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1 INTRODUCTION 

In an attempt to understand the mystery of the administration and theology of the 

sacrament of Baptism, many sermons have been delivered in the course of the history of 

the Church. What follows are citations from just two of these sermons: 

If the forgiveness of sins were not to be had in the Church, there would be 
no hope of a future life and eternal liberation. We thank God, who gave his 
Church such a gift. Here you are, you are to come to the holy font, you will 
be washed in saving baptism, you will be renewed in the “bath of rebirth” 
(Tit.3:5), you will be without any sin at all as you come up from that bath. 
All things that were plaguing you in the past will there be blotted out. 

Dear brothers and sisters, what happens in the Baptism that I shall shortly 
be administering to your children? Exactly this: they will be deeply united 
with Jesus forever, immersed in the mystery of his power, of his might, 
namely, in the mystery of his death which is a source of life so as to share 
in his resurrection, to be reborn to new life. This is the miracle that is 
repeated today, also for your children: in receiving Baptism they are reborn 
as children of God . . . Inserted into this relationship and liberated from 
original sin, they become living members of the one body that is the 
Church and are enabled to live their vocation to holiness in fullness, so as 
to be able to inherit eternal life, obtained for us by Jesus’ Resurrection. 

When comparing these passages, one discovers many differences and similarities. Both, 

however, clearly refer to the same subject: the sacrament of Baptism. The first is from a 

sermon delivered by Augustine in North Africa in or around the year 410.1 The second is 

from a sermon some 1600 years later by Pope Benedict XVI in the Sistine Chapel on 13 

January 2013.2 Why are these quotations to a certain extent so similar and yet at the same 

time so different? Does Baptism for both of these theologians entail forgiveness of sin, 

regeneration, and incorporation into the corpus Christi?  To what extent are both static on 

the one hand and dynamic on the other in their view of this sacrament of initiation? What is 

characteristic of Ratzinger’s perspective on Baptism, and what can be traced back to 

Augustine’s take on the sacrament?  

                                                        
1 s. 213.9; trans. Hill, III/5:145 in: W. Harmless, “Baptism,” 88; PL 38, 1084. 
2 Benedict XVI, Feast of the Baptism of our Lord 2013. 
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Using theological characteristics (described below) to distinguish various approaches to 

Baptism, my research attempts to answer questions such as these. Its purpose is to allow 

the historical theology of Baptism to determine a number of characteristics that will be used 

to judge both Ratzinger’s and Augustine’s theology of baptism. In other words, this study 

analyzes the presence of Augustine’s perspective on Baptism in the works of Joseph 

Ratzinger, who [in fact] saw himself as a student of Augustine. 

1.1 Method, Purpose, and Outline 

The approach in this thesis is twofold: the first part and sketches the development of 

Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism. The second part deals with Augustine’s theology of 

Baptism. 

1.2 The Study of Ratzinger’s Theology of Baptism 

On the assumption that development of thought takes place in the intellectual heritage of 

any author throughout his academic career, Ratzinger’s works are examined chronologically 

through close reading. We should therefore be able to trace the developments and main 

interests of the author in order to discover coherency and changes in his line of thought. 

The works examined here have been selected based on them being representative of his 

theology of Baptism. In this analysis, a three-fold approach is taken. First, to understand the 

motivation of the author in presenting a particular view on the sacrament, we examine the 

context in which a particular work was written. In other words, this approach tries to 

demonstrate the relevancy of a viewpoint taken by its author. Second, the content of the 

work is examined to identify specific characteristics of the theology of Baptism. This 

approach is aided by ecclesiological, soteriological and eschatological characteristics 

provided by dogmatic theology, as we shall encounter further on in this introduction. Third, 

the findings are enriched by the work of scholars who have conducted research in this same 

field. In other words, with respect to the research method, secondary sources are used to 

refine and enhance the discoveries revealed in this study, but (only) after primary sources 

are consulted. 

To this end, the research primarily centers on the works of Ratzinger as academic theologian 

and not as bearer of a clerical office — thus it focuses on the works he wrote as a private 



- 19 - 
 

theologian, as they carry no official ecclesial authority,3 and is cautious with works written 

after his appointment as Archbishop of Munich and Freising (1977). However, to do some 

justice to the entire career of Joseph Ratzinger, an examination of his perhaps most famous 

work, Jesus von Nazareth, will not be completely left out of this account. It can be found in 

an appendix at end of this dissertation. 

A remark pertaining to the status quaestionis about research on Ratzinger’s theology of 

Baptism must first be made here. It appears that little has been written on this subject 

matter, which to some extent is no surprise as Ratzinger’s focus is more on ecclesiology and 

Liturgy as we shall see below. However, an exception to this is the work of Paolo G. 

Sottopietra, Wissen aus der Taufe: Die Aporien der neuzeitlichen Vernuft und der christlicher 

Weg im Werk von Joseph Ratzinger. Sottopietra’s work demonstrates Ratzinger’s critique on 

conducting science solely with the principles of the natural sciences without regard for 

metaphysical questions; it criticizes the strict positivistic approach to science and a 

soteriology that sees salvation in reason and science and that leads to self-deification 

(Sottopietra 2003, 440-441). 4  The author precedes to show how Ratzinger presents a 

gnoseology founded on having been baptized. Baptism is perceived as the source of a new 

perception on knowledge; a cleansing of self-sufficiency (Erkenntnis). Sottopietra 

demonstrates that Ratzinger views Baptism as a door to a new subjectivity and stresses its 

effect of forming a new subjectivity, Christ and the Church.5 

We would do little justice to  Sottopietra’s endeavor if we were to classify it as an overview 

or account of the development of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism. Instead his intention is to 

show the epistemological consequences of having been come to faith and having been 

baptized.6 Thus his approach is more philosophical and less dogmatic.7 

                                                        
3 Cf. Boeve and Mannion 2010, xiv (especially note 3). 
4 Sottopietra himself makes the following statement at the start of his meritorious and comprehensive 

work: “Wissen aus der Taufe: in diesen Worten kann die Leitidee ausgedrückt werden, um die herum die 
folgenden Reflexionen Form annehmen. DIese wollen das Phänomen jener neuen Art der Erkenntnis 
erforschen, die der Taufe enstspringt, d.h. die erkenntnistheoretischen Folgen der existentiellen Wende 
aufzeige, die das Gläubigwerden für den Einzelnen bedeutet und welche die Taufe auf ontologischer Ebene 
besiegelt und gegeüber der Kirche und der Welt öffentlich bestätigt” (Sottopietra 2003, 6). 

5  “Die Taufe stellt den Zugang zur neuen Subjektivität in all ihren strukturellen Dimensionen dar” 
(Sottopietra 2003, 267). 

6 “Wissen aus der Taufe: in diesen Worte kann die Leitidee augedrückt werden, um die herum die 
folgenden Reflexionem Form annehmen. Diese wollen das Phänomen jener neuen Art der Erkenntnis 
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In chapters nine and ten, Wissen aus der Taufe provides an exposition of Ratzinger’s 

theology of Baptism, but not in the chronological manner. Sottopietra himself states that he 

decided to use Ratzinger’s texts without consideration for time periods from which they 

originated.8 Sottopietra is convinced about the absence of any shifts or adjustments in the 

intellectual heritage of Joseph Ratzinger to the extent that he sees no necessity of analyzing 

Ratzinger’s works in a chronological order (Sottopietra 2003, 12). He concludes that any 

difference is but a change of emphasis (Akzentverschiebung) (Sottopietra 2003, 9). In 

contrast to this, our attempt aims for a chronological approach and wants precisely to chart 

any of Ratzinger’s development in the theology of Baptism. 

1.3 The Study of Augustine’s Theology of Baptism 

The approach taken to Augustine’s works differs from the approach taken to Ratzinger’s 

intellectual legacy. As the theology of Augustine has been subjected to extensive research 

throughout the centuries, this approach will mainly make use of the work already 

conducted by scholars on Augustine such as Gerald Bonner (1926-2013), William Harmless 

SJ (1953-2014), and Everett Ferguson (1933-). Thus, guided by scholarship on Augustine, this 

part of the project sketches Augustine’s development in the theology of Baptism, which will 

be used to determine the extent to which Ratziner’s theology is still informed by and 

articulates Augustine’s theology. The study then concludes with a chapter that uses the 

findings to answer the main research question stated below. 

To reiterate, this research does not intend merely to compare Ratzinger’s perspective with 

Augustine’s; instead it uses both views as points of reference in the history of the theology 

of Baptism in order to discover the extent to which the heritage of Augustine’s theology of 

Baptism is still present in the works of one of today’s most influential theologians. 
                                                                                                                                                                            
erforschen, die der Taufe entspringt, d.h. die erkenntnistheoretischen Folgen der existiellen Wende aufzeigen, 
die das Gläubigwerden für den Einzelnen bedeutet und welche die Taufe auf ontologischer Ebene besiegelt 
und gegeüber der Kirche und der Welt öffentlich bestätigt” (Sottopietra 2003, 8). 

7  “Dabei wollen wir keine systematische theologische Erkenntnislehre ausarbeiten, sondern eher 
versuchen, die innnere Dynamik des Aus der Formel Wissen aus der Taufe zu erläutern” (Sottopietra 2003, 9). 

8  This choice is substantiated by what he writes elsewhere: “Eine weitere Erläuterung gilt der 
Entscheidung, die gesamte Produktion Ratzingers ins Auge zu fassen und zur Beantwortung der jeweils 
behandelten Frage Veröffentlichungen heranzuziehen, deren Entstehung auch Jahrzehnte auseinanderliegen 
mag, wobei aber weder die Sorge im Vordergrund steht, die innere Entwicklung der Reflexion Ratzingers 
aufzufinden, noch die, die in den wissenschaftlichen Studien von den in der populärwissenschaftlichen 
Werken, in Gelegenheitsschriften oder sogar Predigten enthalten Aussagen zu unterscheiden” (Sottopietra 
2003, 9). 
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With respect to the study of Augustine’s theology of Baptism, a methodological observation 

must be made. Much research has already been conducted on Augustine’s theology of 

Baptism; hence, as opposed to a chronological analysis of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism 

based solely on primary sources, the approach taken here draws on primary sources in 

conjunction with the findings and conclusions of modern research on Augustine’s theology.  

An exception, however, is made when it comes to the Confessiones, which, as we shall see, 

may be understood as a book about Baptism and is accordingly examined here by way of a 

close reading. Therefore, to compare Ratzinger’s perspective on the sacrament of Baptism 

with Augustine’s theology, this study addresses the question: What are distinctive concepts 

of Augustine’s view of the theology of Baptism? Let us begin by considering how we can 

characterize Baptism and make a prima facie encounter with the sacrament. 

1.4 The Study of the Theology of Baptism 

Baptism is a dramatic event; the baptizand is submerged into water. In his Katholische 

Dogmatik, Schmaus, one of Ratzinger’s teachers,  offers a general description of Baptism: 

Baptism is the foundational sacrament. It is the sign of salvation instituted 
by Christ, which initiates participation into his death and resurrection and 
thereby the destruction of sin and rebirth to a [new] life.9  

Yet not all is then said. Baptism can be approached from multiple (theological) perspectives. 

However, as is usually the case with different approaches to an idea, they cannot be strictly 

separated as each approach has its own nuances. In an attempt to characterize both 

Ratzinger’s and Augustine’s theology of Baptism and to trace their development, this study 

shall adopt several perspectives that correspond to various disciplines within academic 

theology. 

1.4.1 Soteriological 

One approach to the theology of Baptism is soteriological. Baptism in this sense is closely 

related to the forgiveness of sins, both original and actual (CCC 1263); it serves as a sign 

through which God works out the salvation of those who have received the sacrament 

(Ezek. 36:25; Acts 2:38; 22,16; Eph. 5:26; 1 Pet. 3:21). Baptism in this approach involves 
                                                        

9 “Die Taufe ist das grundlegende Sakrament. Sie ist jenes von Christus gestiftete Heilszeichen, welches 
Teilnahme an sein Tode und an seiner Auferstehung und dadurch die Vernichtung der Sünde und die 
Wiedergeburt zu einem Leben wirkt” (Schmaus 1952, 109; my translation). 
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dying to the world and receiving forgiveness of sins. It means to withdraw from the realm 

where sin reigns. In Baptism, believers follow Jesus as they pass through the waters of death 

and become dead to this world. Baptism entails leaving the realm of worldly powers so as to 

enter into the life of Christ (Van de Beek 2008, 186). According to Van de Brink and Van der 

Kooi, “Christian Baptism is for a man of the nations the break with paganism and all kinds of 

gods. The damage and the stain he has suffered must be washed off, and he gets a new set 

of clothes.”10 In a certain sense it is an expropriation rite (Van den Brink and Van der Kooi 

2012, 546). In Baptism humanity rids itself of sin and death. Life soiled with sin is cleansed. 

And yet Baptism is not just an incidental cleansing comparable to someone washing his 

hands; rather, “Baptism washes the sins off our existence and leaves us with a clean 

existence.”11 Baptism is the participation in the coming Kingdom of God. It is must not be 

perceived as an isolated event alone but also as the joining of the new genesis of the 

cosmos, the cosmic revolution (Van de Beek 2008, 174). In the soteriological view, to be 

baptized means to be submerged into the judgment of God. Jesus fulfilled all righteousness 

when He underwent this. For the baptizand this “is the great conversion, the conversion for 

the forgiveness of sins.”12 

The doctrine of Baptism during the first five centuries of the Church showed strong 

soteriological features. The believing baptizand receives forgiveness of sins and the gifts of 

the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38). For Justin the Martyr “Baptism meant especially a forgiveness of 

sins, a regeneration, and an enlightenment” (Ferguson 2009, 244). Irenaeus maintained that 

faith was central to Baptism; through faith and Baptism believers become adopted sons 

with Christ (Minns 2010, 129). Likewise, Tertullian also held predominant soteriological 

views on the sacrament of Baptism and emphasized its cleaning element: “Happy is our 

sacrament of water, in that, by washing away the sins of our early blindness, we are set free 

                                                        
10 “De christelijke doop is voor een mens uit de volkeren de breuk met het heidendom en de goden van 

allerlei makelij. De schade en de smet die hij daar heeft opgelopen moet afgewassen worden en hij krijgt een 
nieuw stel kleren” (Van den Brink and Van der Kooi 2012, 545; my translation). In Baptism Christ surrounds the 
baptizand like a cloth (Jürgensmeier 1936, 10). Schmaus states that Baptism works the destuction of sin, both 
original and personal sin together with its punishment (Schmaus 1952, 145-146). 

11 “De doop wast de zonden van ons bestaan en dan houden we ons bestaan schoon over” (Van de Beek 
2008, 169; my translation). 

12 “Dat is de grote omkeer, de bekering tot de vergeving der zonden” (Van de Beek 2008, 181). Cf. 
Schmaus 1952, 115. 
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and admitted into eternal life!”13 A similar perspective can be observed in the writings of 

Cyprian. He often links the forgiveness of sins to Baptism. In his famous letter to Donatus he 

writes: 

By the help of the water of new birth, the stain of the former years was 
washed away, and a light from above, serene and pure, was infused into 
my reconciled heart; after that, by means of the Spirit breathed from 
heaven, a second birth restored me to a new person .... So that now to be 
able not to sin is the beginning of the work of faith (ep 1.4).14 

Clement of Alexandria also underlined the strong soteriological characteristics of the 

sacrament, combining “an immaterial spirituality with a material sacramentality—an 

emphasis on faith, regeneration by the Spirit, and divine illumination with a high view of 

water baptism” (Ferguson 2009, 321). The distinction between the sacrament’s immaterial 

and material aspects would further develop during the Middle Ages. 

1.4.2 Sacramental 

A key question during the Middle Ages was how the objective administration of the 

sacrament was proportional to the subjective cooperation of the baptizand. This question 

primarily centered on the role of faith; without it, the sacrament would not be effective. 

Baptism requires faith—in case of infant Baptism, the faith of the Church—and in turn, faith 

requires the sacrament of Baptism (or the Baptism of desire if the physical administration of 

the sacrament is not possible).15 Thus, a distinction is made between the element and the 

word of the sacrament: in the philosophical terms, Matter and Form (Neunheuser 1964, 

1316). Matter in Baptism refers to water, while Form is the selection of words spoken 

during its conferral. Discussing the latter, Schmaus notes that “the ‘word’ (the form) in the 

external sign is the invocation of the three divine Persons who guide the activity” (Schmaus 

1952, 119).16 At the same time, the words are an expression of faith in the Trinity, and faith 

                                                        
13 “Felix sacramentum aquae nostrae qua abluti delictis pristinae caecitatis, in uitam aeternam liberamur” 

(PL 1, 1306; trans: Roberts, Donaldson and Coxe, 1885). 
14 “Sed postquam undae genitalis auxilio superioris aeui labe detersa in expiatum pectus ac purum 

desuper se lumen infudit, postquam caelitus spiritu hausto in nouum me hominem natiuitas secunda reparauit 
. . . ut iam non peccare esse coeperit fidei” (Cyprian, Epistula 1, in CSEL, 3.1, 6; trans: Ferguson 2009, 357). 

15 In S.T. 3.68.8 corpus Thomas Aquinas argues that a person wishing to be baptized can be saved due to 
the desire for baptism; this finds its origin in the ‘faith that works through love.’  

16 “Das “Wort” (die Form) im äußeren Zeichen ist die Anrufung der drei göttlichen Personen, welche die 
Handlung begelitet” (Schmaus 1952, 119; my translation). 
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is necessary for the baptizand being subjected to the ritual of the water; through faith one 

actively receives the benefits associated with Baptism. Those who believe are baptized 

(Mark 16:16). 

For medieval thinkers the sacramental activity brings about grace (Bauerschmidt 2005, 258 

[note 1]), and the culmination of scholasticism relating to Baptism may be found in Thomas 

Aquinas’s tractate on Baptism.17  Thomas collected various concepts and motifs found in the 

writings of the Church Fathers on sacraments and presented them as a closed system of 

sacramental theology. He states: “Baptism causes grace, and in a similar manner so do the 

other sacraments of the church” (S.T. 3.62.1 sed contra).18 Thomas connected the idea of 

the holy sign (i.e. sacrament) with the notion of its instrumental cause of the saving act; it 

mediates salvation (Neunheuser 1964, 1316-1317). The sacraments are instituted by God 

principally for the conferral of grace (S.T. 3.62.1, corpus). In other words, the sacrament is 

activated by the principal agent, which is God alone. Thomas adds that sacraments can 

therefore effect what they signify (S.T. 3.62.1, responsio ad argumentum: 1).  In this context 

Thomas refers to Baptism as follows:  

The water of Baptism, in terms of its own power, cleanses the body, and 
thereby, inasmuch as it is the instrument of divine power, cleanses the 
soul, since soul and body together make a unity (S.T. 3.62.1, responsio ad 
argumentum: 2). 

Besides emphasizing grace as the sacrament’s principal effect, Thomas presents another key 

effect of the sacraments: a sacrament imprints a seal on the soul (S.T. 3.63.1). According to 

Schmaus, this gives Baptism its sacramental quality.  

Baptism presses on him an indelible mark. This is called its sacramental 
character. It represents reshaping of the essence of Christ, insofar as Christ 
is crucified and exalted. The baptized person's participation in the nature of 
Christ is so intimate that he himself is called Christ.19 

                                                        
17 S.T. 3.66-71. In S.T. 3.66.1 Thomas argues that three considerations must be taken into account relating 

to the sacramentality of Baptism: the sacramentum tantum is the rite of the washing with water; the res et 
sacramentum is the sacramental seal conferred; and the res tantum is the justification or “making righteous” 
of the sinner (Bauerschmidt 2005, 275 [note 4]). The first is the sacrament on its own; the second is the reality 
and the sacrament; and the third is the reality on its own. 

18 “Ergo causat gratiam, et pari ratione alia Ecclesiae sacramenta” (trans: Bauerschmidt, 259). 
19 “Die Taufe . . . drückt ihm ein unauslöschliches Merkmal ein. Man nemmt dies den sakramentalen 

Charakter. Er stellt eine Nachformung der Wesenart Christi dar, und zwar insofern Christus der Gekreuzigte 
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Due to Baptism’s sacramental character, the believer is incorporated into the Body of Christ 

and therefore Christ himself. Let us first look at this Christological aspect before turning to 

Baptism’s ecclesiological character. 

1.4.3 Christological 

A third theological view of Baptism is closely linked to the Pauline Christological dimension 

of Baptism—rebirth into the Body of Christ by way of participation in Christ’s death and 

resurrection (Rom. 6:1-6; Gal. 3:27; Col 2:12; CCC 1265). Through Baptism humanity is 

ontologically connected to the death and resurrection of Christ. Baptism means to be 

submerged into the person of Christ; it is the communal burial with Christ (Jürgensmeier 

1936, 9-10). Baptism’s submersion and emersion symbolizes Christ’s entrance and exit from 

the grave, death, and resurrection (Schmaus 1952, 120). By way of the Spirit, God 

sacramentally draws the believer into the drama of Jesus Christ; “he incorporates us into 

the Body of Christ” (Van den Brink and Van der Kooi 2012, 543).  

Just as the real death caused Christ to die and thereby added death to sin, 
likewise the mystic death in Baptism causes the old man and sin to die in us 
. . . [and] brings believers into the mysterious communion of life with 
Christ.20  

Communion with Christ is established by Faith and Baptism (Schmaus 1958, 286). People 

participate in the death and resurrection of Christ and share in the life of the Spirit 

(Schmaus 1958, 328). We are baptized into (eis) Christ;21 we become the possession of 

Christ. Ambrose states that Christ died in reality, and thus the baptizand similarly dies: 

“Thus [Baptism] is death, in truth, not bodily death but in the likeness thereof” (Sacr. 

2.7.23).22 He later writes that “since there is a likeness of death, without doubt when you 

submerge and rise again, there is a likeness of the resurrection. Rightly, therefore, according 

                                                                                                                                                                            
und Erhöhte ist. Die Teilnahme des Getauften an der Wesenart Christi is so innig, daß dieser selbst Christus 
genannt wird” (Schmaus 1952, 122; my translation). 

20 “Het doopsel . . . brengt de gelovigen in geheimzinnige levensgemeenschap met Christus” (Jürgensmeier 
1936, 9; own translation) .  

21 This is closely connected to being baptized into the name of the Father, the Son and the Spirit. One’s 
name is associated with one’s identity. The name represents a person. Thus, even in Baptism one’s identity is 
now found in the Trinity.  

22 “Mors ergo est, sed non in mortis corporalis veritate, sed in similitudine” (CSEL 73, 35; my own 
translation). 
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to the interpretation of the Apostle, as that resurrection was a regeneration, so also is this 

resurrection a regeneration” (Sacr. 3.1.2).23  

The theology of Baptism in the Eastern Church especially displays a more Christological 

element. In the Eastern Church of the fourth and fifth centuries emphasis was placed on the 

participation in the suffering of Christ by way of imitation—being submerged as Christ was 

submerged so as to be sanctified. Through Christ’s activity the powerless water acquires  

the power to sanctify. Participation and sanctification are closely linked. Neunheuser 

explains that “both are connected to each other: Baptism into the death of Christ according 

to Rom. 6 and its fulfillment with the sanctifying power of purification of Eph. 5:26.”24 

Evidence of this perspective is found in Encountering the Mystery of the Ecumenical 

Patriarch Bartholomew:  

In the sacramental way, Baptism becomes more than merely a formal 
initiation to an exclusive or closed community. Baptism is a re-creation of 
humanity and the world in the light of Christ. Through the water of 
baptism, we are immersed in the death and Resurrection of Christ (Rom. 
14:8), being “planted together” (Rom. 6:5) forever with Christ. In a world 
where water is so carelessly wasted and polluted, the sacrament of 
Baptism highlights the profound connection between the Spirit of God 
brooding over “the face of the world,” as in the first moments of Genesis, 
and the entire universe. The living water of the living God is in this way able 
to renew and sanctify all of creation (Bartholomew 2008, 86).25 

1.4.4 Ecclesiological and Anthropological 

Being a member of Christ implies being a member of the Church, for Christ is the head of 

the Church. At the same time, a distinction can be drawn between belonging to Christ and 

belonging to the Church. In the ecclesiological approach, Baptism serves as a means of 

initiation into the Church and into the Christian existence (Acts 2:41; 1 Cor. 12:16; CCC 

                                                        
23 “Sic ergo et in baptismate, quoniam similitudo mortis est, sine dubio, dum mergis et resurgis, similitudo 

fit resurrectionis. Itaque secundum interpretationem apostoli, sicut illa resurrectio regeneratio fuit, ita et ista 
resurrectio de fonte regeneratio est” (CSEL 73, 38; trans. Sprawley, 1919 with adaptations). 

24 “Beides wird also betont und miteinander verbunden: Taufe im Tod Jesu gemäß Röm 6 und ihre 
Erfüllung mit heiligender Kraft zur Läuterung im Sinn von Eph 5, 26“ (LKTh 9, 1316; own translation). 

25 Cf. the perspective of Gregory of Nyssa as presented by P.H. Hupsch: “Through Baptism the Spirit adopts 
him as a newborn child of God who, on his journey towards heavenly life, chooses a new way of life, one that 
is pleasing to God. It is the power of the Spirit that sanctifies the baptismal water, that gives divine power to 
the priestly words and that makes the liturgical assembly a prefiguration of the heavenly glory” (Hupsch 2016, 
133). 
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1267). This understanding of Baptism was predominant during the apostolic time. In that 

period, the perspective was soteriological insofar as it effectuated the forgiveness of sins 

and ecclesiological insofar as it drew its subject into the community of believers, the Church. 

Even though the ceremony of Baptism was carried out in a variety of ways and was 

characterized by a diversity of rites,26 Baptism in the Early Church was considered “the 

initiation into the mystery of the Church and thus the incorporation into the mystery of 

Christ” (Schillebeeckx 1964, 144).27  

Schmaus situates Baptism in the concept of the motherhood of the Church. Believers are 

born through the proclamation of the Word and through Baptism.28 The motherhood of the 

fertile Church is expressed by Baptism (Schmaus 1958, 325). The Church continues to give 

birth to believers throughout the ages:  

The Church is consecrated to spiritual motherhood through the 
consecration of the baptismal water. The baptismal font is referred to in 
the Liturgy as the womb from which, under the breath of the Spirit of 
Christ, new members and children of the Church are continually born.29 

In this ecclesiological perspective, the Church is the community of believers, the people of 

God, who are joined together through faith and Baptism (Schmaus 1958, 69, 212, 268).30 

                                                        
26 During and right after the apostolic age, Baptism was the ceremony in which one was subjected to a 

water bath or to a stream of water, while being baptized in the name of the Trinity. The ceremony took up 
quite some time as it included catechesis, fasting, prayer, confession, the laying off of clothes, thrice 
submersion, anointment, sealing, and the celebration of the Eucharist (Neunheuser 1964, 1314). Baptism was 
thus not considered the immediate submersion into water alone, for its preparation in the form of instruction 
and fasting formed a significant part of it. (See Tertullian’s De Baptismo in which he, for example, clearly 
demonstrated that laying on of hands is part of Baptism itself.) Before Baptism was the proclamation of the 
Gospel in which one was invited to devote himself to faith and penitence after which the ritual of submersion 
was to take place. Baptism was considered to have sanctifying power and this power was transferred to the 
baptizand while calling upon the name of Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

27 “Het doopsel en het vormsel waren samen . . . de initiatie in het kerkmysterie en aldus de inlijving in het 
Christusmysterie” (my translation). C.f B. Neunheuser, LThK 9, 1315: “So ist die Taufe stets die eindrucksvolle 
Einweihung in die christliche Existenz, gewirkt in der Kraft der Gottesnamen, in der Einheit von personalem 
Tun des Täuflings mit der Wirkkraft des Sakraments zur Mitteilung der Gemeinschaft mit dem Gekreuzigten 
und Auferstandenen.“ 

28 Elsewhere Schmaus uses the methaphor of the Bride and Bridegroom. Christ as bridegroom obtains his 
spotless bride by the Word of Life and Baptism (Schmaus 1952, 117; 1958, 314). 

29 “Die Taufwasserweihe ist die Weihe zur geistlichen Mutterschaft der Kirche. Der Taufbrunnen wird in 
der Liturgie als der Mutterschoß bezeichnet, aus dem unter dem Hauche des Geisters Christi beständig neue 
Glieder und Kinder der Kirche geboren werden” (Schmaus 1958, 328). 

30 Judicially speaking: “Nach dem kirchlichen Rechtbuch (Kanon 87) wird den Mensch durch die Taufe 
‘Person’ in der Kirche Christi. Diese Feststellung betrifft sowohl die ontologische als auch die moralisch-
rechtliche Ordnung; den das Personsein schließt bestimmte Rechte und Pflichten in sich. Dies wird den auch 
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According to Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians (chapters 11 and 12), believers are 

established by Baptism and their faith is deepened and secured by the Eucharist. “Baptism is 

the cause of the community, which lives on the Eucharist as its center.”31 In the metaphor of 

the Church as a building of which Christ is the cornerstone, “Christians are the stones 

broken out by the hands of those who proclaim the truth of salvation. Through catechesis 

and Baptism, they receive a fitting form for the construction of the building.”32 By way of 

Baptism, the baptizand is taken up into the community of Christ. Baptism thus is the 

sacrament “by which man is incorporated into the extended humanity of Christ, the body of 

Christ. Baptism, then, is the sacrament of incorporation.”33 This approach is closely linked to 

faith: man justified by faith in Baptism is incorporated into (the body of) Christ (Mark 16:16; 

Acts 18:8; CCC 1271). 

Extrapolating from the ecclesiological approach creates what we might call an 

anthropological approach to the salvific effects of Baptism. Baptism in this sense is 

hominization: Christ is human as God had intended humanity to be. Hence to be baptized is 

the first step in becoming human according to the intentions of God. In being baptized, man 

begins to participate in the divine nature of God, which in turn is divinization. Baptism here 

is perceived as an initiation into true humanity.  

1.4.5 Pneumatological 

Yet another way of perceiving Baptism is from a pneumatological point of view; through 

Baptism one is anointed by the Holy Spirit and receives the Holy Spirit as a gift (Matt. 3:11; 

Mark 1:8; Acts 2:38; 1 Cor. 12:8-10; CCC 1274). Irenaeus, for example, claims that the Holy 

Spirit is given in Baptism (Ferguson 2009, 306). For him the Holy Spirit is the water of life. 

                                                                                                                                                                            
tatsächlich in den, angeführten Kanon des kirchlichen Rechtsbuches ausdrücklich festgestellt. Die Aufnahme in 
die Kirche geschieht also nicht wie bei einem Verein durch Anmeldung ode Beitriitserklärung, auch nicht durch 
einen rein menschlichen Aufnahmeakt, sondern auf dem sakramentalen Wege, nämlich durch die van Gott 
gewirkte Neugeburt. Sie erfogt durch einem Akt von oben, nicht durch einem solchen von unten. Gott bedient 
sich dabei des von der Kirch als von seinem Werkzeuge gesetzten Zeichens der Taufe. Darnach ist jeder 
Getaufte Person in der Kirche. Zugleich ist gesagt, das nur der Getaufte in der Kirche ist. Durch die 
Begierdetaufe oder die Blutttaufe wird das Personsein in der Kirch nicht gewirkt” (Schmaus, Katholische 
Dogmatik: Die Lehre von der Kirche 1958, 410). 

31 “Die Taufe ist der Wirkgrund der Gemeinschaft, welche aus der Euchariste als ihrer Mitte lebt” 
(Schmaus 1958, 263). 

32 “Die Christen sind die Stein, die durch die Hände derer, die die Heilswahrheit verkünden, ausgebrochen 
warden. Sie empfangen durch Katechese und Taufe die für den Bau passende Form” (Schmaus 1958, 236) 

33 “Es ist das sakrament der Taufe, durch das der Mensch der erweiterten Menschheit Christi, dem Leibe 
Christi eingeliedert wird. Die Taufe ist also das Sakrament der Einverleibung” (Schmaus 1958, 308). 



- 29 - 
 

“The Spirit, which gives unity, form, and beauty to the created order, in Baptism bestows on 

the . . . creature the unity, form and cohesion which enables it to endure everlastingly in the 

image and likeness of God” (Minns 2010, 130). All the same, Irenaeus draws a distinction 

between the gift of the Spirit and the gift of Baptism. According to him, the body is 

subjected to Baptism, the soul to the Spirit: “Our bodies have received the wholeness of 

incorruption from Baptism washing, our souls have received it from the Spirit” (AH 3.17.2).34 

Justin the Martyr understood Baptism as spiritual circumcision, as the baptizand receives 

the Spirit while being baptized (Trypho 43). According to Chrysostom the Spirit descends on 

the baptizand during Baptism in the water bath, and thus having the Spirit is circumcision; 

the Spirit circumcises the whole person. It is not, therefore, just the flesh alone (as in the 

Old Testament) that is subjected to circumcision (Ferguson 2009, 559). Basil the Great 

attests to this, claiming that Baptism is Baptism into the Holy Spirit: 

The answer to our question why the water was associated with the Spirit is 
clear: the reason is because in Baptism two ends were proposed; on the 
one hand, the destroying of the body of sin, that it may never bear fruit 
unto death; on the other hand, our living into the Spirit, and having our 
fruit in holiness; the water receiving the body as in a tomb figures death, 
while the Spirit pours in the quickening power, renewing our souls from the 
deadness of sin unto their original life.35 

The anointment by and with the Spirit in Baptism comes is accompanied by consecration. As 

we have already/just seen, Baptism initiates the believer into a new vocation. Through 

Baptism, believers share in the priesthood of Christ (De Lubac 1955, 72). Schmaus explains 

this [process] as follows: “The laity participate in the priestly activities of the ecclesiastical 

officials on the basis of the character imprinted at Baptism.”36 Whereas Baptism in the name 

of Jesus stresses dying with Jesus, Baptism in the name of the Spirit stresses receiving life 

from the Spirit, who is Lord and giver of life (Van de Beek 2008, 197). Along with this rebirth 

comes the renewal by the Holy Spirit, as can be read in Titus 3:5. The renewal by the Spirit 

implies commitments from the believer. 

                                                        
34 “Corpora enim nostra per lauacrum illam quae est ad incorruptionem unitatem acceperunt, animae 

autem per Spiritum” (SC, 211; translation taken from Minns 2010, 130). 
35 Quotation taken from Ferguson, who quotes from Basil’s Holy Spirit 15.35 (Ferguson 2009, 588). 
36 “Die Laien [nehmen] auf Grund des in der Taufe eingeprägten Charakters am priestlichen Tun der 

kirchlichen Amtsträger teil” (Schmaus 1958, 728). 



- 30 - 
 

1.4.6 Ethical 

From an ethical stance, Baptism carries with it several new commitments. Life which follows 

Baptism is characterized by a penitent attitude, confession, and vows. It is a life of prayer 

and the fulfillment of the priestly vocation. According to Schmaus, “the baptized is 

empowered and obliged to promote the dominion of God.”37 Being baptized into Christ 

involves participating in Christ’s office as priest, king, and prophet (Schmaus 1952, 124). 

Being baptized calls for conversion and the obligation to live in Christ and to turn away from 

sin (CCC 1264). The ethical perspective on Baptism overlaps with the mystagogical 

approach. The indicative, becoming a Christian, calls for the imperative, having to be a 

Christian.38 Both combine in the process of initiation into the mysteries of the Christian 

faith—otherwise known as mystagogy—and the commencement of the new life 

accompanying Baptism. 

1.4.7 Mystagogical 

As stated above, it is difficult to separate one theological approach to Baptism from 

another. This is especially true when it comes to the mystagogical aspect of Baptism, as it 

combines or at least contains part of all of the approaches discussed above. Speaking 

generally, Baptism is the starting point of further formation characterized by mystagogical 

catecheses (Van Geest 2016, 11). Baptism is, in other words, part of the initiation into the 

mystery of things pertaining to God. The Church Fathers used the term “mystagogy” to refer 

to this agogic or pedagogic process; through this process, mystagogues made baptizands 

aware of the transcendent aspect of the human existence. It involved a personal 

development along with the admission into a new community. According to Cyril of 

Alexandria, it is an attempt “to clarify to the recently baptized the spiritual meaning of the 

sacraments (mysteria) that have been administered to them during the Easter Vigil” (Van 

Geest 2016, 6).39 It involves an introduction to Christianity beyond the cognitive limits of 

                                                        
37 “Der Getaufte is ermächtigt und verpflichtet, die Herrschaft Gottes voranzubringen” (Schmaus 1952, 

122-123; my translation). 
38 Cf. G.E. Ladd’s Theology of the New Testament who sees in “the Pauline motivations for Christian living 

a tension between the indicative and the imperative” (Ladd 1993, 568). 
39 According to H. van Loon, Cyril of Alexandria, for whom mystagogy is leading the believer into the 

mystery of Christ, “seems to have used the word ‘mystagogy’ and related terms in his writings more often than 
any of the other Church Fathers.” However, his emphasis on mystagogy has less to do with the sacraments as 
it does on proclamation and education (Van Loon 2016, 52). 
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human understanding. Mystagogy is another kind of learning conceived by A. Miranda as “a 

form of communication, addressed to a privileged audience, to achieve a full understanding 

of the mysteries” (Miranda 2016, 75). The mystagogue leads the baptizand to identify 

himself with Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. In this manner, the new believer is 

initiated into the mysteries of Christ. Baptizands are taught that to be baptized demands 

burying their old sinful existences into the all-encompassing waters, just as Christ’s body 

was buried in the earth.  Chrysostom refers to this as follows (Ferguson 2009, 553):  

After you have died and become dead to sin once and for all by your 
baptism, accordingly have nothing to do with the passions of the flesh and 
the affairs of the world (Baptismal Instructions, 7,22). 

The emphasis in mystagogy is not so much on passing information to the new Christians, the 

baptizands, but rather about initiation into the mysteries of the faith.40 The baptizand must 

believe that submerging into Christ through Baptism places him into a new realm of life 

(Jürgensmeier 1936, 10). Hence, mystagogy concentrates on the transferal to the other 

world. “The people who through Baptism enter into communion with Christ and live with 

him are indeed removed from the sphere of sin and transferred to the heavenly world.”41 

Gregory of Nyssa, the most mystical of the three Cappadocian Fathers, understands 

mystagogy in terms of divinization, as entering into a deeper relationship with God 

(Leemans 2016, 103, 123). In terms of the relationship between the theology of Baptism and 

mystagogy, he perceives the first “as a bridge between the Trinity’s work of salvation and 

the actual baptizand who requires salvation and receives it or has received it in baptism” 

(Hupsch 2016, 125). Turning to the western Church, Ambrose provides a description of the 

mystagogical process with the imperative that goes along with it: 

Christ, then, feeds His Church with these sacraments, by means of which 
the substance of the soul is strengthened, and seeing the continual 
progress of her grace, He rightly says to her: How comely are your breasts, 
my sister, my spouse, how comely they are made by wine, and the smell of 
your garments is above all spices. A dropping honeycomb are your lips, my 

                                                        
40 Van Geest suggests that Augustine’s restraint in speaking about God, his negative theology, may be 

attributed to the mystagogy practiced at Milan during his time (Van Geest 2016, 10). 
41 “Die Menschen, welche durch die Taufe in Lebensgemeinschaft mit Christus treten und mit ihm Leben, 

sind zwar der Sphäre der Sünde entrückt und in die Himmelswelt versetzt” (Schmaus, Katholische Dogmatik: 
Die Lehre von der Kirche 1958, 444) 
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spouse, honey and milk are under your tongue, and the smell of your 
garments is as the smell of Lebanon. A garden enclosed is my sister, my 
spouse, a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed. By which He signifies that the 
mystery ought to remain sealed up with you, that it be not violated by the 
deeds of an evil life, and pollution of chastity, that it be not made known to 
[thee] for whom it is not fitting, nor by garrulous talkativeness it be spread 
abroad among unbelievers. Your guardianship of the faith ought therefore 
to be good, that integrity of life and silence may endure unblemished.42 

Needless to say, the mystagogical perspective is closely related to an eschatological outlook 

on Baptism. The sacrament may here be understood as initiating a renewal that is fulfilled at 

the Second Coming of Christ; it is to be taken up into the eschatological new salvific reality 

of Christ (Van den Brink and Van der Kooi 2012, 544). To be baptized is to enter into eternal 

life: “it sets people in the eschatological reality” (Van de Beek 2008, 168).43 

In summary, this brief dogmatic account of the sacrament of Baptism provides several of its 

key characteristics, which can be used as points of reference as we turn to Joseph 

Ratzinger’s perspective on the sacrament and then to Augustine’s. Obviously, it will become 

clear that both theologians have a unique approach, if only because of the fact that they 

theologized in different contexts. We shall nevertheless re-encounter the characteristics of 

(1) the initiation into the Christian existence—the Church, (2) the role of faith in the 

administration of Baptism, (3) its soteriological effect of the forgiveness of sin, (4) the 

sacramental aspect insofar as it is a gift of God worked by the power of God, and (5) its 

Christological nature, as one is baptized into the death of Christ (Rom. 6).  

In this research this theological delineation will be used to note different approaches to the 

sacrament. In other words, perspectives on Baptism will be classified as ecclesiological, 

soteriological, pneumatological, anthropological, eschatological and mystagogical. 

                                                        
42 “His igitur sacramentis pascit ecclesiam suam Christus, quibus animae firmatur substantia, merito que 

videns profectum eius gratiae continentem dicit ad eam: quam decora facta sunt ubera tua, soror mea sponsa, 
quam decora facta sunt a vino, et odor vestimentorum tuorum super omnia aromata. Favum distillant labia 
tua, o sponsa, mel et lac sub lingua tua et odor vestimentorum tuorum sicut odor Libani. Hortus clusus soror 
mea sponsa, hortus clusus, fons signatus. Quo significat signatum debere apud te mysterium manere, ne 
violetur operibus malae vitae atque adulterio castitatis, ne divulgetur, quibus non convenit, ne garrula 
loquacitate dispergatur in perfidos. Bona debet ergo fidei tuae esse custodia, ut intemerata vitae ac silentii 
integritas perseveret.” (De mysteriis 9.5 in CSEL, 73; translation by NPNF 10 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3405.htm). 

43 “De doop plaatst mensen in de eschatologische realiteit” (my translation). In the same paragraph Van 
de Beek claims that in many dogmatic writings Baptism finds its place with the discipline of ecclesiology 



- 33 - 
 

Finally, this study seeks to assess the theology of Baptism at two key moments in the history 

of the Church: (1) the end of what is traditionally perceived as the close of the patristic 

period and (2) the end of the twentieth century, when modernism was replaced by the era 

of late modernity or, as some would say, postmodernity. In doing so, this study does not 

pretend to sketch the history of the theology of Baptism over several centuries but rather 

confines itself to the writings of these two scholars. 

In short, this research attempts to answer to the following question:  

To what extent does the development of Joseph Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism contain 

characteristics of Augustine’s theology of Baptism? 
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Part 1: Ratzinger’s Perspective on Baptism 
 

As stated before, the first part of this dissertation deals with Ratzinger’s view on Baptism; it 

sketches the development of Baptism in Ratzinger’s theology by way of a chronological 

analysis of articles and books that touch on the sacrament. Taking into account Ratzinger’s 

biography, this section begins by examining his writings at the start of his academic career, 

(1954-61). It then continues by looking at texts from the period of his professorship of 

dogmatic and fundamental theology from Bonn to Tübingen (1959-68); this period also 

includes writings dealing with Vaticanum II. Next it considers his intellectual legacy during 

his tenure as professor of dogmatic theology at the University of Regensburg. At the end of 

part one, the development of Ratzinger’s theology will be clear, as well as the extent to 

which there is continuity or discontinuity in his position on the sacrament.  

Before examining Ratzinger’s position on the theology of Baptism, however, we must first 

turn briefly to his biography, as certain key theological concepts are frequently linked to 

significant events in his life; in other words, the biography contextualizes these theological 

concepts and explains how they came into existence. 

2 LIFE AND THOUGHT OF JOSEPH RATZINGER 

2.1 Life 

The first period of Ratzinger’s life can be described as “living in the light of the Easter 

mystery” (Heim 2005, 154).44 Joseph Ratzinger was born on 16 April 1927 at Marktl am Inn 

in the Diocese of Passau in Lower Bavaria. Ratzinger’s father, of peasant origins, was a 

policeman; his mother, the daughter of a craftsman, worked as a seasonal cook. Ratzinger 

was baptized just four hours after his birth—somewhat unusual even in that time. He later 

described this first encounter with the sacrament of Baptism as follows: 

                                                        
44 Cf. MS, 8 and LT, 42. 
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It had to do with the fact that is was Easter Saturday—something I am 
quite pleased about in any event. At that time, they did not yet celebrate 
Easter Vigil. The Resurrection was celebrated in the morning with the 
consecration of the water that would then serve as the water for Baptism 
during the entire year. As the liturgy of Baptism took place in the Church 
my parents said: ‘The boy is already there’ he will be baptized in that 
liturgical moment which is also the moment of Baptism for the Church. The 
fact that I am born precisely at the moment in which the Church prepared 
the water for Baptism and that I have been baptized freshly with the new 
water of Baptism at the first to be baptized, is special to me. For I relate in 
a special manner to Easter and thus my Baptism and birth are linked in a 
special manner.45 

At a young age Ratzinger moved with his family to Traunstein, some thirty kilometers from 

Salzburg, where he spent his adolescence and “became aware of a possible vocation to the 

Catholic priesthood” (Nichols 2007, 1). Having received his formation in faith and education 

at home and attending gymnasium in Traunstein, the young Joseph entered the seminary 

with its boarding school in the same city on Easter of 1939. As a seminarian, Ratzinger was 

forced to endure the Nazi regime and its hostile attitude towards the Catholic Church, and 

he was compelled to participate in the war until September 1944 as a member of an 

auxiliary anti-aircraft corps. After completing infantry training he was sent to the Hungarian 

front, where he spent several weeks in an American prisoner of war camp until the summer 

of 1945 (MS, 37; LT, 62-63).  

Soon after the war, however, he was able to continue his education, and he studied 

philosophy and theology at the Philosophical-Theological College in Freising. He then began 

                                                        
45 SdE: “Aber das hing damit zusammen—und das ist allerdings schon etwas, was mich freut—, dass es 

Karsamstag war. Damals gab es noch nicht die Feier der Osternacht, die Auferstehung wurde also am 
Vormittag gefeiert, mit der Weihe des Wassers, das dann das ganze Jahr hindurch als Taufwasser dient. Und 
weil folglich die Taufliturgie in der Kirche stattfand, haben die Eltern gesagt: »Jetz ist er scho do, der Bua«, 
dann wird er natürlich in dieser liturgischen Stunde, die ja die eigentliche Taufstunde der Kirche ist, auch 
getauft. Und dieses Zusammentreffen, dass ich gerade geboren wurde, als die Kirche ihr Taufwasser bereitete, 
und daher, Frisch mit dem ersten Wasser, der Täufling des neuen Wassers war, das sagt mir schon etwas. Weil 
mich das eben besonders in den österlichen Zusammenhang hineinstellt und Geburt und Taufe auch in einer 
beziehungsreichen Weise miteinander verbindet” (JRGS 13/1, 248; own translation). Cf. MS, 8. Cf. LT, 43: “An 
awareness of it has stayed with me to some extent. Both as a theologian and also in temporal events, which 
sometimes seemed very Holy Saterday-esque, it has been increasingly impressed upon me. I have also tried to 
understand it ever more—deeply—actually as a title, something considered as a programme for my life. 
[Seewald:] Your words concerning this are very deep and touching. Because it is not just something I thought 
up, but something bound up with the beginning of my existence, with the ground of my being, which I have 
not only thought my way into, but lived into it as well.” 
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his studies of philosophy and theology at the University of Munich (MS, 46). Among his 

instructors were the renowned Romano Guardini, Michael Schmaus, and Gottlieb Söhngen. 

The twenty-four-year old Ratzinger was ordained to the priesthood in 1951. After  his final 

examination in theology in the summer of 1950, the young theologian began writing his PhD 

thesis, Volk und Haus Gottes in Augustins Lehre von der Kirche, for which he earned his 

doctorate in 1953 (MS, 97).46 Ratzinger was thus familiarized with the writings of the Church 

Fathers, including Augustine and Bonaventura, about whose theology of history he wrote 

his habilitation in order to become qualified to teach at German universities (MS, 111). His 

habilitation was accepted on 11 February 1957, after some strong objections on the part of 

Michael Schmaus (Mayer 2009, 310). Ratzinger would later reflect upon this as follows: 

Michael Schmaus, who had perhaps also heard annoying rumors from 
some in Freising concerning the modernity of my theology, saw in these 
theses not a faithful rendering of Bonaventure’s thought (however, to this 
day I still affirm the contrary), but a dangerous modernism that had to lead 
to the subjectivation of the concept of revelation (MS, 109). 

As of 1 January 1956, Ratzinger was appointed Privatdozent (university lecturer) at the 

University of Munich and professor of fundamental and dogmatic theology at the 

Philosophical-Theological College in Freising (Heim 2005, 163). Soon afterward he went to 

teach in Bonn, from 1959 to 1963, and then in Münster from 1963 to 1966 (Libreria Editrice 

Vaticana 2005). During this time his writings touch on Christian fraternity, ecclesiology 

(chiefly on the relationship between the episcopate and the papal primacy in collaboration 

with K. Rahner), as well as revelation, tradition, and hermeneutics (Boeve 2010, 2). 

While teaching in Bonn, Ratzinger came into close contact with Cardinal Joseph Frings, 

archbishop of Cologne, who made use of his theological insights prior to and during the 

Second Vatican Council (MS, 120). Ratzinger, then a professor of fundamental and dogmatic 

theology, was appointed an official conciliar theologian (peritus) by virtue of papal authority 

at the request of Cardinal Frings. After taking up his post at the University of Münster in 

1963, Ratzinger often travelled to Rome to fulfill his role as conciliar advisor (MS, 132).  

                                                        
46 Hein states that this “marked the beginning of his life-long occupation with the subject of ecclesiology” 

(Heim 2005, 159). 
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In the summer of 1966 the scholar was appointed professor of dogmatic theology at the 

University of Tübingen (MS, 136).47 Ratzinger would acquire a prominent place at this 

University, as he was Dean of the Faculty for Catholic Theology, a member of the Greater 

and Lesser Academic Senate, and a member of the commission responsible for designing a 

new constitution for the university (MS, 138). Yet his time at Tübingen was characterized by 

unrest, in part due to the demonstrations and student riots in 1968. These were fueled by 

the social and political situation at the time, instigated by students who were influenced by 

the works of neo-Marxists such as Herbert Marcuse and Theodor Adorno (Boeve 2010, 3). 

Ratzinger reminisces: “almost overnight the existentialist model collapsed and was replaced 

by the Marxist . . . Existentialism fell apart, and the Marxist revolution kindled the whole 

university with its fervor, shaking it to its very foundations” (MS, 136).48 Ratzinger was 

evidently quite grieved with the course of events; Küng links this to Ratzinger’s 

“Augustinian” disposition:  

However, the whole student movement could be seen in a less pallid light 
than Joseph Ratzinger in his pessimistic crises. The fear was certainly 
nurtured by the dualistic perception of history by his teacher, Augustine, 
who after the cultural shock of the conquest and plundering of the alleged 
"eternal" Rome (410) by the barbaric Goths, interpreted the whole of the 
world's history in his giant work De civitate Dei as a struggle between the 
"God state" and the "world state," faith and unbelief, striving for power and 
love.49  

                                                        
47 Küng, who, when he first met Ratzinger in 1957, experienced a congenial relationship with him, states 

that he had advocated Ratzinger’s appointment at the University of Tübingen. After the appointment Ratzinger 
and Küng worked together for three years (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 29-31). 

48 As for Marxist effects on theology and his struggle against it, Ratzinger writes: “Here and there I had 
even tried to introduce counterbalances from Marxist thought, which, in its Jewish-messianic roots, still also 
preserved biblical motifs. But the destruction of theology that was now occurring (through its politicalization 
as conceived by Marxist messianism) was incomparably more radical precisely because it took biblical hope as 
its basis but inverted it by keeping the religious ardor but eliminating God and replacing him with the political 
activity of man” (MS, 137). 

49 “Doch konnte man die ganze studentische Bewegung durchaus schon 1969 auch unter einem fahlen 
Licht sehen als Joseph Ratzinger in seiner pessimistischen Krisenangt, die sicher noch genährt wird von der 
dualistischen Geschichtsschau seines Lehrmeisters Augustin, der nach dem Kulturschock der Eroberung and 
Plünderung des angeblich »ewigen« Rom (410) durch die barbarischen Goten die ganze Weltgeschichte in 
seinem Riesenwerk »De civitate Dei« interpretierte als Kampf zwischen »Gottesstaat« und »Weltstaat«, 
Glauben und Unglauben, Machtstreben und Liebe …“ (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 169) 
(own translation). Cf. Hermann Häring (quoted by Küng), who writes in Theologie und Ideologie bei Joseph 
Ratzinger that Ratzinger suffered substantially during the student protests at the University of Tübingen; he 
had difficulty dealing with the unrest it caused: “Der zarte und eher schüchterne Professor litt schwer unter 
den Unruhen, konnte sich dagegen nicht wehren. Er muß die Trillerpfeifen, mit denen man seine Vorlesung 
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During his appointment at Tübingen, Ratzinger published, among other works, his widely 

read Einführung in das Christentum. Vorlesungen über das Apostolische Glaubensbekenntnis 

(1968) and Das neue Volk Gottes. Entwürfe zur Ekklesiologie (1969). In both works Ratzinger 

already advises caution when it comes to the interpretation of Vatican II. 50 He expresses his 

fear of the real meaning of the Christian faith being exchanged for freedom through the tale 

of “Clever Hans”: 

The lump of gold that was too heavy and troublesome for him, he 
exchanged successively, so as to be more comfortable, for a horse, a cow, a 
pig, a goose, and a whetstone, which he finally threw in the water, still 
without losing much; on the contrary, what he now gained in exchange, so 
he thought, was the precious gift of complete freedom.51 

Possibly due to the troubled atmosphere at the Theological Faculty in Tübingen—but 

certainly also due to a desire to be closer to his family in Bavaria—Ratzinger, given the 

second professional chair for dogmatic theology, left to teach at the University of 

Regensburg in 1969.52 Ratzinger’s period in Regensburg (1969-1977) was a time of prolific 

publication. These writings, mostly of an ecclesiological and eschatological nature, no longer 

contained his “initial openness to the achievements of modernity and his willingness to 

enter into dialogue with the world, and his writings began to display increasingly polemical 

features” (Boeve 2010, 3). He particularly opposed a merely internal and subjective 

perspective on Christianity and was largely against political theology. Broadly read and 

                                                                                                                                                                            
störte, wie Pfeile empfunden haben, die sich in Haut und Sinne bohrten. Wir empfanden mit ihm Mitleid, 
gewiß, manches Mal auch Schadenfreude; wir wußten aber nie, was in ihm vorging. Er zog sich zurück, 
besprach die Probleme wohl nur im engsten Kreis und suchte – wie es sich für einen Theologen gehörte – 
tiefsinnige Antworten von theologischer Bedeutung” (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 166). 

50 Boeve maintains that “both these works already indicate a prudent caution in the interpretation of the 
Council, with the central thrust of Ratzinger’s position that Vatican II’s aggiornamento must not be allowed to 
lapse into a modernization of the faith, the Church, and of theology itself” (Boeve 2010, 2-3). 

51 “Den Goldklumpen, der ihm zu mühsam und schwer war, vertauschte er der Reihe nach, um es 
bequemer zu haben, für ein Pferd, für eine Kuh, für eine Gans, für einen Schleifstein, den er endlich ins Wasser 
warf, ohne noch viel zu verlieren – im Gegenteil: Was er nun eintauschte, war die köstliche Gabe völliger 
Freiheit, wie er meinte” (JRGS 4, 31; trans. ItC, 31). 

52 Pertaining the setbacks Ratzinger experienced in Tübingen that partially made him decide to teach at 
Regensburg, he recollects: “So, in 1969, I received a formal invitation to go to Regensburg, which I accepted, 
because . . . I wanted to develop my theology further in a less agitated environment and also because I did not 
want to be always forced into the contra position” (MS, 140). 
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translated works of this period include Dogma und Verkündigung (1973), Eschatologie. Tod 

und ewiges Leben (1977) and Theologische Prinzipienlehre (1981).53 

In the same year of his appointment as professor of theology at Regensburg, he gained 

wide-ranging influence due to his appointment to Pope Paul VI’s newly established 

International Papal Theological Commission (MS, 141). Three years later, in 1972, Ratzinger 

was involved with the founding of the International Catholic Journal Communio, headed by 

Hans Urs von Balthasar with the purpose of providing a voice arguing to the primacy of 

truth.54 The theological journal was to serve as “a corrective influence on Concilium, which, 

according to them, had gone astray” (Boeve 2010, 3). For several years after this Ratzinger 

used Communio as a platform to express his theological ideas. 

Further progress in Ratzinger’s career was primarily ecclesial, marking his journey from 

pastor-theologian to the Chair of Peter (Mannion 2010, xiii). Accordingly, he was appointed 

the successor of Cardinal Döpfner, Archbishop of Munich and Freising, by Pope Paul VI on 25 

March 1977, at which time he chose “Cooperators of the truth” as his episcopal motto (MS, 

152). A few months later he was made Cardinal. On 25 November 1981, John Paul II named 

Ratzinger Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “the custodian proper of 

Catholic orthodoxy” (TRR, 10). Joseph Ratzinger was formally announced to the world as 

Pope Benedict XVI on 19 April 2005. 

2.2 Thought 

As a polemicist Ratzinger reacts against positivism, certain strands of liberalism, Marxism, 

libertarianism, relativism, and other foundations of modern thinking.55 As Peter Seewald 

puts it, “the task of having to use reasoned arguments to defend Christianity against the 

                                                        
53 Published in 1981, this work is essentially a collection of articles written and published in the decade 

before, during his professorship at Regensburg. 
54 A general trend at the time was to “view Christianity primarily not as ‘orthodoxy’ but as ‘orthopraxy’” (J. 

Ratzinger, Principles of Christian Morality 1986). Küng refers to a Gegenzeitschrift (a pendant journal) and 
states that Communio was brought into existence to combat progressive ideas. “Unterdessen hatte [Hans Urs 
von Balthasar] zusammen mit Henri de Lubac und Joseph Ratzinger sowie mit Unterstützung der konservativen 
Bewegung »Communione e Liberazione« die Gegenzeitschrift zur Internationalen Theologischen Zeitschrift 
»Concilium« mit dem Namen »Communio« gegründet, in der solche Reformfragen selbstverständlich außen 
vor bleiben” (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 48). 

55 In response to the question as to which intellectual movement most interested him, Ratzinger answers 
that he preferred Heidegger and Jaspers and personalism as a whole. He states to have been impressed by 
Steinbüchel’s Die Wende des Denkens—a key work for Ratzinger—in which he encounters a sketch of the 
reversal from Neo-Kantian thought to personalism (SdE, 60). Cf. MS, 43-44. 
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transvaluation of values would mark his thinking, his whole oeuvre” (LT, xi). Near the end of 

his theological profession Ratzinger asserted that much had changed during his sixty years 

as an academic theologian.56 In the prologue of his republished dissertation (2011) as part 

of his collected writings (JRGS) he states that he has dwelled in a culture dominated by 

National Socialism and communism and recognizes that he now finds himself at the end of 

the era of liberal theology.  

As for Ratzinger’s own theological position, we can safely say that it is sympathetic to the 

Nouvelle Théologie.57 This movement critiqued and attempted to restrain the then common 

practice of conducting theology in the neo-scholastic fashion.58 The Nouvelle Théologie  also 

led to the advocation of a renewed perception of the Church and of the theology of 

revelation.59 The Nouvelle Théologie, of which some claim Yves Congar as its principal 

founder, wanted to fundamentally reform a Catholic theology dominated by Neo-

Scholasticism; it strived for ressourcement, a return to Scripture and the Church Fathers as 

sources of theology.60 Henri de Lubac, for instance, considered it unjustified to use only the 

works of the Church Fathers as historical sources of documentation with the sole intent of 

verifying or falsifying them. “De Lubac also pointed out . . . that the fathers wanted to 

appeal to the faithful. He wished to include the inquisitive and referring character of the 

Fathers’ works in their investigation.”61 Evidence of Ratzinger’s role in and sympathy for the 

                                                        
56 Cf. his reflection on the first twenty years after Vatican II: “I am convinced that the damage that we 

have incurred in these twenty years is due, not to the ‘true’ Council, but to the unleashing within the Church of 
latent polemical and centrifugal forces; and outside the Church it is due to the confrontation with a cultural 
revolution in the West: the success of the upper middle class, the new ‘tertiary bourgeoisie,’ with its liberal-
radical ideology of individualistic, rationalistic and hedonistic stamp” (TRR, 30). 

57  Cf. J. Brotherton’s consideration: “While I would argue that Ratzinger transcends both the 
ressourcement and nouvellemovements, he is commonly classed as a member of these and certainly initiated 
his career within this context” (Brotherton 2016, 671). 

58 “‘Diehard’ neothomists considered ‘theology’ as a collection of logical deductions of divinely revealed 
and universally accessible propositions” (Van Geest 2009, 69.) My translation of: De ‘harde’ neothomisten 
zagen ‘de theologie’ echter als een verzameling van logische deducties van het goddelijke geopenbaarde en 
universele toegankelijke proposities. 

59 In reference to the latter, during the twentieth century theology has experienced a dramatic shift “when 
it comes to how the Church understands divine revelation and historical reception of it” (Brotherton 2016, 
661). 

60 An added reason for a return to the Fathers was the heritage they shared with the separated Churches, 
its ecumenical significance, a notion Ratzinger also elaborates on in the article Die Bedeutung der Väter im 
Aufbau des Glaubens (JRGS 9/1, 506). 

61 "De Lubac wees er echter ook op dat de vaders de gelovigen wilden aanspreken. Hij wenste het 
interpellerende en verwijzende karakter van de werken van de vaders te verdisconteren in het onderzoek 
ervan” (Van Geest 2009, 68; my translation). 



- 42 - 
 

Nouvelle Théologie can be found in his “Die Bedeutung der Väter im Aufbau des Glaubens.” 

Here, Ratzinger describes the issue of scholasticism, ressourcement, and aggiornamento, 

and (indirectly) his own position in the matter:  

The movement toward renewal, which has been observable in the field of 
Catholic theology since the end of World War I, understood itself basically 
as ressourcement, as a return to sources that were no longer to be seen 
through the eyes of Scholastic philosophy but were to be read in 
themselves, in their own original form and breath.62   

He adds that this theology adhered to the Scriptures and was formed in a time in which faith 

was fresh and unpolluted. In this framework, Ratzinger refers to the respective theologies of 

Odo Casel, Hugo Rahner, Henri de Lubac, and Jean Daniélou, which according to him adhere 

to the Scriptures because they are close to the Fathers. He continues by stating that times 

have changed again, and that the emphasis now lies on the relevance of theology in 

contemporary times. Ratzinger appears skeptical of this, particularly because present 

theology does away with the Church Fathers. He writes: 

Instead of ressourcement, we have aggiornamento, a confrontation with 
today and tomorrow in which the content of theology is to be made 
current and effective. The Fathers have been pushed far into the 
background: a vague impression of allegorical exegesis remains behind and 
leaves a bad taste and, indeed, a feeling of superiority that regards it as a 
progress to keep yesterday as far as possible from today and so seems to 
promise an even better tomorrow.63 

Ratzinger considers the dilemma of contemporary theology to be the continual exchange 

between ressourcement and aggiornamento of the faith; for him it is the challenge of 

returning to the sources and taking responsibility for tomorrow. (JRGS 9/1, 499). In other 

                                                        
62 “Die Erneuerungsbewegung, die seit dem Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs im Bereich der katholischen 

Theologie einsetste, verstand sich ganz wesentlich als ‘Ressourcement,’ als seine Rückkehr zu den Quellen, die 
man nicht mehr bloß durch die Brille des scholastischen Systemsdenkens, sondern aus sich selbst, in ihrer 
eigenen Ursprüglichkeit und Weite lesen wolte” (JRGS 9/1, 498; trans. PCT, 133-134). 

63 “An die Stelle des Ressourcement tritt das Aggiornamento, die Auseinandersetzung mit dem Heute und 
mit dem Morgen, in dem die Sache der Theologie anwesend gemacht und zur Wirkung gebracht werden soll. 
Die Väter sind weit in der Vergangenheit entrückt, ein unbestimmter Eindruck von allegorischer Exegese bleibt 
zurück und hinterlässt einen schlechten Geschmack, zugleich freilich ein Gefühl der Überlegenheit, das die 
Entfernung vom Einst zum Heute als Fortschritt ausweist und damit ein noch besseres Morgen zu verheißen 
scheint” (JRGS 9/1, 498-499; trans. PCT, 134). 
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words, Ratzinger is not pessimistic about the course of theology in the twentieth century 

but expresses hope for the future of the Church. 

Evidence of this hope can be found in the prologue of the new edition of his dissertation, 

where he admits to agreeing with Romano Guardini that the Church has begun to awaken in 

souls of the Body of Christ.64 In the nineteenth century the Church, as body of Christ, was at 

the center of theology—a movement from the Church as organization to organism (JRGS 1, 

5-6). As we have already seen, the Fathers of the early Church, more than those of 

scholasticism, were a source of inspiration for Ratzinger. Having read much of Augustine as 

a student, Ratzinger expresses his gratitude that the completion of his dissertation had 

opened the door to a lifelong friendship with Augustine and that it directed him toward a 

Eucharistic ecclesiology (JRGS 1, 7-9).65 In an interview with Peter Seewald, Salz der Erde, 

Ratzinger acknowledges that his theology may be characterized as ecclesiological.66  “I 

focused on the theme of the Church which can be encountered everywhere.” 67  Yet, 

Ratzinger does not only focus on the Church as an ontological phenomenon; he also 

explores what happens in the Church, the liturgy.68 It has become a focal point of his 

writings. In the prologue of the inaugural volume of his collected works, Theologie der 

Liturgie (JRGS 11), Ratzinger acknowledges that 

The Liturgy of the Church has been for me since my childhood the central 
reality of my life, and in the theological school of teachers like Schmaus, 

                                                        
64 “Ein Vorgang von absehbarer Tragweite hat begonnen: Die Kirche erwacht in den Seelen“ (JRGS 1, 5). In 

UWK (1956) Ratzinger quotes the same line to prove that the concept of the Body of Christ has been 
reintroduced in the ecclesiology of the nineteenth century (JRGS 8, 141 [DnVG, 76]). 

65 A. Nichols argues that Ratzinger combined the ecclesiological approaches of “people of God” and “body 
of Christ” into a Eucharistic ecclesiology (Nichols 2007, 98).  

66 The translations of German citations have been borrowed from Ratzinger’s, Salt of the Earth: An 
Exclusive Interview on the State of the Church at the End of the Millennium (1997) of which the page numbers 
henceforth are added in square brackets. 

67 “Ich bin vom Thema Kirche ausgegangen, und es ist in allem präsent” (SdE in JRGS 13/1, 268). In 
Milestones, Ratzinger explains how in particular the works of Henri de Lubac, Catholicism and Corpus 
Mysticum, were instrumental in looking at theology and faith in a new way (cf. Mayer 2009, 309). In a certain 
way, it also equipped him for his research of the Augustine’s ecclesiology. “Drawing on these perspectives, I 
could now enter into the required dialogue with Augustine, something I had already been attempting for a 
long time in different ways” (MS, 98). 

68 In Milestones Ratzinger explains that his choice for Church and Liturgy as core themes of his theology 
had much to do with a general turn to such themes as man realized that the destruction of man and his dignity 
was aided by modern achievements. “Under the shock of this experience, people now turned again to what 
previously had been looked upon as superseded: namely, the Church, the liturgy, the sacraments, and this not 
only in the Catholic sphere but especially in the Protestant world” (MS, 54). 
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Söhngen69, Pascher, and Guardini it became the center of my theological 
efforts also. I chose fundamental theology as my field because I wanted 
first and foremost to examine thoroughly the question: Why do we 
believe? But also included from the beginning in this question was the 
other question of the right response to God and, thus, the question of the 
Liturgy.70  

In the same prologue he adds that his main concern was to anchor the Liturgy in the 

foundational act of our faith and that he wants to discover its place in the whole of the 

human existence (JRGS 11, 6). Overall, Ratzinger’s idea of theology is to practice it on one’s 

knees: 

God is never merely an object of theology, He is simultaneously its living 
subject. Christian theology is also never a mere humanly originated reason 
about God, but it is continuously at the same time Logos and Logic, through 
which God manifests himself. That is why academic intellectuality and 
experienced piety are two elements for the study of God; both are 
dependent on each other in unrelinquishable complementarity.71 

Furthermore, Ratzinger stresses that all theological activity must serve the faith shared by 

the community from which the theologian originates. An academic theologian must have 

the proper disposition while producing his theology.72 In the 1992 edition of his dissertation 

he tells how he encountered this type of theologian in Augustine: 

                                                        
69 Ratzinger acknowledges that Söhngen had great influence on the themes of both his dissertation and 

habilitation: “Gottlieb Söhngen decided that, now that my work in patristic theology was concluded, I should 
turn to the Middle Ages. Since I had just done work on Augustine it seemed natural for me to work on 
Bonaventura, whose theology had occupied Söhngen rather intensely” (MS, 104). Elsewhere Benedict XVI 
admits his personal preference for Söhngen: “The highlight was of course Söhngen; he moved me the most, 
and he was the one through whom I discovered and recognized what theology is” (LT, 83). 

