
A Defense of the Christian Faith 

Hans Kung's On Being a Christian provides 
valuable insights to all 

Christians-including Latter-day Saints. 

believe, but feel insecure in their 
faith; . . . who are skeptical, both 
about their convictions and about 
their doubts." The first hundred pages 
deal with non-Christian alternatives- 
humanism, atheism, technology, 
Marxism, existentialism, and non- 

By Scott Kenney 

The most talked-about, and most 
sought-after book in Catholic and 
Protestant circles these days is Hans 
Kung's On Being A Christian. Book- 
stores throughout the country have 
been hard pressed to keep it in stock 
since the English version appeared in 
late 1976, and the original version 
(Christ Sein) was on the best-seller 
list for several months in Germany. 

It is one of those books for which 
reviewers are tempted to make extrav- 
agant claims. The New York Times 
Book Review called it "the best de- 
fense of traditional Catholic Chris- 
tianity to appear in this century," and 
suggested it "may well become a 
religious and spiritual classic." 

Mormons, who traditionally re- 
main aloof from theological dialogue 
with other Christians, may be sur- 
prised at  the latter-day relevance of 
modem scholarship and the Christ- 
centered devotion of its spokesmen. 
The gospel according to Kung is at  
variance with many LDS teachings, 
but on the centrality of Christ and his 
teachings, Kung and Mormons agree. 

On Being A Christian, therefore, 
is both a challenge to serious students 
of LDS doctrine and a passionate ally 
in defending and promoting the cause 
of Christ in an increasingly indiffer- 
ent secular world. 

Kung says his seven-hundred page 
"little Summa" (Summa Theologica) 
is written "for those who do not 
believe, but nevertheless seriously 
inquire; who did believe, but are not 
satisfied with their unbelief; who do 

~ h r i s t i a n  world religions. Kiing's a p  
proach is critical but sympathetic, 
demonstrating an impressive grasp of 
non-Christian systems. In the end he 
finds them inadequate, but calls for a 
genuine dialogue with other religions 
in which their truths would be ac- 
knowledged and appreciated, without 
relativizing or minimizing the Chris- 
tian message. Christianity could learn 
much from others, says Kung: Islam's 
"steady, unshakable concentration on 
the decisive reality of faith: the one 
God and his legate"; Asia's "transper- 
sonal (better than 'impersonal') un- 
derstanding of God"; ConfucianIMao- 
ism's "faith in the perfectibility and 
educability of man." 

The fundamental characteristic of 
Christianity-the decisive reality it 
proclaims to the world-is the person 
of Jesus Christ. But which Jesus? The 
"sweet Jesus" of the pietists, or the 
angry young radical of the revolution- 
aries? The sublimely suffering deity 
of Velazquez, or the tormented human 
Christ of El Greco? Getting at  the 
historical Jesus and his message is 
the core of On Being A Christian- 
"what this program originally meant, 
before it was covered with the dust 
and debris of two thousand years," 
and what it means for humankind 
today. 

For Kung the historicity of Jesus 
is crucial. But it is impossible to write 
a biography of Jesus after biblical 
scholars have removed the stories and 
elaborations attributed to sources oth- 
er than Jesus in the New Testament. 
But enough sayings and deeds are 
considered sufficiently reliable by most 
scholars for Kung to affirm the follow- 
ing: 
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1. Jesus did not belong to the 
ecclesiastical and social establishment. 
He antagonized both Pharisee and 
Sadducee, and his proclamation of the 
imminent Kingdom of God unsettled 
the political rulers. 

2. He was not a social revolution- 
ary, not a Zealot. He refused to support 
a war of national liberation or class 
struggle, announcing instead the di- 
rect rule of God himself, which is to be 
awaited without resorting to violence. 

3. He did not advocate withdrawal 
from the world, either physically or 
mentally. Unlike the Qumran settlers 
and other Essenes, Jesus proclaimed 
that God's Kingdom was for all, not 
merely for the keepers of the law. 

