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The Kenosis Problem in von Balthasar’s Reading of Bulgakov


The elevation of attention to Hans Urs von Balthasar’s theology in the last decade has brought together several themes and passages that may have seemed, throughout much of the twentieth century, to be permanently disjoined:  dogma and spirituality, ontology and revelation, culture and scripture, beauty and logic.  Balthasar’s ease with drama, poetry, Continental philosophy, and the entire spread of theological traditions—Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant—places in our hands today a body of work that is complex, rigorous, aesthetically stunning. . . and, we should  add, intellectually intimidating.


This is not to say that it is beyond critique:  many questions hover over his work as a whole, as well as the various directions it takes.  His construction of the feminine, including his collaboration with the mysterious Adrienne von Speyr; the engagement with and relative distance from the Protestant Karl Barth—these and other issues remain to be sorted out in the work of one who will, nonetheless, perhaps be remembered as the greatest theologian of the century.  In this brief paper, I would like to focus on one particular question that has not been asked elsewhere:  to what extent is von Balthasar consistent with his use of the Russian Orthodox theology of Sergei Bulgakov?
  Though framed as a historical matter, this question, I shall attempt to show, has a great deal of relevance for the theological reaches of von Balthasar’s work.  

Bulgakov is a key source for the unique account of kenosis that has become somewhat of a signature of the theology of von Balthasar.  In Volume IV of his Theodramitik, von Balthasar introduces Bulgakov at the conclusion of the historical outline, and then returns to him twice in the “Dramatic Soteriology,” the 100 pages that form the real heart of the five-volume work.  More importantly, the theme of kenosis that he finds in Bulgakov is given the motherload of freight to carry throughout the “action” of the drama.  As we shall see, however, his use of Bulgakov is incomplete, and as a result, the soteriology ends in a rather unBulgakovian place.  


This soteriology begins with a treatment of “form,” before locating this treatment in the larger context of “drama.”  In the Herrlichkeit, von Balthasar sets as his goal the dissolution of the dichotomy between doctrine and spirituality, visible especially in Catholic systematics.  This split, he suggests, is a result of the separation of the “two elements in the beautiful,” forma and speciosus, form and splendor.  It has become common to see the external, logical forms of belief on a separate register from the inward radiation of the divine, the communion of our spirits with the Spirit of God, Nicene christology as separate from the hymnody of Ephrem of Syria.  But if “formal” argumentation in theology really is an unfolding of the divine Logos, then it should arouse the spirit of the logician, and transfer seamlessly into a subjective witnessing of faith.
  To see the form is to become the form, analogous to the encounter of an observer with an artistic form, as we read in Rilke’s “Archaic Torso of Apollo”:  “There is no place in it which does not see you.  You must change your life.”
 


The form of which von Balthasar is speaking is, ultimately, Christ, and the splendor is the almost unintentional transformation that occurs in the life of the believer when she encounters Christ in the world:  “We behold the form; but if we really behold it, it is not as a detached form, rather in its unity with the depths that make their appearance in it.  We see the form as the splendour, as the glory of Being.  We are enraptured by our contemplation of these depths and are transported to them.”
  Here, in the midst of our historical lives, we encounter the form, and this encounter draws us in, catches us up into the beauty that it exudes.  We see the divine form, and come to find that we are assimilated to it. 



This assimilation has bearing on the larger questions of Christology:  to see Christ as divine means, in part, to begin to recognize ourselves as called to a divine form of life, and then to speculate on the contours of that divine form, through our own memories and expectations as they encounter the gospel.  The encounter of Christ’s disciples with the truth of his identify demonstrates the complexity of this recognition.  “The Good News,” von Balthasar says, “cannot be reduced to such moments” as Peter’s confession, when an obvious affirmation of Christ’s divinity is made:  

There are also the surfaces, time and space, and all those human factors disseminated within them and which essentially belong to what John calls ‘remaining’:  the commerce and familiarity with habits and opinions, reaching to what cannot be weighed or measured:  a real life-form.  The spiritual eyes of the disciples were indeed held in check as long as he had not died and risen from the dead, and they required a certain distance not only somehow to ‘believe’ the divine content of Christ’s reality, but to ‘see’ it in its self-evidence.
 