70 “Die Liturgie der Kirche was für mich seit meiner Kindheit zentrale Wirklichkeit meines Lebens und ist in 
der Theologischen Schule von Lehrern wie Schmaus, Söhngen, Pascher, Guardini auch Zentrum meines 
theologischen Mühens geworden. Als Fach habe ich Fundamentaltheologie gewählt, weil ich zuallererst der 
Frage auf den Grund gehen wollte: Warum glauben wir? Aber in dieser Frage war die andere Frage nach der 
rechten Antwort auf Gott und so die Frage nach dem Gottesdienst van Anfang an miteingeschlossen” (JRGS 11, 
6; trans. JRCW 11, xvi).  

71 “Gott ist ja nie bloß Objekt der Theologie, er ist immer zugleich ihr lebendiges Subjekt. Christliche 
Theologie ist auch nie eine bloß, menschenfrömmige Rede über Gott, sondern sie ist immer zugleich der Logos 
und die Logik, in der Gott sich zeigt. Darum sind wissenschaftliche Intellektualität und gelebte Frömmigkeit 
zwei Elemente des Studiums, die in unaufgebbarer Komplementarität aufeinander angewiesen sind” Benedict 
XVI, Address in Stift Heiligenkreuze, Sept. 9, 2007 (Zurbriggen 2013, 10). 

72 Also, in The Ratzinger Report Ratzinger reflects upon the desired disposition of a theologian: “A 
theologian who does not love art, poetry, music and nature can be dangerous. Blindness and deafness toward 
the beautiful are not incidental: they necessarily are reflected in his theology” (TRR, 130). 
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For him this was precisely the characteristic of a true theologian, that he 
does not create something of his own or of others, but that he stands in 
the service of the communal faith, that for him becomes as regula fidei the 
measure and disposition of his way of thinking, which brought forth from 
the communal truth becomes fruitful and can produce lasting things.73  

This passage may provide rudimentary answers to the question of what characterizes the 

theology and the method of theologizing of Joseph Ratzinger; however, as is the case with 

many thinkers, Ratzinger’s intellectual legacy from a chronological perspective was subject 

to development. To better situate his various perspectives on Baptism in the context of this 

theology at large, the remainder of this section aims to discover the extent to which there is 

continuity and discontinuity in Ratzinger’s oeuvre.74 

When Peter Seewald confronted Ratzinger in Last Testament by stating that “You’ve always 

stressed that, on you part, there was no U-turn from your earlier ways of thinking,” 

Ratzinger responded, “I believe that anyone who reads what I have written can confirm 

that” (LT, 158). However, to the degree that historical theology is synonymous with 

tradition, Ratzinger acknowledges that the latter is always subject to development. He 

therefore concedes that new theological discoveries can be made and refers in this context 

to theologians such as Lubac, Congar, Danielou, Rahner and Balthasar (SdE in JRGS 13/1, 

426). 75  Moreover, there is no contradiction between tradition and progress. On the 

contrary, tradition is in essence die Überschreitung des Heute nach beiden Richtungen.76 

Ratzinger explains that while the past must be preserved, the future should be regarded as a 

                                                        
73 “Für ihn ist gerade dies das Kennzeichnende des wahren Theologen, dass er nicht eigenes und anderes 

schafft, sondern im Dienst des gemeinsamen Glaubens steht, der ihm als regula fidei Maß und Gestalt seines 
Denkens wird, das so, von der gemeinsamen Wahrheit geführt, fruchtbar werden und Beständiges 
hervorbringen kann” (JRGS 1, 53; my translation). 

74 In his introduction to the life, thought and work of Joseph Ratzinger, L. Boeve asks whether one should 
“distinguish between a Ratzinger I and Ratzinger II (with the 1968 student revolt in Tübingen as the symbolic 
event between the two” (Boeve 2010, 1).  

75 Ratzinger may well refer here to the Nouvelle Théologie. In any event, these theologians have greatly 
influenced Ratzinger’s theology. T. Rowland argues that Augustine, Bonaventure, John Henry Newman, Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, Romano Guardini, Henri de Lubac and Josef Pieper have largely determined the character of 
Ratzinger’s intellectual legacy (Rowland 2008, 14). Ratzinger himself writes: “[I never] found anyone with such 
a comprehensive theological and humanistic education as Balthasar and de Lubac, and I cannot even begin to 
say how much I owe to my encounter with them (MS, 143). Later in response to the question: “Which 
theologians do you actually appreciate the most?” he answers: “I would still say Lubac and Balthasar” (LT, 125). 
Further on he describes his relationship with Balthasar: “He was a real aristocrat, tall, slender, noble, 
aristocratically reserved. We simply understood each other very well, from the first moment on” (LT, 145). His 
Dogma und Verkündigung is also dedicated to Balthasar (LT, 146). 

76 “transcendence of today in both directions” (JRGS 9/1, 479; trans. PCT, 87). 
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duty. Tradition blends the past and future into harmony, as time is indivisible. Ratzinger thus 

considers the idea of a preconciliar and postconciliar Church absurd; Vatican II was to 

produce progressive insights based on tradition (Heim 2005, 185).77 “The Council wanted to 

mark the transition from a protective to a missionary attitude. Many forget that for the 

Council the counter-concept to ‘conservative’ is not ‘progressive’ but ‘missionary’” (TRR, 

13). 

Starting in 1973, however, Ratzinger observes a change in the interpretation of the 

documents produced by the Council. Some theologians considered the Council as a 

beginning and thus committed themselves to the idea of further progress.78 Ratzinger had 

at this time become skeptical of too much innovation in the Church (Heim 2005, 187).79 In 

the famous interview with Vittorio Messori—published as The Ratzinger Report—Ratzinger, 

asked why he ended collaboration with Concilium, replies that it is not he who changed his 

theological insights but his colleagues. He expresses his fear of falling into any kind of 

sectarianism or arrogance: a new Church “with a monopoly on the truth of Christianity.” 

Instead, he wants to preserve the true letter and spirit of the Council (TRR, 18-19).80 

Accordingly, the question at hand is the extent to which Ratzinger demonstrates fidelity to 

the idea of tradition described above. 

                                                        
77 Cf. TRR, 35. 
78 In Milestones Ratzinger describes the growth of his concern about the changes that threatened to take 

place due to the Council: “When I came home after the Council’s first session, I had been filled with the joyful 
feeling, dominant everywhere, of an important new beginning. Now I became deeply troubled by the change 
in ecclesial climate that was becoming ever more evident. In a presentation at the University of Münster on 
true and false renewal of the Church, I tried to sound a first warning signal, but few if any noticed. I then 
became more emphatic at the Bamberg Catholic Congress of 1966, so much so that Cardinal Döpfner 
expresses surprise at the ‘conservative streak’ he thought he detected” (MS, 134). 

79 Later in his Milestones, Ratzinger refers to the fundamental threat to the faith and the affection with 
the Fathers of the Church of those that were appointed to the International Theological Commission: “Henri 
de Lubac, who had suffered so much under the narrowness of the neoscholastic regime, showed himself to be 
a decided fighter against the fundamental threat to the faith that now was changing all previous theological 
positions. Something similar may be said of Phillippe Delhaye. Jorge Medina, a theologian from Chile the same 
age as myself, saw the situation as I did. New friends were arriving: M.-J, Le Guillou, a great expert in Orthodox 
theology, was fighting for the theology of the Fathers against the dissolution of the faith into political 
moralism. A mind with a very special character was that of Louis Bouyer, a convert with an extraordinary 
knowledge of the Fathers, the history of the liturgy, and biblical and Jewish traditions” (MS, 142-143). Also 
cited by Heim 2005, 175. 

80 Elsewhere he states that “to defend the true tradition of the Church today means to defend the council 
(TRR, 31). 
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It is far from easy to situate Ratzinger’s intellectual legacy in a particular school of theology 

of philosophy.81 Nichols argues that in many of his writings one discovers the struggle to 

mediate between, on the one hand, the notions of salvation-history and, on the other hand, 

metaphysics. This becomes particularly evident in his Habilitationsschrift on Bonaventure. 

Nichols states: 

Ratzinger’s theological work constitutes a microcosm of the Munich 
inheritance. His insistence on the context of theology in ecclesial life is 
reminiscent of Sailer. The interest in metaphysics, mysticism and social 
philosophy reflects the peculiar combination of concerns of the ‘Munich 
circle’ of Baader and Görres. His belief that systematic theology must be 
nourished at all times by historical theology, not least for the sake of the 
organic continuity of Church tradition, echoes Döllinger. Detailed 
investigation of the patristic corpus (chiefly Augustine) continues the 
efforts of Bardenhewer. Enquiry into the thought of the mediaevals builds 
on the achievement of Grabmann and Schmaus (Nichols 2007, 14).   

Dorothee Kaes agrees with this assessment but underlines the development in Ratzinger’s 

theology. As a response to the various intellectual debates of the time, Ratzinger moved, 

according to Kaes, from a theology originally oriented toward salvation-history to a thinking 

that is more characteristically metaphysical  (Kaes 1997, 86-88). Thus, one can see a shift 

from a traditional to a progressive and then finally a more dogmatic approach. In any case, 

one cannot argue that Ratzinger converted from a liberal to an arch-conservative. According 

to The Ratzinger Reader this argument is indeed misleading (Mannion 2010, xiv), and it is 

unfair to divide Ratzinger’s writings into two periods, to speak of un primo Ratzinger and un 

secondo Ratzinger as Robert Tura did in 1978.82 Ratzinger certainly may have changed the 

tone of his writings, but one cannot talk of a fundamental change. Boeve states: 

                                                        
81 Although Ratzinger himself states his preference for Personalism, as we shall see later on. 
82 Tura, R. “Joseph Ratzinger.” In Lessico dei Teologi del seculo XX (Mysterium Salutis: Supplementum), by 

P. Vanzan and H.J. Schultz, 750-752. Brescia, 1978. As quoted by Boeve 2010, 11. Even Küng attests to this: 
“Hat sich Joseph Ratzinger nicht grundlegend verändert? . . .  Joseph Ratzinger hat das für sich immer 
bestritten, hat sich gegen den »Wendehals«-Vorwurf seiner Kritiker heftig gewehrt und in seiner 
Autobiographie streng die Kontinuität betont. Und ich meine, mit einem relativen Recht. In etwa kann man 
sagen: So wie der Professor 1969 von Tübingen nach Regensburg ging, so ist er als Papst 2006 dorthin zur 
Vorlesung zurückgekehrt (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 182). Yet further on in his book 
Küng adds a negative connotation to this. According to him, Ratzinger stagnated: “Nein, in diesem Sinn hat sich 
Joseph Ratzinger nicht verändert. Man ist durchaus fair, wenn man feststellt: Er ist schlicht stehengeblieben. Er 
wollte stehenbleiben–bei der lateinischen alten und mittelalterlichen Kirche und Theologie, wie er sie in seinen 
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It is certainly true that in the second half of the 1960’s Ratzinger’s 
theological position is somewhat adjusted, and that shifts appear over the 
years. It is also certain that Ratzinger at the time of the Council took 
positions that he later no longer holds. Nevertheless, in our opinion, a 
fundamental continuity is noticeable. [However], it is the severe tone and 
polemical writing style that distinguish a number of his later works from his 
earlier works (Boeve 2010, 11). 

As we have seen above, Sottopietra argues that Ratzinger’s writings express unity and 

continuity.83 This conclusion may not be completely justifiable. For example, it appears that 

later, in post-conciliar times, he becomes more suspicious of theologians too eager for a 

rapprochement with the world.84 This becomes clear in his critical assessment of Gaudium 

et Spes. The Ratzinger Reader—stating that it wants to provide a nuanced account of 

Ratzinger’s theological journey without becoming hagiographical or polemically critical—

recounts how the initial flashes of progressiveness excited the young academic and 

clergyman but were later attenuated, which eventually lead to a more cautious attitude to 

adjust to the aggiornamento-idea that emerged from the Council.85 One must also not 

                                                                                                                                                                            
Studien durch Augustin und Bonaventura und auf der Leiter der hierarchischen Macht kennen- und 
liebengelernt hatte (Küng 2007, 185). Cf. p. 226. 

Boeve, L. "Joseph Ratzinger: His Life, Thought and Work." In The Ratzinger Reader, by L. Boeve and G. 
Mannion, 1-12. London: T&T Clark International, 2010. 

83 “Der theologische Stil und die Grundüberzeugungen seines Denkens zeichnen sich im Gegenteil durch 
Einheitlichkeit und eine sogar überraschende Kontinuität aus” (Sottopietra 2003, 9). 

84 In Salz der Erde Ratzinger himself states: “auch wenn durch die Konstellationen, in denen ich gestanden 
bin – und natürlich auch durch die Lebensalter und ihre verschiedenen Haltungen –, sich Akzente meines 
Denkens verwandelt und entwickelt haben, so war mein Grundimpuls, gerade im Konzil, immer der, unter den 
Verkrustungen den eigentlichen Glaubenskern freizulegen und diesem Kern Kraft und Dynamik zu geben . . .  
Aber wichtig is mir doch, dass ich von dieser Konstante, die von meiner Kindheit an mein Leben geprägt hat, 
nie abgewichen bin und dass ich in ihr der Grundrichtung meines Lebens treu geblieben bin” (JFSG 13/1, 279-
80). (Although the constellations in which I have found myself – and naturally also the periods of my life and 
the different influences – have led to changes and developments in the accents of my thought, my basic 
impulse, precisely during the Council, was always to free up the authentic kernel of faith from encrustations 
and to give this kernel strength and dynamism . . . I have never deviated from this constant, which from my 
childhood has molded my life, and I have remained true to it as the basic direction of my life.) He emphasizes 
this thought again later on in Salz der Erde: “Ich bestreite nicht, dass es in meinem Leben Entwicklung und 
Wandel gibt, aber ich halte fest, dass es Entwicklung und Wandel in einer grundlegenden Identität ist und dass 
Ich, gerade mich wandelnd, dem, worum es mir immer gegangen ist, treu zu bleiben versucht habe” (JFSG 
13/1, 312). (I don’t deny that there has been development and change in my life, but I hold firmly that it is a 
development and change within a fundamental identity and that I, precisely in changing, have tried to remain 
faithful to what I have always had at heart.) 

85 Ratzinger himself reflects upon this in his Theologische Prinzipienlehre (1981): “the scene has changed 
again in the last three or four years. That all-too-guileless progressivism of the first postconciliar years, which 
happily proclaimed its solidarity with everything modern, with everything that promised progress, and strove 
with the self-conscious zeal of a model schoolboy to prove the compatibility of what is Christian with all that is 
modern to demonstrate the loyalty of Christians to the trends of contemporary life—that progressivism has 
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underestimate the influence of his fellow German theological giants, Karl Rahner and Hans 

Küng, who at that time emanated progressive ideals (Mannion 2010, xv). The Ratzinger 

Reader adds that there is more consistency to his thinking than has often been implied in 

Catholic periodicals. Mannion substantiates this in quoting Michael Fahey:86 

His thought shows amazing consistency. The emergence of cautious 
writings in recent years is not based on some new dramatic conversion but 
it the logical conclusion of years of reflection. Prior to Vatican II he 
expressed impatience with the lack of vitality in Catholic theology and 
wrote critically about procedures in the Roman Curia. Shortly after the 
Council he grew more and more convinced that its real goals had been 
misunderstood or distorted by certain theologians (Fahey 1981). 

Thus despite the various developments in Ratzinger’s works, the careful reader can discover 

much consistency. To some degree, this consistency is aided by his affection for the Fathers 

of the Church and for Augustine in particular, who often reflected on the mystery of God.87 

Reminiscing about his choice of symbols in his coat of arms as archbishop of Munich and 

Freising, he writes:  

The first of these was a shell, which first of all is simply a sign of our 
pilgrimage, of our being on the road: “We have here no lasting city.” But it 
also reminded me of the legend according to which one day Augustine, 
pondering the mystery of the Trinity, saw a child at the seashore playing 
with a shell, trying to put the water of the ocean into a little hole. Then he 
heard the words: This hole can no more contain the waters of the ocean 
than your intellect can comprehend the mystery of God. Thus, for me the 
shell points to my great master, Augustine, to my own theological work, 
and to the greatness of the mystery that extends farther than all our 
knowledge (MS, 154). 

In response to the question as to what Ratzinger thinks is unique about his theology, he 

answers that, although he admits that his theology is characterized by the theme of the 

Church, he does not think there is anything specific about his theology; however, he has 
                                                                                                                                                                            
today come under suspicion of merely the apotheosis of the late-capitalistic bourgeoisie, on which instead of 
attacking it critically, it sheds a kind of religious glow” (PCT, 56).  

86 M. Heim notes that this continuity in Ratzinger’s thought is also acknowledged by a number of others 
such as G. Lohaus, D. Seeber, R. Frieling and G. Nachwei, but admits that there are theologians who deny this. 
He adds that Hermann Häring in “Eine katholische Theologie?” 243, provides a more nuanced view, insofar as 
he thinks that Ratzinger is “the strategist for the turn back,” which is apparent in his writings from 1965-1970. 

87 Mayer shows that Ratzinger published a significant number of articles dealing with Augustinian themes. 
He refers to ten titles (Mayer 2009, 314). 
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always wanted to act in a collaborative faith with the Church and to join the thinking of the 

great minds of faith. He adds that he cannot imagine a purely philosophical theology and 

asserts that his theology may be characterized as biblical, that it is built on the Church 

Fathers and on Augustine specifically (SdE in JRGS 13/1, 426).88 When it comes to the 

relationship between the theology of the Fathers and the proclamation of the New 

Testament, Ratzinger asserts that the latter must be understood as an answer to the 

former. Ratzinger likens Holy Scripture to the Word and the theology of the Fathers to a 

response to the Word.89 

Hans Küng fervently criticizes Ratzinger on this very point; in his Umstrittene Wahrheit he 

states that Ratzinger attempts to block critical exegesis of the New Testament in obedience 

to dogma while he himself tries to discover the original Christian message to which the New 

Testament bears witness.90 Küng refers to the fundamental theological criterion of the Bible 

in contrast to dogma and suggests that Ratzinger places dogma above Scripture (Küng 2007, 

24). The disagreement between Küng and Ratzinger concerns the hermeneutical approach 

to Christian texts, a clash between patrology and patristics. In an effort to avoid an 

ideological interpretation of texts, Küng prefers the patrological approach by way of a 

historical-critical analysis of texts. Ratzinger, on the other hand, searches for insight into the 

texts in relation to the community of those that communicated, interpreted and/or received 

the text in the past, i.e. the Church of all ages. He especially wants to discover how the 

Church Fathers thought about texts and extent to which their interpretation is normative for 

contemporary times.91 

                                                        
88 Cf. Mayer, who shows that Ratzinger has four reasons for using the ‘fathers’ in the conduct of Christian 

theology. These are (1) their role in determining the canon (die Kanonbildung), (2) their rule for the 
interpretation of Scripture (regula fidei), (3) their determination of the ground rules of liturgy (die Grunformen 
des christlichen Gottesdienstes) and (4) their part in the rational explanation of the truths of the faith (die 
rationale Durchdringung der offenbarten Glaubenswahrheiten) (Mayer 2009, 315-6). 

89 Ratzinger “vergleicht die Hl. Schrift mit dem ›Wort‹ und die Theologie der Väter mit deren ›Antwort‹ auf 
dieses Wort” (Mayer 2009, 315). 

90 Küng: “Während ich versuche, von der erstarrten neuscholastischen Dogmatik in neuer Unmittelbarkeit 
und Frische den Weg zu der im Neuen Testament bezeugten ursprünglichen christlichen Botschaft zu finden, 
versucht er gerade umgekehrt, eine kritische Exegese im Gehorsam gegen das Dogma abzufangen. Für mich ist 
die in neuer Direktheit entdeckte biblische Botschaft, für ihn das Dogma die »gebende Kraft« (Küng 2007, 24). 
Cf. p. 170, 179, 180. 

91 Cf. Van Geest 2014 for a clear explanation of these two approaches and how the one could serve the 
other, see in particular the last section of this article. Also cf. Mayer, 2009, 314. 
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 Küng thus claims that Ratzinger adheres to a historical-organic theology while he himself 

prefers a historical-critical theology.92  In another place Küng asserts: 

While in exegetical questions I always seek the consensus of the experts 
and generally hold back on contentious issues, Joseph Ratzinger as a 
systematist theologian dares to interpret individual passages quite 
independently in his lectures—and uses the results of the subject experts 
selectively and arbitrarily. In principle he affirms the historical-critical 
method, but in its application he is more than hesitant. In essence, he 
demonstrates a theological exegesis.93 

The claim is that Ratzinger continually theologized within the paradigm of the Church of the 

fathers.94 Küng states: “The Church of the New Testament was not in the first place of 

interest to Joseph Ratzinger, but always the ‘Church of the fathers’ (naturally, without 

mothers).”95 Elsewhere Küng accuses Ratzinger of being stuck in an Augustinian rut and 

Bonaventuran theology. 96  In yet another place Küng distinguishes his theology from 

Ratzinger’s from a Christological point of view. He argues that his Christology is a bottom to 

top approach, whereas Ratzinger’s is a theology from top to bottom (Küng 2007, 59, 182). In 

the paragraph titled, “Wo anfangen: von »oben« oder von »unten«?” he validates this as 

                                                        
92 Ratzinger himself has been very critical of the historical-critical method in theology in Die Bedeutung der 

Väter im Aufbau des Glaubens, where he refers to the founders of it as second “level” Fathers who are liberally 
oriented (JRGS 9/1, 509). 

93 “Während ich in exegetischen Fragen stets den Konsens der Fachexegeten suche und mich in strittigen 
Fragen allgemein zurückhalte, wagt Joseph Ratzinger in seinen Vorlesungen als Systematiker einzelne 
Bibelstellen recht eigenständig auszulegen—und benützt die Ergebnisse der Fachexegeten selektiv und 
willkürlich. Zwar bejaht er grundsätzlich die historisch-kritische Methode, ist aber in ihrer Anwendung mehr als 
zögerlich. Im Grunde betreibt er eine dogmatische bestimmte Exegese’ (Küng 2007, 179-80; my translation). 

94 Cf. Mayer, who provides a clear interpretation of the shift from hermeneutics in the framework of the 
fathers to that in the framework of historical criticism and Ratzinger’s postion in this. “Während die Konzilien 
von Trient bis zum Vaticanum II in bezug auf das Auslegen und Verstehen biblischer Texte an einem von den 
Vätern als normative gehaltenen ›sensus ecclesiae‹, einem Schrift und Tradition umfassenden›Sinn der 
Kirche‹, festhalten, scheinen moderne Exegeten kein anderes Gesetz der Auslegung akzeptieren zu wollen als 
das der historischen Kritik. Die Frage nach der Aktualität der Väter, so Ratzinger, habe die heutige Theologie 
vor eine Zerreißprobe gestellt” (Mayer 2009, 314). 

95 “Nicht die Kirche des Neuen Testaments interessiert Joseph Ratzinger in erster Linie, sondern immer die 
»Kirche der Väter« (natürlich ohne Mütter)“ (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 33-34). Cf. p. 
183, 500. 

96 “Er sah und sieht sich selbst als Theologe der Tradition, der im Wesentlichen in dem von Augustin and 
Bonaventura gesteckten theologischen Rahmen verharrt. Für ihn ist die »Alte Kirche« oder die »Kirche der 
Väter« das Maß aller Dinge” (Küng, Umstrittene Wahrheit: Erinnerungen 2007, 182). 
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follows: “Also Ratzinger wants to make an approach from ‘above’ in the traditional 

statement of the creed today: ‘I believe in Jesus Christ, God's only begotten Son’”97 

In response to the question of which intellectual movement most interested him, Ratzinger 

answers that he was seriously interested in personalism, adding that “from the beginning I 

had a strong interest for Saint Augustine as a counterweight, so to say, to Thomas 

Aquinas.”98 Küng attests to this fact and states that Ratzinger was only casually familiar with 

the rational and systematic way of thinking of Thomas Aquinas.99 In his Milestones Ratzinger 

strongly links personalism with the thought of Augustine.  

[The] encounter with personalism was for me a spiritual experience that 
left an essential mark, especially since I spontaneously associated such 
personalism with the thought of Saint Augustine, who in his Confessions 
had struck me with the power of his human passion and depth.100 

Further on in Salz der Erde he clarifies this notion: 

What moved me at the time was not so much his office as pastor, of which 
I knew little about, but his freshness and vibrancy of his thought. 
Scholasticism has its value but all of it is impersonal. Some time is needed 
to enter into it and to recognize its inner tension. On the contrary, in 
Augustine one immediately finds the passionate, suffering and quizzical 
human with whom one can identify.101 

                                                        
97 .“Auch Ratzinger will also entschieden von »oben« einsetzen, bei der heute traditionellen Aussage des 

Glaubensbekenntnisses: Ich glaube »an Jesus Christus, Gottes eingeborenen Sohn«” (Küng 2007, 304; my 
translation). Cf. Küng 2007, 308. 

98 “Und dann hat mich aber doch von Anfang an gerade auch, sozusagen als Gegengewicht zu Thomas von 
Aquin, der heilige Augustinus sehr stark interessiert” (SdE, 263 in JRGS 13/1, 263). For further expression of 
Ratzinger’s preference cf. LT, 76 in which he writes about his relationship with modernity during his education 
at Freising. “This is where personalism, which was in the air at the time, particularly struck me, and seemed to 
be the right starting point of both philosophical and theological thought.” C.f. Mayer 2009, 309. 

99 Küng: “Und beide fesseln gleichermaßen die »Bekenntnisse« des Augustinus. Doch mit dem rationalen 
uns systematischen Denken des Thomas von Aquin kann er, für den Augustine Leitfigur bleibt, sich weniger 
anfreunden als ich“ (Küng 2007, 23). 

100 In the “Presentation by his Eminence Card. Joseph Ratzinger on the Occasion of the first Centernary of 
the Death of Card. John Henry Newman” also, Ratzinger states that personalism had greatly inspired him: “For 
us . . . Newman's teaching on conscience became an important foundation for theological personalism, which 
was drawing us all in its sway. Our image of the human being as well as our image of the Church was 
permeated by this point of departure” (J. Ratzinger, 1990). 

101 “Was mich damals bewegte, war allerdings nicht so sehr sein Hirtenamt, das ich so nicht kannte, 
sondern die Frische und Lebendigkeit seines Denkens. Die Scholastik hat ihre Größe, aber da ist alles sehr 
unpersönlich. Da braucht man einige Zeit, bis man in sie hineintritt und die innere Spannung erkennt. Bei 
Augustinus hingegen ist immer der leidenschaflich, leidende, fragende Mensch direct da, mit dem man sich 
identifizieren kann” (SdE in JRGS 13/1, 263; my translation). Cf. MS, 44 and LT, 79. 
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His preference for Augustine often appears in his published works.102 “In various interviews 

Ratzinger had described himself as a ‘decided Augustinian’ and ‘to a certain extend a 

Platonist’” (Rowland 2008, 3).103 One encounters Augustinian influences in his epistemology, 

which becomes clear, for example, in Salz der Erde, the interview with Peter Seewald. In his 

answer to the question “Tertullian knows the paradox: ‘I believe because it is absurd.’ 

Augustine believed ‘in order to gain insight.’ Why does cardinal Ratzinger believe?” he again 

demonstrates a preference for Augustine.  

I am a resolute follower of Augustine. Just as creation emerges out of 
reason, so faith is, to put it this way, the perfection of creation and 
consequently the door to understanding. Hence to believe means to enter 
understanding and insight. The statement of Tertullian – he likes 
exaggerated wording – reveals the core of his thinking. He wanted to say 
that God shows what matters in the world precisely by way of the paradox. 
By way of this he reveals himself divine. Tertullian loathed philosophy and I 
do not share his opinion in this but Augustine’s instead.104  

Moreover, Ratzinger, a lecturer of theology for a great number of years, further 

acknowledges the influence of Augustine on his didactics. This mainly involved making 

theology alive again for his students. He states that he did not simply teach from the course 

books but that he “tried to link the curriculum to contemporary lives and times, just as 

Augustine did.”105  Ratzinger desired to live his life in line with Augustine as well. He 

                                                        
102 Cf. the list compiled by Mayer 2009, 314: Herkunft und Sinn der Civitas-Lehre Augustins (1954); 

Originalität und Überlieferung in Augustins Begriff der »confessio« (1957); Die Kirche in der Frömmigkeit des 
heiligen Augustinus (1961); Der Weg der religiösen Erkenntnis nach dem heiligen Augustinus (1970); Augustins 
Auseinandersetzung mit der politischen Theologie Roms (1971);9 Der Heilige Geist als communio. Zum 
Verhältnis von Pneumatologie und Spiritualität bei Augustinus (1974); Popolo e casa di Dio in Sant’Agostino 
(1978); Licht und Erleuchtung. Erwägungen zu Stellung und Entwicklung des Themas in der abendländischen 
Geistesgeschichte (1960); Menschheit und Staatenbau in der Sicht der frühen Kirche (1961); Die Bedeutung der 
Väter für die gegenwärtige Theologie (1968). 

103 Cf. his last interview with Peter Seewald: “I wanted out of classical Thomism, and Augustine was a 
helper and guide with this” (LT, 78). 

104 “Ich bin da schon dezidierter Augustinianer. Wie? die Schöpfung aus Vernuft kommt und vernünftig ist, 
so ist der Glaube sozusagen erst die Vollendung der Schöpfung und daher die Tür zum Verstehen; davon bin 
ich überzeugt. Glauben heißt daher, ins Verstehen heineingehen und ins Erkennen hineingehen. Der Ausspruch 
von Tertullian – er liebt ja überspitzte Formulierungen – entspricht natürlich auch der Summe seines Denkens 
überhaupt. Er wollte sagen, Gott zeigt sich gerade im Paradox zu dem, was in der Welt gilt. Und darin zeigt er 
sich göttlich. Aber er was schon etwas philosophiefeindlich, da teile ich nicht seine Position, sondern die des 
heiligen Augustinus“ (SdE in JRGS 13/1, 240-1; my translation). 

105  “Und ich habe . . . versucht, in der Art des heiligen Augustinus möglichst viel Schulstoff in eine 
deutliche Beziehung zur Gegenwart und zu unserem eigenen Ringen zu bringen“ (SdE in JRGS 13/1, 267; my 
translation). 
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considered Augustine inspiring in the ways that he served God in daily life: washing feet, 

keeping busy and ready to devote his great life to small things knowing that this was a 

worthy use his life (JRGS 13/1, 382). Correspondingly, Ratzinger detects a similarity between 

his and Augustine’s predilection for a scholarly life while still being called to be a “draft 

animal” in episcopal service of the Church (Mayer 2009, 319). Augustine “had chosen the 

life of a scholar, but God had chosen to make him into a ‘draft animal’ – a good and sturdy 

ox to pull God’s cart in this world” (MS, 155).106 Possibly while reflecting on his own life, he 

writes that “Augustine has experienced after the brilliant illuminations of the beginning, the 

moment of conversion, the hardship of patience and just as deeply learned the love for the 

Lord and the deep joy in the discovery.”107 He also follows Augustine’s idea that history can 

be characterized as a battle between two loves: on the one hand a love for God in the self-

denial and on the other a love for self in the denial for God (JRGS 13/1, 457). 

In summary, no clear evidence exists to suggest that Ratzinger’s theological insights were 

subjected to fundamental changes. Stability and consistency throughout his fifty-year 

theological career may be based on his continual affinity for the works of the Fathers and, in 

particular, Augustine, even though Ratzingerian scholars trace different emphases in his 

theology, especially regarding the interpretation of Vatican II. Vatican II motivated him to 

defend Catholicism against the threat of modernity and new ideas that take traditional 

Catholic dogmas less seriously.  

                                                        
106 Cf. A. Bodar: “Eine Wahlverwandtschaft spürt Ratzinger offenbar mit Augustinus. Beide sind Gelehrten 

und zum Bischofsamt gerufen, obwohl beide als studiosus lieber in ihrem Gehäuse geblieben wären“ (Bodar 
2017). 

107 “Augustinus hat nach den strahlenden Erleuchtungen des Anfangs, der Stunde der Bekehrung, die 
Mühsal dieser Geduld tief erfahren und gerade so die Liebe zum Herrn gelernt und die tiefe Freude des 
Gefundenhabens“ (JRGS 6/1, 343). 
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3 IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE FATHERS (1954 – 1959) 

3.1 Traditional Perspectives: Volk und Haus Gottes in Augustins Lehre von der 

Kirche (1954) 

As previously stated, Ratzinger wrote his PhD thesis at the recommendation of his teacher, 

Gottlieb Söhngen, who was impressed by the book Ekklesiologie im Werden by M. D. Koster. 

Koster argued that the central concept of ecclesiology is the People of God as opposed to 

the Body of Christ, which is only an image used to articulate the faith as one encounters it in 

the Roman Liturgy.108 Söhngen recalled a quotation of Augustine in the Catechism of the 

Council of Trent: “The Church is the faithful people spread over the face of the earth.”109 He 

thus began to wonder what formed the core of Augustine’s ecclesiology. Consequently, 

Söhngen setup a Preisarbeit of the Faculty of Theology in Munich with the title Volk und 

Haus Gottes in Augustins Lehre von der Kirche (Mayer 2009, 309, 317). This was in the 

period in which ecclesiology, especially the notion of the Church as Body of Christ, had 

become a key subject among theologians (JRGS 1, 6-7, 48).110 Ratzinger, who took on the 

challenge, was assigned to investigate the term Volk Gottes in Augustine’s works in order to 

see “whether or not a simply one-sided perspective had given central place to the concept 

of the Body of Christ in previous patristic studies.”111 His decision toof taking on this 

                                                        
108 “Koster stellte die These auf, der Zentralbegriff der Ekklesiologie könne nicht »mystisches Leib Christi« 

heißen, sondern »Volk Gottes«. Koster verwies darauf, dass in den Orationen der römischen Liturgie das Wort 
»Leib Christi« nur ein Bild sei, während »Volk Gottes« einen wahren Begriff darstellend es doch Aufgabe der 
Theologie sei, den Glauben in Begriffen zu artikulieren (JRGS 1, 6). Koster: “Diesem Grundsatz folgend wurde 
festgestellt, daß die bildlose und sehr deutliche Sachbezeichnung “Volk Gottes“, “dein Volk“ heute in der 
Liturgie an erster Stelle steht. Dann folgen die Bildreden von der Kirche, zuerst die von der “Familie Gottes,“ 
dann jene von der “Leib-Körperschaft Christi“ und schließlich die von der “Braut Christi“ und eine Reihe 
anderer“ (Koster 1940, 143). 

109 “Die Kirche ist das über den ganzen Erdkreis verbreitete gläubige Volk“ (Der römische Katechismus 
1844, 59). 

110 According to Ratzinger, Augustine already in his time gave the Church its place in theology. “Allem 
voran aber hat Augustinus nach Ratzinger der Kirche einen Ort in der Theologie zegewiesen und die Ansicht 
über sie zu einer innerdogmatischen Sache gemacht“ (Mayer, 2009, 311).  As for the emphasis on ecclesiology 
that emerged in theology during the twentieth century, we only need think of Karl Barth’s Kirchliche Dogmatik, 
Pope Pius XII’s encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi of 1943, Mannes Dominikus Koster’s Ekkesiologie im Werden, 
mentioned above and Henri de Lubac’s Corpus mysticum to name a few (JRGS 1, 6-7). Cf. A. Grillmeier in LThK 
1:179 who claimas that in the Middle Ages the title People of God was forgotten and replaced by Body of 
Christ, which did not change until Vatican II. Cf. MS, 54. 

111 “Ob nicht in den bisherigen patristischen Arbeiten einfach eine Einseitigkeit des Blicks dem Gedanken 
vom Leib Christi erst seine Zentralität gegeben hatte“ (JRGS 1, 49). The conclusion that Ratzinger draws is that 
the term People of God does not directly point to the Church of Jesus Christ but to the people of Israel. This is 
what he calls the first phase of the salvation-history. It is however only in a Christological transposition or in a 
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challenge shows how Ratzinger‘ academic path commences on a patristic foundation. With 

the understanding that Ratzinger’s main focus is on ecclesiology, this research nonetheless 

aims to chart characteristics of the theology of Baptism that Ratzinger uncovered in his 

dissertation on Augustine’s doctrine of the Church. 112  As we shall see, a number of 

distinguishable characteristics of the theology of Baptism can be derived from Ratzinger’s 

dissertation. The first are inspired by those theologians who had themselves inspired 

Augustine’s ecclesiology. Tertullian, Cyprian and Optatus of Mileve provide various 

perspectives on the sacrament: soteriological, Christological, ecclesiological and 

eschatological. Later, Augustine would deepen these perspectives by moving in a 

pneumatological direction, in which he described what Baptism effectuates inside the 

individual.   

3.1.1 Baptism in the Ecclesiological Perspective of Prior Western Theologians113 

In attempting to answer the question as to whether Augustine’s initial conversion — the 

Hortensius experience — was more than just a switch to another philosophical paradigm, 

Ratzinger argues that Augustine stayed true to his life’s goal to find sapientia, even after 

having been baptized. 114  In other words, Augustine remained a philosopher after his 

conversion and continued to apply philosophical methods in search for truth, albeit now in a 

                                                                                                                                                                            
pneumatological interpretation that it refers to the Church (JRGS 1, 51). The consequences of his conclusion 
for the Church in general, which Ratzinger describes in 1992 on the occasion of a new edition of his 
dissertation, are in part based upon his realization that in patristic exegesis the history in the New Testament is 
the key to the Old Testament, insofar as it lifts us to a higher level; it takes the Old Testament into a 
Christological-pneumatological framework (JRGS 1, 52). 

112 Of interest to this dissertation are the references to Baptism in Ratzinger’s investigation, which in the 
further course of this study may reveal the extent to which these have been of influence on Ratzinger’s own 
view on Baptism. 

113  This chapter presents and analyses Joseph Ratzinger’s findings of the ecclesiology of the 
aforementioned Fathers of the Church, and does not provide an analysis of their theology of Baptism per se. It 
merely intends to discover how Ratzinger may have been indebted to theses theologians to further his 
academic career. For a comprehensive study of the theology of Baptism in the Early Church cf. Ferguson, E. 
Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and the Liturgy in the First Five Centuries. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2009. 

114 Ratzinger clarifies that Augustine’s conversion to Christianity was prompted by a metaphysical dilemma 
in search of wisdom for which he found an answer in religion: “Das »Anderswo«, das sich Augustin bietet, ist 
die Religion, näherhin der christeliche Glaube” (JRGS 1, 73). Augustine then continues to move from a 
Manichean to a Neoplatonic dualism and further onto a Christian dualism (JRGS 1, 76). Christianity however 
was not primarily a matter of understanding, but a matter of faith. Faith in turn requires trusting another 
authority as opposed to trusting upon one’s own understanding, or as Ratzinger expresses with the words of 
Isaiah. 7.9: Nisi credideritis, non intelligetis (JRGS 1, 83. 85).  
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Christian context.115 Ratzinger suggests that although Augustine was made a member of the 

Church through his Baptism,116 when he wrote De magistro (usually dated to the year 389) 

he was still far from thinking in terms of faith, Church, and sacrament (JRGS 1, 98). It was 

probably not until he was ordained a priest in 391 that he was forced to theologically reflect 

upon such concepts and turn to the writings of prominent ecclesiastical figures who had 

influenced Church doctrine. The question addressed here is how Ratzinger interpreted the 

writings of those whom he considers influential to Augustine’s ecclesiology, while looking 

specifically for matters pertaining to Baptism. What follows is an analysis of those 

characteristics of Baptism Ratzinger extracts from the heritage of theologians and how 

Augustine is indebted to the theologians of the early Western Church. 

3.1.2 Tertullian’s Multiple Characteristics on Baptism 

The first theologian considered influential by Ratzinger is Tertullian, who defended the early 

Christian doctrines against Gnosticism.117 Ratzinger notes that the concept of garment of 

salvation plays an important role in Tertullian’s soteriology, which depends on the 

intercommunion between faith and Baptism in Galatians 3:26-27.118 Obtaining salvation for 

Tertullian involves putting on the garment of Baptism in order to cover one’s nudity, a 

prominent characteristic of paganism.119  Baptism thus refers to a cultic event, which 

initiates one into a community of discipline, which for Tertullian was one of the main 

                                                        
115 Later Ratzinger strongly opposes Augustine’s early philosophical program: “Das Programm des frühen 

Augustin »Gott und die Seele – nichts sonst« ist unrealisierbar, es ist auch unchristlich. Religion gibt es letztlich 
nicht im Alleingang des Mystikers, sondern nur in der Gemeinsamkeit von Verkündigen und Hören.“ (The 
program of the early Augustine, ‘God and the soul—nothing else,’ is impracticable, and unchristian. Ultimately 
religion is not found along the solitary path of the mystic but only in the community of proclaiming and 
hearing) (JRGS 4, 101; ItC, 95). 

116 ”Dieses Ziel ist durch alle folgenden Schritte hindurch unbeirrbar festgehalten und bleibt auch da Ziel 
Augustins, als er durch die Taufe Glied der katholischen Kirche wird“ (JRGS 1, 63). 

117  His main work De Baptismo contains an antiheretical thrust. Tertullian greatly emphasizes the 
forgiveness of sins as the significance of Baptism (Ferguson 2009, 346). Both Ratzinger and Ferguson provide 
no evidence of a development in Terullian’s theology of Baptism; this could be a relevant issue taken into 
consideration that Tertullian later joined Montanism. 

118 “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into 
Christ have put on Christ” (Gal. 3:26-27).  

119 “Dazu, dass die Verknüpfung der Taufe mit dem »ersten Gewand« der Erzählung vom verlorenen Sohn 
offenbar einer Tradition entsprach“ (JRGS 1, 117). Added to the garment as clothing of flesh is the rule of 
discipline. Thus, the Church for Tertullian was a community of discipline. E. Ferguson makes no mention of the 
concept of the garment of salvation in his chapter on Tertullian’s perspective on the doctrine of Baptism 
(Ferguson 2009, 336-346). 
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characteristics of the Church (JRGS 1, 117).120 According to Ratzinger, Tertullian distanced 

himself from a philosophisches Vernunftchristentum.121 God may have empowered those 

who believed before Christ’s cross and resurrection (i.e., in the Old Testament) with mere 

faith, but now one must be clothed with the garment of Baptism. Or, as Ratzinger himself 

put it, “the act of faith is Baptism—mere faith no longer suffices, but if it is to be valid 

before God, one must appear in the raiment in which God has created him.”122 Tertullian is 

therefore said to have conceived of a double sacrament—the sacrament of water and the 

sacrament of faith—and this evidently demonstrates a dualism in Tertullian’s perception of 

the ceremony of Baptism (JRGS 1, 129). 123  The sacrament of water corresponds to 

repentance and the attendant purification of the flesh in which the soul, connected in some 

fashion to the body, is purified as well. Baptism in this sense is connected to John’s Baptism 

of repentance as a preparation for the event of salvation to come. 124  In Tertullian’s 

sacrament of faith there is the Wiedereinsenkung of the Spirit that was lost in sin but is 

subsequently reinstated in the image of God (JRGS 1, 130). The administrator of the first 

sacrament is the angel of God, and the administrator of the second is the three-persona 

divinity himself. Tertullian refers to the human body as a house, which once belonged to sin 

but through Baptism became the Temple of the Holy Spirit (JRGS 1, 135). What does 

Baptism effectuate? Ratzinger states that in Tertullian’s perspective it gives people their 

reason back and delivers them from the blindness in which the serpent had held them; it is 

Baptisma veritatis (a Baptism of truth), the Einsenkung (subsidence) of God’s Word of truth 

                                                        
120 Cf. A. Fürst: “Bekehrung und Taufe verstand Tertullianus als einschneidende Neuorientierung des 

gesamten Lebens, in der man sich von weltlichen Idealen (Karriere, Erfolg, Ansehen, Profit) ab- und dezidiert 
einem christlichen Lebensstil nach strengsten Maßstäben zuwendet, in dem das richtige Sexualverhalten eine 
zentrale Rolle spielt” (Fürst 2000). 

121 Something Augustine did not do, as we shall encounter in the further analysis. 
122 “Dieses Gesetz des Glaubens ist die Wassertaufe – der bloße Glaube genügt nicht mehr, sondern, soll 

er vor Gott gelten, so muss er in dem »Gewande« auftreten, das Gott ihm geschaffen hat“ (JRGS 1, 119). 
123 Cf. De praescriptione haereticorum 36.9: “inde potat fidem; eam aqua signat” (CCL 1; trans. Ferguson 

2009, 338). 
124 “Insgesamt wird diese Taufe als die Fortführung der Buβtaufe des Johannes verstanden, wie diese 

Wegbereitung für das eigentliche Heilsereignis“ (JRGS 1, 130). Cf. Nichols’s study of Ratzinger’s theology: 
“Tertullian is inclined to find two parallel realities–a water baptism, continuing the Baptism of the repentance 
of John, alongside the sacrament of faith which restores the divine likeness in the Spirit, or a two-fold 
Eucharist where the Bread of Christ’s body, the creative agent of the Church, is less important than the inner, 
life-giving power of Christ’s Spirit“ (Nichols 2007, 25). 
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in us.125 Yet this is not a complete description of its operation. Söhngen’s student also cites 

Tertullian’s ecclesiological understanding of those who have risen out of the pool of rebirth 

and who have been made a member of the community of the family. Tertullian’s theology 

of Baptism contains mystagogical elements; he describes the initiation into this family, in 

which the Church is the Mother and the fellow Christian a brother, as one taken place by 

way of Baptism—the new birth.126  

In a final reference to Tertullian, Ratzinger tells us of Tertullian’s eschatological perspective, 

in which he links Baptism to the bodily resurrection. This characteristic of Baptism finds its 

origin in his struggle against the Gnostics, who denied the resurrection of the flesh and 

contented themselves with the spiritual resurrection of Baptism. With reference to Rom. 6:3 

Tertullian counters this line of thinking and states that while our death in Baptism is 

pictorial, our resurrection in the flesh will be a reality.127 In this respect Baptism is the 

symbol of a historic event in which the history of Christ’s resurrection is linked to the 

promised resurrection of man. 

3.1.3 Cyprian’s Emphasis on Church’s Maternity in Baptism 

Cyprian—known for his struggle for the unity of the Church and the visible manifestation 

afforded by a strict hierarchy of the clergy, the ordines—is, according to Joseph Ratzinger, 

the second theologian who influenced Augustine. Citing Cyprian’s perspective on the 

structure of the Church as, on the one hand, mater ecclesia and, on the other hand, 

fraternitas christianorum, Ratzinger argues that for Cyprian the concept of Mother Church 

has its origin in the regeneration of mankind though Baptism.128 The Mother Church is in 

                                                        
125 “Die Taufe gibt dem Menschen demnach in Wahrheit erst wieder seine Vernunft zurück, sie befreit ihn 

aus der Blindheit, in der die alte Schlange ihn gefangen hält. Die Taufe erscheint so schließlich als »Baptisma 
veritatis«, als Einsenkung des Wahrheitswortes Gottes in uns. . . . Augustinus konnte also seine Lehre von der 
Erleuchtung auch in der Tradition wiederfinden“ (JRGS 1, 131-132). 

126  “Durch die Taufe, durch die neue Geburt aus Gott ist der Mensch Glied einer neuen Familien 
Gemeinschaft geworden, einer geisthaften Familie, in der die Kirche seine Matter und die Christen seine 
Brüder sind“ (JRGS 1, 142). Cf. JRGS 1, 150.  

127 Resurr 47 quoted by Joseph Ratiznger as follows: “Bildhaft zwar ist unser Tod in der Taufe, aber 
Wirklichkeit wird sein unsere Auferstehung im Fleisch“ (JRGS 1, 151).  

128 “Auch hier hat der Gedanke der Mutter Kirche seine erste Wurzel in der Wiedergeburt des Menschen 
in der Taufe“ (JRGS 1, 154). Later, inspired by Balthasar’s Das Antlitz der Kirche, Ratzinger shows in Die Kirche 
in der Frömmigkeit des heiligen Augustinus (1961), also adopted in DnVG, to have discovered similar notions in 
Augustine’s ecclesiology: “die Idee der mater ecclesia, die bei Augustinus von dem unauslöschlichen Erinnern 
an das Bild seiner eigenen Mutter besondere persönliche Wärme gewann, in den Werken der Presbyter- und 
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this respect expressed in the Church of the offices (Ambtskirche), as those who bear an 

office have the power to baptize. In Baptism, they give the Church its maternal character.129 

Ratzinger continues to sketch the consequences of this bond between office bearers and 

laity of the Church, which, when severed, causes a division between the Church’s 

motherhood and her brotherhood. Linking this to the sacraments in general, Ratzinger 

draws this conclusion: “The concept of brotherhood is perhaps more developed from the 

Eucharistic union as opposed to the motif of Baptism, which remains in the concept of 

motherhood.” 130  Ratzinger thus finds evidence of the Church’s Baptismal motherhood 

(Taufmutterschaft) in Cyprian’s writings, which creates a distinction between the ordained 

and the laity (Nichols 2007, 25). The fraternitas may be described as the community 

subjected to the bishop, who represents the maternal characteristic of the Church (JRGS 1, 

151). To summarize, Ratzinger characterizes Cyprian’s Baptism as a soteriological necessity 

effectuated ecclesiologically; it is the birth of brothers and sisters from their Mother, 

expressed in its office bearers who administer the sacrament. 

3.1.4 Optatus of Mileve’s Church, Water and Trinitarian Faith 

The third theologian that Ratzinger studied is Optatus of Mileve, who strongly advocated 

the idea of the Catholicity of the Church in his struggle against the rising of Donatism in 

North Africa. Hence, Optatus’s perspective on the theology of Baptism was developed in a 

considerably polemical context. This context, however, has deepened the Church’s 

understanding of the sacrament and to a great extent influenced Augustine’s view of 

Baptism, as we shall see in the second part of this research. The first characteristic Ratzinger 

discovers is one of possession. Optatus’s controversy with Donatism dealt with questions 

about who the rightful administrator of the sacrament of Baptism is. How are the terms 

Church, water (i.e., Baptism) and faith connected? Parmenian states that Christ, the 

bridegroom, has left the Church, the Bride, a number of dotes (a dowry), among which are 

cathedra, fons (the font), and angelus (the angel). Optatus of Mileve responds and argues 

that when considering these dotes one must question who the true recipient of the 
                                                                                                                                                                            
Bischofzeit [verweist] auf das andere große Grundsakrament, auf die Taufe, in der die Kirche allzeit fruchtbare 
Mutter der Gläubigen bleibt“ (JRGS 1, 508). 

129 A bishop separated from the unity of the Church was deprived of the authority to forgive sins and 
therefore lost the power to baptize (Burns 2012, 416). 

130 “Vielleicht ist der Begriff der Brüderschaft mehr von der eucharistischen Vereinigung her gewonnen im 
Gegensatz zum Taufmotiv, das im Muttergedanken steckt“ (JRGS 1 p. 155). 
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cathedra is; for if the Catholic Church is the possessor of the cathedra then the other dotes 

must be in her possession as well. According to Ratzinger, we thus encounter a theology of 

Baptism that was clearly evident in the African Church since the days of Tertullian.131 In 

reference to this theology Optatus makes a link to John 5:4 where the angelus brings 

movement in water of the font of Baptism. When does Baptism therefore have a salvific 

effect? Only when it has been set in motion by the angel, who in Optatus’ context, is no one 

else but the persona ecclesiae though whom Baptism’s interconnection to the Church is 

expressed. Thus, it is only the Catholic Church that has the right to baptize.132 Optatus 

further explains this using the metaphor of a ring as a key. The font of Baptism is sealed and 

only the bearer of the ring can gain access to it. The Bride of Christ is in possession of this 

ring, and thus only the Catholic Church can administer the sacrament of Baptism. As to what 

this ring symbolizes, “this ring, by which one obtains access to the Baptismal font, is the 

symbolum Catholicum, the Catholic confession of faith.”133 

Ratzinger continues to state that, in line with Tertullian, Optatus divides the sacrament into 

the sacrament of water and the sacrament of faith, though he adds the idea of the 

confession of the Trinity. This may be considered a second characteristic. The actual rebirth 

takes place in the invocation and the confession of the Trinity.134 Man’s faith is thus united 

with the to-be-believed reality of the revelation of the Trinity, which in turn is to be 

confessed. How is this related to the Church? The relation to the Trinity is not just an 

interior matter but is also expressed externally in the dotes given to the Church; for it is the 

content of this confession, the symbolum Catholicum possessed by the Church, that 

provides access to the font of Baptism. Rebirth takes place when God embraces and 

fertilizes the Church with his Truth (the divine seed) and thus becomes the Father to those 

emerging from this embrace (JRGS 1, 178). The seed of heresy does not originate from God; 

                                                        
131 “Hier stoßen wir auf eine Tauftheologie, sie sich offenbar seit Tertullians Tagen unvergessen im 

Bewusstsein der afrikanischen Kirche erhalten hatte“ (JRGS 1 p. 176). 
132 “Deutlicher als bei Tertullian stellt aber hier dieser Engel die persona ecclesiae dar und drückt also die 

Bindung der Heilskraft des Wassers an die Kirche aus“ (JRGS 1 p. 176). 
133 “Dieser Ring, der allein den Zugang zum Taufquell aufschließt, ist das symbolum Catholicum, das 

katholische Glaubensbekenntnis“ (JRGS 1 p. 176). 
134 “Den »dotes« ordnet er das zu, was bei Tertullian Wassersakrament heißt: Die Abwaschung der Sünden 

durch die Engel. Während dieses Engelswerkes aber spielt sich das Höhere ab im Glaubenssakrament, der 
eigentliche Geburtsvorgang, der in der Anrufung und im Bekenntnis zur Trinität geschieht. Hier geht es allein 
darum, dass der Glaube des Menschen in Einheit steht mit der geglaubten Wirklichkeit des 
Offenbarungsgottes, des Dreifaltigen“ (JRGS 1 p. 177). 
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it is closely related to adultery, and thus children born into heresy do not have God as their 

Father.135 When it comes to acquiring salvation, Ratzinger states that according to Optatus 

one can only gain access to the Kingdom of heaven if one has been subjected to a Trinitarian 

Baptism as Jesus has commanded; otherwise one subjects the Kingdom to violence (Matt. 

11:12).136  What is then the status of those who have been re-baptized in Donatism? 

Ratzinger states that Optatus views the people as a house that since its birth has been 

inhabited by evil spirits, spirits who are expelled by way of the exorcism at Baptism. Baptism 

thus initiates the inhabitation of God, and the house becomes a Temple of God. Therefore, 

when Donatists exorcise this Temple, God can do nothing but leave. The house, having been 

vacated, is then inhabited by seven Demons more wicked than the first (Matt. 12:43-45). In 

sum, Ratzinger discovers that Optatus links the concepts of Church, water and faith in such a 

way as to from a soteriological view: in order to partake in salvation, one must be subjected 

to a single Baptism including exorcism. The Baptism is to be administrated by the Catholic 

Church after the baptizand has confessed the Catholic Trinitarian faith (JRGS 1, 177, 183). 

3.1.5 Augustine’s Going Beyond the Outward Act 

This study now turns to Ratzinger’s analysis of Augustine’s characterization of the Church as 

the People of God and the House of God. Considering that Augustine’s primary work against 

the Donatists was called De Baptismo, it is surprising that Ratzinger seldom refers to the 

sacrament of Baptism in his research on Augustine’s ecclesiology.137 With respect to the two 

terms mentioned above, Ratzinger concludes that for Augustine “the term People of God 

represents the union with Christ as the one who sacrificed himself, and House of God refers 

to the inner unity in the Spirit of Christ, which, naturally, does not exist without the unity in 

the Body of Christ.”138 He argues that this marks the difference between Augustine’s and 

                                                        
135 Optatus does however draw a distinction between heresy and schism insofar as the latter may be 

characterized to be in the possession of the true faith. He thus advocates a certain unity between the Catholic 
Church and the brothers who separated (JRGS 1, 179). Pertaining to the Baptism of John, Optatus holds that 
believers were nevertheless permitted to enter the Kingdom by way of John’s penitential Baptism prior to 
Jesus’s command (JRGS 1, 181). 

136 “Auf gesetzmäßigem Weg gelangt nur in das Himmelreich, wer nach der Vorschrift Jesu trinitarische 
getauft wird“ (JRGS 1, 181). 

137 He refers to the sacrament of Baptism only three times: JRGS 1, 208, 214, and 312. We must, however, 
again note that his inquiry is primarily focused on Augustine’s view of the Church. 

138 “Das Volk Gottes ist die Gemeinde, die die Einheit der mit Christus Opfernden darstellt, Haus Gottes 
meint dies innere Einsein im Christusgeiste, das freilich nicht wird ohne das Einsein im Christusleibe“ (JRGS 1, 
260). 
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Donatist ecclesiology. 139  The key word in this variance is caritas, which according to 

Ratzinger takes a prominent place in Augustine’s struggle with Donatism (JRGS 1, 207). The 

question is what, if anything, the Catholic Church gains if it recognizes the sacraments of the 

Donatists while the Donatists do not recognize the sacraments of Catholic Church. The 

answer, according to Ratzinger, is that “we offer Catholics-to-be true Baptism—what do you 

offer? The answer again is caritas.”140 Ratzinger thus demonstrates that Augustine adds the 

concept of caritas to Optatus’ perspective on the relationship between Church and Baptism. 

The Church is the birth-giving Mother that gives birth legitimo iure as the true spouse 

(Ehefrau), an image taken from the Old Testament book of Hosea. Baptism only has its 

salvific effect when those reborn by Baptism demonstrate that they possess charity: proof 

of having received the gift of the Holy Spirit.141 Therefore, both blameworthy Catholics and 

heretics alike fall outside this community of charity.142 The first do not possess charity 

                                                        
139 The Donatists held the postion that only their own church was pure, holy, and without blemish; they 

believed that Baptism was invalid outside the confines of their unpolluted communion. Augustine draws a 
distinction between the validity and efficacy of the sacrament. For him, Baptism by Donatists was valid, but 
only becomes effective in the Catholic Church, the true communion of charity. 

140 “Wir habe den ankommenden Katholiken die wahre Taufe zu bieten – was gebt ihr?  Die Antwort heißt 
wiederum: Die Caritas“ (JRGS 1, 208) 

141 “Die neue Geburt also wird allen zuteil, aber sie ist nicht allen eine Geburt zum Heile, sondern 
wiederum nur denen, die die caritas haben” (JRGS 1, 214). 

142 In his article entitled “Beobachtungen zum Kirchenbegriff des Tyconius im »Liber regularum«”, written 
shortly after his dissertation (1956), Ratzinger discovers a strongly ecclesiological perspective on Baptism of 
the theologians of early Christianity. The article addresses the question of the ecclesiology in Liber regularum 
of Tyconius, who was excommunicated by the Donatist Synod around 380 (JRGS 11, 441; also, in DnVG, 1969, 
11-23). (Cf. Ratzinger’s article in LThK 10.180-181). “Belonging to the Church was, for Tyconius, a purely 
pneumatological affair – spiritual because of the Holy Spirit, without any Christological dimension” (Nichols 
2007, 94). Ratzinger notes how Tyconius intentionally placed himself outside the communion of the Church 
and yet wished to remain a Christian and believed to belong to the true Church, a unique occurrence in the 
time period of the Ancient Church (JRGS 11, 442-3, also adopted into DnVG). Tyconius kept true however to 
the Catholicity of the Church and to the objective sanctity of the sacrament. He believed the Church to be a 
corpus bipertitum with a sinful and a holy flank (LThK 10.180-181). Naturally, the reference to Baptism in this 
article, brief as it is, is linked to the question of who belongs to the Church and what Church membership 
entails. Ratzinger argues that Donatists, Catholics and Tyconius all adhered to the basic notion of Baptism in 
that it is a necessary condition to become a member of the Church: “The condition for Church membership for 
both is Baptism; this results in the inclusion into the (sacramental) communion; the community of communion 
is the actual content of Church membership to this extent that the term communio (i.e., corpus Christi) and 
ecclesia achieve a broader meaning” (Vorbedingung der Kirchengliedschaft ist für sie die Taufe; diese hat die 
Eingliederung in die (sakramentale)  communio ecclesiae zur Folge; die Kommuniongemeinschaft ist der 
eigentliche Inhalt der Kirchengliedschaft, so dass die Begriffe communio (= corpus Christi) und ecclesia zu 
weitgehender Deckung gelangen) (JRGS 1, 444). These words of Ratzinger contribute to our research, because 
they demonstrate the framework of the theology of Baptism for Ratzinger. Baptism here is considered an 
indispensable condition to Church membership. It includes its subject into the sacramental communion. He 
considers it a being taken up into community, the body of Christ, the Church. The rest of the article addresses 
the question of what this Church is and that Tyconius adhered to a different perspective as both Donatists and 
Catholics and as for the latter Augustine. 
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inwardly, and the latter do not possess it outwardly. It is however the communio sanctorum 

that possesses charity both inwardly and outwardly – they are the true Church.143 

Ratzinger proceeds to draw a parallel between Baptism in the Donatist tradition and the 

caritas of the Catholic Church. At the core of the rite of reconciliation of the Catholic 

Church, the laying on of hands during Baptism was a transfer of caritas, which is equal to 

receiving the Holy Spirit and forms the inner substance of saving grace.  

The gift of caritas is similar to Donatist baptism, i.e. it is tied to the liturgical 
act of the laying on of hands, which makes up the essence of the ecclesial 
rite of reconciliation. This laying on of hands means more specifically the 
consummation of Baptism by way of the gift of the Holy Spirit. Caritas 
appears here as the inner good of saving grace, which is indeed 
demonstrated by the external framework of the Church, but nevertheless 
fundamentally differs from it. 144 

Ratzinger thus claims that in the Donatist tradition Baptism is but an outward act, while in 

the Catholic tradition it is a matter of the inner soul receiving the grace of love through the 

Holy Spirit. Therefore, even though Baptism brings subjects into the solidarity 

(Zusammengehörigkeit) of the People of God,145 this is only a superficial gesture if this 

community is not also added to the Body of the Lord—that is, to the Church as House of 

God, represented in the Eucharistic Bread.146 Accordingly, Ratzinger observes that Augustine 

adds an inner and pneumatological understanding of Baptism to Optatus’ predominantly 

external ecclesiological view of sacrament, the caritas. 

                                                        
143 Ratzinger insists that for Augustine the gift of charity is equal to receiving the Holy Spirit: “Hier ist 

caritas offensichtlich der Heilige Geist und das donum der tatsachlichen Heiligkeit streng begrenzt also auf die 
sie darstellende Gemeinschaft der sancti (JRGS 1, 217). “Denn was ist der Geist Christi anders als die Gnade 
Christi, als die caritas, die in unseren Herzen ausgegossen wird durch den uns verliehenen Geist“ (JRGS 1, 287).  

144 “Anderseits steht die Mitteilung der Caritas in Parallele zur donatistischen Taufe, d.h. sie ist gebunden 
an den liturgischen Akt der Handauflegung, die das Kernstück des kirchlichen Rekonziliationsritus ausmacht. 
Diese Handauflegung bedeutet aber näherhin Taufvollendung durch die Mitteilung des Heiligen Geistes. Die 
Caritas erscheint hier als der innere Gut der Heilsgnade, das zwar durch den äußeren Kirchenrahmen 
aufgezeigt wird, aber doch grundlegend vom ihm verschieden ist“ (JRGS 1, 209). 

145 Citing s. 260/D (s. Guel. 18): “Das wird deutlich, wenn Augustin de Neugetauften zuruft: Heute seid ihr 
aufzunehmen in die Schar der populi – miscendi estis hodie numero populorum“ (JRGS 1, 234). 

146  Man könnte es auch so ausdrücken: die Taufe genügt nicht sondern hinzukommen muss die 
Gemeinschaft mit dem Leibe des Herrn, d.h. mit der im eucharistischen Brot dargestellten Kirche“ (JRGS 1, 
258). Cf. Nichols in his analysis of Ratzinger’s dissertation states: “The Donatists in insisting that they possessed 
the bridal gift of baptism, had forgotten the bride herself, the living body of their mother“ (Nichols 2007, 26). 
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3.1.6 The Necessity of Charity 

In Ratzinger’s exposition of Augustine’s writings against paganism, thoughts on Baptism are 

not prominently present. Interesting for our discussion is the question of what Augustine’s 

perspective on the sacrament of Baptism meant to Ratzinger and how he further describes 

the effect of Baptism on the outward and inward man.  

Evidently, Baptism here appears to be linked to the salvation of the homo exterior, the 

visible Church. She is the communion of those baptized, which forms the image of God’s 

visible Kingdom to the extent that it can maintain unity: “The community of the baptized, 

the Church, is therefore a foreshadow of God’s Kingdom, insofar as she is the unity of the 

resurrected and thus foreshadows their unity with the City above.”147  

Salvation, however, also applies to the homo interior, in which it is a matter of faith and 

charity. Just as Christ is the foundation of the City of God in the sense that it is the 

communion of those baptized—the Church in its collectivity—Christ is also the foundation 

for the individual man. He is the individual believer’s foundation of faith.148 Both the 

foundation of the City of God and the foundation of the individual’s faith express the unity 

of Christ and the Church. It is a unity in faith and charity.149 One could argue that faith in 

particular applies to the homo interior and charity to the homo exterior, for which Baptism 

again is instrumental in the distribution of the Holy Spirit (which is itself a synonym for 

charity). For Augustine, however, both faith and charity are necessary to acquire 

salvation.150 Ratzinger thus observes that Augustine adds an interior notion to Optatus’ 

perception of Baptism. This gives Augustine’s view a mystagogical character: Baptism is the 

start of a life characterized by faith and charity.  

                                                        
147 “Und die Gemeinschaft der Getauften, die Kirche, ist demnach eine Vorgestalt des Gottesreiches, 

insofern sie Einheit der solcherweise Erstandenen und damit eine Vorgestalt ihres Eins-Seins mit der oberen 
Stadt ist (JRGS 1, 312). 

148 Faith for Augustine in this stage is the instrument that purges an individual’s spirit and brings him back 
to state of original happiness. “Der Glaube ist es, der den Menschen reinigt” (JRGS 1, 308) One notices 
Augustine’s philosophical heritage in which he shifted from a Neoplatonic dualism to a Christian dualism of sin 
and grace. “Die Reinigung der Christen ist nicht Denkbemühung von unten, sondern Gnade von oben (JRGS 1, 
306).” 

149 “Diese Vorstellung [of Christ as foundation and corner stone of the Church] ist in einer zweifachen 
Richtung entwickelt: a) Das Fundament der Stadt, d.h. der Gesamtkirche. b) Das Glaubensfundament des 
einzelnen Christen. Beide Male wird die Einheit von Christus und die Kirche ausgedrückt, und zwar als eine 
Einheit im Glauben und in der Liebe (JRGS 1, 337). 

150 Stärker als vorher tritt jetzt auch hier hervor, dass die wahre Christusgemeinde nicht durch den 
Glauben allein umgrenzt ist, sondern erst in der Liebe ich wahrhaft zu Christus gehörig erweist (JRGS 1, 333).  
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3.1.7 Summary151 

Joseph Ratzinger distills Tertullian’s view on Baptism into four characteristics. The first is a 

Christological-soteriological perspective: the subject’s pagan nakedness is covered by the 

garment of Christ (Gal. 3, 27). The second is more ecclesiological in nature, conceptualized 

as the baptizand’s inclusion into a community of discipline as he is born into a new family 

consisting of the Church and her members. A third characteristic of Tertullian’s view on 

Baptism discovered by Ratzinger is more fundamental, as it concerns the essence of ritual 

and Baptism’s composition of two elements: the sacrament of water and the sacrament of 

faith. In this opposition, the first refers to the purification of the body and the second to the 

return of the spirit. The last perspective mentioned is eschatological: Baptism is presented 

as an image of the resurrection of the flesh to come. 

For Cyprian, who strongly differentiates between the fraternal and maternal aspects of the 

Church, Baptism entails the birth of God’s children through the administration of the 

sacrament by the bishop, who represents the maternity of the Church. His view on the 

theology of Baptism is therefore here presented as predominantly ecclesiological. 

Ratzinger concludes that Optatus of Mileve also presents a predominantly ecclesiological 

view of Baptism. Optatus, in accordance with Tertullian, refers to a sacrament of faith and a 

sacrament of Baptism. He stresses the part of the symbolum Catholicum, the truth 

possessed by the only true Catholic Church as the seed of God, as key to the Baptismal font. 

Gaining the truth of God into oneself entails exorcizing any power related to Satan. 

