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God watches over His children at night. He is the great 
watchman of all nights, nights of the "esh, of the intelligence, 
of the heart, nights of evil where shadows descend at all hours 

upon su#ering humanity. Who can say with what love He 
watches over us in this Night? $is love has a name and a 

quality. It is in!nite love.

Prince (and Blessed) Vladimir Ghika
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 Preface

$e expression ‘Communio theology’ refers to the style and 
substance of the theology one !nds in the journal carrying the 
name of Communio. $e journal was founded in the early %526s 
by Henri de Lubac, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Joseph Ratzinger, 
and others in their friendship circle. From its inception, Com-
munio was designed to have an international "avor because the 
Church herself is universal, transcending all national distinctions. 
Nonetheless, it was recognized that in di#erent regions of the 
world, there are di#erent pastoral concerns and di#erent national 
histories a#ecting the life of the Church. For this reason, it was 
decided to establish a federal network of national journals all op-
erating under an international editorial board. Some articles of 
international interest would be published in multiple editions, 
while others of more limited interest would only be published 
in one edition. Today, there are a dozen editions of the journal 
associated with di#erent national and linguistic groups. 

Communio theology does not represent a ‘school’ such as 
$omism or Scotism. Like the predominantly British and An-
glican Radical Orthodoxy movement that shares many a7nities 
with Communio theology, Communio theology is more of a 
theological sensibility built on an agreement around the build-
ing blocks of fundamental theology. For example, a typical Com-
munio sensibility is that it is important that the critical couplets 
of fundamental theology, such as nature and grace, Scripture and 
Tradition, faith and reason, work in tandem, rather than being 
separated into dualistic options on an intellectual smorgasbord. 
Given the shared sensibilities, it began as a network of friends 
and has developed over the decades into an international net-
work of friends. Like all friendship circles, there are shades of 
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di#erence in perceptions and even the occasional crossing of in-
tellectual swords.

Since this book is an introduction, not a doctoral-level anal-
ysis of all the publications that have appeared over a dozen di#er-
ent language editions of the journal running for !ve decades, it 
is not possible to address all the shades of di#erence between the 
various editions. Such a project would require several volumes of 
intellectual history with di#erent volumes devoted to di#erent 
countries and then a synthetic volume making some bird’s-eye 
observations. What is o#ered here is limited to what could be 
managed in an introductory work for Anglophone students. 
Many of the scholars named are associated with what is called the 
‘North American’ edition of Communio, though this edition also 
includes on its editorial board scholars from across the British 
Commonwealth, including myself from Australia. Peer review-
ers of the !rst draft of the manuscript made marginal comments 
such as “$is expression is common to British English but not 
known in the United States.” To ameliorate this issue for Amer-
ican readers, I have been careful to explain British metaphors, 
phrases, and concepts in the footnotes. My hope is that the book 
will be read by people across the entire Anglosphere, including 
the US, the UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.

When writing a book, it is always the case that one has a par-
ticular audience in mind. In this case, my target audience has not 
been those who are already well versed in the theology of Henri 
de Lubac, Hans Urs von Balthasar, and Joseph Ratzinger—among 
the many others who have published under the Communio ban-
ner. Rather, my objective was to try to synthesize typically Com-
munio contributions on a variety of ‘hot button’ subjects for the 
bene!t of the younger generations of Catholics. 

$e younger generations today, much like the generation of 
%513 half a century earlier, have shown their distrust of estab-
lished institutions and authority !gures. $is is as much evident 
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in the ecclesial context as it is in the arena of civic life. Tweeters 
and ‘in"uencers’ often garner the trust and respect of the younger 
generations more than popes, bishops, and lay leaders of Church 
agencies. $e reasons are obvious. $e ‘in"uencers’ speak as peo-
ple who are not part of the system and are therefore at liberty to 
say whatever they wish without fear of recriminations and espe-
cially without the fear of losing their livelihood. $eir judgments 
are free of the self-interested bias that may come with being on 
the Church’s payroll. 

Secondly, some civil and ecclesial leaders of the past 
half-century have been far from inspirational. If a culture is some-
how pathological—be it an ecclesial culture of a religious congre-
gation or diocese, or the wider culture of a national group—this 
will a#ect the kinds of people promoted. Bad or mediocre leaders 
tend to promote people who will not upstage them—in other 
words, more of the bad and the mediocre. Such is the drift of the 
joke, attributed to the late and great Fr. Paul Mankowski, SJ, that 
every archbishop appoints as his auxiliary someone who is shorter 
and less intelligent than himself. Whatever the merit of this ob-
servation, in the late twentieth century the era of ‘prince bish-
ops’ gave way to an era of bishops chosen for their administrative 
skills, with reputations for not making waves or otherwise getting 
one or other theological faction o#side. Instead of being heroes 
of the faith, they became mere ‘company men.’ When faced with 
crises of a pastoral nature, they reacted as the professional bu-
reaucrats they were. $ey set up committees of ‘experts’ to deal 
with the problem. Such ‘experts’ were often lay accountants and 
lawyers who completely overlooked the spiritual and pastoral di-
mensions of the problem and acted rather to protect the assets of 
the Church. $ose caught and wounded by such processes often 
lost their faith, and younger generations began to look elsewhere 
for spiritual leadership.

Today, young Catholics watch movies set in the %5/6s, and 
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the Church of the %5/6s appears to have been far more functional 
and attractive than anything they have experienced. $is often 
leads to the mentality that the solution to the Church’s various 
crises is to reboot the whole system to %5/3, to a time before the 
announcement of the Second Vatican Council. $is mentality, 
in turn, can lead to a kind of Catholic ‘cancel culture’ whereby 
every initiative, including theological research, undertaken after 
the Second Vatican Council is a priori rejected or simply ignored.

$erefore, this collection of essays is written in the desire 
to help the younger generations to separate the wheat from the 
cha# of postconciliar theology. In particular, it is an e#ort to tell 
the history of the best Catholic theological research published 
by Communio: International Catholic Review in the past !ve dec-
ades, and by other scholars in the penumbra of the Communio 
circles. $is group included some heroic bishops and cardinals 
as well as their lay collaborators and two scholar popes. Not all 
Catholic scholars of this era ‘lost the plot’! Not all bishops of this 
era were company men in beige cardigans or hippie types who 
wanted to charm the world with rock music or bureaucratic types 
who delegated their responsibilities to committees of lawyers and 
accountants! $is era also produced its confessors of the faith, 
including lay theologians, both male and female, who put their 
intellects at the service of the truth. 

A number of the essays are substantial redactions of material 
already published in journals such as Communio: International 
Catholic Review, Catholic World Report, Reviews in Religion and 
!eology, and Word on Fire’s Evangelization & Culture. Each essay 
is accompanied by a list of suggested readings for those who wish 
to delve more deeply into the topic areas. 

$e name ‘Ratzinger’ is used to refer to material written 
by Joseph Ratzinger before his election to the papacy, as well as 
non-magisterial material written during the papacy. $e name 
‘Benedict XVI’ is used when referring to magisterial documents 
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of the Ratzinger papacy. Where ‘Ratzinger/Benedict’ is used, it 
means that the point was made by Ratzinger both in his capacity 
as a theologian and as pope. 

