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Introduction 
The Christian theological tradition has always found discussion of the 
Holy Spirit difficult. In early patristic writings, for example, the Holy 
Spirit was often treated as an adjunct to discussions about the relationship 
between Jesus and God. For both Augustine of Hippo and Thomas 
Aquinas, the Spirit was ‘love” or “gift”4esignations which are indeed 
real, but also to a certain extent elusive. Today, some contemporary 
theologians find the task of describing the Holy Spirit no less difficult. 
William Hill and Colin Gunton both speak of the “self-effacing” Spirit;’ 
Leonard0 Boff speaks of the Spirit who “cannot be imagined”’ while Paul 
Evdokimov speaks of the “mysterious face” of the Spirit.4 Other 
contemporary theologians speak of the Holy Spirit in relation to the 
Spirit’s function of making connections. Some time ago, John Taylor 
called the Holy Spirit The Go-Between God.5 Latterly, Mary Grey and 
Elizabeth Johnson have been exploring the Spirit’s function as that of 
bringing different entities into relationship! Kilian McDonneIl suggests 
that the Holy Spirit is the “horizon” in which believers pray and reflect, 
but the Spirit is never an “object.”’ Such comments about the Holy Spirit 
from believers prior to and contemporary with Edward Schillebeeckx 
provide a background for discussing and assessing his treatment of the 
Holy Spirit. 

This discussion has three parts. I will first describe the theology of the 
Holy Spirit presented in the theological writings of Edward Schillebeeckx 
between 1974 and 1994; second, I will offer some critique on his 
treatment of the Holy Spirit; third, I will draw on Schillebeeckx’s 
theology to suggest future directions for pneumatology . 

One of the distinctive aspects of Schillebeeckx’s recent theology is 
the lack of overt reference to the Holy Spirit. This aspect is picked up in a 
quite recent study on Schillebeeckx’s life and theology. Philip Kennedy’s 
Schillebeeckr has one chapter ‘‘I Believe in God, Creator of Heaven and 
Earth” followed by another entitled “I Believe in Jesus of Nazareth.” 
There is no chapter “I Believe in the Holy Spirit.”* 

I hope to show, nonetheless, that Schillebeeckx does develop a 
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particular theology of the Spirit and that this pneumatology can offer 
much that is fruitful for future understandings of the Spirit. 

Let me state initially that the period under discussion marks the 
beginning of Schillebeeckx’s intensive study of scriptural exegesis, the 
fruits of which then led to his major works Jesus: A n  Experiment in 
Christologyg and Christ: The Experience of Jesus as Lord.l0 The period 
selected culminates in the publication of Schillebeeckx’s short work I am 
a Happy Theologian,” one of Schillebeeckx’s latest writings in which 
explicit reference is msde to the Holy Spirit. 

Part One: Schillebeeckx’s Pneumatology, 1974-1994 

A 
In Schillebeeckx’s theology, the Spirit is constantly mentioned as being 
sent from Jesus at the moment of his glorification and exaltation.12 It is 
when Jesus is raised and acknowledged as the ‘Christ’ that the Spirit is 
simultaneously re1ea~ed.I~ The mysteries of Easter and Pentecost are 
perceived as one reality.14 Of special significance is Schillebeeckx’s 
statement that the Spirit is the greatest gift of salvation offered through the 
risen Jesus: “As the basis of all other gifts, the gift of the Holy Spirit given 
with the status of being a child of God is God’s greatest gift of salvation in 
and through the risen Jesus.”” 

In light of the immense variety of saving and liberating deeds 
witnessed during Jesus’ life, his parting gift of the Spirit is certainly not 
mere and inconsequential-despite our difficulty in describing and 
articulating such a gift. As the resurrection is significant for the total 
meaning of Jesus’ historical mission from God, so it is only fully completed 
when the Spirit is released into the community and into the world. It is 
when the risen Jesus gives the Spirit that the pledge of ‘eschatological’ 
liberation offered by the earthly Jesus begins to be effected. 
‘Eschatological’ salvation will not be fulfilled until the end of time. The 
irrevocable seed of its presence now is manifest in Jesus’ gift of the Spirit 
who is simultaneously Jesus’ continuing presence among the community. 
Schillebeeckx describes the particular community left by Jesus as: 