4. He opposed those who sought 
salvation in strict observance of the 
law. In word (the Sabbath was made 
for man, not man for the Sabbath) 
and deed (Sabbath healing, non-obser- 
vance of ritual washings, etc.) Jesus 
taught that man is the measure of the 
law, not the other way around. By 
relativizing the law-by subordinat- 
ing law to the sewice of man J e s u s  
assures that "man may never be 
sacrificed to an allegedly absolute 
norm." Man's will does not replace 
God's, but God's will is made known 
in concrete, specific human situations. 
God's cause is not the law, but man. 

The good news Jesus declared 
was that salvation came not only 
through man's obedience, but through 
the gracious activity of him who gave 
the law. The Kingdom is come for all, 
not merely the "righteous." 

"Throughout all the parables, God 
appears in constantly new variations 
as the one who is generous: as the 
magnanimous, merciful king, as the 
lender generously canceling a debt, as 
the shepherd seeking the sheep, as 
the woman searching for the lost coin, 
as the father rushing out to meet his 
son, as the judge hearing the prayer 
of the tax collector." 

Jesus' life and teaching expressed 
solidarity with the religious outcastes, 
the "unclean," the handicapped, the 
possessed, the moral failures, and 
religion's second class citizens-wom- 
en and children. The Kingdom was 
offered freely to all. He did not excuse 
sin, but never turned away the law- 
breaker. For those who turned to God 
in faith pardon was granted before 
forgiveness could be asked. God's love 
and mercy could not be contained or 
restrained-ven by the 613 laws of 
the Torah. 

To the establishment, Jesus was 
turning religion upside down: "The 
depraved good-for-nothing is preferred 
to his brother who has worked hard at 
home. The hated foreigner-and what 
is more, a heretic-is set up as an 
example to the natives. And at  the 

end all will get the same reward.. . . 
It  is scandalous if there is to be more 
joy in heaven over one sinner doing 
penance than over ninety-nine righ- 
teous who need no penance. Righ- 
teousness seems to be turned upside 
down." 

What, then? Eat, drink and be 
merry? Hardly. For God's claim on 
man is more than even the Pharisees 
had demanded. God calls for more 
than obedience: the righteous have 
their reward. God offers much more, 
but in return expects the whole man. 
Not only good fruit, but a good tree. 

With childlike faith, man is to$ 
trust his salvation to God and, free of 

$ the burden of the law, become part- p 
ners with God in his work. "Jesus'fi 
whole message is a single appeal not @ 
to be worried but to be converted: to& 
rely on his word and trust the God of 
grace." ("He that would find his life. 4 
. . .") Inspired by God's unconditional 

grace, the converted are to forgive one 
another freely; inspired by God's un- 
merited gifts, men are to serve one 
another in love. !.i 

Jesus' message shook the founda- 
tions of Jewish legalism. The eleva- 
tion of the cause of man, the relativi- 
zation of the law to suit human 
conditions, the declaration of uncondi- 
tional pardon and love that recog- 
nized no bounds threatened the au- 
thority of the hierarchy and scripture. 
It  could not be tolerated. Jesus' vio- 
lent death "was the logical conclusion 
of his proclamation and his behavior. 
. . . He did not simply passively 

endure death, but actively provoked 
it." 

The political charges against him 
were unfounded, but the religious 
accusations were true. He was a 
heretical teacher--even, by contem- 
porary standards, a false prophet, a 
blasphemer and seducer of the people. 
His ignominious end was inevitable. 

On the cross he was forsaken not 
only by his disciples, but by Him 
whom he proclaimed. Kung points out 
"there is no mention in the Gospels of 
serenity, inward freedom, superiority, 
grandeur of soul.. . . It was a death 
coming all too soon, breaking off every- 
thing, totally degrading, in scarcely 
endurable misery and torment. A 
death not characterized by lofty resig- 
nation, but by absolute and unparal- 
leled abandonment." 