The revelation of God in Christ was not simply a matter of seeing Christ’s divine form and responding to it in faith, but was rather a gradual emergence of the form itself, which the disciples could see only through a reception that was inseparable from an active putting together of memories and new understandings of his life.  Seeing the divine is, once again, inseparable from deification, or the becoming of that form within the lives of the followers of Christ.

Part of the brilliance of this project emerges only with the Theo-drama, which describes the absolute suspension of the drama of salvation history from the divine drama.  The timeless movement of Persons in God becomes here the participated staging for the temporal action.  The technical structure follows Thomism in saying that the trinitarian missions, the sending of Son and Spirit into creation, are the processions, the perichoretic generation of Son and Spirit in the eternal Trinity.  The missions are the processions, but in an “extended” manifestation, or what we might call a qualitative deceleration.
  The content, however, is at least as dependent on Bulgakov.  “It is possible to say, with Bulgakov, that the Father’s self-utterance in the generation of the Son is an initial kenosis within the Godhead that underpins all subsequent kenosis.”
  This means that the Logos that appears in time appears in that same motion by which he is brought forth from the Father, though we see this only in ‘slow motion,’ in extensio, “through a glass darkly.”  The form that appears in time is the Logos, but the eternal Logos as poured into history: the eternal Logos as historical Logos.  There is finally only a single drama, and that is the one that involves the infinite distance of the Father and Son, and their equally infinite bond in the Spirit.
  This drama provides the opening for the various levels of creation, and the deification of creation as strata dependent on, and in a constant state of return to, the perichoresis.  The enrapturing of the form in history, in other words, is possibly only because “something like it” has always already taken place in eternity, in the interrelations of the person of the Trinity.
    


The form that appears to us as the means for our transformation is, to repeat, the incarnate God who, once seen, provides for a reconstitution of created personhood in God.  The key question, then:  what does it mean to see the form, to see Incarnation as Incarnation, to see the kenotic as the divine?  If we begin by assuming that divinity has somehow entered time in this event, we might see at least the following two options for interpreting the event of recognizing the divinity of Christ.  According to a first way, the disciples could be said to see the historical figure as one human being among others, but also perceive something “extra” about him, something timeless, divine.  It is not in view of his historical form, but rather in view of this unhistorical remainder that they are able to recognize Jesus as God incarnate.


With this view of the person of Christ, however, there is no true “seeing” of the form, because seeing is a temporal activity, and the form here has not really entered into time except in the weak sense of an invisible supplement to a historical life.  There is no encounter with this form, no sense of rapture, of transformation.  God has not, in this view, assumed flesh, and flesh cannot partake of God.  


A doctrine of the incarnation, then, calls for a reading of the form that claims for it the kind of remainderless historicity toward which, as we have seen, the ontology of the Theo-Drama gestures.  If indeed the Logos in creation is the ‘kenotic extension’ of the Logos in God, then there is no need for a doubling back of the Logos as both historical and non-historical supplement.  On this reading, the disciples see a form that is truly historical, yet, precisely as historical, mysteriously significant of eternity in and through itself.  When read properly, further, both sign (Christ) and interpreter (disciple) are caught up into divinity through this act of interpretation.  In brief, only the second way of reading the incarnation as historical without remainder provides the path for true holiness that is the intended destination of von Balthasar’s project.


The trouble, however, is that this is not his consistent position.  He is certainly more rigorous than most about he historicity of this particular form, insisting as he does that grace does not come “like a bolt of invisible lightning,” but is always mediated through the senses, and so through nature and time:  gratia perficit naturam.  The spiritual senses operate as an intensifying of the natural ones rather than as their replacement.
  Ultimately it is the church which gathers all these “readings” into a central hermeneutic of the divine, constructing itself as “a medium, a system of relations whose form becomes comprehensible when it brings tighter in a coherent manner the elements that the medium must communicate and unite.”
  In other words, the church herself becomes form—Christic—only in seeing the form, in reading history so as to allow the form to be seen.