Jesus’ Gift of the Spirit at Easter 

a movement, a living fellowship of believers who had become conscious 
of being the new people of God, the eschatological ‘gathering’ of God. . . 
an eschatological liberation movement for bringing together all people, 
bringing them together in unity.16 

The fact that God’s ultimate saving deed has been offered to humanity 
and the world through the person of Jesus is undeniable. The offer of the 
Spirit is the sign of God’s activity brought to fulfilment within Jesus’ 
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person and work. 
There is an intrinsic link between Jesus’ leaving and the Spirit’s 

coming. Schillebeeckx understands the various New Testament authors, 
themselves dependent on the Spirit’s guidance, to express the following. 
Luke stresses that while Jesus is about to depart, the Spirit is coming to 
continue what was begun by Jesus.” John links the gift of the Spirit to the 
resurrection of Jesus. For John the evangelist, at the completion of Jesus’ 
life there is only the one moment of Jesus’ dying and rising into life as the 
Spirit is being offered.’” Murk understands the Spirit and Jesus as 
intrinsically one, between the time of the resurrection and the ascension. 
While still not ascended, Jesus offers pneumatic gifts as the pledge of what 
is still to come at his exaltation.” After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the 
Spirit engages Jesus in a way perceptible to the community different from 
what was evident during his earthly life. 

Each of these scriptural expressions of how the raised Jesus relates to 
the Spirit issuing from him brings out the intimate connection existing 
between Jesus and the Spirit. A homily by Schillebeeckx on the Spirit 
makes the link between Jesus and the Spirit even closer. He states: 

Pentecost is not really a feast in honour of the Holy Spirit, a so-called 
‘third God‘ in a divine three-member family. The Spirit is and remains 
the real redemptive gift of Jesus as the Christ, ‘the man of God’ : ‘the 
Father and I are one.’ Pentecost is a feast of Christ. Pentecost has to do 
with the Jew Jesus of Nazareth.20 

The indispensable link between the Spirit’s coming and Jesus’ 
departing indicates that God’s intention of offering salvation and liberation 
to all in Jesus’ person is to be continued now through the Spirit of Jesus. 

Another Christian perspective, however, affirms that Jesus and the 
Spirit are integrally linked during Jesus’ whole life. Christian tradition 
asserts, and Schillebeeckx himself stresses, that Jesus is raised “in the 
power of the Spirit.”*’ What then is the link between Jesus of Nazareth and 
the Spirit? 

B 
In his presentation of the christological mystery, Schillebeeckx describes 
Jesus’ life, death and resurrection as essentially conjoined. While holding 
that it is in the light of Jesus’ life that we may fathom the event of Jesus’ 
death, Schillebeeckx does not interpret Jesus’ life and death apart from his 
resurrection. In line with the formation of the gospel narratives themselves, 
Schillebeeckx stresses that it is through the resurrection that the early 
community could recognize in Jesus “the one imbued to the full with 
God’s Spirit.’v22 A post-Easter perception was, as it were, ‘back-dated’ onto 
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the whole mission and person of Jesus. Schillebeeckx also makes it clear 
that the recognition of Jesus as the ’Christ’, even in the Easter events, is 
possible only in the act of faith. Recognition of Jesus as the one in some 
way linked with God’s Spirit requires that persons believe and not simply 
be convinced by reason. 

In his christology, Schillebeeckx uncoven the path of Jesus’ historical 
life as first interpreted in the experience of his early followers. 
Schillebeeckx wishes to recapture something of their journey towards faith. 
For this reason, it is particularly significant that he does not emphasize the 
presence of the Spirit with Jesus during his historical life. When speaking 
of Jesus’ death, however, Schillebeeckx does associate Jesus with the 
Spirit because, at least in Christ, Schillebeeckx highlights John’s gospel to 
interpret this death. Jesus’ yielding his Spirit is in John Jesus’ last 
sacrificial action. 