But it is precisely in the ignom- 
iny of Jesus' death and the devastat- 
ing effect it had on the disciples that 
Kung finds a basis for belief. Jesus' 
proclamation was the nearness of 
God, his compassion and mercy, his 
dominion over all forms of evil, liber- 
ation for the oppressed and hope for 
the hopeless. But Jesus was left alone 
to hang on the cross and die-the 

Higher Criticism 
Latter-day Saints believe thc 

to be the word of God "as far a 
translated correctly." General 
cluded in that qualification is thc 
that "many plain and precious 
. . . have been taken out of the DOOK, 

which accounts for much of the confu- 
sion of biblical texts. The original 
meaning is usually sought through 
recourse to more reliable "mc ' " 

scripture. Corrupt ancient tex 
corrected and clarified by the 
dard of modern revelation. 

Non-Mormon scholars have also 
long accepted the idea that present 
biblical texts have been altered in the 
process of transmission. During the 
Renaissance and Reformation i 
criticism originated to dete 
which variant of ancient texts w 
more reliable. 

In the nineteenth century, liter- 
ary criticism, especially of the Old 
Testament, became important. By 
careful study of literary sty10 ~ n . 1  
structure, theological perspectiv 
other internal evidence, scholr 
tempted to identify the autho~ 
editors of biblical texts, and put L I I ~ I I I  

into their historical context. 
Building on the findings of liter- 

ary criticism, form criticism has at- 
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ultimate, unmistakable refutal 
his message. 

How was i t  that these timid, 
wavering disciples found the courage 
after the catastrophe to proclaim not 
only his message, but to make Jes 
himself the gospel, "turning the PI 
claimer himself into the content oft 
proclamation, the message of t 
kingdom of God into the message 
Jesus as  the Christ of God?" 

Obviously something happene 
Kung considers in some detail i 
objections, but finally affirms t 
reality of the Easter event as the or 
plausible explanation. Jesus w 
raised from the dead by God, and t 
resurrected Jesus was manifested 
the disciples. Kung dismisses the id 
of a bodily resurrection and attests 
the resurrected person of Jesus. 

But the resurrection is, for K 
the center of Christian faith, re1 
ing "that this crucified Jesus, der 
everything, was right. God took tne 
side of the one who had totally 
committed himself to him, who gave 
his life for the cause of God and men. 
. . . His claim, his faith in God's 

closeness, his obedience, his freedom, 
his joy, his whole action and suffering 
were confirmed." As a result, Jesus, 
exalted to God, became the personifi- 
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tempted, through close examination of 
biblical texts and nonbiblical sources, 
to discover what happened to the 
tradition about Jesus as it was passed 
on orally (in catechism, prayer formu- 
las, hymns, etc.) before it was written 
down. (For example, the linking to- 
gether of several of Jesus' sayings 
through the mnemonic use of catch- 
words to aid in memorizing. One 
example might be Mark 9:37-50, 
where the linking catchwords seem to 
be: in my (your) name (vs. 37, 38-40), 
you bear the name of Christ (38-40, 
411, cause to sin, it would be (is) 
better, and throw (42, 43-48), fire (48, 
49), salt and to salt (49, 50). 

Redaction criticism investigates 
how the literary author assembled his 
materials-editorial comments, tran- 
sition material linking stories and 
sayings, variations on oral tradition 
(compared with other writers), and 
overall structure. Is it simply coinci- 
dence, for instance, that Peter's con- 
fession of Jesus as the Messiah and 
the first prediction of the passion in 
the gospel of Mark occur at  the exact 
center of the work (8:27-33)? Or is 
Mark making a theological point by 
this strategic placement? 

These three branches of "higher 
criticismv-literary, form and redac- 
tion-share a "scientific, objective" 
methodology. As in any science, their 
findings are subiect to constant modi- 

cation of the message, the definitive 
standard for all men. 

From his understanding of Jesus' 
message, life, death, and resurrection, 
Kung works out the implications in 
many areas which unfortunately may 
only be capsulized here: theodicy 
(ultimate and redemption from 
suffering in the cross and resurrection): 
ethics  an cannot simply bring down 
fixed solutions from heaven [but] 'by 
the sweat of his brow' must seek and 
work for himself specific solutions" in 
concrete situations grounded in trust 
in God); atonement (Christ as repre- 
sentative of men to God and God's 
advocate to men); scripture and reve- 
lation ("The Scripures are not them- 
selves divine revelation. They are 
merely the human testimonies of 
divine revelation. . . . The Bible be- 
comes God's word . . . for anyone who 
submits trustfully and in faith to its 
testimony . . ."I. 

