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Abstract 

The goodness in many people's lives is often obscured by the limitations and 
brokenness which mark those same lives. The saint as moral icon, in which the 
moral beauty of the individual is clearly visible to all, cannot be the exclusive 
paradigm of Christian holiness. The kind of obscurity effected by limitation and 
human imperfection can be described as tragic—events and circumstances 
beyond the agent's control seem to determine the agent's moral fate. I argue that 
von Balthasare theological aesthetics helps iUuminate the tragic features of 
Christ's own life and can, in turn, help us understand the tragic dimension present 
in varying degrees in every Christian life. In tragic situations, where the 
brokenness and sin of the human condition threaten to undermine human love, the 
Christian's moral response, like Christ's own, will be inspired more by a hopeful 
fidelity to God's call than by a confident expectation of the fiuitfulness of her 
love. 

The recent case in England of the two twins joined to one another served as a 
reminder of the tragic character of medicine. No course of action could be 
undertaken which would avoid the deeply disturbing loss of some important 
goods. The loss of these goods was disquieting enough that many felt at some 
instinctual level that there was no right answer, that any response would be 
inadequate and morally tainted in some way. Such cases exemplify a tragic 
dimension which is characteristic not just of medical practice but of Christian 
existence in general.2 Our moral lives are tragic because we are limited and sinful 
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creatures, facing moral claims in a world whose needs are virtually limitless and 
acting within a web of relationships distorted in numerous ways by sin. 

The tragic dimension of the moral life has been an important topic of 
conversation among ethicists over the last several decades. Much of the 
discussion among moral philosophers has focused on the issue of ''moral luck," 
that is, whether and how one's moral character is vulnerable to contingent events.3 

The issues for the Christian are a little different since God's judgment of our 
moral lives looks not at the vagaries of human existence but the deep movements 
of the human heart. Furthermore, the commitment to monotheism softens the 
severity of seemingly irresolvable dilemmas; God's demands, we can assume, do 
not conflict. I accept then the view of many Christian ethicists, particularly those 
of the Catholic tradition, that regardless of the situation there is always one course 
of action available to the agent that is good. The rationalism found in much of 
Christian ethics (in both Aristotelian and Kantian forms) supports this conviction. 
While we might be disturbed on an emotional level by the grave loss of important 
goods in some tragic choices, our practical reason, which must prevail in these 
matters, helps us see those choices as right and good. 

Nonetheless, I believe that tragedy is an important moral category for 
Christian ethics because, as I hope to show, it iUuminates features of moral 
goodness and agency which an exclusively rational approach can obscure. In 
making this argument, I focus on a particular meaning of tragedy. In common 
usage the term has come to refer to any situation where people undergo dramatic 
reversals of fortune through events and circumstances beyond their control. But 
the tragedy of the classical Greek tradition often focused on choices made with 
good intent yet within "no-win" situations where any action promised loss of 
something greatly valued. The loss was significant enough that it threatened to 
obscure whatever good was achieved. And because the choices of the agent 
contributed in some disturbing way to this tragic end, the goodness of the agent 
herself was thrown into question. 

In exploring tragedy from a Christian standpoint, I will use a general, broad 
version of this classical understanding. Tragedy occurs whenever the goodness of 
a moral act is severely obscured or hidden from the agent herself and from those 
who behold her action because of the sinful and broken context in which it takes 
place. While the action can, by some measure at least, be described as good, it 
might not look or feel good because of the loss of significant goods, and in that 
sense can be described as tragic. 

The obscurity of goodness in such tragic situations can take two forms. The 
moral ambiguity of some tragic cases is such that it does not touch upon the moral 
character of the agent herself. In the case of the conjoined twins, for example, the 
grave consequences of whatever decision is made can be attributed to the 
unfortunate circumstances instead of being blamed on those who actually bring 
about those consequences. But sometimes the limitations of the agent herself 
contribute to the obscurity of the action's goodness. Take the example of the 
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parent who, with good intentions, tries to practice "tough love" on a problem child 
but fails because of personal limitations (e.g., her lack of insight, immaturity, 
insecurity, misreading of the situation). The attempt backfires, pushing the child 
instead toward a self-destructive life. The kind of limitations which often 
contribute to these tragedies are morally ambiguous; it is impossible to distinguish 
in them the effects of personal sin from the givenness of one's life (who or what 
precisely is to blame for immaturity?). Such ambiguous limitations cause the 
"evil" of the consequences to redound upon the agent herself. In this paper, I am 
primarily concerned with how a Christian should understand this second type of 
tragedy, that is, the tragedy which arises because of human limitation, brokenness, 
and sin. 

The theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar provides a framework for 
understanding this tragic dimension of the Christian life. His ethical theory is 
constructed around the idea that moral action flows out of our perception of the 
world; good, right action follows upon seeing the world rightly. Ultimately, this 
perception will for the Christian be tutored by her attentive consideration of 
revelation, particularly the life of Jesus Christ. This saving story, as we will see, is 
tragic for von Balthasar. And thus as the Christian perceives her own tragic 
situation and the choices she makes within them, she will do so in accord with the 
tragic form which appears in the life of Christ. Regrettably, von Balthasar limits 
the practical imphcations of his approach by his tendency to rely on one, rather 
constricted, understanding of tragedy, that is, Jesus as the tragic hero. I will argue 
that we can expand this understanding in a way that is both faithful to his general 
approach and also yields a theory applicable to a broader range of human moral 
experience. 

