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CHAPTER I

Faith and Culture

TVTE ARE LIVING in a changed and changing world. This
cannot be denied even by those in our midst who

may be unwilling or unprepared to change themselves, who
want to linger in the age that is rapidly passing away. But
nobody can evade the discomfort of belonging to a world
in transition. If we accept the traditional classification of
historical epochs into "organic" and "critical," there is no
doubt that our present age is a critical age, an age of crisis,
an age of unresolved tensions. One hears so often in our
days about the "End of Our Time," about the "Decline of
the West," about "Civilization on Trial," and the like. It is
even suggested sometimes that probably we are now passing
through the "Great Divide," through the greatest change in
the history of our civilization, which is much greater and
more radical than the change from Antiquity to the Middle
Ages, or from the Middle Ages to the Modern Times. If it is
true at all, as it was contended by Hegel, that "history is
judgment" (Die Weltgeschichte ist Weltgerichi), there are
some fateful epochs, when history not only judges, but,
as it were, sentences itself to doom. We are persistently
reminded by experts and prophets that civilizations rise

"Faith and Culture" appeared in Si. Vladimir's Quarterly, Vol. IV, No. 1-2
(1955), pp. 29-44. Reprinted by permission of the author.



10 Christianity and Culture

and decay, and there is no special reason to expect that our
own civilization should escape this common fate. If there is
any historical future at all, it may well happen that this
future is reserved for another civilization, and probably for
one which will be quite different from ours.

It is quite usual in our days, and indeed quite fashionable,
to say that we are already dwelling in a "Post-Christian
world"—whatever the exact meaning of this pretentious
phrase may actually be—in a world which, subconsciously
or deliberately, "retreated" or seceded from Christianity. "We
live in the rains of civilizations, hopes, systems, and souls."
Not only do we find ourselves at the cross-roads, at which
the right way seems to be uncertain, but many of us would
also question whether there is any safe road at all, and
any prospect of getting on. Does not indeed our civilization
find itself in an impasse out of which there is no exit, except
at the cost of explosion? Now, what is the root of the
trouble? What is the primary or ultimate cause of this
imminent and appalling collapse? Is it just "the failure of
nerve," as it is sometimes suggested, or rather a "sickness
to death," a disease of the spirit, the loss of faith? There
is no common agreement on this point. Yet, there seems to
be considerable agreement that our cultural world has been
somehow dis-oriented and decentralized, spiritually and intel-
lectually dis-oriented and disorganized, so that no over-arching
principle has been left which can keep the shifting elements
together. As Christians, we can be more emphatic and
precise. We would contend that it is precisely the modern
Retreat from Christianity, at whatever exact historical date
we may discern its starting point, that lies at the bottom
of our present crisis. Our age is, first of all, an age of unbelief,
and for that reason an age of uncertainty, confusion, and
despair. There are so many in our time who have no hope
precisely because they lost all faith.

We should not make such statements too easily, however,
and have to caution ourselves at least on two points. First,
the causes and motives of this obvious "retreat" were com-
plex and manifold, and the guilt cannot be shifted exclusively
onto those who have retreated. In Christian humility, the
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faithful should not exonerate themselves unconditionally,
and should not dispense too summarily with the responsibility
for the failures of others. If our culture, which we used,
rather complacently, to regard as Christian, disintegrates and
falls to pieces, it only shows that the seed of corruption
was already there. Secondly, we should not regard all beliefs
as constructive by themselves, and should not welcome every
faith as an antidote against doubt and disruption. It may
be perfectly true, as sociologists contend, that cultures dis-
integrate when there is no inspiring incentive, no commanding
conviction. But it is the content of faith that is decisive,
at least from the Christian point of view. The chief danger
in our days is that there are too many conflicting "beliefs."
The major tension is not so much between "belief" and
"un-belief" as precisely between rival beliefs. Too many
"strange Gospels" are preached, and each of them claims
total obedience and faithful submission; even science poses
sometimes as religion. It may be true that the modern crisis
can be formally traced back to the loss of convictions. It
would be disastrous, however, if people rallied around a false
banner and pledged allegiance to a wrong faith. The real
root of the modern tragedy does not lie only in the fact
that people lost convictions, but that they deserted Christ.

Now, when we speak of a "crisis of culture," what do
we actually mean? The word "culture" is used in various
senses, and there is no commonly accepted definition. On
the one hand, "culture" is a specific attitude or orientation
of individuals and of human groups, by which we distinguish
the "civilized" society from the "primitive." It is at once a
system of aims and concerns, and a system of habits. On the
other hand, "culture" is a system of values, produced and
accumulated in the creative process of history, and tending
to obtain a semi-independent existence, i.e. independent of
that creative endeavour which originated or discovered these
"values." The values are manifold and divers, and probably
they are never fully integrated into one coherent whole—
polite manners and mores, political and social institutions,
industry and sanitation, ethics, art and science, and so on.
Thus, when we speak of the crisis of culture, we usually
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imply a dis-integration in one of these two different, if
related, systems, or rather in both of them. It may happen
that some of the accepted or alleged values are discredited
and compromised, i.e. cease to function and no longer appeal
to men. Or, again, it happens sometimes that "civilized man"
themselves degenerate or even disappear altogether, that
cultural habits become unstable, and men lose interest in or
concern for these habits, or are simply tired of them. Then
an urge for "primitivism" may emerge, if still within the
framework of a lingering civilization. A civilization declines
when that creative impulse which originally brought it into
existence loses its power and spontaneity. Then the question
arises, whether "culture" is relevant to the fulfilment of
man's personality, or is no more than an external garb which
may be needed on occasions, but which does not organically
belong to the essence of human existence. It obviously does
not belong to human nature, and we normally clearly dis-
tinguish between "nature" and "culture," implying that
"culture" is man's "artificial" creation which he superimposes
on "nature," although it seems that in fact we do not know
human nature apart from culture, from some kind of culture
at least. It may be contended that "culture" is not actually
"artificial," that it is rather an extension of human nature,
an extension by which human nature achieves its maturity
and completion, so that an "under-cultural" existence is in
fact a "sub-human" mode of existence. Is it not true that a
"civilized" man is more human than a "primitive" or
"natural" man? It is precisely at this point that our major
difficulty sets in.

It may be perfectly true, as I personally believe is the case,
that our contemporary culture or civilization is "on trial."
But should Christians, as Christians, be concerned with this
cultural crisis at all? If it is true, as we have just admitted,
that the collapse or decline of culture is rooted in the loss
of faith, in an "apostasy" or "retreat," should not Christians
be concerned, primarily if not exclusively, with the recon-
struction of belief or a reconversion of the world, and not
with the salvaging of a sinking civilization? If we are really
passing in our days an "apocalyptic" test, should we not
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concentrate all our efforts on Evangelism, on the proclama-
tion of the Gospel to an oblivious generation, on the pre-
aching of penitence and conversion ? The main question seems
to be, whether the crisis can be resolved if we simply oppose
to an outworn and disrupted civilization a new one, or
whether, in order to overcome the crisis, we must go beyond
civilization, to the very roots of human existence. Now, if
we have ultimately to go beyond, would not this move make
culture unnecessary and superfluous? Does one need
"culture," and should one be interested in it, when he
encounters the Living God, Him Who alone is to be worship-
ped and glorified? Is not then all "civilization" ultimately
but a subtle and refined sort of idolatry, a care and trouble
for "many things," for too many things, while there is but
one "good part," which shall never be taken away, but will
continue in the "beyond," unto ages of ages? Should not,
in fact, those who have found the "precious pearl" go
straight away and sell their other goods? And would it not
be precisely an unfaithfulness and disloyalty to hide and
keep these other possessions ? Should we not simply surrender
all "human values," into the hands of God.

This questioning was for centuries the major temptation
of many sincere and devout souls. All these questions are
intensively asked and discussed again in our own days. We
say: temptation. But is it fair to use this disqualifying word?
Is it not rather an inescapable postulate of that integral
self-renunciation, which is the first pre-requisite and founda-
tion of Christian obedience? In fact, doubts about culture
and its values arise and emerge not only in the days of great
historical trials and crises. They arise so often also in the
periods of peace and prosperity, when one may find himself
in danger of being enslaved and seduced by human achieve-
ments, by the glories and triumphs of civilization. They arise
so often in the process of intimate and personal search for
God. Radical self-renunciation may lead devout people into
wilderness, into the caves of the earth and the deserts, out
of the "civilized world," and culture would appear to them
as vanity, and vanity of vanities, even if it is alleged that
this culture has been christened, in shape if not in essence.
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"Would it be right to arrest these devout brethren in their
resolute search of perfection, and to retain them in the
world, to compel them to share in the building or reparation
of what for them is nothing else than a Tower of Babel?
Are we prepared to disavow St. Anthony of Egypt or St.
Francis of Assisi and to urge them to stay in the world?
Is not God radically above and beyond all culture? Does
"culture" after all possess any intrinsic value of its own?
Is it service or play, obedience or distraction, vanity, luxury
and pride, i.e. ultimately a trap for souls? It seems obvious
that "culture" is not, and by its very nature cannot be, an
ultimate end or an ultimate value, and should not be regarded
as an ultimate goal or destiny of man, nor probably even
as an indispensible component of true humanity. A "primitive"
can be saved no less than a "civilized." As St. Ambrose put
it, God did not choose to save His people by clever argu-
ments. Moreover, "culture" is not an unconditional good;
rather it is a sphere of unavoidable ambiguity and involve-
ment. It tends to degenerate into "civilization," if we may
accept Oswald Spengler's distinction between these two
terms—and man may be desperately enslaved in it, as the
modern man is supposed to be. "Culture" is human achieve-
ment, is man's own deliberate creation, but an accomplished
"civilization" is so often inimical to human creativity. Many
in our days, and indeed at all times, are painfully aware of
this tyranny of "cultural routine," of the bondage of civiliza-
tion. It can be argued, as it has been more than once, that
in "civilization" man is, as it were, "estranged" from himself,
estranged and detached from the very roots of his existence,
from his very "self," or from "nature," or from God. This
alienation of man can be described and defined in a number
of ways and manners, both in a religious and anti-religious
mood. But in all cases "culture" would appear not only to
be in predicament, but to be predicament itself.