Critical of ecclesiastical abuses, 
Kung declares "a Christian needs no 
priest in addition to Christ as media- 
tor . . . for in the last resort he has 
been given an immediate access to 
God which no ecclesiastical authority 
can disturb, still less take away from 
him." He calls for a pluriform Church 
which recognizes many groups and 

1 functionaries and theolo- 

wings, trends, theologies, and varie- 
ties of devotion, but bound together 
inwardly by a common commitment to 
Christ and his cause. 

The Church should be character- 
ized, he believes, by service rather 
than priestly domination, by a "minis- 
try of leadership" instead of a "priest- 
hood." If the primacy of Rome were 
understood as one of service, rather 
than dominion, and if the electoral 
assembly were representative of all 
the people, the papacy would not be 
an  insurmountable problem for Prot- 
estants, Kung believes. Catholics 
attach special importance to the uni- 
versal, total Church, to continuity 
and tradition; Protestants, to the local 
congregation and the need for con- 
stant, critical recourse to scripture 
and practical reform. They need not 
be mutually exclusive. For Kung, 
being Christian today means being 
ecumenical. 

As might be expected, Kung has 
had his ups (Vatican 11) and his downs 
(heresy hearings) with the Roman 
curia. His best-selling Infallible? 
(19661, a scholarly and impassioned 
denial of papal infallibility, did not 
win him many points at  the Vatican 
or in the conservative Catholic press. 
So the pages he devotes in the present 

jointly we can affirm a great history. 
. . . We ourselves are the Church and 

should not confuse it with its ma- 
chinery and administrators, still less 
leave the latter to shape the commu- 
nity. Because, however serious the 
objections, we have found here a 
spiritual home in which we can face 
the great questions." 

And ultimately "because we are 
convinced of the cause of Jesus Christ 
and because the community of the 
Church, despite and in all its failings, 
has remained and will remain in the 
service of the cause of Jesus Christ." 

Instead of quitting in protest, or 
dropping out in silence, Kung ad- 
monishes his fellow priests and lay- 
men to stay and speak up. It is 
required by the gospel. Silence out of 
fear or superficiality is a crime. 
Members must act to reform and 
renew the Church, he says, and make 
i t  more responsive to human needs 
and gospel requirements. They must 
not simply shift the blame to Church 
officials. 

Chronic complainers are part of 
the problem rather than the solution. 
Likewise, Mormons who constantly 
criticize Church leaders, the medioc- 
rity of teaching, the irrelevance of 
Sunday School lessons, the preoccupa- 
tion with programs rather than peo- 
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ple should take Kung to heart and go 
to work creatively, prayerfully, and 
respectfully to find the solution in 
their sphere. A good example on the 
local level is often adopted in broader 
circles, a s  the Church welfare pro- 
gram and other locally born programs 
demonstrate. 

Mormons who can tolerate doc- 
trinal differences will find many in- 
sights relevant to their own situation 
in  On Being a Christian. If nothing 
else, Kung may provide the Latter- 

day Saint a greater appreciation of 
how much is owed to Joseph Smith 
and his successors. Beyond that, how- 
ever, even in areas most divergent 
from Latter-day teachings, Kung pro- 
vides much food for thought. 

For instance, Kung follows the 
opinion of many scholars who find the 
virgin birth accounts to be legendary, 
not historical. But instead of dismiss- 
ing them a s  mere fairy tales, Kung 
discovers in them deep religious signi- 
ficance. Even modern man, he points 

For those who want a 
taste of what Kiing has to 
offer, a selection of 
quotations. A Kung Sampler i/ 
Kung's ideas can be stimulating to Latter-day Saints, both for similarity and 
contrast; but one thing Kung definitely has in common with us is his 
wide-ranging search for truth. 

For a Church can lose its soul by being 
so progressive that it fails to remain what 
it is in all the change or by being so 
conservative in remaining unchanged that 
it does not become anew what it ought to 
be. 