The paper is divided into three parts. In the first I briefly introduce von 
Balthasar's ethical theory as it is suggested in The Glory of the Lord. This will be 
an interpretation since von Balthasar does not offer any adequate systematic 
presentation of ethics. I suggest that it is an ethics that can be described as 
aesthetic insofar as it centers on a way of perceiving the world. Then I turn to von 
Balthasar's interpretation of the Christ event to see in what way he believes it can 
be described as tragic. Finally, I explore the imphcations of this theology for the 
Christian moral life, further developing his ideas. Specifically, I examine how the 
perception of Christ's life illuminates the tragic quality of Christian life and elicits 
a particular response which I call "hopeful fidelity." 

Part I: Von Balthasar's Aesthetic Ethics4 

For von Balthasar, the dynamic life of creation in general, and human agency 
and moral response in particular, is shaped by the fact that its Creator is triune. 
God's triuneness stamps everything. But it is a particular type of triuneness, one 
informed much more by the personalist emphasis of the Greek tradition than by 
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the stress on unity found in the Latin. While recognizing the inadequacy of all 
language and metaphors dealing with God's triune oneness, von Balthasar 
suggests that the persons of the Trinity engage one another, face one another in 
encounter, and even affect one another in their interchange. Thus von Balthasar 
speaks of the "joys of expectation, of hope and fulfillment, the joys of giving and 
receiving," of "mutual acknowledgment and adoration," among the triune 
persons. Von Balthasar agrees with those who argue that only narrative forms 
can convey the richness and complexity of God's saving act and its existential 
significance for our lives. However, he adds that the dramatic and narrative 
character of revelation is not simply a dimension of divine action which arises 
only with its involvement in human history. The deeper "why" of the inescapable 
narrative dimension of God's saving act lies in the fact that the interchange of 
triune persons is itself dramatic. And while von Balthasar suggests that this triune 
drama is evidenced throughout the Old and New Testaments,6 its clearest 
manifestation occurs in the obedience of the Son to the Father as he drinks from 
the cup he had wished to avoid. 

For von Balthasar, the trinitarian imprint is found in the fact that all creation is 
oriented toward the dialogical. Just as the Father expresses himself in the Son, so 
also every creature in some way speaks a "word" which expresses what it is to the 
other.7 And in the case of the intelligent creature, the encountered manifestation of 
the other elicits another movement: the ek-static reception of the other's address. 
The triune God who created us imprinted in us a conatus toward free, creative 
engagements with the other. And thus the earthly image of God appears not only 
in the individual person or in the wonder and beauty of creation—locations very 
familiar to the Christian tradition—but also, and perhaps especially, in any 
encounter, any exchange where the expression of the other is given and received. 
The fullness of the divine, trinitarian image is manifested in the event of 
interpersonal love. 

All interpersonal encounters are to reflect the unity in mutuality of triune life, 
and thus the creaturely conatus toward expression of self and reception of the 
other has a normative orientation. But for von Balthasar, we experience this moral 
claim within the encounter aesthetically, and we do so in two senses of the 
word—that is, we experience the moral claim through our perception and as 
linked with beauty. The term "aesthetics" carries both meanings for von 
Balthasar. When we perceive the other's self-expression to us, we are moved by a 
radiance that lies therein. Every expression of a creature's being, who or what it is, 
is marked not only by truth (e.g., it is an adequate expression, it correctly 
expresses what this creature is), but also by a kind of form that attracts (in being 
faithful to who or what it is, it reflects the beauty of the God who created it). And 
with the perception of truth and beauty comes the call to respond—that we 
witness to the truth and beauty of the other by welcoming the other in love.8 For 
von Balthasar, the aesthetic appeal of the other gives the perceived truth of the 
other its existential imperative; it establishes the claim on the beholder that the 
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address of the other be received. Thus the ethical imperative confronting the 
moral agent in all encounters (human and nonhuman) can be expressed, von 
Balthasar suggests, as "let [this other] be"—that is, I should allow the other to be 
by becoming the type of person who fully welcomes and allows the other's self-
expression.9 

In this approach, moral agency is not primarily a matter of active doing before 
and within a passive world, but rather an active receptivity of the other. Von 
Balthasar wants to restore the subject/object balance in the moral event against 
some contemporary tendencies to locate the entirety of moral agency in the will of 
the subject. The world rightly perceived will awaken our response. It will draw us 
beyond ourselves, ek-statically, because it is a world which reflects the beauty of 
its divine author. 

We should also note that von Balthasar's aesthetic reconfiguration of the 
moral claim shapes not only how we experience the "ought" within the ethical 
encounter, but also its content. We experience the "ought" as an aesthetic claim in 
the sense that it is something attractive which calls us to respond. But also the 
measure of what constitutes the fulfillment ofthat ought is aesthetic. That is, the 
content of the moral demand for von Balthasar is not simply determined by 
universal reason and logic, but is rather shaped in part by an aesthetic appreciation 
of what could be, what attractive form and drama could appear within this 
encounter with our free response (and how our hatred could mar such a form). 
The address of the other awakens not a mechanical response, but our creativity 
and freedom. And the goodness which results from our loving response will also 
be beautiful not because our response has followed the paint-by-numbers of 
universal laws, but because it expresses the freedom, creativity, and love of the 
human agent which are in turn a reflection of divine life. 

Von Balthasar sees in this aesthetic, moral response not just the earthly 
analogate of faith but also the very point at which human agency is in grace 
transformed into the response of faith. Analogous to the encounter with the other, 
the encounter with Christ draws forth an ek-static response in the individual. She 
finds in this person a truth and beauty that she could not anticipate, but, once 
perceived, shows itself as commanding and praiseworthy.10 The human agent's 
dialogical openness to the other becomes in grace a surrender of faith to the "ever-
greaterness" of God. This is what faith is for von Balthasar: not an intellectual or 
fiduciary act, but a doxological response to the appearing glory of God in Christ. 

