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Foreword
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A book, like this one by Wilhelm Haller, has an effect of its own. Erich Maria Remarque once said that with the last sentence of a book, an author should have spoken his last word on the subject he has chosen—after that, the critics should write what they want. I think this is the best suggestion I would also make about Wilhelm Haller’s book. After all, one only diminishes an author’s achievement if one dresses it up in a clerical robe from the very beginning. Nevertheless, it is important to know who the author actually is.

For decades, Wilhelm Haller has been committed to combating the social frigidity of an economic system that is oriented primarily to the principle of "competition" and the goals of "profit" and "interest”. For many years he was the managing director of a computer company, from which he left to "do new things from scratch". His religiosity has its "basis in life". Thus, he is one of the initiators of the "Life Houses” (Lebenshäuser) in which many different forms of communitarian shared living are practiced to counteract the disintegration of our society. The core groups of these life houses consist of at least two families, around which a larger number of people are grouped who do not want to or cannot live alone.

There is a weighty reason why a renewal of religious consciousness is called for in our days: This is the factual ambiguity of all religious terms in the shadow of 2000 years of church proclamation. All words from biblical inheritance have meanwhile been rendered empty or their content has been misplaced by the language of church dogma. A few examples suffice to show this: Speaking of "sin" and "original sin" has; far from the original religious problem of a life in radical exposure and despair, degenerated into a topic of moralizing reproaches for petty bourgeois everyday life. Such an important term of Christian "proclamation" as the word "grace" has taken on something so condescending, grave, and domineering in church language that it humbles rather than elevates people. The language of theologians has lost the sensitivity to distinguish, in speaking of God, between actuality and alienation, between self-discovery and external direction, between ego-development and neurosis. The author of the book does not speak the language of the school theologians, is not a scribe of the old school. He speaks of his experiences and the "personal" knowledge gained from them that lead to a deeper reflection.

Eugen Drewermann
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Actually I had thought that my search and my questioning, concerning the internal and the external, my examination with and around God and the world had been concluded with my last book​[1]. Far from it. As the chapter "The Darkness" in particular makes clear, these questions have again been forced upon me from within, forcing me to come to terms with them. This book is the outcome.

I have included the last two chapters of the preceding book with changes and extensions in the beginning of this book. They represent the prelude to my inner confrontation, the first being more a justification of my approach than a statement of content. It is above all a plea to express one’s own subjective experiences and convictions, but not to claim that they are universally valid. Above all, I want to make it clear that it is about trying to make sense of internal and external experiences—or even more concretely: subjective impressions of them—and their evaluation from the point of view of my person, that is, from the point of view of the human being. This is actually self-evident, because of course no human being can speak of the nature of God himself or even describe it, just as little as an ant would be able to tell comprehensively about the European continent. Man can only speak about God from His own images and experiences.

My central question is whether and to what extent we subordinate ourselves to the law of convention, i.e. also to the church teachings and the general Christian self-image. Whether consciously or unconsciously, this means conforming to the existing "morphic fields", to use a term used by Rupert Sheldrake​[2], or to what extent we claim the freedom to "think and also to go our own, novel ways". To walk ones own paths means, of course, groping, stumbling attempts to win new land—painful, slow, laborious, and not without mistakes. The same applies to its description. It remains a stammering, which rather disturbs than clarifies. It is incomplete, cursory and erratic, neither straightforwardly convincing nor scientifically validated. Moreover, this is an account of personal involvement through an inner development that is not completed, but rather one that is taking place. The goal and end of this development can neither be discerned nor foreseen at the beginning of this essay. Hence the disjointed and fragmentary nature that is only meaningful to those who are faced with similar questions and experiences and who experience and express intrinsic and extrinsic reality in a comparable world of images and concepts. This is an essential restriction: I am a man of the end of the 20th century and come from the Judeo-Christian cultural milieu. My narration is influenced by these sources. Thus confined, I will attempt to express that which concerns me.

To begin with, I have to go rather far out on a limb and start with "Old Testament" Judaism because, even as a Christian, I am not spared the observation that the search for fresh sources inevitably leads me beyond Christianity to Judaism. It is precisely in dealing with the real concern of this book, namely the Dark Side of God, that Jewish traditions, unlike most Christian ones, have faced up to the problem and have not suppressed or separated it. The statement in the Gospel of John: "Salvation comes from the Jews"​[3] seems to be confirmed once more. It is all the more surprising that this statement is found there, of all places, since the Gospel of John is not exactly brimming with friendliness towards the Jews.

One of the most common prejudices about Judaism lies in the view that its character is determined primarily by the demand for submission to strict biblical laws. This opinion is promoted in Christianity by the predominance of Pauline thought. As is well known, Paul had advocated deliverance from the law through faith in Christ​[4]. He therefore became involved in considerable controversy with the Jewish Christian community in Jerusalem. In fact, this Pauline line not infrequently becomes the starting point for a conviction according to which Jesus’ disagreements with the leading classes of the land stem from diametrical opposites in which Jesus stands for freedom from the law and the others for submission to the law. This conviction is untenable based on the traditions. For all the generosity Jesus showed in keeping the law, his statement remained unambiguous, according to which even the last iota of the law had to be fulfilled if the kingdom of God was to become a reality on earth.​[5]

The concrete historical situation makes the error about Judaism very clear. Whereas in Christianity it quickly developed into the dogmatization of certain principles of faith—the attempted enforcement or combating of which not infrequently led to murder and manslaughter, the extermination of minorities, and even to long-lasting religious wars—in Judaism the insight prevailed very early on that there were just as many interpretations of the Torah as there were Jews. In the famous disputes between learned Jews and Christians in the Middle Ages this became apparent again and again. Even then, the Jewish side showed much more intellectual agility and individual freedom in all these questions than the opposite side. Here seems to me to be an essential error of some Christian authors who are able to recognize this openness and individuality only in Jesus, but not in Judaism in general.

This widespread misunderstanding can already be seen in the fact that the Hebrew alphabet originally did not have any vowels. Vowels were considered to be the breath of God, which eludes human fixation. Thus, the Hebrew orthography already allowed for an almost unlimited number of possible interpretations, rather than a generally valid dogmatic statement. So it is conceded that every interpretation is ultimately subjective, time-bound, influenced by the spirit of the times and thus changeable. Consequently, this also applies to the respective image of God. Latin, on the other hand, is very precise both as a language and as a script. It is therefore not surprising that Latin became not only the language of Christian dogma, but also of the precise natural sciences. It makes no decisive difference whether the pope and the Vatican are ultimately the decisive authority, as in Catholicism, or whether the Bible plays this role, as is usually the case in the Protestant churches.

In fact, the differences just described also by the above-mentioned authors are not a fundamental problem of the Jewish people, its religion and its language. On the one hand, they are general, recurrent intra-Jewish rabbinical conflicts about the interpretation of the laws—for example, which actions are permissible on the Sabbath—and, on the other hand, they are the age-old conflict, inherent in all religious communities, between priest and prophet, law and freedom, between dogma and change born of the spirit and the immediate, overwhelming experience of God.

This conflict is not only found within Judaism, but equally within Christianity as well as in other religions and religion-like ideologies. In communism, for example, the writings and speeches of Marx and Lenin were and are elevated to quasi-divine revelations and dogmatized.

People, and especially the power elites, always tend to codify the traditions and statements of extraordinary personalities into generally binding dogmas with the force of law, enforcing compliance with them. In this context, the willingness to submit to charismatic leaders and the rules they establish seems to virtually encourage the temptation of such personalities to arrogate to themselves
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