While the collection has been put together with a view to 
helping younger students of theology, it is hoped that the material 
will be of interest to Catholics of all generations, including those 
old enough to remember the era of the Second Vatican Council 
and the John Paul II and Benedict XVI papacies. It is dedicated to 
Anna Maria Magdalena MacKinnon. Her family is a fusion of the 
best of old Catholic Europe with the best of new world American 
Catholicism. No doubt she will in time make her own contribu-
tion to the body of Communio theology and will form her own 
international network of friends dedicated to building what John 
Paul II called a culture of life and a civilization of love.

Tracey Rowland 
Feast of Blessed William Harcourt, SJ 

June 26, 262-



 Acknowledgments

My thanks are due to David Augustine and the team at Word on 
Fire for their very professional management of the process to bring 
this work to its completion. I would also like to thank Michael 
Lynch and Xavier Boyle for tracking down a di7cult-to-locate es-
say, and Helen Frank, the librarian at St. Dominic’s Priory in 
Camberwell, for her cheerful encouragement and assistance as 
the work took shape.

Two anonymous reviewers o#ered encouragement and sug-
gestions for the improvement of the !rst draft, most of which 
were accepted with gratitude.

My mother, Pauline, my husband, Stuart, and our four-pawed 
feline companion, Sophie, all contributed in their own immeas-
urable ways. 



 1 

Communio as a Gift of the 
Holy Spirit

Theologi()l  Life  )fte-  the  .-/ssels  Cong-ess

$e journal now known internationally as Communio—with the 
English language version titled Communio: International Catholic 
Review—was launched in %522. Its seeds were sown in conversa-
tions between Hans Urs von Balthasar, Henri de Lubac, Joseph 
Ratzinger, Louis Bouyer, Jorge Medina, and Marie-Joseph Le 
Guillou when the International $eological Commission held its 
!rst session in %515.1 $is group was concerned about the di-
rection of postconciliar theology—not only the positions taken 
by professional theologians but by the tendentiously popular-
ized interpretations of the council found in Catholic and even 
non-Catholic publications around the world. $ree years after 
these conversations, Communio was born.2

A related impetus was the fallout from the occasion of the 
Concilium Congress in Brussels in %526. $e Concilium journal 

%. Joseph Ratzinger, “Communio: A Program,” trans. Peter Casarella, Communio %5, no. 
* (Fall %552): -*1–-5, at -*2. Unless otherwise indicated, all citations of Communio refer to the 
English edition. 

2. Other international a7liate Communio journals currently in circulation are: Argen-
tina: Revista católica internacional Communio; Belgium-Netherlands: Internationaal katholiek 
Tijdschrift Communio; Brazil: Communio: Revista Internacional de Teologia, Ciência e Cultura; 
Croatia: Međunarodni katolički časopis Communio; Czech Republic: Mezinárodní katolická re-
vue Communio; France: Revue catholique international Communio; Germany: Internationale 
katholische Zeitschrift: Communio; Hungary: Communio. Nemzetközi katolikus folyóirat; Poland: 
Międzynarodowy przegląd teologiczny Communio; Portugal: Revista internacional católica Com-
munio; and Slovenia: Mednarodna katoli&ka revija Communio.



Introducing  Communio  Theology

2

had been founded to continue the theological discussions started 
at the Second Vatican Council. More than two hundred theolo-
gians from thirty-two countries, two hundred journalists, and 
some seven hundred observers and guests attended the con-
gress from September %2–%3. Its theme was “$e Future of the 
Church.”3 Cornelius Ernst, OP, one of the participants, described 
it in the following terms:

$e Congress, it became clear by the !rst morning, had been 
conceived of as an exercise in ecclesiastical politics, planned 
as an Event, to put pressure on Church authorities. $ere was 
the matter of the Resolutions. As far as I could make out, none 
of those invited to the Congress had been warned that the 
main purpose of the Congress was to discuss and corporately 
proclaim resolutions which had been prepared in advance by 
the organizers. As the participants gradually became aware of 
this design, resistance built up and became vocal; charges of 
manipulation and even dishonesty were made at the plenary 
session that evening. At various times some of the chief organ-
izers of the Congress made replies to these charges, replies of 
extraordinary naivety. $ere can be no doubt that the a#air of 
the resolutions poisoned the Congress from the start; there was 
a feeling of resentment at having travelled often considerable 
distances to a theological congress to !nd, only after getting 
there, that casting a vote was supposed to be one’s chief con-
tribution.4

Central to the spirit of the congress was an approach to the disci-
pline of theology itself. As Ernst explained,

*. Jan J. van Capelleveen, “Brussels Conference: ‘While $eologians Talked,’” Christianity 
Today, October 5, %526.

-. Cornelius Ernst, “$e Concilium World Congress: Impressions and Re"ections,” New 
Blackfriars /%, no. 162 (December %526): ///–16, at //1.
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$ere was a theory behind the design of the organizers, a the-
ory which shows itself fairly inconspicuously in the !nal reso-
lutions. It is a theory about the practical character of theology, 
that it has an essential function as a critique of society, includ-
ing the society of the Church.5 

A report on the congress in the New York Times claimed that par-
ticipants “asserted that the reform of church structures must be 
extended well beyond the changes prescribed by the Ecumenical 
Council Vatican II.”6 Edward Schillebeeckx, OP, was quoted as 
saying, “It’s no longer simply a question of democratizing proce-
dures or internationalizing the curia”; rather, “the church needs a 
fundamental restructuring.”7 A follow-up article a day later in the 
same paper carried the headline “$eologians Urge Democracy in 
Choice of Popes and Pastors.”8

Nonetheless, while the focus of the congress was on ecclesial 
structures, with many participants proposing quite radical ideas, 
there was nothing like a uni!ed vision of a way forward. $e dif-
ferences between the theologians who had been leading advisors 
at the Second Vatican Council became manifest. $is included 
a split between Karl Rahner and Hans Küng over Küng’s book 
Infallible? In the second volume of his Memoirs, titled Disputed 
Truth, Küng complained that Karl Rahner did not support his 
ideas contained in the book and that he was informed of this at 
the congress by Walter Kasper. Rahner later published a critique 
of Infallible? in the journal Stimmen der Zeit.9 Rahner was also a 

/. Ernst, //2.
1. Edward B. Fiske, “Priests at Parley Ask More Reform,” New York Times, September 

%2, %526.
2. Fiske, “Priests at Parley.”
3. Edward B. Fiske, “$eologians Urge Democracy in Choice of Popes and Pastors,” New 

York Times, September %3, %526.
5. Hans Küng, Disputed Truth: Memoirs Volume II, trans. John Bowden (Bloomsbury, 

26%-), %/3. See also Karl Rahner, “Kritik an Hans Küng,” Stimmen der Zeit %31 (%526): *1%–22.
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defender of the discipline of priestly celibacy while many of his 
Concilium colleagues were not.