The link which von Balthasar makes between aesthetics and ethics is 
problematic insofar as it appears to presume something about our world which no 
longer seems credible: that the world strikes the beholder with such a radiance or 
beauty that it can elicit and shape human action. In the desacralized, disenchanted 
cosmos of the contemporary era, von Balthasar's aesthetic reconfiguration of 
ethics seems plagued with romantic longings and a naively mystical reading of 
the world. Von Balthasar is aware of this issue, and he responds to it on several 
different levels. First, while it may be true that the world in general no longer 
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shares in the radiance of the sacred for most human eyes, von Balthasar, like a 
number of contemporary philosophers, believes that the human other resists this 
general, desacralized flattening of the encountered world.11 At the same time, von 
Balthasar grants the general criticism that his theological aesthetics involves a 
way of looking at the world no longer possible for most. As a second approach to 
the problem, von Balthasar argues along Christian particularist lines. The task of 
perceiving the world sacramentally, as a beacon of God's beauty and thus a source 
of moral energy, falls almost exclusively to the Christian. Because the Christian 
has been given revelation both in its objective and subjective forms (the objective 
epiphany of divine glory in the Christ event and the subjective gift of the Spirit 
helping human eyes to see this glory), the Christian has become attuned to the 
divine labor as it continues in the world. Thus it is not only that the biblical 
narrative shapes our affect and the way we interpret the world around us. Von 
Balthasar's claim here is something more provocative than that of many narrative 
ethicists. The Christian does not just "read" and interpret the passive text of the 
world before her, but rather encounters something within it. The dual gift of Christ 
and the Spirit makes possible our genuine and ongoing encounter of God in the 
world. The same form which God revealed in Christ is the one which the Spirit 
labors to impress upon the world before us and through us. The Christian looks at 
a world filled with the laboring presence of the Spirit and resounding with echoes 
of the call to join in that saving work. 

In addition to these two arguments for an aesthetic ethics—that, first, even in 
our desacraiized world the link between aesthetics and ethics is manifested in our 
encounter with the other and that, second, Christian perception is so tutored that 
the link between seeing and doing, contemplation and action, becomes an apt 
characterization of the Christian life—there is a third. The link between aesthetics 
and ethics, beauty seen and goodness done, is difficult to experience not just 
because of the lack of a contemplative vision in the contemporary world, but also 
and perhaps primarily because of the ways sin has marred our world. Von 
Balthasar, however, suggests that the tragic literary form points us along a path 
where even with sin this aesthetic link is preserved. For in the tragic form we find 
an example of a goodness, or better, glory, that can be seen, however indirectly, 
and thus loved even while being veiled by the disturbing brokenness of the world. 

We will turn to this point in the next section. However, before doing so, I note 
one additional element in von Balthasar's aesthetic ethics. The above themes of 
"saving narrative" and the labor of the Spirit allude to an important development 
that von Balthasar makes in his ethical theory as he moves from the first part of 
his trilogy, The Glory of the Lord, to its second part, Theo-Drama. Von Balthasar 
expands his idea of the moral life as ek-static response to the beautiful to include 
the dramatic form, or what he refers to as "theo-drama." The moral life is viewed 
as a matter of reading the narrative of the world around us and finding the good 
and appropriate ways in which our story fits in with and develops that story. This 
development in von Balthasar's theory, of course, shares commonalities with the 



Tragedy and the Ethics of Hans Urs von Balthasar 239 

ideas of narrative ethicists. At the same time, von Balthasar's aesthetic theory 
governs his narrative approach. The themes which characterize this aesthetic 
ethics—the ek-static encounter, the active receptivity, the moral challenge "to let 
be" the other, a moral justification which centers on notions of fittingness, 
aesthetic completion, and beauty over universal reason's dicta—also inform his 
narrative approach. The dramatic form appeals to our agency. Watching a good 
play, for example, offers us a pleasure because "we can project ourselves onto an 
ultimate plane that gives meaning, and thus we are given to ourselves."12 There is 
always some existential tug that comes with beholding a good story. It prompts 
the question of our own identity and opens up possibilities that our own story 
might share in the features of this story before us. 

What I want to call our attention to here is that situating the narrative approach 
to the moral life within an aesthetic theory effects a kind ôf thickening of the 
dimension of agency. We are not simply socialized into the Christian story, 
passively shaped by the narrative as we hear it proclaimed to us. Rather, we 
encounter something that invites our freedom, awakens holy desires, and moves 
us to make a decision about personal identity. The story of Christ draws us to 
enter it because we are moved by the love which appears in it, and we find in it 
something which rings true about human existence. It explains and üluminates the 
disparate desires, moral claims, fears, and limitations which we live out in joy and 
suffering endurance. For von Balthasar, the attractiveness of the Christian 
narrative ties not only in its consoling message of love, but also in the story's 
power to explain and judge our lives in a way that we find authoritative and 
compelling. Thus von Balthasar's theological aesthetics can be called a "theo-
dramatic aesthetics." 

Part Π: The Tragic Form of the Christ Event 

Christians hold that within the biblical narrative can be found a normative 
vision of what human life should be. This narrative develops through complex 
interchanges among its characters which take place in circumstances varying 
greatly over the course of the narrative's history. And thus we should speak not so 
much of a single normative vision but of normative possibilities, ones which 
cohere with one another and yet are able to illuminate the limitless variety of 
situations that Christians occupy. One such situation is found in the experience of 
the tragic where endeavors to do good and to contribute to human flourishing 
through acts of love fail in ways that are disheartening and disturbing. Von 
Balthasar's aesthetic interpretation of Christ's story, that is, his interpretation of 
this event in terms of the dramatic form it represents, sees in the events which 
compose the life of Christ a narrative form that can be described as tragic.13 The 
story of Christ is tragic not simply because contingent events made it so, but, von 
Balthasar argues, because of the nature of the Christ event itself. In order to save 
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human existence from within, God had to enter completely into the sinfulness of 
our world and in doing so God's salvific labor took on a tragic appearance. 

