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PHENOMENOLOGY AND CHRISTIANITY: A TWO-WAY JOURNEY

Urbano FERRER

What historical reasons lay behind the founding of the phenomenological movement? What were the consequences for the supporters who joined this movement? What repercussions has it had on the ensuing development of Philosophy and Science? The answers to these questions can take us towards the subject of this talk, which focuses on the relationships between Phenomenology and Christianity.

I. As regards the historical origins of Phenomenology at the dawn of the twentieth century, it arises as a response to the waning situation of the knowledge of principles and scepticism towards objective truths, represented by naturalism, psychologism and historicism in the second half of the nineteenth century. A less apparent origin is in the speculative fatigue which followed Hegel and the subsequent German Romanticism. This negatively explained the Positivism that is latent in the currents of thought mentioned above, and also the Phenomenology, which was certainly open to a knowledge of principles but which like Positivism was removed from any unverifiable speculative construction. It is only in this way that the leitmotiv back to the things in themselves can be understood.

Through Phenomenology, there is a rediscovery of the foundational reason of Science as it was born in Greece in the sixth century before Christ. Prejudices were out, in other words, prejudices included those that had to do with the Nova Scienza of Galileo and which were upheld by Positivism, according to which anything outside the field of what was experimentable was rejected. In this sense Husserl appears as the authentic Positivist, more radical than the current Positivism. In his work La crisis de las ciencias europeas Husserl would prophetically denounce how the imposition of the mechanical model as the only scientific one together with the correlative lack of theoretical and practical rational guidelines for western humanity led to a blind alley which needs to be surpassed. Indeed the loss of teleological reason from the Modern Age precipitated Humanity towards a crisis which unfolded in the two World Wars, in which the right of might prevailed over the force of evidence.

II. As to the consequences of Phenomenology, these are visible specially in the marks it left on its followers. In this sense it should be noted how the early Phenomenologs embraced the Christian faith. Names of significance include Max Scheler, D. von Hildebrand, Adolf Reinach, Edith Stein, Hedwig Conrad-Martius..., who produced works like Das ewige im Menschen, Christian Ethics, Ewiges und endliches Sein, Notes on Philosophy of Religion... As has always been the case with Christian authors, their faith was not only a private matter, it also changed their view of the cosmos and human relationships, and likewise supposed a rehabilitation of human reason. Why was this?

Without doubt, it was because Christianity posesses a rational potential, such that it could be said that a crisis of reason would be accompanied by a crisis of faith and vice versa. Basic philosophical notions owe their origins and the boost to the development to the Judean-Christian world: suffice it to mention here the creation from nothing, the original goodness of the being, the person, the human historicity or the freedom of destiny. The Greek framework in which Science and Philosophy were born was greatly enlarged and enriched when it received the contributions that Christianity brought it. For example, Greece understood that logos was the law of the Universe, but it could not perceive logos as the second Person of the Trinity, in which lie all the pre-existing ideas of all beings. From the first, Christianity was not implanted with a disconsideration towards nature and human reason, but rather consolidated them by building on them the supernatural horizon of the truths of faith and the theological virtues.

Phenomenology is not in itself a Christian Philosophy, but by freeing the view for any objectivity and for the correlative experience, it prompted a new meeting between Philosophy and Christianity. Hence Phenomenology has taken on as one of its tasks the analysis of religious experience, as can be seen in the work of R. Otto What is holy and it has lent its services to Christian Theology.

III. With respect to the imprint of Phenomenology in the cultivation of knowledge which ensued, it has become at the very least a preliminary chapter of the different branches of knowledge, limiting the linguistic and conceptual scope of the field under study. Thus Phenomenology has branched out into the various regional Ontologies, while at the same time safeguarding the humanist vocation of reason and the specific principles which guide it as concrete aims in each of the realms of Science. The trace of Phenomenology is apparent in various later philosophical currents and methodologies such as Axiology, Hermeneutics, Philosophy of Existence or Personalism.

Finally, I would like to mention those philosophical concepts which Phenomenology has brought to the forefront during the twentieth century and whose treatment can help in adopting the Christian perspective. Among them we find the personal subject, which is barely operational in classical philosophy and which was deformed in postcartesian philosophy as a transcendental, anonymous subject. Contemporary authors like G. Marcel, E. Levinas, L. Polo, K. Wojtyla, J. Marías... have put the personal subject at the centre of their philosophical reflections. In this respect, other approaches to the person have come about, such as cinema, theatre or novels which anticipated its philosophical consideration. Likewise, affectivity, which had previously been disqualified as irrational, now acquired greater relevance under the influence of Phenomenology. Thus, ethics has incorporated the matter of the heart, with all its biblical echoes, in Christian authors of phenomenological bent. Similarly we will highlight the issue of coexistence as anthropological dimension. While in Husserl, this matter was broached with much effort, on account of solipsiste cartesian influence, today its fundamental character is apparent especially in Philosophy of Law or Social Philosophy, under the phenomenological-descriptive prism, such as S. Cotta and A. Schutz provide, respectively. If the phenomenological-realist inspiration is maintained, the banalization of these concepts which can be witnessed in some short-sighted currents will be avoided.

It is also important to regain the act of being as the main discovery of Thomas Aquinas, but prolonging it anthropologically along the lines indicated, and so preventing its stagnation in originally cosmological approaches, which were unable to break free from the Aristotelian primacy of the substance.

IV. In conclusion, it can be said that if Phenomenology brought Christianity nearer by widening the horizon of reason, so taking on questions which had become left aside in Modernity, at the same time Christianity has inversely benefited from the phenomenological apparatus to develop its rational vocation to the level of our times and not to remain entrenched in a defensive position against the conquests of the modern world. It does not cease to be odd and paradoxical that naturally Christian concepts like human rights, equal dignity of both sexes, promotion of Universities or the rise of the social question should have gained ground over the last two centuries behind the back of Christian thought, when not in direct confrontation with the Catholic Church. It was paramount to break down the prejudices that such concepts shot out towards an imagined enemy, which historically has been presented as an intolerant enemy of knowledge; a clear, straight look was needed to unmask such prejudices.

Christian social thought, continuously updated by documents and Encyclicals and as a living presence in the world, the new movements and lay Institutions that have carried the light of Christ to the most varied of social destinations and the renewal and pushing forward of the liturgy and ecclesial life would find a new expression in Vatican Concil II, in which the Church stood before modern man without fears, as itself and in the fulfilment of its evangelical mission. Just as the early Christian could identify with the true philosopher, so today the person of faith has claimed for himself all the legitimate achievements of reason because faith and reason are the two mutually sustained wings which man can use to reach God, in the words of John Paul II. Only the deviations from the truth about man and God are contrary to Christian faith, but because they are also contrary to the full, integrate exercising of reason. 