Once interpretations of Jesus were made after his death and 
resurrection, Schillebeeckx contends, questions about Jesus’ identity as the 
Spirit-filled, religious ‘latter-day prophet’ began to emerge.u The title of 
‘Christ’ given Jesus after his resurrection was consistent with the tradition 
of the eschatological prophet figure, the one described in the book of 
Isaiah as filled with God’s Spirit. The depth of what was meant by ‘being 
filled with God’s Spirit’ could not be glimpsed prior to Jesus’ entrance into 
history. However, within the limits of the Jewish interpretive categories, 
the possibility that Jesus might be the Spirit-filled one spoken of in the Old 
Testament, was an interpretation to which Schillebeeckx himself gives 
much weight and with which he bridges both historical and theological 
understandings of the pre-Christian and early Christian e~periences.2~ 

While underplaying rather than highlighting the extraordinary nature 
of events associated with Jesus’ earthly history, Schillebeeckx refers more 
than once to Jesus’ baptism where both John as well as the Synoptic writers 
interpret Jesus as the one filled with God’s Spirit. Regarding Jesus’ birth, 
Schillebeeckx accepts Luke’s description of Jesus’ being “born of the 
Spirit.” He also follows the Manhean and Lucun interpretations that the 
Spirit was integrally connected with Jesus from the moment of his birth. 
Finally, Luke’s description of Jesus being filled with the Spirit from the 
time of his conception is acknowledged by Schillebeeckx as a Lucun 
reflection on an Zsaian prophecy. It leads Luke to describe Jesus as “the 
fruit of the Spirit who begets him.’% Matthew and Luke in particular stress 
the entire human existence of Jesus as permeated by God’s Spirit. Mark 
claims that Jesus is the one anointed with Pneuma. For John, Jesus 
possesses the Spirit permanently. In fact, it is through the power of the 
Spirit that Jesus is enabled to exercise power and therefore to perform 
cures, although, according to Schillebeeckx, the number of Jesus’ cures 
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must be subject to careful exegetical scrutiny. 
Schillebeeckx never presumes that Jesus’ possessing the Spirit of God 

was an indisputable faith-claim for those who first encountered him. Yet, 
he does accept what at later stages was recorded in the gospel stories and in 
the Acts about Jesus’ living in the presence of the Spirit. It is a later 
theological perspective that recognizes in Jesus the one ‘indwelt by’ 
another, i.e. by the Holy Spirit. Schillebeeckx’s emphasis in his christology 
is not an exploration of the Spirit, except insofar as the Spirit helps to 
elucidate, even a little, the mystery of Jesus’ person. Consequently, in 
following Luke, Schillebeeckx speaks of Christians encountering not the 
‘Father’ directly but the gift of the Spirit in Jesus Christ.% Yet, it is the 
Spirit who links Jesus with his God. 

While the special mission of Jesus was to bring God’s unconditional 
liberation to all, it was in hindsight that New Testament writers recognized 
the nature of Jesus, as God’s Son, and thus could perceive the connection 
between Jesus and the Spirit assisting him in  offering God’s gift of 
salvation. 

In Schillebeeckx’s theology, it is in the Spirit’s connection with 
“liberation” that we note the function or task of the Spirit. It is always the 
Spirit’s role to lead humanity to Jesus as well as to continue his work. The 
next two aspects of my treatment of the Spirit therefore relate directly to 
what the Spirit effects in the community as well as to the goal of this 
activity. 

C 
Just as Jesus points away from himself in the direction of God:’ so too the 
Spirit points to the person of Jesus. The Spirit puts people into contact with 
Jesus of Nazareth,” leading them to know him directly and only indirectly 
to know the Spirit. The Spirit teaches people about Jesus of Nazareth, 
completing and confirming the revelation offered humanity in the person 
of Jesus.z9 The Spirit witnesses to Jesus and leads the community to a 
greater depth of understanding about his person. Schillebeeckx agrees with 
what Luke offers regarding one’s witnessing to the resurrection. He states: 

To bc a witness to the resurrection is not being a witness to the mere 
event of the resurrection (which Luke is not speaking about), but to the 
resurrection as a salvific event in God’s plan of salvation.M 

The Spirit recalls Jesus and what he revealed about him~elf.~’ In the 
task of ‘recalling’ and making present the memory of Jesus, the Spirit most 
clearly manifests the role of referring to Jesus and thus of reviewing the 
liberating deeds exemplified in his life and person. In so doing, the Spirit 
enables Jesus to have the “permanent and constitutive” significance 
attributed by the Christian community to him.32 The Spirit’s task is to keep 
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alive in the community, and in the whole of history, the saving action of 
God revealed in Jesus of Nazareth, acclaimed as the Christ. There is not a 
hiatus between what the Spirit does and what Jesus did while in Palestine. 
The saving experience is mediated in each age through the church, but in 
the power of the Spirit. Schillebeeckx recognizes that in essence the 
function of both Jesus then, and the Spirit now, is the same-that of 
liberating and of saving. 