It is precisely this legalistic attitude 
however to which Jesus gives the death- 
blow. He aims, not at the law itself, but at 
legalism, from which the law must be kept 
clear . . . He breaks through man's protec- 
tive wall, one side of which is God's law 
and the other man's fulfilling of the law. 
He does not allow man to take refuge fmm 
the law in legalism and he strikes man's 
merits out of his hand . . . Man's relation- 
ship to God is not established by a code of 
law, without his being personally involved. 
He must submit himself, not simply to the 
law, but to God: to accept, that is, what 
God demands of him in a wholly pemnal 
way. 

A Church which will not accept the 
fact that it consists of sinful men and exists 
for sinful men becomes hardhearted, self- 
righteous, inhuman. It deserves neither 
God's mercy nor men's trust. 

b e  freedom then means that man is 
liberated from dependence on and obliga- 
tions to the false gods who drive him on 
mercilessly to new achievements: money or 
career, prestige or power, or is whatever 
the supreme value for him. 

The resurrection faith is not an appen- 
dage to faith in God, but a radicalizing of 
faith in God. It is a faith in God which does 
not stop halfway, but follows the road 
consistently to the end. It is a faith in 
which man, without strictly rational pmof 
but certainly with completely reasonable 
trust, relies on the fact that the God of the 
beginning is also the God of the end, that 
as he is the Creator of the world and man 
so too he is their Finisher. 

Naivete in matters of faith is not evil 
but at  least dangerous. Naive faith can 
miss the true Jesus and lead us with the 
best intentions to false conclusions in 
theory and practice. Naive faith can lead 
the individual or a community to become ii 
blind, authoritarian, self-righteous, super- ki 
stitious. Both at the beginning and also 
today faith should be an intelligent, justi- 
fiable faith. 

The ultimate criterion of a person's 
Christian spirit is not theory but practice: 
not how he thinks of teachings, dogmas, 
interpretations, but how he acts in ordi- 
nary life. Paul severely reprimanded the 
early deniers of the resurrection andp 
invited them to think again, but he did not r* 
excommunicate them. 1; 

1; 

out, does not live only oy at 
reasoning, but also by storie, 
images. He criticizes those who 
exorcise the  pictorial, mythical 
bolical elements from religion, "as if 
men had only ears and not eyes.. . . 
As if being stirred could ever be 
replaced by intellectual comprehen- 
sion. . . ." 

Truth, he says, is not s 
facticity. "A newspaper report 
traveler attacked on the way 
Jerusalem to Jericho would perhaps 
leave us  quite cold, even if it were 
true, historically true. On the other 
hand, the invented story of the vnnd 
Samaritan on the same road st 
immediately, since it contains 
truth." 

The Bible is more interes 
the  truth of salvation than in h 
cal truth.  The infancy stories, 
says, should be valued for the 
tual truths they contain. Kung 
them "anything but innocuous, 
ing accounts of the child J 
Rather they are "stories of ( 
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based on pEofound theological 
tion" which portray artisticall 
vividly the significance of Jer 
world Messiah, as  the Son of I 
consummator of the Old Test, 
and initiator of the New, Savior 
poor, and true Son of God. 

The temptation to treat I 

only conceptually is pervasive 
society. Many Mormons mis 
power of the  Restoration messr 
attempting to abstract its teal 
from their historical context. J 
Smith was not a systematic, 
oretical theologian. Most lath 
theology has been given in nar 
form-the Book of Mormon, Pt 
Great Price, temple ceremony 
much of the Doctrine and Coven 

But if our imaginative powe 
thwarted, even when the old a 
a re  repeated they seem empt 
sterile. When religious discour, 
comes a language foreign to dail 
religion becomes compartment 
and loses its significance. Word 
faith, repentance, grace, and eve 
have become for many "weasel-wor 
Like eggs sucked empty, they 
drained of power to move. 

Kung does a great senrice 
Christianity in opting out of "( 
talk" and stating his case in cont 
porary terms, dramatically and 
suasively. After On Being a Christ 
worn-out Biblical cliches suddc 
take on new meaning for cont 
porary life. 

For scholarship, theological 
sight, and invigorating-at times 
spiring--Christian proclamation, I 
ter-day Saints will find Hans K 
well worth the investment of time 
effort. 
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