Different answers were given to these searching questions
in the course of Christian history, and the problem still
remains unsolved. It has been recently suggested that the
whole question about "Christ and Culture" is "an enduring
problem," which probably does not admit of any final deci-
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sion. It is to say that different answers will appeal to dif-
ferent types or groups of people, believers alike and "un-
believers," and again different answers will seem con-
vincing at different times. The variety of answers seems to
have a double meaning. On the one hand, it points to the
variety of historical and human situations, in which dif-
ferent solutions would naturally impose. Questions are dif-
ferently put and assessed at a time of peace or at a time
of crisis. But on the other hand, disagreement is precisely
what we should expect in the "Divided Christendom." It
would be idle to ignore the depth of this division in Chris-
tendom. The meaning of the Gospel itself is discordantly
assessed in various denominations. And in the debate about
"Christ and Culture" we encounter the same tension be-
tween the "Catholic" and the "Evangelical" trends which is
at the bottom of the "Christian Schism" at large. If we are
really and sincerely concerned with "Christian Unity," we
should look for an ultimate solution of this basic tension.
In fact, our attitude to "culture" is not a practical option,
but a theological decision, first of all and last of all. The
recent growth of historical and cultural pessimism, of what
Germans call Kulturpessimismus and Geschichtspessimismus,
not only reflects the factual involvements and confusion of
our epoch, but also reveals a peculiar shift in theological
and philosophical opinions. Doubts about culture have an
obvious theological significance and spring from the very
depth of man's faith. One should not dismiss any sincere
challenge too easily and self-complacently, without sympathy
and understanding. Yet, without imposing a uniform solu-
tion, for which our age seems not to be ripe, one cannot
avoid discarding certain suggested solutions as inadequate,
as erroneous and misleading.

The modern opposition, or indifference, of Christians to
"culture" takes various shapes and moulds. It would be
impossible to attempt now a comprehensive survey of all
actual shades of opinion. We must confine ourselves to
a tentative list of those which seem to be most vocal and
relevant in our own situation. There are a variety of motives,
and a variety of conclusions. Two special motives seem to
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concur in a very usual contempt of the world by many
Christians, in all traditions. On the one hand, the world is
passing, and history itself seems so insignificant "in the
perspective of eternity," or when related to the ultimate
destiny of man. All historical values are perishable, as they
are also relative and uncertain. Culture, also, is perishable
and of no significance in the perspective of an imminent
end. On the other hand, the whole world seems to be so
insignificant in comparison with the unfathomable Glory of
God, as it has been revealed in the mystery of our Redemp-
tion. At certain times, and in certain historical situations,
the mystery of Redemption seems to obscure the mystery of
Creation, and Redemption is construed rather as a dismissal
of the fallen world than as its healing and recovery. The
radical opposition between Christianity and Culture, as it is
presented by certain Christian thinkers, is more inspired by
certain theological and philosophical presuppositions than
by an actual analysis of culture itself. There is an increasing
eschatological feeling in our days, at least in certain quarters.
There is also an increasing devaluation of man in the con-
temporary thought, philosophical and theological, partly in
reaction to the excess of self-confidence of the previous age.
There is a re-discovery of human "nothingness," of the
essential precariousness and insecurity of his existence, both
physical and spiritual. The world seems to be inimical and
empty, and man feels himself lost in the flux of accidents
and failures. If there is still any hope of "salvation," it is
constructed rather in the terms of "escape" and "endurance"
than in those of "recovery" or "reparation." What can one
hope for in history?

"We can distinguish several types of this "pessimistic"
attitude. The labels I am going to use are but tentative and
provisional.

First of all, we must emphasize the persistance of the
Pietist or Revivalist motive in the modern devaluation of
culture. Men believe that they have met their Lord and
Redeemer in their personal and private experience, and that
they were saved by His mercy and their own response to it
in faith and obedience. Nothing else is therefore needed.
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The life of the world, and in the world, seems then to be
but a sinful entanglement, out of which men are glad, and
probably proud, to have been released. The only thing they
have to say about this world is to expose its vanity and
perversion and to prophesy doom and condemnation, the
coming wrath and judgment of God. People of this type
may be of different temper, sometimes wild and aggressive,
sometimes mild and sentimental. In all cases, however, they
cannot see any positive meaning in the continuing process
of culture, and are indifferent to all values of civilization,
especially to those which cannot be vindicated from the
utilitarian point of view. People of this type would preach
the virtue of simplicity, in opposition to the complexity of
cultural involvement. They may choose to retire into the
privacy of solitary existence or of stoic "indifference" or
they may prefer a kind of common life, in closed companies
of those who have understood the futility and purposelessness
of the whole historical toil and endeavour. One may describe
this attitude as "sectarian," and indeed there is a deliberate
attempt to evade any share in common history. But this
"sectarian" approach can be found among the people of
various cultural and religious traditions. There are many
who want to "retire from the world," at least psychologically,
more for security than for "the unseen warfare." There is,
in this attitude, a paradoxical mixture of penitence and self-
satisfaction, of humility and pride. There is also a deliberate
disregard of, or indifference to, doctrine, and inability to
think out consistently the doctrinal implications of this "iso-
lationist" attitude. In fact, this is a radical reduction of
Christianity, at least a subjective reduction, in which it becomes
no more than a private religion of individuals. The only
problem with which this type of people is concerned is the
problem of individual "salvation."

Secondly, there is a "Puritan" type of opposition. There
is a similar "reduction" of belief, usually openly ad-
mitted. In practice, it is an active type, without any desire
to evade history. Only history is accepted rather as "service"
and "obedience," and not as a creative opportunity. There is
the same concentration on the problem of one's "salvation."
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The basic contention is that man, this miserable sinner, can
be forgiven, if and when he accepts the forgiveness which
is offered to him by Christ and in Christ, but even in this
case he remains precisely what he is, a frail and unprofitable
creature, and is not essentially changed or re-newed. Even
as a forgiven person, he continues as a lost creature, and
his life cannot have any constructive value. This may not
lead necessarily to an actual withdrawal from culture or
denial of history, but it makes of history a kind of servitude,
which must be carried on and endured, and should not be
evaded, but endured rather as a training of character and
testing in patience, than as a realm of creativeness. Nothing
is to be achieved in history. But man should use every op-
portunity to prove his loyalty and obedience and to strengthen
character by this service of fidelity, this bondage in duty.
There is a strong "utilitarian" emphasis in this attitude, if
it is a "transcendental utility," an utter concern with "salva-
tion." Everything that does not directly serve this purpose
should be discarded, and no room is permitted for any
"disinterested creativity," e.g. for art or "belles-lettres."

Thirdly, there is an Existentialist type of opposition. Its
basic motive is in the protest against man's enslavement in
civilization, which only screens from him the ultimate pre-
dicament of his existence, and obscures the hopelessness of
his entanglement. It would be unfair to deny the relative
truth of the contemporary Existentialist movement, the truth
of reaction; and probably the modern man of culture needed
this sharp and pityless warning. In all its forms, religious
and areligious, Existentialism exposes the nothingness of
man, of the real man as he is and knows himself. For those
among the Existentialists who failed to encounter God or
who indulge in the atheistic denial, this "nothingness" is
just the last truth about man and his destiny. Only man
should find this truth out for himself. But many Existentialists
have found God, or, as they would put it themselves, have
been found by Him, challenged by Him, in His undivided
wrath and mercy. But, paradoxically enough, they would
persist in believing that man is still but "nothing," in spite
of the redeeming love and concern of Creator for His lost
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and stray creatures. In their conception, "creatureliness" of
man inextricably condemns him to be but "nothing," at least
in his own eyes, in spite of the mysterious fact that for
God His creatures are obviously much more than "nothing,"
since the redeeming love of God moved Him, for the sake
of man, to the tremendous Sacrifice of the Cross. Existential-
ism seems to be right in its criticism of human com-
placency, and even helpful in its unwelcome detection of
man's pettiness. But it is always blind to the complexity of
the Divine Wisdom. An Existentialist is always a lonely and
solitary being, inextricably involved and engaged in the
scrutiny of his predicament. His terms of reference are always:
the ALL of God and the Nothing of man. And, even in
the case when his analysis begins with a concrete situation,
namely his personal one, it continues somehow in abstracto:
in the last resort he will not speak of a living person, but
rather about man as man, for ultimately all men stand under
the same and universal detection of their ultimate irrelevance.
Whatever the psychological and historical explanation of the
recent rise of Existentialism may be, on the whole it is
no more than a symptom of cultural disintegration and
despair.

And finally, we should not ignore the resistance or
indifference of the "Plain Man." He may live rather quietly
in the world of culture, and even enjoy it, but he would
wonder what culture can "add" to religion, except by the way
of decoration, or as a tribute of reverence and gratitude, i.e.
especially in the form of art. But as a rule, the "plain man"
is cautiously suspicious about the use of reason in the matters
of faith and accordingly will dispense with the understanding
of beliefs. What religious value can be in a distinterested
study of any subject, which has no immediate practical
application and cannot be used in the discharge of charity?
The "plain man" will have not doubts about the value or
utility of culture in the economy of temporal life, but he will
hesitate to acknowledge its positive relevance in the spiritual
dimension, except insofar as it may affect or exhibit the
moral integrity of man. He will find no religious justifica-
tion for the human urge to know and create. Is not all culture
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ultimately but vanity, a frail and perishable thing indeed?
And is not the deepest root of human pride and arrogance
precisely in the claims and ambition of reason? The "plain
man" usually prefers "simplicity" in religion, and takes
no interest in what he labels as "theological speculation,"
including therein very often almost all doctrines and dogmas
of the Church. What is involved in this attitude is again a
one-sided (and defective) concept of man and of the relevance
of man's actual life in history to his "eternal destiny," i.e.
to the ultimate purpose of God. There is a tendency to stress
the "otherworldliness" of the "Life Eternal" to such an
extent that human personality is in danger of being rent in
twain. Is History in its entirety just a training ground for
souls and characters, or is something more intended in God's
design? Is the "last judgment" just a test in loyalty, or also
a "recapitulation" of the Creation?