It is not clear in Schillebeeckx’s theology whether what Jesus effected 
in the past and still effects now through the Spirit can actually lead to our 
identifying the Spirit with the Risen Jesus. Generally, Schillebeeckx sees 
their functions as identical, especially when he has recourse to Pauline 
theology which identifies the Spirit with the “Lord.” Schillebeeckx also 
speaks of Jesus being present now with the community in the Spirit and 
that, for believers in generations after Jesus’ time, being “in Christ” was 
almost identical with being “in the Spirit.”33 

However, when referring to John’s gospel, Schillebeeckx agrees with 
the distinction made there between Jesus and the Spirit.” Certainly, the 
Spirit brings people into contact with Jesus and is an effective power for 
liberating the believer, as was Jesus, but their respective presence in the 
community is different. Schillebeeckx emphasizes that it is only through 
the work of the Spirit that individual people can recognize Jesus as “the 
Lord,” thus himself suggesting that there is a distinction between the two. 
He also holds that it is the Spirit alone who can enable people to believe 
both in God and in Jesus.3s 

From the preceding, it can be asserted that for Schillebeeckx the Spirit 
is ‘recognized’ in pointing beyond self, hence our difficulty in attempting 
to grasp precisely the Spirit’s nature. Perhaps this realization hints at 
something quite significant about the complex nature of God‘s total reality 
and not only something about the reality of the Spirit. Schillebeeckx 
suggests something important about his own understanding of the Spirit 
when he states: “We will do better to investigate, i.e. to learn to see and 
hear, what the fruits of the Spirit are than directly to ask after his name and 
credentials.”x 

D The Spirit and the Identity of the 
Christian Community 

Schillebeeckx’s understanding of Jesus’ resurrection is that at the moment 
when Jesus is raised to new life, the gift of the Spirit is poured out and the 
formerly scattered disciples are gathered and formed into church. As the 
Spirit enabled believers in the first Christian communities to remain 
grounded in the message which Jesus preached, and for which he acted and 
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died, so the Spirit brings Jesus’ followers into contact with him so that the 
liberating mission given him by Cod might be continued in his own Spirit 
until the end of time. 

The first Christian communities received Jesus’ Spirit as gift, always 
reminding them of Jesus. It is through this SpiriWneuma that Jesus keeps 
on impressing the communities with his features. Schillebeeckx states: 

Pneuma and aruunnesis, both the living recollection of the story, conduct 
and career of Jesus of Nazareth, handed down through the church, and the 
active presence of the Spirit of Christ in the church community of faith, 
form two sides of the one and the same coin:” 

It is Jesus who sends the Spirit to his followers. It is the Spirit of the 
Son who is sent. In all ages, it is the reception of the Spirit and the 
following at the Spiiit’s invitation that makes the church part of Jesus’ own 
identity. Schillebeeckx succinctly sums up the nature of the church: 

We allow the history of Jesus, the living one, to continue in history as a 
piece of living christology, the work of the Spirit among us, the Spirit of 
God and the Spirit of Christ.38 

The Spirit leads people to be the body of Christ for the ongoing 
effecting of Christ’s mission. As is so clearly stated in Colossians, 
Christians are the body of the risen Lord. Without either Jesus or the Spirit, 
there could be no church. To reduce the impact of either is to diminish the 
life and effectiveness of the church. 

The New Testament writings on which Schillebeeckx builds his 
theology stress that in order for followers of Jesus to be like Him, they 
need to be “born of the Spirit.”39 Thus, they will be able to know spiritual 
realities. In the sacramental life of the church and in what is preached about 
Jesus, the Spirit is present as guide and agent. Just as Jesus forgave sins in 
the power of the Spirit, so now the Spirit’s function in forgiving sin is 
indispensable. Where the Spirit is truly present, there can be no sin. What 
was begun during Jesus’ ministry regarding the freeing of people from sin 
is now continued in the effectiveness of the Spirit for the same freeing of 
people. 