For von Balthasar, the Christian story does not overcome tragedy, but rather 
"recapitulates" it.14 Tragedy is part of the ordinary reality of the present fallen and 
broken order. Christ's work does not override that dimension but rather 
incorporates it and gives it a new Christian meaning. Grace builds upon nature, 
even upon fallen nature. In recapitulating human existence, Christ respects the 
present reality—its meaning and autonomy—while restoring God's sovereignty 
over it. And thus our ordinary lives "where we wrestle with injustice, crime, 
suffering, death, and so forth" are not simply "overridden by the resurrection." 
Rather they are taken seriously by God "who, using hieroglyphs of human 
destiny, writes his own, definitive word."15 But this action also gives us warrant to 
begin our reflection not with the tragic drama of Christ's life, but with human 
reality—fallen, broken and tragic—asking first what it means to say that our 
moral lives are tragic before exploring how this dimension is recapitulated in 
Christ. 

Some of the issues involved in understanding the tragic dimension of our 
moral existence are helpfully framed by the late novelist and philosopher Iris 
Murdoch. On the one hand, her aesthetic ethics has similarities to von Balthasar's 
own. Good action follows upon seeing rightly, and thus, conversion toward seeing 
our world correctly is the key moral challenge.16 At the same time, she offers a 
more complete reflection on the relationship between ordinary moral existence 
and tragedy than can be found in von Balthasar. 

The tragic literary form can, Murdoch believes, assist us in perceiving our 
moral horizon correctly. She acknowledges Plato's concern that any art form can 
be a source of consoling illusion for an ego determined to avoid the hard realities 
of its moral world.17 Tragedy, however, breaks this comforting illusion by helping 
us confront the harshness which the moral life entails.18 Tragedy presents a moral 
life stripped of self-interest and the hope of happy conclusions to moral efforts. 
And yet great art, especially the tragic form, unveils something beyond the 
surface absurdity of our moral existences. There is a "necessity"—to use 
Murdoch's term—which appears in the contingent drama of any particular human 
person. It must be embraced and obeyed and, as obeyed, is the place where the 
transcendent Good shows itself.19 The goodness perceived in the human drama— 
either through its embodiment or violation—does not depend on human willing or 
any teleology (i.e., on its capacity to bring benefit to the agent herself or others). It 
is "purposeless"—a term Murdoch uses frequently in her The Sovereignty of 
Good—and cannot be justified in terms of an inrraworldly balancing of goods. 
We both recognize it and yet cannot make it submit to some rationally-deduced 
principles of behavior. It transcends us and our world and in doing so captures our 
attention and reverence. 

The good—transcendent, attractive, and source of moral energy—is both 
veiled and revealed in the tragic drama of human lives. It is veiled because it is 



Tragedy and the Ethics of Hans Urs von Balthasar 241 

situated in the lawless confusion and muck of the world. It is revealed in that in 
the saintly life, interpreted correctly, one perceives the existence of some 
normative measure which gives the dramatic developments and reversals a 
meaningfulness and without which these narrative developments would dissipate 
into a post-modem flux.20 The existence of a higher law, a transcendent good, is 
perceived aesthetically, as the underlying shape and form which give this life its 
fragile coherence. 

Because of her emphasis on the chaos and contingency of our moral world, 
Murdoch is suspicious of clear and bright stories of unambiguous heroes and 
saints.21 They distort the hard realities of our moral existence. The stories suggest 
there is a realm—the moral life—where we can escape the brokenness of our 
world and achieve some beautiful form of life transparent to moral goodness.22 

She does not deny the goodness of the tragic individual, but believes that her 
goodness will often be difficult to see because it is displayed in and through 
messy, morally ambiguous situations. Because the imperfections of the world and 
of human existence often hide the true reality of moral action, Murdoch believes 
that the tragic form is a helpful tool for understanding the ways in which the 
goodness of the agent appears in the world. 

There are three insights suggested in Murdoch's reflection on the tragic 
dimension of human existence which I believe are, with some qualification, 
consonant with von Balthasar's thought. First, the world is a place of confusing 
particularity and chaos and whatever good appears in that world will be touched 
by its confusion. While Murdoch associates this chaos with the contingency of the 
world, for von Balthasar it also is due to the presence of sin. Second, the moral 
life can, nonetheless, be lived in such a world, though it will be costly and lacking 
the straightforward theoretical justification desired by many moral philosophers.23 

Third, while it cannot be directly justified by any set of theoretical principles or 
propositions, the goodness of a particular moral life can be perceived within the 
drama ofthat life by those willing to undertake the challenge of seeing the world 
tmthfully and without the consoling hope of easy harmony among the claims 
made upon us and the desires which drive us. 

The type of tragedy which von Balthasar finds in Christ's life surprisingly 
aligns more with Murdoch's view of tragedy than with that found in much of 
contemporary theology. For many theologians the tragic quality of Christ's life is 
found in that a good person suffers undeserved evils. We find little of the more 
classical view of tragedy, where goodness is opaque, obscured by its enclosure in 
a disordered world. Christ's loving action instead appears in sharp and 
unambiguous contrast to the evils and hatreds which surround him. Von Balthasar 
would not, of course, deny that a goodness which is direct and transparently clear 
to the beholder appears, for example, in the public witness of Christ. But he 
maintains that the saving narrative undergoes a decisive and important shift in the 
events of Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and Easter Sunday and shows itself to be 
about something more than doing good for others. For there we see the full depth 
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of God's plan to bring the story of human existence fully into the internal drama 
of trinitarian life. Through the Cross, God makes the story of human sinfulness 
God's own and envelops that story through the ever greater love among the triune 
Persons. And in the Cross, God's saving story becomes tragic. 