However, von Balthasar insists at the same time that, despite the historicity of the form, there will come an instant, “a privileged moment”
 when Christ is seen; this instantaneous vision is not really part of history, but external to the sequence of discernible events that come before and after it.  The disciples “see the proportions . . . in Christ  . . . as they contemplate the relationship between what is human and visible about him and what is divine and invisible.”
  The form is not in history, but is rather the relationship between history and what stands outside it.  There is a sense, then, in which the ultimate “appearance” of the form can never occur in time.  The divine itself is never truly incarnate, but only present as absent, as an external relation of time to eternity.   So we find that, although “only form can snatch us up into a state of rapture,” form itself is finally “a lightning bolt of eternal beauty”
 that “enlightens without mediation.”
  But unmediated eternity cannot snatch us up so long as we remain historical beings.  The timeless ‘moment’ that marks Christ’s divinity inspires their deification, according to this line of thinking in von Balthasar, as a sort of sublime catalyst:  it cannot appear, and its non-appearance could only spark the kind of externally imposed deification that von Balthasar is firm in rejecting.  (That is, that we lose our sinfulness and become holy, von Balthasar says, in the way that a cancer patient is opened on the operating table to have her tumor removed.)


In fact, in the section entitled “The Mediation of the Form,” where one would expect to find just such an insistence on history and embodied sensation, we find instead that this note of extrinsic imposition dominates historical mediation.  Mary, as prototype of the ars dei that is the very existence of the church, becomes through her submission the Christic form to which she submits.  Mary is deified through her relation to her divine Son.  This relation, however, is not at all like seeing the Torso of Apollo, an act which transports the viewer into a dynamic of perfection by way of a visible manifestation; Mary is “wet clay in which the Christ-form can be impressed”; she is a raw stone awaiting Christ’s chisel, a “feminine,” “virginal life” which partakes of the divine by pure obedience to God, by bearing the divine seed that will become the risen Christ.
  Here again von Balthasar takes us all the way to the brink of a divinity indwelling history, only to fall back at the very last on history’s blind submission to the unmediated sublime.  


Is this really the way that the Mary responds to the archangel?  Luke tells us that she is “perplexed,” she questions the annunciation, and finds it an event to be pondered.  Even with her “be it unto me,” she is not finished digesting the words of the messenger, and her remaining life will be spent in rumination on this event:  surely an assent, but an unsettled, active, extending life of assenting.  Mary is not “wet clay,” but at least to this extent involved, active in “making” the annunciation through her ceaseless pondering.   Mary’s relation to the divine is not external here:  God is already, in a sense, becoming human in her, in her life-long textualization of the angelic invitation.
  As von Balthasar ought to have been able to say, Mary’s response fashions eternity in the midst of time, indicating by its own situadedness that here God is becoming, is actualizing in time (in missio) what is purus actus in eternity (in processio).  Instead, however, an image of historical Mary is offered in which she is confronted by a sublime catalyst, and somehow compelled by this timeless other to become beauty.  But the timeless “appearance” of beauty can never be analogous to what we temporal beings call beauty, since it can initiate no traceable response from us.  Von Balthasar’s Mary sees not the beautiful, but the sublime that is beyond attractiveness, and thus beyond participation.  She is in the situation of the child growing up in modern media-saturated culture who, through zombie-like attention to every imaginable scenario on television, ironically surrenders her ability to form her own images, and imaginatively construct new scenarios.  Pure reception of the divine nature is a denial of participation in the divine nature.


I have already noted, as others have, that this denial of analogy is not the overriding note of von Balthasar’s theology;
 however, it does enter the scene, and plays a significant role in the drama, enough to justify an inquiry:  What is the source of this notion of “theosis via the sublime”?  To see this we need to look again at the theo-drama proper:  the perichoresis, and its relation to the enrapturing of creation.  


The trinitarian missions, again, are “extensions” of the processions, so that the one drama is the only drama; and the drama of creation is brought, via the missions, into the perichoretic processions.  Without compromising this identity, however, von Balthasar theorizes, against Thomas,
 that there is an inversion in the taxis between the immanent and economic trinity.   In eternity, the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son; in time, the Son “proceeds” from the Spirit and the Father.  This inversion appears in the images of the Spirit hovering over Mary, driving the Son into the wilderness, and, through all of this, moving him closer to Golgotha.  The Son in time has relinquished all power in self-emptying; the Spirit retains an unmediated relation to the Father, and encounters Jesus as God “over against” him.  The Spirit, for Christ, is untranslated divine will, and the Son responds now not with the mutual reply of unity with the Father, but with a more or less blind obedience to the will of the Father, as made known to him by the divine Spirit.
  