With respect to Augustine’s approach, Ratzinger demonstrates that Augustine considers 

Baptism instrumental to bring a person into union with Christ, to become part of the 

Church, the homo exterior, which is the People of God in light of the Christological-

pneumatological interpretation of the Old Testament. As for the question about what 

                                                        
151 The conclusion of Ratzinger’s dissertation is as follows: when the People of God are gathered by Christ 

and the Holy Spirit, they become the Church. (Volk Gottes wird Kirche, wenn es von Christus und vom Heiligen 
Geist neu versammelt wird) (JRGS 1, 51; cf. Mayer 2009, 311). Thus, one cannot directly copy the term People 
of God of the Old Testament to the term for the Church, except by way of a Christological-pneumatological 
reading of the same. Individuals become the People of God through communion with Christ in the Holy Spirit. 
When writing a new preface to his dissertation in 1992 the then-prefect of the congregation for the doctrine of 
faith makes this very unambiguous: “This communion is mediated by the sacraments of Baptism and the 
Eucharist which unite us with Christ.” (Diese Gemeinschaft wird in den Sakramenten von Taufe und Eucharistie 
vermittelt, die uns mit Christus zu »einem Einzigen« machen) (JRGS 1, 52). Cf. Gal. 3:28. 
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characteristic of the Church is proof of its salvation, the answer is charity; charity is a matter 

of the homo interior. Ratzinger shows that Augustine’s contribution to the concept of 

Church is a movement from the homo exterior, the visible, to the homo interior, the 

invisible. He concludes that the essence of the Church is a baptized community of faith and 

charity having her foundation in Christ. Two prominent characteristics pertaining to 

Baptism, both primarily pneumatological, are thus shown: First, in Baptism the subject 

receives the grace of love by the Holy Spirit, and Baptism is therefore also a matter of the 

inner soul. This contradicts the Donatist tradition in which Baptism is but an outward act. 

Second, Baptism is instrumental for the distribution of the Holy Spirit, which in turn 

effectuates the faith in individual believers and the love of the community: the Church in 

collectivity. We must now see how faithful Ratzinger will be to these characteristics in the 

development of his theological career and the extent to which these characteristics 

reappear in the writings that followed his dissertation.  
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3.2 A Christo-Ecclesiological Perspective: „Vom Ursprung und vom Wesen der 

Kirche“ (1957)152 

In an article published approximately a year after his dissertation, in which the first contours 

of his own theology of Baptism become apparent, Ratzinger deals with the origin and 

essence of the Church. Inspired by Augustine’s ecclesiology, the young scholar returns to 

the notion of the visible and invisible characteristics of the Church. In the article, he 

attempts to connect the ecclesiological perspectives of the Church as sign of faith 

(Glaubenszeichen) to the Church as mystery of faith (Glaubensgeheimnis). 153  He is 

determined to show that both perspectives belong together and form a whole; the visible, 

the Glaubenszeichen, and the invisible, the Glaubensgeheimnis, are a unity. In other words, 

the purpose of the article is to show that the Church is both visible and invisible and how 

these perspectives form the center of the Church’s essence (JRGS 8/1, 142).  

To provide some context for the article, we must first sketch Ratzinger’s view on 

contemporary discussions on the essence of the Church. He begins the article by describing 

the conflict between early Protestantism and Catholicism over the visibility or invisibility of 

the Church. Ratzinger problematizes the issue referring to Robert Bellarmine (1542-1621), 

who argued that the Church cannot be thought of solely as the invisible reality propagated 

in circles of the Reformation. The Church is the „Zeichen Gottes unter den Völkern”—i.e., 

the visible Church—as confirmed by Vatican I (1870). Ratzinger further states that in the 

history of the ecclesiology that followed, the visibility of the Church has further been 

propagated by pointing to the Pope as its manifestation (JRGS 8/1, 141). This risked people 

seeing the Church as a judicial organization with its mystery left unspoken. The Church was 

manifested in the person of a priest, bishop, or the Pope, and the lay people are little aware 

that they themselves are the Church. Ratzinger substantiates this concern by referring to 

the first sacrament of initiation and the lack of proper interpretation it received in this 

period. “The faithful were but barely aware of the fact that each individual baptizand is 

                                                        
152 First published with the title “Die Kirche als Geheimnis des Glaubens“ in Lebendiges Zeugnis 19-34. 

1956/57. Thereafter with the current title, but with a new prologue in “Humanitas christiana. Werkblatt für 
das Erzbischöfliche Abendgymnasium Collegium Marianum Neuss” 6, 2-11. 1962. Later taken up into DnVG 
(1969) and in JRGS, 8. 

153 Ratzinger demonstrates mystagogical sympathies here: becoming a member of the Church means 
entering into the mystery of faith (Glaubensgeheimnis). 
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permeated by the stream of life of this Church, that he himself is part of the ‘Church.’”154 

Thus, from a perspective of the theology of Baptism, Ratzinger illustrates that Baptism 

infuses the individual into the Church and that its subject becomes part of the Church 

herself, an idea that had been somewhat lost in the centuries after the Reformation.  

To demonstrate the true essence of the Church in its visibility and invisibility, Ratzinger 

chooses a three-angled approach, examining the concept (1) in the gospels, (2) in the 

writings of Paul, and (3) in the ecclesiological perspectives of the early Church. Ratzinger 

reflects that he is indebted to both the theology of Baptism and the Eucharist. Naturally, in 

the framework of this study, this allows us to contrast Ratzinger’s findings in his dissertation 

with the baptismal views in relation to ecclesiology formed in this article.155  

When he deals with Pauline notions on the unity of the visible and invisible aspects of the 

Church, Ratzinger introduces an ecclesiological take on the sacrament, but he places it in a 

Christological framework. He concludes in accordance with Augustinian ecclesiology that for 

Paul, “Christians are the People of God only because they are the Body of Christ.”156 

However, Ratzinger then asks how this unity comes into existence. The answer to the 

question is largely dependent on the sacrament of Baptism, and we thus encounter a 

perspective on Baptism derived from a reflection on ecclesiology. Comparable to the role of 

Baptism in the ecclesiology as presented in Volk und Haus Gottes, it is the instrument 

though which we enter the spiritual reality of Christ and are made part of the new body. 

Ratzinger further clarifies this by introducing the concepts of the old and new Adam.  

The apostle's opinion may be rendered as follows: While we have flowed 
out of Adam's body-mass, so to speak, we are now conversely grafted into 
the spiritual reality of Christ, the second Adam (cf. Rom. 11:16-19) and 
subsequently transformed into a new organism, into a new body. This 
grafting into Christ—which is, you might say—a new birth as it transforms 

                                                        
154 “Daß jeder einzelne Getaufte selbst vom Lebensstrom dieser Kirche durchströmt ist, selbst ein Stück 

„Kirche“ ist, war den einzelnen Gläubigen kaum noch bewußt“ (JRGS 8/1, 14; my translation). 
155 We must consider Ratzinger use of baptismal concepts to argue about ecclesiological concepts. The 

theology of Baptism serves his ecclesiology. Thus, Baptism is this sense is doomed to be interpreted in an 
ecclesiological fashion. 

156 “Die Christen sind Volk Gottes allein dadurch, daß sie Leib Christi sind“ (JRGS 8/1, 148; my translation). 
Cf. Ratzinger’s conclusions of his dissertation as presented in the previous chapter. 
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us into a new "Adam," happens through Baptism (Rom. 6:1-11; 1 Cor. 
12:13a).157  

Ratzinger adds that this new birth takes place through the unification with the death on the 

cross of the new Adam. The Church thus finds her birth on the Cross on which the new 

Adam died. It thus makes the Cross the source point (Quellpunkt) of the Church (JRGS 8/1, 

148). Considering the Pauline perspective on the unity of the visible and invisible aspects of 

the Church, Ratzinger concludes that “the Church is the communion, which confirms and 

fulfills her invisible nature as the body of Christ in the visible and orderly congregation of 

worship.”158 

In summary, Baptism, in this Christo-ecclesiological perspective, involves dying and rebirth 

in order to be united with Christ’s Body; it incorporates the baptizand into the Church. This 

corresponds with his findings relating to Augustine’s conception of Baptism in Volk und 

Haus Gottes. In this article also, Ratzinger adheres to the idea of Baptism being instrumental 

in bringing a person into the union with Christ, the new Adam. It involves the becoming of 

His Body. Yet, compared to those conclusions in Volk und Hause Gottes (cf. 3.1.7), Ratzinger 

here draws less of a distinction between the transformation of the homo exterior through 

Baptism and the homo interior through faith. In short, Baptism and faith in this article 

appear to be more closely related. Furthermore, also consistent with Augustine, Ratzinger 

establishes that the Eucharist ensures the enduring union with the mystical-sacramental 

Body of Christ. According to Ratzinger, the relationship between Baptism, the Eucharist, and 

the Church as body of Christ in the Pauline perspective can be summarized thus: “What the 

father-image says by way of an idea is realized in baptism: our new birth in Christ; and what 

                                                        
157 “Man könnte die Meinung des Apostels etwa so wiedergeben: Während wir aus Adams Körpermasse 

sozusagen herausgeflossen sind, werden wir nun umgekehrt in die Geistwirklichkeit Christi, des zweiten Adam, 
gleichsam nachträglich eingepfropft (vgl. Röm 11, 16-19) und von ihr her umgewandelt zu einem neuen 
Organismus, zu einem neuen Leib. Diese Einpfropfung in Christus, die gleichsam eine neue Geburt ist, da sie 
uns ja zu einem neuen » Adam« umschafft, geschieht durch die Taufe (Röm 6, 1-11; 1 Kor 12, 13a)“ (JRGS 8/1, 
148; my translation). Sottopietra’s analysis of Ratzinger’s words here focuses on the ecclesial dimension of 
Baptism. Baptism not only works the sharing into the sonship with Christ (Mitsohnschaft), but also becoming 
brothers of those who are already incorporated into the New Adam (Bruderschaft) (Sottopietra 2003, 272). 

158 “Kirche ist jene Gemeinschaft, die in der sichtbaren und geordneten Kultversammlung ihr unsichtbares 
Wesen als Leib Christi bestätigt und erfüllt“ (JRGS 8/1, 151; my translation). 
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is meant by the image of the bride is realized in the Eucharist: our loving unity with Christ, 

which makes us a body (pneuma body) with him.”159  

3.3 An Eschatological Approach: Baptism and Death (1959) 

Two years later, around the time he went to teach theology at Bonn, the young Joseph 

Ratzinger, thirty-two at the time, writes a number of articles, two of which further outline 

his theology of Baptism. Both of these articles deal with eschatological themes, and thus 

Ratzinger offers an eschatological take on the sacrament. The first article, “Auferstehung 

und ewiges Leben” (1959), contains no reference to Baptism, but provides insight into 

Ratzinger’s eschatology at the time and the necessary context for the stances he takes in 

the second article. It becomes apparent that his perspective begins to deviate from what we 

have encountered in his dissertation and in UWK (1957). He focuses on the (ecclesial) 

community instead of on individuality, and his approach also begins to contain stronger 

anthropological or even Teilhard de Chardinian notions. His attention shifts to the 

perspective of modern man.160 In other words, Ratzinger moves away from traditional 

conservative Catholic thinking and accommodates his thought for a modern and more 

critical public. 

3.3.1 “Auferstehung und ewiges Leben” (1959)161 

In “Auferstehung und ewiges Leben” Ratzinger contemplates the quality of life after the 

resurrection, and he cites modern man’s tendency to perceive salvation and eternal life 

individually instead of collectively (JRGS 10, 312). In considering such issues, Ratzinger 

reveals an eschatological perspective on salvation and its ultimate fruit: collective eternal 

life. 

Ratzinger argues that man is in some sense handicapped, as he can only speak about matter 

concerning God using the phenomena of this world, immanent notions. He can thus only 

                                                        
159 “Was das Stammvaterbild ideell aussagt, das wird in der Taufe real vollzogen: unsere neue Geburt in 

Christus hinein; und was das Brautbild gedanklich meint, das wird in der Eucharistie verwirklicht: unsere 
Liebeseinheit mit Christus, die uns ein Leib (Pneuma-Leib) werden lässt mit ihm“ (JRGS 8/1, 149; my 
translation). 

160 We can only speculate about the reason for this change in focus here, but we may assume that 
Ratzinger’s new environment in Bonn would have had its effects.  

161 Originally published in Tod und Leben: Von den letzten Dingen. Liturgie und Mönchtum, edited by T. 
Bogler, vol. 25, 92-103. Maria Laach, 1959. Later the article has been taken up into Dogma und Verkündigung 
(1973). The translations of German citations have been borrowed from Dogma and Preaching (1973). 
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speak about the resurrection though metaphor—using images of this world to speak about 

the new world. Thus, where Scripture describes the world of the resurrection as a city, a 

festive meal, or a wedding celebration, one is to understand these as analogies only. They 

reveal something of the mysterious world of the resurrection, of the new life (JRGS 10, 313). 

As to the image of a city, Ratzinger, here adopting an anthropological point of view, argues 

that the Bible uses this image to demonstrate man’s desire for security and certainty, adding 

that this desire is satisfied in being welcomed into a community of fellowship.162  Yet 

Ratzinger goes on to note that the image of a festive dinner party is even more powerful 

than the image of a city as “it is with the experience of festive joy that surpasses all limits 

and joins all creatures in fraternal fellowship. And at the innermost, as though at the heart 

of the whole thing, stands the lived mystery of love.”163 

Thus, for Ratzinger salvation implies much more than the redemption of the individual “I”; 

instead, it is the creation of the full totality of humanity, which had been separated from its 

Creator. Salvation is, for the now Teilhard de Chardinian-Ratzinger, the perfection of 

humanity in which the anima separata, separated from its own body and separated from 

the Body of Christ, is taken up into this communion (JRGS 10, 321).164 Man, by nature a 

“fellowman” (Mitmensch), is in this manner brought back to his true nature, i.e., being 

brought back into communion. Salvation is therefore holistic; it effects man in his relation to 

his fellowman and to the world—man in all his dimensions. 

3.3.2 “Zur Theologie des Todes” (1959)165 

In a second article, “Tod und Auferstehung. Erwägungen zum christlichen Verständnis des 

Todes,” published in Dogma und Verkündigung as “Zur Theologie des Todes,” Ratzinger 

draws on the work of Paul Althaus‘s work Die letzten Dinge and approaches the concept of 

death from a variety of historical and contemporary perspectives. The first is based on 

(Platonic) philosophy, in which matter ranks below spirit. Matter is perceived as non-

                                                        
162 The symbol of the Messiah (JRGS 10, 315). Ratzinger appears to be indebted here to G. van der Leeuw’s 

book Phänomenologie and Strathmann’s article “πολις.” 
163 "Das Erlebnis der festlichen Freude, die alle Grenzen überschreitet und alle Kreaturen in brüderlicher 

Gemeinschaft zusammenschließt. Und im Innersten steht, gleichsam als das Herz des Ganzen, das erfahrene 
Geheimnis der Liebe” (JRGS 10, 318; trans. DaP, 267). 

164 Here found quoting de Lubac in: Katholizismus als Gemeinschaft (Einsiedeln, 1943). 
165 Originally published in “Tod und Auferstehung: Erwägungen zum christlichen Verständnis des Todes.”, 

Klerusblatt (Munich), no. 39, (195): 366-9. Later the article was reprinted in Dogma und Verkündigung (1973). 
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desirable and thus death is glorified insofar as it means the end of the material body. The 

second perspective is psychological and views death as dreadful and as a hostile force 

against the living. The third angle is medicinal; it sees death as a bodily failure. The soul does 

not abandon the body, but the body forsakes the soul. Ratzinger briefly analyses and rejects 

these materialistic perspectives on death before moving on to a Christian understanding of 

it. He shows that even though the Old Testament is silent about the immortality of the soul 

and says little about the concept of resurrection, it does contain many open statements that 

are taken up in the New Testament. At this point in the article, Ratzinger fully expounds his 

perspective on the theology of death while introducing Baptism. He begins by stating that 

even though the New Testament agrees with the Old, the former narrates God’s 

intervention in which he himself died in order to rise and create a new beginning.166 He 

writes: “Death is the beginning of resurrection; the frightful aspects of death—the birth 

pangs of a new life.”167 

Thus, life for a human being involves confronting death and facing his own humiliation by 

life’s major obstructions, such as one’s own health and the loss of loved ones. And yet 

dealing with death, according to Ratzinger, is the training necessary for the true freedom 

that makes someone a “new man”—a Christian. After this mystagogical approach to the 

theology of death, Ratzinger offers a creedal statement in which he details the relationship 

between the theology of death and the theology of Baptism: “The acceptance and spiritual 

reworking of the dying movement that we have just described is the acceptance and 

spiritual assimilation of Baptism.”168 

For Ratzinger, Baptism in this framework is the symbol of death. The person who accepts 

Baptism also accepts the idea that current life consists of a dynamic death. Being baptized is 

to spiritually understand and accept what happens when one dies physically, to be 

spiritually subjected to what Christ was subjected to physically. Baptism transforms our 

progress in dying into a radical death in order to recreate life. The about-to-be-baptized 

                                                        
166 “Er ist selbst gestorben . . . um aufzuerstehen und damit einen neuen Anfang zu gründen” (JRGS 10, 

303; trans. DuV, 249). 
167 “Tod ist begonne Auferstehung, das Fruchtbare des Todes die Geburtwehen eines neuen Lebens” (JRGS 

10, 303; trans. DuV, 249). 
168 “Diese eben geschilderte Annahme und geistige Verarbeitung der Todesbewegung ist Annahme und 

geistiges Einholen der Taufe” (JRGS 10, 305; trans. DuV, 251). 
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must die in order to be reborn; this rebirth is symbolized by the sacrament. Ratzinger 

underlines this by quoting Romans 6:3: “We were baptized into [Christ’s] death.” He then 

continues to interpret this verse as follows: 

Baptism means the union of our death with Christ’s death. It means we 
enter into the change in value that human death underwent through the 
death of Christ. That death therefore acquires the value of a birthing 
process that we ourselves cannot give. Baptism is the participation in 
Christ’s death and Resurrection, dying with Christ and thus gaining a share 
in the fruit of death.169 

The death described by Ratzinger is not that of the lone individual; rather, it is a social 

event. To be baptized involves becoming part of this death and Resurrection with Christ and 

those others who have already been baptized. No one becomes a Christian alone (JRGS 10, 

305); Baptism is a transindividual event (Sottopietra 2003, 273). Ratzinger argues for an 

intimate link between death and Baptism and provides a mystagogical perspective on the 

matter. Baptism is an anticipation of the real death; it is a sacramental co-death 

(sakramentaler Mittod). The constant processus mortis in vitam that marks and infiltrates 

our life is no longer our own death, but through Baptism a dying with Christ into His 

Resurrection, an act of grace, the birth of a new Adam.  

All our dying, which marks and permeates our whole life as constant 
‘processus mortis in vitam,’ is because of Baptism and for the sake of 
Baptism an act of divine grace; the birth of the new Adam, the onset of the 
resurrection.170 

Ratzinger thus describes dying as a process of metamorphosis in which the old Adam 

transforms into the new Adam, and the conclusion of Baptism is nothing but the definitive 

bodily death. The theology of death is therefore identical to the theology of Baptism; the 

final apprehension of our being baptized falls upon us on our deathbed. In the words of Paul 

                                                        
169  “Taufe bedeutet die Verbinding unseres Todes mit Christi Tod. Sie bedeutet, dass wir in die 

Wertungsänderung eingehen, die der menschliche Tod durch den Tod Christi empfangen hat. Dass unser Tod 
also den Wert eines Geburtsvorganges erhält, den wir ihm nicht selber geben können. Taufe is Anteilnahme an 
Christi Tod und Auferstehung, Mitsterben mit Christus und so Anteilgewinnen an der Auferstehung als an der 
notwendigen Frucht des Todes” (JRGS 10, 305; trans. DuV, 251). 

170 “Unser ganzes Sterben, das als der beständige processus mortis in vitam unser ganzes Leben prägt und 
durchzieht, ist nun nicht mehr bloß unser eigenes Sterben, sondern ist von der Taufe her und um der Taufe 
willen göttliche Gnadentat: Geburt des neuen Adam, beginnende Auferstehung” (JRGS 10, 305; trans. DuV, 
251). 
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Althaus whom Ratzinger quotes approvingly,171 “the matter of Baptism is as serious as 

death, and the matter of death is as joyful as Baptism” (Althaus 1956, 86).172 For Ratzinger, 

the idea of Baptism as the realization of death has further ethical consequences. He claims 

that God takes away our natural, self-willed, rebellious life at the tribunal of death in order 

to recreate us for a life of holiness and love (JRGS 10, 307).  

In sum, Ratzinger in this period holds fast to ecclesiological notions of Baptism but 

simultaneously provides answers to modern man’s questions about death. He not only 

focuses on the body of Church but also on the body of humanity and its destiny in general. 

In comparison to “Vom Ursprung und vom Wesen der Kirche,” he seems to begin to deviate 

somewhat from Augustine’s ecclesial notions.173 In other words, he becomes less beholden 

to Augustine’s concept of the Church in his dealing with modern questions about death and 

dying. At the same time, Ratzinger here stresses the Christological notion of participating in 

the death and resurrection of Christ, as Augustine does in sermo 229a: 

Now when you were baptized, or rather just before you were baptized, I 
spoke to you on Saturday about the sacrament of the font in which you 
were to be plunged; and I told you, what I don't think you have forgotten, 
that Baptism had, or has, the same value as being buried with Christ.174  

What becomes apparent in the works of his early professorship is that the aforementioned 

ecclesiological perspective changes and acquires a new dimension, the viewpoint of the 

modern man. In other words, Ratzinger experiences for himself the challenge to remain 

faithful to traditional concepts of theology in contemporary contexts—the reciprocity 

between ressourcement and aggiornamento of the faith.175 

                                                        
171 Ratzinger appears to be indebted for a great part of this essay to Paul Althaus, from whom he admits 

he has adopted fundamental points pertaining to eschatology: Althaus, P. Die letzen Dinge, 6th ed., Gütersloh: 
n.n., 1956. 

172 “Um die Taufe ist es so ernst wie um den Tod und um den Tod ist est so froh wie um die Taufe.” (JRGS 
10, 251) 

173 Apart from a reference to Augustine’s pondering at the graveside of his mother, believing that 
mourning was not fit for a Christian, Ratzinger does not refer to Augustine’s name in both articles, let alone 
quote him (JRGS 10, 308). 

174 s. 229a 1: “Sicut autem quando baptizati estis, immo autem antequam baptizaremini, die sabbati locuti 
sumus uobis de sacramento fontis, in quo tinguendi eratis, et diximus uobis, quod credo quia obliti non estis, 
hoc ualuisse uel ualere baptismum, quod est sepultura cum Christo” (trans. WSA III/6, 270). 

175 Cf. “Die Bedeutung der Väter im Aufbau des Glaubens” in JRGS 9/1, 498. 
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4 PROFESSOR FOR FUNDAMENTAL/DOGMATIC THEOLOGY – FROM 
BONN TO TÜBINGEN (1959 – 1968) 

4.1 Modern Perspectives: The Gradual Transformation from Individuality into 

Communio  

4.1.1 “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung” (1961) 

In the period that follows, Ratzinger’s emphasis lies on accommodation. Some two years 

later, in an article titled “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung,” Ratzinger comes to the 

conclusion that the Church as Body of Christ is the movement, the Passover, the 

transformation of the body of humanity into the body of Christ.176 The article, which 

intended to uncover the relationship between Christian preaching and its reality in the act 

of worship (JRGS 6/2, 658), further attempts to explain what it means to succumb to the 

unity of the totus Christus.177 In this framework, the author refers to the anthropological 

notion of one’s liberation of ego: 

“Having a personal relationship to Christ” means, first of all, emerging from 
the confinements of the ego. Out of the belief that we have become a new 
man in Jesus Christ grows the demand that we allow the self-assertiveness 
of natural egotism to break up into the common interest of the new man 
Jesus Christ.178  

In arguing that the resurrection of Christ is made present in the sacrament of Baptism, 

Ratzinger likens emerging from the confinements of the ego to the idea of dying and 

resurrecting with Christ. Accordingly, Baptism has acquired its specific place in the 

Christocentric Liturgical Year (JRGS 6/2, 656): Easter is preeminently the time of Baptismal 

celebration, as during the vigil historical events of the past are drawn into the present. The 

                                                        
176 This article was first published in Trierer Theologische Zeitschrift 70 (1961, 1-14) and included in JRGS 

6/2, (647-667). Although initially published in 1961 the article has been significantly adapted when it was 
taken up into the collection of Dogma und Verkündigung in 1973 and once again in 1977 (JRGS 6/2, 1225).  

177 This is an allusion to Augustine’s renowned doctrine of totus Christus. 
178 “»Ein Verhältnis zu Christus haben« heißt zuallererst Herausgehen aus der Verschließung des Ich. Aus 

dem Glauben, dass wir in Jesus Christus ein neuer Mensch geworden sind, erwächst die Forderung, die 
Selbstbehauptung des naturhaften Egoismus hineinzerbrechen zu lassen in die Gemeinsamkeit des neuen 
Menschen Jesus Christus“ (JRGS 6/2, 652; trans. DuV, 44-45).  
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transformation of man and the resurrection of the Lord are synchronized through the 

sacramental activity of Baptism: 

When Baptism is celebrated at the Easter Vigil, in the night when a new 
people is born to the Lord, when darkness comes to light, the Resurrection 
victory of Jesus Christ occurs today, here and now, and thus the 
resurrection is proclaimed as something that once happened historically 
and thus became the source and foundation of the reality that takes place 
presently in our midst.179 

Yet, as we have seen before, Baptism is not simply the means by which one is made a 

Christian. In reference to the penitents in early Christianity who had fallen back to the level 

of the catechumenate, Ratzinger questions if we are not all sinners “who year after year 

have need once more of the catechumenate, of training, of being accustomed to what is 

Christian, and of outgrowing what is merely worldly? Are we not all sinners who must 

accustom ourselves anew to the fact of being baptized?”180 Hence for Ratzinger, there is the 

continual need to accustom ourselves to the fact of having been baptized—a perpetual 

mystagogic process. Substantiating this claim with a reference to Romans 6:1-12, he adds 

that unless one has completely died with Christ and has been submerged into his death by 

way of Baptism, one cannot fully enter into the spirit of being baptized.  Baptism does not 

place one into the state of having been initiated, but rather sets one in the process of 

initiation. Thus, for Ratzinger in 1961, attaining the full and complete Christian life involves 

willingly being released or transformed from the confines of individuality. This is the 

mystagogic movement from an independent existence to an existence in the body of Christ, 

and it takes place by way of a constant return to one’s Baptism, here, the symbol of death 

and Resurrection. Ratzinger describes this as follows: “In this process of advancing toward 

                                                        
179 “In der Taufnacht, in der dem Herrn ein neues Volk geboren wird, in der Licht aus Finsternis wird, 

geschieht jetzt, hier und heute der Auferstehungssieg Jesu Christi und so wird Auferstehung verkündet als 
etwas, was einmal geschichtlich geschah und damit zum Quellgrund der Wirklichkeit wurde, die gegenwärtig in 
unsere Mitte geschieht (JRGS 6/2, 656; trans. DuV, 48). 

180 “Sind wir denn nicht alle Sünder, die Jahr um Jahr neu des Katechumenats bedürfen, der Einübung, des 
Einlebens ins Christliche und des Herauslebens aus dem bloß Weltlichen? Sind wir nicht alle Sünder, die sich 
neu einleben müssen in die Tatsache ihres Getauftseins? (JRGS 6/2, 656; trans. DuV, 48). 
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Christ and becoming free of oneself, this season is, naturally, one of remembrance also: real 

remembrance of the salvific suffering of the Lord, of his death and Resurrection.”181  

Ratzinger reiterates the fact that Baptism takes a very prominent place in the Christocentric 

holy year: both Pentecost and Epiphany are considered Baptismal feasts. By way of the 

commemoration of Baptism, the Pentecost event—the distribution of the Spirit of God—is 

drawn into the here and now, and Epiphany adverts to the enlightening of the Gentiles. 

Alluding to Epiphany, Ratzinger again implies gradualism: “It is a present-day fulfillment of 

the gradual onset of God’s glory, of his dominion in the world, as it began with the miracle 

at Cana.”182 Summarizing his thoughts on the seasons of the Church year, Ratzinger notes 

that the time before Easter must be devoted to the themes of Baptism, confirmation and 

penance, as they refer to the doctrines of redemption and grace; the Eucharist and the 

Church should be placed on the foreground after Easter, as Baptism through Easter provides 

the admission to the Eucharist (JRGS 9/2, 658). 183 We can thus conclude that Ratzinger 

situates the process of human spiritual life, its initiation into Christianity at this stage, 

alongside the progression of the Church year and vice versa. Baptism finds a prominent 

place in the holy year as it is closely connected to the feast of Easter, the commemoration of 

and participation in Christ’s death and resurrection. Thus, during Easter, Christians are 

reminded of their Baptism. Yet Baptism is, as we have seen, not restricted to Easter alone; it 

resurfaces at Pentecost and Epiphany, because the theology of Baptism is also closely linked 

to the reception of the Holy Spirit and the illumination of the gentiles. In light of this 

argument, Ratzinger can insist that initiation into Christianity is a gradual process: 

The existence of Jesus Christ and his message have carried a new dynamic 
into mankind, and the Church is, so to speak, this very dynamic, this 

                                                        
181 “In diesem Zugehen auf Christus, in diesem Freiwerden von sich selbst, ist diese Zeit dann freilich auch 

Erinnerung, Real-Erinnerung an das heilbringende Leiden des Herrn, an seinen Tod und seine Auferstehung 
(JRGS 9/2, 656; trans. DuV, 48). Ratzinger here makes reference to number of works: Jungmann’s Der 
Gottesdienst der Kirche (199-233), Watts‘ Easter; Fischer and Wagner’s Paschatis Sollemnia and Rahner’s 
Griechische Mythen (141-171). 

182 “Es ist gegenwärtiger Vollzug des allmählichen Einbruchs der Herrlichkeit Gottes, seines Herrentums in 
der Welt, wie es mit dem Wunder von Kana begann“ (JRGS 6/2, 657; trans. DuV, 49). John 2, 11: “This is, the 
first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory; and his disciples believed in him.” 
Ratzinger alludes to H. Frank’s article “Epiphanie III (In der Liturgy)” in LThK, 2nd ed., 3:941-44. 

183  In “Theologie und Verkündigung im Holländischen Katechismus” (1970) Ratzinger criticizes the 
narrative outline of the Dutch Catechism as it results in treating Baptism before the doctrines of original sin 
and redemption (JRGS 9/2, 877). 
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ongoing movement of mankind toward God: she is by her very nature 
“Pascha,” Passover, transformation of the body of mankind into the Body 
of Jesus Christ.184 

In summary, for Ratzinger in 1961, one is to submit himself to gradual release from the 

captivity of individuality, so as to be transformed from a lone entity to the community of the 

Church, the true body of humanity. Ratzinger appears to perceive life after Baptism as the 

period of continual mystagogy, the initiation into the true body of humanity. This process of 

enlightenment is initiated by Baptism and continues by way of a return to this great symbol 

of death and Resurrection.185  

4.1.2 “Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der Gliedschaft in der Kirche“ (1963)  

In an article published two years later, “Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der 

Gliedschaft in der Kirche,”186 Ratzinger, at the time moving to Münster as professor for 

dogmatics and the history of dogma and peritus at Vatican II, continues to develop his ideas 

on the gradual liberation from individuality. In this article, he provides the reader with a 

basic description of Baptism as it relates to Church membership. 187  While we again 

encounter an anthropological approach within the ecclesiological framework (considering 

the article’s title), we can furthermore detect a return to a patristic perspective on the 

Church (and hence on Baptism as well). Ratzinger does not confine his focus to those who 

have been baptized, as he includes a section on the Church and the salvation of the world, 

giving the question this anthropological slant. How does Ratzinger come to this 

ecclesiological-anthropological understanding of Baptism? 

                                                        
184 “Das Dasein Jesu Christi und seine Botschaft hat eine neue Dynamik in die Menschheit hineingetragen 

und die Kirche ist gleichsam nichts anderes als diese Dynamik, dieses In-Bewegung-Kommen der Menschheit 
auf Gott hin: Sie ist ihrem Wesen nach »Pascha«, Übergang, Verwandlung des Körpers der Menschheit in den 
Körper Jesu Christi“ (JRGS 6/2, 662; trans. DuV, 53-54).  

185 Cf. what Benedict XVI states in an interview with Peter Seewald: “Faith is enlightenment. Baptism in 
Greek means a photism, an enlightenment, a coming to light, becoming one who sees” (LT, 13). 

186  The article was initially published under the title: “Wesen und Grenzen der Kirche“ in Das II. 
Vatikanische Konzil. Studien und Berichte der Katholischen Akademie in Bayern by Hrgs. von K. Horster, 47-68. 
Würzburg: 1663. Later adopted in DnVG under the title “Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der Gliedschaft 
in der Kirche“ and under the same title in JRGS 8/1, 290-307. 

187 This chapter refers a number of times to “Theologische Aufgaben und Fragen bei der Begegnung 
lutherischer und katholischer Theologie nach dem Konzil” (TAF), which presents a nearly identical exposition of 
the same theme, albeit with fewer references to the sacrament of Baptism. This article was adapted from a 
lecture held on February 24, 1966 on the occasion of the Ecumenical Institute of the Lutheran World 
Federation. It was later published in Oecumenica. Jahrbuch für ökumenische Forschung by Hrsg. von F.W. 
Kantzenbach and V. Vajta, 251-270. Gütersloh: 1969 and adopted in DnVG, 225-245 (1969) and in JRGS 7/2, 
955-979. 
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The answer lies in the reflection on ecclesiology by prominent members of the Church 

around the time of the Second Vatican Council (1962–65). With this article, Ratzinger, as 

peritus at Vatican II, contributes to the discussion about the concept of Church, especially its 

understanding as the Body of Christ and the implications of Church membership. Ratzinger 

begins his paper by historicizing the term Body of Christ, comparing the concept of Church in 

the encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi to other interpretations in different periods of history. 

In essence, Ratzinger wants to demonstrate the coherence of the concept of the Body of 

Christ and answer the questions about the essence of the Church. To do so he distinguishes 

three ecclesiological periods in history (JRGS 8/1, 300-301). The first is what he calls the 

biblical-patristic period, in which the Church was understood as the people of God gathered 

into the Body of Christ through the celebration of the Eucharist, what Ratzinger calls a 

sacramental-ecclesiological understanding of the Church.188 The second period is that of the 

Middle Ages, which viewed the Church as a corporation of Christ (Körperschaft Christi).189 

Ratzinger here refers to a corporate-judicial understanding of the Body.190 The third is a 

romantic understanding of the Church, the Corpus Christi Mysticum, which has been 

developed since the sixteenth century. Partly influenced by ecclesiological notions of the 

Reformation, the concept of Church here is cast as an organically-mystical understanding.191 

Thus, Ratzinger asks when or under what conditions one can consider himself a member of 

the Church.192  

Ratzinger proceeds to deal with what he sees as the challenge created by the encyclical 

Mystici Corporis Christi (1943), which combines both the Medieval and Romantic 

perspectives on Corpus Christi and thus appears to equate the corpus Christi Mysticum to 

                                                        
188 In TAF Ratzinger confirms this and states that Body of Christ was understood communally, i.e., a 

Eucharistic table community that communes with each other (DnVG, 234). 
189 To be understood not as corpus but rather as corporate body. 
190 Cf. TAF: “As previously stated in the Middle Ages the word "mysticum" was added to the old concept of 

the Body-Christ. It was soon interpreted in the sense of the Roman legal language, in which the word corpus 
mysticum is the term for a legal person, for a corporation” (Im Mittelalter wird, wie schon bemerkt, das 
Wörtchen “mysticum” dem alten Leib-Christi-Begriff hinzufügt. Es wird bald im Sinn der römischen 
Rechtssprache ausgelegt, in der das Wort corpus mysticum Bezeichnung für eine juristische Person, für eine 
Körperschaft ist) (DnVG, 234; my translation). 

191  The Church in this framework is according to Ratzinger in TAF understood as the mystical 
(geheimnisvollen) organism of grace and of the Holy Spirit (DnVG, 232). 

192 Ratzinger here quotes K. Mörsdorf and K. Rahner article “Kirchengliedschaft” in LThK VI, 221-225. “Wer 
gehört zur communio der Kirche?“ 
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the Roman Catholic Church.193 This naturally was problematic for the ecumenically oriented 

bishops, who adhered to a broader definition of Church, and thus met resistance during 

Vatican II (JRGS 8/1, 301). In an attempt to take the various viewpoints into consideration, 

Ratzinger refers to Baptism and notes that “it is not without prejudice that all baptized 

persons are given a certain order to the communio that unambiguously distinguishes them 

from the situation of the unbaptized.”194 Thus, by distinguishing the baptized from the 

unbaptized, he arrives at the core of the question of Church membership. Ratzinger further 

illustrates this distinction by sketching two opposing Catholic traditions pertaining to Church 

membership: a canonistic and an apologetic-dogmatic perspective (JRGS 8/1, 303). Of 

interest to this research is the position Ratzinger himself chooses in this matter.  

The first tradition, the canonistic approach, states that through Baptism an individual 

becomes a “person of the Church” (CIC 87). Its sacramental base or starting point is that 

Baptism is the sacrament for becoming a Christian, a member of the Church. Hence, 

everything having to do with Christianity pertains to the Church; purely individual 

Christianity does not exist in this model. To become a Christian, or consequently to be 

baptized, means to wholly belong to Christ and to the Church. Accordingly, since there is 

only one Church, anyone who considers himself a Christian must be a member of the one 

Church. 

The second tradition, which Ratzinger classifies as dogmatic-apologetic, considers a person a 

member of the Church when he has been initiated in the confession and in the reception of 

the sacraments and when he is subjected to the hierarchy of the Church. This view is 

propagated in the aforementioned encyclical of 1943. In this paradigm, the Church is 

equated with communio. “The essential content of being a Christian is the communing in 

the Body of the Lord. When the Church is the communion of communing, then only is he 

                                                        
193 In TAF Ratzinger makes a similar finding: “in that it equates the popular ‘mystical Body of Christ‘ and 

the Roman Catholic Church” (… indem sie die beiden Größen “mystischer Leib Christi“ und “römisch-
katholische Kirche” einander gleichsetzte) (DnVG, 230; my translation).  

194 “Freilich ist sie nicht ohne Vorbehalte auszusagen, weil allen Getauften eine bestimmte Zuordnung zur 
communio eignet, die sie von der Situation der Ungetauften eindeutig unterscheidet“ (JRGS 8/1, 302). 
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who communes in the Church.”195 What, then, is the value of Baptism administered outside 

the limits of the Catholic Church? According to Ratzinger,  

In contrast to the canonistic series of traditions, which teaches that every 
baptized person is a member of the Church, the other tradition investigates 
the quality of the being-Christian of non-Catholic Christians. This problem is 
dealt with the idea of "reapse-voto," which states that Catholics are "true" 
church members and that others could be "in the desire" (voto).196  

Yet, according to Ratzinger, this “reapse-voto” has has [at least] three arguments against it. 

The first is that it contains a fictive psychology: non-Catholic Christians are encouraged to 

ignore their consciousness. Secondly, these Christians are almost equated with the pagans, 

to whom merely an imagined Church membership can be ascribed. Thirdly, this “solution” 

remains but in the subjective realm (JRGS 8, 303; DnVG, 101).197 Consequently, Ratzinger 

quite strongly critiques this concept and presents his own view on non-Catholic Church 

membership.198 He begins by reaffirming the equation of the Church with communio, the 

idea which is so apparent in the second tradition; the true essence of being a Christian is 

communing in the Body of Christ. Thus, the Church is the Church to the extent it communes. 

The question yet remains: To what extent do non-Catholic Christians, those ex-communing, 

relate to the Church? Ratzinger provides the following answer: 

                                                        
195 “Der wesentliche Inhalt des Christseins [ist] das Kommunizieren im Leib des Herrn. Wenn aber Kirche 

Kommuniongemeinschaft ist, dann ist nur der in der Kirche, der kommuniziert“ (JRGS 8, 304; DnVG, 102; my 
translation). 

196 “Im Gegensatz zur kanonistischen Überlieferungsreihe, die jeden Getauften als Kirchenglied verstehen 
lehrt, stellt sich dabei die Frage, wie es um das Christsein der nichtkatholischen Christen bestellt sei. Dieses 
Problem wird hier mit der Unterscheidung „reapse-voto“ bewältigt, welche besagt, daß die Katholiken 
„wirklich“ Kirchenglieder seien, die anderen es „dem Wunsche nach“ (voto) sein könnten“ (JRGS 8, 303; DnVG, 
101). 

197  Ratzinger here acknowledges indebtedness to W. Kasper’s “Der ekklesiologische Charakter der 
nichtkatholischen Kirchen” in ThQ 145 (1965): 42-62. 

198 In the similar framework in TAF Ratzingers states less adamantly: “To be sure, this solution is not 
consistently enforced, in as much as non-Roman Catholic Christians are credited with valid Baptism and are 
therefore considered Christians. Since there can be no non-ecclesial being-Christian precisely according to the 
Catholic view, and on the other hand being-Christian outside the Roman Catholic Church is indisputable, some 
form of ecclesial schism must nevertheless be permitted, which, however, theologically is left entirely in the 
fog. (Freilich wird diese Lösung dann doch nicht konsequent durchgehalten, insofern den nicht-römisch-
katholischen Christen die gültige Taufe und damit das Christsein zugesprochen wird. Da es ein gänzlich 
nichtekklesiales Christsein gerade nach katholischer Auffassung nicht geben kann und andererseits Christsein 
außerhalb der römisch-katholischen Kirche unbestritten bleibt, muß irgendeine Form von Kirchenspaltung 
dennoch zugestanden werden, die aber theologisch völlig im Nebel gelassen wird) (DnVG, 233). 
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Through baptism, they have essentially become members of the 
community of communion, even though their place is outside the unity of 
the communio. To overlook this is undoubtedly the error which must be 
noted with regard to the theses of the second tradition. The Church cannot 
and should not allow those separated from communion left over to 
themselves or overlook their being-Christian. Her hardship is that the 
throng of those who do not commune with her is larger than those who 
commune in its inside.199 It is the deep wound in the Body of the Lord, 
which must be experienced as the suffering of its wound.200  

The idea that every baptizand forms part of the Church is of great importance to him.201 

“What remains decisive is that the matter about which we are concerned comes to the 

conclusion that the being-Christian of the separated brethren is acknowledged, and that the 

wound of the Church, which is its separation, is not concealed.”202  

In this sense Ratzinger believes that the mission of the Church is to open itself to humanity 

at large so as to pour out the divine love in imitation of the Divine. In this sense Church 

membership effectuated by Baptism and the question of salvation—not for the individual 

                                                        
199 Cf. LG 15: “The Church recognizes that in many ways she is linked with those who, being baptized, are 

honored with the name of Christian, though they do not profess the faith in its entirety or do not preserve 
unity of communion with the successor of Peter (Cf. Gal. 4, 6; Rom. 8, 15-16 and 26). For there are many who 
honor Sacred Scripture, taking it as a norm of belief and a pattern of life, and who show a sincere zeal. They 
lovingly believe in God the Father Almighty and in Christ, the Son of God and Saviour (Cf. John 16:13). They are 
consecrated by baptism, in which they are united with Christ. They also recognize and accept other sacraments 
within their own Churches or ecclesiastical communities.” 

200 “Durch die Taufe sind sie grundsätzlich Zugehörigen der Kommuniongemeinschaft geworden, auch 
wenn faktisch ihr Ort außerhalb der Einheit der communio steht. Dies zu übersehen, ist zweifellos der Fehler, 
der bezüglich der Thesen der zweiten Traditionslinie angemerkt werden muß. Die Kirche kann und darf sich 
nicht damit abfinden, die von ihrer Kommunion Getrennten sich selbst zu überlassen oder gar ihrer Christsein 
zu übersehen. Daß sie Schar derer, die nicht mit ihr kommunizieren, heute größer ist als der Innenraum der 
Kommunikanten, ist ihre Not, ist die tiefe Wunde im Herrenleib, die sie als ihre eigene Wunde erleiden muß“ 
(JRGS 8, 304; DnVG, 102). 

201 This is later substantiated by what Ratzinger writes in: TAF where he manifestly demonstrates a 
preference for a patristic understanding of the value of Baptism outside the Catholic Christianity: “Apart from 
the additional problem posed by the pointing of ’Catholica’ to ’Catholica Romana,’ patristics already had to 
acknowledge a non-participating remnant, as it also encountered the fact that there were baptized outside the 
Catholic church, who were nevertheless true Christians." (Abgesehen von dem zusätzlichen Problem, das die 
Zuspitzung von „Catholica“ auf „Catholica Romana“ aufwirft, mußte schon die Patristik einen nicht 
aufgehenden Rest anerkennen, indem auch sie schon vor der Tatsache stand, daß es Getaufte außerhalb der 
katholischen Kircheneinheit gibt, die dennoch wirkliche „Christen“ sind) (In the to be published JRGS 7/2; 
DnVG, 235). Cf. Nichols: “Ratzinger proposed that all the baptised (in whatever Christian denomination) should 
be seen as ‘belonging fundamentally to the communio, even though they may be also ‘effectively outside the 
communio’s unity’” (Nichols 2007, 98). 

202 “Entscheidend bleibt allein, daß die Sache, um die es geht, zur Aussage kommt, daß das Christsein der 
getrennten Brüder anerkannt und zugleich die Wunde der Kirche, die ihrer Trennung liegt, nicht verschwiegen 
wird“ (JRGS 8, 304-5; DnVG, 102). 
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per se but for humanity in its entirety—are tightly bound to one another. Its mission is to 

reunite with the body of Christ the body of humanity severed by way of sin:  

The essence of sin is the separation into the egoism of each individual. Sin 
is a mystery of separation, the severing through which mankind is divided 
into the egoism of the many, each of whom only knows and understands 
himself. Its mysterious sign is Babylon, the place of the confusion of 
languages, in which egoism broke the bridges of understanding. The 
essence of the Christ event, on the other hand, is the union, the bringing 
back together of the scattered members of humanity into one body. Its 
sign is the event at Pentecost, the miracle of understanding, which creates 
love, that brings the scattered into unity.203  

In light of the entire article, Baptism is instrumental in healing humanity’s greatest disease 

of division by uniting its members with the true body of humanity, the body of Christ. 

In sum, Ratzinger in „Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der Gliedschaft in der Kirche” 

again links patristic ecclesiological perspectives on Baptism to a more anthropological view 

of the sacrament, the transformation from individuality into communio, which we also 

encountered in “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung.” Baptism is beneficial and salutary for 

all of humanity and should therefore not be withheld from it. It serves as the gate to a truly 

lasting communio. Through baptism, the individual essentially becomes a member of the 

community of communion, even if his place is outside its unity (JRGS 8, 304; DnVG, 102). In 

other words, in any event or situation, Baptism makes one a member of the true community 

of those that commune, the Church.  

4.1.3 Deification and Baptism “Vom Sinn des Christseins“ (1964)204 

In a series of three sermons delivered in the cathedral of Münster for the Catholic 

community of students during Advent of 1964, Ratzinger adds the concept of deification to 

                                                        
203 “Das Wesen der Sünde ist die Sonderung in den Egoismus des je einzelnen hinein. Sünde ist ein 

Mysterium der Trennung, der Zerrissenheit, durch das die Menschheit zerspalten ist in den Egoismus der 
Vielen, von denen jeder nur sich selbst kennt und versteht. Ihr geheimnisvolles Zeichen ist Babylon, der Ort der 
Sprachenverwirrung, in dem der Egoismus die Brücken des Verstehens abgebrochen hat. Das Wesen des 
Christusgeschehens ist demgegenüber die Vereinigung, das Wieder-zusammen-Führen der verstreuten Glieder 
der Menschheit zu einem Leib.  Sein Zeichen ist das Pfingstgeschehen, das Wunder des Verstehens, das die 
Liebe schafft, die das Getrennte zur Einheit bringt“ (JRGS 8, 306; DnVG, 104). 

204 Even though this dissertation confines itself to Ratzinger’s academic works, these sermons have been 
included because they have been composed for students (thus, the audience would have been assumed to 
have academic thinking skills). Additionally, the sermons contain essential data that contribute to the answers 
of our research question and thus must be examined. 
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the idea of the release from individuality.205 Here again he attempts to reconcile patristic 

thought with the situation of a modern audience. In these sermons he stresses 

incorporation with respect to Baptism and deviates somewhat from the concepts he 

discovered in Augustine’s ecclesiology by making little mention of the individual effect of 

Baptism. Instead, as he did in “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung” and „Der Kirchenbegriff 

und die Frage nach der Gliedschaft in der Kirche,” he concentrates on the consequences for 

collective humanity. The focus on Baptism in these sermons thus remains anthropological, 

and Ratzinger maintains that by way of Baptism humanity experiences the fruits of the 

incarnation—the body of mankind acquires its true purpose. Baptism is perceived as the 

first step in humanity’s initiation into the unique Body of truth and love, an all-including 

mystagogic process. This incorporation of humanity is made possible due to God’s 

incarnation. Baptism initiates deification, and Ratzinger meditates on the true meaning of 

Advent by noting that it is not just a reflection upon the ages before Christ’s coming on 

earth. Taking into account the catastrophic events surrounding the two World Wars, he 

argues that the time of Advent as celebrated in the Church is more than a commemoration 

of Christ’s coming on earth, the initiation of the restoration of salvation. Ratzinger thus 

rejects the notion of labeling the centuries prior to the coming of Christ as times of 

desolation (die Zeiten des Unheils) and the times after His coming as times of salvation 

(Zeiten des Heils). The Church celebrates Advent as a continuing reality. For those who have 

not yet been subjected to the sacrament of Baptism, Christ is yet to come.  

We will finally remember that we have been told, in Advent, the Church 
not only recollects the past which was for mankind Advent, the time of not 
having been redeemed and expectation, but she looks at Advent 
simultaneously beyond itself to the multitude of those who have not yet 
been baptized, for whom it is yet "advent," as they are still waiting and 
living in the darkness of not having been redeemed. 206 

                                                        
205 Peter Seewald states that “in Münster his advent sermons in the cathedral soon aroused attention 

from the public” (LT, 143). 
206 “Wir werden endlich daran denken, dass uns gesagt worden ist, im Advent besinne sich die Kirche nicht 

nur auf die Vergangenheit, in der für die Menschheit Advent, Zeit der Unerlöstheit und des Wartens war, 
sondern im Advent schaue sie zugleich über sich hinaus auf die Schar derer, die noch nicht getauft sind, für die 
noch immer »Advent« ist, weil sie noch immer im Dunkel der Unerlöstheit warten und leben“ (JRGS 4, 364; my 
translation). 
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He states that Advent is of the present, our reality; it is the time in which we reason with 

God like Job while we stand looking for answers in the darkness of our present age (JRGS 4, 

364-366). Advent, for Ratzinger, is more than the consideration of past times of bondage 

(Unerlöstheit) with the hope of deliverance. It is also a time to consider that the Church lives 

with the tension between promise of redemption and fulfillment—in times of a world in 

turmoil, of a lack of peace, of malice, of enmity, of selfishness, of the estrangement and 

obscuration of God (JRGS 4, 367), the time in which we realize that the knowledge of God 

does not yet cover the earth as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah 11.9). In this series of 

sermons Ratzinger dwells on the fact that salvation is not just a matter for the individual but 

for everything that applies to all of humanity, criticizing the strain of western theology that 

accentuates the effects of salvation on the individual.207   Salvation is more than the 

application of Christ’s work to the individual in that one acquires salvation through faith and 

Baptism. “The individual person receives [salvation] by faith and baptism, so that he is now 

pardoned with regard to the universal guilt which precedes all individual sins, which can be 

forgiven.”208 The contemporary order of this world is based upon the freedom of the 

individual, whereas the hidden order of God is one truth and love in communion. If we 

therefore continue to live in selfishness (Egoismus) and remain self-seeking (aus der 

Selbstsucht leben), then we must be considered living “before Christ” prior to Advent; hence 

our prayer must then be to live with and in Christ (JRGS 4, 375). For Christ is the purpose 

and the supporting sense of cosmic entirety – he came at the end of times (JRGS 4, 380). In 

Christ, the divine became man so that men could become divine.209  

In the breakthrough of the world to God, everything, foregone and yet to 
come, achieves its purpose as it is included into the great cosmic 
movement into the deification, in its return to that from where it came.210  

                                                        
207 “Dass die ganze Menschheit eine Einzige ist vor Gottes Angesicht“ (JRGS 4, 373; my translation).  
208 “Der einzelne Mensch empfängt sie durch Glaube und Taufe, so dass er nun in Bezug auf die allen 

Einzelsünden vorausgehende, von ihm her untilgbare allgemeine Schuld begnadigt ist“ (JRGS 4, 372; my 
translation). 

209 “Gott ist Mensch geworden, damit die Menschen zu Göttern würden“ (JRGS 4, 381; my translation). 
Ratzinger here uses a quotation from Athanasius. 

210 “Im Durchbruch von Welt zu Gott erhält alles Vorangehende und alles Nachfolgende seinen Sinn als 
Einbeziehung der großen kosmischen Bewegung in die Vergöttlichung, in die Rückkehr zu dem, vom dem es 
ausgegangen ist“ (JRGS 4, 381; my translation). 
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Thus, to become a Christian is not to book a private ticket to heaven; instead it is to 

participate into this great cosmic movement, in deification in which the individual returns 

from whence he came.211 Becoming a Christian is not something done for one’s self but for 

the entirety (Ganze), for others, for all. As for the question: What does this movement 

entail? “The movement of the Incarnation, which begins in Baptism and which we have to 

accomplish in our whole life, means being prepared for a service that God wants from us in 

history.”212 Baptism thus initiates the exit from selfishness and recruits one into a new form 

of existence characterized by a life in service of the other. Baptism draws a subject into a 

basic movement (Grundbewegung) of love in which one participates in the created love of 

God Himself.213 Baptism is thus instrumental in taking humanity up into this community of 

love and delivering it from loneliness, boredom and futility, which in essence is a description 

of hell.214  

In sum, in these sermons Ratzinger presents an anthropological perspective on the 

sacrament filled with mystagogical concepts. Baptism initiates the process by which one is 

delivered from his individuality and is taken up into the community of the deified. 

Deliverance here is a deliverance from self-centeredness. Baptism initiates the Copernican 

turn in which the individual is no longer at the center of his own existence around which 

others orbit. Instead, becoming a Christian means to have charity and realizing that the 

individual Christian is one of many creatures that orbit around God in communion with 

others (JRGS 4, 388-389). While adding the concept of deification to the notion of Baptism 

as the initiator of the gradual release or transformation from individuality into the divine 

communio, Ratzinger remains consistent with what he wrote in “Christozentrik in der 

Verkündigung” and “Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der Gliedschaft in der Kirche.” 

Baptism is the beginning of the incorporation of humanity into the true communion 

                                                        
211 “Christsein aber heißt nicht anders, als Ja sagen zu dieser Bewegung und sich in ihren Dienst stellen“ 

(JRGS 4, 381). Note here the possible influence of Teilhard de Chardin. 
212 “Die Bewegung der Christwerdung, die in der Taufe beginnt und die wir in unserem ganzen Leben zu 

vollziehen haben, bedeutet das Bereitsein zu einem Dienst, den Gott von uns in der Geschichte will“ (JRGS 4, 
383). 

213 “Zuletzt ist die Grundbewegung des Christentums nichts anderes als die einfache Grundbewegung der 
Liebe, in der wir teilnehmen an der schöpferischen Liebe Gottes selbst“ (JRGS 4, 383; my translation). 

214 “Niemand hat das tiefer begriffen als die Dichter unserer Zeit, die in dieser Einsamkeit des allein 
gelassenen Menschen leben und empfinden, die die Langweile und Vergeblichkeit als das Grundgefühl dieses 
Menschen beschreiben, der sich selbst und den anderen zur Hölle wird” (JRGS 4,385; my translation). 
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effectuated by God’s incarnation. In his period at Tübingen, Ratzinger’s perspective on 

Baptism develops further into this direction and appears to reach its anthropological peak in 

an article titled “Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher Existenz.” 

4.2 Anthropological Perspectives: Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher 

Existenz (1967) 

Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher Existenz (1967) shows Ratzinger’s skill at 

navigating between ressourcement and aggiornamento. The article is about contemporary 

Christians who underestimate the value of the sacraments. In his attempt to defend the 

sacraments Ratzinger, now professor at Tübingen, first approaches it from an 

anthropological perspective; he asserts the existence of a sacramental idea in human 

history. He continues by comparing and contrasting the anthropological and the Christian 

notions of sacraments from a patristic angle—through which he also introduces 

cosmological and historical dimensions—and concludes the article by answering the 

question about the contemporary meaning of sacraments. Even though the article primarily 

defends the existence of sacraments in general, it also provides us a number of 

characteristics of Ratzinger’s theology on Baptism at his stage of his academic career.  

In Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher Existenz215 Ratzinger refers to eine Krise des 

Sakramentalen (a crisis of sacramentality), which has in all likelihood not occurred in the 

history of Christianity before (JRGS 11, 153). Sacraments appear to be “too religious” for the 

contemporary man, who at best may be interested in the questions regarding God and 

Christ but does not wish to adhere to some sort of mystical philosophy; he deems it 

unnecessary to go to Church, where the sacraments are celebrated. Questions asked by the 

modern man include, How can one believe in transubstantiation? Why go and meet God in a 

Church? Is God bound to a rite and to a certain space? (JRGS 11, 199). The situation is such 

that many a contemporary Christian neither understands nor values the administration of a 

sacrament in which the symbolic transparency of reality is created:   

Oversimplifying somewhat, one could indeed say that the sacramental idea 
presupposes a symbolist understanding of the world, whereas the 
contemporary understanding of the world is functionalist: it sees things 

                                                        
215 “The Sacramental Foundation of Christian Existence” (JRGS 4, 381). 
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merely as things, as a function of human labor and accomplishment, and 
given such a starting point, it is no longer possible to understand how a 
“thing” can become a “sacrament.”216 

For Ratzinger the twentieth century appears to be plagued by people who no longer 

experience the sacraments as mediators between the divine and the temporal and thus 

have little faith in the once-in-a-lifetime rites.217 In connection to Baptism Ratzinger asks, “Is 

it not an unwarranted assumption to imagine that pouring a little water on a person should 

be existentially decisive for him?”218 This widespread hostility to the sacraments finds its 

origin, according to Ratzinger, in a twofold anthropological error. The first is the erroneous 

concept of man being an autonomous mind in possession of an absolute decision-making 

ability, who is thus the product of his own choices. The second is connected to the Marxist 

heresy: an ontological approach that reduces man merely to homo faber and addresses 

phenomena purely according to their function and not in themselves (JRGS 11, 211-212). 

Having identified these two errors, Ratzinger attempts to answer the question about the 

relationship between the sacrament and the human existence. In his response we 

encounter a number of Ratzingerian concepts that characterize the sacrament of Baptism as 

well.  The first is humanity’s natural urge for purification. 

4.2.1 Retaining an Urge for Purification 

Ratzinger argues from his adopted anthropological point of view that sacraments have a 

historical and cosmological foundation. Archetypes of sacraments can be encountered in 

nature. One could think of birth, death, and dining. Dining, for example, is more than just 

simply nutrition, as it is for animals; it involves instead enjoying the nourishment and 

                                                        
216  “Man könnte wohl ein wenig abkürzend und vergröbernd sagen, die Sakramentsidee setze ein 

symbolistisches Weltverständnis voraus, das heutigen Weltverständnis aber sei funktionalistisch: Es sieht die 
Dinge bloß als Dinge, als Funktion menschlicher Arbeit und Leistung, und bei einem solchen Ausgangspunkt ist 
nicht mehr zu verstehen, wie aus »Ding« ein »Sakrament« werden soll“ (JRGS 11, 198; trans. JRCW 11, 154). 
This translation and others from volume eleven of JRGS have been taken from Joseph Ratzinger Collected 
writings (JRCW). 

217 Others confirm this trend. Cf. J. te Velde who writes that men’s disposition in relation to the natural 
reality around us has changed. Humanity no longer sees it as pointing to a higher or more existential reality 
but subjects it to his own program of research. It no longer asks for the meaning of reality around itself, but 
wonders about its structure, its function and its effectiveness. This appears to be in conflict with ancient 
Christianity where sacraments for example point to the human reality of a meal, a bath, an anointing or 
clothing in order to demonstrate and link it to a divine reality (te Velde 2010, 87-89). 

218 “Oder ist es nicht eine Zumutung sich vorzustellen, das das Begießen eines Menschen mit ein wenig 
Wasser etwas Existenzentscheidendes für ihn sein sollte?“ (JRSG 11, 198; trans. JRCW 11, 154).  
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pleasures of food together.219 In dining we experience that our Dasein (being-there) is 

closely connected to our Mitsein (being-with, i.e. communion). Dining thus may be seen as 

an expression of celebrating communion, the unity of the body in need of biological 

nourishment and the spirit in need of communal nourishment. Or as Ratzinger writes: 

The communion of the mind with the body, however includes being 
immersed into the unity of the cosmic stream of life and thus expresses a 
fundamental interconnectedness of all those beings who are privileged to 
be called human: this is the starting point of that deep-seated community 
which the Bible suggests when it names all mankind a single Adam.220 

Birth and death are more than just the entering into the world and passing away of a body 

consisting of cells—biological material. Rather, they are events of humanity, which in its 

history has acquired various religious rituals or sacraments of festivity or mourning. Man is 

by nature a sacramental being, and thus within this anthropological framework Ratzinger 

arrives at the following characterization of the sacrament: 

The sacrament in its universal form in the history of religion is therefore at 
first simply the expression of the experience that God encounters man in a 
human way: in the signs of common humanity and in the change of the 
merely biological into the human, which when accomplished in the context 
of the religion undergoes a transformation into a third dimension—the 
authentication of the divine into the human.221  

One can conclude from this description that a sacrament as phenomenon is older than the 

concrete sacraments said to be instituted by Christ.222 God enters the human realm by way 

                                                        
219 “Das Essen des Menschen ist etwas anders als die Nahrungsaufnahme beim Tier: Das Essen kommt zu 

seiner menschlichen Gestalt, indem es zum Mahlhalten wird . . .  Mahl schafft Gemeinschaft, das Essen ist erst 
voll, wenn es im Miteinander geschieht (JRGS 11, 201; trans. JRCW 11, 156). 

220 Das Mitsein des Geistes mit dem Leib aber schliesst das Eingetauchtsein in die Einheit des kosmischen 
Lebensstromes ein und drückt so ein fundamentales Ineinander-verkettet-Sein aller Wesen aus, die Menschen 
heissen dürfen die die Bibel andeutet, wenn sie die ganze Menschheit einen einzigen Adam nennt (JRGS 11, 
202; trans. JRCW 11, 157).  

221 “Das Sakrament in seiner allgemein religionsgeschichtlichen Gestalt ist also zunächst einfach Ausdruck 
der Erfahrung, dass Gott dem Menschen auf menschliche Weise begegnet: in den Zeichen der 
Mitmenschlichkeit und in der Verwandlung des bloß Biologischen ins Menschliche, das im religiösen Vollzug 
seine Verwandlung in eine dritte Dimension, die Verbürgung des Göttlichen im Menschlichen, erfährt“ (JRGS 
11, 203; trans. JRCW 11, 158). 

222  E. Schillebeeckx uses this idea to indicate that the celebration of the Lord’s Supper within 
Protestantism has some sacramental value. He finds evidence for a universal human sacramentality (een 
algemeen menselijke sacramentaliteit) by Thomas Aquino: “Wanneer wij met Sint-Thomas hebben beweerd, 
dat zelfs de heidense “natuur-sacramenten” een stellig godsdienstige waarde bezitten, en wanneer wij daarin, 
ook met Thomas, zelfs een impliciete verwijzing naar het Christusmysterie zagen, is het a-fortiori duidelijk dat, 
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of the biological. Ratzinger illustrates this authentication by using, among others, the 

example of the natural tendency in humanity to rid one’s self of guilt.223 The sacrament of 

penance appears to have been developed due to the human experience of guilt.224 In the 

history of humanity’s religions the most wonderful rituals are those in which people 

struggled to rid themselves of their guilt, from ritual washings to the transfer of guilt upon 

animals. Time and again people attempt to purify the spiritual with the material. However 

absurd these rituals may seem to us, they are the expression of the innate human desire to 

undergo purification (JRGS 11, 204). Ratzinger continues by turning to Christian theology 

and sets humanity’s sacramental nature in the framework of salvation-history.  

“What is distinctive about the Christian sacraments?” he asks (JRGS 4, 205), proceeding to 

note that it may not possible to attach a clear definition to the term. Turning to the Early 

Church he asserts the historical revelation of the eternal into the temporal:  

In the early Church, sacraments were understood to include historical 
events, words of Scripture, realities of Christian worship having a 
transparency to the salvific act of Jesus Christ and, thus, make the eternal 
shine through into the temporal, indeed, cause it to become present as the 
truly fundamental reality.225 

Consequently, for the early fathers the historical event of the flood may be considered a 

sacrament, as it reveals the mystery of a new beginning brought about through destruction. 

More significantly, the historical saving act of Christ includes his death on the Cross, 

removing the old and clearing the way for the Resurrection—“his definitive presence in the 

                                                                                                                                                                            
meer zelfs nog dan de joodse sacramenten, de sacramenten van de afgescheurde christenen een zekere 
“sacramentele” waarde hebben en in die mate genaderijk zijn” (Schillebeeckx 1964, 174). 

223 He also refers to the development of the sacraments of matrimony and the sacrament-like structure 
found in the office of kings and priests. It would however fall beyond the scope of this chapter to expound 
upon these. 

224 It is import to realize that for Joseph Ratzinger the sacrament of penance is closely related to the 
sacrament of Baptism. Penance is the continuance of the forgiveness of sins initiated at the time of the 
sacrament of Baptism. Cf. JRGS 4, 301-302. Yet it may be considered somewhat remarkable that Ratzinger here 
choses the sacrament of penance as example to illustrate the human tendency to rid oneself of guilt. He could 
possibly have also chosen the sacrament of Baptism, which in its soteriological meaning points to the 
forgiveness of sins by way of cleansing. It confirms Ratzinger’s preference of not primarily interpreting the 
sacrament of Baptism as soteriological. 

225 “In der alten Kirche verstand man unter Sakramenten Vorgänge aus der Geschichte, Worte der Heiligen 
Schrift, Realitäten des christlichen Gottesdienstes, die eine Transparenz auf die Heilstat Jesu Christi hin haben 
und so das Ewige im Zeitlichen durchscheinen machen, ja es als die eigentlich tragende Realität anwesend 
werden lassen (JRGS 11, 205; trans. JRCW 11, 160). 



- 93 - 
 

midst of all those who believe in him.”226 Ratzinger next makes a strong Christological 

allusion to the sacrament of Baptism. Baptism is the demarcation of the old and the new, 

death and life: “The same structure then reaches further into the history of the rite of 

Baptism, in which man lets the waters of death pass over him so as to enter into the new 

beginning with Christ.”227 Thus Baptism is here understood as the participation in Christ’s 

death and resurrection. 

4.2.2 Cosmos and History 

Ratzinger continues by asking how the anthropological idea of men’s disposition in relation 

to the natural reality around him compares to a strict Christian perspective on the term 

“sacrament.” In this somewhat apologetic context, Ratzinger introduces a concept we have 

hitherto encountered very little, outlining a temporal and cosmological perspective on the 

sacrament through which God is revealed. According to Ratzinger, distinguishing between 

the anthropological and the Christian understanding results in a clarification on the concept 

“God” (JRGS 11, 206). Ratzinger argues that if God is manifested by the tangible, that there 

is more than the perceptible. The sacraments are signs of God, which one can discover in 

natural life. There is a mystery behind all things we see. Things are more than their physical 

or chemical compositions; they point to the creative power of God.  

 'Water' is not just H2O, a chemical structure which can be methodically 
converted into other substances and used for all sorts of useful purposes. 
In the waters of the desert spring, encountered by a thirsty wanderer, 
something becomes visible of the mystery of refreshment, which creates 
new life in the midst of despair. In the mighty waters of a wave, on whose 
crests the shimmer of the sun is reflected, the power and glory of creative 
love becomes visible, however, also its deadly force with which it can meet 
man who stands in its way. In the majesty of the sea something of the 
mystery which we designate with the word 'eternity' glimmers.228 

                                                        
226 “… für seine endgültige Anwesenheit inmitten all derer, die an ihn glauben…” (JRGS 11, 205; trans. 

JRCW 11, 160). 
227 “Die gleiche Struktur reicht dann weiter in die Geschichte hinein im Taufgeschehen, in dem der Mensch 

die Wasser des Todes über sich hingehen lässt, um so in den neuen Anfang einzutreten, der mit Christus 
begonnen hat“ (JRGS 11, 206; trans. JRCW 11, 160). 

