




















168 The Church and The Sacraments
Council of Trent. The truth expressed in practically the same terms
is found explicitly in the common teaching of the Church and the-
ologians since the twelfth century.

Concerning this truth, the theologian has two tasks: (1) to find
it in revelation and in its successive manifestations and formulations
in the life of the Church, and to give a plausible historical account
of the process by which the practice and later teaching of the Church
are derived from the data of revelation; (2) to give an intelligible
theological explanation of this truth.

I may be wrong, but I think that Father Rahner, in his discus-
sion of the “proof” of the sacramentality of some of the sacraments,
does not make clear which of the two theological functions he is
performing. He begins his argument with the attempt to “prove” the
sacramentality of certain rites, to give an historically plausible ac-
count of the way in which Christ instituted them. He ends acknowl-
edging that it does not follow from his argument that one could
deduce strictly @ priori from the essence of the Church all seven
sacraments. Prior to the theoretical “deduction” is the concrete life
of the Church, the daily unreflected exercise of its functions. Later
the intelligibility of these functions is found by reflection on the es-
sence of the Church and its properties. Rahner’s demonstration seems
to belong to the sphere of theological reflection and explanation.

b) When did the Church begin to perform these seven essential
functions? I am not sure how Father Rahner would answer, since
there is some obscurity in the manner in which he distinguishes be-
tween the Church in its stage of development, and the Church as
fully constituted. But from Rahner’s own premises one could draw a
certain theological conclusion that these functions must have been
exercised by the Church from the beginning, in the age of the
Apostles, since they pertain to the essential constitution and function-
ing of the Church with regard to the crucial situations for the
salvation of the individual.

c¢) Why did the Church begin to perform these functions? Be-
cause Christ told her to. The essence of the Church, and the essen-
tial functions of the Church, are known to her by revelation. It
would be a misconception of revelation or of the essence of the
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Church, or of both, to suppose that just part of the essential func-
tions of the Church had to be revealed, and that, knowing her own
essence, she would just spontaneously perform all of her essential
functions, as the tree flowers and puts forth fruit, and man begins to
reason. The seven sacraments of the New Law are part of Christ’s
revelation, and the Apostles had to be given some sign, even though
obscure, that they were to exercise those functions.

d) What is the minimum required for Christ’s institution of a
sacrament? He had to indicate a distinct effect of grace to be signified
and given; he had to indicate that it was to be signified and given
by a suitable rite; he did not have to specify the details of the rite
in all cases.

e) What is a plausible historical account of the manner in which
Christ instituted those sacraments for which we have no explicit
word of institution in Scripture? Theologians commonly point to the
Easter period, in which we are told that Christ spoke with the
Apostles about the Kingdom of God. They suppose that at that time
Jesus gave that minimum indication which we have described. Father
Rahner rejects this explanation as historically implausible. I be-
lieve that his arguments are weak and that his own explanation is
insufficient.

Rahner holds that Jesus could not have said more about these
sacraments than we have actually recorded in Scripture; that he
could not have expressed the “plus-value” of the actions involved
without transcending the conceptual and representational material
proper to the milieu and to Jesus himself as he appears in the Scrip-
ture. He holds that the case is essentially different for baptism,
penance, and the eucharist: mention of these forces the assertion
of an effect which is grace. On the contrary, conferment of the power
of office, and matrimony, can be spoken of without any talk of
communication of grace.

The argument can be turned against Father Rahner rather
easily. Baptism, penance, and the eucharist as described in Scripture
indicate the communication of grace. But not every ritual bath, nor
every rite of reconciliation with a religious community, nor every
sacrificial meal, has the meaning of these specifically Christian rites.
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The very fact that Christ was able to speak of a new baptism, with
a unique plus-value, is a striking argument against Father Rahner;
and the same holds for penance and the eucharist.

Moreover, Rahner’s implicit principle is false. He assumes that a
plus-value transcending the order of realities already known cannot
be expressed in concepts accessible to men in their milieu. Such a
principle would lead to the impossibility of the revelation of mys-
teries, in the Old Testament or in the New.

As for orders and matrimony, there is no need to postulate a
secret discourse in which Jesus would have spoken to the Apostles
in the language of thirteenth century theology, or of the Council of
Trent, giving “proof-texts” orally, to be handed down unwritten
through the centuries. This is a caricature. We are not faced with a
choice between Rahner’s theory and an absurd, unhistorical, utterly
naive postulate.

In biblical concepts and terminology, enough can be said of a
special holiness of the Apostles, of a special holiness of matrimony,
and of a grace to be signified and given in each case, to satisfy our
minimum requirements for the institution of a sacrament. There is
no need to postulate “an explicit word about its sacramentality.”
There is no need to choose between an explicit word about sacramen-
tality, and Rahner’s notion of an institution which was implicit in
the institution of the Church itself, without any word by which
Christ would have ordered his Church to perform this kind of basic
act.

Between these two extremes lies the only account which is both
historically plausible and theologically sufficient: Christ instituted
this sacrament, because Christ ordered his Apostles to exercise this
kind of function, to produce this kind of grace. It could be an in-
determinate, obscure, implicit word—in comparison with later ex-
plicit conceptualization of sacramental teaching. But still it was a
word concerning a rite, and not just a word instituting a Church.
It was necessary to indicate to the Church that this is one of her
basic acts.

Rahner’s whole conception of the sacrament as an essential func-
tion of the Church suggests a confirming argument for the plausi-
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bility of the sort of institution postulated for the Easter discourses:
if these are the essential functions of the Church, how could Christ
have failed to speak of them? What theme for those talks could be
more plausible?

With regard to Father Rahner’s own explanation, it is difficult to
judge just where he stands. He has not indicated clearly what he has
in mind when he talks about explicit words about the Church, in
which the institution of the sacraments would have been contained
implicitly, and sufficiently to explain their institution by Christ. If
he means that it was sufficient for Christ to institute the prime
sacrament, which would then perform these particular essential
functions without any indication by Christ that it should do so, then
his theory cannot be reduced to the theory of the immediate institu-
tion in genere or in specie mutabili, as he seems to think. If, on the
other hand, he really admits some such obscure word of Christ as I
have postulated, within the conceptual resources of the men of his
time, then in fact Father Rahner is not standing alone. He is speak-
ing a different language. He is not saying anything really new or
startling. He is battling against the caricature of the postulate of an
explicit word about sacramentality.

What is the real merit of this argument of Rahner on the institu-
tion of the sacraments? He has not given a new plausible historical
account of the manner in which Christ instituted some of the sacra-
ments. He kas contributed greatly to the theological explanation of
the seven sacraments: reflection on the nature of the Church sets
the sacraments in their intelligible structure as the essential acts of
the Church, with a corresponding ecclesial aspect proper to every
sacrament.
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