It is here that we are touching upon the deepest cause
of the enduring confusion in the discussion about "Faith
and Culture." The deepest theological issues are involved
in this discussion, and no solution can ever be reached unless
the theological character of the discussion is clearly acknowl-
edged and understood. We need a theology of culture, even
for our "practical" decisions. No real decision can be made
in the dark. The dogma of Creation, with everything that
it implies, was dangerously obscured in the consciousness of
modern Christians, and the concept of Providence, i.e. of the
perennial concern of the Creator with the destiny of His
Creation, was actually reduced to something utterly senti-
mental and subjective. Accordingly, "History" was conceived
as an enigmatic interim between the Mighty Deeds of God,
for which it was difficult to assign any proper substance.
This was connected again with an inadequate conception of
Man. The emphasis has been shifted from the fulfilment of
God's design for man to the release of Man out of the con-
sequences of his "original" failure. And, accordingly, the
whole doctrine of the Last Things has been dangerously
reduced and has come to be treated in the categories of
forensical justice or of sentimental love. The "Modern Man"
fails to appreciate and to assess the conviction of early
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Christians, derived from the Scripture, that Man was created
by God for a creative purpose and was to act in the world
as its king, priest, and prophet. The fall or failure of man
did not abolish this purpose or design, and man was re-
deemed in order to be re-instated in his original rank and
to resume his role and function in the Creation. And only
by doing this can he become what he was designed to be,
not only in the sense that he should display obedience, but
also in order to accomplish the task which was appointed
by God in his creative design precisely as the task of man.
As much as "History" is but a poor anticipation of the "Age
to come," it is nevertheless its actual anticipation, and the
cultural process in history is related to the ultimate consum-
mation, if in a manner and in a sense which we cannot
adequately decipher now. One must be careful not to exag-
gerate "the human achievement," but one should also be
careful not to minimize the creative vocation of man. The
destiny of human culture is not irrelevant to the ultimate
destiny of man.

All this may seem to be but a daring speculation, much
beyond our warrant and competence. But the fact remains:
Christians as Christians were building culture for centuries,
and many of them not only with a sense of vocation, and
not only as in duty bound, but with the firm conviction that
this was the will of God. A brief retrospect of the Christian
endeavour in culture may help us to see the problem in a
more concrete manner, in its full complexity, but also in
all its inevitability. As a matter of fact, Christianity entered
the world precisely at one of the most critical periods of
history, at the time of a momentous crisis of culture. And
the crisis was finally solved by the creation of Christian
Culture, as unstable and ambiguous as this culture proved
to be, in its turn, and in the course of its realization.

II

As a matter of fact, the question of the relationship
between Christianity and Culture is never discussed in
abstracto, just in this generalized form, or, in any case, it
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should not be so discussed. The culture about which one
speaks is always a particular culture. The concept of "Culture"
with which one operates is always situation-conditioned,
i.e. derived from the actual experience one has, in his own
particular culture, which one may cherish or abhor, or else
it is an imaginary concept, "another culture," an ideal, about
which one dreams and speculates. Even when the question
is put in general terms, concrete impressions or wants can
be always detected. When "Culture" is resisted or denied
by Christians, it is always a definite historical formation
which is taken to be representative of the idea. In our own
days it would be the mechanized or "Capitalistic" civilization,
inwardly secularized and therefore estranged from any reli-
gion. In the ancient times it was the pagan Graeco-Roman
civilization. The starting point in both cases is the immediate
impression of clash and conflict, and of practical incom-
patibility of divergent structures, which diverge basically in
spirit or inspiration.

The early Christians were facing a particular civilization,
that of the Roman and Hellenistic world. It was about this
civilization that they spoke, it was about this concrete "system
of values" that they were critical and uneasy. This civiliza-
tion, moreover, was itself changing and unstable at that
time, and was, in fact, involved in a desperate struggle and
crisis. The situation was complex and confused. The modern
historian cannot escape antinomy in his interpretation of
this early Christian epoch, and one cannot expect more
coherence in the interpretation given by the contemporaries.
It is obvious that this Hellenistic civilization was in a certain
sense ripe or prepared for "conversion," and can even be
regarded itself, again in a certain sense, as a kind of the
Praeparatio Evangelica, and the contemporaries were aware
of this situation. Already St. Paul had suggested this, and
the Apologists of the second century and early Alexandrinians
did not hesitate to refer to Socrates and Heraclitus, and indeed
Plato, as forerunners of Christianity. On the other hand,
they were aware, no less than we are now, of a radical tension
between this culture and their message, and the opponents
were conscious of this tension also. The Ancient "World
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resisted conversion, because it meant a radical change and
break with its tradition in many respects. We can see now
both the tension and continuity between "the Classical" and
"the Christian." Contemporaries, of course, could not see it
in the same perspective as we do, because they could not
anticipate the future. If they were critical of "culture," they
meant precisely the culture of their own time, and this
culture was both alien and inimical to the Gospel. What
Tertullian had to say about culture should be interpreted
in a concrete historical setting first of all, and should not
be immediately construed into absolute pronouncements. Was
he not right in his insistence on the radical tension and
divergence between "Jerusalem" and Athens: quid Athenae
Hierosolytnis? "What indeed has Athens to do with Jeru-
salem? What concord is there between the Academy and
the Church? . . . Our instruction comes from the Porch of
Solomon, who had himself taught that 'the Lord should be
sought in simplicity of heart' . . . We want no curious dis-
putation after possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after
enjoying the Gospel. With our faith, we desire no further
belief. For this is our palmary faith, that there is nothing
which we ought to believe besides" (de prescriptione, 7).
"What is there in common between the philosopher and the
Christian, the pupil of Hellas and the pupil of Heaven,
the worker for reputation and for salvation, the manufacturer
of words and of deeds" (Apologeticus, 46). Yet, Tertullian
himself could not avoid "inquisition" and "disputation,"
and did not hesitate to use the wisdom of the Greeks in
the defence of the Christian faith. He indicts the culture of
his time, and a specific philosophy of life, which, in its very
structure, was opposed to faith. He was afraid of an easy
syncretism and contamination, which was an actual threat
and danger in his time, and could not anticipate that inner
transformation of the Hellenic mind which was to be effected
in the centuries to come, just as he could not imagine that
Caesars could become Christian.

One should not forget that the attitude of Origen was
actually much the same, although he is regarded as one
of the "Hellenizers" of Christianity. He also was aware of
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the tension and was suspicious of the vain speculation, in
which he took little interest, and for him the riches of the
pagans were exactly "the riches of sinners" (in Ps. 36, III. 6) .
St. Augustine also was of that opinion. Was not Science for
him just a vain curiosity which only distracts mind from its
true purpose, which is not to number the stars and to seek
out the hidden things of nature, but to know and to love
God ? Again, St. Augustine was repudiating Astrology, which
nobody would regard as "science" in our days, but which
in his days was inseparable from true Astronomy. The
cautious or even negative attitude of early Christians toward
philosophy, toward art, including both painting and music,
and especially toward the art of rhetorics, can be fully under-
stood only in the concrete historical context. The whole
structure of the existing culture was determined and
permeated by a wrong and false faith. One has to admit
that certain historical forms of culture are incompatible with
the Christian attitude toward life, and therefore must be
rejected or avoided. But this does not yet pre-judge the
further question, whether a Christian culture is possible and
desirable. In our own days, one may, or rather should, be
sharply critical of our contemporary civilization, and even
be inclined to welcome its collapse, but this does not prove
that civilization as such should be damned and cursed, and
that Christians should return to barbarism or primitivism.

As a matter of fact, Christianity accepted the challenge
of the Hellenistic and Roman culture, and ultimately a
Christian Civilization emerged. It is true that this rise of
Christian Culture has been strongly censured in modern times
as an "acute Hellenization" of Christianity, in which the
purity and simplicity of the Evangelical or Biblical faith is
alleged to have been lost. Many in our own days are quite
"iconoclastic" with regard to culture en bloc, or at least to
certain fields of culture, such as "Philosophy" (equated with
"sophistics") or Art, repudiated as a subtle idolatry, in the
name of Christian faith. But, on the other hand, we have
to face the age-long accumulation of genuine human values
in the cultural process, undertaken and carried in the spirit
of Christian obedience and dedication to the truth of God.
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What is important in this case is that the Ancient Culture
proved to be plastic enough to admit of an inner "transfigura-
tion." Or, in other words, Christians proved that it was
possible to re-orient the cultural process, without lapsing
into a pre-cultural state, to re-shape the cultural fabric in
a new spirit. The same process which has been variously
described as a "Hellenization of Christianity" can be
construed rather as a "Christianization of Hellenism." Hel-
lenism was, as it were, dissected by the Sword of the Spirit,
was polarized and divided, and a "Christian Hellenism" was
created. Of course, "Hellenism" was ambiguous and, as it
were, double-faced. And certain of the Hellenistic revivals
in the history of the European thought and life have been
rather pagan revivals, calling for caution and strictures. It
is enough to mention the ambiguities of the Renaissance,
and in later times just Goethe or Nietzsche. But it would
be unfair to ignore the existence of another Hellenism, al-
ready initiated in the Age of the Fathers, both Greek and
Latin, and creatively continued through the Middle Ages and
the Modern times. What is really decisive in this connection
is that "Hellenism" has been really changed. One can be
too quick in discovering "Hellenic accretions" in the fabric
of Christian life, and at the same time quite negligent and
oblivious of the facts of this "transfiguration."

One striking example may suffice for our present purpose.
It has been recently brought to mind that Christianity in
fact achieved a radical change in the philosophical inter-
pretation of Time. For the ancient Greek Philosophers, Time
was just "a movable image of eternity," i.e. a cyclical and
recurrent motion, which had to return upon itself, without
ever moving "forward," as no "forward-motion" is possible
on the circle. It was an astronomical time, determined by
"the revolution of the celestial spheres" (let us remember
the title of the famous work of Copernicus, who was still
under the sway of ancient astronomy: De Revolutionibus
Orbium Celestium), and human history accordingly was
subordinate to this basic principle of rotation and iteration.
Our modern concept of the linear time, with a sense of
direction or vectoriality, with the possibility of progression
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and achievement of new things, has been derived from the
Bible and from the Biblical conception of history, moving
from Creation to Consummation, in a unique, irrevertible
and unrepeatable motion, guided or supervised by the constant
Providence of the living God. The circular time of the
Greeks has been exploded, as St. Augustine rejoicingly ex-
claims. History for the first time could be conceived as a
meaningful and purposeful process, leading to a goal, and
not as a perennial rotation, leading nowhere. The very
concept of Progress has been elaborated by Christians. This
is to say, Christianity was not passive in its intercourse with
that inherited culture which it endeavoured to redeem, but
very active. It is not too much to say that the human mind
was reborn and remade in the school of Christian faith,
without any repudiation of its just claims and fashions. It
is true that this process of Christianization of mind has never
been completed, and inner tension continues even within
the Christian "Universe of discourse." No culture can ever
be final and definitive. It is more than a system, it is a
process, and it can be preserved and continued only by a
constant spiritual effort, not just by inertia or inheritance.
The true solution of the perennial problem of relationship
between Christianity and Culture lies in the effort to convert
"the natural mind" to the right faith, and not in the denial
of cultural tasks. Cultural concerns are an integral part of
actual human existence and, for that reason, cannot be ex-
cluded from the Christian historical endeavour.