The sin-filled drama of human existence must be brought into the divine 
drama in such a way that divine holiness is not violated. The inner-trinitarian life 
is an eternal procession of love, and it is in this life that the sinful drama of human 
existence must be included. But how can that happen? Divine love cannot simply 
reach out to this humanity while ignoring what this human existence is and how 
counter to divine life its sinfulness is. It cannot draw the human story into its own 
without some recognition of humanity's ongoing refusal of God and God's own 
disappointment and anger at that refusal. Like Anselm, von Balthasar believes 
that there must be some moment in God's saving narrative where the calamity of 
human rejection is addressed.24 And, of course, this conviction has made von 
Balthasar's soteriology controversial. But whereas Anselm resolves the 
disharmony introduced by human sinfulness through a legal exchange, von 
Balthasar resolves it aesthetically. The second person takes on sinful human 
nature, and in so doing comes to suffer the tragic, fallen lot of human existence. 
Christ's suffering reaches a climax on the Cross where he faces the full 
consequences of our sinful existence: the rejection and punishing wrath of God. 
On the surface, this interplay between brokenness, sin, and divine rejection is all 
one sees in this very human story. But for graced eyes instructed by the entire 
saving narrative, another drama appears within this drama of an ignoble death. 
The suffering of punishment has another valence: sacrificial love giving itself up 
for the sake of another.25 In the exchange between God the Father and guilty 
humanity on the cross another law appears before eyes of faith, that of a love 
which can encompass even human sinfulness. The drama of human sin is re-
cyphered, if you will, through the event of the resurrection into a drama of divine 
love.26 Love appears to us in this rejected human life as we see in this life God's 
response to our brokenness and guilt. The human story is now part of the divine 
story because it has in all its dimensions, even that of sin, been included in the 
processions of divine love: Jesus, the one who entered into full solidarity with 
sinful humanity, is welcomed into the eternal embrace of the Father. 

The point I want to stress in von Balthasar's approach here is not so much his 
soteriology, but the appealing idea that the Paschal event is tragic, not just in the 
common usage of the term but in its more classical sense, because in this event 
divine love enters fully into the sinfulness of the world and is transformed by it. 
Thus von Balthasar will refer to the "ugliness" of the cross and its ''monstrosity." 
But what exactly is the nature of this tragedy for von Balthasar? It does not center 
on an individual whose flaw makes him vulnerable and leads to his moral 
downfall. Nor does it involve tragic conflict between two deeply valued goods. In 
his extended reflection on Greek tragedy,27 von Balthasar focuses how sacrifice 
and suffering reveal the divine, and this focus provides the key to understanding 
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his view of tragedy. In Greek tragedies the protagonist often foresees his 
suffering and accepts it for the sake of some higher good. Suffering in such cases 
reflects the absence of what should be, the prevailing of goodness over evil. And 
yet by indicating this absence, suffering paradoxically underscores it, making it 
present in the minds of the audience. Following this line, Jesus is the tragic hero 
whose goodness and love are iUuminated by the suffering inflicted upon him 
precisely as a result of his fidelity. 

But at different points in his writings, von Balthasar suggests something more 
radical than this interpretation in describing Jesus' life as tragic.29 And I believe 
he must if his soteriology is to succeed— if, that is, God is to draw our broken and 
sinful stories into God's own saving narrative. The story of the tragic hero, pure in 
his goodness and undefiled by the world's muck, has little to say to most of us 
except by way of negative critique and edifying exhortation. The narrative 
richness of the gospel accounts, however, permits an interpretation of the Christ's 
life that more fruitfully addresses the tragic ambiguity of our moral Uves. While 
von Balthasar does not explicitly develop this interpretation, two ideas point us in 
its direction. 

First, sin affects what God does in the world: 

And yet something more is involved here [in Christ's suffering and 
death], and it is the fact that [God] who is absolutely free now stands 
under the destiny (of the sinful world) that surrounds him, and that his 
sovereign activity is interiorly touched by a contrary force which 
transforms it into suffering: it is as if God could no longer do what he 
wants, because his good actions elicit sin. As he acts he must do 
violence to himself in order still to act divinely even as he acts 
differently than he would like. This concealment of the divine will is the 
manifestation ofthat violence which sin inflicts on God.30 

The appearance of God's love is obscured, even concealed, by sin when it 
enters the sphere of human existence. Second, Jesus enters into full solidarity with 
sinful humanity. While von Balthasar, to my knowledge, never clarifies precisely 
the idea behind this statement, it is clear that it represents something important in 
his thought and that he intends by it something radical: to associate Jesus with the 
sinful human condition as closely as possible without compromising his 
sinlessness. Thus, von Balthasar rejects, as he must, the idea that Christ identifies 
"with the actual No of sin itself."31 At the same time, he maintains that Christ 
does not "bear the burden [of sin] as something external: he in no way distances 
himself from those who by right should have to bear it."32 He will even say that 
the temptations of Jesus are "an inner experiencing with sinners, of what the 
attraction of sin is."33 Christ shares fully in the human condition, which includes 
being enmeshed in the same fallen order and broken existence that sinful 
humanity is. 