Speaking of the congress in his epilogue to Principles of 
Catholic !eology, Ratzinger wrote,

$e meeting was obviously intended as an antithesis to the 
congress of theologians initiated by the Pope and supported 
by the innumerable cardinals, archbishops and bishops that 
was held in Rome in %511 and by means of which Rome had 
attempted to keep the newly awakened power of theology in 
consonance with the hierarchy; but also evident was a certain 
unmistakable antithesis to the International Ponti!cal Com-
mission of $eologians founded in %515. Concilium sought 
to establish itself, on the model of the ancient rights of the 
Sorbonne, as the true center of teaching and teachers in the 
Church, to become the real rallying-place for theologians from 
all over the world. But Brussels became, in fact, a turning point 
after which the authority of that union for progress began to 
crack. $e great scholars associated with Concilium—Rahner, 
Congar, Schillebeeckx and Küng—were not as united as they 
had thought. Participants were often o#ended by the manner 
in which they were obliged to associate themselves with state-
ments in the preparation of which they had had no share. $ey 
could no longer remain oblivious of a fact of which many of 
them had previously been unaware that “progress” no longer 
represented a uni!ed concept and that, in many particulars, 
it was perilously close to dissociating itself from the core of 
Christian tradition.10

It was against such a background of disunity, radical ex-
perimentation, and the crude popularization of the theology 

%6. Joseph Ratzinger, Principles of Catholic !eology: Building Stones for a Fundamental 
!eology, trans. Mary Frances McCarthy (Ignatius, %532), *33.
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contained in the conciliar documents that the journal Communio 
came into being. $e theologians who were the founding fathers 
of Communio did not share the Concilium understanding of the 
mission of theology as a critical theory applied to the Church 
herself, where ‘critical’ means unmasking putatively unjust power 
structures behind alleged appeals to rationality. $ey did not 
want to partner Catholic theology with the Critical $eory of the 
Frankfurt School of Social Research or with other social theories 
with a Marxist provenance.11 Moreover, they believed that the 
Church’s essential structure was something divinely ordained, and 
as such, not a matter for debate. In the words of Joseph Ratzinger, 
“$e Church of Christ is not a party, not an association, not a 
club. Her deep and permanent structure is not democratic but 
sacramental, consequently hierarchical.”12 In Images of Hope, in a 
re"ection on the altar of St. Peter’s in Rome, he added,

$e Church cannot conceptualize for herself how she wants to 
be ordered. She can only try to understand ever more clearly 
the inner call of faith, and to live from faith. She does not need 
the majority principle, which always has something atrocious 
about it: the subordinated part must bend to the decision of 
the majority for the sake of peace even when the decision is 
perhaps misguided or even destructive. In human arrange-
ments, there is perhaps no alternative. But in the Church the 
binding to faith protects all of us: each is bound to faith, and 
in this respect the sacramental order guarantees more freedom 
than could be given by those who would subject the Church 
to the majority principle.13 

%%. For introductions to critical theory, see Fred Rush, ed., !e Cambridge Companion to 
Critical !eory (Cambridge University Press, 266-); $omas Huhn, ed., !e Cambridge Com-
panion to Adorno (Cambridge University Press, 266-); and Raymond Geuss, !e Idea of a Criti-
cal !eory: Habermas and the Frankfurt School (Cambridge University Press, %53%).

%2. Joseph Ratzinger with Vittorio Messori, !e Ratzinger Report, trans. Salvator Attanasio 
and Graham Harrison (Ignatius, %53/), -5.

%*. Joseph Ratzinger, Images of Hope: Meditations on Major Feasts, trans. John Rock and 
Graham Harrison (Ignatius, 2661), **–*-.
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$is position was the complete antithesis of those whom Hans 
Urs von Balthasar described as “progressivists whose only Church 
Fathers had the names Marx, Freud, and especially Nietzsche.”14 
Nonetheless, the founders of Communio did not see themselves 
as simply negatively reacting to the Concilium style of theology 
so much as positively proposing something completely di#erent 
and in so doing building up communities of scholars based on a 
shared faith and sacramental life.

The  Fo/nding  Vis ion  of  Comm/nio  Theolog y

In %52-, in the English language edition of Communio, its editor, 
James Hitchcock, wrote,

$ere is a serious tension, polarization, division even—call it 
what you will—in the Catholic Church at present. $e laity 
are confused. Many priests and bishops are confused. $ou-
sands of priests and religious are abandoning a commitment 
that was made with the intention of being life-long. . . . $e 
root of this polarization, we think, is the growing confusion 
among Catholics over the ultimate questions concerning God, 
man and the world. As a result we are divided. . . . $e motive 
force behind the “communio movement” is unity and com-
munion among Catholics; it is our conviction, however, that 
religious-social community must be based on and "ow from a 
unity of faith—both as lived and as professed.15

Hitchcock went on to say that the Communio journal was inter-
ested in the “whole truth” and so would carry articles on philoso-
phy, theology, history, and the social sciences with a “basic !delity 
to the magisterium.” $is latter principle did not however mean 

%-. Hans Urs von Balthasar, !e !eology of Henri de Lubac, trans. Joseph Fessio and 
Michael M. Waldstein (Ignatius, %55%), %5.

%/. James Hitchcock, “Why Communio?,” Communio %, no. % (Spring %52-): 2%1–%2.
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there would be a uniformity of approach, a system, or a prescribed 
theological dialect. Rather, what was desired was “engaged schol-
arship,” delivering articles that sought to deal with the crisis areas 
from a variety of perspectives, all of which, regardless of discipline 
or theological family, would be faithful to the apostolic tradition.

$e idea of including articles from a mix of disciplines, not 
just theology, followed the practice of Hochland, a publication 
founded by the Catholic journalist Carl Muth in Munich in 
%56*.16 Some of Joseph Ratzinger’s earliest articles were published 
in Hochland. Speaking of the interdisciplinary character of Com-
munio, Ratzinger remarked, 

It was our conviction that this publication was not to be exclu-
sively theological. Since the crisis in theology had emerged out 
of a crisis in culture and, indeed, out of a cultural revolution, 
the journal had to address the cultural domain, too, and had 
to be edited in collaboration with lay persons of high cultural 
competence.17

In another essay on the ideals of Communio, Antonio Sicari, 
OCD, de!ned the Communio concept as “an active principle of 
unity given to us by God in Christ: a principle, therefore, which 
is antecedently given and founded, which escapes our capacity of 
disposition or control, which is not based on energies proper to 
us, but is poured out by the triune God (through the redemptive 
Incarnation of the Son, his eucharistic distribution and the action 
of his Spirit).”18 $is accent on the work of the Holy Trinity is 
one of the hallmarks of Communio theology. $e work of the 

%1. For a biographical account of Muth and the founding of Hochland, see Tracey Row-
land, Beyond Kant and Nietzsche: !e Munich Defence of Christian Humanism (Bloomsbury, 
262%), %5–*/.

%2. Joseph Ratzinger, Milestones: Memoirs 1()7–1(77, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis (Ig-
natius, %553), %--.