Christianity entered the historical scene as a Society or
Community, as a new social order or even a new social
dimension, i.e. as the Church. Early Christians had a strong
corporate feeling. They felt themselves to be a "chosen
race," a "holy nation," a "peculiar people," i.e. precisely a
New Society, a "New Polis," a City of God. Now, there
was another City in existence, a Universal and strictly
totalitarian City indeed, the Roman Empire, which felt itself
to be simply the Empire. It claimed to be the City, com-
prehensive and unique. It claimed the whole man for its
service, just as the Church claimed the whole man for the
service of God. No division of competence and authority
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could be admitted, since the Roman State could not admit
autonomy of the "religious sphere," and religious allegiance
was regarded as an aspect of the political creed and an
integral part of the civic obedience. For that reason a conflict
was unavoidable, a conflict of the two Cities. Early Chris-
tians felt themselves, as it were, extraterritorial, just outside
of the existing social order, simply because the Church was
for them an order itself. They dwelt in their cities as
"sojourners" or "strangers," and for them "every foreign
land was fatherland, and every fatherland foreign," as the
author of the "Epistle to Diognetus," a remarkable document
of the second century, stated it (c. 5) . On the other hand,
Christians did not retire from the existing society; they could
be found "everywhere," as Tertullian insisted, in all walks
of life, in all social groups, in all nations. But they were
spiritually detached, spiritually segregated. As Origen put
it, in every city Christians had another system of allegiance
of their own, or, in literal translation, "another system of
fatherland" (c. Cels. VIII. 75). Christians did stay in the
world and were prepared to perform their daily duties
faithfully, but they could not pledge their full allegiance
to the polity of this world, to the earthly City, for their citizen-
ship was elsewhere, i.e. "in heaven."

Yet, this detachment from "the world" could be but
provisional, as Christianity, by its very nature, was a mis-
sionary religion and aimed at a universal conversion. The
subtle distinction "in the world, but not of the world," could
not settle the basic problem, for "the world" itself had to be
redeemed and could not be endured in its un-reformed state.
The final problem was exactly this: could the two "societies"
co-exist, and on what terms? Could Christian allegiance be
somehow divided or duplicated, or a "double citizenship"
accepted as a normative principle? Various answers were
given in the course of history, and the issue is still a burning
and embarrassing one. One may still wonder whether
"spiritual segregation" is not actually the only consistent
Christian answer, and any other solution inevitably an
entangling compromise. The Church is here, in "this world,"
for its salvation. The Church has, as it were, to exhibit in
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history a new pattern of existence, a new mode of life, that
of the "world to come." And for that reason the Church
has to oppose and to renounce "this" world. She cannot, so
to speak, find a settled place for herself within the limits of
this "old world." She is compelled to be "in this world"
in permanent opposition, even if she claims but a reformation
or renewal of the world.

The situation in which the Church finds herself in this
world is inextricably antinomical. Either the Church is to be
constituted as an exclusive society, endeavouring to satisfy
all requirements of the believers, both "temporal" and
"spiritual," paying no attention to the existing order and
leaving nothing to the external world-—this would mean an
entire separation from the world, an ultimate flight out
of it, and a radical denial of any external authority. Or the
Church could attempt an inclusive "Christianization" of the
world, subduing the whole of life to Christian rule and
authority, endeavor to reform and to reorganize secular life
on Christian principles, to build the Christian City. In the
history of the Church we can trace both solutions: a flight into
desert and a construction of the Christian Empire. The first
was practised not only in monasticism of various trends,
but also in many other Christian groups or "sects." The
second was the main line taken by Christians, both in the
West and in the East, up to the rise of militant secularism
in Europe and elsewhere, and even at present this solution
has not lost its hold on many people.

Historically speaking, both solutions proved to be in-
adequate and unsuccessful. On the other hand, one has to
acknowledge the urgency of their common problem and
the truth of their common purpose. Christianity is not an
individualistic religion and is not concerned only with the
salvation of individuals. Christianity is the Church, i.e. a
Community, leading its corporate life according to its peculiar
principles. Spiritual leadership of the Church can hardly be
reduced to an occasional guidance given to individuals or to
groups living under conditions utterly uncongenial to the
Church. The legitimacy of those conditions should be ques-
tioned first of all. Nor can human life be split into depart-
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ments, some of which might have been ruled by some inde-
pendent principles, i.e. independent of the Church. One
cannot serve two Masters, and a double allegiance is a poor
solution. The problem is no easier in a Christian society.
With Constantine the Empire, as it were, capitulated; Caesar
himself was converted—the Empire was now offering to the
Church not only peace, but cooperation. This could be inter-
preted as a victory of the Christian cause. But for many
Christians at that time this new turn of affairs was an un-
expected surprise and rather a blow. Many leaders of the
Church were rather reluctant to accept the Imperial offer.
But it was difficult to decline it. The whole Church could not
escape into Desert, nor could she desert the world. The new
Christian Society came into existence, which was at once
both "Church" and "Empire," and its ideology was "the-
ocratical." This theocratical idea could be developed in two
versions, different, but correlated. Theocratical authority
could be exercised by the Church directly, i.e. through the
hierarchical Ministry of the Church. Or the State could be
invested with a theocratical authority, and its officers com-
missioned to establish and propagate the Christian order. In
both cases the unity of Christian society was strongly em-
phasized, and two orders were distinguished inside of this
unique structure: an ecclesiastical in the strict sense and a
temporal, i.e. the Church and the State, with the basic as-
sumption that imperium was also a Divine gift, in a sense
co-ordinated with sacerdotium, and subordinate to the ultimate
authority of the Faith. The theory seemed to be reasonable
and well balanced, but in practice it led to an age-long
tension and strife within the theocratical structure and
ultimately to its disruption. The modern conception of the
two "separated" spheres, that of the Church and that of the
State, lacks both theoretical and practical consistency.

In fact, we are still facing the same dilemna or the same
antinomy. Either Christians ought to go out of the world, in
which there is another master besides Christ (whatever name
this master may bear: Caesar or Mammon or any other),
and start a separate society. Or again they have to transform
the outer world and rebuild it according to the law of the
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Gospel. What is important, however, is that even those who
go out cannot dispense with the main problem: they still
have to build up a "society" and cannot therefore dispense
with this basic element of social culture. "Anarchism" is in
any case excluded by the Gospel. Nor does Monasticism
mean or imply a denunciation of culture. Monasteries were,
for a long time, precisely the most powerful centers of
cultural activity, both in the West and in the East. The
practical problem is therefore reduced to the question of a
sound and faithful orientation in a concrete historical
situation.

Christians are not committed to the denial of culture as
such. But they are to be critical of any existing cultural
situation and measure it by the measure of Christ. For
Christians are also the Sons of Eternity, i.e. prospective
citizens of the Heavenly Jerusalem. Yet problems and needs
of "this age" in no case and in no sense can be dismissed
or disregarded, since Christians are called to work and
service precisely "in this world" and "in this age." Only
all these needs and problems and aims must be viewed in
that new and wider perspective which is disclosed by the
Christian Revelation and illumined by its light.



CHAPTER II

The Predicament of the
Christian Historian

Veritas non erubescit nisi abscondi.
—Leo XIII

"/CHRISTIANITY is a religion of historians."1 It is a strong
phrase, but the statement is correct. Christianity is

basically a vigorous appeal to history, a witness of faith to
certain particular events in the past, to certain particular
data of history. These events are acknowledged by faith as
truly eventful. These historic moments, or instants, are
recognized as utterly momentous. In brief, they are identified
by faith as "mighty deeds" of God, Magnolia Dei. The
"scandal of particularity," to use the phrase of Gerhard
Kittel,1 belongs to the very essence of the Christian message.
The Christian Creed itself is intrinsically historic. It com-
prises the whole of existence in a single historical scheme
as one "History of Salvation," from Creation to Consumma-
tion, to the Last Judgment and the End of history. Emphasis
is put on the ultimate cruciality of certain historic events,

"The Predicament of the Christian Historian" appeared in Religion and
Culture: Essays in Honor of Paul Tillich, edited by W. Leibrecht (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1959), pp. 140-166. © 1959 by W. Leibrecht.
Reprinted by permission.
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namely, of the Incarnation, of the Coming of the Messiah,
and of his Cross and Resurrection. Accordingly, it may be
justly contended that "the Christian religion is a daily
invitation, to the study of history."3

Now, it is at this point that the major difficulties arise.
An average believer, of any denomination or tradition, is
scarcely aware of his intrinsic duty to study history. The
historical pattern of the Christian message is obvious. But
people are interested rather in the "eternal truth" of this
message, than in what they are inclined to regard as
"accidents" of history, even when they are discussing the
facts of the Biblical history or of the history of the Church.
Does not the message itself point out beyond history, to
the "life of the Age to come" ? There is a persistent tendency
to interpret the facts of history as images or symbols, as
typical cases or examples, and to transform the "history of
salvation" into a kind of edifying parable. We can trace this
tendency back to the early centuries of Christian history.
In our own days we find ourselves in the midst of an intense
controversy precisely about this very matter.