In Christ, there is a comprehensive listing of the powers of the Spirit at 
work in the church. They have their origin in what Jesus did for his 
community.4o The Spirit is responsible for salvation, for redemption, for 
sanctification, for making followers children of Cod-for all the acts that 
liberate people from the powers that threaten them. The Spirit constantly 
renews the church in its call of fidelity to Jesus. The church lives 
authentically when open to the Spirit impelling it. Any authority that the 
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church possesses from its source in Christ’s gift of his life and death is 
authority given now through the Spirit of Jesus. Any other authority 
claiming to represent Jesus Is suspect. 

However, Schillebeeckx never views the church as an ‘enclosed 
garden’. In the power of the Spirit, the church witnesses to Jesus so that 
others who do not know him or who have no connection with the church 
may recognize therein a source of liberating speech and action-and 
perhaps be drawn to become disciples also. Schillebeeckx believes that 
Christianity will remain a living reality offering something to others only if 
“each successive period, from out of its relationship to Jesus Christ, 
declares anew for Jesus of Na~areth.”~’ 

Moreover, Schillebeeckx envisages the church as represented in 
Ephesians as the sacrament of peace for the world in which Jesus the 
Christ works his salvation through believers for others.” Jesus’ life is 
continued in the church in the Spirit of Christ. Schillebeeckx notes that 
John is so conscious of the significance of the Spirit that for him there are 
only two times-the time before and the time after the coming of the 
Spirit?’ For Schillebeeckx, the division would accord with the traditionally 
accepted time before and time after Jesus’ resurrection. Nevertheless, both 
hold that without Jesus’ gift of the Spirit there would be no church. 

It is the Spirit who constantly enables the church to exist and who does 
this in fidelity to the one by whom he was sent. The Spirit is always 
beholden to Jesus and does what he did. The Spirit inspires Christians to 
make liberation a reality at secular and ecclesial levels. Early in his work 
Jesus, Schillebeeckx says: “In Jesus’ conduct of his own life we have not a 
theoretical but practical and proleptic realization ... of the ‘new world’.”44 It 
is this ‘new world’ initiated by Jesus out of love for his Father that the 
Spirit invites Jesus’ followers to continue creating in his memory. Thus, 
the Spirit ensures that the identity of the Christian community comes from 
and leads to Jesus, the reconciler of all humanity with God. 

Part N o :  Critique of the Holy Spirit 
in Schillebeeckx’s Theology 
Having described several key elements in Schillebeeckx’s recent 
pneumatology I would now like to offer three reservations about this 
subject. 

A 
The first reservation, as hinted before, concerns the lack of clarity between 
the identity of the Risen Jesus and that of the Holy Spirit in 
Schillebeeckx’s theology. In one respect, this situation is not surprising, in 
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view of the fact that, as others have noted, the New Testament itself gives 
conflicting views about the identity of both.” The intimate connections 
Schillebeeckx draws between the Risen Jesus and the Spirit have already 
been noted-the p n e u m  and anamnesis that are the one single reality and 
two sides of the one coin; the “living pneumatic presence” which is that “of 
the glorified Lord in his church.”46However, in such passages, we might 
ask whether Schillebeeckx is identifying the Holy Spirit with Jesus, rather 
than showing the Spirit as subject to Jesus, as referring to him, as 
revelatory of him. There is a fine distinction between the Jesus of glory and 
the Spirit, but Schillebeeckx does not sufficiently account for the 
distinctiveness of the Spirit. Might Schillebeeckx not suggest mutuality 
and interdependence between both rather than identity? 