228 “‘Wasser’ ist nicht nur H2O, ein chemisches Gebilde, das man auf geeignete Weise in andere Gebilde 
umsetzen und zu allerlei Nützlichem verwenden kann – im Wasser der Quelle, die dem dürstenden Wanderer 
in der Wüste begegnet, wird etwas sichtbar vom Geheimnis der Erquickung, das inmitten der Verzweiflung 
neues Leben schafft; in den mächtigen Wassern des Stromes, auf dessen Wellenkämmen der Glanz der Sonne 
widerleuchte, wird etwas sichtbar von der Macht und der Herrlichkeit der schöpferischen Liebe und auch von 
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 Through the sacraments God no longer remains in dark secrecy; he is no longer the 

unfathomable mystery of the cosmos. Instead he reveals himself as a personal God, the God 

of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.229 “He appears as the personal God, who is knowledge and 

love, and who, therefore, is word and love with respect to us. The word that calls us, and 

the love that unites us.”230 

Ratzinger shows that the Christian sacraments function in both time and space. While they 

do not solely serve as an introduction into the God-permeated cosmos, they do point to the 

beginning of the history that originates in Christ—its temporal dimension (JRGS 11, 208-

209). To receive the Christian sacrament is “to enter into the story of Christ in the belief that 

this is the saving story that opens up to man the coherence of history that makes him truly 

alive and leads him into his true life—the unity with God, which is his eternal future.”231 

From a dogmatic viewpoint, the sacraments are what the Catechism teaches: established by 

Jesus Christ as outer signs of inner grace. As for how these three belong together and how 

they constitute the reality of the “sacrament,” Ratzinger answers:  

The visible realities that (already in terms of their creaturely definition) 
display, as it were, a certain permeability for the Creator-God have 
acquired a new, existentially decisive meaning by the fact that they are 
inserted into the context of the history of Christ and have thus become 
means of mediating this new historical coherence. Since they have now 
taken over the function of directing man into his historical space, they have 
become carriers of his historical significance and his spiritual might and 
thus, in truth, and thus powers of salvation and a pledge of coming glory.232 

                                                                                                                                                                            
ihrer tödlichen Wucht, mit der sie den Menschen treffen kann, der sich ihr in den Weg stellt; in der Majestät 
des Meeres leuchtet etwas auf vom dem Geheimnis, das wir mit dem Wort ‘Ewigkeit’ umschreiben“ (JRGS 11, 
207; trans. JRCW 11, 161). 

229 Ratzinger here clearly refers to the famous memorandum of Blaise Pascal. 
230 “Er erscheint als der persönliche Gott, der Erkenntnis und Liebe ist und der deshalb auf uns hin Wort 

und Liebe ist. Wort, das uns ruft, and die Liebe, die vereint“ (JRGS 11, 206; trans. JRCW 11, 161).  
231 “Die christlichen Sakramente empfangen heiβt: eintreten in die von Christus ausgehende Geschichte in 

dem Glauben, dass dies jene rettende Geschichte ist, die dem Menschen jenen Geschichtszusammenhang 
eröffnet, der ihn wahrhaft leben lässt und ihn in seine ewige Eigentlichkeit führt – in die Einheit mit Gott, die 
seine ewige Zukunft ist“ (JRGS 11, 209; trans. JRCW 11, 163). 

232 “Die sichtbaren Realitäten, sie schon von ihrer Schöpfungsbestimmtheit her gleichsam eine gewisse 
Durchlässigkeit für den Schöpfergott zeigen, haben dadurch eine neue, existenzentscheidende Bedeutung 
gewonnen dass sie eingefügt sind in den Zusammenhang der Christusgeschichte und Medien der Vermittlung 
dieses neuen geschichtlichen Zusammenhangs geworden sind. Indem sie nun die Funktion übernommen 
haben, den Menschen einzuweisen in diesen geschichtlichen Raum, sind sie Träger seines geschichtlichen 
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4.2.3 Summary 

The article “Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher Existenz” distinguishes itself from 

others we have encountered thus far, as it does not contain any ecclesiology. Instead, it 

addresses questions of modern man and discusses the concept of “sacrament” from a 

religious-anthropological viewpoint. Ratzinger states that there is something in man that 

makes him capable of connecting to God—an Anknüpfungspunkt; 233  he argues for a 

sacramental foundation of the human existence. Outside the existence of Christianity, 

human nature has always craved some kind of purifying ritual to clear the conscience of 

guilt. At the same time, Ratzinger integrates patristic sacramentology; his cosmological and 

historical perception of sacramentality are derived from that period. Baptism, for Ratzinger, 

involves joining that moment of history in which all the waters of death passed over Christ 

in order to enter into the new beginning (JRGS 11, 206). As with the other Christian 

sacraments, Baptism reveals part of the nature of God. God no longer remains in obscurity 

but shows himself to the individual as a personal God, a God with Whom one can enter into 

a relationship. Thus, while the article remains committed to the need to be baptized, it also 

diverges from the idea of being transformed from individuality into communio, such as we 

saw in the articles he wrote during his professorship at Bonn and Münster. We shall notice 

that in his perhaps most famous work during his time at Tübingen, Einführung in das 

Christentum, Ratzinger again explicates the theme of the transformation from individuality 

to true communio, true humanity. This development of his theology gain mystagogical 

components; becoming a Christian means entering into the mystery of true relationships. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                            
Sinnes und Seiner geistlichen Macht geworden und so wahrhaft Kräfte des Heils, Unterpfand der kommenden 
Herrlichkeit“ (JRGS 11, 210; trans. JRCW 11, 164). 

233 Considering that Ratzinger refers to Karl Barth’s objection to the notion of a relationship between 
religion and faith Ratzinger was certainly aware of the conflict between Barth and Emil Brunner, who claimed 
that one could find a starting point to the Christian faith. Ratzinger himself, however, does not use the word 
Anknüpfungspunkt. In Last Testament Ratzinger confesses to having met Karl Barth and explains how this 
relationship came about. “Already from Gottlieb Söhngen onwards I was sort of Barthian, if also critical. He 
was one of the fathers of theology with whom I had grown up.” In response to the question: “Did you revere 
him a lot?” Ratzinger answers: “Yes, and he liked me too. During my Germany trip in 2010 President Schneider 
told me that Karl Barth always said to him: ‘Read Ratzinger!’” (LT, 152). 
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4.3 Baptism and the Initiation into True Humanity: Einführung in das 

Christentum (1968) 

Joseph Ratzinger wrote his Einführung in das Christentum, a book that arose out of lectures 

on the Apostles’ Creed given at Tübingen in 1967, in a context dominated by various 

manifestations of modernism.234 For Ratzinger this period marked the rebellion of a new 

generation, one that viewed not only the history of the Second World War but also the 

entire course of history as a mistake and failure.235 It was the time when young people 

called for the initiation of humanity into contemporary society, a society of freedom, 

equality, and justice. For many of Ratzinger’s contemporaries, Christianity belonged to the 

past. With the publication of the book, Tübingen’s professor of dogmatic theology not only 

aims to lift the fog of uncertainty from Christian faith but also defends it and reinterprets it 

for those committed to Marxist thought; it provides an answer to political theology.236 

According to Ratzinger, Marxism believes in nothing but matter and the desire to create a 

harmonious society: “Indeed, the most influential form of atheism, namely Marxism, asserts 

in the strictest form this unity of being in all that is, by declaring all being to be matter.”237 

Ratzinger takes on the challenge to describe Christianity’s encounter with the question of 

what we can really know; he formulates a response out of the Scholastic verum est ens 

                                                        
234 The lectures were aimed at everyone, not solely to students of theology. Ratzinger’s service may have 

been inspired by Karl Adam who had done something similar in the 1930’s with his Das Wesen des 
Katholizismus (Düsseldorf 1928) (Nichols 2007, 73). In Milestones Ratzinger reflects upon the publication of 
Einführung: “I ventured to prepare a lecture series for students of all faculties under the title “Introduction to 
Christianity.” Out of these lectures came a book, which has been translated into seventeen languages and has 
a great number of editions, and not just in Germany. It is still read. I was and am very conscious of its many 
flaws; but through it I was able to open a door for many, and this brings me satisfaction and gives me an 
occasion to thank Tübingen, since the lectures came to be in its ambiance” (MS, 139). Cf. LT, 154. As for its 
influence c.f. TRR: “is Introduction to Christianity [is] something of a classic which is being constantly reprinted 
and which has formed a whole generation of clergy who were raised simultaneously by the wholly “Catholic” 
and wholly “open” ways of thinking generated by the new climate of Vatican Council II” (TRR, 18). 

235 This may be a subtle parallel to Augustine’s Civitate Dei. Both Ratzinger and Augustine deal with the 
tragic events of their time (saeculum). 

236 In his Umstrittene Wahrheit Küng uses Hermann Härings comparison (taken up in his book about Jesus, 
2007) to elucidate the differences between Küng’s Christ sein and Ratzinger’s Einfuhrung. Pertaining to form 
and purpose he writes that while Ratzinger’s book attempts to reanimate Catholic spirituality based upon the 
tradition of faith, his was to go beyond this in order to arrive at a new practice of faith, one characterized by a 
new Christian spirituality and a new understanding of Christianity. 

237 “Ja, die wirkkräftigste Form des Atheismus, der Marxismus, behauptet diese Einheit des Seins in allem 
Seienden in strengster Form, indem er alles Sein als Materie deklariert …“ (JRGS 4, 111; trans. ItC, 108). Cf. 
JRGS 4, 82. 
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(being is truth) via the Enlightenment’s verum quia factum (true because it is made)238 to 

the Marxist’s axiom of verum quia faciendum (truth is to be made)—in other words, he 

draws on both scholastic and political theology (JRGS 4, 70-9).239 In the prologue of the 1968 

edition, Ratzinger clearly describes the book’s purpose: its “aim is to help understand the 

faith afresh as something that makes possible true humanity in the world of today, to 

expound faith without changing it into the small coin of empty talk, painfully laboring to 

hide a complete spiritual vacuum.”240 The theme faith making possible true humanity 

predominates in this book and also influences his theology on Baptism. Thus, we again 

encounter Ratzinger’s attempt to apply the principles of both ressourcement and 

aggiornamento. In other words, Ratzinger wants to make the ancient faith relevant for a 

contemporary audience. 

We must first turn to the introduction of this work to properly comprehend Ratzinger’s 

definition of this faith. By way of what may be considered a prolegomenon, Ratzinger 

creates a perspective on the Christian faith as “standing firm and understanding” based on 

Isaiah 7:9241 (JRGS 4, 79): 

For to believe as a Christian means in fact entrusting oneself to the 
meaning that upholds me and the world; taking it as a firm ground on 
which I can stand fearlessly. Using rather more traditional language, we 
could say that to believe as a Christian means understanding our existence 
as a response to the word, the Logos, that upholds and maintains all 
things.242 

Thus, Ratzinger’s view on faith involves the Christian standing firm on a person and 

understanding that person: Jesus, the meaning of the world (JRGS 4, 88). Accordingly, the 

                                                        
238 A Latin aphorism belonging to Giambattista Vico (1688-1744), widely recognized as an important 

representative of the Age of Enlightenment. 
239 Cf. Nichols: “The idea of ‘salvation history’ gave way to political and liberation theology“ (Nichols 2007, 

76). 
240 “Es will helfen, den Glauben als Ermöglichung wahren Menschseins in unserer heutigen Welt neu zu 

verstehen, ihn auslegen, ohne ihn umzumünzen in ein Gerede, das nur mühsam eine völlige geistige Leere 
verdeckt“ (JRGS 4, 32; trans. ItC, 32). 

241 … si non credideritis non permanebitis (If you will not believe, surely you shall not be established.) 
242 “Christlich glauben bedeutet ja, sich anvertrauen dem Sinn, der mich und die Welt trägt: ihn als den 

festen Grund nehmen, auf dem ich fruchtlos stehen kann. Etwas mehr in der Sprache der Tradition redend 
könnten wir sagen: Christlich glauben bedeutet unsere Existenz als Antwort verstehen auf das Wort, den 
Logos, der alle Dinge trägt und hält“ (JRGS 4, 83; trans. ItC, 73). In reference to this Sottopietra writes: “Von 
einem streng gnoseologischen Standpunkt aus kann man also somit behaupten, daß Vertrauen Bedingung des 
Verstehens ist” (Sottopietra 2003, 291). 
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Christian faith is neither solely a personal matter, nor does it have any subjective meaning. 

Instead it is grounded in objectivity: “Christian faith lives on the discovery that not only is 

there such as a thing as objective meaning but that this meaning knows me and loves me, 

that I can entrust myself to it like the child who knows that everything he may be wondering 

about is safe in the ‘you’ of his mother.”243 Ratzinger chooses the Symbolum Apostolicum—

generally acknowledged as a baptismal creed—to explain what is involved in entrusting faith 

and thus is forced to detail more of his own theology of Baptism. 

Considering that initiation in early Christianity and beyond was closely linked to confessing 

the Apostles’ Creed, it is not surprising that Ratzinger chooses this creed as the foundation 

of his introduction to, Einführung in, 244  Christianity instead of the Creed of Nicea-

Constantinople. 245  The Apostles’ Creed reflects the faith of the ancient Church. 246 

Accordingly, Ratzinger’s choice for the Apostles’ Creed is based on the fact that confessing 

the Creed at the time of Baptism incorporated someone into Christianity.247 Ratzinger 

stresses that the Symbolum Apostolicum was traditionally a Baptismal confession 

(Taufbekenntnis), describing what was to be believed (JRGS 4, 91).248 The symbolum is based 

                                                        
243 “Christlicher Glauber lebt davon, dass es nicht bloß objektiven Sinn gibt, sondern dass dieser Sinn mich 

kennt und liebt, dass ich ihm mich anvertrauen kann mit der Gebärde des Kindes, das im Du der Mutter all sein 
Fragen geborgen weiß“ (JRGS 4, 89; trans. ItC, 80).  

244 The word Einführung may also be translated as initiation. 
245 The link between Baptism and the confession of the Trinity is so strong that it can be said that the 

latter is based on the first as, according to Ratzinger in his address to the general audience of October 10, 
2007, St Hilary of Poitiers stated. Ratzinger: He “developed his entire Trinitarian theology based on the formula 
of Baptism given to us by the Lord himself: ‘In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ . . . 
To sum up the essentials of his doctrine, I would like to say that Hilary found the starting point for his 
theological reflection in baptismal faith” (Benedict XVI, General Audience: St. Hilary of Poitiers 2007). 

246 There remains speculation as to how old the Apostles’ Creed truly is and therefore how uniformly it 
was used during the period of the early Church. In his dissertation L. Westra concludes that (1) the uniform use 
of the Creed dates back to eighth century or later and, (2) that testimonies of Augustine, Ambrose, Rufinus, 
and Cyprian show that the parent of variants used may be found in third- or fourth-century Rome, 
respectively, the proto-Old Roman Creed or Old Roman Creed (Westra 2003, 68-69). 

247 C.f. J. Kelly’s conclusion: “Whatever other uses [of creeds] may have been put to in the course of 
history, the true and original use of creeds; their primary raison d’être, was to serve as solemn affirmations of 
faith in the context of baptismal initiation” (Kelly 1951, 31) 

248 Some like E. Schillebeeckx argue that the original form for the administration of Baptism was a prayer. 
“Voor het doopsel b.v. blijkt dit historisch al duidelijk te zijn; en in veel sacramenten was een gebed dat nu een 
inleidingsgebed is op de eigenlijke sacramentele formule vroeger het eigenlijke sacramentele geloofswoord (of 
de forma) en was die latere formule niet aanwezig” (Schillebeeckx 1964, 117). (For example, for Baptism this 
appears to be historically clear; and in many sacraments the prayer, that now is the introductory prayer, was 
the actual sacramental word of faith (or forma), and the later form was nonexistent.) E. Schillebeeckx further 
demonstrates the unity between the confession of faith and the sacramental activity using Augustine’s 
formula, “Accedit verbum ad elementum et fit sacramentum” (“A word approaches the element and thus 
creates the sacrament”) (Io. eu. tr. 80.3). He argues that the word is a confession, a verbum fidei. “D.w.z. het is 
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on an ancient dialogue through which the first Christians professed their faith: “Thus the 

oldest form of the confession of faith takes the shape of a three-part dialogue of question 

and answer, and is, moreover, embedded in the ceremony of Baptism.”249 This accords with 

H. Lietzmann, who writes that “it is indisputable . . . that the root of all creeds is the formula 

of belief pronounced by the baptizand, or pronounced in its hearing and assented to by him, 

before his baptism.”250 Thus, we can determine that for Ratzinger in this stage, confession of 

faith cannot be separated from the rite of Baptism; instead it forms an integral part of the 

sacrament of initiation.251 

We will continue to discover perspectives on professing Christian faith in its relationship to 

initiation, to characterize Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism in period briefly before the 

dramatic upheaval of 1968 (Heim 2005, 170). Before we begin, it is important to realize that 

this clarification of the Apostles’ Creed centers on faith in the Trinity, and thus Ratzinger’s 

take on Baptism is again somewhat opaque. We can, however, distinguish four distinct 

(though mostly traditionally patristic) concepts of Ratzinger’s theology on Baptism: The first 

perspective is ethical-mystagogical and relates to conversion and to the renunciation of evil 

in confessing one’s faith. The second demonstrates the close connection between faith and 

Baptism, which appears to possess a strong Christological nature. The last two concepts are 

closely related and reveal Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism in the context of initiation: the 

third in respect to relation and hominization (anthropological) and the fourth with respect 

to communion and forgiveness (ecclesiological and soteriological). 

                                                                                                                                                                            
de woordverkondiging van Christus zelf, door het evangelie of de blijde boodschap verspreid, gelovig aanvaard 
door en in het kerkelijk geloof, en in een verbum fidei of geloofswoord beleden t.a.v. de sacramentele 
handeling” (Schillebeeckx 1964, 87). (I.e., it is the proclamation of the word, spread abroad by the gospel of 
the Gospel) faithfully accepted by and in the ecclesiastical faith and thus confessed in a verbum fidei, a word of 
faith, with respect to the sacramental activity.) 

249 “Die älteste Form des Bekenntnisses vollzieht sich also in einem dreiteiligen Dialog, in Frage und 
Antwort, und ist überdies in den Tauvollzug eingebettet“ (JRGS 4, 91; trans. ItC, 83). Cf. p. 95.  

250 Cited as Die Anfänge des Glaubensbekenntnesses. Tübingen, 1921, 226 in Kelly, 1950, 30. 
251 P. van Egmond describes the function of creeds in the Church up until the fifth century and beyond as 

follows: “On their mystagogical path leading to baptism, catechumens were taught a baptismal creed 
(tradition symboli) which they had to learn by heart and recite in return (redditio symboli). During the actual 
baptismal ceremony, the creed appeared in an interrogatory form. While consenting to questions arranged 
according to the Trinitarian pattern, the baptizands were immersed and so baptized in the name of the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit” (P. Van Egmond 2016). 



- 100 - 
 

4.3.1 Baptism, Renunciation and Its Ethical-Mystagogical Consequences 

Ratzinger demonstrates in his Einführung that the ceremony of Baptism goes hand in hand 

with the transformation of one’s way of life—conversion. A specific way of life is expected 

from the person having been baptized. We have not encountered this patristic emphasis so 

strongly in Ratzinger’s works until now. Added to the confession of the Trinity, in the form 

of the threefold dialogue, is the threefold renunciation for which Ratzinger is indebted to 

Hippolytus, who places emphasis on conversion at baptism: “I renounce the devil, his 

service, and his works.”252 Accordingly, the ceremony of Baptism involves a handing over of 

one’s self.253  We therefore again encounter the idea of transformation in Ratzinger’s 

theology of Baptism. He describes conversion at Baptism as the transfer from one existence 

to another, from the domain of Satan to the domain of Christ: in other words, a mystagogic 

transformation. Confessing the faith is thus more than the simple recitation of a number of 

doctrines; it involves the conversion into an existence with renewed ethical standards: “In 

the procedure of the threefold renunciation and the threefold assent, linked as it is with the 

thrice-repeated symbolization of resurrection to a new life, the true nature of faith or belief 

is clearly illustrated; it is a conversion, an about-turn, a shift of being.”254 Ratzinger, in the 

tradition of the ancient Church, here links both this threefold confession and renunciation 

to the actual event of Baptism, in which the subject is brought thrice in contact with the 

water. Renunciation appears to be linked to submersion and death; confession to emersion 

and life. Becoming a Christian means to be subjected to the process of submersion, 

conversion and emersion. It is to be ontologically fused or transformed to the contents of 

the Apostles’ Creed:  

The content of the Christian faith has its inalienable place in the context of 
the confession of faith, which is, as we saw, in the form of assent and 
renunciation, a conversion, an about-turn of human existence into a new 
direction of life. In other words, Christian doctrine does not exist in the 

                                                        
252 “Fügen wir nun hinzu, dass es dabei das positive Gegenüber zu der dreifachen Absage darstellt, die 

vorausgeht: »Ich sage ab dem Teufel, seinem Dienst und seinen Werken«“ (JRGS 4, 95; trans. ItC, 88). 
Ratzinger here quotes Hippolytus, Traditio apostolica 46: “Renunctio tibi, Satana, et omni servitio tuo et 
omnibus operibus tuis.“ 

253 Ratzinger here admits to be indebted to Kattenbusch‘s Das Apostolische Symbol 2, 503. 
254 “In dem Vorgang der dreifachen Absage und der dreifachen Zusage, verbunden, mit dem dreimaligen 

Todessymbol des Ertrinkens und der dreimaligen Symbolisierung des Aufstehens zu neuem Leben, wird Glaube 
sinnfällig verdeutlicht als das, was er ist: Bekehrung, Lehre der Existenz, Wende des Seins“ (JRGS 4, 95; trans. 
ItC, 88). 
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form of discrete propositions but in the unity of the symbolum, as the 
ancient Church called the Baptismal confession of faith.255  

Ratzinger continues by noting that the confession is much more than simply agreeing to a 

number of propositions. Instead, it is the acquisition of the symbolum, traditionally a key, a 

half of something, that corresponds to its complementary half, which together forms a 

perfect unity—an ancient expression of hospitality (Gastfreundschaft).256  Consequently, 

those who confess the Baptismal confession of faith are initiated into the community of 

those already living the new life in the unity of spirit confessing the one Word, the Church 

which worships God (JRGS 4, 102-5). 257  Thus, Ratzinger again reiterates the idea of 

transformation from individuality into true communio.  

Ratzinger further describes this process of conversion using Biblical and early Christian 

initiatory confessions and renunciations. He argues that “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, 

the Lord alone” (Deut. 6:4) contains elements of both assent and renunciation. In the days 

of Israel the latter referred to the renunciation of the surrounding gods, political powers, 

and the deification of the cosmic cycle of “dying and becoming” (JRGS 4, 113-4). Much of 

Israel’s faith has been inherited by the early Christian creed. This is evident in that it strongly 

adheres to a program of renunciation as well: the stripping of the tendency to make 

absolutes of power, bread, and Eros (JRGS 4,116). This renunciation and conversion implies 

a choice of the person being baptized. Ratzinger describes the initiation into the Christian 

community here as follows:  

Here, too, entry into the Christian community and the acceptance of its 
“symbol” signify an existential decision with serious consequences. For 
whoever assented to this creed renounced at the same time the laws of 
the world to which he belonged; he renounced the worship of the ruling 

                                                        
255  “Der Inhalt des christlichen Glaubens hat seinen unaufgebbaren Ort im Zusammenhang des 

Bekenntnisses, das, wie wir sahen, als Zusage und Absage, Be-kehrung, Kehre des menschlichen Seins in eine 
neue Richtung des Lebens hinein ist. Anders ausgedrückt: Christliche Lehre existiert nicht in Form von 
atomisierbaren Lehrsätzen sondern in der Einheit des Symbolums, wie die Alte Kirche das Taufbekenntnis 
nannte“ (JRGS 4, 102; trans. ItC, 96). 

256 Ratzinger refers here to J. Emminghaus, “Symbol III,“ in LThK, 2nd ed., 9:1208ff: “Die Etymologie 
Herkunft des Wortes Symbol stammt aus antiken Rechtformen auf der Stufe der Un- oder Vor-Schriftlichkeit: 2 
zusammenfügbare Teile eines Ringens, Stabes oder Täfelchens galten als Erkennungszeichen für Gastfreunde, 
Boten, Vertragspartner; berechtigen zum Empfang einer Sache, eines Vorrechts oder die Gastfreundschaft…“ 

257 Ratzinger acknowledges here that he is much indebted to a significant article of K. Rahner, “Was ist 
eine dogmatische Aussage.“ Ratzinger writes, “Diesem wichtigen Beitrag weiß sich dieses ganze Kapitel 
verpflichtet” (JRGS 4, 103). Cf. K. Rahner 1963. 
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political power, on which the late Roman Empire rested, he renounced the 
worship of pleasure and the cult of fear and superstition that ruled the 
world.258  

Initiation into Christianity here implies that accepting the symbol (which may be 

synonymous with believing in the Creed) had obvious ethical consequences. The new life 

after having been baptized meant abolishing the (religious) customs of the old life. The life 

after the confession of faith was to be radically different: one no longer believed in the 

(divine) powers of the political and cultural world into which one may have been raised but 

instead lived a life united with God (JRGS 4, 115). In applying the ideas of assent and 

renunciation to contemporary contexts, Ratzinger argues that whoever professes the faith 

strives against the false worship of sex and Eros. He thus adds:  

We are also coming to understand more and more clearly that the 
apparent liberation of love and its conversion into the arbitrariness of 
impulse mean the extradition of man to the autonomous powers of sex and 
Eros, to whose merciless slavery he falls victim just when he is under the 
illusion that he has freed himself. When he eludes God, the gods put out 
their hands to grasp him; he can only be liberated by allowing himself to be 
liberated and by ceasing to try to rely on himself.259 

In another reference to modern times and the hesitation one can experience in becoming or 

remaining a Christian, Ratzinger seems to suggest a reciprocal relationship between 

believing and participation in the sacraments in which the baptismal faith is initiatory. 

Accordingly, should one lose the initial baptismal faith, he is to return to the sacraments so 

as to receive the faith again. Quoting Pascal, he states:  

You would like to reach faith, but you do not know the way? You want to 
cure yourself of unbelief, and you ask for a remedy? Take a lesson from 
those who were earlier racked by doubts like yourself . . . Follow the way by 

                                                        
258 “Auch hier bedeutet das Eintreten in die christliche Gemeinschaft und das Annehmen ihres »Symbols« 

eine Entscheidung der Existenz von schwerwiegenden Folgen. Denn wer in dieses Credo eintrat, vollzog damit 
zugleich eine Absage und die Gesetzlichkeit der Welt, der er zugehörte: eine Absage an die Anbetung der 
herrschenden politischen Macht, auf der das spätrömische Reich beruhte, eine Absage gegenüber der 
Anbetung der Lust, gegenüber dem Kult der Angst und des Aberglaubens, der die Welt beherrschte” (JRGS 4, 
114; trans. ItC, 112). 

259 “Und wir begreifen immer mehr, wie sehr die scheinbare Befreiung der Liebe in die Beliebigkeit des 
Triebs hinein die Auslieferung des Menschen an die verselbständigten Mächte von Sexus und Eros ist, deren 
erbarmungsloser Sklaverei er verfällt, wo er sich freizumachen wähnt. Wo er sich Gott entzieht, greifen die 
Götter nach ihm, und seine Befreiung geschieht nicht anders, als indem er sich befreien lässt und aufhört, sich 
auf sich selber stellen zu wollen“ (JRGS 4, 116; trans. ItC, 114). 
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which they began; by acting as if they believed, by taking holy water, by 
having Masses said, and so on. This will bring you quite naturally to believe 
and will stupefy you.260 

In what follows in the Einführung, Ratzinger describes this baptismal faith as the expression 

of remaining in a dynamic relationship with God and fellow Christians. He thus introduces 

the concept of relationship to the idea of transformation from individuality into communio. 

4.3.2 Initiation into Relationship 

More than in his works we have dealt with until now, Ratzinger emphasizes the concept of 

relationship; the essence of the communio into which one is transformed is one of 

relatedness. In the context of providing lectures to people from different backgrounds 

during a period of diverse intellectual upheavals, Ratzinger focuses on unity effectuated by 

relationship; he provides a somewhat mystagogical perspective on initiation. Becoming a 

Christian involves entering into a relationship with the triune God through the incarnated 

Son. It is the beginning of the eternal participation into the unity of the Body of Christ.261 At 

this point Baptism is for Ratzinger the instrument by which one initially enters into this 

unity; it is the starting point. What follows is the Christian life in which prayer serves to 

express the continuity of this unity. Ratzinger describes this relationship as follows: 

Thus, Christian existence is put with Christ into the category of relationship. 
And parallel to the logic that makes Christ say, “I and the Father are one,” 
we find here the petition “that they may be one even as we are one” 
(17:11 and 22). The significant difference from Christology comes to light in 
the fact that the unity of Christians is expressed, not in the indicative, but in 
the form of a prayer.262  

                                                        
260 In B. Pascal, Pensées, fragment 233 (ed. Brunschvicg, 137f.) (JRGS 4, 170; trans. ItC, 176-7). 
261 Twelve years later in Das Fest des Glaubens: Versuche zur Theologie des Gottesdienstes Ratzinger stays 

true to this concept and further expounds on the primacy of the notion of relationship in Christian theology. 
He does this in part based upon his translation of the opening of the Prologue of John’s Gospel: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was in communication with God” (partially adopted in JRGS 11). 
Nichols, making use of the English translation of Das Fest das Glaubens (FF, 25), gives a brief explanation of 
Ratzinger’s thought: “The term ‘communication’ here adverts to the relationship of the Logos to God. Since 
there is a relationship within God himself, there can also be a participation in this relationship. Through the 
incarnation of the Logos, such participation is offered to us. Through the economies of the Son and the Spirit 
‘man is able to participate in the dialogue within God himself, because God has first shared in human speech 
and has thus brought the two in communication with one another’” (Nichols 2007, 150). Nichols adds that the 
Church is where man is inserted into God’s Logos. 

262 “So wird christliche Existenz mit Christus unter die Kategorie der Beziehung gestellt. Und parallel zu der 
Konsequenz, die Christus sagen lässt, »damit sie eins werden, wie wir eins sind« (Joh 17, 11.22). Der 
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Ratzinger thus demonstrates that for him initiation into Christianity creates a relationship. 

The Christian is not substantively or physically one with Christ, but in relation to him and the 

others who have been initiated. It is the community that has been brought into relationship 

with the Triune God by way of Christ who says, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 

15:5). It is the community of those having been initiated, which exist by virtue of Christ; 

Christians proceed from Christ (JRGS 4, 177). 

Heavily leaning on Johannine Christology, Ratzinger further details this relationship with a 

perspective on sonship. He writes that “to John being a Christian means being like the Son, 

becoming a son; that is, not standing on one’s own and in oneself, but living completely 

open in the ‘from’ and ‘toward.’ Insofar as the Christian is a ‘Christian,’ this is true of him. 

And certainly, such utterances will make him realize to how small an extent he is a 

Christian.”263 The Christian’s sonship here again is expressed in terms of pure relationship as 

opposed to substantiality and is characterized by progress;264 the Christian continually finds 

himself in the process of becoming a son, just as Christ perpetually proceeds from the 

Father who perpetually begets, being there for others. The entire existence is focused on 

the relationship with the other. From this perspective Christ is in continual movement 

“from” himself “toward” the other without getting stuck in the rut of individuality.265 

Likewise, Christians do not cease moving so as to become mere individuals again. True 

Christianity can thus be compared to Christ’s unity with the Father, as is demonstrated in 

John 17; where Christians are in unity there is no longer an insistence on one’s own 

individuality.266 Individuality is replaced by the notion of a being “from” and “for” (JRGS 4, 

178). Ratzinger states: “All not-at-one-ness, all division, rests on a concealed lack of real 

                                                                                                                                                                            
bedeutsame Unterschied zur Christologie tritt darin zutage, dass das Einssein der Christen nicht im Indikativ, 
sondern in der Gebetsform ausgesprochen wird“ (JRGS 4, 177; trans. ItC, 186).  

263 “Christsein heißt für Johannes: Sein wie der Sohn, Sohn werden also nicht auf sich und nicht in sich 
stehen, sondern ganz geöffnet leben im »Von-her« und »Auf-zu«. Soweit der Christ »Christ« ist, gilt das für 
ihn. Und freilich wird ihm an solchen Aussagen bewusst werden, wie wenig er Christ ist” (JRGS 4, 178; trans. 
ItC, 187).  

264 Cf. JRGS 4, 181. 
265 Ratzinger compares this to the physical notion of wave versus particle. Christ may in certain sense be 

compared to a wave as he continually proceeds from the Father (JRGS 4, 179).  
266 Cf. “Ratzinger charakterisiert . . . das Ereignis des Eintritts des Getauften in die kirchliche Subjektivität 

mit einem wiederkehrenden Ausdruck als Sprengung der Begrenzung des einzelnen Ichs” (Sottopietra 2003, 
273). 
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Christliness, on clinging to individuality that hinders coalescence into unity.”267 Thus, one 

could speak of a growth into unity which begins at Baptism, as we are baptized into (εἰς) the 

name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit (Matt. 28:19). This is a growth initiated 

at Baptism, which progresses through faith; it may be considered Ratzinger’s perception on 

mystagogy.  

In what follows, Ratzinger explains how baptismal faith in the existence of the Triune God is 

fundamental for the true understanding of our basis of initiation. Becoming a Christian is an 

initiation into a relation in which relation is synonymous to unity. Ratzinger claims:  

It is the nature of Christian existence to receive and to live life as 
relatedness and, thus, to enter into that unity which is the ground of all 
reality and sustains it. This will perhaps make it clear how the doctrine of 
the Trinity, when properly understood, can become the reference point of 
theology that anchors all other lines of Christian thought.268 

Returning to the idea of prayer as a key component of the Christian life after having become 

a Christian through faith and Baptism, Ratzinger draws a parallel between the prayer of 

Christ and the Christian. He connects the invocation Abba used by Jesus as the Son of God 

to the idea of believers continually being drawn into a relationship with God through prayer. 

He writes:  

Here we see into Jesus’ experience of prayer, into the nearness to God 
that, while distinguishing his relation with God from those of all other men, 
yet does not aim at any kind of exclusiveness but is designed to include 
others in its own relationship with God. It wishes to incorporate them, as it 
were, in its own kind of attitude to God so that with Jesus and in him they 
say Abba to God just as he does: no set distance shall separate them any 
longer; they are to be embraced in that intimacy that in Jesus is reality.269  

                                                        
267  “Alles Nicht-Einssein, alles Getrenntsein beruht auf einem verborgenen Mangel an wirklichem 

Christsein, auf einem Festhalten an dem Eigenen, wodurch der Zusammenfall der Einheit aufgehoben wird“ 
(JRGS 4, 178; trans. ItC, 87).  

268 “Das Wesen christlicher Existenz aber ist es, das Dasein als Beziehentlichkeit zu empfangen und zu 
leben und so in jene Einheit einzutreten, die der tragende Grund des Wirklichen ist. Damit dürfte hier sichtbar 
werden, wie recht verstandene Trinitätslehre zum Konstruktionspunkt der Theologie und des christlichen 
Denkens überhaupt werden kann, van dem alle weiteren Linien ausgehen“ (JRGS 4, 179; trans. ItC, 188). 

269 “Wir blicken hinein in die Gebetserfahrung Jesu, in jene Nähe zu Gott, die seine Gottesbeziehung von 
der aller anderen Menschen unterscheitet, die aber dennoch keine Exklusivität will, sondern darauf 
ausgerichtet ist, die anderen mit aufzunehmen in das eigene Gottesverhältnis. Sie will sie gleichsam in die 
eigene Weise des Stehens zu Gott hineinnehmen, so dass sie mit Jesus und in ihm ebenso wie er »Abba« zu 
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Prayer thus is instrumental for the incorporation into the relationship with God made 

possible by Jesus’s intercession. Accordingly, Ratzinger here speaks of continual 

incorporation—a process without ending. It underlines that believers in Jesus are 

incessantly referring to God as Abba in a relationship that is of total relativity (JRGS 4, 

210).270 Incorporation implies an initiation into a relationship with God based on Christ’s 

relationship with the Father as the Son of God. Here Baptism does not finalize 

incorporation; instead it appears to be the first stepping stone in participating in the 

relationship of the triune God, which is followed by many steps of prayer. Further on in the 

Einführung, Ratzinger deepens the concept of relationship, as he there describes the 

essence of the relationship with God as hominization. 

4.3.3 Initiation into True Humanity 

In his comparison between the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed, Ratzinger describes 

what happens to a person subjected to the sacrament of Baptism. Ratzinger here introduces 

for the first time the concept of hominization, which in turn has an effect on his theology of 

Baptism. At the beginning of Einführung, Ratzinger relates that the creeds were used 

respectively in different contexts. The first Creed was used traditionally in the baptismal 

confession of faith and the latter in the ecclesiastical confession of faith. The goal of the 

Nicene council was to create a perfect ecclesiastical confession of faith and answer the 

question as to what happens in the process of conversion to Christianity. In this context 

Ratzinger refers to Christ being the measure of humanity.271 

What happens when I become a Christian, when I enroll myself under the 
banner of this Christ and thereby accept him as the authoritative 
[normative] man, as the measure of humanity? What kind of shift in being 
do I thus accomplish; what attitude to the business of being a man do I 
adopt? How deep does this process go? What estimate of reality as a whole 
does it involve?272  

                                                                                                                                                                            
Gott sagen können: Keine Grenze der Ferne soll mehr scheiden, sondern jene Intimität soll sie mit umgreifen, 
die in Jesus Wirklichkeit ist“ (JRGS 4, 209; trans. ItC, 224-5). 

270 Mark 14:36; Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6. 
271 Cf. Nichols:  Jesus is‚ ‘the most human of men,’ and it thus subscribes to the identity of theology with 

anthropology” (Nichols 2007, 87). 
272 “Was geschieht, wenn ich selbst Christ werde, wenn ich mich dem Namen dieses Christus unterstelle 

und damit ihn als den maßgebenden Menschen, als das Maß des Menschlichen bejahe? Welche Form von 
Wende des Seins, welche Stellung zum Menschsein vollziehe ich damit? Welche Tiefe hat dieser Vorgang? 
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Making little distinction between the actual rite of Baptism and the confession of faith 

associated with it, Ratzinger clearly articulates the change one undergoes in this process of 

conversion, which for him involves an exchange of authority. This change is a change of 

attitude—the becoming of the real man, being initiated into true humanity. It involves 

becoming like Christ, whom Ratzinger calls the measure of humanity, true man. Hence, 

Ratzinger’s theology dovetails with his anthropology. 

In describing this true man, Ratzinger applies tenets of the philosophical trend of 

personalism and emphasizes man’s unique capability to exercise relations.273 He considers 

this ability an attribute of man as a person and not as an individual, noting that “the 

Christian sees in man, not an individual, but a person.”274 Person according to him is being 

pure relatedness.275 The paradox of una essential tres personae is also to be understood as 

an implication of the personhood (JRGS 4, 172).276 He later shows how Augustine informs his 

view on “person”: 

Expressed in the imagery of Christian tradition, this means that the first 
Person does not beget the Son as if the act of begetting were subsequent 
to the finished Person; it is the act of begetting, of giving oneself, of 
streaming forth. It is identical with the act of self-giving. Only as this act is it 
person, and therefore it is not the giver but the act of giving “wave” not 
“particle” . . . In this idea of relatedness in word and love, independent of 
the concept of substance and to be classified among “accidents,” Christian 
thought discovered the kernel of the concept of person, which describes 
something other and infinitely more than the mere idea of “individual.” Let 
us listen once again to St. Augustine: “In God there are no accidents, only 

                                                                                                                                                                            
Welche Einschätzung des Wirklichen insgesamt vollzieht sich dabei?“ (JRGS 4, 96-97; trans. ItC, 90). With his 
dissertation, Wissen aus der Taufe, Sottopietra makes an attempt to find answers in Ratzinger’s works 
specifically referring to knowledge (Sottopietra 2003, 9). 

273 See also the previous paragraph. 
274 “Der Christ sieht im Menschen nicht ein Individuum, sondern eine Person“ (JRGS 4, 156; trans. ItC, 

160). 
275 In reference to Augustine (though not making mention of a particular work) Ratzinger states that God 

also is relatedness (JRGS 4, 168). Further on Ratzinger quotes Augustine: “He is not called Father with 
reference to himself but only in relation to the Son; seen by himself he is simply God” (JRGS 4, 175; trans. ItC, 
183). The quote is from en. Ps. 68 s 1.5: “Cum autem pater est, non illud est quod est. Pater enim non ad se, 
sed ad Filium dicitur; ad se autem Deus dicitur” (CCL 39). 

276 Concerning the idea of social trinitarianism Ratzinger refers to: (1) C. Andresen, “Zur Enstehung und 
Geschichte des trinitarischen Personbegriffs” in Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 52, 1961, 1-
38 and his own article: “Zum Personsverständnis in der Dogmatik” in J. Speck, Das Personsverständnis in der 
Pädagogik und ihren Nachbarwissenschaften, Munster: 1966, 157-171. 
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substance and relation.”277 Therein lies concealed a revolution in man’s 
view of the world: the sole dominion of his thinking in terms of substance is 
ended; relation is discovered as an equally valid primordial mode of 
reality.278 

Becoming a Christian is thus about becoming a person empowered by Christ to enter into a 

relationship with the triune God, who himself is absolute relationship. “The internal logic of 

the Christian belief in God compels us to go beyond mere monotheism and leads to the 

belief in the triune God.”279 Thus baptismal faith in God asserts the concept of God’s 

trinitarianism. Christian initiation is entering into the mystery of true personhood. Ratzinger 

speaks of the paradoxical nature of the Christian image of God and of the Christian 

existence. Being a person implies professing that my “I” is that of another. He concludes 

that a person only comes to himself by moving away from himself and then coming back as 

relatedness (Beziehenlichkeit), which is man’s true origin. Here again he supports his 

conclusions with the words of Augustine: “What is so much yours as yourself, and what is so 

little yours as yourself? (JRGS 4, 181).280 

Teilhard de Chardin strongly influenced Joseph Ratzinger’s perspective on redemption, in 

which hominization has taken such a prominent role. In this scheme of redemption Christ is 

considered to be the “last man” (1 Cor. 15:45)—the man par excellence (Nichols 2007, 90). 

Jesus as the last man, the new Adam, draws all of humanity into himself (John 12:32). Thus, 

humanity is incorporated in Christ and can thus be called the Body of Christ (JRGS 4, 219). 

Quoting Galatians 3:28 “You are all one in Christ Jesus,” Ratzinger sees the gathering of a 

dismembered humanity into one single Adam, one single body which is man to come. As for 
                                                        

277 Here Ratzinger refers to Augustine’s trin. 5.5.6: “In deo autem nihil quidem secundum accidens dicitur 
quia nihil in eo mutabile est; nec tamen omne quod dicitur secundum substantiam dicitur . . .  quod tamen 
relatiuum non est accidens quia non est mutabile” (CCL 50). 

278 “Mit den Bildern der christlichen Überlieferung ausgedrückt, heißt das: Die erste Person zeugt nicht in 
dem Sinn den Sohn, als ob zur fertigen Person der Akt des Zeugens hinzukäme, sondern sie ist die Tat des 
Zeugens, des Sich-Hingebens und Ausströmens. Sie ist mit dem Akt der Hingabe identisch. Nur als dieser Akt 
der Hingabe, »Welle«, nicht »Korpuskel« [...]. Mit diesem Gedanken der Beziehentlichkeit in Wort und Liebe, 
unabhängig vom Substanzbegriff und nicht einzuordnen in die »Akzidentien«, hat das christliche Denken den 
Kern des Personsbegriffs gefunden, der etwas anderes und unendlich mehr als die bloße Idee des 
»Individuums« besagt. Hören wir noch einmal Augustinus: »In Gott gibt es keine Akzidentien, nur Substanz 
und Relation (Beziehung).« Darin verbirgt sich eine Revolution des Weltbildes: Die Alleinherrschaft des 
Substanzdenkens wird gebrochen, Relation al seine gleichrangige Urweise des Wirklichen entdeckt“ (JRGS 4, 
96-97; trans. ItC, 184). 

279  “Die innere Logik des christlichen Gottesglaubens zwingt zur Überschreitung eines bloßen 
Monotheismus und führt zum Glauben an den dreieinigen Gott“ (JRGS 4, 156; trans. ItC, 161). 

280 Io. eu.tr. 29.3 : “Quid enim tam tuum quam tu? Et quid tam non tuum quam tu” (CCL, 36). 
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the means of this incorporation, Ratzinger yet again refers to an onward faith in Christ (JRGS 

4, 222). Accordingly, within this new anthropological approach, heavily influenced by 

personalism, Ratzinger includes both Christological and ecclesiological notions in that 

humanity becomes itself incorporated into Christ and into his Body. The old Adam, the body 

of humanity, becomes the new Adam, the body of Christ. 

Further expounding on the concept of Christ being the new Adam, Ratzinger remains in this 

Christological-ecclesiological perspective and compares the formation of Eve from Adam’s 

side to the formation of a new community from Christ’s “open side.”281 “It is the beginning 

of a new, definitive community of men with one another, a community symbolized by blood 

and water, in which John points to the basic Christian sacraments of Baptism and the 

Eucharist and through them, to the Church as the sign of the true community of men.”282 

Both sacraments, as we have seen before, are here pictured as symbols pointing to the 

water and blood that flowed from Christ’s side. From Christ’s side the Church is formed by 

way of the sacraments and introduced into the relationship between the Son and the 

Father. 283  Looking closely at what Ratzinger writes, however, it is not the only the 

sacraments that are symbolized by blood and water, but also the community, the Church 

itself.284 

                                                        
281 Ratzinger here again describes Jesus’ mission as a movement from God to the other, by which he 

creates a community that is characterized by its relationship to God. It is the “opened” Christ that completes 
the transformation of being into reception and transmission. Cf. Schmaus 1958, 327. 

282 “Sie ist der Anfang einer neuen, definitiven Gemeinschaft der Menschen miteinander; als ihre Symbole 
stehen hier Blut und Wasser, womit Johannes auf die christlichen Grundsakramente Taufe und Eucharistie und 
durch sie hindurch auf die Kirche als das Zeichen der neuen Gemeinschaft der Menschen verweist“ (JRGS 4, 
223; trans. ItC, 241). 

283 Cf. M. Kehl, Die Kirche: Eine katholischen Ekklesiologie, 1994, 74. 
284 Ratzinger here demonstrates his indebtedness to Cullman and Betz. Cullmann: “Diese Bindung ist 

inhaltlich in dem Sinne zu verstehen, dass Christus in beiden Sakramenten seiner Kirche das in seinem Tod 
vollbrachte Sühnewerk schenkt“ (Cullmann 1950, 111). Betz: “Der Ertrag, der unser Vers für das 
Wesensverständnis des Herrenmahles abwirft, dürfte in folgendem zu suchen sein. Der Vers veranschaulicht in 
unüberbietbarer Weise den Ursprung des Sakraments im Tode Jesu” (Betz 1961, 193). We also encounter this 
notion in Lumen Gentium. LG 3: “This inauguration and this growth [of the Kingdom] are both symbolized by 
the blood and water which flowed from the open side of a crucified Jesus (cf. John 19:34) and are foretold in 
the words of the Lord referring to his death on the Cross: “And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
things to myself” (John 12:32). The Church here is seen as an entity in a growth process leading to perfection 
at the end of time. She is thus not a societal perfecta, but the Church that is to be the Kingdom of God (Heim 
2005, 46). M. Heim also points us to Gaudium et Spes: “On this earth that Kingdom is already present in the 
mystery. When the Lord returns it will be brought into full flower” (GS 39). 
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The sense of unity and community is essential for Ratzinger’s perception of Christianity in 

the Einführung, which gives it a strong ecclesiological emphasis. Baptism and faith do not 

simply create Christians but lead subjects into a community of life. There would be no 

necessity for Christianity if there was but God and a collection of individuals. 285 

Anthropologically speaking, man becomes himself when he is inserted into the whole. With 

“the insertion into the whole” (Ganze) Ratzinger means an insertion into humanity, history, 

cosmos, such as the spirit into a body. Becoming a Christian therefore involves the 

mystagogical process of being led into the whole. Man is only man by virtue of the existence 

of others and his relationship to others (JRGS 4, 227). According to Ratzinger, man is a 

creature of eternal fellowship and the resurrection proves that the immortality of man can 

only exist in the framework of man’s fellowship with the other (JRGS 4, 230). The concept of 

resurrection into true fellowship is thus linked to the notion of Baptismal immersion, as a 

symbol of death to individuality and as resurrection into fellowship, into community and 

into the Church. Resurrection symbolizes a liberation from individuality (original sin), the 

leading of man into true fellowship from a life stuck in a web of one’s own existence.286 

Christianity can only be understood from the idea of community insofar as it relates to the 

whole and not to the individual. It is not so much concerned about the salvation of an 

individual as enlisting (Indienstnahme) him into the service of the whole. The Christian 

persistently changes from being himself to being for the other. It is the continual exodus of 

going beyond himself (JRGS 4, 231-3). Taking these notions of relatedness into a 

soteriological perspective, Ratzinger can claim that man is a being who has brought himself 

into death. He does not have the ability to survive in himself and therefore must be initiated 

into another in order to surpass death. Man naturally strives to continue to exist in two 

ways. The first is the attempt to live eternally in one’s children; the other is to seek refuge in 

fame. Neither deliver him from the inevitable death. Being brought into Christ, however, 

guarantees true eternal existence (JRGS 4, 275-6). Incorporation into Christianity implies the 

incorporation into love, from which proceeds immortality. Just as God “is the relation of 

three Persons to one another, their incorporation in the ’for one another’ of love, act-

                                                        
285 “Wenn es nur Gott und eine Summe von Einzelnen gäbe, wäre das Christentum nicht nötig“ (JRGS 4, 

226). 
286 “Auferstehung drückt den Gedanken aus, dass Unsterblichkeit des Menschen nur im Miteinander der 

Menschen, im Menschen als dem Wesen des Miteinander bestehen und gedacht werden kann“ (JRGS 4,230). 
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substance of the love that is absolute and therefore completely ’relative,’ living only ’in 

relation to.’”287  

4.3.4 Initiation into Forgiveness and Communion 

A last concept in relation to initiation and Baptism in Ratzinger’s Einführung in das 

Christentum may be considered somewhat soteriological, as it deals with the forgiveness of 

sins. However, as we shall see, it again is dominated by mystagogy, the notion of the entry 

into a new community. When considering the “forgiveness of sin” of the Apostles’ Creed, 

Ratzinger here returns to the history of the sacrament of Baptism and suggests that 

traditionally Baptism was the fundamental sacrament of the forgiveness of sin. Only later 

was the sacrament of penance formed, as early Christian believers realized that continual 

forgiveness of sins was needed in order to remain a part of the community: 

The phrase about the forgiveness of sins . . . refers to the other 
fundamental sacrament of the Church, namely, Baptism; and from there it 
very soon came to include the sacrament of penance. At first, of course, 
Baptism was the great sacrament of forgiveness, the moment when a 
visible transformation took place. Only gradually, through painful 
experience, did people come to see that even the baptized Christian needs 
forgiveness, with the result that the renewed remission of sins granted by 
the sacrament of penance advanced more and more into the foreground, 
especially since Baptism moved to the beginning of life and thus ceased to 
be an expression of active conversion.288 

This distinction between the sacrament of Baptism and penance seems to have influenced 

Ratzinger’s own theology of Baptism as well, though few references to the forgiveness of 

sins in connection to Baptism have surfaced in the works we have studied thus far.289 In 

                                                        
287 “Auch Gott ist deshalb allem Vergehenden gegenüber schlechthinniges Stehen und Bestehen, weil er 

Zuordnung der drei Personen aufeinander, ihr Aufgehen im Füreinander der Liebe ist, Akt-Substanz der 
absoluten und darin ganz »relativen« und nur im Bezogensein aufeinander lebenden Liebe“ (JRGS 4, 278; 
trans. ItC, 305-6). 

288 “Das Wort von der Vergebung der Sünden zielt demgegenüber auf das andere kirchengründende 
Sakrament, die Taufe; sehr bald schon entwickelt sich dann daraus auch der Blick auf das große Sakrament der 
Vergebung, als der Augenblick der verwandelnden Wende vor Augen. Erst allmählich musste man sich durch 
eine leidvolle Erfahrung darüber belehren lassen, dass der Christ auch als Getaufter der Vergebung bedürftig 
ist, so dass immer mehr der erneuerte Sündennachlass des Bußsakraments in den Vordergrund trat, zumal seit 
die Taufe an den Anfang des Lebens rückte uns do aufhörte, Ausdruck aktiver Bekehrung zu sein.“ (JRGS 4, 
301; trans. ItC, 335). 

289  The exception here is Ratzinger’s anthropological approach to sacraments in Die sakramentale 
Begründung christlicher Existenz (1966), in which he asserts that humanity by nature experiences a tendency 
to want to rid oneself of sin. Here again, however, reference to penance is also made (JRGS 11, 203). 
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other words, Baptism is only rarely linked to the soteriological notion of the forgiveness of 

sin. Ratzinger does argue, however, that the sacrament of Baptism has fundamentally 

evolved to the sacrament at the beginning of one’s life and that it has been in part 

disconnected from one’s conversion. This may be seen to contradict Hippolytus’s threefold 

renunciation described by Ratzinger in the beginning of Einführung, where he also 

encourages the reader to strive against the customs of the old life. A nuance must be made 

here, however, as Ratzinger refers to the sacrament of Baptism within the context of early 

Christianity. Furthermore, Ratzinger does not accept the consequences of transferring the 

soteriological aspect of the forgiveness of sins to the sacrament of penance, and he asserts 

that even though Baptism is the sacrament of rebirth, it still contains the soteriological 

aspect of the remission of sins:  

Nevertheless, the fact remains even now that one cannot become a 
Christian by birth but only by rebirth: Christianity only ever comes into 
being by man’s turning his life around, turning away from the self-
satisfaction of mere existence and being “converted.” In this sense Baptism 
remains, as the start of a lifelong conversion, the fundamental pattern of 
Christian existence, as the phrase about the “remission of sins” is intended 
to remind us. But if Christianity is regarded, not as a chance grouping of 
men, but as the about-turn into real humanity, then this confession of faith 
goes beyond the circle of the baptized and means that man does not come 
to himself if he simply abandons himself to his natural inclination. To 
become truly a man, he must oppose this inclination; he must turn around: 
even the waters of his nature do not climb upward of their own accord.290 

Accordingly, Baptism is the great sacrament that visibly demonstrates the remission of sins, 

even though it has been somewhat displaced by the sacrament of penance. Through the 

sacrament of Baptism man begins on the lifelong path of conversion in which he needs the 

continual remission of sins: thus, the close relationship between the sacrament of Baptism 

                                                        
290  “Immerhin blieb auch jetzt bestehen, dass man Christ nicht durch Geburt, sondern nur durch 

Wiedergeburt werden kann: Christsein kommt immer nur dadurch zustande, dass der Mensch sein Dasein 
herumwendet, sich abwendet von der Selbstzufriedenheit des bloßen Dahinlebens und sich »bekehrt«. In 
diesem Sinn bleibt die Taufe als Anfang einer lebenslangen Bekehrung das grundlegende Vorzeichen der 
christlichen Existenz, an das uns das Wort vom »Nachlass der Sünden« erinnern will. Wenn aber Christsein 
nicht als eine zufällige Gruppenbildung angesehen wird, sondern als Wende ins eigentliche Menschsein hinein, 
dann besagt dieses Bekenntnis über den Kreis der Getauften hinaus, dass der Mensch nicht zu sich selbst 
kommt, wen er sich einfach dem naturhaften Schwergewicht überlässt. Um wahrhaft Mensch zu werden, muss 
er diesem Schwergewicht entgegentreten, muss er sich wenden: Auch die Wasser seiner Natur steigen nicht 
von selber nach oben“ (JRGS 4, 301-2; trans. ItC, 335). 
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and the sacrament of penance. For Ratzinger at this stage, penance seems to function as a 

reminder of Baptism, with the phrase “remission of sins” reminding us that we were 

baptized at the beginning of our process of conversion. Thus, remaining faithful to the 

broader theme of this book, Ratzinger returns to the idea of hominization when he argues 

that confession at Baptism initiates the movement into real humanity, the process during 

which one fights against the natural inclination toward selfishness in order to live a life in 

the service of the new community. Ratzinger here again demonstrates the mystagogical 

idea of being led into true humanity. 

In his summary of his analysis of the last statements of the Creed, Ratzinger states that the 

Church must be understood in terms of the Holy Spirit; she is the site of the Spirit’s 

sacramental activity (JRGS 4, 302). This guarantees a theocentric understanding of the 

Church: “Concretely, [the Church] must be seen from the two angles of Baptism (penance) 

and the Eucharist.”291 He adds that the Church is not simply a social gathering of men and 

women who commit themselves, but that through the sacraments man receives the 

communion, which centers around conversion and unification. He then refers to the 

forgiveness of sins as one of the sacramental activities, which this fellowship enjoys, but 

again makes no distinct reference to the sacrament of Baptism, supporting the argument 

that Ratzinger to some extent divorces the forgiveness of sins from the sacrament of 

Baptism:  

The new being of forgiveness leads us into fellowship with those who live 
from forgiveness; forgiveness establishes communion; and communion 
with the Lord in the Eucharist leads necessarily to the communion of the 
converted, who all eat one and the same bread, to become in it “one body” 
(I Cor. 10:17) and, indeed, “one single new man” (cf. Eph. 2:15).292 

The words in the Creed on forgiveness of sins and the communion of the saints are 

accordingly to be considered within the context of the Church, her real content, her true 

mode of existence. The forgiveness of sins and the communion of the saints are gifts of God 

                                                        
291 “Konkret wird sie gesehen von den zwei Angelpunkten Taufe (Buße) und Eucharistie her“ (JRGS 4, 302; 

trans. ItC, 336). 
292 “Das neue Sein der Vergebung stiftet Gemeinschaft, und die Gemeinschaft mit dem Herrn in der 

Eucharistie führt notwendig zur Gemeinschaft der Bekehrten, die alle ein und dasselbe Brot essen, um darin 
»ein Leib« (1 Kor 10, 17), ja, »ein einziger neuer Mensch« zu werden (vgl. Eph 2, 15)“ (JRGS 4, 302; trans. ItC, 
336). 
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expressed in Baptism, penance, and the Eucharist.293 Thus, the baptismal confession of faith 

demands that man realize he needs forgiveness of sins, which establishes the communio of 

true humanity (JRGS 4, 94). 

4.3.5 Summary 

In Einführung in das Christentum Ratzinger again adheres to the anthropological approach 

of Baptism, though he expands it by placing it in the context of patristic theology. He 

deviates slightly from the idea of deliverance of self-centeredness and in line with the 

articles “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung,” “Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der 

Gliedschaft in der Kirche” and “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung” once more concentrates 

on the salvation of humanity in collectivity. As we have seen above, Ratzinger here takes as 

point of reference the principles of personalism and frequently leverages Augustine to 

substantiation his arguments. 

In the Einführung Baptism is once again the catalyst of transforming humanity into its true 

self—mystagogy as being led into true humanity. However, this idea of transformation 

receives a more profound examination by Ratzinger in this work, as he focuses on 

relationship as core of the new community. First, part of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is 

located in the confession of faith. Escaping individuality demands a renunciation of all that is 

evil, followed by a conversion, so as to participate in the new community. Second, Christian 

initiation is for Ratzinger (in 1968) an incorporation into relation. Baptism appears to be the 

initiator of one’s participation into the relationship with the triune God, who in turn is an 

absolute relation in Himself. As we have seen, fundamental for Ratzinger is the doctrine of 

social trinitarianism, which adds that to be baptized into Christianity involves receiving and 

living a life in relatedness (JRGS 4, 179). Third, by using ideas drawn from personalism, 

Ratzinger stresses hominization; the transformation from individuality to community is 

characterized as the formation of the new community from Christ’s side, which has Baptism 

at its start (JRGS 4, 223). Ratzinger here makes uses of classical Christological and 

                                                        
293  Dabei bleibt immer vorausgesetzt, was wir vorhin über den geistigen Ort und den inneren 

Zusammenhang dieser Worte bedacht haben, die einerseits bezogen sind auf das Bekenntnis zum machtvollen 
Wirken des Heiligen Geistes in der Geschichte und anderseits ausgelegt werden in den Worten von der 
Sündenvergebung und von der Gemeinschaft der Heiligen, in denen Taufe, Buße und Eucharistie als die 
Konstruktionspunkte der Kirche, als ihr eigentlicher Inhalt und ihre wahre Existenzweise angegeben sind“ 
(JRGS 4, 305). 
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ecclesiological concepts in order to show how humanity becomes its true self only by being 

incorporated into Christ and into his Body. Baptism is therefore instrumental in the 

gathering of a humanity split by individualism into one single eschatological body, the new 

Adam. The sacrament of initiation is a transtemporal event.294 Fourth, although Baptism’s 

role in the remission of sins and conversion is not prominent, it is nevertheless the 

sacrament that initiates rebirth so as to draw men in communion with Christ and each other 

(JRGS 4, 301-2). Baptism is the means of obtaining the initial forgiveness of sins, by which 

the individual is brought into the Christian community, the new humanity, the body of 

Christ. Yet, this community must move forward—through penance and the Eucharist—

through Christ to its ultimate destiny, i.e., having perfect communion with the triune God. 

Besides a dominant anthropological view on Baptism, we encounter in Einführung in das 

Christentum mystagocial characteristics showing that for Ratzinger being baptized involves 

participation into the mysterious relationship of the Trinity. In the period that follows, his 

time at Regensburg (1969-1977), Ratzinger appears to change his focus; his works of this 

period appear to be addressed more to those in the Church as opposed to those at its 

peripheries. In other words, aggiornamento becomes less of a concern.295 

  

                                                        
294 Cf. “Das Individuum wird durch die Taufe in eine Gemeinschaft versetzt, die eine reale transtemporale 

Dimension hat, und die gerade kraft dieser transtemporalen Einheit die Eigenschaften eines Subjektes 
aufweist” (Sottopietra 2003, 277). 

295 Here we can only speculate, but his change of focus may have to do with his troubled experiences at 
Tübingen. “So, in 1969, I received a formal invitation to go to Regensburg, which I accepted, because . . . I 
wanted to develop my theology further in a less agitated environment and also because I did not want to be 
always forced into the contra position” (MS, 140; quoted before in 2.2).  
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5 PROFESSOR FOR DOGMATICS AND DOGMA HISTORY – 

REGENSBURG (1968 – 1977) 

5.1 A Return to “Traditional” Perspectives: Baptism and the Incorporation into 

the Body of Christ 

5.1.1 The Unity of the Symbolum and Baptism: “Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens“ 

(1972) 

Some four years later, after he has exchanged his position at Tübingen for a position at 

Regensburg, Ratzinger publishes an article on the relationship between Baptism and the 

verbal expression of the faith, “Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens.” 296  Ratzinger’s 

approach to Baptism differs substantially in comparison to what we have encountered in 

works written during the Bonn-Tübingen period. In this article he demonstrates a strictly 

“traditional” approach. He focuses on the Church as a body of humanity instead of on 

humanity at large, as we have seen in Einführung in das Christentum. In other words, 

Ratzinger appears to participate in an internal discussion in the Church. The article can thus 

not be characterized as apologetic but rather as dogmatic with strong patristic sympathies, 

which becomes apparent in its mystagogical elements. From the beginning Ratzinger clearly 

favors the issue as is manifested in early Christianity, and he struggles to accept ideas about 

the sacrament drawn from both scholasticism and the post-reformation Church. Ratzinger 

commences this article with the following: 

It makes considerable difference whether we view the topic “Baptism and 
the Formulation of the Content of the Faith” from a perspective of early 
Christianity or from that of modern theology. In the latter case, it is almost 
impossible to discover a relationship between Baptism and the verbal 
formula of the faith.297 

                                                        
296 This text—originally a presentation at a meeting of the Académie des sciences religieuses in Leuven on 

May 20, 1971—has also been included in Theologische Prinzipienlehre in the chapter where Ratzinger deals 
with the formal principles of Catholicism (chapter 2), and more specifically in the section where he deals with 
the relationship between Scripture and Tradition. 

297 “Das Thema »Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens« stellt sich völlig verschieden dar, je nachdem, ob 
man es von der frühchristlichen oder van der neuzeitlichen Theologie her betrachtet. In der letzteren ist kaum 
eine Beziehung zwischen Taufe und sprachlicher Formung des Glaubens erkennbar” (JRGS 9/1, 462; trans. PCT, 
101-102). 
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Ratzinger continues to be very critical of scholastic approaches to Baptism, as scholasticism 

presses it into the schema of matter and form.298 His issue is with the latter; Ratzinger sees a 

problem between the role of faith and the verbal formula when Baptism is approached 

scholastically: “the formula exists as something preordained and inviolable, not as an 

expression of faith, but as ‘institution’.”299 He criticizes scholastic theology for having little 

or no attention for the baptizand’s own personal faith and then relegates his own 

perceptions on the sacrament based on the dogma history the first centuries.300 

Methologically, Ratzinger first describes the relationship between Baptism and the 

formulation of the faith in the Church of the second millennium and then proceeds to 

summarize the views of the ancient Church.301 “Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens” 

offers both a patristic and ecclesiological approach to the sacrament and preserves a 

significant role for faith. The question relevant for our inquiry is how Ratzinger’s analysis of 

the verbal expression of faith affects his perspective on the sacrament of Baptism at this 

stage of the development of his theology. What becomes evident first is that the sacrament 

ensures that faith is kept in the ecclesial context. The Church, in the name of the Father and 

the Son and the Holy Spirit, receives the believing subject through the sacrament, just as the 

Church herself has also been received. “The sacrament is a witness; it is not, therefore, 

                                                        
298 Cf. Sottopietra, 285. 
299 “Die Formel ist als formulierte vorgegeben und unberührbar; nicht Ausdruck von Glaube, sondern 

einfach »Einsetzung«” (JRGS 9/1, 474; trans. PCT, 102). 
300 Of interest here is the question of how these views relate to the findings in his habilitation, Die 

Geschichtstheologie des heiligen Bonaventura. What led Ratzinger to write his habilitation concering a 
scholastic theologian in light of his participation in the movement of Nouvelle Théologie? It would be beyond 
the scope of this study to provide an extensive answer to this question, but a few remarks may clarify the 
issue. Ratzinger wrote this study at the end of the 1950’s during which German-speaking Catholic theologians 
discussed the relation of salvation-history to metaphysics (Nichols 2007, 34). Salvation-history 
(Heilsgeschichte) seeks to understand the salvific actitivities of God during the course of human history and 
understands this to be the theological key for the understanding of the Christan revelation. Metaphysics in 
theology addresses questions with the aid of philosophical realism and converses about God based on 
experience. With his habilitation Ratzinger wanted to  contribute to the debate providing an appreciative 
approach to concepts of salvation-history. But why use Bonaventure (1217-1274)? He was a theologian during 
the time of scholasticism advocating the approach of salvation history. A. Nicols summarizes Bonaventure’s 
theology as follows “What Bonaventure produced was perhaps the most substantial high mediaeval synthesis 
of the historical and symbolist thinking characteristics of the patristic and early mediaeval eras with the 
conceptual and abstract style of reflection preferred by mature Scholasticism” (Nichols 2007, 36). Moreover, 
Bonaventure is considered to have been greatly influenced by Augustine, whom he himself called “the greatest 
of all Latin teachers” (Zinn 2009, 109). 

301 For views of the second millennium Ratzinger relies heavily on the article “Baptême” of J. Bellamy et al. 
in DTC 2, 167-378. However, the presented perspective of early Christianity on this topic is for the largest part 
substantiated by Stenzel’s Die Taufe. 
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something secondary to the act of faith, but is at the same time its ecclesial dimension and 

the theological dimension of the ecclesial.”302  

By looking at his attempt to map the relationship between Baptism, the formulation of the 

content of faith, and faith itself, we can further characterize Ratzinger’s theology of 

Baptism. According to Ratzinger, understanding the relationship between these three is best 

achieved by observing the structure of the patristic liturgy of Baptism from the perspective 

of the various steps of the catechumenate.303 Ratzinger here describes the mystagogical 

approach and shows that the catechumen was gradually introduced to Christian life and 

thought until its “ultimate goal in the night of the Baptism itself with its “no,” its “yes,” its 

sealing by immersion and its anointing with oil.” 304  The “no’” apotaxis, which is 

renunciation, and the corresponding “yes,” syntaxis, which is affirmation, are to have a 

central place in the administration of the sacrament (JRGS 9/1, 473). The affirmation during 

the ceremony of the administration of Baptism has the form of an interrogative confession, 

through which the faith of the one being baptized is confessed.305 Faith in this interrogative 

confession is not merely the decision of the individual, but the encounter and reception—

the letting one be received—by the community of the faithful.306 This demonstrates “that 

one cannot achieve fullness of being by way of one’s private decision, that one becomes 

oneself by becoming a confession of faith, an open “yes,” when one is received by the 

community of the faithful, when one is incorporated into that community, when one is 

immersed and allows oneself to be immersed in it.”307  Faith is thus required in this 

                                                        
302 “Das Sakrament [ist ein] Zeugnis, das so nicht neben dem Glaubensakt steht, sondern seine ekklesiale 

Dimension und zugleich die theo-logische Dimension des Ekklesialen ist“ (JRGS 9/1, 474-5; trans. PCT, 112).  
303 As stated above, this choice for a patristic approach coincides with his revealed preference for 

sacramental views of the Early Church as opposed to the interpretation of scholasticism in general. 
304 “Das Endziel dieser Konkretisierungen ist dann die Nacht der Taufe, ihr Nein, ihr Ja, die Besiegelung mit 

dem Wasserbad und mit der Salbung“ (JRGS 9/1, 474; trans. PCT, 111). 
305 For the place of Creeds during the ceremony of Baptism cf. section 4.4 of this study. 
306 Cf. “Kurzformeln des Glaubens?” (1973), a reponse to Rahner’s Problematik einer Kurzformel des 

Glaubens, in which Ratzinger states that the baptismal symbolum particularly is the expression of a personal 
decision made by the whole community (JRGS 9/1, 316; trans. PCT, 124). 