Innovations are always controversial in Catholic theology (though not so much as in the Eastern Church), and especially in cases such as this, in which the move marks an explicit divergence from Aquinas.  The question of the motivation for this doctrine of inversion has been the subject of much debate.  In suggesting that the source may lie in Balthasar’s account of the Son’s descent into Hell, I do no more than gesture to the complexities of his theology that perhaps supply the perceived demand for this innovation.  Briefly:  in the immanent Trinity, the Father and Son are viewed as supra-kenotic love, and the Spirit is the “We” that both can articulate in the midst of their simultaneous self-denial.
  In eternity, kenosis is “non-tragic,” and the “We”s are identical: the Son’s Spirit is the Father’s Spirit; in mission, however, the Passion and descent mean that the Son cannot say We any longer, as he is without the Spirit in Hell.  The Son’s earthly existence is a prefiguring of this hellish solitude:  he receives the Spirit in the same way that Mary receives the divine seed that formed him.  “Here the Spirit takes over the function of presenting the obedient Son with the Father’s will in the form of a rule that is unconditional and, in the case of the Son’s suffering, even appears rigid and pitiless.”
 In this way, the inversion allows von Balthasar to construe the isolation of the Son in Hell as absolute.
   


To summarize the kenosis problematic in von Balthasar:  the trinitarian inversion suggests that Christ is present in time as kenotic extension of the immanent Logos, but his divinity is not quite present (the sublime suggests here, as in Ouspensky, at least a trace of Nestorianism).  Christ himself is externally related to the divine, in the person of the non-kenotic Spirit who now stands above him as a kind of ahistorical form.  And as with Christ so with Mary, and as with Mary, so with the Church.  We can experience divinity, and deification, through Christ only in the same way that he experiences the sublime Spirit of the Father: never from within, never through “perplexed pondering” and imaginative speculations.  That which does not assume cannot heal.


What we need, then, in order to repair von Balthasar and complete this account of perfection, is a way of construing the form of the divine more speculatively—a form that emerges in the ‘pondering,’ rather than in a supra-rational revelation of pure alterity.  The manifesting Spirit, for Christ and for the disciples, must be in the world not as invisible, omnipresent dictator, but hidden in the perplexity of creation’s attempts to construct the form to which it then submits.  


This, in fact, is precisely what a fuller engagement with Bulgakov would have offered.  Instead of an inversion, Bulgakov insists that the taxis holds in missio, since “the Spirit too has its kenosis.”
   In both eternity and time, the proper work of the Spirit is in beatifying the Son, in resting upon the Son in such a way as to reveal his beauty to the Father.  In eternity, this manifestation of form is immediate; in time, the dual kenosis implies that the manifestation is “stretched” into duration.  Now it takes time to see the beautiful form, and time is in fact the medium that comes into existence precisely to make the form visible.
  This means that even Christ himself must guess at the proper combinations and tasks of historical existence that will make his life into an image of the divine.  The Spirit is not present to him as the pure unmediated divine, but as “hidden” in the weavings of his life, in the logic and imaginings that make up his everyday existence.  Even when the Spirit “drives,” the Son must discern, interpret, textualize, and respond.  In this way, Christ makes his own divinity, rather than simply receiving it like a slab of clay takes in its impression.
  Ironically, this is precisely the point of a passage from Maximus, quoted by von Balthasar: Christ “fashions and forms God, entirely and solely, within himself, so that by grace he himself is and may be called God”
  The implications of such a passage, I suggest, undermine the “inversion” insofar as they really imply a theopoesis (a word which von Balthasar uses here, but only with a passive connotation), a “making of the divine.”