244 The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics 

These two considerations help argue for another possible view of Christian 
tragedy: the story of a work of love which is tragically disrupted and marred 
because its central characters share personally and collectively in the fallen human 
condition. Jesus' life ends in failure: his suffering is seen as an expression of 
divine goodness only when we look beyond the surface discord. As we look at the 
Paschal mystery itself it is not transparently clear why the events taking place on 
Good Friday are good in most of the various meanings which that word has come 
to have: Are they fruitful, beneficial to someone, an expression of a desire to be 
helpful, a good exercise of the practical judgment? The Christian is, of course, 
accustomed to reading the Cross as the sign and symbol of God's love because 
she has been schooled in seeing the Cross in light of the whole Gospel story. But a 
tragic view of this narrative underscores other elements of the drama: its waste, 
the loss of dreams, the hatred it evoked, the suffering it demanded of one innocent 
man, the discouragement it brought about in good people, and the genuine despair 
it evoked in its central character ("Father, why have you abandoned me"). 
Because of the world's brokenness and sin, love does not blaze through the 
surface of this story, however much it is the engine of its drama. The Paschal 
event is a tragedy in the sense that because of sin, divine love is veiled. Only in 
the tight of the resurrection and with the gift of the Spirit does one see the love 
that ties within the suffering and failure of the Cross. 

By taking on the lot of sinful humanity, Christ experienced our alienation from 
God. Christ is always the one who does the Father's will, but his dependence on 
the divine will for guidance grows ever stronger as he enters into solidarity with 
us and our alienation from God. This alienation reaches a climax on the Cross 
which is signaled in Christ's experience of forsakeness. Christ is forced to act, not 
out of his own clear knowledge of what is good and loving, but out of a dark 
surrender to the Father's will. Again, Christ's surrender to the Father's will does 
not begin with his experienced alienation from God, but it does reach a new 
radicality there. We might say, then, that the distortion of the world's sin touches 
not only the way divine love appears in the world, but also how it is embodied by 
Christ. In tight of von Balthasar's interpretation of the Cross as tragedy, it could be 
a tittle misleading to refer to Christ's acts simply as "loving" if by loving we mean 
beneficent action. In beneficent action the agent aims to achieve some good for 
another through an act whose causal connection to that good is clear: she sees 
with some clarity how her action leads to the desired goal. But if Christ's cry of 
despair on the cross is any indication, it seems unlikely that he was given such a 
clear knowledge of the direct, causal connection between his journey to the cross 
and his loving desire to save humanity. The lack of such a connection produces 
one caution about describing this action, in regard to its intention and motivation, 
as one of beneficent love. However much we might assume there were 
intimations of such a connection, Jesus' journey to the Cross can be better 
described, I suggest, as fidelity to the Father's will. This description is not to deny 
that Christ's action can be described as loving, or that he both intended to love 
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humanity and was motivated by such love. Rather because of the obscurity of sin 
which became part of the drama of the cross, an appropriate characterization of 
the intention and motivation of the action is fidelity to the Father. 

Part ΙΠ: Implications for Christian Life 

The Christian will experience the call to general humanitarian love, that is, 
those daily small acts of generosity bestowed on friend and acquaintance. These 
acts will be unambiguous to her for the most part; she will know them to be good 
deeds, ones worthy of a disciple of Christ. She will also experience a more 
comprehensive and challenging call, one that demands a kind of radical self-
giving which cannot always be justified by existing norms of commonsense 
morality. These acts will often be tragic in the everyday sense of the word in that 
they will be personally costly for the agent. 

I want to suggest that the Christian will also experience a deeper kind of 
tragedy. The creatureliness of the agent and the sinfulness of the world veil the 
good she seeks to do from herself and from the others around her. Her actions will 
disappoint, show themselves inadequate, reveal her own mediocrity, limitations, 
and brokenness. Her gestures of love often become structured by a broken world 
which twists these gestures unexpectedly in undesired and painful ways. Loving 
intentions are often made opaque by the world around us. The individual who is 
responsible for a beloved but infirm parent and who is also struggling to preserve 
a fragile marriage might find her efforts to provide for all ending in failure. And 
the individual might find herself disheartened by the haunting idea that if she were 
a different person—that is, if she were a more talented, more personable, more 
attractive, more decisive in her decisions—then her problems might have been 
solved and her attempts at love more successful. Because the imperfections of the 
attempts to love can be partly traced to our own limitations (which may or may 
not have sinful overtones), such actions taint our moral character and leave us 
guilt-ridden. They disempower our moral response for reasons which an aesthetic 
ethics makes clear: we cannot imagine and see the good that appears within them. 
We are attracted to nothing, for nothing of beauty is seen in them. This experience 
points us to a truth: that our expressions of love are often marred, not so much by 
explicitly sinful responses, but because of our finitude, our lack of some desirable 
talents and gifts, and because of the way the world around us can distort and 
pervert attempts to love. The unambiguous, transparent saint cannot be the 
exclusive paradigm of Christian existence.34 

Von Balthasar's theological aesthetics provides a framework for understanding 
the disturbing hiddenness of goodness in tragic situations. Christian tragedy is not 
beautiful in any ordinary sense of the word. Von Balthasar claims, however, that 
the saving narrative comes to us with its own power and compelling authority. It 
transforms the way one looks at the world and sets a new standard for how one 
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judges the world's truth, goodness, and beauty. The broken life of Christ can be 
called beautiful because it reveals the self-giving glory of triune love to eyes made 
ready to see it. The divine beauty which appears in this dramatic failure elicits an 
ek-static response from those who behold it: to make this story their story by 
interpreting their broken lives in its tight. 