%3. Antonio Sicari, “A Re"ection on the Ideals of Communio,” trans. Michael Waldstein, 
Communio %1, no. - (Winter %535): -5/–53, at -5/. Sicari, who is a Discalced Carmelite based in 
Venice, was for many years the editor of the Italian edition of Communio. His !eld of expertise 
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Holy Spirit as a uni!er is, accordingly, central to the concept of 
Communio. A spiritual and sacramental unity precedes the unity 
fostered by intellectual work. 

Sicari also endorsed the statement of Luigi Sartori that “the 
value of communion and communication among the greatest 
possible number of re"ective believers, as if all were simultane-
ously in the circle, co-present today to form the gathering and 
assembly of today, stands at the foundation of this new concep-
tion of theology and of its method.”19 $is means that Com-
munio scholars approach theological issues with reference to the 
entire treasury of the Catholic intellectual tradition and are not 
con!ned to work within a system based on the framework of 
one particular Church Doctor. It also means that the friendships 
forged in Communio circles are a very important component of 
the Communio ‘style.’ Instead of scholars working in ‘silos,’ the 
Communio ambit promotes a cross-fertilization of ideas from a 
range of disciplines and spiritual traditions. Communio schol-
arship could thus be described as a concrete example of the pro-
cesses described by John Paul II in his encyclical Fides et Ratio 
(%553), where in §*2 he declared,

In believing, we entrust ourselves to the knowledge acquired 
by other people. $is suggests an important tension. On the 
one hand, the knowledge acquired through belief can seem 
an imperfect form of knowledge, to be perfected gradually 
through personal accumulation of evidence; on the other 
hand, belief is often humanly richer than mere evidence, be-
cause it involves an interpersonal relationship and brings into 
play not only a person’s capacity to know but also the deeper 

is Carmelite spirituality, including the spirituality of St. $érèse of Lisieux, St. Teresa of Avila, 
and St. Elizabeth of the Trinity.

%5. Luigi Sartori, introduction to Meditazioni sulla Chiesa, by Henri de Lubac (Jaca, %523), 
xiii–xiv.
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capacity to entrust oneself to others, to enter into a relation-
ship with them which is intimate and enduring.

It should be stressed that the truths sought in this inter-
personal relationship are not primarily empirical or philosoph-
ical. Rather, what is sought is the truth of the person—what 
the person is and what the person reveals from deep within. 
Human perfection, then, consists not simply in acquiring an 
abstract knowledge of the truth, but in a dynamic relation-
ship of faithful self-giving with others. It is in this faithful 
self-giving that a person !nds a fullness of certainty and se-
curity. At the same time, however, knowledge through belief, 
grounded as it is on trust between persons, is linked to truth: 
in the act of believing, men and women entrust themselves to 
the truth which the other declares to them.20

Even more succinctly, in Fides et Ratio §**, John Paul II concluded,

It must not be forgotten that reason too needs to be sustained 
in all its searching by trusting dialogue and sincere friendship. 
A climate of suspicion and distrust, which can beset specula-
tive research, ignores the teaching of the ancient philosophers 
who proposed friendship as one of the most appropriate con-
texts for sound philosophical enquiry.21

Comm/nio  F-iendships

A whole book could be written on the subject of Communio 
friendships, beginning with Henri de Lubac’s friendships with 
Hans Urs von Balthasar and Karol WojtyKa; and Balthasar’s 
friendships with Rudolf Allers in Vienna, Erich Przywara in 
Munich, Henri de Lubac in Lyon, Adrienne von Speyr in Basel, 

26. John Paul II, Fides et Ratio §*2, encyclical letter, September %-, %553, vatican.va.
2%. Fides et Ratio §**.
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Gustav Siewerth in the Rhineland, as well as Balthasar’s in"u-
ence on the young Angelo Scola from Milan.22 $en, there is 
Ratzinger’s friendship with de Lubac, Balthasar, Josef Pieper, and 
Ida Friederike Görres;23 the in"uence of Maxime Charles on Jean 
Duchesne, Jean-Luc Marion, Corinne Nicolas, Jean-Robert Ar-
mogathe, and other early contributors to the French edition of 
Communio; the in"uence of Joseph Fessio, Edward T. Oakes, 
Stratford Caldecott, Aidan Nichols, Larry S. Chapp, Rodney 
Howsare, Adrian Walker, Nicholas J. Healy Jr., David L. Schin-
dler, and D.C. Schindler, among others, on the Anglophone 
Communio circles; and the in"uence of the Hungarian Cister-
cians Roch Kereszty and Denis Farkasfalvy, who published in 
both the English and Hungarian editions of Communio. Today 
the Hungarian edition of Communio is edited by Tibor Görföl, 
who is not only translating the Collected Works of Joseph 
Ratzinger into Hungarian but also building relationships with the 
Anglophone Communio scholars and translating their works into 
Hungarian. Meanwhile, in nearby Romania, Alin Tat, located 
at the BabeL-Bolyai University in Cluj-Napoca, has similarly 
reached out to scholars in the Anglophone Communio circles 
and is translating their works into Romanian. Further to the 
west, in Spain, there is the circle of scholars around Don Javier 
Prades López in Madrid and an international network of scholars 
brought together by Don Javier Martinez Fernández, the retired 
archbishop of Granada.24 In Australia and the United States, there 

22. Balthasar described Przywara as the “greatest spirit whom I have been permitted to 
meet.” See Hans Urs von Balthasar, My Work: In Retrospect, trans. Brian McNeil (Ignatius, %55*), 
%6. He also described the two most important people to in"uence his thought as Przywara and 
Speyr. See My Work in Retrospect, %5.

2*. For details of Ratzinger’s friendship with Ida Friederike Görres, see the article by 
Hanna-Barbara Gerl-Falkovitz in the forthcoming Ratzinger Lexicon to be published by Ignatius 
Press. For details of the Balthasar and Ratzinger relationship, see Manfred Lochbrunner, “‘Wir 
haben uns einfach sehr gut verstanden, vom ersten Augenblick an’: Ein Blick auf die Beziehung 
zwischen Hans Urs von Balthasar und Joseph Ratzinger,” in Mitteilungen Benedikt XVI: Institut 
Papst Benedikt XVI %* (2626): %/-–13.

2-. For an example of the publications of this group of friends, see Mátyás Szalay, ed., 
Beyond Secular Faith: Philosophy, Economics, Politics, and Literature (Pickwick, 262*).
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are the alumni of the John Paul II Institutes, who are well versed 
in Communio theology, and a whole generation of young priests, 
religious, and lay scholars in the circles formed around the late 
Cardinal Francis George of Chicago and Bishop Robert Barron.25 
Barron himself was a student of Michel Corbin, and Corbin was 
a student of Henri de Lubac. 