On the one hand, the essential historicity of Christian
religion has been rediscovered and re-emphasized, precisely
during the past few decades, and a fresh impact of this
reawakened historical insight is strongly felt now in all
fields of contemporary theological research—in Biblical
exegesis, in the study of Church history and liturgies, in certain
modern attempts at the "reconstruction of belief," and even
in the modern ecumenical dialogue. On the other hand,
the recent plea for a radical demythologizing of the Christian
message is an ominous sign of a continuing anti-historical
attitude in certain quarters. For to demythologize Christianity
means in practice precisely to de-historicize it, despite the
real difference between myth and history. In fact, the modern
plea is but a new form of that theological liberalism, which,
at least from the Age of the Enlightenment, persistently
attempted to disentangle Christianity from its historical con-
text and involvement, to detect its perennial "essence" {"das
Wesen des Christentums"), and to discard the historical
shells. Paradoxically, the Rationalists of the Enlightenment
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and the devout Pietists of various description, and also the
dreamy mystics, were actually working toward the same pur-
pose. The impact of German Idealism, in spite of its historical
appearance, was ultimately to the same effect. The emphasis
was shifted from the "outward" facts of history to the
"inward" experience of the believers. Christianity, in this
interpretation, became a "religion of experience," mystical,
ethical, or even intellectual. History was felt to be simply
irrelevant. The historicity of Christianity was reduced to
the acknowledgement of a permanent "historical significance"
of certain ideas and principles, which originated under
particular conditions of time and space, but were in no sense
intrinsically linked with them. The person of Christ Jesus
lost its cruciality in this interpretation, even if his message
has been, to a certain extent, kept and maintained.

Now, it is obvious that this anti-historical attitude was
itself but a particular form of an acute historicism, that is,
of a particular interpretation of history, in which the historical
has been ruled out as something accidental and indifferent.
Most of the liberal arguments were, as they still are, his-
torical and critical, although behind them one could easily
detect definite ideological prejudices, or preconceptions.
The study of history was vigorously cultivated by the Liberal
school, if only in order to discredit history, as a realm of
relativity, or as a story of sin and failure, and, finally, to ban
history from the theological field. This "abuse of history"
by the liberals made even the "lawful" use of history in
theology suspect in the conservative circles. Was it safe to
make the eternal truth of Christianity dependent in any way
upon the data of history, which is, by its very nature, in-
extricably contingent and human? For that reason Cardinal
Manning denounced every appeal to history, or to "antiquity,"
as both "a treason and a heresy." He was quite formal at
this point: for him the Church had no history. She was ever
abiding in a continuous present.*

After all—it has been persistently asked—can one really
"know" history, that is, the past? How can one discern,
with any decent measure of security, what actually did happen
in the past? Our pictures of the past are so varied, and
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change from one generation to another, and even differ
from one historian to the next. Are they anything but sub-
jective opinions, impressions, or interpretations? The very
possibility of any historical knowledge seemed to be com-
promised by the skeptical exploits of the learned. It seemed
that even the Bible could no longer be retained as a book
of history, although it could be kept as a glorious paradeigma
of the eternal Glory and Mercy of God. Moreover, even if
one admits that Christians are, by vocation, historians, it
can be contended that they are bound to be bad historians,
or unreliable historians, since they are intrinsically "com-
mitted" in advance. It is commonly agreed that the main
virtue of a historian is his impartiality, his freedom from all
preconceptions, his radical Voraussetzungslosigkeit. Now,
obviously, Christians, if they are believing and practicing
Christians, cannot conscientiously dispense with their for-
midable "bias," even if they succeed in preserving their
intellectual honesty and integrity. Christians, by the very
fact of their faith and allegiance, are committed to a very
particular interpretation of certain events of history, and
also to a definite interpretation of the historic process itself,
taken as a whole. In this sense, they are inevitably prejudiced.
They cannot be radically critical. They would not agree, for
instance, to handle their sacred books as "pure literature,"
and would not read the Bible simply as the "epic" of the
Jews. They would not surrender their belief in the crucial
uniqueness of Christ. They would not consent to rule out
the "supernatural" element from history. Under these con-
ditions, is any impartial and critical study of history possible
at all? Can Christians continue as Christians in the exercise
of their profession? How can they vindicate their endeavor?
Can they simply divorce their professional work, as historians,
from their religious convictions, and write history as anyone
else may do it, as if they were in no way informed by the
faith?

The easiest answer to this charge is to declare that all
historians have a bias. An unbiased history is simply im-
possible, and actually does not exist.5 In fact, "evolutionary"
historians are obviously no less committed than those who
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believe in the Biblical revelation, only they are committed to
another bias. Ernest Renan and Julius Wellhausen were no
less committed than Ricciotti or Père Lagrange, and Harnack
and Baur no less than Bardy or Lebreton, and Reitzenstein
and Frazer much more than Dom Odo Casel and Dom
Gregory Dix. They were only committed to different things.
One knows only too well that historical evidence can be
twisted and distorted in compliance with all sorts of "critical"
preconceptions, even more than it has been done sometimes
in obedience to "tradition."

This kind of argument, however, is very ambiguous and
inconclusive. It would lead, ultimately, to a radical skepticism
and would discredit the study of history of any kind. It
actually amounts to a total surrender of all claims and hopes
for any reliable historical knowledge. It seems, however,
that, in the whole discussion, one operates usually with a
very questionable conception of the historical study, with a
conception derived from another area of inquiry, namely,
from the natural sciences. It is assumed in advance that
there is a universal "scientific method" which can be applied
in any field of inquiry, regardless of the specific character
of the subject of study. But this is a gratuitous assumption,
a bias, which does not stand critical test and which, in fact,
has been vigorously contested, in recent decades, both by
historians and by philosophers. In any case, one has, first
of all, to define what is the nature and specific character
of "the historical" and in what way and manner this specific
subject can be reached and apprehended. One has to define
the aim and purpose of historical study and then to design
methods by which this aim, or these aims, can be properly
achieved. Only in this perspective can the very question of
"impartiality" and "bias" be intelligently asked and answered.

II

The study of history is an ambiguous endeavor. Its very
objective is ambiguous. History is the study of the past.
Strictly speaking, we have at once to narrow the scope of
the inquiry. History is indeed the study of the human past.
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An equation of human history and natural history would
be an unwarranted presupposition or option. Much harm
has been done to the study of history by such naturalistic
presuppositions, which amount, in the last resort, to the
denial of any specific character of human existence. Any-
how, "the past" as such cannot be "observed" directly. It
has actually passed away and therefore is never given directly
in any "possible experience" (to use the phrase of John
Stuart Mill). The knowledge of the past is necessarily indirect
and inferential. It is always an interpretation. The past can
only be "reconstructed." Is it a possible task? And how is it
possible? Actually, no historian begins with the past. His
starting point is always in the present, to which he belongs
himself. He looks back. His starting point is his "sources,"
the primary sources. Out of them, and on their authority,
he proceeds to the "recovery" of the past. His procedure
depends upon the nature and character of his information,
of his sources.

What are these sources? What makes a certain thing a
source for the historian ? In a certain sense, almost everything,
omnis res scibilis, can serve as a historical source, provided
the historian knows how to use it, how to read the evidence.
But, on the other hand, no thing at all is a historical source
by itself, even a chronicle, or a narrative, or even an auto-
biography. Historical sources exist, in their capacity as
sources, only in the context of a historical inquiry. Things
are mute by themselves, even the texts and speeches: they
speak only when they are understood; they render answers
only when they are examined, as witnesses are examined,
when proper questions are asked. And the first rule of the
historical craft is precisely to cross-examine the witnesses,
to ask proper questions, and to force the relics and the
documents to answer them. In his admirable little book,
Apologie pour l'Histoire, ou Metier d'Historien, Marc Bloch
illustrates this rule with convincing examples.

Before Boucher de Perthes, as in our own days, there were
plenty of flint artifacts in the alluvium of Somme. However,
there was no one to ask questions, and there was therefore no
prehistory. As an old medievalist, I know nothing which is better
reading than a cartulary. That is because I know just about what
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to ask it. A collection of Roman inscriptions, on the other hand,
would tell me little. I know more or less how to read them,
but not how to cross-examine them. In other words, every historic
research presupposes that the inquiry has a direction at the very
first step. In the beginning there must be the guiding spirit. Mere
passive observation, even supposing such a thing were possible,
has never contributed anything productive to any science.*

This remark of a conscientious and critical scholar is revealing.
What he actually suggests is that all historical inquiry is,
by definition, as a true inquiry, "prejudiced" from the very
start—prejudiced because directed. Otherwise there would
have been no inquiry, and the things would have remained
silent. Only in the context of a guided inquiry do the sources
speak, or rather only in this context do "things" become
"sources," only when they are, as it were, exorcised by the
inquisitive mind of the historian. Even in the experimental
science, facts never speak by themselves, but only in the
process, and in the context, of a directed research, and no
scientific experiment can ever be staged, unless an "experiment
in mind" has been previously performed by the explorer.7

Observation itself is impossible without some interpretation,
that is, understanding.

The study of history has been sorely handicapped by an
uncritical and "naturalistic" conception of historical sources.
They have been often mistaken for independent entities,
existing before and outside of the process of the historical
study. A false task was consequently imposed on the historian:
he was supposed to find history in the sources, while handling
them precisely as "things." Nothing could come out of any
such endeavor but a pseudo history, a history made "with
scissors and paste,"* a "history without the historical problem,"
as Benedetto Croce aptly has styled it." Certain historians
have deliberately sought to reduce themselves to the role of
reporters, but even reporters must be interpretative and
selective, if they want to be intelligible. In fact, historical
sources cannot be handled simply as "relics," "traces," or
"imprints" of the past. Their function in the historical research
is quite different. They are testimonies rather than traces.
And no testimony can be assessed except in the process of
interpretation. No collection of factual statements, no com-
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pilation of news and dates, is history, even if all facts have
been critically established and all dates verified. The best
catalogue of an art museum is not a history of art. A catalogue
of manuscripts is not a history of literature, not even a
history of handwriting. No chronicle is history. In the
sharp phrase of Benedetto Croce, a chronicle is but a "corpse
of history," il cadavere. A chronicle is but "a thing" {una
cosa), a complex of sounds and other signs. But history is
"an act of the spirit," un atto spirituale.1" "Things" become
"sources" only in the process of cognition, in relation to
the inquiring intellect of the student. Outside of this process
historical sources simply do not exist.

The question a historian asks is the question about mean-
ing and significance. And things are then treated as signs
and witnesses of the past reality, not simply as relics or
imprints. Indeed, only signs can be interpreted, and not
"pure facts," since the question about meaning points beyond
pure giveness. There are things insignificant and meaning-
less, and they cannot be understood or interpreted at all,
precisely because they are meaningless, just as in a con-
versation we may fail to understand certain casual remarks,
which were not intended to convey any message. Indeed,
historical cognition is a kind of conversation, a dialogue
with those in the past whose life, thoughts, feelings, and
decisions the historian endeavors to rediscover, through the
documents by which they are witnessed to or signified. Ac-
cordingly, one can infer from certain facts, words or things,
as from a sign to the meaning, only if and when these objective
things can be lawfully treated as signs, that is, as bearers
of meaning, only when and if we can reasonably assume that
these things have a dimension of depth, a dimension of
meaning. We do not assign meaning to them: we should
detect meaning. Now, there is meaning in certain things,
in our documents and sources, only in so far as behind
them we are entitled to assume the existence of other intel-
ligent beings.

