar’s approach is to uncover clues for present-day meaning, and in the case of 

Revelation 12 this means the discovery of the nature of Mary’s role since her own 

ascension.
23

  Therefore, such exegesis guides and defines the actions of the Church today.  

As “children” of the woman of Revelation 12, the Church’s role is to destroy fallacies as 
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children “waging war” with Logos.
24

  As the Marian Church, the Church in Rome’s role 

is to bear witness (not wage war as the “children”).
25

 

The Critique of VB’s Hermeneutical Moves 

 Proponents of the Historical-Critical method would probably find two basic areas 

to be lacking in VB’s approaches.  First of all, the lack of appeal to historical-cultural 

analysis limits perspective on the text.  Other than a few general references to Israel’s 

traditional history, VB does not explore the numerous Hellenistic and ANE sources 

which parallel Revelation 12.  The ancient traditions, however, provide much insight into 

the image of Revelation 12.  The original audience of the apocalypse would have been 

inundated with these ancient traditions and would thusly find more valence of meaning.  

Secondly, without literary or genre categorization the broadness of the meaning of the 

image becomes more difficult to perceive.  The character of apocalyptic-eschatology 

literature lends itself more easily to ambivalence that strictly rigid interpretation.  The 

lack of this move leads to VB’s specification of the woman image in the second half of 

chapter 12 (differentiating Mother of the Church and Mother Church).  A broader 

meaning of “the community of God’s people” better incorporates the image of the 

woman throughout the chapter.   

 The scholarly community, however, should incorporate (explicitly) one of VB’s 

hermeneutical characteristics into their own practices.  VB contributes greatly to the 

world of hermeneutics by emphasizing the importance of contemporary application.  

                                    
24

 Ibid., 19. 

25
 Ibid., 20. 
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Regarding Revelation 12, the “sign” is not just a random portent.  It is contained in a 

work with a clearly pastoral/ecclesiastical emphasis (Rev 2-3).  Thus, it would be 

improper to interpret the book without these considerations in mind. 

Philippians 2: the Kenosis Hymn 

Von Balthasar’s use of the biblical terms “Sheol” and “kenosis” are worth 

exploring.  Simply put, the kenosis of Christ is the condition for the possibility of his 

descent into Sheol.  First let us deal with the notion of kenosis.  Taking this notion from 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians 2:5-8, von Balthasar builds a vast theological system.  

Almost certainly, Paul did not intend this hymn to signify the nature of inter-Trinitarian 

relations, but this is precisely what von Balthasar has done with it.  The kenosis of the 

son, what von Balthasar calls the status exinanitionis, is an expression of the Son’s 

distance from the Father.  It is a distance that is implied in the Son’s very procession from 

the Father.  It is this distance that allows for Christ’s feeling of forsakenness on the Cross.  

It is this distance that allows for Christ’s hopeless descent into Sheol.   

The nature of Christ’s descent into Sheol has been often debated throughout the 

Christian centuries.  Von Balthasar does not approve of the images of a victorious Christ 

harrowing hell.  For von Balthasar, Hell can only be possible on the other side of the 

resurrection.  As a result, it seems to me that he takes seriously the “mainstream” Jewish 

depiction of Sheol as the realm of all the dead.  It is a dreary and joyless place for all the 

deceased, righteous or wicked.  Christ enters this place of the dead in order to completely 

transform the experience of death from within.  Instead of a victorious harrowing of hell, 

Christ’s redemptive work here takes the form of experiencing the whole kit and caboodle 
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of the nature of human death.  However, it is Christ’s presence in Sheol that provides the 

passage for the just dead to be raised to heaven on the other side of the resurrection.  

Curiously, von Balthasar leaves open the possibility that Sheol could have been 

transformed into purgatory after all the just were raised to new life and the wicked raised 

to condemnation.  He is unclear on this point but it certainly expresses his tendency 

toward the mythological expression of Christology. 

In any case, von Balthasar is a classic example of taking biblical terminology and 

using them to make very broad and significant theological claims.  I believe that this 

comes from his conviction that the Word of God is not necessarily to be equated with the 

Bible as a historical document.  I am sure he is completely aware that he is imposing an 

understanding of these terms that may be foreign to the author’s original intent.  
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