One could in fact write multiple social histories on the net-
work of friendships that lay behind each of the di#erent language 
editions of the Communio journal. In every case, there are sto-
ries to be told of spiritual and intellectual treasures shared among 
scholars who see themselves as brothers and sisters in Christ bear-
ing a common mission to be ‘co-workers of the truth,’ handing 
down elements of the memoria ecclesiae from one generation to the 
next. As Nicholas J. Healy Jr. noted, “$e purpose of the journal, 
as the founders intended it, was to serve God’s gift of universal 
communion, not just by writing about it, but by cultivating and 
being a network of theological friendship held together by this 
commitment to catholicity.”26 $us, “Communio the review was 
meant to be an instrument of communio the theological reality.”27

Indeed, Joseph Fessio has suggested that an analogy may be 
drawn between the three most important Communio founders 
(de Lubac, Balthasar, and Ratzinger) and the Cappadocian Fa-
thers (St. Basil the Great, his brother St. Gregory of Nyssa, and 
their friend St. Gregory of Nazianzus). Both the fourth and twen-
tieth centuries were times of great theological turmoil, and, in 

2/. Manfred Lochbrunner has published a trilogy on Balthasar’s correspondence with his 
philosophical friends, his literary friends, and his theological friends: Hans Urs von Balthasar und 
seine Philosophenfreunde: Fünf Doppelporträts (Echter, 266/); Hans Urs von Balthasar und seine 
Literatenfreunde: Neun Korrespondenzen (Echter, 2662); and Hans Urs von Balthasar und seine 
!eologenkollegen: Sechs Beziehungsgeschichten (Echter, 2665). A work that treats the subject of 
friendship in the life and theology of Balthasar is John S. Bonnici, Person to Person: Friendship 
and Love in the Life and !eology of Hans Urs von Balthasar (Alba House, %555). For an account 
of the relationship between Balthasar and Romano Guardini, see Tracey Rowland, “Hans Urs 
von Balthasar and Romano Guardini,” in Oxford Handbook on Balthasar, ed. Anthony C. Scigli-
tano and Mark J. McInroy (Oxford University Press, forthcoming).

21. Nicholas J. Healy Jr., “Communio: A $eological Journey,” Communio **, no. % 
(Spring 2661): %%2–*6, at %%3–%5.

22. Healy, %21–22.
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each case, a trio of friends cleared a path for the resolution of the 
crisis. Fessio describes the Cappadocian trio as “illuminators of 
the dark fourth century of the Arians.” He suggests,

If God doesn’t close this show down in a few years and we have 
another couple more centuries, that they’ll look back on the 
26th century, and they’ll see this constellation of three mod-
ern fathers of the Church, doctors of the Church: de Lubac 
born in %351, von Balthasar born in %56/, Ratzinger born in 
%522. $ey all knew each other. $ey were friends. $ey cor-
responded. $ey supported each other. I believe that here are 
three great men of the Church who will be remembered for a 
long, long time.28

Two of the trio of Cappadocian Fathers are honored as Doctors 
of the Church and many expect that Ratzinger/Benedict XVI will 
one day hold that title, perhaps alongside John Paul II and John 
Henry Newman.29 $e cause for the beati!cation of Hans Urs 
von Balthasar was opened by the Diocese of Chur in 26%3 and the 
cause for the beati!cation of Henri de Lubac was opened by the 
French bishops in 262*. I will provide an overview of the thought 
of Communio’s founding trio in the next chapter.

V)-i)tions  in  N)tion)l  C/lt/-es

$e friendship circle that included de Lubac, Balthasar, and 
Ratzinger represented a con"uence of French, Swiss, and Ger-
man neo-patristic-style theology. A general agreement about the 
principles of fundamental theology transcended any national 
di#erences or tensions. Given the history of the relationship 

23. Kevin J. Jones, “Father Fessio on ‘Professor Ratzinger,’ the Future Benedict XVI,” 
Catholic World Report, January -, 262*.

25. See Tracey Rowland, “Joseph Ratzinger as Doctor of Incarnate Beauty,” Church, Com-
munication and Culture /, no. 2 (2626): 2*/–-2.



89::;n=9  a?  a  @=AB  9A  BCD  E9FG  HI=J=B

%*

between France and Germany in the twentieth century, this was 
quite an achievement. Balthasar’s student days were in a num-
ber of di#erent countries—Switzerland, Austria, Germany, and 
France—and these experiences of di#erent cultural milieux, 
along with his experience in the publishing industry, liaising 
with writers from di#erent countries and learning that what is 
of interest to readers in one country may not garner the same 
degree of attention in another country, gave him an appreciation 
of the importance of cultural distinctions. Notwithstanding their 
common Greco-Roman heritage, France is not Germany, and 
both are di#erent from Italy. Spain is not Portugal, and further 
a!eld, there are the countries of the British Commonwealth and 
of Latin America and Africa with their own histories and cultural 
sensitivities. In an essay written two decades after the founding of 
Communio, Ratzinger explained that for this reason, the practice 
arose of having some articles published across all the di#erent lan-
guage editions of Communio, and some articles published in only 
one or two editions. As Ratzinger wrote, “$e situation’s burning 
question for one culture remains completely foreign to another.”30 

As already mentioned in the preface, a work that seeks to in-
troduce Communio theology cannot possibly cover all the di#er-
ent language editions of the journal and do justice to their unique 
qualities or “burning questions.” However, it is often remarked 
that there is quite an obvious di#erence between the Anglophone 
and French editions. Whereas the Anglophone journal frequently 
publishes articles on metaphysics, the French edition has been 
quite reserved about metaphysics. $is is in part due to the in-
"uence of Jean-Luc Marion, who was an editor-in-chief of the 
French edition for its !rst ten years.31 

*6. Ratzinger, “Communio: A Program,” --6.
*%. Jean-Luc Marion (%5-1–) is a highly esteemed French philosopher and member of the 

Académie Française. His awards include the Prix Charles Lambert de l’Académie des sciences 
morales et politiques (%522), Grand Prix de philosophie de l’Académie française (%552), the Karl 
Jaspers Prize (2663), and the Ratzinger Prize (2626).
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Marion’s most famous works are God Without Being, !e Idol 
and Distance: Five Studies, and Givenness and Revelation (Gi#ord 
Lectures).32 Marion is an important !gure in the chain of the 
French reception of Martin Heidegger, as is Jacques Derrida, 
under whom Marion studied. Anyone attuned to the place of 
Heidegger in the history of philosophy tends to be highly sen-
sitive about the relationship between philosophy and theology. 
It is thus not surprising that “much ink has been spilled on ex-
actly where the boundary line between philosophy and theology 
lies” in Marion’s work.33 $e book Heidegger in France contains a 
useful interview with Marion about where he stands in relation 
to Heidegger, and it also serves as a guide to the general orien-
tation of Marion’s work, though the interview is now some two 
decades old.34 $ere is also a book-length interview with Marion 
published in 26%2 that focuses on his early intellectual in"uences, 
especially his Catholic mentors, including de Lubac, Balthasar, 
Bouyer, Jean Daniélou, and Jean-Marie Lustiger, who was to be-
come the cardinal archbishop of Paris.35 Keith Lemna has built on 
this 26%2 interview in his essay “Jean-Luc Marion and the $eo-
logical ‘School’ of Montmartre.”36 He describes Marion’s oeuvre 
as a form of “Montmartrian phenomenology.” Lemna remarked, 
“On the basis of his discussion in Rigueur [the interview book], 
one might well wonder if Marion’s spiritual formation was as de-
cisive for him as his involvement in post-Heideggerian French 

*2. Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being, trans. $omas A. Carlson (University of Chi-
cago Press, %55%); !e Idol and Distance: Five Studies, trans. $omas A. Carlson (Fordham Uni-
versity Press, 266%); and Givenness and Revelation (Gi#ord Lectures), trans. Stephen E. Lewis 
(Oxford University Press, 26%1).