Such indistinctness could be acceptable were Schillebeeckx not taking 
his scriptural reflection into dialogue with contemporary theological 
perspectives and issues. In Christ and Church, Schillebeeckx’s exegesis of 
the New Testament becomes a basis for his consideration of God in 
relation to personal, social, political, and philosophical themes. It seems 
that for the benefit of the church today, where the Spirit is the catalyst of all 
theology, a clearer presentation of the Spirit in the Spirit’s own right would 
be desirable. Schillebeeckx remarks at the conclusion of Christ that he had 
wanted 

to end by discussing pneumatology and ecclesiology, i.e., the view of the 
Spirit of God as it is at work in the church and the world, a view which is 
implicit both in Jesus: An Experiment in Chrisrofogy and in this book.47 

This inteption could not, however, be carried out for the practical 
reason of length. It is unfortunate that Schillebeeckx was also unable to 
fulfil this plan in his subsequent work Church. It seems that unless such a 
theologian engages in discussion of the Holy Spirit through scriptural and 
extended theological reflection, there will continue to be a lack of attention 
to the reality of the Spirit in our midst. 

It may be that Schillebeeckx’s growing disappointment with aspects of 
the institutional church in recent times accounts for the comparatively 
undeveloped theology of the Spirit in the trilogy.“ Traditionally, in the 
Catholic church the Spirit and ecclesiology have always been closely 
connected. 

B 
The second reservation about Schillebeeckx’s treatment of the Holy Spirit 
concerns the functional manner in which the Spirit is presented in the 
trilogy and in later writings. As has already been noted, the Spirit acts to 
continue Jesus’ salvation, to recall Jesus, to elucidate Jesus, to deepen 
people’s experiences of Jesus. It seems to be Schillebeeckx’s intention to 
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depict the Spirit as one who acts, one who bears fruits rather than one who 
is identifiable by name. Is there not a tendency in a functional approach to 
deny the Spirit both as personal and as personally present to the 
community? Schillebeeckv does not ignore the Spirit’s role as confirmer of 
faith, or as associated with the inner life of human beingsP but the Spirit is 
principally presented in the trilogy as a divine agent directed towards Jesus. 
I wonder, however, whether one is not ultimately drawn to desire the 
Spirit, as Holy Spirit, even while recognizing the Spirit’s gifts. Hendrikus 
Berkhof praises Schillebeeckx for his emphasis on the Spirit as fmt-fruits 
and pledge of the e ~ c h a t o n . ~ ~  Nonetheless, Berkhof also asks whether 
Schiliebeeckx’s associating the first-fruits with praxis, even with justice 
and truth, might not at the same time overlook the Spirit’s role of gracing 
and renewing inwardly the human person. McDonnell speaks of this 
problem in relation to a future vision of church. He says: 

One will have to move beyond the functional pneumatology, which has 
dominated the field up until now. Pneumatological functionalism is 
preoccupied with what the Spirit effects and does. A more 
phenomenological pneumatology looks at the works of the Spirit in order 
to speak about who the Spirit is?’ 

If Schillebeeckx were to link the personal dimension of the Spirit with 
the functional, his concept of liberation would become more profound both 
for individuals and groups. He speaks, for example, of God (Father) as the 
ally in our cause and of God (Jesus) as “bent upon humanity.”” Is it not the 
Spirit of God and of Jesus who in every age is the ally accompanying, 
encouraging, challenging, strengthening the community to be makers of 
justice and doers of truth? In 1988, Schillebeeckx’s homily ‘The Johannine 
Easter: The Feast of the Giving of the Spirit,” offered glimpses of such a 
depiction of the Spirit. I would wish for more. 

C 
The third reservation concerns the Spirit’s role in prayer. In the insightful 
section on mysticism towards the end of Christ, little place is given 
explicitly to the Spirit in the relationship of the creature to the Creator in 
prayer. In the reflection on the God who “plays hide and seek” with the 
~reature,~~-or the God who is present to us in extreme moments of 
darkness,% nothing is said of the Holy Spirit as the one enabling this 
relationship to occur. In the New Testament, people prayed 
“in” the Holy Spirit.55 Today, theologians such as M~ltmann,’~ the late 
Catherine LaCugna,” and Panikkar,ss emphasize the confidence of 
believers who know that their prayer is made “in” or “out of the Holy 
Spirit. This is an aspect which, unfortunately, Schillebeeckx has not 
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developed. 
In summary, I have noted the lack of clarity in  Schillebeeckx’s 

presentation of the identity of the Risen Jesus and the Spirit, his almost 
exclusive emphasis on the Spirit’s functional role, and the absence of 
explicit reference to the Spirit in mystical life. The salvific life of the early 
communities was attributed both to Jesus and the Spirit. However, an 
important aspect of total liberation-the inner liberation of the person-is 
insufficiently addressed by Schillebeeckx. If the Spirit were depicted more 
clearly as personal and as more intrinsically connected with worship and 
prayer, the liberation Schillebeeckx presents would be even more visibly 
the gift of God, communicated in individual hearts as well as transforming 
faith celebrations of the Christian community. 