307 “Das er gar nicht in einem privaten Konversionsentschluss zu seiner Gänze gelangen kann. Dass er er 
selbst erst wird, wenn er Bekenntnis wird, offenes Ja, wenn er angenommen wird von der Gemeinschaft der 
Glaubenden, wenn er Hineingenommenwerden, Hineingetauchtwerden, Sich-hineintauchen-Lassen in sie ist“ 
(JRGS 9/1, 474; trans. PCT, 111). Sottopietra remarks in reference to these words: “Ratzinger besteht darauf, 
passiv konjugierte Verben zu verwenden, un den Glauben zu beschreiben . . . sie bringen die 
Gemeinschaftlichkeit des Glaubensaktes zum Ausdruck” (Sottopietra 2003, 293). The act of believing entails 
believing with the faith of the Church. The Church is therefore both the subject and object in the act of faith. 
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mystagogical process so as to belong and become one with the faithful, the members of the 

Body of Christ. 

Ratzinger goes on to detail how this mystagogical notion enhances the ecclesiological 

component of Baptism; he concludes that the act of faith takes place by letting one be 

received by the Church through mutual questioning and answering, through which one is 

unified with the Mater Ecclesia, the one subject of the credo (JRGS 9/1, 474).308 Thus faith 

and its verbal expression by way of an interrogative confession are inseparably connected to 

the administration of Baptism.309 Ratzinger substantiates this claim by arguing that the 

ancient baptismal rites—those of Tertullian, Hippolytus and Ambrose—are not the same as 

the baptismal formulas pronounced during the time of scholasticism and today. In other 

words, the formula was not the expression or pronunciation of a statement but rather an 

inquiry of faith. “Instead,” Ratzinger writes, “a baptismal interrogation in which the 

symbolum is divided into three questions, and three responses thereto and concomitant 

triple immersion of the neophyte comprise the form in which the sacrament is 

administered.”310 He can thus add that the baptismal dialogue is the oldest form for the 

confession of faith.311 Moreover, Ratzinger mentions the ancient distinction between regula 

                                                        
308 Ratzinger perceives that the Church is subject, as he is inspired by de Lubac’s Catholicisme (50-51) 

which surmises that the “I” of the symbolum refers to Church as subject. 
309  In “Kirche und Wissenschaftliche Theologie” (1978) Ratzinger once again unites catechesis, the 

symbolum and Baptism. In reference to Romans 6:17 he states: “To become a Christian is to enter into this one 
particular creed, into the communal form of faith. The inner bond between the community itself and this 
creed is expressed by the fact that acceptance into the community has the form of a sacrament: Baptism and 
catechesis are inseparable. Entering into the community of faith means entering into a community of life and 
vice versa. As part of the sacrament, this basic catechesis is not subject to the will of the Church. It is the mark 
of her identity, without which she is nothing, but which can, nevertheless, exist only in her communal life.” 
(Christwerden ist das Hineintreten in diesen Typus der Lehre, in die Gemeinschaft selber an diese Lehrform ist 
dadurch ausgedrückt, dass die Übereignung in sie hinein die Form des Sakramentes hat: Taufe und Katechese 
sind untrennbar voneinander. In die Glaubensgemeinschaft eintreten heißt in die Lebensgemeinschaft 
eintreten und umgekehrt. Als Teil das Sakraments ist die Grundkatechese dem Wollen der Kirche selbst 
entzogen: Sie ist die Marke ihrer Identität, ohne die sie nichts ist und die doch nur in ihrem gemeinschaftlichen 
Leben bestehen kann) (JRGS 9/1, 686; trans. (PCT, 329). Cf. Sottopietra, 295. 

310 “Stattdessen die Taufbefragung, in der das Symbol in drei Fragen geteilt erscheint, deren dreimalige 
Beantwortung vonseiten des Täuflings mit dem Akt der dreimaligen Eintauchung verbunden zugleich die 
Gestalt der Sakramentenspendung selbst bildet“ (JRGS 9/1, 471; trans. PCT, 109). 

311 In the aforementioned “Kurzformeln des Glaubens?” Ratzinger distinguishes between four different 
types of symbola: (1) the baptismal symbolum, (2) the conciliar symbolum—the classic so-called Creed of 
Nicaea-Constantinopel, (3) the ordination symbolum—a symbolum such as the one of Athanasius which might 
be designated for study, and (4) symbola such as the Confessio Augustana—often used in the creation of a 
new Christian community. Pertaining to the first, Ratzinger here again states that this symbolum particularly is 
an extension of the trinitarian formula (Matt. 28:19), and that it is the expression of a personal decision 
associated with a personal conversion. By way of making the performatory confession, one enters into the life 
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and symbola. The first is a declaration used as a basis for the instructional manuals at the 

catechumenate, the liturgy of preparation. The second is considered interrogatory and was 

used during the liturgy of the administration of Baptism. The problem, as far as Ratzinger is 

concerned, is that in later stages the symbolum was transferred from the liturgy of the 

administration to the liturgy of preparation:  

What is clear is that the evolution of the rites of traditio and redditio 
symboli in the last stage of the catechumenate (the stage of those who 
were called θωτιζόμενοι312 in the East, competentes in the West and electi 
in Rome) had already somewhat obscured the distinction between regula 
and symbolum, in so doing, reducing to some extent the importance of the 
interrogatory symbolum, which had once been the essential element of 
baptism.313 

For this reason, Ratzinger allows himself to criticize the scholastic influence on the 

sacrament of Baptism and its relationship to faith and the symbolum. This censure 

specifically focuses on the severing of faith from Baptism. Scholasticism has effected the 

relegation of faith to a position of secondary importance in the teaching of the sacraments 

(JRGS 9/1, 464).314 Faith and the sacrament have been separated to this extent that those 

subjected to the sacrament no longer receive the grace of the sacrament; they merely 

receive the character sacramentalis.315 “Thus the sacrament is, to a large extent, removed 

from the sphere of faith, [the word of faith and the decision of faith]316 and into the sphere 

of an automatic rite, on the one hand, and, on the other, of an ontology of the soul.”317 

Thus, faith is not a prerequisite, but it is reduced to one of the requirements of the 

sacraments just as sorrow for sin is also a prerequisite. The powerful initial relationship 

                                                                                                                                                                            
of the ecclesial community (JRGS 9/1, 315; trans. PCT, 124). These notions yet again emphasize the baptismal 
symbolum as the participating element of the sacrament of Baptism. 

312 The English translation contains a spelling mistake here; the Greek word is φωτιζόμενοι. 
313 “Klas ist zunächst, dass der Ausbau der Riten von traditio und reditio symboli im letzten Stadium des 

Katechumenats (»Photizomenat«, »Kompententenzeit«, electi in Rom) bereits die Grenzen zwischen Regula 
und Symbola etwas verwischt, womit dem interrogatorischen Symbol, dem bisherigen Kernvorgang in der 
Taufe, etwas von seinem Gewicht genommen ist“ (JRGS 9/1, 473; trans. PCT, 110). 

314 Ratzinger describes this as the movement from the realm of the opus operatum to that of opus 
operantis.  

315 This idea implies that if one has been validly baptized he is always a Christian. 
316 The English translation does not contain the words in brackets. 
317  “Das Sakrament erscheint damit sehr stark aus dem Bereich von Glaube, Glaubenswort und 

Glaubensentscheid herausgeführt in dem Beriech eines selbstwirksamen Ritus einerseits, einer Ontologie der 
Seele andererseits“ (JRGS 9/1, 464; trans. PCT, 104]). 



- 122 - 
 

between both faith and Baptism is destroyed. The Reformation, with its strong concept of 

fides-fiducia,318 caused theology to remove faith from the acts of hope, charity and penance 

to the extent that the whole of faith, hope and charity—once denoted simply by the word 

faith—have been broken into a series of individual requirements (JRGS 9/1, 465).319 In other 

words, Ratzinger suggests that if we lose the patristic perspective or definition on “faith” 

and the associated notion of being initiated into the mystery of the faith of which Baptism is 

its starting point, the sacrament is in danger of becoming a formal ritual in which one is 

pronounced Christian without taking into account the experimental faith of its subject. He 

appears to use the mystagogical approach to call into question the subjective disposition in 

the conferral of the sacrament when taken in scholastic perspectives. 

Accordingly, in comparing the perspective of early Christianity and the perspective of 

modern theology pertaining to the theme “Baptism and the Formulation of the Content of 

Faith” Ratzinger argues that in “the latter case, it is impossible to discover a relationship 

between Baptism and the verbal expression of the faith.”320 Due to scholasticism, the 

formulation of the content of faith is forced into the schema of matter and form.321 It 

approaches faith as an institution as opposed to an expression. 

In sum, the question relevant to our research is the extent to which this article has an effect 

on Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism. First, the Church is the true subject of Baptism, by which 

it receives those who believe and adds them to the number of the faithful.322 Furthermore, 

                                                        
318 Faith in the sense of trust. 
319 Cf. “Glaube wird ins Abseits gedrängt, da er nur als eine der Bedingungen für das Erlaubstein un nicht 

als eine für die Gültigkeit des Sakraments fungiert” (Sottopietra 2003, 284). 
320 “In der letzteren ist kaum eine Beziehung zwischen Taufe und sprachlicher Formung des Glaubens 

erkennbar“ (JRGS 9/1, 462; trans. PCT, 101-02). 
321 Ratzinger substantiates this supposition by quoting from the article “Baptême” of J. Bellamy et al. in 

DTC 2, 167-378. 
322 In Kirche als Ort der Verkündigung, first published in Dogma und Verkündigung 1973, Ratzinger writes 

that Ecclesia does not simply exist already, but that it is created by the Word. The Word is constantly there in 
order to call people together to himself and thereby to make them into the Ecclesia (JRGS 9/2, 893). Faith is 
man’s proper response to the word of God. Even though Ratzinger makes no mention of Baptism in this article, 
the reference to initiation reminds us of the notion of the deliverance of individuality we encounter in 
Einführung. “Faith means emerging from the isolation of one’s own? existence and becoming ‘one body’ with 
Christ, that is, an existential unity with him. And this always means: existential unity of all who have become 
‘one body.’” Glaube heißt, aus der Isolierung der eigenen Existenz heraustreten und mit Christus »ein Leib« 
werden, d.h. eine Existenzeinheit mit ihm. Und dies bedeutet immer: Existenzeinheit aller derer, die »ein Leib« 
geworden sind (JRGS 9/2, 896; trans. DAP, 22). Ratzinger substantiates this strong Christological-ecclesiological 
perspective of initiation by way of the proclamation of the Word of God in “Maβstäbe der 
Evangeliumsverkündigung heute,” first published in Dogma und Verkündigung (1973). Referring to the faith of 
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the renunciation and affirmation both form an essential part of the Baptism. They cannot be 

separated from the sacrament and do not in any way function as prerequisites. Part of 

Baptism is the affirmation of the faith, which is not some kind of private decision but rather 

the activity of becoming one with those who confessed the faith before, the faithful. Finally, 

this affirmation of the faith relates to the activity of the water to the extent that the 

threefold symbolum is associated with the three-fold immersion. What becomes apparent in 

comparison to the works written during the Bonn-Tübingen period is that Ratzinger here 

changes his tone somewhat; he is less explicit about ideas of deliverance from self-

centeredness and participation in true humanity. Instead his expressions are more in line 

with “traditional” theology, colored by patristic-ecclesiological themes. His approach here is 

more dogmatic and less apologetic. 323 As we shall see, this trend is pursued in other articles 

that refer to Baptism written during the Regensburg period.  

5.1.2 The Origin of the Theology of Baptism: “Abschied vom Teufel?” (1973) 

In Abschied vom Teufel?324 written in 1973 in response to Herbert Haag who claimed that 

the term devil is synonymous to sin,325 Ratzinger once again approaches Baptism as a 

                                                                                                                                                                            
the people of God and the nascency of the Christian community, he writes: “It becomes community through its 
entrance into the faith of the universal Church, the latter being understood synchronically and diachronically.” 
(Gemeinde wird sie durch das Hineinglauben in die Gesamtkirche, diese synchronisch und diachronisch 
verstanden) (JRGS 9/2, 909; trans. DaP, 33). 

323 In the foreword of Dogma und Verkündigung (1973), written approximately a year later, Ratzinger 
appears to be in conflict with modernity, and the onset of this collection of writings is even somewhat 
polemical. For instance, he refers to the indifference to dogma in modern perspectives on preaching, which 
according to him, has become for some a speaking in one’s own name (JRGS 9/2, 849; trans. DaP, 7). Ratzinger 
opposes this type of preaching and situates dogma among the fundamentals of preaching: “The inner tension 
of preaching depends on the objective arch spanning and upheld by the pillars: Dogma-Scripture-Church-
Today; not one can be taken away without the whole thing eventually collapsing.” (Die innere Spannung der 
Predigt hängt an dem objektiven Spannungsbogen Dogma-Schrift-Kirche-Heute – keiner seiner Pfeiler kann 
abgetragen werden, ohne dass schließlich das Ganze einstürzt) (JRGS 9/2, 849; trans. PCT, 7). 

324 This article was published in various diocesan papers in the spring of 1971 (Regensburg, Munich, 
Passau, Bamberg, Rottenburg, Würzburg, Aachen and Speyer) and later adopted into Dogma und 
Verkündigung (1973). 

325 Ratzinger wrote this tract in response to Herbert Haag’s booklet Abschied vom Teufel. Haag claims that 
the term devil in the New Testament simply stands for the term sin. He accused Paul VI of relapsing into an 
early Jewish world view in mistaking a world view in Sacred Scripture for an article of faith. Ratzinger opposes 
this by arguing that Haag behaves more like a contemporary person with a certain world view than an exegete 
of Sacred Scripture, who considers the existence of the devil untenable. He accuses him of making ideas 
compatible with a modern way of thinking. There is according to Ratzinger no standard that indicates in all 
cases where faith ends and where worldview begins, but there are aids to judgment that show us where to 
look for clarifications. Ratzinger then continues to go into a few standards that contemporary men can use as 
aids. One of these standards is that the Bible without the Church would only be a collection of literature (DuV, 
225 ff.). 
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patristic scholar with mystagogical principles. The sacrament is considered in a Christological 

context insofar as he argues that Baptism leads man into the existence of Christ. In order to 

set up a framework from which to argue, Ratzinger contends that theology, including that 

on the devil, originated in the Church’s quest for true liturgy and that Christians should 

therefore be mindful of the proper relationship between liturgy, Scripture, Church, and 

dogma. 326  The Church in antiquity struggled to stay true to the liturgy, interpreting 

Scripture, and formulating dogma accordingly. Ratzinger therefore claims that Scripture 

must be read in the community of faith and that contemporaries must discover how 

statements, including those derived from sacred Scripture about the devil, have entered 

into the interior act of faith (i.e., into the fundamental form of prayer and life, beyond the 

variations of tradition) (DuV, 231).327 

In what follows, Ratzinger takes the origin of the theology of Baptism as an example to 

argue that the Church struggled with the articles of faith and their impact on the liturgy, 

instead of the other way around—theology was derived from the liturgy. He demonstrates 

that the Church attempted to stay true to its liturgy and articulate the mystery of the 

Christian conversion: 

Thus, for instance, the battle over the divine Sonship of Jesus, over the 
divinity of the Holy Spirit, and over the Trinity of Persons in God was waged 
in view of the consequences for the Baptismal Liturgy, for the Eucharistic 
Liturgy, and, for the significance of Christian conversion that is announced 
in Baptism.328 

We can therefore conclude that for Ratzinger the theology of Baptism is derived from its 

Liturgy—lex orandi, lex credendi. As he continues, Ratzinger uses Basil (330-379) and his 

                                                        
326 Cf. the notions of lex orandi, lex credendi and the relationship between theologia prima and theologia 

secunda. 
327 Here we encounter a distinction between what is called patristic and a patrological approach. Cf. 2.2. 

The first is deemed more normative; it takes into account that the Church Fathers experienced God and that 
they are theologically relevant, even today. Patristics reckons with the sensus fidelium, the experience of the 
faith of Christians at the time. The patrological approach emphasizes the analyses of the historical and literary 
factors that have had their effects on reasoning about God (Van Geest 2009, 91, 94). It is clear that Ratzinger 
here advocates a patristic approach to the study of the Fathers. Cf. J. Habermas and J. Ratzinger, Dialektik der 
Säkularisierung. Über Vernuft und Religion, Vorwort und Herausgeber: F. Schuller, Freiburg im Breisgau: 
Herder, 2005. 

328 “So ist etwa der Kampf um die Gotterssohnschaft Jesu, um die Gottheit des Heiligen Geistes, um die 
Dreienigkeit Gottes von den Konsequenzen für die Taufliturgie, für die eucharistische Liturgie und damit für 
den Sinn christlicher Bekehrung geführt worden der sich in der Taufe ansagt” (DuV, 231; trans. DaP, 202-3) 



- 125 - 
 

contribution to the quest for the doctrine on the Holy Spirit to show that Basil found his 

answers in the intrinsic demand for Baptism and its liturgical form. In other words, Basil’s 

theology of the Holy Spirit was derived from the Liturgy of Baptism. Fundamentally, Baptism 

was for Basil the solemn ecclesial form of the existential decision made by one who decided 

to become a Christian.329 Bearing this in mind, Ratzinger states that those baptized must be 

able to take the significance of Baptism at its word, as it demonstrates what has happened 

in the mystagogical process of becoming a Christian. How then does this relate to the 

existence of the devil, which is the focus of the article? As part of the Baptismal Liturgy, 

candidates renounce Satan, an act which, together with the pledge to Jesus Christ, serves as 

the entryway into Baptism.  Ratzinger explains this as follows: 

Baptism leads man into the existential model of Jesus Christ so as to be 
with him in his battle and in his freedom. It is based on his spiritual 
experience and transfers it to someone who decides to follow Christ.330 

Baptism therefore constitutes a continuing battle against Satan, which, in more practical 

terms, is akin to the demand to conduct a morally sound life. In reference to this demand, 

Ratzinger concludes that if one denies the reality of the power of demons, the nature of 

                                                        
329 Ratzinger again returns to this notion in the theology of Basil in “Das I. Konzil von Konstantinopel 381” 

(1981) (adopted as “Das Credo von Nikaia und Konstantinopel: Geschichte, Struktur und Gehalt” in 
Theologische Prinzipienlehre) in which he scrutinizes the history, structure, and content of the Creeds of 
Nicaea and Constantinople. In this article, he argues that “Basil developed his doctrine of the Holy Spirit, his 
concept of Christian monotheism, entirely from the liturgy of the Church: his book about the Holy Spirit is, at 
bottom, nothing other than a theology of the liturgy. He begins with a discussion of baptism: Christ 
commissioned the apostles to make all his people his disciples by baptizing them “in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19). In the biblical context of baptism, Basil found the 
fundamental law of Christian life and prayer. Thus, the reality of Christian prayer was the guideline for 
philosophy. One does not first form a mental image of God and then try to pray to it; on the contrary, there 
exists first the experience of prayer, which, in turn, rests on the sacrament, that is, on the experience of God 
that was communicated to the apostles and continues to exist in the Church – the experience of Jesus Christ 
himself, who could make God known to us only because God was known to him. (Basilius hat seine Lehre vom 
Heiligen Geist, sein Bild des christlichen Monotheismus ganz aus der Liturgie der Kirche entwickelt; sein Buch 
über den Heiligen Geist ist zutiefst nichts anderes als Theologie der Liturgie. Er knüft vor allem an die Taufe an; 
Christus hatte den Aposteln aufgetragen dadurch alle Völker zu seinen Jüngern zu Machen, dass sie sie tauften 
»auf den namen des Vaters, des Sohnes und des Heiligen Geistes« (Mt 28, 18 f.). In der biblischen Gestalt der 
Taufe fand Basilius das Grundgesetz des christlichen Lebens wie des christlichen Betens.  Die Realität des 
christlichen Betens wies so dem Denken den Weg. Es wurde nicht zuerst ein Gottesbegriff erdacht, zu dem 
man dann etwa auch zu beten versucht hätte; am Anfang steht vielmehr die Erfahrung des Betens, die 
ihrerseits auf dem Sakrament beruht, d.h. auf der den Jüngern mitgeteilten und in der Kirche weitergelebten 
Gotteserfahrung Jesu Christi selbst, der deshalb der Offenbarer sein konnte, weil Gott ihm offenbar war) (JRGS 
8/2, 714; trans. PCT, 120).  

330 “Die Taufe führt damit den Menschen in das Existenzmodell Jesu Christi, in seinen Kampf und in seine 
Freiheit mit hinein. Sie beruht auf seiner geistlichen Erfahrung und übereignet sie dem, der die Nachfolge 
Christi aufnimmt” (DuV, 232; trans. DaP, 203). 
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Baptism would then change to be, in effect, the disappearance of a holy lifestyle. As 

Ratzinger puts it, “the disappearance of demons . . . goes hand in hand with the 

disappearance of holiness.”331  

All in all, Ratzinger’s reflections on the sacrament of Baptism in this article affirm those that 

we have already discovered in “Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens.” The concept of 

renunciation, which Ratzinger strongly introduced in the Einführung as a renunciation of 

individuality, is here considered in the mystagogical context of the Early Church, where it 

was a renunciation of the devil. Moreover, this article does not concern the pathway to true 

humanity but an initiation into the existential existence of Christ. Baptism is approached 

from where it originated, regardless of its potential application to modern humanity. In an 

article written around the same time, Ratzinger continues on the path back to “traditional” 

dogmatic theology and the idea that dogmatic theology finds its origin in Liturgy, such as the 

mystery of God in the baptismal Liturgy. 

5.1.3 Baptism as an Expression of Truth: “Verkündigung von Gott heute” (1973)  

In Verkündigung von Gott heute (1973) Ratzinger defends seven theses that, according to 

him, should be kept in mind when one attempts to speak about the mystery of God. 332 The 

first of these is that “God should be preached as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” Ratzinger 

again places Baptism at the center of the faith but expands on previous writings by focusing 

on how it relates to this particular truth; he views matters dogmatically. On the one hand, 

Baptism is the formal act of becoming a Christian, but, on the other hand, it also expresses 

the content of this truth: the Trinity (Sottopietra 2003, 283). The following quotation 

demonstrates that Ratzinger remains consistent regarding the idea of incorporation but 

adds that Baptism also reflects core dogmatic truths: 

[Baptism] is simultaneously an expression of faith. Baptism occurs in the 
name of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit; this is more than a 
formula—it is the designation of a new position that man finds in and 
through baptism. The act of Baptism is not only the formal incorporation 
into a community; it also indicates the content on which this community 
lives and thereby expresses at the same time the path the candidate is 

                                                        
331 “Das Verschwinden der Dämonen [geht] mit dem Verschwinden des Heiligen Hand in Hand” (DuV, 232; 

trans. DaP,203). 
332 This article was first published in Dogma und Verkündigung. 
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adopting in the act of baptism. To put it more pointedly: the goal of 
Baptism is not the community, but the truth—mediated by the 
community.333  

The Baptismal formula thus marks the center of Christianity, faith in the triune God; Baptism 

interprets being a Christian theocentrically, which requires that a Christian believes the 

simple dogma at the core of Christianity: God is (DuV, 101). The formula expresses the 

essence of the Christian decision and the way the Christian existence leads: to Christ (DuV, 

104). 

In keeping with theme of this article (i.e., theocentric proclamation) Ratzinger adds that 

“the individual elements of preaching can be drawn from the more elaborate creedal texts 

that stand in the background behind this authentic ‘covenant formula’—as one might call 

the baptismal formula.”334  Ratzinger does explain what he means by the term covenant 

formula,335 but in the context of what follows we can cautiously conclude that he uses the 

term to indicate that Baptism involves the attainment of a relationship with the triune God, 

who Himself is family, as we shall see below; indeed, later in the article Ratzinger returns to 

this notion and places it in the Christological-ecclesiological framework:  

In Jesus of Nazareth I encounter the most authentic features of myself, and 
therefore I can speak with him, therefore I can understand him, therefore I 
can become one body, that is one single existence with him and those who 
are his. Therefore, however, I also remain ever on the way to him, because 
he is always infinitely more.336 

Yet being subjected to Baptism also has ethical consequences; it opens one to the possibility 

of building a human existence that is analogous to God. Baptism demands a personal and 

                                                        
333 “Die Taufe [ist] zugleich Ausdruck des Glaubens. Taufe geschieht im Namen des Vaters, des Sohnes und 

des Heiligen Geistes: Dies ist mehr als eine Formel, es ist die Benennung des neuen Standorts, den der Mensch 
mit der Taufe findet. Der Taufakt ist nicht nur die formale Eingliederung in eine Gemeinschaft, er gibt den 
Inhalt an, vom dem diese Gemeinschaft lebt, under er drückt damit zugleich dem Weg aus, den der Täufling im 
Akt der Taufe annimmt. Schärfer ausgedrückt; Ziel der Taufe ist nicht die Gemeinschaft, sondern die 
Wahrheit—vermittelt durch die Gemeinschaft” (DuV, 101; trans. DaP, 88). 

334 “So sind die einzelnen Inhalte der Verkündigung den ausführlichen Bekenntnistexten zu entnehmen, 
die im Hintergrund dieser eigentlichen »Bundesformel« stehen — wie man die Taufformel nennen könte” 
(DuV, 105; trans. DaP, 91). 

335 This is the only time I have encouncterd this term in the works of Joseph Ratzinger. 
336 “In Jesus von Nazareth begegnet mir das Eigentlichste meiner selbst, deshalb kann ich mit ihm reden, 

deshalb kann ich ihn verstehen, deshalb kann ich mein Leib, das heißt eine einzige Existenz mit ihm und den 
Seinen werden. Deshalb bleibe ich aber auch immer unterwegs zu ihm, weil er immer unendlich mehr ist” 
(DuV, 109; trans. DaP, 95). 
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social calling of a father- or motherhood inspired by the fatherhood of God, thereby making 

God visible and recognizable in the world. Its mission is the preservation of the basic social 

unit of the family, which, according to Ratzinger, is God’s first name (DuV, 103).337 

In sum, the theology of Baptism for Ratzinger once more centers on the initial step toward 

an existence in Christ—the person becoming like Christ, a Christian.338 Yet he leaves out any 

definitiveness, as the life of the Christian is characterized by pilgrimage (i.e., being ever on 

the way to Christ). Moreover, Ratzinger reveals himself to be a dogmatician in search of 

truth. For him Baptism is instrumental in revealing the truth about the mystery of God. 

Indirectly, therefore, the article also substantiates the idea that dogmatic truths are derived 

from theologia prima, the Liturgy, just as we have seen in “Abschied vom Teufel?” Those 

baptized are introduced to the mystery of God, which may in turn be considered a 

mystagogical concept. 

5.1.4 Living Stones and the Sacrament of Death: “Auferbaut aus lebendigen Steinen“ 

(1975)  

Ratzinger further expands this Christo-ecclesiological perspective on Baptism in a lecture 

presented on the occasion of the 1000th anniversary of the consecration of the Mainz 

Cathedral in 1975.339 He wants show how the house built of stones relates to the house 

built of livings stones (JRGS 11, 456), referring here to I Peter 2:1-10, which characterizes 

the believers as living stones. Ratzinger argues that these verses may be viewed as 

baptismal catechesis:340  

The verses in the letter of Peter that refer to the spiritual house of living 
stones, belong to a text unit that must be regarded as an early baptismal 

                                                        
337 It is not clear what Ratzinger means with God’s family. Is it a reference to Elohim? 
338 In Christus: Thesen zur Christologie Ratzinger emphasizes the ontological aspect of this concept: “The 

concept of redemption thus acquires its ultimate theological debt. The being of man is incorporated into the 
being of God. But this ontological assertion has meaning only if there is presupposed the concrete, real loving 
human reality of Jesus in whose death the being of man is concretely opened to God and given over into the 
possession of God.” (Der Erlösungsgedanke erhält damit eine letzte ontologische Tiefe: Das Sein des Menschen 
ist in das Sein Gottes einbezogen. Aber diese ontologische Aussage behält doch nur Sinn unter der 
Voraussetzung des konkreten, realen und liebenden menschlichen Seins Jesu, in dessen Tod konkret das Sein 
des Menschen für Gott übereignet wird) (JRGS 6/2, 671; trans. DaP, 120). 

339 The lecture was reprinted in Dogma und Verkündigung, having appeared first as article in the collected 
writings Kirche aus lebendigen Steinen, published by Walter Stein (JRGS 11, 443). 

340 This he substantiates using a number of authors: H.K. Schelkle’s Die Petrusbriefe. Der Judasbrief; J. 
Coppens’ Le sacerdoce royal des fideles: un commentaire de I Petri II,4-10; J.H. Elliott, The Elect and the Holy: 
An exegetical examination of 1 Pet. 2:4-10. 
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catechesis, as the introduction to the Christian life, in which the internal 
demand of this process is explained, which befalls people in Baptism.341  

Once again we encounter Baptism as the catalyst of a mystagogic process through which 

one becomes a Christian. Ratzinger describes this process of becoming a Christian as a 

growth into the Church, whose foundation is Christ. “Having been baptized and being 

incorporated into the growing construction of which Christ is the cornerstone, belongs to 

the essence of this progression.”342 Ratzinger can thus say that to become a Christian means 

to become part of the building erected on chief cornerstone, Jesus Christ (JRGS 11, 444); it is 

to be incorporated into the Temple of God built of living stones (JRGS 11, 445).  

Later in the lecture, Ratzinger elaborates on the role of Baptism in the construction of this 

House of living stones. Returning to the concept of Spirit and stone, a living house and a 

church building made of stone, he notes that what makes the Early Church’s ideas unique 

is—amidst all other systems of spiritualization at the time—that Christian spiritualization is 

simultaneously incarnation. Tangible matter was not neglected.343 “The Spirit is the Body of 

Christ as it transforms the present.”344 In the golden age of the theology of incarnation this 

was taken to the extreme; earthly matter had to be baptized (JRGS 11, 459). Ratzinger 

nuances this stating that “man must not forget that Baptism is a sacrament of death; that 

we are baptized into the death of Christ. Baptism means to go through the transformation 

of death or to enter into death in order to meet the resurrected Christ.”345  

In sum, remaining close to the baptismal notions in two prior articles (in “Abschied vom 

Teufel?” an initiation into the existential existence of Christ, and in “Verkündigung von Gott 

heute,” the merge of Christ’s existence with the existence of the one being baptized) 

Ratzinger here describes Baptism as the mystagogic process by which one meets Christ. 

                                                        
341 “Im Petrusbrief gehören die Verse, die von dem geistigen Bau aus lebendigen Steinen sprechen, einer 

Texteinheit zu, die man wohl als eine frühe Taufkatechese ansehen darf, als eine Einweisung ins Christliche, in 
der der innere Anspruch jenes Vorganges ausgelegt wird, der in der Taufe dem Menschen widerfährt“ (JRGS 
11, 443; ; my translation).  

342 “Zum Grundgehalt dieses Vorganges gehört es danach, dass die Getauften eingebaut werden in einen 
wachsenden Bau, in dem Christus der Fundamentstein ist” (JRGS 11, 443; my translation). 

343 Ratzinger also subtly refers to the heresy of those who want the Spirit but not the body, such as various 
Gnostic movements. 

344 “Der Geist, in den sie das Bisherige umwandelt, ist der Leib Christi” (JRGS 11, 459). 
345  “[Man] darf nicht vergessen, dass Taufe ein Todessakrament ist; dass wir in den Tod Christi 

hineingetauft werden, dass Getauftwerden heißt: durch dir Verwandlung des Todes hindurchgehen bzw. in sie 
hineingehen, um so dem auferstandenen Christus entgegenzugehen“ (JRGS 11, 460; my translation). 
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Added to this is the ecclesiological dimension inspired by the theology of incarnation; to 

incarnate is to die in order to enter into the Body of Christ. Thus, Baptism in “Auferbaut aus 

lebendigen Steinen” is spiritualizing and incarnating simultaneously. It is to become part of 

the spiritual Body of Christ, but at the same time part of tangible Body of Christ; this takes 

place by way of the transformation of death. In this sense, the article is reminiscent of the 

article discussed above, “Zur Theologie des Todes” (1959). “Death is the beginning of 

resurrection; the frightful aspects of death—the birth pangs of a new life.”346 About a year 

after the publication of “Auferbaut aus lebendigen Steinen” Ratzinger published his most 

extensive work on Baptism, “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche.” 

  

                                                        
346 “Tod ist begonne Auferstehung, das Fruchtbare des Todes die Geburtwehen eines neuen Lebens” (JRGS 

10, 303; trans. DaP, 249). 
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5.2 A Dogmatic Approach: “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche“ 

(1976)347 

In “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche” Ratzinger takes a dogmatic approach to 

Baptism owing to the fact that the concept of “sacrament” has become alienated, even 

among theologians (JRGS 4, 495). To put it bluntly, he criticizes the lack of theological 

awareness in the current Church. In his introduction, Ratzinger observes: “Although Baptism 

is the sacrament of entrance into the community of faith, it has, despite many significant 

studies, remained more or less on the sidelines in the renewal of liturgical and theological 

awareness that has taken place in the last decades.”348 

The approach to the sacrament of Baptism in “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche” 

may be considered fundamental, as Ratzinger subjects the theology of Baptism to 

ressourcement. He examines the fundamental act, the dynamism of the conferral of the 

sacrament, while at the same time avoiding abstraction and remaining close to the actual 

liturgical event. Although he appears to possess a broad perspective on the sacrament in 

this article, he lays out a clear framework for the sacrament of Baptism that is easily 

understandable for the reader. The essence of the Church and the act of faith are added to 

this Baptismal framework, though the relationship between these elements is reciprocal. In 

other words, one cannot understand the essence of the Church and the act of faith when 

one does not take into consideration Baptism. Baptism cannot be understood from a purely 

liturgical perceptive or only in the context of the doctrine of original sin; rather, it must be 

viewed in relation to faith and Church membership (JRGS 4, 495). The question is whether 

mainstream Christianity of the late twentieth century espouses this view, a question that 

Ratzinger refutes yet again in returning to the traditional characteristics of the sacrament of 

Baptism. Taking into account that the one cannot be separated from the other, the careful 

reader can derive six prominent features of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism: (1) its double 

                                                        
347 The article “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche“ was first published in IkZC 5 (1976) and was 

taken up in Ratzinger’s Theologische Prinzipienlehre six years later.  
348 “Obgleich die Taufe das Eingangssakrament in die Gemeinschaft des Glaubens darstellt, ist sie bei der 

Erneuerung des liturgischen und theologischen Bewusstseins in den letzten Jahrzehnten trotz mancher 
bedeutender Arbeiten immer etwas am Rande geblieben” (JRGS 4, 495; PCT, 27). Ratzinger makes mention of 
a number of works on baptismal liturgy, dogmatic history and systematic and pastoral perspectives on 
Baptism, which appear to have influenced him, among others, Stenzel’s Die Taufe and Kretschmar’s Geschichte 
des Taufgottesdienstes. 
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structure, (2) rebirth into a new existence, (3) the catechumenate as part of the sacrament, 

(4) death and resurrection, (5) participation in the faith of the Church, and (6) infant 

Baptism. Our focus is how these characteristics relate to Ratzinger’s prior ideas about the 

sacrament and the extent to which these have contributed to his theology of Baptism. Can 

we see continuity in his theology of Baptism? Is there a break with tradition? Or must one 

view the whole as a process of synthesis? 

5.2.1 Baptism’s Double Structure of Word and Matter 

Just as he did fifteen years earlier in Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher Existenz,349 

Ratzinger begins by referring to the gap between the modern attitude to life and the 

traditional administration of the sacrament of Baptism.350 Alienated, modern man questions 

the effect of the sacrament: “What have a few drops of water to do with an individual’s 

relationship with God, with the meaning of his life?”351 According to Ratzinger there are 

some pastoral theologians who believe that in times of illiteracy the administration of the 

sacrament was used to convey the ideas that have now been entrusted to paper.352 This 

would then support the idea of introducing “a new and long overdue phase of ’liturgical 

history.’” He responds by claiming that those who adhere to such ideas have become 

estranged to the notion of sacrament.  For Ratzinger, the question is whether Baptism and 

its administration has become obsolete. “We must constantly keep in mind the question of 

the replaceability or irreplaceability of Baptism.”353  

Ratzinger is thus forced to examine the concept of sacrament before he can turn to the 

relationship between Baptism, faith, and Church membership. He must take modern man, 

                                                        
349 Cf. 4.2 
350 Ratzinger here mentions Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher Existenz (1966) and Zum Begriff des 

Sakraments (1979). Both are subject to an analysis in this research; see above. 
351 “Was sollen ein paar Tropfen Wasser mit dem Gottesverhältnis des Menschen, mit dem Sinn seines 

Lebens, mit seinem geistigen Weg zu tun haben“ (JRGS 4, 496; trans. PCT, 28). 
352 Cf. Kavanagh’s The Shape of Baptism: The Rite of Christian Initiation: “In retrospect one may sense that 

a greater ferment concerning Baptism and its ramifications for theology and pastoral practice was afoot in 
preconciliar Roman Catholicism than was perhaps perceived at the time. The building of a critical mass—as 
evidenced in the acute pastoral crises brought a new degree of intensity in the aftermath of the Second World 
War, in the Baptismal debates being carried on in European churches and in England, and in the subtle shifts 
occasioned by the restoration of the paschal vigil—was pressing Roman Catholic thinkers to recast their 
accustomed approaches to Baptism in a manner perhaps unequaled since the Augustine’s time (Kavanagh 
1978, 93). 

353 “Die Frage nach Ersetzbarkeit oder Unaustauschbarkeit der Taufe warden wir während unseres ganzen 
Überlegungsganges vor Augen behalten müssen” (JRGS 4, 496; trans. PCT, 28). 
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who is inclined to look forward, back to the sources of tradition from which the sacrament 

of Baptism—together with the concepts of faith and Church membership—have evolved.354 

Ratzinger argues that the sacrament is comprised of two elements: “The ceremony of 

Baptism consists of the sacramental word and the act of pouring or of immersing or 

submerging in water.”355 He adds that the Christian relationship with God in general may be 

characterized as a “two-in-oneness,” she is simultaneously both cosmological and verbal.356 

What is the role of matter in man’s relationship with God? Referring to matter, Ratzinger 

states that “we do not consider it capable of becoming the expression of our relationship 

with God or a fortiori the medium through which God touches us.”357 Man instead excludes 

matter and limits his practice of religion to the spiritual and reflective realm: “We are 

tempted as much as ever to restrict religion to spirit and mind, but by the very fact that we 

thereby give God only half of reality, we evoke a crass materialism, which in its turn, is no 

longer able to discover in matter any capacity for change.”358  

For Ratzinger, however, the sacrament contains both a physical and a verbal element. He 

appears to return to conclusions in his dissertation and, in line with Tertullian and Optatus, 

combines ancient notions of the sacrament of faith and the sacrament of water. He refers to 

this as the double sacrament. Ratzinger advocates that in the sacrament, word and matter 

belong together and that this is precisely the source of its uniqueness (JRGS 4, 497). 

However, he goes beyond patristic soteriological notions when he explicitly includes the 

                                                        
354 “Die Frage nach Ersetzbarkeit oder Überlegungsganges vor Augen behalten müssen; einstweilen geht’s 

es um ein erstes Vortasten aufs Grundsätzliche“ (JRGS 4, 496; trans. PCT, 29). 
355 “Die Taufspendung setzt sich zusammen aus dem sakramentalen Wort und dem Akt des Begießens mit 

Wasser bzw. des Ein- und Intertauchens im Wasser“ (JRGS 4, 496; trans. PCT, 29). Sottopietra states that 
Ratzinger has been inspired by the Early Church: “Ratzinger betont vor allem, daß aus den Zeugnisssen der 
Urkirche die untrennbare Verbindung des ersten mit dem zweiten Moment hervorgeht, so daß beide ein 
einziges sakramentales Ereignis bilden” (Sottopietra 2003, 282). 

356 Ratzinger here stresses that the Christian faith makes no distinction between word and matter, 
between God and matter. It denounces Descartes’s separation of res extensa and res cogitans (JGRS 4, 497 
makes mention of res externa instead of res extensa) as the whole world is perceived as the creation of God. 
Confessing that God created the world implies for Ratzinger the assumption of matter into the relationship 
with God. This belief links Christianity to other religions that seek God in the elements of the world, awaiting 
the transformation of the world. (JRGS 4, 497; trans. PCT, 29). 

357 “Wir halten sie für unfähig, Ausdruck der Gottesbeziehung oder gar Medium zu werden, durch das Gott 
uns berührt“ (JRGS 4, 497; trans. PCT, 29). 

358  “Wir sind nach wie vor versucht, Religion allein auf Geist und Gesinnung zu beschränken, und 
provozieren gerade dadurch, dass wir Gott nur die Hälfte der Wirklichkeit zusprechen, den krassen 
Materialismus, der seinerseits keine Verwandlungsfähigkeit in der Materie mehr entdeckt“ (JRGS, 497; trans. 
PCT, 29). 
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entire cosmos and the entire history in his theology of Baptism: “If the material sign [the 

water] expresses the unity of creation, the assumption of the cosmos into religion, the 

word, for its part, signifies the assumption of the cosmos into history.” 359  Thus here the 

water does not refer so much to the cleansing of sin but more to the unification of the 

cosmos, where it is taken up into the Christian religion. The water itself is the object in the 

administration of the sacrament. Both the individual and the all-inclusive cosmos are 

christened. Ratzinger adheres to a cosmological perspective on man’s relationship with God. 

Religion is not just a matter between God and the soul of man, but it includes both of their 

relationships to the reality of matter. God communicates with man via word and matter.  

This raises another question: What role does the word have in the administration of the 

sacrament? The physical sign is, according to Ratzinger, always associated with the word, 

with the instruction “that gave the sign its place in the history of Israel’s covenant with its 

God.”360 Ratzinger claims that the word expresses the historical character of the faith; it 

situates the believer among other co-believers. Faith is never an individual matter, but it 

initiates one into the communion of those that have believed before. For Ratzinger the 

historicity of faith points to its communality and its power to transcend time: “Hence it can 

also be said that the word introduces the factor of time into our relationship with God just 

                                                        
359  “Im Sakrament hingegen gehören Materie und Wort zusammen, gerade das macht seine 

Eigentümlichkeit aus. Wenn das materielle Zeichen die Einheit der Schöpfung, die Einbeziehung des Kosmos in 
die Religion ausdruckt, so bedeutet anderseits das Wort die Hineinnahme des Kosmos in die Geschichte“ (JRGS 
4, 497). To what extent is this cosmological-historical perspective on the dual liturgical structure innovative? 
The idea of the dual structure of the sacrament is very old. Schillebeeckx in his Christus sacrament van 
Godsontmoeting provides an historical overview of the dual liturgical structure of the sacraments. He states 
that the liturgical acts mentioned in the Bible go hand in hand with prayer. The patristic heritage shows a 
perspective on the sacraments composed of— “matter” e.g. water, oil—and “spirit”, and the Pneuma of the 
Logos that descends on the material component. He quotes St. Augustine: Accedit verbum ad elementum et fit 
sacramentum (In Eu. Io. 80, 3). (A word enters upon the element and thus it creates a sacrament.) 
Schillebeeckx explains that the word is a credo, a verbum fidei. In high scholasticism the verbum and the 
elementum transformed to “matter” and “form”. Where as in patristic times emphasis was laid on the 
cooperation of heaven and earth, scholasticism focuses on “matter” and “form” being constituents of the 
outer sacramental form; they were then viewed as necessary constituents without which an outer sacramental 
sign could not be present—both form the “substance of the sacrament.”. Later yet, due to influence of 
Aristotelian hylomorphism, the sacramental sign is said to consist of the undetermined principle, the liturgical 
act of the “element”, and the determined principle, the liturgical formula. The latter concretizes the first and 
thus the liturgical word takes on the function of forma (Schillebeeckx 1964, 86f.). Ratzinger shows little 
influence of the hylomorphism in his perspective on the dual structure of the sacrament.  

360 “Das sie Zeichen in die Bundesgeschichte Israels mit seinem Gott einordnet (JRGS 4, 497; trans. PCT, 
29). Ratzinger here mentions T. Maerten’s Heidnisch-jüdische Wurzeln der christelichen Feste (Mainz, 1965) 
and Alfons Deissler’s “Das Priestertum im Alten Testament,“ in Alfons Deissler, Heinrich Schlier, Jean-Paul 
Audet, Der priestliche Dienst, 2 vols. (Freiburg: Herder, 1970), I:9-80.  
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as the material element introduces the cosmic sphere.”361 The word here refers to the 

tradition of those who have confessed the faith prior to us.362 A strictly spiritual approach 

that disregards any physical element in one’s relationship with God thus, according to 

Ratzinger, necessarily also excludes the historical community of the faithful; it inevitably 

implies an individualistic relationship with God. One must not pretend to have found God on 

a supposedly individual spiritual endeavor, for one then uncouples the notions of tradition 

and reason, tradition and truth. Ratzinger continues by noting that “man without tradition, 

without the coherence of the living history is rootless and attempts an autonomy, that in 

essence is a contradiction to itself”363 Our encounter with God is thus both cosmic and 

historical. According to Ratzinger, this also implies that ancient religious attempts at 

encountering God are not necessarily to be rejected; instead, they must be purified and 

developed to their full potential.364 How does this historical and cosmological perspective 

on the sacrament relate to Christology?  

The sacrament’s double structure of word and matter, which it derives 
from the Old Testament with its belief in creation and in its history, 
receives its ultimate deepening and grounding in Christology, in the Word 
made flesh, in the Redeemer, who is, at the same time, the Mediator of 
creation. Thus, materiality and historicity of the sacramental worship are 
always also a Christological affirmation.365 

Thus, the double structure of the sacrament is most apparent in Christ who, as the Word by 

which creation has come into existence, has also taken on flesh to become its mediator 

                                                        
361 “So kann man auch sagen, dass das Wort in unsere Gottesbeziehung den Faktor Zeit einträgt, wie das 

materielle Element den kosmischen Raum darin einbringt“ (JRGS 4, 498; trans. PCT, 30). 
362 Ratzinger again refers to the modern believer’s tendency to lose the sacramental structure: “The 

sacramental structure corrects an attitude that is typical of the modern age: the tendency to confine religion 
not just to the purely spiritual but also to the purely individual.” (Auch hier korrigiert die sakramentale Struktur 
eine typisch neuzeitliche Einstellung: Wie dir die Religion gerne ins bloß Geistige verweisen, so auch ins bloß 
Individuelle) (JRGS 4, 498; trans. PCT, 30).  

363 “Der Mensch ohne Tradition, ohne den Zusammenhang lebendiger Geschichte ist wurzellos und 
versucht eine Autonomie, die zu seinem Wesen in Widerspruch steht“ (JRSG, 498). 

364 Further on Ratzinger applies this thought to other world religions: “Es knüpft auch die Verbindung 
zwischen dem christlichen Glauben und den Religionen der Völker, die als kosmischen Religionen in den 
Elementen der Welt Gott suchen und ein Stück weit wahrhaft auf seiner Spur sind“ (JRGS 4, 497). (It also 
makes the connection between the Christian faith and the religions of the peoples who as cosmic religions 
search for God in the rudiments of the world and in part are truly on His trail.) Cf. RaSt 6, 42f. in which Rudolf 
Voderholzer describes Ratzinger’s positive approach to other religions demonstrated in the movement from 
apologetics as theological discipline to the genesis of fundamental theology.  

365 “So ist die Materialität und die Geschichtlichkeit des sakramentalen Gottesdienstes immer zugleich ein 
christologisches Bekenntnis” (JRGS 4, 499; trans. PCT, 31). 
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(JRGS, 499). Christ is the sacrament of sacraments in which the word and flesh have united, 

in which history, the formula, matter, the water, are integrated. We now turn to Ratzinger’s 

view on the element of the word in the ceremony of Baptism. 

5.2.2 The Word in Baptism: Confessing the Faith 

The words spoken during the ceremony of Baptism must be understood as an invocation of 

the Trinity (JRGS 4, 499).366 The formula for the administration of Baptism (Spendeformel) 

has its origin in the New Testament: I baptize you in the name of the Father and the Son and 

the Holy Spirit.367 Ratzinger explains what is effected by these words: “Baptism brings about 

a communion of names between the human individual and the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit.” 368  He compares this to the ceremony of holy matrimony, which creates a 

communion of names between two people. Just as a newly married woman in a patriarchal 

society takes on a new name and is thus drawn into the existential sphere associated with 

that name, so also the newly baptized is initiated into the existential sphere of the Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit (Sottopietra 2003, 296-270). Here two people, the bride and the 

bridegroom, decide to form a unity in which neither one shall return to the place from 

whence he came (Existenzort) (JRGS 4, 499). The bride finds a new name and is thenceforth 

found in the realm of the existence of her new name.369 Thus to be baptized entails leaving 

one’s existence in order to enter into another. Ratzinger expands on this idea by using Jesus’ 

dispute with the Sadducees over the resurrection (Mark 12:18-27), during which Jesus is 

forced to take arguments only from the Tora, as the Sadducees do not recognize later 

writings of the canon. He chooses the passage in which God identifies himself to Moses at 

Mount Horeb as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob (Exod. 3:6). 

Because God remains the God of the patriarchs, there must be a resurrection; God is not the 

God of the dead but of the living (Mark 12:26-27). Ratzinger applies these verses to the 

communion of names: “He names himself by reference to men; men have become, as it 

                                                        
366 E. Schillebeeckx elicits that the formula used at Baptism has moved from an invocative to an indicative 

formula due to the influence of sacramental hylomorphism, Aristotle’s philosophical theory that conceives 
being as a compound of matter and form (Schillebeeckx 1964, 89). In any event, Ratzinger appears to return 
here to the notion of the formula having to be invocative instead of indicative.   

367 This is an abbreviated formula. 
368 “Taufe stiftet Namensgemeinschaft mit dem Vater, dem Sohn und dem Geist” (JRGS 4, 499; trans. PCT, 

31). 
369 “Er hat einen neuen Namen gefunden und ist fortan dem Existenzbereich dieses neuen Namens 

zuzuordnen“ (JRGS 4, 499). 
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were, his own name. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are thus, one might say, attributes of 

God.”370 They belong to the concept of God; they make him nameable and are, in essence, 

his Name. Yet being baptized into the name of the Father, Son and Spirit has a more 

profound meaning when one relates it to Christological notions of Baptism. Ratzinger 

explains this as follows: 

‘The Son’ belongs even more closely to God than do these ‘fathers’; he is 
God’s real name, his identification in the world. He is truly the attribute of 
God. No: he belongs to God as God himself, as his true name. Henceforth 
God will be definitively named by reference to Jesus Christ. Being baptized 
means entering into a communion of name with him who is the Name and 
thus becoming, more truly than Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the attribute of 
God. From this perspective, it is obvious that Baptism is the beginning of 
resurrection, inclusion in the name of God and, by the same token, in the 
indestructible aliveness of God.371 

Ratzinger thus links the sacrament of Baptism and the incarnation. Due to the incarnation, 

the believer enters the community of God’s name, and Baptism is the ceremony that begins 

the process of drawing man back into communion with God. Christ participates in the 

perfect relationship with the Trinity; to be baptized is to enter this relationship, which has 

ethical implications. In Ratzinger’s own words, “being Baptized would thus be the call to 

share in Jesus’s relationship with God.”372 He explains how, by observing that God is called 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This means that God himself, in contrast to the terms of Father 

and Son, exists as a unity in the Spirit. We are called to be the Son in order to enter into the 

Son’s relationship with God and participate in the unity of the Spirit with the Father (JRGS 4, 

500). But this also implies that we cannot make ourselves Son; for we are baptized—one 

                                                        
370 “Er benennt sich durch Menschen, Menschen sind gleichsam sein eigener Name geworden. Abraham, 

Isaak und Jakob sind auf diese Weise so etwas wie Gottesattribute“ (JRGS 4, 500; trans. PCT, 31). 
371 “Tiefer als die »Väter« gehört »der Sohn« zu Gott; er ist sein wirklicher Name, sein Ausweis in der Welt. 

Er ist wahrhaft Attribute Gottes, nein: zugehörig zu Gott als Gott selbst, als sein, wahrer Name, Gott wird 
nunmehr endgültig von Jesus Christus her benannt. Getauft werden aber bedeutet, mit ihm, der der Name ist, 
in Namensgemeinschaft treten und so, noch weit über Abraham, Isaac und Jakob hinaus, Attribute Gottes 
werden. Von da aus versteht sich nun wohl auch schon von selbst, dass Taufe bereits begonnene Auferstehung 
ist, Einbeziehung in den Gottesnamen und damit in die unzerstörbare Lebendigkeit Gottes“ (JRGS 4, 500; trans. 
PCT, 31-2). 

372 “Getauft werden würde dann die Berufung sein, an Jesu Gottesverhältnis teilzunehmen“ (JRGS 4, 500; 
trans. PCT, 32). 
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cannot baptize oneself. Sonship is not made but received as one is born and cannot cause 

himself to be born.373  

If Ratzinger understands Baptism as one’s initiation into this relationship, we might ask how 

he thinks this relationship should progress. It appears to have a deeply mystagogical nature; 

Ratzinger stresses the lasting effects of Baptism by referring to prayer, relationship, and 

kinship. Baptism initiates one into Christ and through Christ into the communion of the 

Trinity. As for how can one actively participate in the relationship with Christ, Ratzinger 

insists that this takes place through prayer. The Christian is in a continual relationship with 

God to the extent that he opens himself up for a dialogue with God. “The Son does not 

simply design his own existence; he receives this in a most profound dialogue with God.”374 

By being baptized in the name of the Trinity, one enters into the Son’s existence; it demands 

of the subject an existence, which has at its center the communion of prayer with the Father 

(Gebetsgemeinschaft). Accordingly, from an mystagogical point of view, Ratzinger argues 

that the baptized individual is called to a prayerful life. This communion with God, however, 

is not solely an interpersonal activity between the baptized person and God. For as one 

enters into this sonship, one enters into the extended family, who share this sonship. It 

creates a new fellowship with those who have entered Christ, who himself in turn creates 

one body, the Church. Thus, the Trinitarian formula has an ecclesiological dimension as well, 

not so much as a consequence of Baptism, but as an idea at the core of the sacrament. In 

the words of Ratzinger, who here refers to Augustine’s doctrine of totus Christus, “to be 

born of God means to be born into the whole Christ, Head and members.”375 

Having provided this Christological-ecclesiological perspective on the sacrament, Ratzinger 

proceeds to view the sacrament from another angle: namely, death. For closely linked to 

Baptism’s mystery of life is its mystery of death; to be reborn implies death.376 Here, 

                                                        
373 Ratzinger links this with the malleability of men and places the blame on a contemporary ideology: 

“Wie tief geht uns das alle im Zeitalter der Machbarkeit an; welch zentrale Ideologiekritik tritt uns hier 
entgegen!“ (JRGS 4, 500; trans. PCT, 32).  

374 “Der Sohn entwirft nicht einfach selbst seine Existenz, sondern er empfängt sie aus dem tiefsten Dialog 
mit Gott“ (JRGS 4, 501; trans. PCT, 32).  

375 “Geborenwerden aus Gott heißt hineingeboren werden in den ganzen Christus, Haupt und Glieder“ 
(JRGS 4, 501; trans. PCT, 33). Cf. “Das neue Subject, das der Taufe entspringt, ist deshalb theologisch am 
angemessenten als Christus totus zu beschreiben” (Sottopietra 2003, 275). 

376 “Aber dieses Lebensgeheimnis schließt ein Todesgeheimnis mit ein“ (JRGS 4, 502; trans. PCT, 33).  
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Ratzinger once again uses the example of the matrimony. The woman who assumes the 

name of her husband loses her own name, and the abandonment of both partners’ old 

existence is the condition for entering into the new. Deeper yet, however, is the loss of 

independence that accompanies this change of names. It is the mystery of death, life, and 

love. “Without self-transcendence and without self-surrender, there is no true love.”377 Love 

grows to the extent that one is capable of practicing self-denial (JRGS 4, 502). Baptism—and 

the life of prayer that is to follow—involves letting go of everything outside of the 

communion of the Trinity. It is the death of the existence in which one’s own identity is at 

the center, and the more one dies to the old existence, the more one becomes alive in the 

new. The quality of one’s love of God depends on the quality of one’s self-transcendence 

and self-surrender. Ratzinger summarizes this process as follows: 

Being baptized means assuming the name of Christ, means becoming a son 
with and in him. The demand made by the name into which one here 
enters is more radical than the demand of any earthly name can be. It 
attacks the roots of our autonomy more deeply than the deepest earthly 
bond can do. For it demands that our existence become “sonlike,” that we 
belong so totally to God that we become an “attribute” of God. And as sons 
we are to acknowledge totally that we belong to Christ that we know 
ourselves to be one flesh, “one body,” with all his brethren. Baptism 
means, then, that we lose ourselves as a separate, independent “I” and find 
ourselves again in a new “I.” It is the sacrament of death and—by the fact, 
but also only by the fact—the sacrament of resurrection.378 

We notice here that Ratzinger returns to the ancient notion of death and resurrection by 

which one acquires the name of Christ. This profound Christological notion is associated 

with the mystagogical notion of taking on a “sonlike” existence. It is the transformation 

                                                        
377 “Ohne Selbstüberschreitung und ohne Selbstpreisgabe gibt es keine wahre Liebe“ (JRGS 4, 502). This 

sentence appears to have been omitted in the translation of Theologische Prinzipienlehre, hence my own 
translation. 

378  “Getauft werden heißt den Namen Christi annehmen, heißt Sohn werden mit und in ihm. Die 
Forderung des Namens, in den man hier eintritt, ist radikaler, als die Forderung irgendeines menschlichen 
Namens sein kann. Sie entwurzelt unsere Eigenmacht tiefer, als es die tiefste menschliche Verbindung tun 
kann. Unsere Existenz soll ja von da »sohnhaft« werden, das heißt, wir sollen so sehr zu Gott gehören, dass wir 
»Attribute« Gottes werden. Und wir sollen als Söhne so sehr uns Christus zugehörig anerkennen, dass wir uns 
als ein Fleisch, »ein Leib« mit allen seinen Brüdern wissen. So bedeutet Taufe, dass wir uns selbst als ein 
abgetrenntes selbständiges Ich zurücklassen und uns in einem neuen Ich wiederfinden. Sie ist Todessakrament 
und eben darum, aber auch nur so Auferstehungssakrament“ (JRGS 4, 502-3; trans. PCT, 33). Cf. Sottopietra in 
reference to Ratzinger’s Wesen und Auftrag der Theologie (1981): “Durch die Taufe wird der einzelne in den 
neuen Adam hineingeboren” (Sottopietra 2003, 274). 



- 140 - 
 

from an individual existence into an existence shared with those that have found “custody” 

in the Son of God. This transformation appears to be brought about by an unprecedented 

divine power that goes beyond all human relationships. Thus, at the heart of Ratzinger’s 

dogmatic approach to the sacrament, we encounter a traditional but deeply Christological 

and ecclesiological understanding of the sacrament of Baptism. This is the most vibrant and 

comprehensive description of the sacrament we have encountered in Ratzinger’s 

theological works so far. More is to be said, however; for as we shall see the catechumenate 

is an element of the word in the ceremony of Baptism. 

5.2.3 The Word in Baptism: Mystagogical Catecheses 

According to Ratzinger, the catechumenate forms part of the entire baptismal process. 

Baptism is not simply the application of a few drops of water during the Easter Vigil or at 

some other time (Sottopietra 2003, 281). Instead, initation into Christianity involves the 

ceremony with water and a period of thorough education, which we might call mystagogical 

formation.379 Although the words “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Ghost” are recognized as the ancient formula by which one is baptized, 

according to Ratzinger this baptismal formula has not always been “simply” recited by the 

priest over the baptizand. In the early Church (until the fourth or fifth century) it took the 

form of an interchange. The early baptismal rite was composed of a threefold dialogue 

corresponding to the Trinity, upon which the subject would thrice answer “I believe.” After 

every “I believe” the person would be submerged.380 Ratzinger here expands on what he 

wrote in “Taufe and Formulierung des Glaubens” four years prior to this article. The oldest 

form of the formula for the administration of Baptism was a creed (ein 

Glaubensbekenntnis),381 and this dialogic confession made the rite appear as “a concrete 

expression of the act of conversion, of the new orientation of the catechumen’s whole 

existence to the faith of the Church.”382 According to Ratzinger, this implies that the words 

spoken during the ceremony of Baptism, whether in the first person of the one subjected to 

                                                        
379 Ratzinger does not use the term “mystagogy” himself. 
380 Ratzinger relates here to Hippolytus of Rome’s Traditio apostolica (JRGS 4, 503). 
381 Ratzinger also refers here to the unction, which in Hippolytus’ tradition appears to have taken place 

after the actual Baptism; however, he does not further explicate here what role the unction takes on in the 
sacrament of Baptism. 

382 “Das Glaubensbekenntnis . . . ist konkret sich vollziehender Akt der Bekehrung, der Neuorientierung 
der ganzen Existenz in den Glauben der Kirche hinein“ (JRGS 4, 503; trans. PCT, 34). Cf. Sottopietra, 287. 
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Baptism or the proclamation of the form by the priest, cannot simply be a recitation of the 

creed. On the contrary, the words must be heard in a dialogue of faith. A confession of faith 

in the first and second person must be made; it is a matter of communication. The “you” 

needs the “I" in the communication of the faith. Believing cannot be done on one’s own, as 

to believe involves the restoration of communion with the brothers and sisters of Jesus 

Christ in the holy Church by way of communication. Faith is offered and received in the holy 

Church by the simple formula of question and answer. This process of conversion 

(Bekehrung) is, therefore, not something that is simply imposed from above. Instead, man is 

called to practice the faith, and “one’s conversion cannot be simply ordained from on high: 

one must make it one’s own. Hence, a simple act of conferral is not enough, for it must be 

joined to the answer of an ‘I’ that also includes a ‘thou’ and a ‘we.’”383 Thus here again we 

encounter an understanding of Baptism that extends beyond a matter between God and the 

individual: it take’s place within the framework of the Church, within the fellowship of all 

the brethren of Jesus (JRGS 4, 503). 384  The confession of faith at Baptism is the 

communication between the “I” and the “you” that creates the “we,” members of Christ’s 

body, the holy Church, which is a perpetual communication of the faith.385  

How important is the unity between the baptismal rite and the catechumenate for 

Ratzinger? Ratzinger assigns a significant role to the catechumenate as a precondition for 

the confession of the dialogic creed. In fact, the catechumenate forms part of the 

administration of Baptism and thus has a sacramental nature (Sottopietra 2003, 287). Prior 

to the confession of faith and the actual rite of Baptism, there is the period in which the 

candidate undergoes an extensive learning process. Here again, Ratzinger understands the 

catechumenate as a mystagogical process, the period in which the candidates are 

existentially brought into the new way of life. The actual text of the dialogic creed is more 

                                                        
383 “Aber umgekehrt kann einem die Bekehrung auch nicht einfach von oben verordnet werden, man muss 

sie selbst zueignen, und darum genügt der bloße Spendeakt nicht, er verlangt die Antwort des Ich, das sich 
dem Du und dem Wir erschließt“ (JRGS 4, 504; trans. PCT, 34).  

384 Cf. Sottopietra, 292. 
385 Ratzinger stresses the importance of the unity between the formula of Baptism and the creed, 

something he also stresses in Einführung in das Christentum. The creed expresses words to the act of 
conversion and expresses the relation between the priest and lay person. Their unity shows that faith is a gift 
and the Church as antecedent, where in absence of the Church the “I” cannot believe. It also demonstrates the 
active inclusion of the “I” of him that becomes a consenting son who is empowered to pray with the brethren 
“Our Father” (JRGS 4, 504). 
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than something memorized or understood; it is the expression of a new direction of 

existence already practiced. “This means,” according to Ratzinger, “that the whole 

catechumenate is ordered to Baptism through the baptismal confession of faith. If this 

confession is essential for baptism, then the catechumenate itself is a part of baptism.”386 

Ratzinger evidently does not consider the physical contact with water effective or even 

worth the term “Baptism” unless it is accompanied by the confession of the creed, the 

bridge between the catechumenate and the rite. Here again we encounter his mystagogical 

take on Baptism. For Ratzinger the catechumenate, the dialogic confession, and the rite 

together compose the sacrament of Baptism. Should one of these elements be missing, then 

the sacrament must be considered invalid.  

Of course, one could ask whether the Baptism of infants is valid considering that infants are 

incapable of confessing the creed, let alone learning and understanding the contents of the 

creed by way of the catechumenate. Ratzinger refers to the concept of hospitality 

(Gastfreundschaft): 

In later times, an effort was made to preserve this insight by integrating the 
essential stages of the catechumenate into the rite of infant baptism: the 
administration of salt during the opening ceremony—salt as a symbol of 
hospitality and thus, as it were, a foreshadowing of the Eucharist, an 
admittance into Christian hospitality;387 the various exorcisms; the traditio 
and redditio of the confession of faith and the Our Father, that is, the 
proclaiming and subsequent repetition of the basic formulas of Christianity 
as central elements in the instruction of the catechumens. It is thus made 
clear that the administration of Baptism always points to something 
beyond itself and requires the larger context of the catechumenate, which 
is itself a part of the sacrament.388 

                                                        
386 “Damit ist gesagt, dass über das Taufbekenntnis das ganze Katechumenat in die Taufe einströmt; wenn 

das Bekenntnis für die Taufe wesentlich ist, dann ist Katechumenat ein Teil der Taufe selbst“ (JRGS 4, 505; 
trans. PCT, 35). 

387 According to John the Deacon, the catechumen was given salt to remind him that his mind is preserved 
by the wisdom and the preaching of the Word of God as one preserves flesh by use of salt. The giving of salt 
was closely connected to the deliverance from the devil. It appears to be part of his being conceived in the 
Womb of the Church prior to being born at the time of Baptism (Ferguson 2009, 766). Ferguson also refers to 
G.G. Willis’s A History of the Early Roman Liturgy which states that before circa 500 it was usually adults who 
were candidates for Baptism, but that later the rites referred to by John the Deacon were also applied to 
children (Ferguson 2009, 767). 

388 “Man hat diese Erkenntnis später dadurch festzuhalten versucht, dass man die wesentlichen Stationen 
des Katechumenats in den Ritus der Kindertaufe integrierte: die Eröffnung mit der Salzspende – Salz als 
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Baptism is evidently not just a liturgical activity taking place in a single Church service but, 

considering the catechumenate forms part of the sacrament, a process of many years . He 

states that should one separate the catechumenate from the sacrament, then the first 

simply becomes religious education and the second little more than a ritual (JRGS 4, 505): 

“Here too, the separation has had disastrous consequences. It has led to the ritualization of 

the sacrament and a doctrinalization of the word and, in doing so, has obscured a unity that 

is one of the central components of Christianity.”389 

How sacramental, then, is the catechumenate? What role does the catechumenate play 

within the sacrament of initiation? Ratzinger states that the catechumenate moves directly 

into the actual administration of Baptism (forma sacramenti) by way of the interrogative 

symbol.390 The sacrament of Baptism calls for an instructive element, which is provided by 

the catechumenate. According to Ratzinger, however, this instruction goes beyond the 

teaching of a set number of doctrines. Catechumens must not only be taught what to 

believe but also how to live. Ratzinger notes that there is “a significant area of instruction in 

which the teaching ceases to be purely doctrinal: Christian faith is also an ethos.”391 Faith is 

thus closely linked to mystagogy. The catechumen is taught to become accustomed to or to 

immerse oneself (Sich-Einleben) in the Christian way of life. Ratzinger refers to the tasting of 

salt as part of the Baptismal ceremony, which symbolizes the acquisition and preservation 

of the truth. Only when one has immersed himself into the community of hospitality 

(Gastfreundschaft) of Christians by way of the gift of salt can one become acquainted with 

the fraternal communion as place of truth.392 Hence, for Ratzinger, the catechumenate is 

more than cognitively acquiring a certain system of dogmas, it is about acquiring the truth, 
                                                                                                                                                                            
Zeichen der Gastfreundschaft und so als einer Art Vor-Eucharistie, als Aufnahme in die Gastfreundschaft der 
Christen; die verschiedenen Exorzismen, die traditio und redditio von Glaubensbekenntnis und Vaterunser, das 
heißt die Mitteilung und dann die Wiedergabe dieser christlichen Grundformeln als zentrale Einschnitte in der 
Katechumenen-Unterweisung. Mit alledem deutet die Taufspendung nach wie vor über sich hinaus und 
verlangt nach dem größeren Zusammenhang des Katechumenats, das selbst ein Teil der Taufe ist“ (JRGS 4, 
505; trans. PCT, 35-6). 

389 “Die Trennung hat auch hier Verhängnis gewirkt; sie hat zur Ritualisierung des Sakraments und 
Doktrinalisierung des Wortes geführt und damit eine Einheit verdeckt, die zu den Grundgegebenheiten des 
Christlichen gehört“ (JRGS 4, 505; trans. PCT, 36). 

390 An interrogative symbol is a technical term as opposed to a declarative symbol. The first is a dialogic 
confession of faith; the latter is a confession in which a number of statements is made. 

391 “Es gibt indes ein bedeutendes Kapitel Lehre, an dem der Unterricht das bloß Doktrinelle verlässt: 
Christlicher Glaube ist auch ein Ethos“ (JRGS 4, 506; trans. PCT, 36). 