**. Christina M. Gschwandtner, Marion and !eology (Bloomsbury, 26%1), %.
*-. Dominique Janicaud, Heidegger in France, trans. François Ra#oul and David Pettigrew 

(Indiana University Press, 26%/). For an account of the in"uence of Heidegger on French intel-
lectual life between the %5*6s and %516s, see Ethan Kleinberg, Generation Existential: Heidegger’s 
Philosophy in France, 1()7–1(61 (Cornell University Press, 266/).

*/. Jean-Luc Marion, La rigueur des choses: Entretiens avec Dan Arbib (Flammarion, 26%2).
*1. Keith Lemna, “Jean-Luc Marion and the $eological ‘School’ of Montmartre,” Irish 

!eological Quarterly 3%, no. * (August 26%1): 2-1–11. Montmartre is a reference to the hill of 
martyrs in Paris on which stands the Basilica of the Sacred Heart, where Marion and other 
Catholic scholars gathered for spiritual formation and academic discussions in their youth.
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phenomenology in shaping his anthropology.”37 Nonetheless, 
Lemna does an excellent job at correlating themes in the theology 
of the Communio founders with motifs in Marion’s phenome-
nology. His essay is a good !rst port of call for those trying to 
navigate their way through the marshes of Montmartrian phe-
nomenology and its key concepts ‘saturated phenomena,’ ‘the 
idol,’ and the ‘icon,’ the ‘gift,’ and the ‘gaze.’

Both Marion and D.C. Schindler (one of the editors of 
the North American edition of Communio) were in"uenced by 
Balthasar; however, they arrive at di#erent positions in their ap-
proach to philosophy. Schindler follows Balthasar’s interest in the 
metaphysics of Przywara, Siewerth, and Ferdinand Ulrich and 
argues that Przywara was right to insist that God is both “in and 
beyond the horizon of being.”38 A presentation of their di#erent 
positions appeared in the Spring 26%* volume of the English lan-
guage edition of Communio, while a presentation of the di#er-
ences between Balthasar and Jean-Luc Marion can be found in 
Cyril O’Regan’s essay “Balthasar and the Unwelcoming of Heide-
gger.”39 A doctoral dissertation is begging to be written on the dif-
ferent receptions of Heidegger and the treatment of metaphysics 
in contemporary Catholic thought, including within the circles 
of scholars who publish in Communio. More recently, a contrast 
has arisen between Marion and Michael Hanby (a frequent con-
tributor to the North American Communio edition) over the issue 
of whether the Church is in a state of crisis. Marion is of the view 
that there is no crisis, while Hanby argues that there is indeed a 

*2. Lemna, 2/6.
*3. D.C. Schindler, God and the City: An Essay in Political Metaphysics (St. Augustine’s, 

262*).
*5. Jean-Luc Marion, “$e Universality of the University,” trans. Michael J. Miller, Com-

munio -6, no. % (Spring 26%*): 1-–2/; D.C. Schindler, “On the Universality of the University: 
A Response to Jean-Luc Marion,” Communio -6, no. % (Spring 26%*): 22–55; Cyril O’Regan, 
“Balthasar and the Unwelcoming of Heidegger,” in !e Grandeur of Reason: Religion, Tradition 
and Universalism, ed. Peter M. Candler and Conor Cunningham (SCM, 26%6), 21-–53. See also 
Tamsin Jones, “Dionysius in Hans Urs von Balthasar and Jean-Luc Marion,” Modern !eology 
2-, no. - (October 2663): 2-*–/-.
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crisis, both within the Church, characterized by widespread disa-
greement over the principles of fundamental theology, and within 
society at large, characterized by the abandonment of the search 
for truth.40 

Notwithstanding Balthasar’s observations about there being 
quite signi!cant di#erences between national groups, especially 
between the French and the Germans, one Communio author who 
has managed to bridge the national divisions very well is Rémi 
Brague, who has served on the editorial boards of both the French 
and German editions of the journal as well as being widely pub-
lished in English. Brague is renowned for the breadth of his intel-
lectual history, especially the history of philosophy. He is also an 
interesting Communio !gure insofar as his work has been in"u-
enced by the Jewish philosopher Leo Strauss (%355–%52*). Strauss 
was a professor at the University of Chicago from %5-5–13. One 
of his central interests was the relationship between faith and rea-
son, symbolized by the cities of Jerusalem and Athens. Strauss 
had a signi!cant in"uence on the development of American con-
servatism, though his students disagree about where Strauss actu-
ally stood in relation to the issues raised in his scholarship. $ere 
are, for example, east coast Straussians and west coast Straussians, 
!rst-generation Straussians and second-generation Straussians, 
and perhaps other categories as well. $e divisions are primarily 
over the issue of how to understand the relationship between faith 
and reason. Brague enters the !eld as a Catholic who has taken 
up the Straussian theme of the di#erence between Jerusalem and 
Athens and has developed it with reference to the contributions 
of the third great ancient city, Rome.41

-6. See Jean-Luc Marion, A Brief Apology for a Catholic Moment, trans. Stephen E. Lewis 
(University of Chicago Press, 262%) and Michael Hanby, “Beyond Integralism and Progressiv-
ism,” First !ings, July %*, 262%. See also Michael Hanby, “Synodality, Sociologism, and the 
Judgement of History,” Communio -3, no. - (Winter 262%): 131–221.

-%. See, for example, Geo#rey M. Vaughan, ed. Leo Strauss and His Catholic Readers ($e 
Catholic University of America Press, 26%3).
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:  C)tholi(  Welt)ns(h)//ng

A !nal point that Ratzinger notes in his paper on Communio as 
a program is that the journal’s contributors need to address the 
ethical and social dimensions of human life. $ere is, in other 
words, a need to engage with contemporary social issues. $is 
often requires a very multidisciplinary approach, combining, for 
example, economics, psychology, the health sciences, theology, 
and philosophy. An entire Catholic Weltanschauung (worldview) 
needs to be brought to bear upon the consideration of some is-
sues. Here, it is important to note that Communio scholars do 
regard theology as the queen of the sciences. $eology is the ‘glue’ 
that holds the disciplines together and saves them from being 
disjointed ‘silos.’ $e works of $omas V. Gourlay and David L. 
Schindler have addressed this issue of the internal relationships 
within the disciplines governed by what is called a “relational 
ontology.”42