The Gospel story points us to a way of seeing the tragic dimension of our 
human existence recapitulated in Christ. The tragedy of Christ's own attempt to 
love is a story that addresses at least some part of every Christian's life. Perceiving 
the tragic dimensions of this story can awaken in the Christian a surrender of faith 
as she confronts her own tragic attempts to love. This is the response which von 
Balthasar's theological aesthetics underscores. The Gospel has an inexhaustible 
beauty and power to keep drawing the Christian to new ways of surrendering in 
faith. Thus at times the Christian will be called to continue in some kind of 
darkness, an unknowing that is illuminated only by occasional pointers that this 
path is where God is leading her. The world of the Christian, von Balthasar tells 
us, 

still contains the possibility of the most profound doubt, the greatest 
failure, suffering and conflict, unbelief, the baffling nature of existence 
this side of the grave and apparent meaninglessness. The Christian is not 
automatically an optimist; [she] is exposed to the risk of freedom and 
hence to the danger of tragic failure.35 

The Christian walks in fidelity, not always knowing fully why this path is 
good, but hopeful in the promise of the resurrection that all such acts of 
faitrifulness to God will draw forth fruit in ways not anticipated. In doing so, she 
gives a Christian meaning to the sin and brokenness which envelop her actions. 
She endures not just the sin around her, but also her own limitations, weakness of 
mind, and failure at human greatness, because these are the human realities that 
God desires to include in the divine drama. These human realities are made part 
of that drama when they become the means and moment of the Christ-formed 
response of hopeful fidelity. All these will be part of her surrender of faith. She 
will be drawn to this response by the same narrative that awakened her faith and 
which already includes this response as part of its compelling story. 

Conclusion 

I have suggested that von Balthasar's ethical theory centers on a link between 
seeing and doing. Our interpretations of the world draw forth responses from us. 
The introduction of narrative and drama complicates but does not alter this 
connection. The story of Christ draws forth the Christian's response; we conform 
ourselves to it in the self-surrender of faith. We "let it be" by becoming people 
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who further the story's plot. This story is open to new possibilities, new futures. 
What awakens good and holy desires, therefore, is not just that which appears 
before us in the present situation, but also the possibilities of some new good 
which lies ahead in it. Thus the hungry and the homeless draw us toward a world 
where such suffering no longer exists. Strife-torn relationships make us long for 
reconciliation. Violence leads to the work of peace. In all of these responses to the 
world around us we are surrendering to the story of Christ, and thus these acts 
express the basic response of faith. 

We are drawn into the story of Christ not by the Cross that is endured, but by 
the divine love which that Cross manifests. The love which we offer in return will 
be forced to enter the muck of our world. Ecstatic love for God modulates into 
faithfulness before the task at hand, but here our share in the mission of Christ 
only deepens. For in enduring in faithfulness the apparent waste of her actions, the 
Christian lives out a form of the Cross. She is invited by the love which is at the 
Gospel's center to bring the tragedy of her life into the tragedy of Christ's story. 
She need not despair over the meaningless of her acts or regret once again her 
inadequacies, for these have become the place for her surrender to God. The 
tragic dimension of her situation remains, but the promise of the resurrection 
gives hope—not that her action will unexpectedly accomplish some great good, 
but rather, in some providential way, her hopeful fidelity will serve to bring the 
drama of her existence and those which her life touches into the drama of triune 
life. 

NOTES 

1 I wish to thank the three anonymous SCE readers for their helpful comments on an 
earlier version of this essay. 

2 "I think the emphasis on medicine as a tragic profession helps denote the continuity 
between the kind of issues raised by medicine and the rest of our lives." Stanley Hauerwas, 
"Medicine as a Tragic Profession," in Truthfulness and Tragedy: Future Investigations in 
Christian Ethics (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1977) 186. 

3 Martha Nussbaum's contribution to this conversation is important: Fragility of 
Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986). Daniel Statman has collected the main essays on the topic: Moral Luck 
(New York, NY: SUNY Press, 1993). 

4 For a more complete account of von Balthasar's ethics, see Christopher Steck, The 
Ethical Thought of Hans Urs von Balthasar, forthcoming from Crossroad Publishing (Fall 
2001). 

5 He concludes: "And since each hypostasis in God possesses the same freedom and 
omnipotence, we can speak of there being reciprocal petition . . . . Since these acts are eternal, 
there is no end to their newness, no end to being surprised and overwhelmed by what is 
essentially immeasurable. The fundamental philosophical act, wonder, need not be banished 
from the realm of the Absolute." (Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Dramatis Personae: Man in 
God, vol. 2 of Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, trans. Graham Harrison [San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990] 257-8). 
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6 Karl Rahner likewise argues that in the Old Testament we can see indications of the 
triune activity of God. We "must admit an authentic secret prehistory of the revelation of the 
Trinity in the Old Testament." Karl Rahner, The Trinity, trans. Joseph Doncell (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1970) 42. 

7 Von Balthasar is influenced by Bonaventure here. The "things of the world," suggests 
Bonaventure, "possess the power to emit an expressive image of themselves . . . they shine and 
reveal themselves to a potential knowing subject." Hans Urs von Balthasar, Studies in 
Theological Style: Clerical Styles, vol. 2 of The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, 
trans. Andrew Louth, Francis McDonagh and Brian McNeil C.R.V (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1984)346. 

8 Here we find von Balthasar's appropriation of the transcendentals tradition so important 
in Aquinas' thought: all reality insofar as it is, is true, good, and beautiful. Von Balthasar, 
however, is more eager to stress the circumencessio, the interpénétration and mutual informing 
of the transcendentals. Thus: "If the verum lacks that splendor which for Thomas is the 
distinctive mark of the beautiful, then the knowledge of truth remains both pragmatic and 
formalistic . . . . But if the bonum lacks the voluptas which for Augustine is the mark of its 
beauty, then the relationship to the good remains both utilitarian and hedonistic: in this case the 
good will involve merely the satisfaction of a need by means of some value or object, whether it 
is founded objectively on the thing itself giving satisfaction or subjectively on the person 
seeking it." (Hans Urs von Balthasar, Seeing the Form, vol. 1 of The Glory of the Lord: A 
Theological Aesthetics, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis [San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982] 
152). 