392 ““Nur wer sich einlebt in die mit der Gabe des Salzes eröffnete Gastfreundschaft der Christen, kann 
ihre brüderlichen Gemeinschaft zugleich als Stätte der Wahrheit kennenlernen“ (JRGS 4, 506; trans. PCT, 36). 
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of becoming part of the communion of those who are called brothers of Jesus. Salt is 

instrumental in forming the communion with Christ, his brothers and the truth, and it is 

furthermore connected to tasting this truth. Based on the words of Thomas Aquinas, 

Ratzinger states that by tasting (sapere) salt, one receives wisdom (sapientia) (JRGS 4, 

506).393 Putting this in the context of the offering of salt in the Old Testament, Ratzinger can 

state that through the salt the subject becomes tasteful to the Divinity. 394 He adds that in 

Christ this symbolism of offering must be reinterpreted:  

Man must be salted if he is to be pleasing to God and if he himself is to 
acquire a taste for God. The salt of the Passion is necessary for him if he is 
to walk the way of truth. Christian hospitality leads to the communion of 
the Cross and, only by doing so, to a taste for truth.395 

Again, remaining faithful to an ecclesiological framework, Ratzinger proceeds to describe 

the extent to which becoming a Christian is a passive or active process. Becoming a Christian 

presupposes making a decision. According to Ratzinger, the catechumenate wants the 

objective of the candidate to be an execution of not only his decision to put religious claims 

into practice but also his decision (Entscheidung) to enter into (Hineinleben) the already 

given form of life, the life of the Church of Jesus Christ (JRGS 4, 507). Ratzinger adds that for 

this reason, this life’s decision is not a solitary and autonomous resolution of the individual, 

but rather it implies forming a part and being brought into the already existing decision of 

the believing community. This participation, however, is not something that takes place in a 

moment of time. Instead, as Ratzinger states, “one is incorporated, as it were, into the 

already existing decision of the Church. One’s own decision is an accepting of and a letting 

oneself be accepted into the decision that has already been made.”396 Thus, his perspective 

on Christian mystagogy contains both active and passive characteristics, which, as we have 

seen, has been explained by Ratzinger before in his discussion on the dialogic aspects of the 

creed; the “I” and “you” meet to become “we.” “Baptism is, from the beginning,” Ratzinger 

                                                        
393 Ratzinger does not specify where Thomas Aquinas presents this idea. 
394 Cf. Lev. 2:13; Num. 18:19; 2 Chron. 13:5 
395 “Der Mensch muss gesalzen werden, um Gott zu gefallen und selbst an Gott Geschmack zu finden. Das 

Salz der Passion ist ihm vonnöten, damit er auf den Weg der Wahrheit kommt. Die christliche 
Gastfreundschaft führt in die Kreuzesgemeinschaft hinein und freilich gerade so zum Geschmack der 
Wahrheit” (JRGS 4, 506; trans. PCT, 37). 

396 “Man wächst gleichsam in die vorgegebene Entscheidung der Kirche hinein. Die eigene Entscheidung ist 
ein Aufnehmen und Sichaufnehmenlassen in die Entscheidung” (JRGS 4, 507; trans. PCT, 37). 
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tells us, “a being-baptized, a being-presented with the gift of faith. And the moral path 

down which it leads is always, at one and the same time, a being-led and a being-carried.”397 

As to where one receives this faith, Ratzinger says that it is given by the Church, who 

receives it directly from the Lord (JRGS 4, 507). The Church finds herself in a continual 

reception of this faith. She lives off the Word and the sacraments, from that which she 

cannot produce herself but which she can only receive. Linking this to exorcism, Ratzinger 

adds that this reception of the faith is expressed in the preparation of Baptism. Receiving 

instruction and making the decision (Entscheidung) are not the only characteristics of the 

catechumenate: “The Lord Himself is at work here. Only he can break the resistance of the 

hostile powers, only he can give the decision to faith.”398 Thus Ratzinger discovers three 

dimensions that show the catechumenate as a significant part of Baptism: the instruction, 

the decision, and the exorcism, which give it its mystagogical character. Exorcism is for 

Ratzinger the first dimension of the element of matter in the ceremony of Baptism; it is the 

conversion as a gift of the Lord, which He gives and by which he opposes power of self and 

all other enslaving powers (JRGS 4, 508). 

5.2.4 Matter in Baptism: Death and Resurrection to Life 

Having detailed the meaning of the word in Baptism, Ratzinger links exorcism, as he begins 

his exposition of the meaning of water, to the material in the sacrament of Baptism. 

According to him, exorcism finds its central and recapitulative form in the symbol of the 

water (JRGS 4, 508). He argues that the submersion into the water is the element of death 

that demonstrates radical exorcism within the ceremony. In other words, all of his prior 

analyses of word lead to the moment at which it encounters matter.399 The water used in 

the ceremony of Baptism is primarily a symbol of death, signifying chaos and the place 

where the ungodly Leviathan abides.400 Hence, one must be rescued from these waters.401 

                                                        
397 “Taufe ist von Anfang an ein Getauftwerden, ein Beschenktwerden mit der Gabe des Glaubens. Und 

der sittliche Weg, den sie führt, ist immer zugleich ein Geführt- und Getragenwerden“ (JRGS 4, 507; trans. PCT, 
37). 

398 “Hier ist der Herr selbst am Werk. Nur er kann den Widerstand der feindlichen Mächte brechen, nur er 
kann die Entscheidung zum Glauben geben” (JRGS 4, 508; trans. PCT, 37-8). 

399 “Damit sind wir nun endlich bei der »Materie« der Taufe angelangt, auf die uns die Analyse des Wortes 
von selbst hingeführt hat“ (JRGS 4, 508) 

400 Cf. Daniélou’s Bible et Liturgie where he mentions the destructive and creative elements of the water 
as presented in the Old Testament (Daniélou 1951, 14). 
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Ratzinger supports this these by referring to the Apocalypse, which states that in the new 

heaven and on the new earth no sea shall be found (Apoc. 21:1). The new heaven and new 

earth no longer have to contend with the existence of the ungodly sea, as death shall be 

forever conquered by God. The water of Baptism thus links the experiences of death with 

the salvation of the old covenant, just as, for example, the people of Israel in the Red Sea 

are linked to the mystery of the cross of Jesus Christ. The experiences of death and 

deliverance in the Old Testament are, according to Ratzinger, anticipatory representations 

of the cross of Christ as the secret center of the entire history of salvation.402 We encounter 

here the notion of pre-sacramental activities and events that took place during the time of 

the Old Testament, which in turn point to the sacrament of sacraments: Jesus Christ. Both 

our Baptism and the “Baptism” of the people of Israel point to Christ’s immersion into 

death, through which he delivers those who are baptized today and the people of Israel. The 

experiences of death and deliverance in times of the Old Testament can therefore be 

viewed as sacraments.403 They point to the mystery that later takes place on the cross. 

Ratzinger appears to adhere to the idea of humanity’s sacramental existence.  

                                                                                                                                                                            
401 “Die Rettung vor den Wassern der Tiefe gehört ebenso zu Bildgehalt der Bibel wie das Verständnis des 

Meeres als Ort des Gottfeindlichen Leviathan und so als Ausdruck des Chaotischen, des Gottfeindlichen, des 
Todes“ (JRGS 4, 508). 

402 “Sie werden damit zu vorweggenommenen Darstellungen des Kreuzes Christi und erweisen es als die 
geheime Mitte der ganzen Heilsgeschichte“ (JRGS 4, 508).  

403 Ratzinger refers here to Daniélou’s Bible et Liturgie, which tries to come to a proper understanding of 
the sacraments (their rites in the Liturgy) by way of the Church Fathers who, according to him, have discovered 
a close relationship between the events of the Old and New Covenant. Daniélou refers to a sacramental 
typology of the Old Testament as a way of demonstrating this relationship and claims that “ils se rattachent 
directement à la liturgie du judaïsme” (11). (Our sacramental rites directly follow the Liturgy of Judaism.) 
Proselytes, for example, were baptized to make them share in Israel’s passing through the Red Sea (12). Thus, 
one discovers in the Old Testament pre-images of our sacraments. Furthermore, Daniélou claims that the New 
Testament shows us that the eschatological passing of Israel through the Red Sea is being realized in the rite of 
Baptism, to the extent that it makes the catechumen pass through the water (1 Cor. 10:1-2, 6) (122). “Celui-ci 
n’est pas d’abord une purification, mais une libération et une création” (123). (It is in the first place to be 
viewed as a work of deliverance and creation and not of cleansing.) When it comes to exorcism, Daniélou 
claims that the catechumen loses the tyranny of Satan in the submersion into the water just as the people of 
Israel lost the tyranny of the wicked Pharaoh (123). Satan is being conquered by Christ time and time again in 
Baptism. Based upon his research of the Church Fathers, Daniélou presents the typology as follows: Egypt is 
the evil life, the water is (the font of) Baptism; the Pharaoh symbolizes Satan; the cloud is a sign of the 
presence of the Holy Ghost and at night a sign of the Word of God, Christ, as light in the darkness; Moses, who 
opened the sea, is a type of Christ (123-35). Daniélou then closes the passage as follows: “Et c'est là ce qui 
donne son fondement incontestable dans le sens littéral de l’Écriture à la typologie baptismale de l’Exode” 
(Daniélou 1951, 135). (The typology of Baptism of the Exodus definitely finds its basis in the literal sense of 
Scripture.) 
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What does conversion in Ratzinger’s perspective entail, and how does it relate to the water 

of Baptism? What does the water, into which the person is immersed, symbolize?  

That conversion is a death-event, that the way of truth and the hazard of 
love lead through the Red Sea, that the Promised Land can be reached only 
through the mortal passion of truth—all this becomes evident here. For 
this reason, Baptism is more than a washing, more than a cleansing, 
although this concept, too, is inherent in the symbolism of water. But 
Baptism in the name of Jesus Christ, the Crucified One demands more than 
a mere washing. The only begotten Son of God has died. Only the 
mysterious power of the sea, only the abyss of its depths, can begin to 
suggest the greatness of what has happened here.404  

Ratzinger here highlights that the idea of death at Baptism is similar to the general 

understanding on Baptism after the apostolic time.405 Baptism  is more than a soteriological 

purification. It is the experience of dying with Christ. To be baptized in the name of Jesus 

means to be crucified with him. It involves plunging into chaos and ungodliness (JRGS 4, 

508). The water does not merely rush over the skin of its subject removing impurities, but it 

takes away its breath until he can breathe no more, until there is no life left, so that a new 

life can begin.406 It reaches the depths of human existence in order to acquire the life of 

truth attained only by way of death. It is the death of deceit and the birth of truth. Baptism 

for Ratzinger is unwavering:   

For it is only thus that baptism, that becoming a Christian and the resultant 
state of being a Christian, can touch the roots of human questioning. For 

                                                        
404 “Dass Bekehrung ein Todesgeschehen ist, dass der Weg zur Wahrheit und das Wagnis der Liebe durch 

das Rote Meer führe, dass das Gelobte Land nicht anders als durch die tödliche Passion der Wahrheit hindurch 
zu erreichen ist, das alles wird hier sichtbar. Insofern ist Taufe mehr als Abwaschung, als Reinigung, obwohl 
auch dieses Moment in der Symbolik des Wassers mitschwingt. Aber die Taufe auf den Namen Jesu des 
Gekreuzigten verlangt mehr: Mit bloßem Abwaschen ist es nicht getan. Der Eingeborene Gottes ist gestorben. 
Nur die unheimliche Macht des Meeres, nur der Abgrund seiner Tiefe entspricht der Größe dessen, was hier 
geschehen ist“ (JRGS 4, 508-9 trans. PCT, 38). 

405 Cf. Neunheuser in LThK 9, 1315: “Thus Baptism always is the impressive initiation into the Christian 
existence, worked by the power of the names of God, in the unity of the personal acceptance of the baptized 
with the power of the sacrament to the participation of the community with him who was crucified and 
resurrected.” 

406 Cf. Ratzinger’s ETEL: “By Baptism we enter on a common destiny with that of Jesus and so with the 
death, which was his fate. But that death is ordered intrinsically to the resurrection. Of necessity, then, 
suffering and dying with Christ means at the same time a participation in the hope of the resurrection. One 
permits oneself to be inserted into the passion of Christ since that is the place at which resurrection breaks 
forth” (JRGS 10, 132; taken from the English translation (1988)). 
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human life, death is the only real question. It is only by arriving at death 
that one arrives at life.407  

Ratzinger thus stresses that Christianity surpasses the level of simply receiving a Baptismal 

certificate, on the level of cleansing or beautification, which does not reach any significant 

depth. Christianity, rather, finds its foundation in the sacrament of death. Those who 

perceive  Baptism as a mere initiation into the community misunderstand the uniqueness of 

Christianity as a Church. 

For Ratzinger in 1976, however, water does not only symbolize death; it points to life as 

well. Ratzinger states that “water is life. Water fructifies the earth. Water is creative. Man 

lives by water.”408 Referring to Didache 7, 1 and again to Stenzel’s work, Die Taufe,409 

Ratzinger—again faithful to Early Christianity’s principals of Baptism—notes how early on 

the Church incorporated the idea of water symbolizing life in its ordinances. Water that was 

used for Baptism had to be living water, which meant running water (JRGS 4, 509).410  

Death and life are here uniquely combined: that sacrifice alone leads to life, 
that only the giving of oneself in the mystery of death leads to the land of 
the living—this becomes wonderfully clear in the twofold symbolism of 
water in which the unity of death and resurrection proclaims itself in a 
single symbolic action.411 

                                                        
407 “Nur so reicht aber auch die Taufe, die Christwerdung und das darin begründete Christsein in die 

Wurzel des menschlichen Fragens hinab. Die eigentliche Frage an das menschliche Leben ist der Tod; wo 
darauf nicht geantwortet wird, wird letztlich überhaupt nicht geantwortet. Nur wo der Tod erreicht wird, ist 
auch das Leben erreicht.“ (JRG 4, 509; trans. PTC, 39). 

408 “Wasser ist Leben, Wasser befruchtet die Erdem Wasser ist schöpferisch. Der Mensch lebt vom 
Wasser“ (JRGS 4, 509; trans. PTC, 39. 

409 “Es ist nämlich einerseits nicht ganz einzusehen, warum man die Baptisterien nicht noch um einen 
halben Meter tiefer machte – anderseits erklären sich aber so die Wasserspeier (Taube und Lamm), unter 
denen, im Wasser stehend, der Täufling sie beschriebene “Immersion empfing, also in (der künstlichen 
Beförderung zwar nicht gar entbehrendem) “lebendigem Wasser“!“ (Stenzel 1958, 110) 

410 Didache 7,1: “And concerning baptism, baptize this way: Having first said all these things, baptize into 
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, in living water” (ANF 7, 
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0714.htm). 

411 “Tod und Leben sind seltsam einander verschwistert. Dass nur das Opfer lebendig macht, das Sich-
Weggeben ins Todesgeheimnis ins Land des Lebens führt - das wird in der Doppelsymbolik des Wassers 
wunderbar anschaulich, in dem sich so die Einheit von Tod and Auferstehung in einer einzigen Symbolgebärde 
ansagt“ (JRGS 4, 510; trans. PTC, 39). 
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5.2.5 Baptism and the Participation in the Sacramental Faith of the Church 

Having thoroughly explained the fundamentals of Baptism, Ratzinger returns to the concept 

of faith and illustrates how it relates to Baptism and the Church. He again stresses that the 

theology of faith and Baptism has an effect on ecclesiology and vice versa: 

We saw that being a Christian means becoming a son with the Son and 
thus, precisely by reason of one’s belief in God, being incorporated also 
into the communion of saints, the Body of Christ. We saw that the Church, 
properly speaking, is not a bureaucratic institution, an association of 
believers, as it were; rather she is a gift from him who holds the key to 
death. We saw that Baptism is the necessary form of entrance into the 
company of believers, if faith is not to be essentially a product of one’s own 
invention and milieu.412 

Here, Ratzinger also emphasizes the ecclesiological component of Baptism. Through 

Baptism one enters the community of those who through faith have become a son with the 

Son. Baptism is the necessary disposition (Gestalt) of becoming a believer; Ratzinger 

appears almost to make it a prerequisite for faith, which in this context is not an individual 

endeavor but a participation in the faith of the Church , as preexisting subject.413 

Ratzinger proceeds to detail this soteriological-ecclesiological point of view by introducing 

the notion of justification by faith. He returns to the central question at the start of his 

article: What is the relationship between Baptism, faith, and membership in the Church?414 

To answer this question he refers to a number of texts from the New Testament that link 

the justification of man to faith: Rom. 3:28; 5:1; Gal. 2:16; 3:8. Reading these texts alone, 

one might conclude that faith is sufficient for salvation. However, Ratzinger then mentions 

those passages of Scripture that link justification to Baptism, noting that these are also 

                                                        
412 “Es zeigte sich, dass Christsein Sohnwerden mit dem Sohne ist und so, eben um seines Gottesglaubens 

will, die Gemeinschaft der Heiligen, den Leib Christi einschließt. Es zeigte sich, dass Kirche ihrem Eigentlichen 
nach nicht bürokratischer Apparat, sozusagen der Verein der Glaubenden ist, sondern in den Sakramenten 
immerfort in die Dimension von Tod und Auferstehung hinabreicht und nur besteht, weil sie sich selbst 
geschenkt wird von dem, der die Schüssel des Todes hat. Er zeigte sich, dass die Taufe die notwendige Gestalt 
des Gläubigwerdens ist, wenn Glaube nicht Produkt eigener Erfindung und Gemeinschaft für ihn wesentlich 
ist“ (JRGS 4, 510; trans. PTC, 39-40)  

413 Sottopietra remarks that for Ratzinger the Church is both subject and object in the act of faith: “Die 
Kirche ist zwar das Subjekt eines Gebens, dem ein Empfangen seitens des Katechumenen entspricht, aber die 
Kirche empfängt iherseits das, was sie selbst ist, vom Herrn” (Sottopietra 2003, 296). 

414  He remarks that theology reaches a dead end here as it does not sufficiently understand the 
relationship between baptism, faith, and membership in the Church (JRGS 4, 510). 
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found in letters of the apostle Paul, notably Rom. 6:7; Gal. 3:26f. The question is then asked 

how the one relates to the other.415 “How is one justified? by faith alone, by Baptism alone, 

or by faith and baptism?” 416  Before providing the reader with an answer to this 

soteriological question, Ratzinger turns to Bulltmann, who appears to espouse the belief 

that there are two concepts of faith side by side in Paul’s theology: (1) faith in the sense of 

believing that Christ is incarnated and resurrected and (2) faith in the sense of giving up 

oneself.417 Ratzinger, however, does not think this answers the question.418 What appears to 

be of importance to him is faith’s definition and ecclesiological effect. “For there is no such 

thing as faith that is the decision of an isolated individual. Faith that is not a concrete being-

accepted-into the Church is not Christian Faith.”419 Ratzinger states that being taken up into 

the community of the faithful is a part of believing itself and not just a retrospective judicial 

act. How does this in turn relate to the sacrament? 

                                                        
415 Cf. Augustine, who appears to consider that both faith and Baptism are necessary for salvation, conf. 

9.4.12: “Rejoicing in faith I praised your name, but this faith allowed me not to feel secure about my prior sins, 
which had not yet been forgiven me by Baptism.” (Et gaudens in fide laudavi nomen tuum, et ea fides me 
securum esse non sinebat de praeteritis peccatis meis, quae mihi per Baptismum tuum remissa nondum errant) 
(trans. WSA I/1, 219). 

416 “Was rechtfertigt – der Glaube allein oder die Taufe oder Glaube und Taufe?” (JRGS 4, 511). 
417 “Wenn man einfach nachzeichnend die Aussagen des Paulus reproduziert, so stellt sich also heraus, 

daß man eigentlich zwei Akte des Glauben und damit auch zwei Begriffe des Glaubens unterscheiden muß: 1. 
einen Glauben, der in der Willigkeit besteht, die berichten Tatsachen von der Menschwerdung und der 
Kreuzigung der präexistenten Gottessohnes und seine Auferstehung von den Toten für wahr zu halten und in 
ihnen einen Erweis der Gnade Gottes zu sehen; 2. einen Glauben, der als Hingabe and die Gnade Gottes eine 
radikale Umkehr des bisherigen Selbstverständnisses des Menschen bedeutet, die radikale Preisgabe der 
καύχησις [boasting]“ (Bultmann 1980). 

418 Here Ratzinger admits his indebtedness to Kuss who, among other things, states that faith aims at 
Baptism. Kuss argues that the insertion of the believers into the community of the Church is on the believer’s 
path by way of Baptism and that one reads nowhere that faith alone, without Baptism, allots one salvific 
significance. “Daß auch Paulus die Annahme der Glaubensbotschaft, das Gläubigwerden, das Glauben auf die 
Taufe hinzielt, daß die Einfügung des Glaubenden in die Gemeinschaft der Kirche durch die Taufe auf dem 
Wege liegt, der mit den entscheidenden Zustimmung zu dem Inhalt der Verkündigung eingeschlagen wurde, 
kann kaum bezweifelt werden. . . . Nirgendwo findet sich . . .  die Spur einer Andeutung davon, daß das dem 
Glauben allein, d.h. ohne die Taufe, einer für sich stehende Heilsbedeutung zugemessen wäre.“ (“The fact is 
that in Paul, too, acceptance of the good news, the act of becoming a believer and faith itself, are all 
orientated toward baptism; that the incorporation of this faith into the community of the Church through 
Baptism is part of the process and that this was initiated with the decision to accept the content of the good 
news can scarcely be doubted . . . However, nowhere, is there the slightest indication that any significance for 
salvation was attributed to faith alone, that is, without baptism”) (Kuss 1963, 146). Translation taken from 
note 33 of PCT, 40. 

419 “Denn Glauben al seine Entscheidung des für sich allein bleibenden Einzelnen gibt es gar nicht. Ein 
Glaube, der nicht konkret Aufgenommenwerden in die Kirche wäre, wäre kein christlicher Glaube“ (JRGS 4, 
511 trans. PCT, 41). 
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This believing community, for its part, is a sacramental community, that is, 
it lives from that which it does not itself give; it lives from the worship of 
God in which it receives itself. But if faith involves a being-accepted-into 
this community, it must mean at the same time a being-accepted-into the 
sacrament. Thus, the act of Baptism expresses the twofold transcendence 
of the act of faith. Faith is a gift received through the community, which is 
itself given.420  

Thus, according to Ratzinger, faith requires the sacramental reality in order to be true 

Christian faith. Justification through faith thus demands an ecclesial or sacramental faith, i.e. 

a faith received and appropriated by way of the sacrament.421 Accordingly, Baptism is the 

concrete realization of the decision (Entscheidung) to accept the Creed (Sottopietra 2003, 

289-290). It is the decision that a person has dared to make and that he has inherited from 

the Church (JRGS 4, 512).  

In further describing the relationship between the sacrament, faith, and the Church, 

Ratzinger notes how “faith flows from the Church and leads back into the Church.”422 Faith 

is the gift of God given to the Church, and thus it originates from God through the Church to 

the believer, who in turn is brought into the Church through faith. Faith cannot be an 

individual endeavor; it requires others. It needs the act of worship in the Church, the Liturgy 

where the Cross and Resurrection of Jesus Christ are celebrated. By way of a summary, 

Ratzinger concludes the article with a final statement on what Baptism is. The statement 

once again expresses the unity of Baptism, faith, and Church—that in the context of the 

initiation into Christianity, the one cannot go without the other. Baptism thus can only be 

properly understood within the ecclesiological framework: 

                                                        
420 “Diese glaubende Gemeinschaft wiederum ist sakramentale Gemeinschaft, das heißt, sie lebt von dem, 

was sie nicht selber gibt; sie lebt vom Gottesdienst, in dem sie sich selbst empfängt. Wenn Glaube 
Angenommen werden von dieser Gemeinschaft umschließt, so muss er zugleich Hineingenommenwerden ins 
Sakrament sein. Der Taufakt drückt also die doppelte Transzendenz des Glaubensaktes aus: Glaube ist Gabe 
durch die Gemeinschaft, die sich selbst gegeben wird (JRGS 4, 512 trans. PCT, 41). 

421  This could be considered a position that fuels Küng’s critique on Ratzinger’s chosen dogmatic 
framework and his natural aversion to modern research of Jesus. “In der Tat erschrecke ich. . .wie er nicht nur 
manche Glaubensartikel im altkirchlich-mittelalterlichen Rahmen sieht, sondern wie er die moderne 
Jesusforschung offensichtlich nicht akzeptiert, sie vielmehr bis zur Unkenntlichkeit karikiert und deshalb 
Exegeten wie Bultmann oder Käsemann–ohne sie zu nennen [which he nonetheless does here]—zutiefst 
Unrecht tut“ (Küng 2007, 179). Cf. p. 304, 437. 

422 “Glauben wächst von der Kirche her und führt in die Kirche hinein“ (JRGS 4, 512; trans. PTC, 41). 
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Baptism is the sacrament of faith just as the Church is the sacrament of 
faith. Consequently, only one who understands Baptism can understand 
what it means to belong to the Church, and only one who looks to faith, 
which, in turn, points to the divine worship of the family of Jesus Christ, can 
understand baptism.423 

A final question that must be asked is how all of the above relates to the salvation of infants. 

Are those who are yet incapable of believing excluded from membership of the Church?  

5.2.6 Infant Baptism 

The last segment of the article, which is presented in the form of an appendix, asks, if 

Baptism is closely linked to the catechumenate, what room (if any) remains for infant 

Baptism. Ratzinger answers this question by demonstrating that Baptism is comprised of 

two essential elements: the act of God and the cooperation of man (Mithandeln) (JRGS 4, 

512). According to Ratzinger, it is this first component that is at risk in contemporary times, 

as few people believe in God’s initiative; the idea that in Baptism something objectively 

happens to a person that goes beyond his decision or power is little accepted anymore. 

Instead, the question is being asked whether God does not disregard man’s freedom in 

letting him be baptized, whether God does not impose a burden on man that man himself 

did not choose. Ratzinger answers: “We obviously construe [our Christian faith] more as a 

burden than as a grace. For a grace can be received; a burden one must lay upon 

oneself.”424 

Ratzinger stresses that even in the case of infant Baptism, the catechumenate is a 

component of the sacrament of Baptism, that it can have its place before or after the 

administration of the sacrament—“prebaptismal” or “postbaptismal.” In the case of the 

latter, the catechumenate must be introduced at the time of the ceremony of Baptism (JRGS 

4, 513). As Ratzinger explains, “beginning with the parents and godparents, who represent 

the infant, the catechumenal rites of the sacrament of Baptism serve as an anticipation of 

                                                        
423  “Taufe ist Sakrament des Glaubens, und die Kirche ist Sakrament des Glaubens; so versteht 

Kirchenzugehörigkeit nur, wer die Taufe begreift, und die Taufe versteht nur, wer auf Glauben hinblickt, der 
seinerseits wieder auf den Gottesdienst der Familie Jesu Christi verweist“ (JRGS 4, 512; trans. PTC, 41). 

424  “Wir empfinden ihn offensichtlich eher als eine Last denn als eine Gnade—eine Gnade darf man 
schenken, eine Last muss man sich selbst aufladen” (JRGS 4, 513; trans. PTC, 42). 
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the catechumenate.”425 The concept of representation implies that parents and friends 

carry the spiritual existence along with the biological existence of the infant.  

The spiritual life of the child unfolds within the spiritual life of its parents 
and teachers. In a birth process that is much longer than the biological one, 
the child’s spiritual existence grows in the bosom of parental thinking and 
willing until the child is eventually able to assume responsibility for itself.426  

Thus, from an anthropological point of view, Ratzinger observes a shared identity between 

the child and the parents. As the child develops his own identity, so it also develops its own 

spiritual life. Ratzinger goes on to note that the “I” of the child is hidden (eingeborgen) in 

the “I” of the parents, and adds that representation is the natural destiny or fate 

(Grundgeschick) of man, not a theological construction (JRGS 4, 513). Man is destined to live 

his first years represented by his parents; the child’s life commences in the life of its 

parents, both biologically and spiritually. 

Anticipation (Antizipation) is somewhat synonymous with representation, as the latter 

governs the life-determining significance of parental love or parental neglect at the start of 

the child’s life, which in essence is anticipation (JRGS 4, 514).427 Even life itself is an 

anticipation, as it is given to us unasked; we do not start our own life, but our life begins in 

the life of others. The events effecting the first years of our life lie beyond our control. Thus, 

the validity of infant Baptism loses its foundation if one no longer accepts the idea of 

representation. Ratzinger criticizes modern Baptism rituals, which devote more attention to 

remembering one’s own Baptism than anticipating the faith of the child. He stresses the 

importance of the catechumenal rites that will ensure a return to the ideas of 

representation and anticipation at the time of the administration of the Baptismal rite (JRGS 

4, 514).428 

                                                        
425 “Die katechumenalen Riten des Taufsakraments wollen eine Antizipation des Katechumenats sein, das 

in der Stellvertretung durch Eltern und Paten seinen Ansatz findet” (JRGS 4, 513; trans. PTC, 42). 
426 “Das geistige Leben des Kindes entfaltet sich im geistigen Leben der Eltern und Lehrer. In einem 

Geburtsvorgang, der viel langsamer ist als der biologische, wächst die geistige Existenz des Kindes im Schoß 
des elterlichen Denkens und Wollens, um allmählich ins Eigen herauszutreten“ (JRGS 4, 513; trans. PTC, 42). 

427 Later in his Spirit of the Liturgy Ratzinger further details what anticipation in the Christian life entails. 
He writes that anticipation lays hold in advance of a more perfect life and gives our present life its proper 
measure. “A life without such anticipation, a life no longer opened up to heaven, would be empty, a leaden 
life” (JRGS 11, 38; trans. JRCW 11, 10]).   

428 See in particular note 13 on the very same page. 
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Ratzinger continues in this anthropological track and wonders whether one can demand a 

prerequisite (Vorgabe) for life in general. He questions extent to which one can refer to life 

as a gift, if one takes into account the horrors that may await man (JRGS 4, 514). Is it not the 

case that life as a gift is only justifiable if we receive more than life? Man “is able to plead a 

meaning that is stronger than death, than the unknown horrors that await him and are able 

to turn his life from a blessing into a curse.”429 Ratzinger concludes that the prerequisites for 

one’s life are as inevitable as life itself.430 One is born into a certain context and inherits 

certain conditions of life that one has never asked for. If preconditions for one’s life are 

inevitable, which is then the most desired? Ratzinger states that it is the one that opens 

freedom on the inside, one that makes man truly human. “The believing Christian is 

convinced that optimal and, consequently, inward binding anticipation is precisely the way 

of faith for him.”431 It situates man in the context of the Church, in which man is brought to 

                                                        
429  “Wenn er imstande ist, einem Sinn vorzugeben, der stärker ist als der Tod, als die unbekannten 

Schrecknisse, die des Menschen warten und das bloße Leben aus Segen zu Fluch machen können“ (JRGS 4, 
514; trans. PCT, 43). 

430 Cf. “Warum taufen wir Kinder?” (1995). This brief text is the impulse of the onset of a conversation 
Joseph Ratzinger had with American Baptists in the center of the Katholischen Integrierten Gemeinde in Rome 
on June 24, 1995 (JRGS 4, 942). It shows that Ratzinger, in the debate on infant versus adult Baptism, considers 
Baptism necessary for the spiritual ground of a child’s life. It gives the child the Vorgabe of faith in Christ. 
Ratzinger begins by stating that the theory that children must be neutrally raised is fiction. According to him it 
is not even possible. Children are not asked whether they want to live or not. The question is not asked 
whether they are interested in receiving biological life (JRGS 4, 516). The understanding of that we give our 
children unasked (i.e., the Vorgabe of biological life), demands of us that we also give a Vorgabe that makes 
life livable. We fail if we do not give a spiritual ground by which the child can live at any rate and enables his to 
say yes to life (JRGS 4, 516). If life is to be a gift for which we can demonstrate gratitude, then the life given 
must be a good life. This implies, according to Ratzinger, that the bare life given must be associated with 
spiritual content, an anticipation that makes life livable. Life given without content, rearing a child neutrally 
(i.e., is leading a child into an empty world, which is nothing more than a negative anticipation). Believing 
however that Christ is the Truth and the Life, one is not only given the opportunity to give the Vorgabe of 
Christ, but obliged to. One is indebted to offer along with the biological life, the true life as well (JRGS 4, 516). 
Taking the above into account, Ratzinger determines that it is an obligation to pass on (vorzugeben) faith in 
Christ, instead of letting the child come to faith at a later age (JRGS 4, 517). Ratzinger adds to this that faith is 
not a system of thought, but that the Lord himself precedes: “In this respect we justify the anticipation of 
Baptism in that we state: The Lord himself precedes. To this extent Baptism comes first and then it has the 
Vorgabe, which is not only human, but which comes from Him and which sets people at liberty, collecting what 
has been passed on.” (Insofern begründen wir die Antizipation der Taufe, dass wir sagen: Der Herr selber geht 
voraus, die Gnade geht voraus. Insofern geht das Sakrament voraus, und dann hat es die Vorgabe, die nicht 
nur menschlich ist, sondern die vom Ihm her kommt und die dann den Menschen in die Freiheit setzt, das 
Vorgegebene einzuholen) (JRGS 4, 517; my translation). 

431 “Der christliche Glaube ist überzeugt, dass die optimale und daher für ihn von innen her verpflichtende 
Antizipation eben der Weg des Glaubens ist“ (JRGS 4, 515; trans. PCT, 43). Prior to Ratzinger, E. Schillebeeckx 
appears to adhere to the same notion in his Christus sacrament van de Godsontmoeting. He states in reply to 
objection that it may not be fair to ask adults to live according to their Baptism, which has been administered 
to them at childhood: “None of us has been asked whether he wanted to be born.” (Niemand van ons werd 
het gevraagd, of we geboren wilden worden!) He continues to state that we are obliged to take responsibility 
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encounter the history of God with man. This encounter is the true deliverance of man to 

himself in the God-man Jesus Christ.432 To surrender to him means opening the self to an 

anticipation of purpose. One must surrender to the one who carries the key of death, who 

has been crucified and resurrected. In light of this, Ratzinger argues that it is more than 

reasonable to confess infant Baptism: “The conflict over infant Baptism shows the extent to 

which we have lost sight of the true nature of faith, Baptism and membership of the 

Church.“ 433  Baptism must therefore not be seen as an unsolicited way of joining a 

community but rather as a grace of purpose, which ensures the possession of happiness 

amidst the human existence.434 If Baptism is considered to be no more than a ritual—

instead of an anticipatory gift (Vorgabe)—then its meaning is also subject to destruction.435 

In reference to Lehmann’s Gegenwart des Glaubens Ratzinger concludes that when Baptism 

is disconnected from the catechumenate it loses is raison d’être.436 

5.2.7 Summary 

As we have also seen in the Einführung and in “Auferbaut aus lebendigen Steinen,” Baptism 

is understood mystagogically. It is part of a long birthing process, a journey of 

transformation, composed of various stages given by God so as to create a restored 

relationship between God and man. The concept of the process in “Taufe, Glaube und 

Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche” is more traditionally theological, while we have encountered in 

the Einführung a more anthropological and apologetical approach, in “Auferbaut aus 

                                                                                                                                                                            
for our own (baptized) existence and that Baptism as an act of love, is prerequisite grace (voorkomende 
genade) it may not be withheld from the child, even though he has knowledge of it at the time. “Is the 
voiceless child then less the child of the father and mother, because he does not yet know that he is? Does he 
get less affection and care because he does not know what his parents do for him? Or can he, having grown 
up, become annoyed by the fact that his parents loved him when he did not know it?” (Is het onmondige kind 
soms minder het kind van vader en moeder, omdat het nog niet weet dat het dit is? Krijgt het minder 
genegenheid en zorgen omdat het geen weet heeft van hetgeen zijn ouders voor hem doen? Of kan het, groot 
geworden, zich ergeren aan het feit dat zijn ouders hem liefhadden toen hij het nog niet wist?)  (Schillebeeckx 
1964, 102). 

432 The term God-man must be viewed here as the expression of the relationship between God and man, 
where God encounters man. 

433 “Der Streit um die Kindertaufe ist ein Zeichen dafür, wie sehr uns das Wesen von Glaube, Taufe und 
Kirchenzugehörigkeit aus dem Blick geraten ist“ (JRGS 4, 515; trans. PCT, 43). 

434 Consider Martin Luther’s Baptismus sum. 
435 “Es wird deutlich, dass die Vorgabe des Glaubens wirklich Gabe ist; es wird freilich auch deutlich, dass 

der Sinn der Taufe dort zerstört ist, wo sie nicht mehr als Vorgabe verstanden, sondern als Ritus in sich selber 
geschlossen würde (JRGS 4, 515). 

436 “Wo der Weg ins Katechumenat gänzlich abgeschnitten wird, da ist die Grenze ihrer Rechtmäßigkeit 
erreicht“ (JRGS 4, 515).  
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lebendigen Steinen” a more distinctive strict ecclesiological approach. Ratzinger returns to 

this perspective depending on the context in which he writes. Fundamental to the 

restoration of this relationship are word and matter, which unite to form the baptismal 

process. Baptism is thus comprised of the sacramental word and the sacramental matter, its 

double structure evident in the formula “I baptize you in(to) the name of . . .” and the water. 

We have also met this concept in Ratzinger’s analysis of Tertullian’s account of the 

sacrament of Baptism in Volk und Haus Gottes in Augustins Lehre von der Kirche (1954), 

though here Ratzinger here expands on the idea. Baptism’s double structure involves an 

encounter with God, which is both cosmic and historical; the first refers to matter, the ritual 

with the water, and the second to the universal and transtemporal faith of the community. 

This may be considered the first fundamental characteristic of Ratzinger’s perspective on 

the sacrament of Baptism in “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche.” 

Together with matter, the formula spoken during the administration of Baptism points to 

rebirth: death to one’s existence in order to be born into another. Ratzinger views this birth 

as one’s entrance into communion, which means one must perceive Baptism Christologically 

and ecclesiologically; it gives his perspective a mystagogical character. One enters the 

communion of the Trinity by entering into the communion of Christ, and one enters into the 

communion of Christ by entering into his Body, the Church. Baptism initiates the 

reestablishment of communion with the Trinity by creating a community of names in which 

those who have participated in the sacrament enter into the communion of Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God who resurrected from the dead (JRGS 4, 500). Yet, as we have seen above, 

Baptism is only the beginning of the process of entering into this communion, for the 

recipient of the gift of faith then begins to tread the moral path (JRGS 4, 507).437 Baptism 

establishes the communication between the “I” and the “You” to create the communion of 

the “we,” the brothers of Christ, the Church – the new relationship that advances through 

prayer. For Ratzinger, to be baptized with the trinitarian formula, the word, into the name 

of the three persons of the Trinity, implies the continual creation of a community of names 

in which we become “attributes” of God in Christ Jesus, the true attribute of God—just as a 

bride and groom become attributes of each other, sharing the same name. We have not 

                                                        
437  Cf. Ratzinger’s ETEL where he writes that a decisive step is taken in Baptism, which becomes 

definitively established in death and beyond in purgatory (JRGS 10, 228). 
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encountered this trinitarian notion in Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism so strongly before. 

The focus is not so much on deliverance, as we have seen in works written during the Bonn-

Tübingen period, but rather on the communion with the triune God. The core of the 

approach here is the new existence into which we enter, the existence of the whole Christ, 

head and body: Augustine’s notion of totus Christus (JRGS 4, 501). Infant Baptism supports 

the argument that the initiation into Christ is a slow process; the spiritual life of the child 

unfolds in the spiritual life of its parents and teachers. Its spiritual existence grows in the 

womb of parental thought and gradually emerges into its own (JRGS 4, 513).  

Baptism, being the sacrament of faith, demands the confession of this faith, and the 

catechumenate preceding it forms an essential part of the sacrament. This may be 

considered a third prominent characteristic of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism, one we have 

encountered before in “Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens.” The formula, “I baptize you 

in the Name of the Father, in the Name of the Son, and in the Name of the Holy Ghost”— 

originally a dialogue between the “I” and the “you”—forms a bridge between the 

catechumenate and the actual rite of Baptism. The catechumenate becomes part of the 

sacrament via the creed; for without it, Baptism is no more than a ritual (JRGS 4, 505). The 

catechumenate is mystagogy: it serves to initiate the catechumen into the way of life of the 

new existence into which he has been baptized  (Sottopietra 2003, 273). We have seen that 

Ratzinger also refers to this in “Auferbaut aus lebendigen Steinen” (1976), written a year 

before, where he reads I Pet. 2:1-10 as an early baptismal catechesis that describes the 

internal demand of the process of initiation coupled to the sacrament of Baptism. The 

catechumenate is viewed as the stage in which the catechumen is taken up into the 

hospitality of the community of the faithful, a process that may considered mystagogical. 

The traditional ritual of salt, a type of pre-Eucharist, symbolizes this hospitality, because it 

preserves those who have been exorcised from Satan for the truth-confessing community of 

Christ. 

Ratzinger stresses the notion of dying and resurrection when focusing on matter within the 

sacrament of Baptism. Here again he emphasizes that Baptism is not just the washing away 

of sin; it is death. Being submerged into the water symbolizes death, and only there—where 

one dies—can one be reborn. Only then can new life be attained (JRGS 4, 509). This is 

symbolized in the pre-sacramental activities of the Old Testament. Israel’s passing through 
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the Red Sea, for example, points to Christ’s death and resurrection. Thus, in the sacrament 

of Baptism death and life are extraordinarily connected with each other. Man is to give 

himself away into the secret of death so as to be led into the land of the living. The single 

symbolic gesture proclaims the double symbolism of death and resurrection (JRGS 4, 510). 

Accordingly, there is no rebirth, no communion with the Trinity without death. Dying in 

Baptism symbolizes the departure of the independent “I” so as to be reborn into the 

captivity of the Son, the new existence acquired by death and resurrection (JRGS 4, 502-

503). 

A fifth characteristic of Baptism rooted in the others is that Baptism involves entry into the 

sacramental community of faith. Ratzinger’s emphasis on faith is evident throughout this 

article, as he states that one can only understand Baptism if one takes faith into account; 

understanding Baptism is in turn a prerequisite for understanding Church membership (JRGS 

4, 512). Thus, faith requires Baptism and Baptism requires faith. Man cannot properly 

understand Baptism outside the realm of faith and Church. The faith in the justification 

though faith is that received and appropriated through the sacrament. To be baptized is to 

receive the gift of faith (JRGS 4, 507). Ratzinger refers to an ecclesial and sacramental faith. 

Thus, when it comes to participation into the communion of God one cannot disregard or 

ignore the concepts of Church and Baptism. 

It is clear that Ratzinger had written but little about the Baptism of infants prior to 1976, for 

in this article we encounter his first extensive discussion on the matter. One of the most 

salient features of Ratzinger’s perspective on the Baptism of infants is the role of the 

parents, who are seen as the representatives of the child. The accusation that Baptism 

places a burden on the infant is answered by Ratzinger through an appeal to the idea that 

that every person has a natural fate (JRGS 4, 513). If this is the case, then the child might as 

well acquire the destiny of being a Christian (i.e., being taken up in the hospitality of 

community of the faithful and being preserved (salted) to ultimately understand the truth 

by way of the catechumenate that follows). In other words, if man is destined to be 

represented by his parents in the first years of his life, it would be best for the infant to be 

represented by members of the community of the faithful. If one drops the notion of 

representation, one thus also loses the basis for the concept of infant Baptism. Yet if we 

keep the concepts of Baptism, faith (of the parents), and the Church in unity, then we will 
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naturally adhere to the idea of infant Baptism (JRGS 4, 515). Infant Baptism is passing on our 

faith to the child, bearing in mind that Baptism is the sacrament of faith. 

As we have seen, particularly in “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche,” Ratzinger 

demonstrates great affinity for sacramental mystagogy. Baptism is for him a process of 

birth, a period of transformation. He mystagogically characterizes it in viewing Baptism as 

having various stages; it is not just a judicial rite but part of a process. Christian initiation for 

him means initiation into a life of prayer, kinship, and relationship. Part of his mystagogy 

involves taking on an existence shared with others in Jesus Christ (JRGS 4, 501-503). His view 

on the catechumenate is also mystagogically colored (JRGS 4, 505). Catechumens are led 

into the mystery of the new life. The catechumenate, the confession, and the actual rite of 

Baptism together make up the sacrament (JRGS 4, 508). Moreover, his reference to 

instruction, making a decision, and exorcism gives his perspective a patristic character. 

All in all, just as we have seen in the articles of the Regensburg period, before the 

publication of “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche,” Ratzinger again opts for a 

traditional dogmatic approach to the sacrament. He returns to the patristic doctrine of 

death and resurrection in Baptism in order to demonstrate how one enters into communion 

with the triune God. The traditional unity of the catechumenate, the dialogic confession, 

and the rite itself is maintained; word and matter together constitute the sacrament of 

initiation into Christianity. It appears that Ratzinger in “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur 

Kirche” wants to address a traditional conservative Catholic public, which in part is 

evidenced by his use of traditional terminology. He is less adaptive to modern society and 

more inclined to criticize the ideas of modern man. When it comes to the individual 

sacraments, Ratzinger persists in allocating a significant role to the Church as a sacramental 

community of faith. This becomes even more evident in an article published a year later, 

“Die Kirche als Heilssakrament.” Consequently, Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is squarely 

positioned in his ecclesiology. 
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5.3 Sacramental Ecclesiology: The Sacrament of Baptism and the Sacrament of 

the Church 

5.3.1 The Fundamentally Ecclesiological Basis of Baptism in “Die Kirche als 

Heilssakrament” (1977) 

In the article “Die Kirche als Heilssakrament”438—which deals with the relationship between 

the structure and the content of the Christian faith—Ratzinger devotes a significant amount 

of space to his vision of the Church as a sacrament of salvation. This vision is of fundamental 

importance in Ratzinger’s postconciliar theology and was first floated by the Belgian 

theologian Gérard Philips in a draft to Vaticanum II at the end of 1962.439 Ratzinger expands 

on this concept through patristic theology drawn from the writings of Cyprian, Origen, and 

Augustine—a sample of ressourcement. In the words of Ratzinger, the theme of Church as 

sacrament of salvation has had little place in the consciousness of the Church at the of his 

writing: “the word ’sacrament’ as a designation for the Church is in no one’s mouth.”440 

Accordingly, he asks how the notion of the Church as a sacrament of salvation relates to the 

seven sacraments of the Church. Relevant for us, then, is the question of how Baptism 

relates to the idea of the Church as a sacrament and the related question of whether the 

Church is to be seen as a real sacrament or whether the word sacrament has two 

fundamentally different connotations. Ratzinger states that both definitions are 

unsatisfactory, and in what follows he attempts to make explicit how the one “sacrament” 

relates to the other. Concerning the first, Ratzinger, relying on one of Cyprian’s letters, 

states that the Church must be seen as the “indissoluble sacrament of unity.”441 It unifies all 

other sacraments:  

The individual sacraments do not exist for themselves alone but refer to 
the sacrament of unity, to which they are bound. Only in unity can they be 
effective; unity is an integral part of the sacrament itself; it is not 

                                                        
438 Published in J. Reikerstrorfer, Zeit des Geistes. Zur heilsgeschitlichen Herkunft der Kirche, Vienna: 1977, 

59-70 and adopted into TPL (1981) and in JRGS 8/1, 244-57. 
439 The Council later accepted the notion formulated as: “Cum vero Ecclesia sit in Christo signum et 

instrumentum seu veluti sacramentum intimae totius generis humani unitatis eiusque in Deum unionis…” 
(JRGS 8/1, 244). “The Church is, in Christ, a sacrament, as it were, sign and instrument of the most initimate 
union with God as well as of the unity of all mankind” (PCT, 44). 

440 “das Wort Sakrament für die Kirche [ist] in niemandes Munde” (JRGS 8/1, 245; trans. PCT, 45). 
441 Cyprian, Epistulae, 69, 5-6 in CSEL 3, 2, 754. 
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something outside of it, but the ground on which its rests, the very means 
that support the sacrament.442 

Ratzinger expands on this notion by placing it in the context of Augustine’s concept of the 

sacrament [mysterium] of God being nothing and no one but Christ.443 Hence, he can also 

conclude that all sacraments as liturgical acts of the Church have a Christological structure: 

“They are the communications of him who, because he is God’s visible Word, is truly the 

founder of the Christian sacrament.”444 

Moreover, in the theological context, sacraments point beyond themselves to an inner 

reality we call “salvation” (as phrased by the Council445) or “grace” or “justification” (as 

phrased by the Roman Catechism commissioned by the Council of Trent): “A sacrament is a 

visible sign of invisible grace instituted for our justification” (JRGS 8/1, 247). Accordingly, in 

a certain sense, it travels back and forth between the visible and invisible reality—an 

expression of the relationship between the divine and the immanence, which in turn 

permits one “to be incorporated into the relationship that makes the sign a sign.”446 The 

meaning of this sign, or mysterium as Origin refers to it, can only be discovered when one 

lives the mystery. This is conversion, “the movement of our visible life toward a relationship 

with God.”447 

These signs—the sacraments—in turn require action, an instrument of salvation. Ratzinger 

describes this as follows: “A holy sign . . . requires liturgical action, and liturgical action 

requires a community in which to exist and which embodies the fullness of power for such 

                                                        
442 “Hier wird sichtbar, dass der Gedanke des Sakraments mit dem Gedanken der Einheit eng verknüpft ist 

und dass die Einzelsakramente nicht für sich stehen, sondern auf das Sakrament der Einheit zurückverweisen, 
an dieses gebunden sind. Sie können nur in der Einheit zur Wirkung kommen: die Einheit gehört selbst zum 
Sakrament, sie ist nicht etwas außerhalb davon, sondern dessen tragender Boden, die zusammenhaltende 
Mitte des Sakraments überhaupt” (JRGS 8/1, 247; trans. PCT, 46). 

443 Augustine, ep. 187.11.34: “Non est enim aliud Dei mysterium nisi Christus.”  
444   “Sie sind die Vermittlungen dessen, der Gottes sichtbares Wort ist und damit überhaupt das 

christliche Sakrament gegründet hat” (JRGS 8/1, 247; trans. PCT, 47). 
445 LG 7, 48 
446  “[Dass ich] mich in die Relation einweisen lass, die das Zeichen zum Zeichen macht” (JRGS 8/1, 248; 

trans. PCT, 48). 
447 “Denn Bekehrung ist ja das Zugehen unseres sichtbaren Lebens auf die Relation zu Gott” (JRGS 8/1, 

248; trans. PCT, 48). 
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liturgical action.”448 Thus, all sacraments require the one sacrament (i.e., the Church); 

without the one, the seven are unthinkable and impossible. The seven sacraments give 

expression to the one. “The Church is the sacrament in the sacraments; sacraments are the 

means by which the sacramentality of the Church is realized. Church and sacraments explain 

each other.”449 Inspired by De Lubac’s Catholicisme, Ratzinger emphasizes that the Church 

as sacrament is the instrument of creating unity. Christianity is a mystery of union. 

Humanity split into individuality by original sin is unified in Jesus Christ by redemption, the 

mending of the shattered image of God (JRGS 8/1, 250).450 “The Church is communio; she is 

God’s communing with men in Christ and hence the communing of men with one another—

and, in consequence, sacrament, sign, instrument of salvation.”451 

This conception of sacramentality naturally affects the theology of Baptism, and would 

seem to provide a fundamentally ecclesiological basis for the sacrament. Baptism has no 

ground if it is taken out of the context of the Church. 452  Baptism and the other six 

sacraments form a unity; they all refer to the sacrament of unity, and they can only be 

effective within the bounds of this unity. Baptism rests on the ground of the great 

sacrament, the Church, and like the other sacraments, it is a liturgical act of the Church in 

which Christ, the founder of the Church, is communicated. The sacrament of initiation 

points beyond itself to the reality of Christ’s redemptive work. The sign relates the visible, 

the water in this case, to the invisible. Through it the baptized is incorporated and drawn 

                                                        
448 “Das heilige Zeichen verlangt die gottesdienstliche Handlung und die gottesdienstliche Handlung 

verlangt die Gemeinschaft, in der sie lebt und die die Vollmacht zu solchem Handeln verkörpert” (JRGS 8/1, 
249; trans. PCT, 48). 

449  “Die Kirche ist das Sakrament in den Sakramenten; Sakramente sind die Vollzugsweise der 
Sakramentalität der Kirche. Kirche und Sakramente deuten sich gegenseitig” (JRGS 8/1, 249; trans. PCT, 48). 

450 Ratzinger states that he wishes to elaborate on the theme of original sin four years later: “If providence 
will some day free me of my obligations, I should like to devote myself precisely to the theme of ‘original sin’ 
and to the necessity of a rediscovery of its authentic reality” (TRR, 79). 

451  “Kirche ist Communio; sie ist das Kommunizieren Gottes mit den Menschen in Christus und so der 
menschen untereinander und damit Sakrament, Zeichen und Werkzeug des Heils” (JRGS 8/1, 255; trans. PCT, 
53). 

452 Cf. LG 14: “This Sacred Council wishes to turn its attention firstly to the Catholic faithful. Basing itself 
upon Sacred Scripture and Tradition, it teaches that the Church, now sojourning on earth as an exile, is 
necessary for salvation. Christ, present to us in His Body, which is the Church, is the one Mediator and the 
unique way of salvation. In explicit terms He Himself affirmed the necessity of faith and Baptism (Cf. Mark 
16:16; John. 3:5) and thereby affirmed also the necessity of the Church, for through Baptism as through a 
door, men enter the Church. Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church was made necessary by 
Christ, would refuse to enter or to remain in it, could not be saved.” 
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into the relationship with God. Baptism as a sign requires liturgical action and needs the 

community in order to existence and become effectual. 

In sum, like the other sacraments, Baptism contributes to the unification of humanity split 

into individuality by original sin. It is the instrument instituted by the great sacrament, the 

Church, the instrument of salvation, which is nothing and no one but Christ. 

5.3.2 “Zum Begriff des Sakramentes” (1979) 

At the end of his lecture Zum Begriff des Sakramentes453 Ratzinger draws a number of 

conclusions that affect his theology of (the origin of) Baptism. In this lecture, he sketches a 

brief history of the word mysterion in which he argues against Jüngel’s Was ist ein 

Sakrament. Based upon his literal-historical approach to Scripture, Jüngel refutes the 

Catholic understanding of sacrament, arguing that tradition has drawn the Greek term 

mysterion into sacramental and liturgical contexts even though the term is not found in New 

Testament passages dealing with liturgical actions (JRGS 11, 172). In this typically Protestant 

versus Catholic clash of interpretation, Ratzinger—now-Archbishop—bases his 

understanding of the word mysterion on Ephesians 5:31-32: 

The mysterium of the Thora, of the Bible as a whole, is . . . in Paul’s view 
Christ. But that makes the individual word mysteria, refractions of the great 
in the small, so that Christ becomes visible behind every one of them. This 
in turn implies that not only the words but also the realities described by 
them are mysteria—symbolic references to Christ.454 

Ratzinger proceeds to argue that when the term translated into Latin, sacramentum, it 

means nothing less than that Scripture as a whole is a sacramentum; it gives a description of 

the realities of Creation and of Israel’s history. According to the Ratzinger, one can therefore 

define sacramenta as events of creation and salvation-history recorded in Scripture, which 

in essence are symbolic references of Christ.  

                                                        
453 This essay is based on a lecture that Ratzinger gave as Archbishop of Munich and Freising. He was 

invited by the Catholic Theological Faculty of the Gesamthochschule Eichstätt and it has been previously 
published as volume 15 of the Eichstätter Hochschulreden after the lecture on January 23, 1978 (JRGS 11, 732). 

454 “Das Mysterium der Tora, der Bibel ganzer, ist . . . in der Sicht Pauli Christus. Das bedingt aber, dass die 
einzelnen Worte Mysteria sind, Brechungen des Großen im Kleinen, so dass je hinter ihnen Christus sichtbar 
wird. Dies wieder schließt ein dass nicht nur die Worte, sondern die von ihnen beschriebenen Wirklichkeiten 
Mysteria sind, zeichenhafte Verweisungen auf Christus“ (JRGS 11, 223; trans. JRCW, 176). 



- 164 - 
 

Thus the seven sacraments, taken from the patristic heritage by the medieval Church, must 

be seen as a representation or transfer (Übereignung) of that which has already taken place 

ex opere operato Christi (JRGS 11, 226). Based on the typological-sacramental interpretation 

of the sacraments as the hermeneutical key to Scripture, Ratzinger draws a number of 

conclusions regarding the essence and origin of the present-day sacraments. First, they are 

the key to understanding Scripture, because they teach us not only to look backward—as 

with the historical method of exegesis—but also forward, bridging the gap between promise 

and fulfillment. Second, they point to the continuity of God’s activity in the living 

community, the Church, which Ratzinger calls the sacrament of sacraments. Third, they are 

the liturgical acts of the Church in which she gives the gift has she received herself, the 

inclusion of man in the participation of this gift. They reach deep into the universal history 

to give man the presence of salvation, opening his future even beyond death. Last, the 

sacraments are both new and old. They are new in the sense that Christ has taken up 

creation and purified it, and they are old in that they are the primordial symbols of creation 

that point to him, who is the fulfillment of creation and history, the mysterium (JRGS 11, 

231-2). 

Applying Ratzinger’s concept of sacrament to Baptism in particular, one could say that 

Baptism is characterized by sacrament as a reflection of the mysterium, which is Jesus Christ 

to the degree that it makes Him visible and provides an expression (Darstellung) and 

transfer (Übereignung) of the actual works of Christ. Baptism elucidates and applies the 

history of salvation to the one subjected to the sacrament of Baptism, making one a 

participant in Christ’s death on the cross, burial, and resurrection (Rom. 6:1-6). Baptism 

provides the bridge between what has been promised and what had been fulfilled, between 

history and the future, in that a person has died and resurrected with Christ to provide him 

a future beyond his biological death.455 Baptism gives evidence of God’s continuing activity 

in the living community of the Church as it makes one a member of the body of the 

mysterion, Jesus Christ.  

  

                                                        
455 Cf. Ratzinger’s article: “Zur Theologie des Todes.” 
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6 SUMMARY PART 1: THE DEVELOPMENT OF RATZINGER’S 

THEOLOGY OF BAPTISM 

We are now be able to sketch the development of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism and, 

indirectly, his theology in general. In what we have seen thus far a chiasmus can be 

discovered in Ratzinger’s view on the sacrament. The works written before his professorship 

at Bonn, starting in 1959, demonstrate a “traditional” (but not scholastic) approach to the 

theology of Baptism—the approach of the Nouvelle Théologie in search of ressourcement. 

Baptism is approached with general dogmatic assumptions of Catholic theology and strong 

patristic preferences.  

In the following period, the young professor adopts a more modern approach to the 

sacrament, so as to provide answers to those who doubt proclaimed fundamental truths of 

Christian theology. His approach evidently wants to fuel the aggiornamento of the faith with 

notions from the Nouvelle Théologie. His approach is more anthropological and is 

characterized by an address to those who are at or beyond the borders of mainstream 

Catholic thought. Ratzinger himself admits to this: “I was looking for a comprehensive 

anthropological viewpoint” (LT, 157). 

1968, around the time of his appointment as professor of dogma and the history of dogma 

at the university of Regensburg, is a turning point for Ratzinger. Aggiornamento of the faith 

is is less of a priority for Ratzinger; what matters most is ressourcement in the perspective of 

the Nouvelle Théologie. The mature and experienced academic returns to traditional 

perspectives and is less understanding of those critical of traditional Catholic theology.  

In sum, Ratzinger’s development in the theology of Baptism remains faithful to patristic 

theology, but contains a substantial anthropological excursus during his professorship at 

Bonn, Münster, and Tübingen. However, it would be an oversimplification to argue that 

Ratzinger does away with all anthropological notions after his time at Tübingen. One can 

detect a delicate synthesis between modern perspectives and a more traditional theology of 
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Baptism in his later works.456 How does this relate to the theological characteristics of 

Baptism sketched in the introduction of this thesis (1.4)? Mystagogical principles feature 

consistently throughout. Baptism is only the start of the initiation into the new life that 

follows, in whatever sense: the new humanity, the community of believers, the Church, 

and/or the existence in Christ.  

In order to support his own theology of the sacrament, Ratzinger often returns to the 

intellectual heritage of the Early Church, a theology characterized by the dying into the 

death of Jesus Christ and thus being incorporated into the Christian existence (i.e., the 

community of the Church). Ratzinger also frequently refers to the actual liturgy of Baptism 

and its emphasis on renunciation and affirmation at the time of early Christianity.457 

Although not favorable to scholastic theology in general, Ratzinger makes use of its ideas. 

These include the notions of matter and form, and the distinction and relationship between 

faith and baptism. How can this development in the theology of Baptism be sketched from a 

systematic theological point of view? 

As we saw in Volk und Haus Gottes (1956), the theology of Baptism in the writings of Joseph 

Ratzinger begin from a purely patristic foundation. Tertullian and Optatus of Mileve taught 

him to concentrate on the two elements of Baptism: the sacrament of water and the 

sacrament of faith, corresponding to the purification of body and soul. Tertullian’s mainly 

soteriological view on the sacrament is complemented by Cyprian and Optatus’s views, 

which may have given Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism its powerful ecclesiological focus. A 

theology of Baptism within the framework of ecclesiology is further enhanced by Optatus of 

Mileve’s notion of the Church as the keeper and distributor of God’s truth, the key to the 

baptismal font. Thus, at the early stages of Ratzinger’s theology, faith and Baptism are 

already closely connected. Augustine’s initial contribution to Ratzinger’s early theology of 

Baptism is primarily pneumatological. Baptism safeguards the distribution of the Holy Spirit, 

who dispenses grace, faith, and love in the individual believers to create a community of 

love, the Church in its collectivity. As we have seen in the writings of Ratzinger that follow, 

he does not overemphasize this pneumatological input; instead, his theology of Baptism 

                                                        
456 Cf. chapter 14, Epilogue: Jesus von Nazareth. 
457 Cf. EidC in JRGS 4, 95; 102; 113-114; TPL in JRGS 9/1, 473; DuV, 232. 
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continues to strongly possess the Christo-ecclesiological inclination of Tertullian, Cyprian, 

and especially Optatus of Mileve.  

We find evidence of this in the article that Ratzinger published a year later, “Vom Ursprung 

und vom Wesen der Kirche” (1957). Here, remaining true to the theology of the Fathers, he 

draws a distinction between the sacrament of Baptism and the Eucharist. He situates 

Baptism in a Christological context—rebirth in Christ—and connects the Eucharist to the 

unification with the body of Christ. His theology of Baptism thus adheres to the Christo-

ecclesiological framework and the principles of the Nouvelle Théologie we have 

encountered until now. 

Right around the start of his professorship in Bonn, Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is 

marked by a brief eschatological excursus. This becomes apparent in the articles 

“Auferstehung und ewiges Leben” and “Zur Theologie des Todes,” both published in 1959. 

Ratzinger begins to adjust his theology to modern thought; he mentions strictly theological 

perspectives on Baptism less frequently, and gradually adopts a more anthropological view 

in an attempt to adhere to both ressourcement and aggiornamento. Because Baptism frees 

the individual from itself, it initiates the creation of the eschatological full totality of 

humanity. Baptism begins the restoration of true relation, which is the essence of salvation. 

Thus, Ratzinger addresses the salvation and destiny of the body of humanity. This does not 

mean that this new focal point no longer adheres to the Christo-ecclesiological point of 

view, but it is clear that Ratzinger at this stage wants to provide answers to contemporary 

questions; he strongly illustrates aggiornamento. 

In the early sixties, Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism further develops in an anthropological 

direction, and during this time Ratzinger makes an even greater accommodation to 

contemporary thought, all the while attempting to ground his theology in patristic 

ecclesiology. He attempts to use the ressourcement of the Nouvelle Théologie to meet the 

demands of the aggiornamento of the faith. Ratzinger evidently considers the Church to be 

the true body of humanity, and through Baptism one is invited to participate in this true 

humanity. In “Christozentrik in der Verkündigung” (1961) Ratzinger suggests that one can be 

released from the captivity of egoism through Baptism initially, but this process demands 

further participation in the annual ecclesial cycle of the Liturgy of the Church. Two years 
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later he proposes in “Der Kirchenbegriff und die Frage nach der Gliedschaft in der Kirche” 

(1963) that Baptism is beneficial for all of humanity; it makes the person suffering from 

individuality a member of the true communio, the Church. At the end of 1964, when 

Ratzinger is professor for dogmatics at Münster, the development of his theology of 

Baptism continues to align with his publications during his time at Bonn. Here, however, he 

adds the concept of deification; Baptism shifts the center of one’s existence from self to 

God. It initiates the transformation from individuality into the divine communio. 

Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism reaches its anthropological peak some three years later—

aggiornamento at its best. In the article “Die sakramentale Begründung christlicher 

Existenz” (1967), Ratzinger, now professor of dogmatics and the history of dogma at the 

university of Tübingen, reconciles Catholic theology with modern anthropological insights; 

he argues that there is something in man that makes him receptive to God and can 

therefore speak of a sacramental foundation of human existence. Baptism is perceived as a 

primordial concept that finds its origin in the creation of humanity, as is demonstrated by 

humanity’s natural desire to be cleansed from sin. The concept of Baptism was thus formed 

before Christ’s historical act of salvation. Ratzinger approaches the sacrament from a 

cosmological and historical point of view; collective humanity suffers due to imperfection, 

and the cure is to participate in the historic moment in which all the cosmic waters of death 

passed over Christ in order to initiate the new beginning of humanity. The theology of 

Baptism is thus characterized as part of man’s natural desire for a purification ritual to clear 

his conscience of guilt.  

Ratzinger continues to appeal to a modern audience, the desire to accommodate persisting 

in his theology. The theology of Baptism in Einführung in das Christentum (1967) is again 

focused on the return to true humanity. This return involves leaving the rut of individuality 

by renouncing all that is evil and participating in the new communio. Yet, Ratzinger, 

influenced by the doctrine of social Trinitarianism and by the ideas of Teilhard de Chardin, 

adds the concept of relationship as a key characteristic of the new community. This is his 

new focal point, and he uses it in order to accommodate further his theology to 

contemporary thought. Baptism thus commences a way of life characterized by relatedness; 

man becomes truly human by treading on the way that begins at Baptism—the path of 

hominization. However, at this stage of the development of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism, 
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a change of focus also becomes evident. During his last years at Tübingen Ratzinger begins 

to return to classical ecclesiological notions of Baptism. He now argues that humanity 

becomes its true self if it is incorporated into Christ and into his Body. Only then does man 

experience true communion with the triune God. 

Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is subjected to a further shift at the start of his academic 

career at the University of Regensburg. At the turn of the decade Ratzinger moves away 

from providing answers to the inquisitive man influenced by modernism; instead, he 

proceeds to address those inside the Church. Ratzinger’s theology now acquires a more 

polemical nature; for example, it strongly questions the principles of scholasticism. 

Moreover, aggiornamento loses its prominence in the development of his theology, while 

ressourcement keeps its place. No longer does Ratzinger deal primarily with anthropological 

assumptions; instead, he turns to traditional dogmatics, as evidenced by “Taufe und 

Formulierung des Glaubens” (1972). A similar notion can be detected in “Abschied vom 

Teufel” (1973), in which Ratzinger again adopts the concept of renunciation (just as he did in 

the Einführung), but here he returns it to the original context of the early Church: namely, 

the repudiation of the devil. Moreover, from a mystagogical point of view, in this article and 

in “Verkündigung von Gott heute,” published in the same year, Ratzinger no longer refers to 

an initiation into true humanity but an initiation into the existential existence of Christ, 

present in the Liturgy of the Church. In “Auferbaut aus lebendigen Steinen” (1975), 

Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism makes a further shifts to perceive Baptism as a 

simultaneous process of spiritualizing and incarnating; through Baptism one becomes a 

member of the spiritual and tangible Body of Christ. This is reminiscent of the theology of 

Baptism we encountered in Volk und Haus Gottes, where the spiritual aspect of Baptism is 

referred to as the sacrament of faith and its tangible part the sacrament of water. However, 

continuity can be observed insofar as Ratzinger again links the theology of death to the 

theology of Baptism just as he did in one of his first works, “Zur Theologie des Todes” 

(1959); Baptism symbolizes death, the beginning of the resurrection into the new life. 

In his most elaborate work on Baptism, “Taufe, Glaube und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche” 

(1976), Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism emerges as unambiguously dogmatic. The 

sacrament of Baptism is the sacrament of faith. He refers to the sacrament’s double 

structure of word and matter, which again reminds us of the double sacrament we 
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encountered in Volk und Haus Gottes: the sacrament of faith and the sacrament of water. At 

the end of his period at Regensburg, Ratzinger describes Baptism mystagogically, the 

beginning of the restoration of man’s communion with the Trinity through the creation of a 

community of names. This notion is emphasized in his theology of Baptism to the extent 

that those baptized become attributes of God in Christ Jesus. Man unites with God, as is 

expressed in the idea of the “I” and the “you” pronounced during the ceremony that create 

the communion of the “we.” The theology of Baptism here contains the description of the 

mystagogic entrance in the totus Christus—head and body. As explained in “Taufe und 

Formulierung des Glaubens” (1972), the catechumenate also forms a fundamental part of 

Baptism, for without it the sacrament is not complete; the catechumenate is the 

precondition of the dialogic creed, which in turn is the bridge between the catechumenate 

and the actual ceremony with the water. 