But surely such a poesis is reserved for Christ:  is it not the greatest hubris of all to suppose that we construct the form of God that we then worship, and invoke for our own deification?  Only, I am suggesting, if the Spirit is non-kenotic:  if, on the other hand, the Spirit in time “becomes the becoming of the world,” then human making is not ultimately human making, but, when properly aligned, is a theo-poesis.

The Spirit both rests on depends on the Son, who is the Logos of the world, to the extent that the world in its becoming is able to receive him.  He becomes, so to speak, the becoming of the world. . . He is sent and received, in increasing measure, from the time when he moves ‘over the face of the waters,’ until the final consummation when ‘God shall be all in all [I Cor. 15.28].  The very life of the world is the Spirit, ‘the giver of life.’  The joy and beauty of the world are identical with the Paraclete, the Comforter.  But, in the process of its becoming, the world cannot contain the fullness of life of the fullness of transfiguration; and this movement out of lack into fullness is the Spirit’s work, the Spirit’s kenosis in the world.

For Bulgakov, history is the “ecstasy” of eternity,
 and thus the same rhythms of the immanent Trinity open themselves to creation and temporality in the trinitarian missions.  Just as the Spirit’s one work in God is the unifying beatification of the Logos, the Spirit’s one work in time is the beatification of Jesus Christ, which is the manifestation of God not only to Jesus, but for the entire church, which for Bulgakov is synonymous with the unfallen creation.
  While the ontologically prior act, the eternal beatification of the Son, is immediate, the secondary act is mediated: thus the theological generation of history, which is nothing but the extension of the work of manifestation in extra-divine actuality.
  


The two movements of Son and Spirit into time act as a kind of double risk for the Father:  1. Will the Word never return (the risk in the Son’s kenosis)? 2. Will it return horribly disfigured--unbeatified (the risk in the Spirit’s kenosis)?  This, is, however, as von Balthasar rightly says, a paradoxically untragic risk, since the ultimate movement outward is immediately co-eternal and consubstantial in the Godhead
—so eternally, not a risk at all, or perhaps an infinite risk that is infinitely answered in the rapturous presence of Sophia, the revealed non-disunity of the Three.  In God, risk is identical to the plentitude of fulfillment.  But what is available in procession as immediately beatified ideal is extended in mission as the historical beatification of logoi.
  Therefore, in the kenosis of Son, the divine ideal is invisible in enfleshment, and in the kenosis of Spirit, rapturous unity is invisible in becoming.  Here the risk is real, although, as temporality is itself an image of eternity, there seems to be no possibility of an end of history—a Second Coming—until the image is really an image, and even the temporal risk of breakage is overcome.
     


Maximus, in the same passage quoted above, says, that “the Logos of God  . . . wills to work the mystery of his Incarnation always, and in all,” so that the same poesis that is Christ’s fashioning of divinity must be repeated by every disciple.  Historical beings have, after all, only historical, speculative access to the divine form; the form itself must not deign to enter into human speculation, to hide itself in the logic and imagination of the saints, to appear nowhere other than in their craftsmanship.  


Indeed, as the descent into hell is the limit of the Son’s kenosis, we should perhaps not hesitate to say that the Spirit descends into hell as well:  hell as the impossible distance from God that, because it is also and primarily the intra-trinitarian distance, is trumped by Resurrection.  There the Logos is utterly silent, there Pneuma is the absolute stoppage of time, and the bond with the eternal Godhead can only be reforged by the Father:  “And if the Spirit of the One who raised Christ from the dead be also in us…” (Romans 8:11).


In the end, then, von Balthasar’s account of the kenotic presence of the Logos is exactly half-right, coinciding with his guidance through half the Theo-Drama by Bulgakov:  holiness is a matter of seeing the form, and becoming the form that we see.  But we do not just see, any more than we indwell churches and liturgies that appear in our world like an eternal flash of lightning:  holiness is a craft for human hands, and human imagination.  We make the form, and only see it in the midst of this making.  Revelation, then, is poesis:  we must craft the divine, and this Spirited crafting in turn is our entry into the hidden manifestation of the Son which “enraptures us,” “snatches us up” into participation in the divine nature.  “Seeing the form,” to be sure, changes the seer, but it changes, reforms, and remakes the form as well.  
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