Consistent with the above re"ections, one can detect, if one 
scrolls down the list of Communio articles of the past !ve decades, 
an emphasis on (%) Trinitarian theology; (2) a theological anthro-
pology that links the human person to the Holy Trinity; (*) a 
sacramental theology with a focus on the relationship between 
sacramental mediation and holiness; (-) a moral theology that 
is Christocentric; (/) an analysis of the phenomenon of secular-
ism that traces the problem back to false steps taken in the late 
Middle Ages that had a negative e#ect upon the human person’s 
participation in the life of the Holy Trinity; (1) an analysis of 
contemporary social issues and fashionable social practices with 

-2. $omas V. Gourlay, “On the $eological Basis of Relational Ontology,” Heythrop 
Journal 1*, no. 2 (March 2622): 2%6–22; “Healing the Fragmented Intellect: Relational Ontology 
as a Corrective to the Truncated Rationality of Modernity,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic !ought 
and Culture 2/, no. * (Summer 2622): 3*–%63; “Grounding Identity and Mission in Catholic 
Universities: A Relational Approach,” Irish !eological Quarterly 33, no. * (August 262*), 26%–53; 
David L. Schindler, “Faith and the Logic of Intelligence: Secularization and the Academy,” in 
Catholicism and Secularization in America: Essays on Nature, Grace, and Culture, ed. David L. 
Schindler (Our Sunday Visitor, %556), %26–5*. For research on the subject of relational ontology 
in general, a leading scholar is Giulio Maspero. See, for example, Maspero, !e Cappadocian 
Reshaping of Metaphysics: Relational Being (Cambridge University Press, 262*).
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reference to Scripture, tradition, philosophy, psychology, and the 
social sciences; and (2) an analysis of contemporary literature with 
reference to understanding its underlying theological foundations 
and presuppositions. When all these elements are combined, one 
has the foundations of a Catholic Weltanschauung.

Comm/nion  )s  )n  “:nte(edent  Gift”

$e programmatic articles of Hitchcock, Sicari, and Ratzinger 
all echo themes in Balthasar’s primary document “Communio: A 
Program,” !rst published in the German edition of Communio 
and later in English in %522 and again in 2661. $e central thesis 
of Balthasar’s article is that communion can be understood as a 
“mere object of eschatological hope” as in Marxist theories, or it 
can be understood as a “real antecedent gift” as in Catholic the-
ology, and he argues that the only way forward for the Church is 
in a renewal of this appreciation of the “real antecedent gift.”43 In 
other words, theologies that take their cue from Marxist eschatol-
ogy are "awed fundamentally. Conversely, as David L. Schindler 
once remarked, “the theological insistence of Communio from its 
origin has been upon the primacy of grace, not in any merely 
vague sense of transcendence, but in its Trinitarian form as given 
in and through Christ and his Church.”44

In %53/, John Paul II called a synod to re"ect on the various 
interpretations of the council, and following this synod, Com-
munio ecclesiology began to receive strong magisterial endorse-
ment. As Pope Benedict XVI, Joseph Ratzinger obliquely referred 
to this in his !nal address to the clergy of Rome. Speaking of 
the concept of communion, he remarked that although, philo-
logically speaking, it was not fully developed at the council, it 

-*. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Communio: A Program,” trans. W.J. O’Hara, Communio **, 
no. % (Spring 2661): %/*–15, at %1%.

--. David L. Schindler, “Introduction: Grace and the Form of Nature and Culture,” in 
Catholicism and Secularization in America, %6–*6, at %*.
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was nonetheless as a result of the council that “the concept of 
communion came more and more to be the expression of the 
Church’s essence, communion in its di#erent dimensions: com-
munion with the Trinitarian God—who is himself communion 
between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—sacramental communion, 
and concrete communion in the episcopate and in the life of the 
Church.”45 

$e %552 Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on Some 
Aspects of the Church Understood as Communion—promulgated 
under Ratzinger’s leadership of the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith—is a valuable document for understanding 
how the concept of communion was understood by those who 
founded the Communio journal and those who have been con-
tributors to its editions. In §*, it states:

If the concept of communion, which is not a univocal concept, 
is to serve as a key to ecclesiology, it has to be understood 
within the teaching of the Bible and the patristic tradition, in 
which communion always involves a double dimension: the 
vertical (communion with God) and the horizontal (commun-
ion among men). It is essential to the Christian understanding 
of communion that it be recognized above all as a gift from 
God, as a fruit of God’s initiative carried out in the paschal 
mystery. $e new relationship between man and God, that 
has been established in Christ and is communicated through 
the sacraments, also extends to a new relationship among hu-
man beings. As a result, the concept of communion should be 
such as to express both the sacramental nature of the Church 
while “we are away from the Lord,” and also the particular unity 
which makes the faithful into members of one and the same 
Body, the Mystical Body of Christ, an organically structured 

-/. Benedict XVI, “Meeting with the Parish Priests and the Clergy of Rome,” February 
%-, 26%*, vatican.va.
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community, “a people brought into one by the unity of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” and endowed with suita-
ble means for its visible and social union.46

Arguably, the most important sentence in the paragraph is this: 
“It is essential to the Christian understanding of communion that 
it be recognized above all as a gift from God, as a fruit of God’s 
initiative carried out in the paschal mystery.” Without this gift, it 
is axiomatic that no authentic ecclesial unity is possible, and no 
authentic renewal or reform is possible. It was perhaps this con-
viction, more than any other theological principle, that drew the 
founders of the Communio journal together and set the course for 
the journal’s contributors.

Con(l/sion

Today, the Communio journal is published in some twelve di#er-
ent language editions. Each edition will have its own stable of 
regular contributors and its own emphases driven by the intel-
lectual and pastoral needs of the people using the language. $e 
English edition is known to be strong on metaphysics, bioeth-
ics, the relationship between science and theology, the defense 
of the sacrament of marriage, and the theology of culture, in-
cluding critiques of secularism. All the editions continue to draw 
upon the wisdom of de Lubac, Balthasar, and Ratzinger—the 
twentieth-century “neo-Cappadocian” trio.
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The Founding Trio

While Fr. Fessio’s ‘neo-Cappadocian’ or ‘founding trio’ of 
Balthasar, de Lubac, and Ratzinger were not the only signi!cant 
!gures in the history of the Communio journal, they are certainly 
the most signi!cant, and thus any work seeking to introduce 
Communio-style theology needs to at least give an overview of 
their work and standing in contemporary Catholic theology. 

Browsing through their publications, it is easy to !nd words 
of appreciation written by one or other member of the trio for the 
others. In Milestones: Memoirs 1()7–1(77, for example, Ratzinger 
wrote that meeting Balthasar was for him the beginning of a life-
long friendship and that never again did he !nd anyone with such 
a comprehensive and humanistic education as Balthasar and de 
Lubac. He concluded, “I cannot even begin to say how much I 
owe to my encounter with them.”1 

In this chapter, I will address !rst the thought of Hans Urs 
von Balthasar, then Henri de Lubac, and last, Joseph Ratzinger. 