In 1976, Ratzinger goes well beyond the idea of Baptism as solely the washing away of sin. 

His theology of the sacrament is described as a matter of life and death. Just as he described 

it at the beginning of his academic career in “Zur Theologie des Todes” (1959) and later after 

his time in Tübingen in “Auferbaut aus lebendigen Steinen” (1975), Ratzinger here views 

Baptism as a dying necessary to resurrect into a new life. Yet here he elaborates: Baptism 

symbolizes the departure of the independent “I” and the arrival into the Son of God. More 

than in “Taufe und Formulierung des Glaubens“ (1972), Ratzinger stresses in “Taufe, Glaube 

und Zugehörigkeit zur Kirche“ the inseparable relationship between faith and Baptism. 

Baptism ensures the reception and the appropriation of the faith, the faith that is the 

sacramental faith of the Church. One is justified by ecclesial faith, which one receives as gift 

from those who already believe, the community of the faithful, the Church of God. Baptism 

and faith are thus set in a strictly ecclesiological framework. The consequences for infant 

Baptism in light of the above are such that the child also receives the sacramental faith 

through Baptism, albeit by way of the representation of the child’s parents. Via Baptism the 

infant is welcomed into the community of the faithful. The child receives the salt to be 

preserved until it is ready to participate in the catechumenate with the purpose of 

understanding the faith it received at Baptism (i.e., the sacrament of faith received from the 

Church). 
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As the end of his academic career approaches, the development of Ratzinger’s theology of 

Baptism rests in a Christo-ecclesiological framework but does not completely lose its 

anthropological component. As he proposed in “Die Kirche als Heilssakrament” (1977), 

Baptism is the instrument that reunites a humanity ripped apart by original sin with the 

Church: this is the sacrament of salvation, which is Christ himself. In “Zum Begriff des 

Sakramentes” (1979) Ratzinger argues that through Baptism one participates in the salvific 

works of Christ and becomes a member of Christ, who is both himself and the Church, the 

mysterion—head and body, totus Christus.  
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Part II: Augustine’s View of Baptism 

7 LIFE AND THOUGHT OF AUGUSTINE 

In order to trace Augustine’s theology of Baptism to its origins, this research first offers the 

reader a brief account of Augustine’s life and times. We must consider the effects that 

major theological controversies had on Augustine, a great thinker and international public 

figure even in his own time (Pelikan 1987, 4). The development of Augustine’s thought can 

be divided based upon the controversies in which he was involved. The first period, up until 

about 395, is that in which he dealt with traditional themes. As we shall see, in this period 

Baptism relates to the forgiveness of sins, rebirth, and the incorporation into the Body of 

Christ. In the second period, from about 395 to 411, Augustine’s theology is colored by the 

controversy with Donatism. Two dominant themes from this period with respect to Baptism 

are (1) the perception on its administrator and (2) the distinction between its validity and 

profitability. Augustine’s struggle with Pelagianism shaped his mature understanding of the 

sacrament. From approximately 411 onwards he conceptualizes Baptism relative to the 

doctrine of original sin: in other words, a hamartiological approach.  

7.1 Early period (354-384) 

Augustine was born on 13 November 354 in Thagaste, a town on the northern coast of 

Africa, in what is now Algeria. At the time, this part of the world was under Roman rule. His 

parents belonged to the local elite (Possidius 2016, 69). Augustine’s father, Patricius, a 

minor official for the empire, is described as a distant father; his mother Monnica, however, 

is portrayed as a passionate Christian, who had a significant influence on Augustine’s 

religious development.458 She believed, for example, that a classical education would make 

her son a better Christian (conf. 2.3.8). As he was growing up, Augustine studied grammar 

and rhetoric in Madaura, a university town, with the goal of becoming an orator, a common 

                                                        
458 Monnica had great impact on Augustine’s life. P. Brown states: “Few mothers can survive being 

presented to us exclusively in terms of what they have come to mean to their sons, much less to a son as 
complicated as Augustine. The relationship between mother and son that weaves in and out of the 
Confessions, forms the thread for which the book is justly famous” (Brown 2000, 17). 
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aim at the time (conf. 5.6.11).459 In 371, after having waited a year for his father to save 

enough money to pay for Augustine’s continuing education, he moved on to Carthage, 

where he delved into Roman literature and poetry; this is where he also began to teach 

rhetoric. Augustine’s student life was characterized by sexual escapades and theater shows 

(conf. 3.1.1-3.5). In Carthage he discovered Cicero’s Hortensius, which led him on a search 

for truth (conf. 3.4.7), and around this time, he came under the influence of the teachings of 

the Manicheans (Possidius 2016, 70).460 Having become a successful speaker and teacher in 

Carthage, Augustine returned home to Thagaste in 375 to teach. He then moved back to 

Carthage, where he first met Faustus, with whom he enjoyed only a brief friendship (Brown 

2000, 47-48). In 382 he exchanged Carthage for Rome, where greater success and earnings 

awaited him, all the while lying to his mother about his intentions in life (conf. 5.8.14-15). 

Rome turned out to be a great disappointment (Brown 2000). After being appointed 

professor of rhetoric by Symmachus, the Prefect of the City of Milan, Augustine moved on 

to Milan (Brown 2000, 58-59). 

7.2 Conversion to Christianity (384-391) 

“When Augustine arrived in Milan, in the autumn of 384, he was a disillusioned man” 

(Brown 2000, 69). Here, however, he encountered the preaching of Bishop Ambrose, a 

meeting that marked a turning point in his career. His interest was gradually captured by 

Ambrose’s application of Neoplatonic concepts in his exegesis of the Holy Scriptures 

(Markus 2009, 498). This led to his transformation from Manichaeism—with its radically 

dualistic cosmology—to a worldview that may be called Neoplatonic Christianity. Possidius 

writes that Augustine gradually gained insight and that the heresy was driven from his head 

by God (Possidius 2016, 70). After his conversion experience in 386, Augustine decided to 

dedicate his life to God and subsequently spent a few of winter months in seclusion at 

                                                        
459 Augustine was schooled in the so-called artes liberales (liberal arts). These contained the first set of 

three subjects: grammar, rhetoric and logic (the trivium) and the second set of four subjects: geometry, 
arithmetic, astronomy, and music (the quadrivium) (V. Hunnink in Possidius 2016, 69 [note 9]). P. Brown 
argues that his education was mainly focused on memorization and furthermore “the content of his education 
was barren. It was frankly pagan. It was surprisingly meagre: he would have read far fewer classical authors 
than a modern schoolboy. Virgil, Cicero, Sallust and Terence were the only authors studied in detail” (Brown 
2000, 24). 

460 Cf. conf. 4.1.1. Manichaeism is characterized by strongly evident dualism between good and evil. The 
visible world is dominated by the latter (V. Hunnink in Possidius 2016, 70, note 13). 
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Cassiciacum (what is now Cassago, Brianza) with friends before to being baptized in 387.461 

The young convert, thanks to the influence of Ambrose, chose to alter the course of his life. 

Possidius accounts that 

And soon, from the bottom of his heart, he let go of all the hope he put in 
the world: he no longer sought a wife not children of flesh and blood, not 
wealth or worldly glories. No, he decided to serve God, together with those 
near to him, and to be in him and to be part of that little flock of which the 
Lord says: "Fear not, little flock, because your father wanted to give you the 
kingdom. Sell your belongings and give alms. Make for yourself a money 
bag that does not wear out, a treasure in heaven that does not run out,” 
and so on.462 

Thirty years old at the time, he informed his students that he had decided to serve God and 

recommended they find another teacher of rhetoric. In 389, after have been baptized, 

Augustine returned to the area near Thagaste, where he founded and led a community of 

lay people in Hippo. Possidius narrates that together they spent two years living in the face 

of God, fasting, praying, doing good works, and meditating upon the law of God. He adds 

that Augustine passed on to others through study and prayer what he had learned from God 

(Possidius 2016, 72). Later he wrote his Praeceptum for this community (Van Geest 2017, 

99). 

7.3 In Service of the Catholic Church (391-430) 

“When Augustine arrived in Hippo, in the spring of 391, he was a lonely man, entering 

middle age, who had lost much of his past and who was groping, half-consciously, for new 

fields to conquer” (Brown 2000, 130). Augustine was ordained a priest in 391. When the call 

for a priest from bishop Valerian had come, people around Augustine seized him and 

brought him to the bishop to be ordained (Brown 2000, 131-132). It brought Augustine to 

tears. Possidius explains that the tears were not due to a wounded self-esteem because 

Augustine had not been ordained bishop: 
                                                        

461 P. Brown suggests that “when Augustine retired to Cassiciacum, in September 386, he would have 
appeared to be following a long established and delightful tradition: delivered from the cares of a public 
career, he was about to enter upon a life of creative leisure, dedicated to serious pursuits” (Brown 2000, 108). 

462 “Mox que ex intimis cordis medullis spem omnem quam habebat in saeculo dereliquit, iam non 
uxorem, non filios carnis, non divitias, non honores saeculi quaerens, sed Deo cum suis servire statuit et in illo 
et ex illo pusillo grege esse studens, quem Dominus adloquitur dicens: "Nolite timere, pusillus grex, quoniam 
complacuit Patri vestro dare vobis regnum” (vit. aug. 2 in PL 32.33; my translation). This passage contains a 
citation from Luke 12:32-33. 
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In fact, the man of God, as he told us himself, understood it with greater 
consideration and had a pressing sense of the many, great dangers that 
threatened the leadership and direction of the church for his own life, and 
therefore he had to cry.463  

The bishop allowed him to preach in his presence; this was somewhat unique in North 

Africa, as preaching was normally reserved for bishops only. During the next years Augustine 

preached and taught privately and publicly and through books and sermons opposed the 

teachings of the Donatists, Manicheans, and pagans (Possidius 2016, 79). 

After Valerius pleaded with the archbishop of Carthage—afraid of losing him to another 

bishopric—Augustine was appointed bishop of Hippo against his will some four years later. 

He considered being bishop a burden (sacrina) and would have preferred to conduct a life in 

solitude, devoted to academic studies. In his early career he started to write De doctrina 

Christiana (395-426/7) and wrote his most well-known work, the Confessiones (397-401). 

During these years “Augustine’s writings are heavily indebted to a fundamentally Platonic 

view of the universe, of human nature and human destiny” (Markus 2009, 499). Later, 

however, Platonic ideas continued to play an important role in his writings. 

At the start of his theological career, around the time he wrote his Praeceptum, Augustine 

became involved with a major first controversy: Donatism (Van Geest 2011, 95). At the turn 

of the fourth century the Church in Africa was divided between Donatists and Catholics; by 

the 390’s the conflict had become violent, partly due to Donatist gangs raiding the 

countryside. During Augustine’s time the Donatist church was larger than the Catholic 

Church at Hippo (Possidius 2016, 78), and Augustine sent out invitations to debate with 

them. At the same time, the Catholic Church in North Africa grew, in part due to the 

founding of monasteries from which new Church leaders originated (Possidius 2016, 84). 

Although legal penalties around 411 helped to soften the conflict, the community was still 

divided around the time of Augustine’s death (Markus 2009, 285).464 During his time as 

                                                        
463 “Cum ille homo Dei, ut nobis retulit, et maiori consideratione intellegeret et gemeret, quam multa et 

magna suae vitae pericula de regimine et gubernatione ecclesiae inpendere iam ac provenire speraret, atque 
ideo fleret” (vit. aug. 4 in PL 32.33; my translation). 

464 During a conference of Catholic bischops, which took place June 1-8, 411 a prohibition was declared 
against Donatism, which established their formal end (V. Hunink in Possidius 2016, 88, note 66). 
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bishop, Augustine also opposed the ideas of the Manicheans and the Arians and debated 

fervently with them.465  

The second great controversy centered around the writings and actions of Pelagius, Rufinus, 

Caelestius, and Julian of Eclanum, collectively referred to as Pelagian (TeSelle 2009, 633). 

This was an internal ecclesial struggle concerning death, sin, and the purpose of Baptism. 

Pelagius advocated the free will of man and, thus, the obligation to strive for moral 

perfection. He was condemned in 418. The major works written by Augustine in response to 

Pelagianism during both of these controversies are examined below. As for Augustine’s 

disposition in the exercising of his office, Possidius writes: 

He was always positive in the pursuit of his studies and happy with all good 
things, while he tolerated the shortcomings of his brothers with tact and 
mildness. He mourned the deeds of the wicked from inside or outside the 
church. He was always pleased, I said, about all the profit for the Lord and 
sad about all the loss.466 

All the while, Augustine was busy with the civil affairs that formed part of his job as bishop, 

which included, among other things, the administration of justice. He also prepared his 

sermons and attended various councils in different provinces, always active during the day, 

the evening, and often times at night (Possidius 2016, 103, 109).467 Augustine lived in a 

communal setting together with other clergy members sharing the cost of food and clothing 

(Possidius 2016, 110). 

In his later life Augustine began his famous Civitate Dei (413-427), a work written in 

response to the sacking of Rome in 410. It was composed at the urging of Flavius 

Marcellinus, the Roman emissary who had befriended Augustine. The twenty-two books are 

                                                        
465 One debate in reference to the first took place in December 404; it has been worked out and carries 

the title Contra Felicem manichaeumi. Another debat in reference to the latter took place with Maximinus, an 
Arian bischop; it it titled Conlatio cum Maximino arianorum episcopo (V. Hunnink in Possidius 2016, 94, 96 
[note 76, 80]). 

466 “Provectibus quoque et studiis favens erat et exsultans bonorum omnium, indisciplinationes pie ac 
sancte tolerans fratrum, ingemiscens que de iniquitatibus malorum, sive eorum qui intra ecclesiam sive eorum 
qui extra ecclesiam sunt constituti, dominicis, ut dixi, lucris semper gaudens et damnis maerens” (vit. aug. 18 
in PL 32.33; my translation). 

467 Augustine’s sermons were important in the formation of his friend Possidius, author of Vita Augustini, 
however, with a high degree of certainty, we can state that Possidius himself has been of great influence to 
Augustine in matters pertaining to secular and Church politics (Van Geest 2017, 119). 
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considered an apologetic work against pagans, in which he argues that pride is the true 

cause of the loss of civilization (Van Geest 2011, 120). 

Shortly before his death Augustine reviewed and corrected his books to ensure they did not 

deviate from the teachings of the Church. He collected his thoughts and reviews in two 

volumes entitled Retractiones.468 After getting a fever Augustine died in 430 at the age of 75 

or 76, a year after the Vandals had invaded North Africa and shortly before they arrived at 

Hippo Regius.469 In conversations with his friends about death he said that “even after 

Baptism has been received respected Christians and priests ought not to depart from this 

body without fitting and appropriate repentance.”470 He had asked that the penitential 

Psalms of David be posted on the walls of his room. We shall now first turn to Augustine’s 

Confessiones to examine the early shape of his theology of Baptism.  

                                                        
468 These were published in 427 or 428, two years before his death (V. Hunnink in Possidius 2016, 116, 

note 131). 
469 As for the survival of his intellectual heritage P. Brown writes: “As the Vandal’s siege dragged on into 

the winter of 430, in the library of the church of Hippo every precaution was being taken by Augustine’s 
friends, and especially by Possidius bishop of Calama, . . . to ensure that after his death, Augustine would enjoy 
an immediate and unproblematic literary posterity. His writings were his legacy to the Catholic world. His 
friends wished to make sure that no future reader of Augustine’s works should doubt which books were his, 
what their contents were, and when and why they had been written” (Brown 2000, 441).  

470 “Dicere nobis inter familiaria conloquia consueveratost, post perceptum baptismum etiam laudatos 
Christianos et sacerdotes absque digna et competenti paenitentia exire de corpore non debere” (vit. aug. 31 in 
PL 32.33; my translation). Possidius states that Augustine himself had asked the penitential Psalms of David to 
be posted on the walls of his room. 
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8 EARLY CONCEPTS—THE FORGIVENESS OF SIN AND THE 

“NEOPLATONIC” ASCENT (CONFESSIONES (397/401471) 

Naturally, the work in which Augustine reflects upon his own Baptism at the age of 32 or 33 

on Easter Sunday, 387 is the Confessiones. In a relatively peaceful period of his life, 397, 

Augustine sits down to begin writing this monumental work. Some argue that the 

Confessiones predominately deals with Baptismal themes.472 As we shall see later, Baptism 

at this time was understood as a break with one’s past identity as evidence of one’s 

conversion (Brown 2000, 177). Thus, the Confessiones advocates a Baptism administered on 

the basis of a candidate’s cautious decision, except in the case of imminent death (Wright 

1998, 12). Augustine’s references to Baptism can be divided into three categories, though 

we must remember that these categories are also closely interrelated.  

8.1 Forgiveness of Sins and Receiving Grace 

Reflecting on his own Baptism, Augustine emphasizes that the forgiveness of past sins and 

the cleansing of the body has more to do with eternal life than incorporation into the 

Church. He first refers to Baptism at a time of bodily crisis. After confessing that he had 

heard about eternal life promised through the humility of God, that he was signed with the 

cross, and that he had been given salt, Augustine refers to Baptism in the Confessiones for 

the first time: “You saw, my God, because you were my keeper, with what anguish and what 

faith I desired the Baptism of your Christ, who is my God and my Lord.473 Augustine goes on 

to clarify that his motive for Baptism was the forgiveness of sins (remissio peccatorum), 

though because he recovered, his Baptism was postponed. Delaying Baptism appears to 

have been a common practice in Augustine’s days (Burns 2012, 414; Harmless 2004, 22-23; 

van de Meer 1947, 308), the reasons for which he explains as follows:  

                                                        
471 conf. 5.14.25; conf. 9.5.13; conf. 9.6.14. 
472 Cf. W. Mallard: “Indeed, the whole Confessions story is the story of his Baptism, the Spirit baptizing him 

throughout the whole of his restless frustration, with the Baptismal climax in the garden and the actual 
Baptism that Easter” (Mallard 1994, 172). Also R. Williams: “The Confessions is a book not about individual 
self-discovery but about a decision for baptim and a complex unfolding discovery of an unexpected vocation” 
(Williams 2016, 14). M. Smalbrugge perceives the Confessions not as having a main protreptic or mystagocial 
character but rather as an expression of apophatic theology (Smalbrugge 2016, 313). 

473 conf. 1.11.17: “Uidisti, deus meus, quoniam custos meus iam eras, quo motu animi et qua fide 
Baptismum christi tui, dei et domini mei.” 
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She would have hastened to ensure that I was initiated into the saving 
sacraments and washed clean by confessing you, Lord Jesus, for the 
forgiveness of my sins, had I not rapidly recovered. My cleansing was 
therefore deferred on the pretext that if I lived I would inevitably soil 
myself again, for it was held that the guilt of sinful defilement incurred 
after the cleansing of Baptism was graver and more perilous.474  

Augustine questions this practice in 1.11.18, a commentary on the previous chapter, and 

wonders whether postponement legitimizes people’s sins, as these transgressions would be 

forgiven later (i.e., by Baptism just prior to death).475 Augustine does not blame his mother 

for this deferral, but expresses the frustration of not being able to express his faith in 

Baptism for the remission of sins while he was yet a boy (Wright 1998, 13).476 She was afraid 

that he would have spent his Baptism and then could not be cleansed anymore (Mallard 

1994, 2, 20-21). Augustine’s conduct during the imposed holiday at home when he was 

sixteen confirms this, as he was vexed by all kinds of temptations. Augustine relates to 

Monnica’s fear for post-Baptismal sins as follows: “and although I had not been baptized, 

she feared those crooked ways in which they walk who turn their back to You, and not their 

face.”477 

Illustrated in book IV, the deathbed Baptism of his friend in his native town also provides 

evidence of a perspective that focuses on something to be received. Augustine recounts 

how he was rebuked by his dying friend while making fun of the Baptism administrated to 

him in an unconscious state: 

As my friend struggled with fever he lay for a long time unconscious and 
sweating at death’s door; and as the hope for his recovery dwindled he was 
baptized without his knowledge. I cared little for this, since I took it for 

                                                        
474 conf. 1.11.17: “Iam curaret festinabunda, ut sacramentis salutaribus initiarer et abluerer, te, domine 

iesu, confitens in remissionem peccatorum, nisi statim recreatus essem. Dilata est itaque mundatio mea, quasi 
necesse esset, ut adhuc sordidarer, si uiuerem, quia uidelicet post lauacrum illud maior et periculosior in 
sordibus delictorum reatus foret” (trans. WSA I/1, 52). 

475 conf. 1.11.18: “Unde ergo etiam nunc de aliis atque aliis sonat undique in auribus nostris: 'sine illum, 
faciat: nondum enim baptizatus est'?” (trans. WSA I/1, ). 

476 One may argue that we also encounter the profession of faith as characteristic of Baptism; something 
we also find in the narrative of the Baptism of Victorinus discussed below. 

477 conf. 2.3.6: “Mihi nondum fideli, timuit tamen uias distortas, in quibus ambulant qui ponunt ad te 
tergum et non faciem” (trans. WSA I/1, ). 
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granted that his mind was more likely to retain what he had received from 
me, irrespective of any rite performed on his unconscious body.478 

Augustine, age 21 at the time and demonstrating his Manichean heritage, thus distinguishes 

between matters received by the mind and those by the body. Here, the Baptismal rite 

seems to be reduced to a simple ritual performed on the body (quod in nescientis corpore 

fiebat). 

Augustine further reveals his Manichean perspective on Baptism in relating to his near-

death experience in Rome a few years later, when he refused to be baptized at the time of 

his illness. He had, as a Manichean, little appreciation for corporal matters and thus saw 

little need to undergo the Baptismal rite.479 Later, while writing the Confessiones and 

reflecting upon this experience, he connects the rite of Baptism to the forgiveness of sins 

once again:  

For me too a scourge was waiting there, in the guise of a bodily illness that 
brought me to death’s door loaded with all the sins I had committed 
against You, against myself and against other people, evil deeds many and 
grievous over and above the original sin that binds all of us who die in 
Adam. For no single one of them had you pardoned me in Christ: he had 
not broken down the barrier of enmity.480 

In book VI, where Augustine relates his experiences in Milan, he mentions Baptism only 

briefly, then only with reference to its cleansing powers.481 Augustine writes that he was 

pressured to marry a wife, in part due to his mother’s efforts. The connection between 

getting married and being baptized is somewhat ambiguous. Possibly, Baptism was 

necessary when marrying a member of a distinguished family, but this is far from certain as 

Augustine intended to wait two years to marry the girl due to her young age. One feature of 

the concept of Baptism is clear, however: Augustine was being prepared so that he could be 

                                                        
478  conf. 4.4.8: “Cum enim laboraret ille febribus, iacuit diu sine sensu in sudore laetali et, cum 

desperaretur, baptizatus est nesciens me non curante et praesumente id retinere potius animam eius quod a 
me acceperat, non quod in nescientis corpore fiebat” (trans. WSA I/1, 98). 

479 conf. 5.9.16: “Neque enim desiderabam in illo tanto periculo Baptismum tuum.” C.f. conf. 5.10.18. 
480 conf. 5.9.16: “Et ecce excipior ibi flagello aegritudinis corporalis et ibam iam ad inferos portans omnia 

mala, quae commiseram et in te et in me et in alios, multa et grauia super originalis peccati uinculum, quo 
omnes in adam morimur. Non enim quidquam eorum mihi donaueras in christo, nec soluerat ille in cruce sua 
inimicitias, quas te cum contraxeram peccatis mei” (trans. WSA I/1, 126). 

481 conf. 6.13.23  
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washed by the saving waters of Baptism. 482  Augustine’s preparation points to the 

catechumenal process, but his use of the word salutaris demonstrates that Baptism 

provides salvation through the ritual cleansing from sins. 

One encounters the idea of cleansing several times in Book IX, for the most part when 

Augustine refers to his own Baptism.483 In the recollection of his own Baptism at the 

beginning of book IX, Augustine cites the pardoning (ignoscere) and remission (remittere) of 

his sins in the holy water.484  Later in book IX, Augustine worries about those sins not yet 

forgiven by Baptism: “rejoicing in faith I praised your name, but this faith did not allow me 

to feel secure about my prior sins, which had not yet been forgiven by Baptism.”485 

Augustine’s joy was caused by the pain of a toothache vanishing after he and his friends at 

Cassiciacum had prayed to God about it. Yet despite Augustine experiencing the power of 

faith and prayer, his vexation due to sins remained. He found little rest until he was 

baptized, which for him meant receiving the forgiveness of sins. Based upon his use of the 

past perfect tense (remissa nondum erant) one can conclude that when he wrote the 

Confessiones Augustine’s perspective of the effect of his own Baptism was closely linked to 

the remission of sins, a fact further emphasized when Augustine writes that he, before 

being subjected to the sacrament, was “being made ready and fit to receive such a 

grace.”486  

Brian Dobell argues that at this stage of his life Augustine may yet have been under the 

influence of the Christology of Photinus,487 who denied Jesus’s divinity because he rejected 

the doctrine of the incarnation. Augustine may have placed more emphasis on Jesus’ 

humanity than on his divinity, construing Jesus as more a man of excellent wisdom with the 

                                                        
482 conf. 6.13.23: “Et instabatur impigre ut ducerem uxorem. Iam petebam, iam promittebatur maxime 

matre dante operam, quo me iam coniugatum Baptismus salutaris ablueret, quo me in dies gaudebat aptari et 
uota sua ac promissa tua in mea fide compleri animaduertebat.” 

483 conf. 9.2.4; 9.4.12; 9.5.13 
484 conf. 9.2.4 “Sed tu, Domine misericordissime, nonne et hoc peccatum cum ceteris horrendis et funereis 

in aqua sancta ignovisti et remisisti mihi?” 
485 conf. 9.4.12: Et gaudens in fide laudavi nomen tuum, et ea fides me securum esse non sinebat de 

praeteritis peccatis meis, quae mihi per Baptismum tuum remissa nondum errant“ (trans. WSA I/1 , 219). 
486 conf. 9.5.13: “Quo percipiendae tantae gratiae paratior aptiorque fierem” (trans. WSA I/1, 126). One 

discovers the notion of acquiring grace through Baptism also in the case of Victorinus’ Baptism (8.2.5). 
487 C.f. 9.2.3 
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authority suitable to a teacher than the Son of God (Dobell 2009, 66-67).488 Additionally, the 

Photinian Augustine may not yet have identified Christ with the man Jesus of Nazareth at 

this stage in the development of his Christology, perhaps due to his Manichean heritage, 

which would have caused him to view Christ as a spiritual Savior (Dobell 2009, 71). Dobell 

supports this notion by citing a passage of De Baptismo (4.16.23) in which Augustine 

distinguishes between a heretic and Catholic who both unwittingly adhered to a heretical 

view at the time of their Baptism. Dobell suggests that Augustine uses the heresy of 

Photinus as an example, though in reality he describes his earlier Christology (Dobell 2009, 

69-70). The question is how this relates to Augustine’s perception of his own Baptism. Was 

Augustine baptized in the heresy of Photinianism, and if so, what view of Baptism did he 

then have in 386? If he were baptized in the heresy, it would explain his early emphasis on 

the forgiveness of sins instead of on the incorporation into the Body of Christ. It would also 

coincide with the common understanding of the development of Augustine’s Christology, 

which shifts from viewing Christ as teacher to redeemer between the years 386 and 397.  It 

would, however, exceed the limits of this study to examine whether the arguments of 

Dobell are justifiable and whether we can draw conclusions about this possible 

Christological shift. However, we do encounter a shift from the salvific economic effect of 

Baptism’s forgiveness of sins to its ontological effect, regeneration and incorporation into 

the Body of Christ, as we shall see in the next section. 

8.2 Regeneration and Incorporation 

When discussing the Baptism of others, Augustine focuses more on their regeneration and 

incorporation into the Church than on the forgiveness of sins.489 Book 8.2.3-5 describes 

Augustine’s discussion with Simplicianus (mentor and successor of Ambrose, bishop of 

Milan) about the Baptism of Victorinus (a well-known rhetorician of Rome and Christian 

convert). The account of Victorinus’s Baptism in the Confessiones address three aspects of 

the sacrament—profession, incorporation, and regeneration—as the following passage 

                                                        
488 conf. 7.19.25: “Ego uero aliud putabam tantum que sentiebam de domino christo meo, quantum de 

excellentis sapientiae uiro, cui nullus posset aequari, praesertim quia mirabiliter natus ex uirgine ad exemplum 
contemnendorum temporalium prae adipiscenda immortalitate diuina pro nobis cura tantam auctoritatem 
magisterii meruisse uidebatur.” 

489  The concept of regeneration seems in three of four instances to be closely connected to the idea 
Baptism in the Confessiones: 8.2; 9.3; 9.13. 
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demonstrates: “and the elderly Victorinus with his terrible thunders had habitually 

defended their cults; yet he was not ashamed to become a child of your Christ and be born 

as an infant from your font, bending his neck to the yoke of humility and accepting on his 

docile brow the sign of the ignominious cross.”490  

Through Baptism Victorinus undergoes a radical transformation from an old man (senex) to 

an infant (infans), from pride to humility, from the cult to the cross, all the while not being 

ashamed of it. The element of rebirth is further underlined by the words as infant from the 

font (infans fontis tui). Victorinus thus receives a new identity at God’s fountain—the womb 

of the Church. Augustine elaborates on this idea by narrating Victorinus’s previous 

understanding of a Christian identity. Victorinus had argued previously that the walls of the 

Church do not make the Christian. In other words, one could choose to become a Christian 

in secrecy. In reply to Simplicianus, Augustine responded, “I shall neither believe nor count 

you to be a Christian unless I see you in the Church of Christ ”491 These events seem to imply 

that (public) Baptism is essential for partaking in the Christian identity.492 Simplicianus must 

have convinced Victorinus of this, as Victorinus later exclaimed: “Let us go to Church: I want 

to become a Christian.”493 After this he was initiated in the catechumenate (sacramentis) 

and subscribed his name in order to be regenerated by Baptism (per Baptismum 

regeneraretur).494  In relating Victorinus’s Baptism, Augustine highlights the role of his 

voluntary public profession of faith (as he had been offered to do it in private), for it was the 

                                                        
490 conf. 8.2.3: “Quae iste senex uictorinus tot annos ore terricrepo defensitauerat, non erubuerit esse 

puer christi tui et infans fontis tui subiecto collo ad humilitatis iugum et edomita fronte ad crucis opprobrium” 
(trans. WSA I/1, 189). 

491 conf. 8.2.4: "Non credam nec deputabo te inter christianos, nisi in ecclesia christi uidero" (trans. WSA 
I/1, 188). 

492 One could argue that due to a philosophical conversion, Victorinus considered himself a Christian 
without being baptized, as Augustine accounts that Victorinus was in the habit of reading Holy Scripture and 
Christian writings discussing these with Simplicianus in private (conf. 8.2.4). Interestingly enough, Joseph 
Ratzinger and others suggest that Augustine himself was at first subjected to a philosophical conversion as well 
(JRGS 1, 87). Brian Dobell questions the sequence of both an intellectual/philosophical conversion and a 
volitional conversion and suggests that Augustine had not been intellectually converted to Christianity until c. 
395 when he began to draw a distinction between Catholic and Photinian Christologies  (Dobell 2009, 22, 25). 

493 conf. 8.2.4: “Eamus in ecclesiam: christianus volo fieri” (trans. WSA I/1, 189). 
494 In referring to Victorinus’s conversion, Ratzinger emphasizes the faith, demanding unity and calling for 

the fellow believer. For him faith by nature is related to the Church. He notes that Victorinus as Platonist had 
come to understand that the Church is not a system of knowledge but a way. Truth in Christianity is a way as 
opposed to Platonism where it is an idea. Hence one must join (be baptized in) the Church to tread the way of 
truth (JRGS 4, 104-105).  
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custom in Rome to profess in the presence of the baptized community.495 One can conclude 

that in this Baptismal narrative the Christian identity was received through Baptism and the 

profession of faith.496 

Augustine’s understanding of Baptism as an instrument of regeneration is also evident in 

the conversion of Verecundus—who was not yet a Christian like his wife—when he offered 

Augustine and friends the use of his villa. Interestingly enough, however, in the account of 

the Verecundus’s conversion, Augustine does not use the word Baptism: “For though when 

we were away, when we had gone to Rome, being overtaken by an illness and during this 

time made a Christian and a believer, he departed in such a state this life.”497 As to how 

Verecundus was made a Christian, Augustine writes, addressing God, that he has forgiven 

him his sins (dimisisti ei peccata), setting him on the mountain of rich pasture, the mountain 

of plenty (Psalm 67:16).498  

In an account of the conversion and death of Nebridius, who held docetic views of Christ 

prior to his conversion,499 Augustine focuses on Baptism as regeneration for a third time in 

the Confessiones. Because they were baptized together, Augustine here also refers to his 

own Baptism.500 Nebridius is described as a seeker of truth who had not yet been initiated 

into any of the sacraments of the Church. After his conversion and regeneration through 

Baptism (post conversionem … et regenerationem per baptismum), he lived with a Christian 

household as a believing Catholic in chastity and continence. The reference to the initiation 

into the sacraments of the Church may well point to the catechumenate as preparation for 

one’s rebirth. 

                                                        
495 conf. 8.2.5  
496 There has been much speculation on the ceremony of Augustine’s own Baptism, but it may very well 

have been similar to Victorinus’s, as he was also a famous member of the community later formed (Mallard 
1994, 139). 

497 conf. 9.3.5: “Quamuis enim absentibus nobis, cum romae iam essemus, corporali aegritudine correptus 
et in ea christianus et fidelis factus ex hac uita emigrauit” (trans. WSA I/1, 213). 

498 conf. 9.3.5: “Quoniam dimisisti ei peccata super terram in monte incaseato, monte tuo, monte uberi.” 
499 Nebridius appears to have adhered to Manichaean ideas, in which Jesus is regarded as the divine Son 

of God but not incarnated. Jesus “took on the appearance of a physical body, and his suffering and death were 
therefore only an appearance” (Dobell 2009, 5). 

500 conf. 9.3.6: “Nondum imbutus ullis ecclesiae tuae sacramentis, sed inquisitor ardentissimus ueritatis. 
Quem non multo post conuersionem nostram et regenerationem per Baptismum tuum ipsum etiam fidelem 
Catholicum castitate perfectat que continentia tibi seruientem in africa apud suos, cum tota domus eius per 
eum christiana facta esset, carne soluisti.” 
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The fourth account of Baptism in the Confessiones focuses on rebirth and goes hand in hand 

with the idea of removing one’s anxieties about the past; its suggests the intersection of two 

characteristics: the forgiveness of sins and rebirth. This account describes how truth enters 

one’s heart at the time of Baptism, which may refer to Augustine’s own Baptism. He 

recounts being baptized together with Alypius, a courageous friend already clothed with 

humility (Col. 3:12), and his son Adeodatus.501 He mentions rebirth relative to the first 

baptizand: “And it also pleased Alypius to be reborn (renasci) with me in you.” In the 

description of Adeodatus’s Baptism, Augustine recollects his son’s first birth: “We also took 

with us the youthful Adeodatus, born (natus) of me carnally because of my sin.” Adeodatus 

is about to be reborn spiritually. After a brief description of being taken into grace and being 

educated in doctrine—catechesis, perhaps—Augustine exclaims what his own Baptism 

meant to him: 

And we were baptized and the anxiety about our past lives fled from us. 
And I was not to be satisfied with the wonderful sweetness of your councils 
about the salvation of the human race.502 

As many parts of the Confessiones refer to Augustine’s struggle with sins, these words 

appear to be a turning point in his life, when all the anxiety of prior unpardoned sins was 

taken away.503 Augustine looks forward to the postbaptismal days of instruction, which will 

be filled with wonderful sweetness meditating upon God’s plan for the salvation of the 

human race. The account of his initiation into Christianity closes with his reminiscence upon 

                                                        
501 conf. 9.6.14: “Placuit et alypio renasci in te me cum iam induto humilitate sacramentis tuis congrua et 

fortissimo domitori corporis usque ad italicum solum glaciale nudo pede obterendum insolito ausu. 
Adiunximus etiam nobis puerum adeodatum ex me natum carnaliter de peccato meo” (WSA I/1, 220). 

502 conf. 9.6.14: “Et baptizati sumus et fugit a nobis sollicitudo uitae praeteritae. Nec satiabar illis diebus 
dulcedine mirabili, considerare altitudinem consilii tui super salutem generis humani” (WSA I/1, 220-21). 

503 Hook and Davis note in their article on the baths in conf. 9.12.32 in which Augustine bathes to banish 
from his mind worries due to the death and burial of his mother : “Baptism meant not only the forgiveness of 
all sins, but the freedom from all ’bonds’ (vincula) that held Augustine previously” (Hook and Davis 2011, 55). 
There may be something said for this if one takes into account Augustine’s previous attachment to the world 
that enticed him. Some evidence of this we find in conf. 3.1.1; (in reference to jealousy and suspicion); 3.8.15 
(sin); 5.9.16 (original sin); 6.12.22 (sexual desire); 7.7.11 (astrology); 8.1.1 and 9.1.1 (references to Ps. 115 
(116): 16-17); 8.6.13 (sexual desire and enslavement to worldly affairs); 8.11.25 (temporal prosperity), as in 
those places a form of vincula is used in a negative context. 
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truth finally being poured into his heart, thereby creating the link between bodily Baptism 

and the spiritual acquisition of truth.504 

The brief recollection of the Baptism of Evodius, Augustine’s young friend, focuses on his 

initiation into a physical Christian community, of which Augustine also formed a part after 

his Baptism. Augustine states that God intended those of one mind (unanimes) to live in one 

house. He also joined Evodius to those first occupied in the service of the state but later to 

those in the service of God after he was converted (conversus) and baptized (baptizatus).505 

Augustine makes clear here that for him and others Baptism served as the starting point of a 

different kind of life—not only a life after rebirth in the spiritual body of Christ but also an 

incorporation into a physical community with others. 

In retelling Monnica’s biography Augustine again emphasizes rebirth and the incorporation 

into the community of its members in the strictest sense. He writes that she cared for all of 

them who were servants, who already lived together after having received the grace of 

God’s Baptism. He describes Monnica’s role in the community of the baptized as follows: 

“so she cared as if she had given birth (genuisset) to all and so she served as if she was 

brought forth (genita fuisset) by all.” Augustine describes a nearly perfect union amongst 

those who have received the grace of Baptism (percepta gratia baptismi) and narrates how 

Monnica served as mother and daughter.506 Baptism appears to have been a condition of 

membership of the community, “more a cross between an open family ménage and a group 

of pledged consociati in faith” (Wright 1998, 7)507. 

                                                        
504 conf. 9.6.14 : “Et eliquabatur veritas in cor meum.” One may argue that this event is closely related to 

Augustine’s theory of divine illumination, which may have taken the place of Plato’s theory of recollection in 
Augustine’s epistemology (Dobell 2009, 37). Cf. William’s On Augustine: “The Word animates the particular 
soul and body that is Jesus, and in so embracing this human nature becomes the animating principle of any 
and every human identity associated with him by baptismal incorporation and the gift of the Spirit” (Williams 
2016, 146). 

505 conf. 9.8.17: "Qui habitare facis unanimes in domo, consociasti nobis et euodium iuuenem ex nostro 
municipio. Qui cum agens in rebus militaret, prior nobis ad te conuersus est et baptizatus et relicta militia 
saeculari accinctus in tua." 

506 conf. 9.9.22: “Postremo nobis, domine, omnibus, quia ex munere tuo sinis loqui seruis tuis, qui ante 
dormitionem eius in te iam consociati uiuebamus percepta gratia Baptismi tui, ita curam gessit, quasi omnes 
genuisset, ita seruiuit, quasi ab omnibus genita fuisset.” 

507 Wright (1998 )mainly concerns himself with the timing of Monnica’s Baptism. 
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In contemplating Monnica’s life after her death, her son prays for the forgiveness of 

possible trespasses committed after her Baptism and again focuses on its regenerative 

aspect: 

Even though she, while not yet having been freed from the flesh, would 
have lived thus that Your name was praised in faith and by her way of life, I 
do not dare say that from the moment she was regenerated through 
Baptism (per baptismum regenerasti), not a word went out of her mouth 
against your precept.508  

These words underline Augustine’s perspective on Baptism, which, according to him, does 

not deliver one from the body prone to sin and necessitates forgiveness for post-Baptismal 

sins. It does make one wonder about the pressure of having to conduct a blameless life after 

Baptism and clarifies why postponing Baptism was common at the time. Augustine’s prayer 

emphasizes this further: “Do forgive her also these debts, as she also contracted these 

throughout the years after the water of salvation.”509 One could infer that in Augustine’s 

view being submerged into the waters of salvation (aquam salutis) did indeed free the 

subject from sins, as he here prays here for the specific sins committed after her Baptism. 

8.3 The “Neoplatonic” Ascent from Sea, to Earth to Heaven 

A somewhat different perspective on Baptism can be found in book XVI of the Confessiones; 

this section provides an interpretation of the first chapters of Genesis, while at the same 

time serving as a prophecy of the Church—a parallel between creation and recreation. In 

other words, it offers a figurative reading of the Hexaemeron (Napier 2016, 551). Here, 

Augustine approaches the concept of Baptism from a “Neoplatonic” perspective, 

corresponding to the six days of creation.510 In the last book of the Confessiones Baptism—

                                                        
508 conf. 9.13.34: “Quamquam illa in Christo uiuificata etiam nondum a carne resoluta sic uixerit, ut 

laudetur nomen tuum in fide moribus que eius, non tamen audeo dicere, ex quo eam per baptismum 
regenerasti, nullum uerbum exisse ab ore eius contra praeceptum tuum” (WSA I/1, 228). 

509 conf. 9.13.35: “Dimitti illi et tu debita sua, si qua etiam contraxit per tot annos post aquam salutis” 
(WSA I/1, 235). 

510 As the title of his article suggests—"Becoming a Limb of the Totus Christus”—D. Napier views the last 
book of the Confessiones as ecclesial mystagogy: “Augustine reads the creation account in Genesis as a 
detailed foreshadowing of humanity’s new creation in the Church, and thus as a schematic for the mystagogic 
process” (Napier 2016, 551). Pertaining to Confessiones 13 as a whole he concludes: “Augustine the 
mystagogue has led the initiate through a process of trans-identification. The initiate commenced as an 
individual totality—his or her particular body self-contained— but completed the journey by inhabiting a new 
identity as simply one limb within the greater body of Christ—human and divine” (Napier 2016, 564). Yet he 
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and the attendant work of the Spirit in the Christian Church—is described as the first step in 

the Neoplatonic ascent to a higher level of existence. For Augustine, the separation 

between God and man is a difference in kind (spiritual vs. carnal) rather than in degree 

(Vaught 2005, 9).511 At the start of this analysis Augustine refers to the sacrament of 

initiation: 

But let my faith go further, and say to the Lord my God, “Holy, holy, holy, 
Lord my God, in your name, Father, Son and Spirit, were we baptized, and 
in your name, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we administer baptism,” for 
among us too has God in his Christ created a heaven and an earth: the 
spiritual and the carnal members of his Church. 512 

From Augustine’s perspective, heaven and earth represent different domains of the Spirit; 

although both domains are the Church. heaven is the spiritual part and earth is the carnal 

part, a theme on which Augustine elaborates later in the book.513 Augustine continues his 

interpretation and suggests that the invisibleness and formlessness of matter as described 

in the first chapter of Genesis represent the ignorance of mankind, which God imposed on 

humanity for its sin. It is the sea of ignorance:  

Before our earth was formed by his teaching it was invisible and 
unorganized, and we were shrouded in the darkness of ignorance, because 
you castigated humankind for its sin and your judgments are deep as a 
chasmic abyss.514 

The teaching of the Church, the catechumenate, is the means by which the invisibleness and 

formlessness of matter is transformed into earth (Gen. 1:2). This is analogous to the first 

step of the ascent—leaving the darkness of ignorance and accepting the doctrine of the 

Church, being taken out of the waters onto the earth. Augustine explains how God let his 

                                                                                                                                                                            
also admits that “Augustine’s reading of the Hexaemeron in Confessiones 13 can only be viewed as mystagogy 
in the stressed sense” (Napier 2016, 547). 

511 Cf. conf. 12.11.11 
512 conf. 13.12.13: “Procede in confessione, fides mea; dic domino deo tuo: sancte, sancte, sancte, Domine 

Deus meus, in nomine tuo baptizati sumus, pater et fili et Spiritus Sancte, in nomine tuo baptizamus, pater et 
fili et Spiritus Sancte, quia et apud nos in Christo suo fecit deus caelum et terram, spiritales et carnales 
ecclesiae suae” (WSA I/1, 351). To be noted is Augustine’s personal progression in the context of faith here in 
that in this stage of his life he assumed an official role within the Church in that he baptized others (Vaught 
2005, 202). 

513 conf. 13.20.26-27; 13.21.29 
514 conf. 13.12.13: “Et terra nostra antequam acciperet formam doctrinae, inuisibilis erat et incomposita, 

et ignorantiae tenebris tegebamur, quoniam pro iniquitate erudisti hominem, et iudicia tua sicut multa 
abyssus” (WSA I/1, 351). 
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Spirit hover over the waters—described as the muddy Jordan—to proclaim the message of 

repentance. Referring to Ps. 41:6-7 (42:5-6) Augustine writes: 

But your mercy did not forsake us in our misery, for your Spirit hovered 
over the water; and you said, Let there be light; repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is near, repent, and let there be light. And because our souls were 
deeply disquieted within themselves we remembered you, O Lord, from 
our muddy Jordan; we called you to mind in that mountain which, though 
lofty as yourself, was brought low for us. Disgusted with our darkness, we 
were converted to you, and light dawned. See now, we who once were 
darkness are now light in the Lord.515 

Augustine returns to the idea of this first step of ascent in his interpretation of the creation 

activities of the fifth day (Gen. 1:20-22). Here, he takes the creatures already taken from the 

sea to represent the holy signs (sacramenta) of God. Those that have been delivered from 

the sea proclaim to those still in it the salvation of God so that they may be baptized, (i.e., 

brought from the muddy water onto dry land).  

Let the sea conceive and bring forth your works, and let the waters 
produce living things that crawl; for you have become God's spokesmen, 
separating worth from dross. Through you he was able to say, Let the 
waters bring forth living things that crawl (not “living souls,” which the dry 
land alone was to produce, but crawling things), and birds to fly above the 
earth; for these aquatic creatures represent your holy signs, O God. Amid 
the waves of this world's temptations they swarmed, thanks to the efforts 
of your saints, to the end that the Gentiles might be stamped with your 
name in baptism.516 

In the passage that follows, Augustine also seems to devalue the effect of Baptism by 

referring to the limited effect of the work of the creeping things (the signs and sacraments) 

                                                        
515 conf. 13.12.13: “Sed quia Spiritus tuus superferebatur super aquam, non reliquit miseriam nostram 

misericordia tua, et dixisti: fiat lux; paenitentiam agite, appropinquauit enim regnum caelorum, paenitentiam 
agite; fiat lux. Et quoniam conturbata erat ad nos ipsos anima nostra, commemorati sumus tui, domine, de 
terra iordanis et de monte aequali tibi, sed paruo propter nos, et displicuerunt nobis tenebrae nostrae, et 
conuersi sumus ad te, et facta est lux. Et ecce fuimus aliquando tenebrae, nunc autem lux in Domino” (WSA 
I/1, 351-2). 

516 conf. 13.20.26: “Concipiat et mare et pariat opera uestra, et producant aquae reptilia animarum 
uiuarum. 

Separantes enim pretiosum a uili facti estis os dei, per quod diceret: producant aquae non animam uiuam, 
quam terra producet, sed reptilia animarum uiuarum et uolatilia uolantia super terram. Repserunt enim 
sacramenta tua, deus, per opera sanctorum tuorum inter medios fluctus temptationum saeculi ad imbuendas 
gentes nomine tuo in baptismo tuo” (WSA I/1, 361-2). 
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and the flying birds (the voices of the saints) (Vaught 2005, 211).517 After Baptism, believers 

are to tread the path to perfection from the carnal realm to the spiritual realm—the 

mystagogical path from earth to heaven. 

This is what the creeping things and birds suggest to me at present, for 
even though people have been baptized and initiated, and have submitted 
to these material sacraments, they would proceed no further, did their 
souls not rise to a new level of spiritual life, and move on from elementary 
doctrine toward maturity.518  

Augustine explains the next step of the Neoplatonic ascent to a higher spiritual existence in 

his interpretation of the sixth day (Gen. 1:24-25). Here, he suggests that the earth is a 

symbol of the faithful that brings forth the living creature.519 This creature does not need 

Baptism as it did when it was yet submerged in the waters. It has already made progress:  

This creature no longer stands in need of Baptism as the pagans do, and as 
it did itself while sunk beneath the waters, for since you ordained Baptism 
as the means of entry into the kingdom of heaven no one can get in by any 
other way. Nor does this creature demand prodigious miracles to prompt it 
to faith; it is not like people who refuse to believe unless they see signs and 
wonders, for already it is believing earth, clearly demarcated from the 
waves of the sea and their bitter unbelief; and tongues serve as a sign to 
unbelievers, not to the faithful.520 

Because the believing earth has already been separated from the sea, these creatures no 

longer need Baptism or miracles to stimulate their faith. Instead, this earth needs to eat the 

ichtos.  

The land needs these no longer, though at that table which you have 
prepared in the presence of believers it eats a fish [Ichtos—Christ] raised 

                                                        
517 conf. 13.20.26 
518 conf. 13.20.28: “Sic enim mihi nunc occurrerunt reptilia et uolatilia, quibus imbuti et initiati homines 

corporalibus sacramentis subditi non ultra proficerent, nisi spiritaliter uiuesceret anima gradu alio et post initii 
uerbum in consummationem respiceret” (WSA I/1, 363). 

519 Gen. 1 :4; 2 :7 
520 conf. 13.21.29: Neque enim iam opus habet Baptismo, quo gentibus opus est, sicut opus habebat, cum 

aquis tegeretur: non enim intratur aliter in regnum caelorum ex illo, quo instituisti, ut sic intretur; nec 
magnalia mirabilium quaerit, quibus fiat fides: neque enim nisi signa et prodigia uiderit, non credit, cum iam 
distincta sit terra fidelis ab aquis maris infidelitate amaris, et linguae in signo sunt non fidelibus, sed infidelibus 
(WSA I/1, 363). 
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up from the deep, raised up for the very purpose of watering the parched 
land.521 

Thus, Augustine concludes his take on Baptism’s limited effect. It is the initial step in the 

journey to a higher spiritual level, the motion from shapeless matter to form: in his words, 

the separation of worth from dross. 522 

  

                                                        
521 conf. 13.21.29: “Quibus iam terra non indiget, quamuis piscem manducet leuatum de profundo in ea 

mensa, quam parasti in conspectu credentium; ideo enim de profundo leuatus est, ut alat aridam” (WSA I/1, 
363). 

522 A reference to Jer. 15:19: conf. 13.20.26 
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9 TRADITIONAL THEMES: PASSING THROUGH THE RED SEA 

In many of his writings, Augustine repeated much of the traditional theology of Baptism 

(Ferguson 2009, 790). In his time, the ceremony of Baptism was more than the mere act of 

immersing the baptizand into a pool of water, for it also included all the rites of initiation: 

rejecting Satan, pledging fidelity to Christ, and vowing to die so as to rise with Him (J. Burns 

2012, 438). Much of this traditional theology of Baptism is found in his sermons, which are 

marked by a pastoral approach. This approach considers Baptism as the means to destroy 

sins. Accordingly, Augustine’s theology of Baptism has a soteriological emphasis, as it deals 

with the washing away of sins. Salvation is achieved through the washing of regeneration 

and a renewal of the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5). This approach is not restricted to his sermons, 

however; his works written in response to the controversies with Donatism and Pelagianism 

present an identical approach. In his response to Contra litteras Petiliani, the Donatist, for 

example, he similarly casts Baptism in the soteriological framework: being born again, being 

cleansed, and being justified by the grace of God.523 This is also evident in his Confessiones, 

as can be observed in the study above. Baptism meant the forgiveness of sins; it cleanses 

one of the impurities of sin.524 

9.1 Soteriological: Forgiveness of Sin 

Thus, a primary characteristic of the traditional theology is the forgiveness of sins; 

Augustine’s perspective is similarly soteriological. He often uses the image of the exodus of 

Israel from Egypt and its passing through the Red Sea.525 The sins are left to drown in the 

waters of the font: 

If that which was done figuratively led the people who had been crossed 
over to manna, what will Christ make manifest to us in the truth of his 
baptism, when his people have been crossed over through him? Through 
his Baptism he has crossed over the believers, and all their sins, enemies 

                                                        
523 c. litt. Pet. 3.50.62: “At uero ego quae posui pro ecclesiae Catholicae assertione ista sunt: quod ad 

baptismum attinet, ne id, quod gratia dei regeneramur mundamur iustificamur, danti homini tribuatur.” 
524 conf. 6.13.23: “Me . . . baptismus salutaris ablueret”; conf. 9.2.4 “Sed tu, Domine misericordissime, 

nonne et hoc peccatum cum ceteris horrendis et funereis in aqua sancta ignovisti et remisisti mihi?” Cf. 
Tertullian (ca. 155 – ca. 240) who begins his De Baptismo with the statement: “Felix sacramentum aquae 
nostrae qua abluti delictis pristinae caecitatis, in vitam aeternam liberamur” (de bapt. 1). 

525 Jo. ev. tr. 4.13; en. Ps. 80.38 ; cat. rud. 20.34; s. 213.9. The image was also often used by St. Ambrose, 
who explained the dying and rising in Baptism in terms of the death of Adam and the resurrection of the body 
of Christ (J. Burns 2012, 408). 
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pursuing them, so to speak, were destroyed, just as all the Egyptians 
perished in that sea. 526 

Augustine learned these and other allusions to Old Testament, such as the washing of 

Naaman, from Ambrose’s allegorical preaching (J. Burns 2012, 408). He would later repeat 

these interpretations of the Old Testament in his own sermons.527  

For Augustine, Acts 2:38 was of particular significance: “Repent, and be baptized every one 

of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the 

gift of the Holy Spirit.” Baptism was conferred on someone in order to initiate the 

forgiveness of sins. Hence its focus was on the moral transformation of the Christian. 

Augustine, however, associated the life of repentance with Baptism; in other words, 

Baptism requires the conversion of the heart, which enables Baptism’s power of rebirth and 

sanctification, the spiritually laborious process that takes a life-time. The life of a Christian, 

which begins at Baptism and is only fulfilled at the time of physical death, is the mystagogic 

journey of becoming dead to sin, the path of moral transformation.  

As stated above, to illustrate the baptizand’s path from sin to holiness Augustine uses a 

typological interpretation of Israel’s exodus from Egypt and the journey through the desert 

to the promised land. Augustine believes that mortality entered into the human existence 

through the sin of Adam and Eve (Rom. 5:12). In order to save the human existence, Christ 

participated in humanity. He took up in his own flesh, mortality, which symbolizes sin. 

Augustine interprets mortality as both a punishment and a sign of sin; thus having mortal 

flesh is a sign of sin. The salvific work of Christ necessitates the physical destruction of 

mortality and the symbolic destruction of sin (J. Burns 2012, 434). Salvation, therefore, is 

the movement or transformation from immorality to immortality, from Egypt into Canaan. 

Just as Israel left Egypt by passing through the “font” of the Red Sea on the way to salvation, 

so the baptizand begins the journey to immortality by passing through the font of rebirth. 

The work of Christ is applied; entering the water symbolizes dying with Christ. The 

                                                        
526 Jo. ev. tr.  11.4: “Si ergo figura maris tantum ualuit, species baptismi quantum ualebit? Si quod gestum 

est in figura, traiectum populum ad manna perduxit; quid exhibebit christus in ueritate baptismi sui, traiecto 
per eum populo suo? per baptismum suum traiicit credentes, occisis omnibus peccatis, tamquam hostibus 
consequentibus, sicut in illo mari omnes aegyptii perierunt” (trans. TGJ 11-27, 13). 

527 In his article “Baptism as Dying and Rising with Christ in the Teaching of Augustine” Burns claims that  
“The symbolic action of baptism—washing or burial in water—became separated from its assigned effects as a 
result of continuing conflicts in African theology over the efficacy of the ritual” (J. Burns 2012, 407). 
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destruction of sin occurs in the baptismal font. In the liturgy of Baptism, the subject 

descends the stairs into the font, submerges, and ascends, symbolizing death to his sinful 

flesh and the washing away of sins. His sin remains submerged (J. Burns 2012, 425). As 

Augustine writes, “he wishes us to die that we may live, because we have lived that we 

might die.” 528  Baptism enacts the forgiveness of sins, repentance, justification, and 

restoration. Augustine proposes a clear dualism between mortality and immortality—

between sin and holiness. The mortality of the flesh of Christ symbolizes sin; the immortality 

of the resurrected flesh symbolizes holiness. Christ symbolically dies and is resurrected in 

the Baptism of the members of his Body. As Christ truly died so the baptizand truly receives 

the forgiveness of sins.  

For his death signified our sin by which death itself came about, and having 
died to that death, that is, so that he was no longer mortal, he is said to 
have died to sin. By his grace, then, we carry out in sinful flesh what he 
signified in the likeness of sinful flesh. That is, as he is declared to have died 
to sin by having died to the likeness of sin, so whoever has been baptized in 
him dies to [the] same reality of which his death was a likeness. And as 
there was a true death in his true flesh, so there is true forgiveness in our 
true sins. 529 

In addition to this emphasis of the forgiveness of sin, Augustine inherits the theology of new 

birth and spiritual resurrection from the theologians that preceded him. He similarly 

emphasizes Rom. 6. Baptism for him also signifies a burying with Christ. 

Now when you were baptized, or rather just before you were baptized, I 
spoke to you on Saturday about the sacrament of the font in which you 
were to be plunged; and I told you, what I don't think you have forgotten, 
that Baptism had, or has, the same value as being buried with Christ.530  

Through Baptism one enters into the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ; this is the 

essence of the process of the forgiveness of sins. Is his exposition of Romans 6:1-11, 

                                                        
528 Io. eu. tr. 23.9: “Mori nos uult ut uiuamus, quia uiximus ut moreremur” (trans. TGJ 11-27, 223). 
529 c. Jul. 6.3.7: “Quod ergo ipse significauit in similitudine carnis peccati, hoc per eius gratiam nos agimus 

in carne peccati: ut quomodo ille moriendo similitudini peccati peccato mortuus praedicatur, ita quicumque in 
illo fuerit baptizatus, eidem rei cuius illa fuerat similitudo moriatur; et quomodo in illius uera carne uera mors 
fuit, sic fiat in ueris peccatis uera remissio” (trans. WSA I/24, 481). 

530 s. 229a 1: “sicut autem quando baptizati estis, immo autem antequam baptizaremini, die sabbati locuti 
sumus uobis de sacramento fontis, in quo tinguendi eratis, et diximus uobis, quod credo quia obliti non estis, 
hoc ualuisse uel ualere baptismum, quod est sepultura cum christo” (trans. WSA III/6, 270). 
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Augustine links Baptism to the Cross of Christ (Ferguson 2009, 791).  While descending, the 

Christian joins Christ’s death and while ascending, he joins Christ’s resurrection. In the 

Enchiridion he argues that Paul wants us to understand Baptism as an image of Christ’s 

death on the cross. His death on the Cross is an image of our remission of sin. Just as Christ’s 

death was real, so too is the remission of our sins real; just as his resurrection is real, so too 

is our justification real.531 

Yet, for Augustine, Baptism does not completely annihilate the effects of sin. Rather, it only 

initiates the forgiveness of sins and begins the renovation of the human being; “all of the 

old infirmity is not destroyed” (Ferguson 2009, 791). The mystagogical transformation 

continues in the life in the Church.  

All the old weakness is not done away with from the moment of one's 
baptism. Rather, the renewal begins with the forgiveness of all sins and is 
realized to the extent that one who is wise is wise about spiritual things. 
But the other things are realized in hope, until they are brought about in 
reality as well, when the body itself will be renewed into the better state of 
immortality and incorruption with which we will be clothed at the 
resurrection of the dead. After all, the Lord called this a rebirth, not the 
sort that takes place in baptism, but a rebirth in the sense that what now 
has begun in the spirit will be completed in the body as well.532 

Augustine likens Israel’s journey through the desert to the Christian’s walking in the 

newness of life (Rom. 6:4). It is the life in the Church expressed by eating and drinking the 

supernatural food needed for the journey into the promised land.  

There remains, you see, after Baptism the crossing of the desert, by a life 
that is lived in hope, until we come to the promised land, to the land of the 
living where God is our portion, to the eternal Jerusalem; until we get 
there, the whole of this life is the desert for us, the whole of it a trial and a 

                                                        
531 ench. 14.52: “ut intellegamus nihil aliud esse in christo baptismum nisi mortis christi similitudinem, nihil 

autem aliud mortem christi crucifixi nisi remissionis peccati similitudinem, ut quemadmodum in illo uera mors 
facta est, sic in nobis uera remissio peccatorum, et quemadmodum in illo uera resurrectio, ita in nobis uera 
iustificatio.” 

532 pec. mer.. 2.7.9: “non enim ex qua hora quisque baptizatur, omnis uetus infirmitas eius absumitur; sed 
renouatio incipit a remissione omnium peccatorum et in quantum quisque spiritalia sapit, qui iam sapit, cetera 
uero in spe facta sunt, donec etiam in re fiant, usque ad ipsius corporis renouationem in meliorem statum 
inmortalitatis et incorruptionis, qua induemur in resurrectione mortuorum nam et ipsam dominus 
regenerationem uocat, non utique talem, qualis fit per baptismum, sed in qua etiam corpore perficietur quod 
nunc spiritu incoatur” (trans. WSA I/23, 87). Cf. s. 131.6. 
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temptation. But in the one who has overcome the world the people of God 
has overcome all things. Just as in baptism, after all, our past sins, like 
enemies pursuing us from the rear, are obliterated, in the same way after 
baptism, in the journey of this life, when we eat the spiritual food and drink 
the spiritual drink, we overcome everything that bars our way. 533 

Just as a person eats to acquire physical strength, in the Eucharist the Christian receives 

food for the changed mind and will; he receives new moral power to prevent his fall into 

idolatry. The struggle of the Christian is to lead a moral life; the life of the just entails 

warfare.534 Baptism is followed by sanctification, the long journey to the promised land 

executed by mortal bodies who continue to suffer from the consequences of sin.535 Thus, for 

Augustine, Baptism is the start but not the fulfillment of the Christian life. It is characterized 

by an expectation for immortality, which is only fulfilled after physical death. In sum, with 

J.P. Burns we can conclude that Augustine distinguishes four sanctifying effects of Baptism 

(J. Burns 2012, 430): (1) Baptism truly destroys sin and guilt; hence when death immediately 

follows Baptism, then Baptism is an assurance of salvation. (2) Baptism empowers the 

Christian to live a morally sound life. (3) Baptism continually provides forgiveness for 

subsequent sins even though the Christian struggles against temptation and needs to do 

daily repentance. (4) Ultimately, the baptizand will enter into Christ’s death by physical 

death, which involves being delivered from mortality and being secured in salvation. 

9.2 Ecclesiological: Incorporation into the Body of Christ 

While Augustine’s theology of Baptism can be understood primarily as soteriological, it also 

contains many ecclesiological aspects (i.e., an emphasis on the identification with the 

crucified body of Christ).536 “Our head was hanging on the cross, but he could recognize his 

                                                        
533 s. 363.3: “Restat enim post baptismum transitus per eremum, per uitam quae agitur in spe, donec 

ueniamus ad terram promissionis, terram uiuentium ubi nobis est portio Dominus, in aeternam Ierusalem; quo 
donec ueniamus, tota ista uita eremus nobis est, et tota tentatio. Sed in eo qui uicit saeculum, uincit omnia 
populus Dei. Nam sicut in baptismo, tanquam hostes a tergo insequentes, praeterita peccata delentur: sic post 
baptismum, in itinere uitae huius, cum escam spiritualem manducamus, et potum spiritualem bibimus, omnia 
nobis aduersantia superamus” (trans. WSA III/10, 274). 

534 s. 151.2.2: “Prius ergo recolite, quod deo propitio soletis audire, uitam iusti in isto corpore adhuc 
bellum esse, nondum triumphum.” 

535 Cf. s. 363.2. 
536 Ps. 62.2: “Psalmus ergo iste dicitur ex persona domini nostri iesu christi, et capitis et membrorum.” For 

Augustine the Psalms are an expression of the unity of the divine and human voice. Cf. Rowan William’s essay 
“Augustine as Interpreter of the Psalms”: “Only by reading them as spoken by the whole Christ, that is Christ 
with all the members of his Body. He speaks for us, making his own the protesting or troubled cry of the 
human being, so that his own proper and perfect prayer to the Father may become ours” (Williams 2016, 27). 
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members on the ground.” 537  Christ dies and rises symbolically in the Baptism of the 

members of His Body; the baptizand dies and rises with Christ, destroying his sins and 

overcoming mortality. As J.P Burn phrases it, "Christ symbolically destroyed the sin that was 

neither in his flesh nor in his soul but in the members of his ecclesial body” (J. Burns 2012, 

429). This is a second characteristic of Augustine’s theology of Baptism, the incorporation of 

those baptized into the Body of Christ. For Augustine, to be born again implies that “we are 

born in the spirit to God our Father and the Church our mother.”538 

In his analysis of John 19:34, Augustine argues that the rites of the Church, referred to as 

lavacrum and potum, come from the side of Christ: 

The Evangelist used a wide awake word so that he did not say, "pierced his 
side" or "wounded" or anything else, but "opened," so that there, in a 
manner of speaking, the door of life was thrown open from which the 
mystical rites of the Church flowed, without which one does not enter into 
the life which is true life. That blood was shed for the remission of sins; that 
water provides the proper mix for the health-giving cup; it offers both bath 
and drink. 539  

The Church comes into existence from Christ’s side through faith in the death of Christ and 

baptism. 540  Another perspective on Baptism and rebirth can be found in Augustine’s 

discussion of the Gospel of John; here the life of the catechumen is compared to the coming 

into existence of a human being. Through faith one is conceived, through Baptism one is 

born, and through the Eucharist one receives nourishment for the journey to follow.541 

Thus, for the bishop of Hippo, faith and the sacramental rites place a Christian on the way to 

becoming the Body of Christ. In one of his sermons Augustine compares becoming a 
                                                        

537 s. 229e 3: “Caput nostrum in cruce pendebat, sed membra sua in terra cognoscebat” (trans. WSA III/6, 
282). 

538 s. 260c 1: “Nec nouum nec inauditum, sed fidei uestrae manifestum esse non dubito, sicut ex 
parentibus homines carnaliter nati sumus, ita nos ex deo patre et matre ecclesia spiritaliter nasci” (trans. WSA 
III/7, 195). 

539 Io. eu. tr. 120.2: “Uigilanti uerbo euangelista usus est, ut non diceret: latus eius percussit, aut 
uulnerauit, aut quid aliud; sed: aperuit; ut illic quodammodo uitae ostium panderetur, unde sacramenta 
ecclesiae manauerunt, sine quibus ad uitam quae uera uita est, non intratur. Ille sanguis in remissionem fusus 
est peccatorum; aqua illa salutare temperat poculum; haec et lauacrum praestat, et potum” (trans. TGJ 112-
24, 223). 

540 Gn. adv. Man. 2.24.37: “Formata est ergo ei coniux ecclesia de latere eius, id est de fide passionis et 
baptismi. Nam percussum latus eius lancea, sanguinem et aquam profudit. Factus autem, ut supra dixi, ex 
semine Dauid secundum carnem, sicut apostolus dicit, id est tanquam de limo terrae, cum homo non esset qui 
operaretur in terra, quia nullus homo operatus est in uirgine, de qua natus est Christus.” 

541 Jo. ev. tr. 12.3: “Concepti sunt, edantur in lucem; habent ubera quibus nutriantur.” 
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Christian to the making of bread: the catechumens are likened to dough about to become 

one loaf of bread, the Body of Christ. Keeping to the idea of initiation, Augustine adds the 

well-known imperative: “Be what you see, and receive what you are.”542 

In De Civitate Dei we encounter this perspective in the eschatological view. In Baptism the 

Christian undergoes rebirth, which he calls the first resurrection, the resurrection of the 

soul. However, a second resurrection awaits the baptizand; this is the resurrection of the 

body, which must follow bodily death. The time between the first and second death, in the 

collective perspective of the Church on earth, is the thousand-year reign, the time of the 

saints reigning with Christ on earth, the time of the Church.543 Yet, as we have seen in De 

gratia Christi et de peccato originali Augustine stresses that Baptism requires continued 

effort; what remains between the first and second death is the leading of a new life. “Live a 

good life; live in such a way that you may live; live in such a way that when you die, you 

don't die.” 544  This new life is Christ and the Church—totus Christus. Christ, who has 

ascended in the fullness of the ecclesial body, is himself eternal life (J. Burns 2012, 426). 

Hence the life into which one is baptized is already eternal. 

  

                                                        
542 s. 272: “Esote quod videtis, et accipite quod estis” (my translation). 
543 civ. 20.9-10 
544 s. 229e 3: “Bene uiue: sic uiue, ut uiuas: sic uiue, ut, cum mortuus fueris, non moriaris” (trans. WSA 

III/6, 283). 
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10 CONTROVERSY WITH DONATISM: BAPTISM AND THE TRUE 

CHURCH – UP TO 411 

The ecclesial and sacramental dimension of Augustine’s theology of Baptism is particularly 

highlighted in his controversy with Donatism (V. Grossi 1986-1994, 589), a debate between 

the African and Roman Church on the sanctifying power of Baptism. At the heart of the 

issue was the role of the Church in the ritual of baptism, a disagreement that later led to the 

separation between the validity and the efficacy of the sacrament.  