History is accordingly a study of the human past, not of
any past as such. Only man has history, in the strict sense
of this word. R. G. Collingwood elaborates this point with
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great clarity. Close similarity between the work of an
archaeologist and that of a paleontologist is obvious: both
are diggers. Yet, their aims are quite different. "The
archaeologist's use of his stratified relics depends upon his
conceiving them as artifacts serving human purposes and
thus expressing a particular way in which men have thought
about their own life." In the study of nature, on the other
hand, there is no such distinction between the "outside"
and the "inside" of the data. "To the scientist, nature is
always and merely a 'phenomenon,' not in the sense of being
defective in reality, but in the sense of being a spectacle
presented to his intellectual observation; whereas the events
of history are never mere phenomena, never mere spectacles
for contemplation, but things which the historian looks, not
at, but through, to discern the thought within them."11

Historical documents can be interpreted as signs because they
are charged with meaning, as expressions or reflections,
deliberate or spontaneous, of human life and endeavor.

Now, this meaning is available for others only in so far
as a sufficient identification can be achieved between the
interpreter and those whose thoughts, actions, or habits he
is interpreting. If this contact, for any reason, has not been
established, or cannot be established at all, no understanding
is possible and no meaning can be elicited, even if the
documents or relics are charged with meaning, as it is, for
instance, in the case of an undecipherable script. Again,
"testimonies" can be misunderstood and misinterpreted, just
as we often misunderstand each other in an actual conversa-
tion or fail to find a "common language"—then no com-
munication is possible; just as we may misinterpret a foreign
text, not only because we simply make mistakes in transla-
tion, but also when we fail to enter congenially into the
inner world of those persons whose testimonies we are
deciphering. An Einfiihlung into the witnesses is an obvious
prerequisite of understanding. We are actually deciphering
each other's words even in an ordinary conversation, and
sometimes we fail sorely to achieve any satisfactory result.
The problem of semantics, that is, of intelligent communica-
tion—a communication between intelligent beings—is in-



40 Christianity and Culture

herent in the whole process of historical interpretation. In
the phrase of Ranke, "history only begins when monuments
become intelligible."12 One should add that only "intelligible
documents" are, in a full sense, historical documents, historical
sources—as H. I. Marrou puts it, "dans la mesure où
l'historien peut et sait y comprendre quelque chose."13 Con-
sequently, the person of the interpreter belongs to the actual
process of interpretation no less than the data to be inter-
preted, just as both partners in a conversation are essential
for a successful dialogue. No understanding is possible
without some measure of "congeniality," of intellectual or
spiritual sympathy, without a real meeting of minds. Colling-
wood is right in pointing out that

historical inquiry reveals to the historian the power of his own
mind.. .. Whenever he finds certain historical matters unintelligible,
he has discovered a limitation of his own mind, he has discovered
that there are certain ways in which he is not, or no longer, or
not yet, able to think. Certain historians, sometimes whole genera-
tions of historians, find in certain periods of history nothing intel-
ligible, and call them dark ages; but such phrases tell us nothing
about those ages themselves, though they tell us a great deal about
the persons who use them, namely that they are unable to re-think
the thoughts which were fundamental to their life.14

It is the first rule of the true exegesis: we have to grasp the
mind of the writer, we must discover exactly what he intended
to say. The phrase, or the whole narrative, or the whole
document, can be misunderstood when we fail to do so, or
when we read our own thought into the text. No sentence,
and no text, should be dismissed as "meaningless" simply
because we fail to detect meaning. We misread the text
when we take literally that which has been said metaphor-
ically, and also when we interpret that which was meant
to be an actual story just as a parable.

You cannot find out what a man means by simply studying
his spoken or written statements, even though he has spoken or
written with perfect command of language and perfectly truthful
intention. In order to find out his meaning you must also know
what the question was (a question in his own mind, and presumed
by him to be in yours) to which the thing he has said or written
was meant as an answer.15

It is true of our actual conversations, in the intercourse of
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current life. It is true of our study of the historical sources.
Historical documents are documents of life.

Every historian begins with certain data. Then, by an
effort of his searching and inquisitive mind, he apprehends
them as "witnesses," or, as it were, "communications" from
the past, that is, as meaningful signs. By the power of his
intellectual intuition, he grasps the meaning of these signs,
and thus recovers, in an act of "inductive imagination,"
that comprehensive setting in which all his data converge
and are integrated into a coherent, that is, intelligible, whole.
There is an inevitable element of guess, or rather of "divina-
tion," in this process of understanding, as there is, un-
avoidably, a certain element of guess in every attempt to
understand another person. A lack of congenial guess, or
imaginative sympathy, may make any conversation impossible,
since no real contact of minds has been established, as if the
participants spoke different languages, so that utterances of
one person did not become messages for the other. In a
sense, any act of understanding is a "mental experiment,"
and divination is always an indispensable element therein.
Divination is a kind of mental vision, an indivisible act of
insight, an act of imagination, inspired and controlled by
the whole of one's acquired experience. One may suggest
it is an act of "fantasy," but it is fantasy of a very special
kind. It is a cognitive fantasy and, as Benedetto Croce
eloquently explains, without it historical knowledge is simply
impossible: senza questa ricostruzione о integrazione fantastica
non e dato ne scrivere storia, ne leggerla e intenderla. It is,
as he says, a "fantasy in the thought" {la fantasia nel pensiero
e per pensiero'), a "concreteness of the thought" which
implies judgment and is therefore logically disciplined and
controlled, and thereby clearly distinguished from any poetical
license.16 "Understanding is Interpretation, whether of a
spoken word, or of the meaningful events themselves," as
it was stated by F. A. Trendelenburg: Ailes Verstandniss ist
Interpretation, sei es des gesprochenen Wortes oder der
smnvollen Erscheinungen selbst." The art of hermeneutics
is the core of the historical craft. And, as it has been aptly
put by a Russian scholar, "one must observe as one reads,
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and not read as one observes."18 "To read," whether texts
or events themselves, means precisely "to understand," to
grasp the inherent meaning, and the understanding intellect
cannot be ruled out of the process of understanding, as the
reader cannot be eliminated out of the process of reading.

Historians must be critical of themselves, probably even
more critical of themselves than of their sources as such,
since the sources are what they are, that is, "sources," precisely
in proportion to the questions which the historian addresses
to them. As H. I. Marrou says, "a document is understood
precisely in the measure in which it finds a historian capable
of appreciating most deeply its nature and its scope," dans la
mesure où il se rencontrera un historien capable d'apprécier
avec plus de profondeur sa nature et sa portée." 'Now, the
kind of questions a particular historian is actually asking
depends ultimately upon his stature, upon his total personality,
upon his dispositions and concerns, upon the amplitude of
his vision, even upon his likes and dislikes. One should
not forget that all acts of understanding are, strictly speak-
ing, personal, and only in this capacity of personal acts can
they have any existential relevance and value. One has to
check, severely and strictly, one's prejudices and presup-
positions, but one should never try to empty one's mind of
all presuppositions. Such an attempt would be a suicide of
mind and can only issue in total mental sterility. A barren
mind is indeed inevitably sterile. Indifference, or neutrality
and indecision, are not virtues, but vices, in a historian as
well as in a literary critic, as much as one should claim
"objectivity." Historical understanding is ultimately an intel-
ligent response to the challenge of the sources, a deciphering
of signs. A certain measure of relativity is inherent in all
acts of human understanding, as it is inevitable in personal
relations. Relativity is simply a concomitant of relations.

The ultimate purpose of a historical inquiry is not in the
establishment of certain objective facts, such as dates, places,
numbers, names, and the like, as much as all this is an
indispensable preliminary, but in the encounter with living
beings. No doubt, objective facts must be first carefully
established, verified and confirmed, but this is not the final
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aim of the historian. History is precisely, to quote H. I. Marrou
once more, "an encounter with the other"—l'histoire est
rencontre d'autrui™ A narrow mind and an empty mind are
real obstacles to this encounter, as they obviously are in all
human relations. History, as a subject of study, is history
of human beings, in their mutual relationship, in their con-
flicts and contacts, in their social intercourse, and in their
solitude and estrangement, in their high aspirations and in
their depravity. Only men live in history—live, and move,
and strive, and create, and destroy. Men alone are historic
beings, in a full sense of the word. In the historical under-
standing we establish contact with men, with their thoughts
and endeavors, with their inner world and with their outward
action. In this sense, Collingwood was undoubtedly right in
insisting that "there are no mere 'events' in history."

What is miscalled an "event" is really an action, and expresses
some thought (intention, purpose) of its agent; the historian's
business is therefore to identify this thought.81

In this sense, Collingwood insisted, "history proper is the
history of thought." It would be unfair to dismiss this con-
tention as a sheer intellectualism, as an unwelcome ghost of
obsolete Hegelianism. Collingwood's emphasis is not so
much on the thought as such, but on the intelligent and
purposeful character of human life and action. In history,
there are not only happenings and occurrences, but actions
and endeavors, achievements and frustrations. This only gives
meaning to human existence.

In the last resort, history is history of man, in the am-
biguity and multiplicity of his existence. This constitutes the
specific character of historical cognition and of historical
knowledge. Accordingly, methods must be proportionate to
the aim. This has been often ignored in the age of militant and
doctrinaire positivism, and is still often forgotten in our
time. Objective knowledge, more geometrico, is impossible
in history. This is not a loss, however, since historical knowl-
edge is not a knowledge of objects, but precisely a knowledge
of subjects—of "co-persons," of "co-partners" in the quest of
life. In this sense, historical knowledge is, and must be, an
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existential knowledge. This constitutes a radical cleavage
between the "study of Spirit" and the "study of Nature,"
between die Geisteswissenschaften and die Naturwis-
senscbaft."

Ill

It has been often contended, especially by the historians
of the old school, that historians are led, in the last resort,
in their study, by the desire "to know the past as an eyewitness
may know it," that is, to become, in some way, just a "witness"
of the past events." In fact, this is precisely what the historian
cannot do, and never does, and never should attempt to do,
if he really wants to be a historian. Moreover, it is by no
means certain that an eyewitness of an event does really
"know" it, that is, does understand its meaning and signifi-
cance. An ambition to perform an impossible and contradictory
task only obscures the understanding of that which a his-
torian actually does do, if only he does a "historical" work.