.)lth)s)-  )nd  Theolog y  )s  
S(ienti)  Se(/nd/m  Piet)tem

Henri de Lubac famously described Balthasar as the “most cul-
tivated man of his time,” making a point about the breadth 

%. Joseph Ratzinger, Milestones: Memoirs 1()7–1(77, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis (Igna-
tius, %553), %-*.
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of Balthasar’s education. De Lubac also observed that Balthasar 
was not “a man for commissions, discussions, compromise for-
mulae, or collaborative drafts.”2 In other words, he was not the 
kind of person to occupy himself sitting on committees that 
produce lowest-common-denominator (usually boring and in-
e#ectual) documents. Balthasar was, however, someone who 
made himself available to talk with up-and-coming scholars, 
like the young Angelo Scola, who genuinely cared about the 
faith. Raymond Gawronski, SJ, remarked that Balthasar “was 
an aristocrat, and so a man who loved the peasantry as well, a 
natural ally in the common faith of millennia; he was not re-
ally a man of the urban middle class, and he did not share the 
contempt for the piety of the common person that has come to 
dominate modern theology.”3 

One might say that Balthasar supported an understanding 
of theology as scientia secundum pietatem—a form of knowledge 
pursued in the dispositions of faith, hope, and love and per-
fected by the traditional seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, of which 
piety is one. $is approach is not ashamed to admit faith into 
the precincts of reason. As Larry S. Chapp explained,

Balthasar, like Barth, is responding to the twofold movement 
that began in the nineteenth-century liberal theology: !rst to 
deny the importance of historical contingency as a vehicle for 
any rational truth that could be considered ‘universal,’ and 
then to turn towards religious interiority as the only possible 
locus of revelation. $e ‘critical reason’ of the Enlightenment, 

2. Henri de Lubac, “A Witness of Christ in the Church: Hans Urs von Balthasar,” trans. 
Andrée Emery, Communio 2, no. * (Fall %52/): 223–/6, at 223.

*. Raymond Gawronski, “$e Message in the Bottle: How Hans Urs von Balthasar 
Changed My Mind,” in How Balthasar Changed My Mind: Fifteen Scholars Re,ect on the Mean-
ing of Balthasar for !eir Own Work, ed. Rodney A. Howsare and Larry S. Chapp (Crossroad, 
2663), /3–2*, at 11. European history o#ers a number of examples of an alliance between aristo-
crats and the peasantry and others living in rural communities. $e two most famous examples 
are the Vendean resistance to French Republicanism and the support of the Tyrolese, under the 
leadership of the innkeeper Andreas Hofer, for the Habsburg monarchy.
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therefore, supplants the ‘engraced reason’ of Anselm and the 
Fathers, leading to the reductive domestication of revelation 
as a species of human feelings. . . . Liberal theology, says 
Balthasar, cannot escape from its inherent solip sistic ambi-
guity and leads, by an inner inexorable logic, to the nihilism 
that Nietzsche so presciently described as being at the very 
heart of the liberal, bourgeois project.4

$e reference here to “historical contingency as a vehicle 
for any rational truth” is a reference to G.E. Lessing’s (%225–3%) 
“ugly great ditch” argument. Lessing said that historical truths 
such as events reported in the Bible cannot be used to support 
metaphysical truths such as the existence of God. He described 
the relationship of one to the other, of history to metaphysics, 
as an “ugly great ditch which I cannot cross, however often and 
however earnestly I have tried to make that leap.”5

Both Balthasar and Ratzinger address the issue of the ‘ditch’ 
in various works.6 $ey both support a notion of reason as ‘par-
ticipatory’ (in the gifts of the Holy Spirit) rather than ‘auton-
omous,’ and they both agree that autonomous reason, left to 
itself without any external assistance, has a tendency to turn in 
on itself and become irrational. Again, to quote Chapp,

-. Larry S. Chapp, “Revelation,” in !e Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
ed. Edward T. Oakes and David Moss (Cambridge University Press, 266-), %%–2*, at %2–%*. 
Chapp refers the reader to Balthasar’s Glory of the Lord: A !eological Aesthetics, vol. /, !e Realm 
of Metaphysics in the Modern Age, trans. Oliver Davies et al. (T&T Clark, %55%), -%/–%1, 12-. 

/. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, “On the Proof of the Spirit and of Power,” in Lessing: Philo-
sophical and !eological Writings, trans. and ed. H.B. Nisbet (Cambridge University Press, 266/), 
3*–33, at 32.

1. For Ratzinger’s response to Lessing, see Introduction to Christianity, trans. J.R. Foster 
(Ignatius, 266-), 215. See also Aaron Pidel, “Ratzinger on Lessing’s ‘Ugly Broad Ditch’: Augus-
tinian Ressourcement and Modern Rationalism,” in Gift to the Church and World: Fifty Years of 
Joseph Ratzinger’s “Introduction to Christianity,” ed. John C. Cavadini and Donald Wallenfang 
(Pickwick, 262%), 35–%63; and Tracey Rowland, “Ratzinger and KoKakowski: Priest and Jester,” 
in Ratzinger in Dialogue with Philosophical Traditions, vol. 2, ed. Alejandro Sada, Tracey Row-
land, and Rudy Albino de Assunção (Bloomsbury, forthcoming). For a Balthasarian response to 
Lessing, see D.C. Schindler, “‘Ever Ancient, Ever New’: Jesus Christ as the Concrete Analogy of 
Being,” Communio *5, no. % (Spring–Summer 26%2): **–-3.
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$e Enlightenment’s early "ush of excitement after the as-
sertion of reason’s autonomy from ecclesiastical stricture 
and structure !nally gives way under the weight of its own 
skepticism to the instrumentalist paradise of the brave new 
world, unleashing upon history for the !rst time the era of 
the post-human. According to Balthasar, only a moral spiritual 
decision in favor of entering into the opening created by the 
Trinitarian-christological event can provide us with an authen-
tic form of ‘critical reason,’ because only such a decisive act is 
properly founded in an authentic universal. Faith is the act 
of human reason that responds to this revelation, perceiving 
the dramatic quality of historical existence and thus seeking 
the proper hermeneutical horizon for reason within the moral 
engagement of the self with the free and sovereign address 
from God.7

With reference to Ratzinger’s position on the “ugly ditch” 
issue, Aaron Pidel observed that Ratzinger would never surrender 
Christianity’s history, symbols, sacraments, Scriptures, and hier-
archy—all the historical elements, as it were—to be welcomed 
over to the intellectuals’ nonhistorical side of the ditch. Such a 
price would be too high because “if we could actually succeed in 
rendering Christianity rationally transparent, we would at that 
very moment render it existentially super"uous.”8 $us, Pidel re-
marked that “the only logic that can bridge this chasm is the logic 
of creaturely humility. Only when God approaches us through 
the rationally indeducible, that is, in an incarnational and sacra-
mental mode, can we perceive him as Other and ourselves as his 
dependents.”9

2. Chapp, “Revelation,” 22.
3. Pidel, “Ratzinger on Lessing’s ‘Ugly Broad Ditch,’” %61.
5. Pidel, %61.