Let me now turn to a discussion of several features of Schillebeeckx’s 
pneumatology that seem promising for a renewed understanding of the 
Spirit today. 

Part Three: Schillebeeckx’s Contribution 
to Future Pneumatology 

A 

First, there are many qualities used B y Schillebeeckx of God generally- 
transcendent, elusive, making new, surprising, eternally youthful, future- 
oriented-that suggest creative life and which consequently are 
particularly applicable to the Holy Spirit. Especially is this so in regard to 
Schillebeeckx’s reflections on creation and ecclesiology. Schillebeeckx 
regards creation as a gift which hears “the inexhaustible potential of 
expectation and inspiration.”59 While always careful to distinguish between 
the Creator and the created, Schillebeeckx regards creation as 
fundamentally resourceful, renewing, open to receiving God’s invitations. I 
suggest that such qualities are often specifically associated with the agency 
and person of the Spirit. Schillebeeckx’s theology acknowledges creation 
as continually dependent on the Creator who ceaselessly enables it to exist 
and to flourish. Is it not the Spirit who is leading creation towards its 
fulfilment? 

With regard to ecclesiology, Schillebeeckx acknowledges the Spirit 
working at every level of the church‘s existence. His vision of the church 
as “the eschatological liberation movement” can be integrally connected 
with the Spirit empowering the church to be “living christology” in fidelity 
to Jesus.eo Moreover, the Spirit keeps the church focussed on encouraging 
liberation at all levels of human existence and on bringing to birth the new 
future, the sign of the ultimate eschatological reality. Schillebeeckx says: 
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Through the gift of the Spirit, redemption and liberation becomes the 
work of spirit-filled peopfe - and of Jesus and all people who follow him, 
in his spirit.6’ 

Schillebeeckx’s interpretation of the Resurrection as the event in 
which the Spirit forms the disciples into the church indicates the important 
perspective of pneumatology in constituting church. Schillebeeckx a f f m s  
the indispensable role of the Spirit in ensuring that the Christ-event be the 
heart of the church. At the same time, he recognizes the unbreakable link 
between the initial grounding of the church in the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus and the keeping of the church in existence through the 
power of the Spirit. This aspect of Schillebeeckx’s ecclesiology is strictly 
pneumatological and presents possibilities for a theology which might 
more explicitly describe the intrinsic role of the Spirit in continually 
effecting the church. John Zizioulas, for example, emphasises the 
constitutive role of the Spirit in creating churchP2 Likewise, McDonnell, 
who hopes to see pneumatology gradually more integrated with all 
theology, says: 

On the day of Pentecost, the Spirit does not come to infuse with power 
the already existing church structure; the coming belongs to the first, to 
the constitutive moment.a 

The pneumatological sources already present in Schillebeeckx’s reflection 
on creation and ecclesiology present fertile areas for further discussion. 

B Links between Christology and Pneumatology 
A second area for exploration concerns Schillebeeckx’s insistence that 
christology and pneumatology as theological disciplines be linked. The 
need for such a connection is evident also in contemporary theology.w 

In concluding that the New Testament functions of the Spirit and 
Christ are the same Schillebeeckx remarks: ‘This raises the question of the 
relationship between christology and pneumatology.”a In fact, in the first 
two books of the trilogy-Jesus and Christ, Schillebeeckx speaks of the 
“pneumatology implicitly present” in bothm It is this implicit presence 
which could fruitfully be made more explicit. I have already indicated the 
many scriptural links drawn by Schillebeeckx between Jesus and the Spirit, 
but the links need to be furthered beyond their New Testament context into 
contemporary theological reflection. It is a question of moving from a 
highlighting in Scripture of the Spirit’s relation to Jesus Christ, to the stage 
where pneumatology in Schillebeeckx’s theology is recognized as central 
to the understanding and undertaking of christology. It is also a question of 
moving from the link between the Spirit and the early Christian 
communities to theology where ecclesiology is consciously affected by 
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pneumatology. While some theologians have consciously connected 
ecclesiology and pneumatology, only the beginnings of this process are 
present in Schillebeeckx’s theology. 