The famous phrase of Leopold von Ranke, suggesting
that historians "wish to know the actual past"—wie es
eigentlich getvesen—has been much abused.24 First of all,
it is not fair to make of a casual remark by the great master
of history a statement of principle. In any case, in his own
work, Ranke never followed this alleged prescription of
his, and was always much more than a chronicler. He always
was aiming at an interpretation." Obviously, historians want
to know what actually has happened, but they want to know
it in a perspective. And, of course, it is the only thing they
can actually achieve. We can never remember even our own
immediate past, exactly as we have lived it, because, if we
are really remembering, and not just dreaming, we do
remember the past occurrences in a perspective, against a
changed background of our enriched experience. Colling-
wood described history as "re-enactment of past experience,""
and there is some truth in this description, in so far as this
"re-enactment" is an integral moment of "understanding
identification," which is indispensable in any conversation.
But one should not mistake one's own thoughts for the
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thoughts of others. Collingwood himself says that the objects
of historical thought are "events which have finished hap-
pening, and conditions no longer in existence," that is, those
events which are "no longer perceptible."27 Historians look
at the past in a perspective, as it were, at a distance. They
do not intend to reproduce the past event. Historians want
to know the past precisely as the past, and consequently in
the context of later happenings. "On temps retrouvé," that is,
recaptured in an act of intellectual imagination, is precisely
"un temps perdu," that is, something that really did pass
away, something that has been really lost, and only for that
reason, and in this capacity of a "lost moment," can it be
searched for and rediscovered.

Historical vision is always a retrospective vision. What
was a future for the people of the past, is now for historians
a past. In this sense, historians know more about the past
than people of the past themselves were ever able to know.
Historians are aware of the impact of the past, of certain
past events, on the present. As historians, we cannot visualize
the glorious Pentekontaetia of Pericles, except in the per-
spective of the subsequent doom and collapse of Athenian
democracy. Or, in any case, such an attempt, even if it were
possible (which it is not), would in no sense be a historical
endeavor. A perspective and a context are constitutive factors
of all true historical understanding and presentation. We
cannot understand Socrates properly and historically if we
ignore the impact of his challenge and thought, as it has
been actually manifested in the later development of Greek
philosophy. Indeed, we would know much less about the
"true," that is, historical, Socrates if we endeavored to see
him, as it were, in vacuo, and not against the total historical
background, which for us includes also that which for
Socrates himself was still an unrealized and unpredictable
future.

After all, history is neither spectacle nor panorama, but
a process. The perspective of time, of concrete time, filled
with events, gives us the sense of direction which was
probably lacking in the events themselves, as they actually
happened. Of course, one can make an effort to forget, or
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to ignore, what one does actually know, that is, the perspec-
tive. Whether one can really succeed in doing so is rather
doubtful. But even if this were possible, would this be really
a historical endeavor? As has been recently said, "to attempt
to make oneself a contemporary of the events and people
whose history one is writing, means, ultimately, to put oneself
in the position which excludes history." No history without a
retrospect, that is, without perspective.28

No doubt, retrospection has its dangers. It may expose
us to "optical illusions." In retrospect, we may discover in
the past, as it were, "too much," not only if we happen to
read anything into the past events, but also because from a
certain point of view certain aspects of the past may be
seen in a distorted or exaggerated shape. We may be tempted
to exaggerate unduly and out of proportion the role and
impact of certain historic personalities or institutions, because
their images have been disproportionately magnified in
our apprehension by the particular perspective in which we
are looking at them. And very often the perspective is simply
imposed upon us: we cannot change our position. We may
be tempted to establish wrong ancestries of trends and ideas,
mistaking similarities for actual causal links, as has been
done more than once in the history of Early Christianity,
and indeed in many other fields. In brief, we may look at
the past in a wrong perspective, without knowing it and
without any means of correcting our vision. In any case,
our perspective is always limited. We can never have a total
perspective. Yet, on the other hand, we can never see the
past in no perspective at all. The ultimate aim of the historian
is indeed to comprehend the whole context, at least in a
particular "intelligible, that is self-explanatory field" of
research (the phrase is Toynbee's). Obviously, this aim is
never achieved, and for that reason all historical inter-
pretations are intrinsically provisional.

The historian is never content with a fragmentary vision.
He tends to discover, or to presuppose, more order in the
flux of events than probably there ever was. He tends to
exaggerate the cohesion of various aspects of the past. As
H. I. Marrou describes the historian's procedure, he endeavors,
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for the sake of intelligibility, to substitute "an orderly vision,"
une vision ordonnée, for that "dust of small facts" of which
the actual happening seems to consist.29 No historian can resist
doing so, and no historian can avoid doing so. It is at this
point, however, that utter caution must be exercised. His-
torians are always in danger of overrationalizing the flux
of history. So often instead of living men, unstable and
never fully "made up," historians describe fixed characters,
as it were, some typical individuals in characteristic poses.
It is, more or less, what the painters of portraits sometimes
do, and by that device they may achieve impressiveness and
convey a vision. This was the method of ancient historians,
from Thucydides to Polybius and Tacitus. This is what
Collingwood described as the "substantialism" of ancient
historiography, and it was what made that historiography,
in his opinion, "unhistorical."30 But the same method has
been persistently used by many modern historians. It suffices
to mention Mommsen (in his Roman History'), George
Grote, Taine, Ferrero. To the same category belong the
numerous stories of Christ in modern historiography from
Keim and Ernest Renan to Albert Schweitzer. In a sense,
it is a legitimate device. A historian tends to overcome, in
a synthetic image, the empirical complexity and often confu-
sion of individual bits, and occurrences, to organize them
into a coherent whole, and to relate the multiplicity of oc-
currences to the unity of a character. This is seldom done
in a logical way, by a rational reconstruction. Historians act
rather as inductive artists, go by intuition. Historians have
their own visions. But these are transforming visions. It is
by this method that all major generalizations of our his-
toriography have been created: the Hellenic mind; the
medieval man; the bourgeois; and the like. It would be unfair
to contest the relevance of these categorical generalizations,
which must be clearly distinguished from the generic
generalizations. And yet, it would be precarious to claim
that these generalized "types" do really exist, that is, exist
in time and space. They are, as it were, valid visions, like
artistic portraits, and, as such, they are indispensable tools
of understanding. But "typical men" are different from real
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men of flesh and blood. Of similar character are also our
sociological generalizations: the city-state of Ancient Greece;
the feudal society; capitalism; democracy; and so on. The
main danger of all these generalizations is that they overstress
the inner "necessity" of a particular course of behavior. A
man, as a "type" or a "character," seems to be predestined
to behave in his "typical" manner. There seems to be a
typical pattern of development for each kind of human
society. It is but natural that in our time the mirage of "his-
torical inevitability" had to be exposed and disavowed, as a
distorting factor of our historical interpretation.31 There is
indeed an inherent determinism in all these typical and
categorical images. But they are no more than a useful
shorthand for the "dust of facts." The actual history is fluid
and flexible and ultimately unpredictable.

The tendency toward determinism is somehow implied
in the method of retrospection itself. In retrospect we seem
to perceive the logic of the events, which unfold themselves
in a regular order, according to a recognizable pattern, with
an alleged inner necessity, so that we get the impression
that it really could not have happened otherwise. The ultimate
contingency of the process is concealed in the rational schemes,
and sometimes it is deliberately eliminated. Thus, events
are losing their eventuality, and appear to be rather inevitable
stages of development or decay, of rise and fall, according
to a fixed ideal pattern. In fact, there is less consistency in
actual history than appears in our interpretative schemes.
History is not an evolution, and the actual course of events
does not follow evolutionary schemes and patterns. Historical
events are more than happenings; they are actions, or com-
plexes of actions. History is a field of action, and behind the
events stand agents, even when these agents forfeit their
freedom and follow a pattern or routine, or are overtaken
by blind passions. Man remains a free agent even in bonds.
If we may use another biological term, we may describe
history rather as epigenesis than as "evolution," since evolu-
tion always implies a certain kind of "pre-formation," and
"development" is no more than a disclosure of "structure."*1

There is always some danger that we may mistake our con-
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ceptual visions for empirical realities and speak of them
as if they were themselves factors and agents, whereas, in
fact, they are but rational abbreviations for a multiplicity
of real personal agents. Thus we venture to describe the
evolution of "feudalism" or of "capitalistic society," for-
getting that these terms only summarize a complex of
diverse phenomena, visualized as a whole for the sake of
intelligibility. "Societies," "categories," and "types" are not
organisms, which only can "evolve" or "develop," but are
complexes of co-ordinated individuals, and this co-ordination
is always dynamic, flexible, and unstable.

All historical interpretations are provisional and hypo-
thetical. No definitive interpretation can ever be achieved,
even in a limited and particular field of research. Our data
are never complete, and new discoveries often compel his-
torians to revise radically their schemes and to surrender
sometimes their most cherished convictions, which may
have seemed firmly established. It is easy to quote numerous
examples of such revision from various areas of historical
study, including church history. Moreover, historians must,
from time to time, readjust themselves to the changes in
the surrounding world. Their vision is always determined
by a certain point of view, and thereby limited. But the
perspective itself unfolds in the course of actual history. No
contemporary historian can commit himself to the identi-
fication of the Mediterranean world with the Oicoumene,
which was quite legitimate in the ancient time. These limita-
tions do not discredit the endeavor of historians. It may
even be suggested that a "definitive" interpretation of events
would eliminate the "historicity" of history, its contingency
and eventuality, and substitute instead a rational "map of
history," which may be lucid and readable, but will be
existentially unreal. Again, our interpretations are also facts
of history, and in them the depicted events continue their
historical existence and participate in the shaping of his-
torical life. One may argue whether the "Socrates of Plato"
is a "real" Socrates, but there is little doubt that this Socrates
of Plato had its own historical existence, as a powerful factor
in the shaping of our modern conception of "philosopher."
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It seems that our interpretations disclose, in some enigmatic
way, the hidden potentialities of the actual past. It is in this
way that traditions are formed and grow, and the greatest
of all human traditions is "culture," in which all partial
and particular contributions of successive ages are melted
together, synthetically transformed in this process of melting,
and are finally integrated into a whole. This process of
formation of human culture is not yet completed, and
probably will never be completed within the limits of his-
tory. This is an additional reason why all historical inter-
pretations should be provisional and approximative: a new
light may be shed on the past by that future which has not
yet arrived.