9 Martin Heidegger's idea of truth as disclosure leads him to likewise underscore the need 
for receiving the other. Cf., "To let be—that is, to let beings be as the beings which they are— 
means to engage oneself with the open region and its openness into which every being comes to 
stand, bringing that openness, as it were, along with itself." Martin Heidegger, "On the Essence 
of Truth," in Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings. Ed. David Farrell Krell. (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1977)127. 

10 "Theological aesthetics began as a 'coming to see' the form in which God's Word 
comes to us . . . . In this act of seeing, there already lies the 'rapture': a breaking out from 
ourselves in the power of our being called and affected, in the power of divine love which draws 
near to us and enables us to receive itself." Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theology: The New 
Covenant, vol. 7 of The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, trans. Brian McNeil 
C.R.V. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989) 389. 

11 "The metaphysical question, which seemed to be buried for me as far as the cosmos is 
concerned—to such an extent that what Paul presupposes, viz., that we would 'see' God plainly 
in his works . . . simply seems no longer to be the case ...—is always ready to break open in the 
encounter with the 'Thou.'" Hans Urs von Balthasar, "Forgetfulness of God and Christians" 
Creator Spirit, vol. 3 oí Explorations in Theology trans. Brian McNeil, C.R.V. (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, 1993) 332. 

12 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Prolegomena, vol. 1 of Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic 
Theory, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988) 308. 

13 Thus he describes Greek tragedy as "the great, valid cypher of the Christ event." Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, The Realm of Metaphysics in Antiquity, vol. 4 of The Glory of the Lord, 
trans. Brian McNeil et al. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989) 101. 

14 "The drama of Christ is the recapitulation and the end of Greek tragedy." Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, The Dramatis Personae: Man in God, vol. 2 of Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic 
Theory, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990) 49. 

15 Theo-Drama, vol. 2, 94. 
16 "If the magnetic field [of our vision] is right our movements within it will tend to be 

right." Iris Murdoch, "The Darkness of Practical Reason," in Existentialists and Mystics, ed 
Peter Conradi (New York: Penguin Press, 1998) 201. "When moments of decision arrive we see 
and are attracted by the world we have already (partly) made." "The Darkness of Practical 
Reason" in Existentialists and Mystics 200. 
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17 Plato believed that "art hides the true cosmic beauty and the hard real forms of necessity 
and causality." Iris Murdoch, The Fire and the Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1977) 66. 

18 Iris Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, (New York: Penguin Books, 1992) 
104. 

19 "Our best task is to distinguish in created things between the divine and the necessary 
cause and seek to understand and conform ourselves to the divine cause, and to seek the 
necessary cause for the sake of the divine, since we cannot see the divine without the 
necessary." The Fire and the Sun, 57. "The good artist helps us to see the place of necessity in 
human life, what must be endured, what makes or breaks, and to purify our imagination so as to 
contemplate the real world." Ibid., 80. "Good art . . . provides a stirring image of a pure 
transcendent value, a steady visible enduring good . . . . " Ibid., 76. 

20 "Art shows us the only sense in which the permanent and incorruptible is compatible 
with the transient; and whether representational or not it reveals to us aspects of our world 
which our ordinary dull dream-consciousness is unable to see. Art pierces the veil and gives 
sense to the notion of a reality which lies beyond appearance; it exhibits virtue in its true guise 
in the context of death and chance." Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1971) 88. 

21 "The spectacle of good in other forms, as when we admire good men and heroes, is 
often, as experience, more mixed and less efficacious." The Fire and Sun, 77. The "spectacle" 
of the good in these "heroes" is less efficacious because it offers the sort of cheap consolations 
and illusory images which Murdoch believes to be unhelpful to our moral instincts. 

22 Murdoch criticizes Kant's thought on a similar point. In place of the tragic, Kant 
supposes a moral freedom which aspires "to a universal order consisting of a prefabricated 
harmony." Iris Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Good," Existentialists and Mystics, 216. 

23 "The indefinability of Good is connected with the unsystematic and inexhaustible 
variety of the world and the pointlessness of virtue." The Sovereignty of Good, 99 

24 See von Balthasar's discussion of Anselm's soteriology in Hans Urs von Balthasar, The 
Action, vol. 4 of Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, trans. Graham Harrison (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 255-262. 

25 "Again this is one of the most important themes in this volume: what we see in Christ's 
forsakenness on the Cross, in ultimate creaturely negativity, is the revelation of the highest 
positivity of trinitarian love." Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Last Act, vol. 5 of Theo-Drama: 
Theological Dramatic Theory (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999) 517. 

26 The "Cross and burial of Christ reveal their significance only in the light of the even of 
Easter." Hans Urs von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale, trans. Aidan Nichols O.P. (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993) 189. 

27 The Glory of the Lord, vol. 4,101-154 
28 Suffering is "the way of man to god and the revelation of the deep truth of existence." 

(103) The "divine presence is announced predominantly in heightened suffering." (106) Pain is 
"the very medium of transcendence." (127) 

29 "Christ's being is of such a kind that it is able to descend into the abyss of all that is 
tragic." The Glory of the Lord, vol. 2, 84. However, "all that is tragic" includes more than the 
tragedy of the fallen hero. 

30The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, 519. 
31 Theo-Drama, vol 4, 336. 
32 Ibid., 337. 
33 Ibid., 336n9. 
34 Von Balthasar cites, with approval, Jean Pierre de Caussade's view that while God will 

make grace visible in some saints, "there is a multitude of other saints . . . who remain hidden . . 
. they spread no sort of light in this life, but live and die in deep darkness." Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, The Realm of Metaphysics in the Modern Age, vol. 5 of The Glory of the Lord: A 
Theological Aesthetics, trans. Oliver Davies, et al. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991) 138. 
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The "saint as hero," he says later, is a "mistaken interpretation." The Glory of the Lord, vol. 5, 
142. 

35 Theo-Drama, vol. 1,428. 
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