As is illustrated by Elizabeth Johnson,6’ an alternative method might 
begin with pneumatology and move via christology to the doctrine of God. 
Christology would benefit from the impact of pneumatology on it?* 
Ecclesiology would benefit from the combined influence on it of 
christology and pneumatology.69 Schillebeeckx offers yet-to-be-developed 
insights into the retrieval of pneumatology for contemporary theology. 

C 
The third area of possible development in Schillebeeckx’s treatment of the 
Spirit concerns the broadening of the role of the Spirit outwards from the 
private to the public domains of life. It seems that the ingredients for 
recognizing the Spirit’s role in the public areas of cultural, social, 
economic and political life are already present in Schillebeeckx’s 
theology.70 Schillebeeckx claims that wherever people work to bring about 
a new world, signs of the eschaton exist. Wherever people join in solidarity 
to resist evil and suffering, they act in the name of God.” Wherever people 
take on the responsibility of changing harmful political and economic 
structures yet remain open to God’s “eschatological proviso,” they act in 
favour of the humanurn. In such cases, more than individual lives are being 
transformed. The power of the Spirit is set loose for a new creation. It 
seems that recognition of the Spirit’s role in attaining such situations is an 
area for further fruitful study in Schillebeeckx’s theology. 

One recurring mark of Schillebeeckx’s reflection has been concern 
with major human questions such as meaning and meaninglessness, 
political and social responsibility, interaction of church and world. It is of 
special interest that his work entitled Church: The H u m  Story of God 
raises christological and ecclesial questions only after a lengthy discussion 
of humanness, historicity, suffering and the phenomenon of religion. 
Throughout, little specific reference is made to the Spirit. Yet, there is a 
sense in which the questions raised about church, in the second half of the 
work, are intrinsic to the church’s survival and may point to the creative 
presence of the Spirit in world and in church. Challenges to be a church 
that liberates in fidelity to Jesus, that witnesses to God’s reign, that is a 
living anticipation of God’s new creation posit the church squarely within 
creation and humanity. They are challenges that invite disciples of Jesus to 
seek signs of life and liberation in various earthly contexts and to attempt 
to incarnate church from there. Are such challenges promptings of the 
Spirit that might enable Jesus’ community of believers to be “an 
eschatological liberation movement” at the dawn of this new era? 
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Conclusion 
Although for the purposes of this discussion I have concentrated on the 
distinctiveness of the Spirit, there is a strong sense in Schillebeeckx’s 
theology of the unity of God. In reply to Duquoc, Schillebeeckx spoke of 
the need to maintain the polarity between individual distinctions in the 
Trinity and the notion of perichoresis in order to preserve divine unity?* 
My attempt, therefore, to single out the Spirit may seem contrary to his 
general approach. Yet, the Spirit does not operate apart from the Spirit’s 
relation to the other divine persons nor apart from the world. The Spirit and 
pneumatology are relevant to humanity because of salvation history in the 
past and in the future. The following statement by Schillebeeckx about the 
Holy Spirit takes us back not only to the beginning of this discussion on the 
Holy Spirit but recalls a central aspect of hs theology. “Is he not the great 
unknown and wills to remain 

We have seen that Edward Schillebeeckx develops his pneumatology 
closely in relationship to christology and that his understanding of the Holy 
Spirit is largely functional. We have also seen that there are hints 
throughout much of his theology that can provide sound starting points for 
a more explicit pneumatology. While awaiting such development let me, in 
conclusion, raise three rhetorical questions: In Schillebeeckx’s theology, is 
it not the Spirit’s principal task to encourage human beings to look towards 
Jesus? Is it not then Jesus’ task to point human beings towards his Abba? 
Ultimately, does Schillebeeckx not describe God as Mystery? Perhaps it is 
this element of mystery so often applied to the Spirit that is fundamentally 
the only enduring description of God. 
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