IV

It has been recently suggested that "if history has meaning,
this meaning is not historical, but theological; what is called
Philosophy of history is nothing else than a Theology of
history, more or less disguised."3" In fact, the term "meaning"
is used in different senses when we speak of the meaning
of particular events or of the sets of actions and events,
and when we speak of the Meaning of History, taken as an
all-inclusive whole, that is, in its entirety and universality.
In the latter case, indeed, we are speaking actually of the
ultimate meaning of human existence, of its ultimate destiny.
And this, obviously, is not a historical question. In this
case we are speaking not of that which has happened—
and this is the only field in which historians are competent—
but rather of that which is to happen, and is to happen
precisely because it "must" happen. Now, it can be rightly
contended that neither "the ultimate" nor "the future"
belongs to the realm of historical study, which is, by defini-
tion, limited to the understanding of the human past. His-
torical predictions, of necessity, are conjectural and precarious.
They are, in fact, unwarranted "extrapolations." Histories
of men and societies are history, but the History of Man,
a truly universal and providential History, is no longer just
history.
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In fact, all modern "philosophies of history" have been
crypto-theological, or probably pseudo-theological: Hegel,
Comte, Marx, even Nietzsche. In any case, all of them were
based on beliefs. The same is true of the modern substitute
for the Philosophy of history, which is commonly known as
Sociology, and which is, in fact, a Morphology of history,
dealing with the permanent and recurrent patterns or
structures of human life. Now, is Man, in the totality of his
manifold and personal existence, a possible subject of a
purely historical study and understanding? To claim that
he is, by itself is a kind of theology, even if it turns out to
be no more than an "apotheosis of man." On the other
hand—and here lies the major predicament of all historical
study—no historian can, even in his limited and particular
field, within his own competence, avoid raising ultimate
problems of human nature and destiny, unless he reduces
himself to the role of a registrar of empirical happenings
and forfeits his proper task of "understanding." In order
to understand, just historically, for instance, "the Greek
mind," the historian must, of necessity, have his own vision, if
not necessarily original, of the whole range of those problems
with which the "noble spirits" of Antiquity were wrestling,
in conflict with each other and in succession. A historian of
philosophy must be, to a certain extent, a philosopher himself.
Otherwise he will miss the problems around which the
quest of philosophers has been centered. A historian of art
must be, at least, an amateur—otherwise he will miss the
artistic values and problems. In brief, the problem of Man
transpires in all problems of men, and accordingly cannot
be skipped over in any historical interpretation. Moreover,
in a certain sense, historical endeavor, as such, aims in the
last resort at something which, of necessity, transcends its
boundaries.

The process of historical interpretation is the process in
which the Human Mind is built and matures. It is a process
of integration, in which particular insights and decisions of
various ages are accumulated, confronted, dialectically recon-
ciled, vindicated or discriminated, or even discarded and
condemned. If history, as the process of human life through
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ages, has any meaning, any "sense," then obviously the
study of history, if it is more than a matter of curiosity,
must also have a meaning, a certain "sense." And if historical
understanding is the historian's "response" to the "challenge"
of that human life which he is exploring, it is of utter
importance that historians should be prepared, and inwardly
equipped, to meet this challenge of human existence in its
fullness and in its ultimate depth.

Thus, contrary to the current prejudice, in order to be
competent within his proper field of interpretation, a his-
torian must be responsive to the whole amplitude of human
concerns. If he has no concerns of his own, concerns of the
others will seem nonsensical to him, and he will hardly be
able to "understand" them and hardly competent to appraise
them. A historian indifferent to the urgency of the philo-
sophical quest may find, with full conviction, that the whole
history of philosophy has been just a story of intellectual
vagaries or "vain speculations." In the same way, an areligious
historian of religion may find, again with naive conviction
and with an air of superiority, that the whole history of
religions has been but a history of "frauds" and "super-
stitions," of various aberrations of the human mind. Such
"histories of religion" have been manufactured more than
once. For similar reasons, certain sections and periods of
history have been denounced, and consequently dismissed
and ignored, as "barbarian," "dead" or "sterile," as "dark
ages," and the like. The point is that even a pretended
neutrality, an alleged freedom from bias, is itself a bias, an
option, a decision. In fact, again contrary to the current
prejudice, commitment is a token of freedom, a prerequisite
of responsiveness. Concern and interest imply commitment.
Now, obviously, one cannot be committed in general, in
abstracto. Commitment is necessarily discriminative and
concrete. And consequently, not all commitments would
operate in the same manner and not to the same effect.
In any case, the openness of mind is not its emptiness, but
rather its comprehensiveness, its broad responsiveness, or,
one is tempted to say, its "catholicity." Now, there is here
more than just a gradation, as it were, in volume or capacity.
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"The whole" {to kath'olou) is not just a sum total of
various "particularisms" (ta kata merous), even if these
particularisms are dialectically arrayed (as they were, for
instance, in the Hegelian map of intellect) or discriminated
as "stages of the progress" (as was done, for instance, by
Auguste Comte). Particularisms must be done away, and
catholicity of mind can be achieved only by a new, integrating
reorientation, which would necessarily imply a certain radical
discrimination. For in the last resort one cannot evade the
ultimate discrimination between "yes" and "no"—and the
compromise of "more or less" is just "no" in polite disguise.

In any case, historical interpretation involves judgment.
The narrative itself will be twisted and distorted if the
historian persists in evading judgment. There is little dif-
ference, in this case, between discussing the Greco-Persian
War and "World War II. No true historian would escape
taking sides: for "freedom" or against it.' And his judgment
will tell in his narrative. No historian can be indifferent
to the cleavage between "Good" and "Evil," much as the
tension between them may be obscured by various speculative
sophistications. No historian can be indifferent, or neutral,
to the challenge and claim of Truth. These tensions are, in
any case, historical facts and existential situations. Even a
denial is a kind of assertion, and often a resolute one, charged
with obstinate resistance. Agnosticism itself is intrinsically
dogmatic. Moral indifference can but distort our under-
standing of human actions, which are always controlled by
certain ethical options. An intellectual indifferentism would
have the same effect. Precisely because human actions are
existential decisions, their historical interpretation cannot
avoid decisions.

Accordingly, a historian, precisely as historian, that is,
as interpreter of human life as it has been actually lived in
time and space, cannot evade the major and crucial challenge
of this actual history: "Who do men say that I am?" (Mark
8:28). For a historian, precisely in his capacity of an inter-
preter of human existence, it is a crucial question. A refusal
to face a challenge is already a commitment. A refusal to
answer a certain question is also an answer. Abstention from
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judgment is also judgment. An attempt to write history,
evading the challenge of Christ, is in no sense a "neutral"
endeavor. Not only in writing a "Universal History" {die
Weltgeschtchte), that is, in interpreting the total destiny of
mankind, but also in interpreting any particular sections or
"slices" of this history, is the historian confronted with
this ultimate challenge—because the whole of human exis-
tence is confronted with this challenge and claim. A his-
torian's response prejudges the course of his interpretation,
his choice of measures and values, his understanding of
human nature itself. His response determines his "universe
of discourse," that setting and perspective in which he
endeavors to comprehend human life, and exhibits the
amplitude of his responsiveness. No historian should ever
pretend that he has achieved a "definitive interpretation"
of that great mystery which is human life, in all its variety
and diversity, in all its misery and grandeur, in its ambiguity
and contradictions, in its basic "freedom." No Christian his-
torian should lay such claims either. But he is entitled to claim
that his approach to that mystery is a comprehensive and
"catholic" approach, that his vision of that mystery is pro-
portionate to its actual dimension. Indeed, he has to vindicate
his claim in the practice of his craft and vocation.

The rise of Christianity marks a turning point in the
interpretation of history. Robert Flint, in his renowned book,
History of the Philosophy of History, says:

The rise of ecclesiastical history was more to historiography than
was the discovery of America to geography. It added immensely
to the contents of history, and radically changed men's conceptions
of its nature. It at once caused political history to be seen to be
only a part of history, and carried even into the popular mind
the conviction—-of which hardly a trace is to be found in the
classical historians—that all history must move towards some
general human end, some divine goal."

Contemporary writers are even more emphatic at this point.
For, indeed, the rise of Christianity meant a radical reversal
of man's attitude toward the fact of history. It meant actually
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the discovery of the "historic dimension," of the historic
time. Strictly speaking, it was a recovery and extension of the
Biblical vision. Of course, no elaborate "philosophy of his-
tory" can be found in the books of the Old Testament. Yet,
there is in the Bible a comprehensive vision of history, a
perspective of an unfolding time, running from a "begin-
ning" to an "end," and guided by the will of God, leading
His people to His own goal and purpose. In this perspective
of dynamic history early Christians have assessed and in-
terpreted their new experience, the Revelation of God in
Christ Jesus.

Classical historians held a very different view of human
history. The Greeks and the Romans were indeed a history-
writing people. But their vision of history was basically
unhistorical. They were, of course, desperately interested in
the facts of history, in the facts of the past. It might be
expected that they would accordingly be well qualified for
the historian's task. In fact, by their basic conviction they
were rather disqualified for that task. The Greek mind was
"in the grip of the past." It was, as it were, charmed by the
past. But it was quite indifferent and uncertain with regard
to the future. Now, the past itself acquires its historic char-
acter and significance only in the perspective of the future.
"Time's arrow" was totally missing in the classical vision of
human destiny. Great historians of Greece and Rome were
not, in any sense, philosophers. At their best, they were
fine observers, but rather moralists or artists, orators and
politicians, preachers or rhetoricians, than thinkers. Ancient
philosophers, again, were not interested in history, as such,
as a contingent and accidental flux of events. They endeav-
ored, on the contrary, to eliminate history, to rule it out,
as a disturbing phenomenon. Philosophers of ancient Greece
were looking for the permanent and changeless, for the
timeless and immortal. Ancient historiography was em-
phatically pessimistic. History was a story of unavoidable
doom and decay. Men were confronted with a dilemma.
On the one hand, they could simply "resign" and reconcile
themselves to the inevitability of "destiny," and even find
joy and satisfaction in the contemplation of harmony and