The problem of the Baptism of heretics can only be solved if these two 
questions have been answered: Does the dissident minister validly baptize? 
Can one who is baptized outside the Church receive forgiveness for his 
sins? 545 

The debate dealt with the qualifications of the Church communion and the administrators 

conferring Baptism (J. Burns 2012, 414). Prior to Augustine, Cyprian had insisted that only a 

bishop in the communion of the episcopal college was empowered to administer baptism, 

because he had access to the gift of the Holy Spirit and the authority to forgive sins. Baptism 

could not be conferred without its sanctifying effect. Thus, for Cyprian, validity was 

dependent on the efficacy of the sacrament. In contrast to Cyprian, the Treatise on 

ReBaptism related to a water and spirit Baptism; it drew a distinction between the actual 

ritual and the sanctifying effect, the latter requiring the baptizand’s true faith. Likewise, 

Optatus also distinguished between the ritual and its efficacy but argues that the faith of the 

baptizand makes the ritual effective (J. Burns 2012, 421). The challenge for Augustine was to 

find a way between the ecclesiology of the African and Roman Churches. He eventually 

argued that while the water of Baptism did not ensure sanctification, it should nevertheless 

not be repeated. As J.P. Burns puts it, “the challenge facing Augustine at the end of [the 

fourth] century was to reconcile an understanding of the sanctifying power of the church 

with the decisions made by the Council of Arles in 314” (J. Burns 2012, 409).546 Augustine’s 

                                                        
545 Le problème du baptême des hérétiques ne peut être résolu que si l'on a répondu à ces deux 

questions: Le ministre dissident baptise-t-il validement? Celui qui est baptisé en dehors de l'Eglise peut-il 
recevoir le pardon de ses péchés? (Bavaud 1964, 17; own translation). 

546 The Council of Arles in 314 condemned Donatus and his followers and recognized Caecilian and his 
followers as representing the true Church. It also decreed that Baptism performed outside the borders of the 
true church must be accepted so long as it is conferred in the name of the Trinity. 
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response, distributed across a number of tractates and sermons, would significantly shape 

Catholic sacramental theology (Harmless 2009, 88). However, before we summarize 

Augustine’s contribution, we must first be sure that we understand the core of this conflict. 

10.1 Brief Context 

The process that eventually led to the emergence of Donatism around 313  started in 303 

when emperor Diocletian ordered all Christian Holy Scriptures to be destroyed, with the 

threat of capital punishment for those who would not comply. The Christians were asked to 

pledge fidelity to the gods and the emperor in a ritual act of a dies thurificationis, a day of 

cleansing (Lancel and Alexander 1996-2002, 607). Fearing the consequences, many 

Christians gave in to the decrees, though when the persecutions ended they were labeled 

traditores and were only taken back into the community after a long process of doing 

penance. 

Things became complex in 311-312, when Caecilian was chosen by seventy Numidian 

bishops as new primate of Africa. At the time of his consecration one of the consecrators 

was suspected of being a traditor (Lancel and Alexander 1996-2002, 608). Yet Constantine, 

wanting only unity for the Church, supported Caecilian; nevertheless, the Numidian bishops 

chose another primate, Majorinus. He  was succeeded by the Donatus, who inflaimed the 

process of secession and created an alternative to the Catholic Church in Africa.547 The 

Donatists had a violent faction of people. These so-called Circumcelliones, “traveling 

monks,” operated mainly outside the cities, raiding fields and villages and not hesitating to 

shed blood (Possidius 2016, 82-83, also note 50). The imperial legate Mecarian was able to 

stall the growth of Donatism, but during the reign of Justin the Apostate (361-363) the pars 

Donati grew to be larger than its Catholic counterpart. An attempt to create dialogue 

between both sides by Optatus of Mileve ended up being a failure. The Donatists counted 

themselves the one holy Catholic Church, the ecclesia martyrum (church of the martyrs), 

and all Donatists were called to successio gloriosa of the blessed martyrs. In the end the 

Donatists lost ground in part due to repressive actions initiated by emperor Honorius. The 

Council of Carthage in 404 and its Edict in 405 led to the formal dissolution of the Donatist 

                                                        
547 Pertaining to Donatus’s theological heritage: “Of Donatus’s theology virtually nothing survives” (Lancel 

and Alexander 1996-2002, 624).  
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Church (Lancel and Alexander 1996-2002, 619). During this time Augustine pleaded with 

provincial authorities to apply laws against heretics and to impose penalties on Donatists. 

However, it would take another six years before its power was crushed by judicial and 

theological disputes—in which Augustine had a significant role—during another council in 

Carthage (411) (Van Geest 2011, 99). 

Doctrinally, Donatism claimed that that “Catholicity rested not on agreement with the 

churches in other provinces, as did the Catholic’s claim, but on possession of the sacraments 

in their fullness and purity” (Markus 2009, 286).548 Consequently, the Donatists held two 

theological positions: they claimed (1) that Baptism outside of what they considered the 

Church was not valid and (2) that consecration by traditores (unworthy ministers) must be 

rejected. They characterized their own church as pure, holy, and without blemish and 

believed that sacramental efficacy could not be found outside the confines of this 

unpolluted communion. Augustine’s response was threefold, as summarized by E. Ferguson: 

“they broke with the unity of the Church, profaned the inheritance of Christ, and rejected 

Baptism by Christ” (Ferguson 2009, 795).549 We find this response, for a large part primarily 

influenced by Optatus of Mileve, a Caecilianist, in Contra epistulam Parmeniani, de Baptismo 

and Contra litteras Petiliani.  

Contra epistulam Parmeniani (Against a Letter of Parmenian) was written by Augustine in or 

about the year 400 after his initial attack on Donatism in the Psalmus contra Donati (393). In 

the second book of Contra epistulam Parmeniani Augustine draws the influential distinction 

between the validity and the effectiveness of the sacrament (Tilley 2009, 312). De Baptismo 

(On Baptism) was as promised by Augustine in Contra epistulam Parmeniani written in 400-

401.550 It deals with two main issues: ecclesiology and the nature of Baptism. Its main 

question, as Augustine himself specifies, is whether Baptism in the name of Christ creates 

                                                        
548 The conflict arose during the time of the Diocletianic persecution at the beginning of the fourth 

century. Some bishops no longer accepted the sacramental authority of others who had survived the imperial 
visitation and thus suspected that they had given in to the requirement of handing over sacred books and 
vessels for destruction. It led to the division of the Church of Africa during which Caecilian and Donatus both 
claimed to be bishop of Carthage (J. Burns 2012, 418). 

549 Ferguson here admits being indebted to Victorni Grossi (V. Grossi 1993). (Available in Tilburg) 
550 bapt. 1.1.1: “In eis libris, quos aduersus epistulam Parmeniani quam dedit ad Tychonium scripsimus, 

promisimus nos diligentius quaestionem baptismi tractaturos.” retr. 2.18: “Hoc opus sic incipit: in eis libris 
quos aduersus epistulam Parmeniani.” 
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sons in the Donatist Church.551 The treatise has a two purposes: (1) a reflection upon the 

validity of Baptism by dissidents and (2) a reflection on the authority of the Cyprian, which 

according to Augustine has been misused by the Donatists (Bavaud 1964, 17, 23). Alfred 

Schindler considers De Baptismo a thorough address to those waffling between Donatism 

and Catholicism: 

The work can be described as Augustine's most thorough refutation of 
Donatism: thorough in the sense of an exhaustive deepening of thought, 
thorough as well because of its extensive exposition of matter, and finally 
because the usual polemic is left wanting.552 

A third major response to Donatism was written in 401, Contra litteras Petiliani (Against the 

Letters of Petilian). Petilian, Augustine’s contemporary, wrote the letter as bishop of Cirta, a 

city in modern-day Algeria, to the presbyters and deacons of his diocese. Augustine received 

a portion of this letter from a fellow bishop and decided to reply immediately out of worry 

that it would negatively influence the uneducated (Tilley 2009, 504).  

In order to characterize Augustine’s theology on the sacrament further, we now turn to the 

heart of the debate and map the key differences between Augustine’s theology of Baptism 

and that of Donatism. The controversy can be summarized in three points: (1) the legitimacy 

of administrator, (2) the indelible mark and (3) the validity and efficacy of Baptism. 

10.2 The Administration and the Administrator of Baptism 

A fundamental difference between Augustine’s and Donatist theology of Baptism is the 

understanding of the legitimacy of administrator of the sacrament. Fueled by Old Testament 

principles, Donatism claims that the ritual purity of the administrator was necessary for a 

valid administration of the sacrament. Referring to Optatus of Mileve’s, De Schismate 

Donatistarum Adversus Parmenianum and Augustine’s epistula 55. P. Brown describes the 

Donatist liturgy of Baptism as the following: 

The rite of Baptism, therefore, was thought of as a drastic purification: with 
the bishops’ ‘spell.’ Christ, the ‘Great Fish,’ slipped into the water of the 

                                                        
551 bapt. 1.10.13 “Utrum generet filios Baptismus Christi in parte Donati an non generet.” 
552 “Man kann das Werk als A.s gründlichste Widerlegung des Donatismus bezeichnen: gründlich einmal im 

Sinne der eindringenden Vertiefung des Gedankens, gründlich sodann wegen der erwähnten extensiven 
Darbietung des Stoffes, und schließlich deshalb, weil die üblich Polemik fehlt” (Schindler, p. 575; own 
translation). 
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Baptismal pond; for a week afterwards, the initiates would wear special 
sandals, lest their ‘pure’ feet touch the earth (Brown 2000, 212). 553 

On the contrary, Augustine argues that even though the ministers may be polluted and 

unclean, the Baptism of Christ, consecrated by the words of the gospel, is holy.554 In other 

words, Baptism by an unrighteous administrator does not create an unrighteous Baptism.555 

The core of Augustine’s case is that the efficacy of Baptism depends not on the purity of the 

minister but on Christ himself (Ferguson 2009, 797). Thus, Augustine focuses on the role of 

Christ in the administration of Baptism. This approach expands on Optatus’s theology of 

baptism, which argues for validity on the basis of the invocation of the Trinity and the 

profession of faith (J. Burns 2012, 420). For Augustine, the minister serves merely as an 

agent; it is Christ who baptizes and “the role of the Church is reduced to the function of 

administering the sacrament.”556 Augustine further counters the necessity of the purity of 

the administrator by suggesting that Donatists, following their own reasoning, must 

rebaptize their followers if the administrator would in any way lead an immoral lifestyle. 

Hence there is always the possibility of uncertainty. What if is the baptizer secretly leads an 

immoral life? All those who were baptized by him would have received an invalid Baptism.  

And since it is possible that the conscience of the giver may be in such a 
condition as to be accursed and defiled without the knowledge of the 
recipient, it results that, being of an accursed origin, accursed root, 
accursed head, the hope of the baptized may prove to be vain and 
ungrounded. 557 

                                                        
553 Cf. Optatus Milevis, De Schismate Donatistarum Adversus Parmenianum 3.51-52 (PL 11, 990); ep. 

55.19.35: “Sed hoc nimis doleo, quam multa, quae in diuinis libris saluberrime praecepta sunt, minus curantur; 
et tam multis praesumptionibus sic plena sunt omnia, ut grauius corripiatur, qui per octauas suas terram nudo 
pede tetigerit, quam qui mentem uinolentia sepeliuerit.” 

554 bapt. 3.10.15 “Baptismus uero Christi uerbis euangelicis consecratus et per adulteros et in adulteris 
sanctus est, quamuis illi sint inpudici et inmundi, quia ipsa eius sanctitas pollui non potest et sacramento suo 
diuina uirtus adsistit siue ad salutem bene utentium siue ad perniciem male utentium.” 

555 Cf. c. litt. Pet. 2.33.78. 
556 “Die Rolle der Kirche reduziert sich auf die Funktion der Sakramentenspendung” (V. Grossi 1986-1994, 

589) 
557 c. litt. Pet. 1.4.5: “Et cum fieri possit ita esse conscientiam dantis, ut scelerata atque maculosa sit et hoc 

ignoret accipiens, consequenter fit, ut scelerata origine, scelerata radice, scelerato capite spes quoque 
baptizati uana et inanis existat” (Translation taken from NPNF 4, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/14087.htm>.) 
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The effect is that those would have to put faith in the person who baptized instead of in 

God.558 

In line with Augustine’s argument, the Catholic Church did not rebaptize converts from 

schismatic or heretical groups provided that they had been baptized in the name of the 

Trinity. 559  “The heresy that has kept the Trinitarian baptismal formula proclaims [in 

expressing the formula] the Catholic faith, despite its heresy.”560 The sacrament of Baptism 

is the property of God and the Church, and thus it cannot be claimed to belong to 

schismatics or heretics.561 To reiterate, Christ is the minister of the sacrament. If Baptism 

belongs to Christ then there is no heretical Baptism—it simply does not exist. It is not the 

human minister that baptizes but Christ. Those baptized by Judas are baptized by Christ 

(Bavaud 1964, 19).562 In sum, the Godhead Himself is the administrator of Baptism—hence 

there only is one Baptism. 

10.3 The Nota Militaris 

The second important point of dispute for Augustine is that Baptism involves being marked 

as “belonging to the flock of Christ in an indelible way, what he called the ’dominicus 

character’” (Harmless, Baptism 2009, 89). To be baptized by the Godhead is to be baptized 

eternally; one cannot be unbaptized. Baptism in name of the Trinity confers a formally 

indelible character. Augustine uses the analogy of the military tattoo (nota militaris):  

Through this metaphor of the nota militaris, Augustine attempted to 
demonstrate how the gift of Baptism was an indelible mark, a spiritually 

                                                        
558 c. litt. Pet. 2.102.233: “Et quia istum uobis baptizandi assumitis principatum, credant uobis homines, et 

qui erant in Domino speraturi, sperent in principibus?” (Translation taken from NPNF 4, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/14087.htm>.) 

 Cf. c. lit Pet. 3.28.33. 
559 c. litt. Pet. 2.24.57: “Baptismus in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti christum habet auctorem, non 

quemlibet hominem, et Christus est ueritas, non quilibet homo” ; c. litt. Pet.  2.2.5: “Nec aqua nostra 
inquinamur nec uestra mundamur, sed aqua baptismi, in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti cum datur 
alicui, nec nostra nec uestra est, sed illius de quo Iohanni dictum est: super quem uideris Spiritum sicut 
columbam descendentem et manentem super eum, hic est qui baptizat in Spiritu sancto.” 

560 “Saint Augustine trouve la solution libératrice: l'hérésie qui a gardé la formule baptismale trinitaire 
proclame, malgré elle, la foi catholique” (Bavaud 1964, 23). 

561 bapt. 1.14.22: “Non baptismum uestrum acceptamus, quia non est baptismus ille schismaticorum uel 
haereticorum sed dei et ecclesiae, ubicumque fuerit inuentum et quocumque translatum.” 1.19.29 “Est 
quidem quod Christi baptisma ubique sanctum est et quamuis aput haereticos uel schismaticos, ipsius tamen 
haeresis uel schismatis non est, et ideo nec ad ipsam Catholicam inde uenientes oportet denuo baptizari.” 

562 Io. eu. tr. 6.7: “Petrus baptizet, hic est qui baptizat; Paulus baptizet, hic est qui baptizat; Iudas baptizet, 
hic est qui baptizat.” 
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real signification that identified to whom a person belonged and from 
whom it was received (Peper 2007, 353). 

In Letter 185 he adds that even if a man is marked with the sign of a legion by a deserter, 

who is marked with it himself, and both receive the forgiveness of the military command, 

the deserter returns to the legion without having to be tattooed again. Moreover, the one 

tattooed by the deserter need not be tattooed, because he already carries the mark of the 

king; the king owns the mark even though it was given by a deserter.563 ReBaptism is, then, 

never necessary (Bavaud 1964, 19).564 Those who had deserted were simply to be welcomed 

back, in this case, to the Catholic Church.565 ReBaptism is superfluous for the tattoo or brand 

(a military mark) had already been conferred on the one turning or returning to the Catholic 

Church.566 In Tractates on the Gospel of John he writes: 

Suppose you were soldier: if you would have the tattoo of the commander 
within the ranks, you do your duty in safety; but if you have it outside of 
the ranks, the tattoo will not serve you in doing your duty, but will even be 
cause for punishment for desertion.567 

The Donatists, therefore, bore the tattoo of Christ but had left the unity of the Church; to 

use the military metaphor, they had deserted the legion of Christ. They were disloyal to the 

oath of fidelity to Christ. According to J.P. Burns, this image was so powerful for Augustine 

that Baptism was interpreted as having less do with water (as washing or burial) than with 

the oath of fidelity to Christ. Forgiveness of sins was somewhat disconnected from the 

water ritual; it could even precede the ritual depending on the disposition of the recipient of 

Baptism. The forgiveness of sins was the work of the Holy Spirit once one had professed 

                                                        
563 ep. 185.22 “Neque enim, si quisquam regio charactere a signato desertore signetur et accipiant 

indulgentiam atque ille redeat ad militiam, ille autem esse in militia, in qua nondum erat, incipiat, in aliquo 
eorum character ille rescinditur. An non potius in ambobus agnoscitur et honore debito, quoniam est regius, 
adprobatur.” Cf. ep. 173.3. 

564 Thomas Aquinas uses this very reasoning of Augustine to argue that the conferral of a sacrament 
imprints an indelible seal on the soul of the recipient (S.T. 3.63.1 corpus). 

565 Cf. the assertion made by B.M. Peper: “Like the mark received by imperial soldiers, the seal of Baptism 
did not belong to any one person or party in particular, and therefore, could be administered by anyone 
through the invocation of its signified owner, regardless of intention (Peper 2007, 353). 

566 bapt. 1.4.5: “Intueantur etiam similitudinem notae militaris, quia extra militiam a desertoribus et 
haberi et accipi potest, sed tamen extra militiam nec habenda nec accipienda est et reducto uel perducto ad 
militiam nec mutanda nec iteranda est.” 

567 Io. eu. tr. 6.15: “Puta te esse militarem: si characterem imperatoris tui intus habeas, securus militas; si 
extra habeas, non solum tibi ad militiam non prodest character ille, sed etiam pro desertore punieris” (own 
translation). 
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faith in Christ and the Trinity (J. Burns 2012, 405, 423). We may conclude with P. Brown that 

for Augustine the rites of the Church had taken on an objective and permanent validity. 

They exist independently of the subjective qualities of those who “participate” in them; in a 

way that Augustine never claimed to understand, the physical rites of Baptism and 

ordination “brand” a permanent mark on the recipient, quite independent of his personal 

qualities (Brown 2000, 222).  

10.4 Validity and Efficacy 

A third aspect of the controversy between Augustine and Donatism was the latter’s refusal 

to accept the validity of Baptism administered outside its own ecclesial borders. Let us first 

briefly look at the Donatist position, summarized by R. A. Markus: 

What defined Donatism was their denial of the validity of Baptism 
conferred outside what they considered to be the true Church, and their 
consequent insistence on reBaptism for those who were to enter their 
community from outside; and their rejection of episcopal consecration by 
“traditores” (Markus 2009, 285). 

According to Augustine, this position can be substantiated by Petilian, who argues that 

there is no reBaptism in Donatism because Catholic Baptism is invalid.568 

In his response to the Donatist position Augustine distinguishes between the validity and 

the efficacy. Heretics who are baptized in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Spirit receive a valid Baptism but will not be engrafted into the Church if they do not possess 

charity. “The caritas is the criterion of interpretation of the Scriptures and the salus that is 

conferred in baptism.”569 Heretics cannot profit from the fruits of Baptism if they remain 

outside the communion of charity, the Catholic Church. We encounter such a position in the 

final paragraphs of De Baptismo:  

Nevertheless, if any one were to press me—supposing I were duly seated in 
a Council in which a question were raised on points like these—to declare 
what my own opinion was, without reference to the previously expressed 
views of others, whose judgment I would rather follow, if I were under the 

                                                        
568 c. litt. Pet. 2.25.58: “Petilianus dixit: Nam cum reus falsa committas, bis baptisma ego non facio quod 

semel ipse non facis.” 
569 “Die ›caritas‹ ist das Kriterium der Auslegung der Schrift und die ›salus‹, die in der Taufe verliehen 

wird” (Grossi V. , 1986-1994, p. 589; my translation). 
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influence of the same feelings as led me to assert what I have said before, I 
should have no hesitation in saying that all men possess Baptism who have 
received it in any place, from any sort of men, provided that it were 
consecrated in the words of the gospel, and received without deceit on 
their part with some degree of faith; although it would be of no profit to 
them for the salvation of their souls if they were without charity, by which 
they might be grafted into the Catholic Church.”570 

It is evident that for Augustine Baptism only becomes effective within the communion of 

the one Catholic Church; the sacrament outside the unity of the Church will not affect the 

irrevocable remission of sins.571 It is one thing to be baptized but another thing to have it 

work in a useful way.572 Because heretics also use the formula of Matthew 28:19, their 

Baptism is valid. Even if Marcion—who held opinions contrary to the teachings of the 

Catholic Church and whose faith was tainted by fables—had used the words “In the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost,” the sacrament would have been 

complete.573 

According to Augustine, Donatists cannot enjoy the benefits of Baptism: namely, the 

forgiveness of sins and eternal life; in order to do so, they must end the schism and return 

to the one Church. Augustine used the narrative of Noah’s flood to illustrate the water’s 

character of salvation and destruction. “The same water that saved those in the ark from a 

sinful world destroyed those who were outside the ark” (Ferguson 2009, 800). In other 

words, Baptism condemns those outside the Church but saves those in it.574 

                                                        
570 bapt. 7.53.102: “uerumtamen si quis me forte in eo concilio constitutum, ubi talium rerum quaestio 

uersaretur, non praecedentibus talibus quorum sententias sequi mallem urgeret, ut dicerem quid ipse 
sentirem, si eo modo adfectus essem quo eram cum ista dictarem, nequaquam dubitarem habere baptismum 
eos, qui ubicumque et a quibuscumque illud uerbis euangelicis consecratum sine sua simulatione et cum 
aliqua fide accepissent, quamquam eis ad salutem spiritalem non prodesset, si caritate caruissent, qua 
Catholicae insererentur ecclesiae.” Translation taken from NPNF 4, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/14087.htm>. 

571  bapt. 3.17.22: “Sacramenti autem integritas ubique cognoscitur, sed ad peccatorum illam 
inreuocabilem remissionem extra unitatem ecclesiae non ualebit.” 

572 bapt. 4.17.25 : “Sed aliud est non habere, aliud non utiliter habere.” 
573 bapt. 3.15.20: “Quamobrem si euangelicis uerbis in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti Marcion 

baptismum consecrabat, integrum erat sacramentum, quamuis eius fides sub eisdem uerbis aliud opinantis, 
quam Catholica ueritas docet, non esset integra, sed fabulosis falsitatibus inquinata.” Augustine adds that the 
same is true for possible baptizands of Valentinus, Arius, Eunomius and other carnales paruuli, “babes of the 
flesh” (1 Cor. 3, 1). 

574 bapt. 4.2.1: “ecclesia paradiso conparata indicat nobis posse quidem baptismum eius homines etiam 
foris accipere, sed salutem beatitudinis extra eam neminem uel percipere uel tenere.” bapt. 4.2.2: “eos 
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In taking this position, Augustine broke with the traditional theology of the North African 

Church. Near the end of De Baptismo he admits the ingenuity of drawing a distinction 

between the validity and efficacy of the sacrament (bapt. 7.53.102).575 Both Augustine and 

Optatus would have incorporated elements of the Treatise on ReBaptism into their theology 

of Baptism. 576 Yet when it comes to efficacy, Augustine mentions two causes—causes less 

present in the theology of Optatus of Mileve but which were already foreshadowed by the 

Treatise on Baptism—that make the ritual effective: dedication to Christ and sanctification. 

Thus, Baptism is the basis for the forgiveness of sins because one is dedicated to Christ. But 

Baptism also requires a penitent attitude, a desire for reconciliation and daily acts of 

repentance that express the baptizand’s sanctification. 

The intentions of the minister and the recipient to perform the ritual of 
Christian Baptism were necessary for the dedication to be effected; the 
faith and repentance of the recipient were necessary for the sanctification 
to be received and retained (J. Burns 2012, 420). 

Augustine argues that although the distinction has not yet been debated in a regional or 

plenary council, this view must be set forth with a confident, irrefutable voice, because it 

has been confirmed by consent of the Catholic Church under the guidance of the Lord God 

and the Savior Jesus Christ.577 The consequence of Augustine’s opposition to Donatism is 

that he must understand Baptism as an outward sign of grace and not grace itself (Ferguson 

2009, 797). Augustine writes that 

If you say that the grace of Baptism is identical with baptism, then it exists 
among heretics; but if Baptism is the sacrament or outward sign of grace, 

                                                                                                                                                                            
arguentes doceamus quod ex unitate habent non ualere ad salutem, nisi ad eandem uenerint unitatem.” (The 
entirety of both paragraphs substantiates Augustine’s notion of non salus extra ecclesiam est.) 

575 Cf. V. Grossi: “A. ist der Überwinder der donatistischen Sakramentenlehre, insofern er zwischen dem 
Sakrament und der im Sakrmament vermittelten Gnade unterschied.” (V. Grossi 1986-1994, 589). 

576 This treatise written by an anonymous author “separtated the sanctifying effect from the baptismal 
washing by assigning it to a distinct and separable spirit Baptism (J. Burns 2012, 418). 

577 bapt. 7.53.102: “Sed nobis tutum est in ea non progredi aliqua temeritate sententiae, quae nullo in 
Catholico regionali concilio coepta, nullo plenario terminata sunt, id autem fiducia securae uocis adserere, 
quod in gubernatione Domini Dei nostri et saluatoris Iesu Christi uniuersalis ecclesiae consensione roboratum 
est.” 
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while the grace itself is the abolition of sins, then the grace of Baptism does 
not exist with heretics.578 

In the heretical context, Baptism is given without its benefits; there is no forgiveness of sin, 

because the blessing of Baptism can only be received in the communion of the Church. 

Therefore, heretics can pass on Baptism but not the forgiveness of sins, and in continuing to 

misuse a great gift of God they risk destruction.579 

At this point, the question could be asked whether or not Baptism, according to Augustine, 

incorporates its subject into the Church. Put bluntly, Baptism does not have an effect if one 

is outside the body of the Catholic Church, and thus incorporation is not a benefit of 

Baptism. Baptism is perfected once a baptizand enters into the communion of the Catholic 

Church and commits to the conversion of the heart. Augustine explains: 

But since it is of no avail for salvation unless he who has Baptism indeed in 
full perfection be incorporated into the Church, correcting also his own 
depravity, let us therefore correct the error of the heretics, that we may 
recognize what in them is not their own but Christ's.580 

By all these considerations it is proved that the sacrament of Baptism is one 
thing, the conversion of the heart another; but that man's salvation is 
made complete through the two together.581 

By way of a short summary we turn to Augustine’s analogy of Ishmael. The descendants of 

Ishmael could have entered the promised land with the decedents of Isaac due to their right 

of being sons of Abraham. Similarly, the adherents of Donatism are baptized and thus could 

                                                        
578 bapt. 7.19.37: “Si baptismi gratiam hoc esse dicis quod est baptismus, est aput haereticos; si autem 

baptismus sacramentum est gratiae, ipsa uero gratia abolitio peccatorum est, non est aput haereticos baptismi 
gratia.” Translation taken from NPNF 4, <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/14087.htm>. 

579 bapt. 5.22.30: “Proinde consentimus Cypriano haereticos remissionem dare non posse, baptismum 
autem dare posse, quod quidem illis et dantibus et accipientibus ualeat ad perniciem tamquam tanto Dei 
munere male utentibus.” Cf. 1.12.18. 

580 bapt. 4.21.28: “Quod tamen quia non proficit ad salutem, nisi ille qui habet integritatem baptismi sua 
quoque prauitate correcta incorporetur ecclesiae, sic haereticorum errorem corrigamus, ut quod in eis non 
eorum sed Christi est agnoscamus” (Translation taken from NPNF 4, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/14087.htm>). 

581 bapt. 4.25.33 “Quibus omnibus rebus ostenditur aliud esse sacramentum baptismi, aliud conuersionem 
cordis, sed salutem hominis ex utroque conpleri” (Translation taken from NPNF 4, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/14087.htm>). Cf. bapt. 4.21.29 – 22.30.) 
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enter the promised land because they are in the seed of the father, but because they 

continue in their dissent they remain the son of a concubine.582   

                                                        
582 bapt. 1.15.23: “Unde et Ismaheli ut separaretur a populo Dei non obfuit mater ancilla, sed obfuit 

fraterna discordia et non profuit potestas uxoris cuius magis filius erat, quia per ipsius iura coniugalia et in 
ancilla seminatus erat et ex ancilla susceptus, sicut aput istos ecclesiae iure quod est in baptismo nascuntur 
quicumque nascuntur, sed si concordent cum fratribus, per unitatem pacis ad terram uenient promissionis, 
non de materno utero rursus eiciendi sed in paterno semine cognoscendi, si autem in discordia perseuerent, 
ad Ismahelis funiculum pertinebunt.” 
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11 CONTROVERSY WITH THE PELAGIANS: BAPTISM AND ORIGINAL 

SIN – 411 AND ONWARDS 

Questions pertaining to original sin, the doctrine of grace, and the necessity of infant 

Baptism come to the forefront in Augustine’s controversy with Pelagianism (even though 

original sin, and not Baptism, was the central issue in this controversy).583 Infant Baptism in 

particular played a key role in this hamartiological conflict: Augustine uses the traditional 

doctrine of the forgiveness of sins to argue for the existence of original sin, the sin 

applicable to infants.584 This argument was necessary due to the Pelagians’ two unorthodox 

positions about sin and its effects:585   

The controversy was born when Caelestius, a disciple of Pelagius, was 
accused by Paulinus, a deacon of Milan and the biographer of Ambrose, of 
two unorthodox positions: (i) that the sin of Adam injured no one but 
himself and (ii) new born infants are in that state which Adam was in 
before the fall (Harmless 2009, 89).586 

Caelestius was not against the Baptism of infants but rather opposed the doctrine of the 

transmission of original sin. Prior to this controversy Augustine was particularly interested in 

the theology of original sin, a doctrine known since the time of Cyprian (Bonner 1986-1994, 

593).587 In his response to Pelagianism, however, Augustine delivered a major contribution 

to the theology of Baptism of the future centuries.588 

                                                        
583 Cf. V. Grossi: “In der Auseinandersetzung mit dem Donatismus tritt die ekklesiologische Dimension 

(Kirche/Sakrament) in dem Vordergrund, in der Kontroverse mit Pelagius werden Fragen der 
Erbsündentheologie, der Gnadenlehre und der Notwendigkeit der Kindertaufe diskutiert” (V. Grossi 1986-
1994, 589). 

584 Cf. E. Ferguson in Baptism in the Early Church: “Unlike the Donatist controversy, where Baptism was at 
the heart of the dispute, in the Pelagian controversy Augustine and his associates introduced baptism, 
specifically infant baptism, as a central argument on behalf of original sin” (Ferguson 2009, 804). “Augustine 
reasoned from infant Baptism to original sin, not the other way around” (Ferguson 2009, 816). 

585 When we refer to Pelagianism we must take the words of R.J. Teske into account: “Modern scholarship 
has brought us to see that Pelagianism was not a uniform body of doctrine to which those we label as 
Pelagians all subscribed. Rather, each of the figures in this early stage of the Pelagian controversy is quite 
distinct in his theology and bears at most a family resemblance to the others” (WSA I/23, 12). 

586 Cf. W. Harmless, 1997, 16. 
587 Tertullian, however, disapproved of the doctrine of original sin (De bapt. 18.5). 
588 It is important to realize that Augustine did not always draw distinctions between Pelagius statements 

and those of his followers (Dupont and Malavasi 2017, 549). 
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11.1 Pelagian Theologians and Theology 

Pelagius was born in Britain and came to Rome before 399 as teacher and ascetic. In Rome 

he wrote De Natura, which discusses the possibility of not committing sin. Around 410 he 

left Rome, where he had been working on his Commentarii in epistolas Sancti Pauli, to 

briefly reside in North Africa. After having some contact with Augustine he moved to 

Palestine, where he continued his writings. Pelagius was indicted (and acquitted) at the 

Synod of Diospolis in December 415, and shortly afterwards he corresponded with 

Jerome.589 Around this time Augustine also became involved in the conflict and disputed 

Pelagius’s Pro libero arbitrio, in which Pelagius discusses man’s free will in relation to the 

grace of God.590 Pelagius did not believe that sins corrupt human nature; instead he argued 

that sins corrupts human nature and thus effectuate wrongful habits. 

To enable man to recover the initial stage, according to Pelagius, it is 
necessary to receive Baptism for the remission of sins. Our past sins are 
forgiven, and the consuetudo peccatis, the habit of sinning, is removed 
(Dupont and Malavasi 2017, 545). 

Pelagius died shortly after having been condemned by the Council of Carthage in 418 

(Drecoll 2014-2016, 625).  

Caelestius was born into an aristocratic family, trained to be a lawyer, and became a 

follower of Pelagius from 390 onward (Lamberigts 2009a, 114). He arrived in Africa in 410-

411 and worked in Carthage, where he was soon condemned (Stanciu 2012, 951).591 In 415 

he moved to Ephesus, where he was ordained a priest, only to be condemned again in 417 

(together with Pelagius) by Pope Innocent I. Later, Caelestius presented two of his books— 

Libbellus appellationis and Libellus fidei—to Pope Zosimus, who acquitted him. However, 

due to the insistence of the bishops of North Africa both men were condemned once more 

                                                        
589 Cf. Dupont and Malavasi: “Pelagius’s first written reaction to Jerome’s polemical campaign against 

Pelagius in Palestine needs to be dated after the synod of Diospolis, held in December 415, convened to 
evaluate Pelagius’s orthodoxy” (Dupont and Malavasi 2017, 539). 

590 Cf. Dupont and Malavasi for its contents: “One of the preserved fragments of Pelagius’ Pro libero 
arbitrio concerns his threefold scheme to explain the relation between divine grace and human efforts. This 
scheme dwells upon three different moments of which every human action consists: posse, which is the ability 
of doing something; uelle, which is the will of doing something; and esse, which is the actual realisation of 
something. This structure can be used to understand where God’s grace and human free will interact” (Dupont 
and Malavasi 2017, 542). 

591 He may have become the condemned spokesman after Pelagius’s departure to Palestine (Karfíková 
2012, 172) 
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in the following year. Around a decade later, Caelestius was banned from Constantinople 

and after a final condemnation in Ephesus in 431 nothing was heard from him again 

(Lamberigts 2009a, 114). Caelestius held the view that “men . . . are able to avoid sin in both 

forms, i.e., are able not to do what is forbidden and to do what is commanded” (Karfíková 

2012, 191). As to infant Baptism, he believed that it was necessary in order to enter the 

kingdom of heaven but that it had little to do with the cleansing of sin. 

The reason for infant baptism, which Caelestius does not deny, is not the 
remission of sins (as sins are solely volitional acts, of which infants are not 
capable yet), but to accompany by grace what the resources of nature 
cannot do on their own so that men could enter the kingdom of heaven 
(Karfíková 2012, 205). 

Julian of Eclanum (ca. 380-454), another prominent pelagian theologian, appeared on the 

scene after he refused to the sign the condemnation of both Pelagius and Caelestius, who 

had been convicted by the imperial court and pope Zosimus. Before this, Julian was trained 

in both rhetoric and dialectics and became bishop of Eclanum in 417. Later he was 

condemned by the Council of Ephesus himself (431), and after having lost an appeal for 

clemency he died around 454 (Lamberigts 2009b, 478). Augustine corresponded with him 

until his death.592 Julian defended the existence of a benevolent creator, who created the 

inherently good nature of man through which man can voluntarily achieve virtue and 

holiness. Julian held that “the salvation of men is entrusted into the hands of men 

themselves and that it is not determined by God as an autocratic tyrant; instead, God makes 

his undivided will to save all men dependent on theirs” (Karfíková 2012, 340) 

The titles of the treatises written by Augustine in response to the Pelagian controversy 

underline the central role that the doctrine of original sin played in this theological dispute. 

Among other works, De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de Baptismo parvulorum593 and 

                                                        
592 Augustine’s works opposing the ideas of Julian are De nuptiis et concupiscentia, Contra duas epistulas 

and Contra Julianum. 
593 Referring to De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de Baptismo parvulorum Ferguson states: “The 

work makes an organic connection between original sin and baptism: birth in Adam brings eternal death; 
rebirth in Christ brings eternal life. Augustine makes a threefold intertwined argument from scripture, the 
authority and tradition of the church, and the meaning of the rite of baptism” (Ferguson 2009, 808-9). It is 
Augustine’s first anti-Pelagian treatise addressed to Marcellinus written specifically against the ideas of 
Caelestius (Karfíková 2012, 172). 
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De gratia Christi et de peccato originali594 are representative treatises of Augustine’s attack 

on the view of Pelagians, though we must also mention epistula 98. Augustine’s opposition 

to Pelagianism is more challenging to characterize than his opposition to Donatism. 

Nevertheless, a number of distinctions can be made about (1) Baptism and the remission of 

sins, (2) the role of faith in Baptism, (3) the administration of Baptism to infants, (4) Baptism 

as initiator of transformation, and (5) the fate of the unbaptized.  

11.2 Baptism and the Forgiveness of Sin 

A leading premise in Augustine’s position in the controversy with Pelagianism is that Christ 

is Savior and by his salvation he takes away sin.595 Jesus Christ alone is the source of 

salvation (Harmless 1997, 17). Furthermore, both adults and infants carry sin contracted by 

transmission at birth, with Augustine maintaining that the transmission of sin takes place 

from generation to generation. Parents cannot pass their own salvation onto their children, 

and thus the children of the righteous also require Baptism. 

As long, then, as the child does not receive this forgiveness of sins, this law 
of sin is present in it in such a way that it is also counted as sin. That is, its 
guilt is also present with it so that it makes the child deserve eternal 
punishment. The parents, after all, pass on to the child of their flesh what 
the parents themselves are as a result of their birth in the flesh, not what 
they are as a result of their spiritual rebirth. For although what they are as 
a result of their birth in the flesh does not prevent their bearing fruit, once 
the guilt has been removed, it still remains hidden there. 596 

The sins of children are not committed by imitation going back to the example of the first 

sinner; instead, they derive from a corrupt origin.597 Humanity, the sons and daughters of 

                                                        
594 “Augustine wrote De gratia Christi et de peccato originali in summer 418 to counter, among other 

writings, Pelagius’ Pro libero arbitrio” (Dupont and Malavasi 2017, 556). 
595 Cf. Luc. 2:11; Joh. 1:29; 3:5. 
596 Cf. nupt. et conc. 1.32.37: “Haec itaque remissio peccatorum quamdiu non fit in prole, sic ibi est lex ista 

peccati, ut etiam in peccatum inputetur, id est, ut etiam reatus eius cum illa sit, quae teneat aeterni supplicii 
debitorem. hoc enim traicit parens in prolem carnalem, quod et ipse carnaliter natus, non quod spiritaliter est 
renatus, quia id ipsum, quod carnaliter natus est, quamuis reatu soluto non inpediat fructum eius” (trans. WSA 
I/24, 51). 

597 gr. et pecc. or. 2.16.17; pecc. mer. 1.9.9 
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Adam, is infected by the disease of original sin.598 It is caught up in evil away from God, 

stuck in darkness, outside the Body of Christ, the Church. 599  

The Pelagians deny that infants have original sin, and thus they hold that children are not in 

need of its remission by the sacrament of Baptism. Augustine disagrees: “Hence, they refuse 

to believe that in the case of little children original sin is removed by baptism, since they 

maintain that there is no sin at all in newborns.” 600  The words spoken during the 

administration of Baptism accomplish nothing, since children have no sin.601 However, in 

part due to a literal reading of John 3:5, Pelagius and his followers were not against the 

custom of Baptism. Baptism may not have been necessary for the remission of sins, but it 

was necessary to enter to the kingdom of heaven and to be made children of God.602 For 

Augustine, however, Baptism serves for the remission of sin.603 “The issue became the 

purpose of infant baptism: admission to the kingdom of heaven (granted by both sides) or 

also the forgiveness of original sin (denied by Pelagians)” (Ferguson 2009, 810). And 

although the sacramental formula expresses a Baptism “for the forgiveness of sins,” the 

Pelagians believed that these “sins” were those committed after birth. They also argued 

that children are born neither sinful nor righteous and thus are in need of Baptism to 

become righteous.604  Naturally Augustine refutes this claim as he believes in the existence 

of original sin.605 

                                                        
598 pecc. mer. 1.18.23 
599 R. Williams concludes that for Augustine evil is not a substance, but the process in which good is lost. 

For Augustine evil is “the varying degrees of changeability and deficiency in freedom that marked out created 
things from one another” (Williams 2016, 79 ff., 132). In view of this, humanity is born in a sphere of change 
and deficiency from which it needs to delivered. 

600 pecc. mer. 1.9.9: “Hinc enim etiam in paruulis nolunt credere per baptismum solui originale peccatum 
quod in nascentibus nullum esse omnino contendunt.” Ferguson argues: “The anathema of the 16th Council of 
Cartage (418) of those who maintain that the newborn have no need to be baptized . . . is directed against the 
Pelagian denial of original sin” (Ferguson 2009, 809). 

601 c. ep. Pel. 2.2.3: “pelagiani autem, quod in sacro baptismate ad expianda peccata dicitur nihil opitulari 
infantibus nullum peccatum habentibus adserunt.” 

602 pecc. mer. 1.18.23: “sed illi mouent et aliquid consideratione ac discussione dignum uidentur afferre, 
qui dicunt paruulos recenti uita editos uisceribus matrum non propter remittendum peccatum percipere 
baptismum, sed ut spiritalem procreationem habentes creentur in christo et ipsius regni caelorum participes 
fiant eodem modo filii et heredes dei, coheredes autem christi.” Cf. s.294.2-3. 

603 c. ep. Pel. 1.13.26; 4.7.17 
604 pecc. mer. 1.34.63: “Non tamen originaliter, inquiunt, sed in uita iam propria, posteaquam nati sunt, 

peccatum habere coeperunt.” 
605 pecc. mer. 1.26.39 “Quae quoniam nulla in ea aetate per suam uitam propriam commiserunt, restat 

originale peccatum.” C.f. pecc. mer. 1.17.22-19.24; 1.34.64. 



- 218 - 
 

Thus, Augustine’s theology of Baptism is based on his theology of original sin, the sin from 

which infants need to be liberated. Infants cannot sin themselves (for they are incapable of 

sinning) but have contracted sin at birth. 

Or do we need to investigate, discuss, and spend time on this point too? 
That is, are we to prove and explain how infants, whom everyone calls 
innocents for this very reason, have committed nothing evil by means of 
their own will, without which there can be no sin belonging to one's own 
life? 606 

Baptism is an antidote against the disease of original sin, and therefore children must be 

baptized if they are not to perish. Only by Baptism will they belong to his sheep.607 

Augustine frequently quotes from Cyprian’s 64th letter, in which Cyprian writes than an 

infant, born of the flesh of Adam, contracts the ancient contagion of death.608 It receives the 

remission of sins more easily, however, as not its own sins but those of another are 

forgiven. 609  The forgiveness of sins was central to of Cyprian’s and Augustine’s 

understanding of Baptism (J. Burns 2012, 412). 

11.3 Faith and Baptism 

While expanding on the ideas exposited above, Augustine, in ep. 98, explains the 

relationship between faith and Baptism.610 From the outset Augustine argues that the 

power of Baptism is such that in its rebirth the child can no longer be harmed by the sin of 

another.  

The power of that sacrament, that is, of the Baptism unto salvation, is so 
great in the holy structure of the body of Christ that someone who has 

                                                        
606 pecc. mer. 1.35.65: “An uero et hoc quaesituri et de hoc disputaturi et tempus ad hoc inpensuri sumus, 

ut probemus atque doceamus, quomodo per propriam uoluntatem, sine qua nullum uitae propriae potest esse 
peccatum, nihil mali commiserint infantes, qui propter hoc uocantur ab omnibus innocentes?” (WSA I/23, 74). 
Cf. ench. 14.52; 17.64.  

607 pecc. mer. 1.27.40: “Quia ergo de ouibus eius non esse incipiunt paruuli nisi per baptismum, profecto, 
si hoc non accipiunt, peribunt; uitam enim aeternam, quam suis dabit ouibus, non habebunt.” 

608 C.f. pecc. mer. 3.5.10; s. 294.19; c. ep. Pel. 4.8.23; c. Jul. 1.3.6; ep. 166 (Harmless, Baptism 2009, 89). 
609 Cyprian, ep. 64.6: “Prohiberi non debet infans qui recens natus nihil peccauit, nisi quod secundum 

Adam carnaliter natus contagium mortis antiquae prima natiuitate contraxit, qui ad remissam peccatorum 
accipiendam hoc ipso facilius accedit quod illi remittuntur non propria sed aliena peccata.” 

610 A letter to the Catholic bishop of Cataqua in Numidia, Boniface, who had asked various questions about 
Baptism to which Augustine responds. There is some disagreement concerning the dating of this letter. Some 
date it to 408, before Augustine’s struggle with Donatism, while others argue that is what written as late as 
413 (WSA II/1, 426). 
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been once born through the carnal pleasure of others and has been once 
reborn through the spiritual will of others cannot thereafter be held bound 
by the bonds of another’s sinfulness, if he has not consented to it by his 
own will. 611 

“After birth the child [becomes] another individual from the parent and [is] not involved in 

the sins of the parent” (Ferguson 2009, 805). Augustine speaks of a dual process at work in 

the administration of the sacrament: 

The water externally presents the sacred sign of grace, and the Spirit 
internally produces the benefit of grace, removing the bond of sin and 
reconciling to God the good of nature; the two bring the human being who 
was born of Adam to rebirth in the one Christ.612 

Even if parents present their child for Baptism with the wrong motive, the Holy Spirit still 

works through the Church to make them children of God.  

Even though the sins of parents cannot harm the child, it does benefit from the faith of the 

parents. “The faith of the parents or the sponsors (fidedictores), or better, of the Church, 

acts for the child, and Baptism in itself is the sacrament of faith” (Bonner 1986-1994, 598). 

Later in the letter Augustine argues that Baptism is comparable to our perception of Easter 

celebrated every Sunday. When we say the Lord is risen today, we draw the reality of the 

resurrection into the here and now by way of the sacrament of faith. The Baptism of 

children thus becomes valid not by the affirmation of the child, who cannot yet affirm, but 

by receiving the sacrament of faith. Faith is received in the reception of the sacrament.613 It 

is not through its will that the infant believes but through the reception of the sacrament of 

faith by the Holy Spirit (Bonner 1986-1994, 599). The sacrament of faith makes the child a 

believer. Later, when the child has matured, his faith will also become a matter of 

understanding, for the infant’s faith will then enter into the mind.614 Faith is conferred on 

                                                        
611 ep. 98.1: “Tantam illius sacramenti, hoc est baptismi salutaris esse uirtutem in sancta compage corporis 

christi, ut semel generatus per aliorum carnalem uoluptatem, cum semel regeneratus fuerit per aliorum 
spiritalem uoluntatem, deinceps non possit uinculo alienae iniquitatis obstringi, cui nulla sua uoluntate 
consentit” (WSA II/1, 427-8). 

612  ep. 98.2: “Aqua igitur exhibens forinsecus sacramentum gratiae et spiritus operans intrinsecus 
beneficium gratiae, soluens uinculum culpae, reconcilians bonum naturae regenerant hominem in uno Christo 
ex uno adam generatum” (WSA II/1, 428). 

613 ep. 98.9: “Respondetur fidem habere propter fidei sacramentum.” 
614 ep. 98.10: “Cum autem sapere homo coeperit, non illud sacramentum repetet, sed intelleget eius que 

ueritati consona etiam uoluntate coaptabitur.” 
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the infant and has at the time of Baptism yet little to do with a personal commitment. It is 

the sacramental entry into the life of faith.615 Hence, the efficacy of Baptism depends on its 

objective character as a sacrament of faith. This is a key argument in Augustine’s response 

to Pelagianism. In his book In Iohannis euangelium tractatus Augustine refers to the 

relationship between Baptism and the profession of one’s faith, the word. “What is the 

Baptism of Christ? The bath of water in the Word. Take away the water; there is no baptism. 

Take away the Word; there is no baptism.”616 He continues: “Take away the word, and what 

is the water except water? The word is added to the elemental substance, and it becomes a 

sacrament, also itself, as it were, a visible word.”617 

11.4 Administration to Infants 

For Augustine the entire doctrine of Baptism also applies to infants. They must be baptized 

because all children, even those of the regenerate, are born in sin.  

The guilt of that defect, of which we are speaking, will remain in the carnal 
offspring of those who have been born again, until it has been washed 
away in them by the bath of rebirth. Those who have been born again do 
not produce children of the flesh who have been born again, but ones that 
have been born. And thus they pass on to them, not the result of being 
born again, but of being born. Therefore, whether one is a guilty non-
believer or a believer who has received forgiveness, one produces children 
who are guilty, not forgiven, just as the seeds of both wild olive trees and 
of domesticated olive trees produce wild olive trees, not domesticated 
ones. So too, the first birth holds human beings under the condemnation 
from which only the second birth sets them free.618 

                                                        
615 Cf. CCC 1236: “Indeed Baptism is ‘the sacrament of faith’ in a particular way, since it is the sacramental 

entry into the life of faith.” 
616 Io. eu. tr. 15.4: “Quid est baptismus Christi? Lauacrum aquae in uerbo. Tolle aquam, non est baptismus; 

tolle uerbum, non est baptismus.” (TGJ 11-27, 80). 
617 Io. eu. tr. 80.3: “Detrahe uerbum, et quid est aqua nisi aqua? Accedit uerbum ad elementum, et fit 

sacramentum, etiam ipsum tamquam uisibile uerbum.” (TGJ 55-111, 117). Cf. V. Grossi: “Der Glaube gibt dem 
Wasser, das den Körper benetzt, die Kraft, das Herz zu reinigen” (V. Grossi 1986-1994, 589). 

618 gr. et pecc. or. 2.40.45: “Reatus itaque uitii eius, de quo loquimur, in regeneratorum prole carnali 
tamdiu manebit, donec et illic lauacro regenerationis abluatur. Regeneratus quippe non regenerat filios carnis, 
sed generat ac per hoc in eos non quod regeneratus, sed quod generatus est traicit. Sic igitur siue reus infidelis 
siue absolutus fidelis non generat absolutos uterque, sed reos, quomodo non solum oleastri, sed etiam oleae 
semina non oleas generant, sed oleastros. Sic itaque in damnatione hominem prima natiuitas tenet, unde nisi 
secunda non liberat.” (WSA I/23, 459). C.f. 2.39.44 
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Thus, infants are infected by the disease of original sin and need the physician Christ 

(Christus medicus), who came for the sick and not for the healthy.619 “Infants share in 

Adam’s guilt, from which they must be cleansed in baptism” (Bonner 1986-1994, 592). No 

matter how holy the parents are (1 Cor. 7:14), the release from the guilt of original sin is 

only effectuated by Baptism in Christ. Infants become believers by the teaching and 

sacraments of the Church.620 

According to Augustine’s reasoning, Baptism is regeneration, and regeneration effects the 

renovation of the old man. The renovation of the old man implies the remission of sins. 

Infants, not having been renovated, are therefore without the remission of sins. Hence, they 

need regeneration and thus require Baptism. By regeneration one puts on Christ; by putting 

on Christ one moves from darkness to light. Thus, infant Baptism is proof of the doctrine of 

original sin. 621 “If one baptizes infants, Baptism must have the same significance for them; 

they are born in need of regeneration, renovation from corruption, forgiveness, and 

enlightenment” (Ferguson 2009, 804). 

Augustine’s controversy with Donatism prefigured his position on infant Baptism. Baptism 

here is comprised of two essentials: the water and the profession of faith. The one 

complements the other to form a single ritual. If necessary, however, one may be absent. 

Augustine provides a number of examples. The first was the case for the thief of the cross 

(Luke 23:39-43), whose salvation was complete even though the administration of the 

sacrament was absent. It can also be said of Cornelius, who received the sanctifying gift of 

the Holy Spirit prior to Baptism.622 In the case of Baptism of infants, faith is absent. Even 

though infants cannot yet believe with the heart and confess with the mouth, their Baptism 

                                                        
619 pecc. mer. 1.18.23-19.24. As W. Harmless shows the term Christus medicus is frequently used by 

Augustine: “In Augustine's christological portrait gallery, the image of Christ the Physician, Christus medicus, 
occupied a prominent position. It was one Augustine used frequently and in a variety of ways. He contrasted 
Christ's healing powers with those of human physicians. Ordinary doctors often made incorrect diagnoses or 
found some diseases beyond their power, but Christ the Physician found nothing incurable” (Harmless 1997, 
13). Harmless concludes in the same article that the controversy between Pelagiansm and Augustine was a 
war of metaphors, for Augustine in particular: “Christ as physician, original sin as disease, baptism as medicine 
(Harmless 1997, 33). 

620 pecc. mer. 3.12.21 
621 Cf. J.P Burns: “Because infants were baptized in Christ, they must bear some sin to which they die with 

him. . . . Thus Augustine’s doctrine of guilt of infants was based upon the revelation of the baptized to Christ 
and could be asserted despite his inability to provide an adequate or plausible explanation of the transmission 
of Adam’s sin.” 

622 c. ep. Parm. 2.35.85; bapt. 4.24.32 
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benefits them.623 The words of the Lord, spoken by believing sponsors, complete the 

salvation of the infants.624 Augustine asserts that “for this reason in the Church of the savior 

little ones believe through others, just as from others they contracted those sins which are 

forgiven them in baptism.”625 Yet, according to Augustine, this sponsorship also proves that 

Baptism must be administered to children: for how can a sponsor confess to believe in the 

remission of sins if the infant has yet no sins attributed to him? Just as in the time of 

circumcision a circumcised man did not produce circumcised offspring, so too can a man 

who has been baptized not produce baptized offspring. The carnal generation does not 

ensure spiritual regeneration. 

While the propagation of those who are born is a matter of carnal 
generation, the propagation of those who are reborn a matter of spiritual 
regeneration, do you really want a person to be born baptized of a baptized 
person, when you can see that a person is not born circumcised of a 
circumcised person? Certainly, this kind of generation is a carnal act, and 
circumcision is a carnal act; and yet the offspring of a circumcised man is 
not born circumcised. So in the same way the offspring of a baptized man 
cannot be born baptized; because nobody is born again before being born. 
626 

Thus, in the case of infants the sacrament of regeneration is given before their personal 

commitment to the Christian faith. Augustine asserts that if the children maintain Christian 

piety in later life, true conversion of the heart will follow. In Baptism they receive the sign of 

mystery outwardly of that which will later occur inwardly. For the thief on the cross this has 

happened in reverse. Just as he would have wanted to be baptized but never received the 

                                                        
623 bapt. 4.23.31: “Sicut autem in latrone, quia per necessitatem corporaliter defuit, perfecta salus est, 

quia per pietatem spiritaliter adfuit, sic et cum ipsa praesto est, si per necessitatem desit quod latroni adfuit, 
perficitur salus. Quod traditum tenet uniuersitas ecclesiae, cum paruuli infantes baptizantur, qui certe nondum 
possunt corde credere ad iustitiam et ore confiteri ad salutem quod latro potuit, quin etiam flendo et 
uagiendo, cum in eis mysterium celebratur, ipsis mysticis uocibus obstrepunt; et tamen nullus christianorum 
dixerit eos inaniter baptizari.” 

624 C.f. E. Ferguson’s conclusion about this matter, “In the baptism of infants the grace of God supplies the 
lack of personal confession, which is made for them by others, who make the vows that they cannot answer 
for themselves, so that the sacrament may be complete” (Ferguson 2009, 803). 

625 c. ep. Pel. 1.22.40: “Propter quod in ecclesia saluatoris per alios paruuli credunt, sicut ex aliis ea quae 
illis in baptismo remittuntur peccata traxerunt” (WSA 1/24, 138). Cf. pecc. mer. 1.20.26-27. 

626 s. 294.16: “Deinde cum sit in propagine natorum generatio carnalis, in propagine renatorum generatio 
spiritualis, uis ut de baptizato baptizatus nascatur, cum uideas de circumciso non nasci circumcisum? Carnalis 
est certe ista generatio, et carnalis est circumcisio, et tamen de circumciso non nascitur circumcisus: sic ergo 
de baptizato non potest nasci baptizatus; quia nemo renatus, antequam natus” (WSA III/8, 192). 
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opportunity, so must young infants who die be counted as saved, even though they never 

reached the age at which they can believe with the heart and confess with the mouth.627 

11.5 Baptism as the Beginning of the Christian Life 

Consistent with this doctrine of regeneration, Augustine insists that Baptism was only the 

beginning of the new birth. A life of daily renewal follows. Augustine believes that with 

Baptism renewal in accordance with the Pauline phrase “the inward man is renewed day by 

day” (2 Cor. 4:16) begins; however, the old man is still carried within.628 Full redemption, 

immortality, and complete regeneration is only reached at the eschaton (Harmless 2009, 

90). 

The bath of Baptism not only washes away all those sins which are now 
forgiven in Baptism and which make us guilty, when we sin by consenting 
to sinful desires. It also washes away those sinful desires which do not 
make us guilty, if we do not consent to them. Those desires will, however, 
not completely cease to exist in this present life, but only in the next life.629 

For Augustine, the effects of Baptism ensure the forgiveness of sins and the removal of the 

guilt of concupiscence, but concupiscence itself remains. It is gradually removed by the life 

of the Spirit. Augustine’s writings contain no specific treatise on mystagogy; yet in his 

sermons he invites those addressed “to enter upon a mystagogical pathway,” the path from 

the creation to the new creation (Vannier 2016, 163, 166). Augustine does not perceive 

himself as a master in mystagogy but as a condiscipulus (a fellow student) of the journey 

into the new life. (B. Van Egmond 2016, 180).630 

A great challenge for Augustine is the fate of those who never had the opportunity to be 

baptized or to believe. 

                                                        
627 bapt. 4.24.32 
628 C.f. P. Brown: “Augustine’s audience . . . would be told repeatedly that even the baptized Christian 

must remain an invalid: like the wounded man, found near death by the wayside in the Parable of the Good 
Samaritan, his life [has]  been saved by the rite of Baptism; but he must be content to endure, for the rest of 
his life, a prolonged and precarious convalescence in the ‘Inn’’ of the Church” (Brown 2000, 265). 

629 gr. et pecc. or. 2.40.44 “Ac per hoc non solum peccata omnia, quorum nunc remissio fit in baptismo, 
quae reos faciunt, dum desideriis uitiosis consentitur atque peccatur, uerum etiam ipsa desideria uitiosa, 
quibus si non consentitur, nullus peccati reatus contrahitur, quae non in ista, sed in alia uita nulla erunt, 
eodem lauacro baptismatis uniuersa purgantur” (WSA 23,459). 

630 B. Van Egmond asserts that mystagogy here is a process of God in the lives of readers of the works of 
Augustine. Cf. W. Harmless’s conclusion pertaining to cat. rud. 12.17: “Augustine believed that beginners are, 
in the end, the best teachers, and that what mystagogues do, they do for love” (Harmless 2016). 
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11.6 The Fate of the Unbaptized 

Even though Augustine believes the eternal suffering of unbaptized infants will be less 

severe, he feels he cannot unravel the mystery of the fate of children who die before being 

subjected to the sacrament.631 “Seemingly innocent infants are born alienated from God by 

a guilt they inherit from [their] first parents; infants can be freed from this guilt only through 

the redeeming grace of Christ, which they would receive in the sacrament of Baptism” 

(Sullivan 2011, 3). In a letter to Jerome, Augustine questions the justice that damns so many 

thousands of non-baptized children when God knows they left their unbaptized body 

through no fault of their own.632 In Enchiridion ad Laurentium Augustine states that infants 

who die unbaptized are condemned to hell, but he adds that they suffer the mildest 

punishment. Those who have not added actual sin to original sin receive eternal punishment 

in a lesser degree; the next existence will be more tolerable, because they have been less 

iniquitous.633 Here the fate of the unbaptized is used to substantiate the idea of original sin. 

Elsewhere, Augustine resorts to the mystery of God’s election and refers to Rom. 11:35-36; 

the reason why some receive rebirth and others do not falls under the impenetrable 

election of God.634 There are but two categories: the believers and the unbelievers. Infants 

that have been subjected to Baptism are deemed believers, according to the custom of the 

Church.635 

                                                        
631 gr. et pecc. or. 2.22. Later some theologians named this destiny Limbo. Ratzinger questions its 

existence: “Limbo was never a defined truth of faith. Personally . . . I would abandon it since it was only a 
theological hypothesis. It formed part of a secondary thesis in support of a truth which is absolutely of first 
significance for faith, namely, the importance of baptism . . . One should not hesitate to give up the idea of 
‘limbo’ if need be; but the concern behind it must not be surrendered. Baptism has never been a side issue for 
faith; it is not now, nor will it ever be” (TRR, 148). Ratzinger considers the fate of the unbaptized God’s affair 
(Sullivan 2011, 7). 

632  ep. 166.4: “Tot igitur animarum milia, quae in mortibus paruulorum sine indulgentia christiani 
sacramenti de corporibus exeunt, qua aequitate damnantur, si nouae creatae nullo suo praecedente peccato 
sed uoluntate creatoris singulae singulis nascentibus adhaeserunt, quibus eas animandis ille creauit et dedit, 
qui utique nouerat, quod unaquaeque earum nulla sua culpa sine baptismo Christi de corpore fuerat exitura?” 

633  ench. 23.131: “Mitissima sane omnium poena erit eorum qui, praeter peccatum quod originale 
traxerunt, nullum insuper addiderunt; et in ceteris qui addiderunt, tanto quisque ibi tolerabiliorem habebit 
damnationem quanto hic minorem habuit iniquitatem.” 

634 s. 294.6-7 
635 s. 294.14 
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12 SUMMARY PART 2: THE DEVELOPMENT OF AUGUSTINE’S 

THEOLOGY OF BAPTISM 

Based upon our examination above we should now be able to characterize the development 

in Augustine’s theology of Baptism from a systematically theological point of view. As we 

have seen, this development can be divided into three stages. In the first, Augustine builds 

on the theological heritage and tradition; it might be considered traditional, but Augustine 

does offer polemical critiques of Arianism, Manichaeism and paganism. The second and 

third stages reflect his debates with Donatism and Pelagianism respectively, though we 

must keep in mind that his development of thought cannot be strictly divided into periods 

of controversy. His theology of Baptism in these periods continues to build on its traditional 

foundation, adding concepts that have significantly influenced the Church’s perception of 

Baptism until today.  

Due to Augustine’s personal experience with the sacrament at the time, the Confessiones 

offer one of the best accounts of his traditional understanding of Baptism, which 

demonstrates a strong soteriological perspective. He stresses the forgiveness of past and 

current sins as well as cleansing, and there is evidence of a true fear of sin. Like many of his 

contemporaries, Augustine wants to defer Baptism, because he fears committing sins after 

the ritual and thus contaminating himself. His focus in this period is on the cleansing powers 

of the saving waters of Baptism (conf. 6.13.23). Thus, in this personal context, his theology 

of Baptism is predominantly colored by the pardon and remission of sins in the holy water 

(conf. 9.2.4).  

When discussing the Baptism of others in the Confessiones, Augustine’s focus shifts to the 

ecclesiological aspects of the sacrament’s administration. Here, he again emphasizes one’s 

regeneration and incorporation into the Church more than the forgiveness of one’s sins. He 

also stresses the profession of faith and the baptizand’s reception into the Christian 

community. In the Confessiones Baptism is strongly connected to rebirth and the 

exhortation to lead a morally sound life after having received the sacrament (conf. 9.13.34). 

It is preceded by the calling to strive for moral perfection (conf. 13.20.28). In a certain sense, 

however, the effects of receiving the grace of Baptism is but an initial step in the 
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“Neoplatonic” journey to a higher level—the beginning of the transformation from 

formlessness to shape (conf. 13.20.26). 

In sum, the themes encountered in the Confessiones appear to align with the North African 

process of Christian initiation. Baptism in this tradition functions as a way to acquire the 

forgiveness of sin, regeneration, and incorporation into the Church. The Confessiones, also 

demonstrate a more profound understanding of Baptism besides that of the cleansing 

power of its waters–Baptism as the inexhaustible, ever-flowing spring–connected to 

Plotinus’s perspective of God (Brown 1967, 246).  

In his other works and in many of his sermons, Augustine’s theology of Baptism is 

predominately soteriological and centers around the forgiveness of sins. Baptism is 

instrumental for the destruction of sin and mortality. Both are destroyed by the salvific work 

of Christ symbolized in Baptism. The sacramental activity brings about rebirth, cleansing and 

the justification by the grace of God (c. litt. Pet. 3.50.62). The baptizand emerges reborn 

from the water, while past sins remain submerged. Yet, rebirth that has begun in the spirit 

awaits perfection in the body; the baptizand still awaits immortality (pecc. mer. 2.7.9). 

Believers are thus brought onto the path of holiness, which Augustine likens to the Israelites 

exodus from Egypt and their journey to the promised land. This gives Augustine’s theology 

of the sacrament its mystagogical dimension. Baptizands must lead each other on this 

journey to the promised land. 

Augustine’s theology of Baptism can also be characterized as Christo-ecclesiological, for it 

often refers to the incorporation into the body of Christ. The destruction of sins and the 

conquering of mortality symbolically occur when the baptizand dies and rises with Christ in 

Baptism. From the Christological point of view, Christ dies and rises symbolically when the 

members of his Body are baptized (s. 229e 3). To be baptized involves participating in the 

death, burial, and resurrection of Christ (s. 229a 1), drinking from the cup filled with the 

animating water and blood from his open side (Io. eu. tr. 120.2). Thus, the Church comes 

into existence from the side of Christ in the form of those who believe in his work and are 

baptized accordingly (Gn. adv. Man. 2.24.37). 

Augustine’s theology of Baptism becomes more strongly ecclesial and sacramental in his 

response to Donatism. From the sacramental point of view, the assurance of salvation 
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accompanies the conferral of the sacrament as long as the baptizand believes. He must not 

doubt the validity of the sacrament, as it is the Godhead himself who administers it. Baptism 

is consecrated by the phrase “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” 

(bapt. 3.10.15). The mark conferred during Baptism in the name of Trinity cannot be erased; 

it is analogous to a military tattoo. Augustine argues that Baptism and the other rites of the 

Church have an objective and permanent validity. Regardless of the disposition or moral 

qualities of the administrator or of the baptizand, the sacrament is valid. However, this does 

not guarantee that the sacrament will be fruitful. Augustine distinguishes between validity 

and efficacy. In order to be introduced into the community of charity, the Catholic Church, 

charity must be demonstrated. Hence, Augustine can distinguish between Baptism as the 

outward sign of grace and grace itself (bapt. 7.19.37). Baptism thus only generates efficacy 

when the baptizand is incorporated into the Church (bapt. 4.21.28). 

The controversy with Pelagianism forced Augustine to articulate his views on original sin 

more clearly, leading him to return to the passionate aspect of Baptism: the forgiveness of 

sins. Both Augustine and Pelagianism grant that Baptism opens the gate to the kingdom of 

heaven; however, Pelagianism denies that it guarantees the forgiveness of original sin, since 

it denies its existence. For Augustine, the existence of original sin justified the Baptism of 

infants; every person born, even those born to believing parents, must undergo the ritual 

for the destruction of original sin.  

In his debate with Pelagianism, Augustine emphasizes that the water is an external sign of 

grace and that the Spirit produces the benefit of grace internally. The initiation into 

Christianity is thus a twofold process: external Baptism and the internal working of the Spirit 

(ep. 98.2). In other words, the ritual of Baptism is comprised of the external water and the 

internal word, expressed by professing the faith. Infants cannot profess their faith, though 

they nevertheless receive the faith through the profession of their sponsors. For Augustine, 

Baptism is therefore the sacrament of faith, and faith is received through those who possess 

it (ep. 98.9). Accordingly, even little children are delivered from original sin; infants lose at 

their second birth what they have contracted at their first birth. Yet, even though sins have 

been destroyed concupiscence remains; Augustine can therefore maintain that the life 

remaining on earth is a struggle against sin (gr. et pecc. or. 2.40.44).  
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For the mature Augustine, Baptism marks the beginning of the Christian life, which is the 

journey of becoming dead to sin. Life is the path of moral transformation, leading into the 

mystery of the new life that is fulfilled at the time of physical death. The spiritual 

resurrection awaits the carnal resurrection, and until then there is the path of moral 

transformation. 

 

  



- 229 - 
 

13 CONCLUSION: BAPTISM IN THE TRADITION OF AUGUSTINE? 

Bearing in mind that Ratzinger considers himself a theologian in the Augustinian tradition, 

let us now return to our main research question: To what extent does the development of 

Joseph Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism contain characteristics of Augustine’s theology of 

Baptism? In general, Baptism has a more significant role in Augustine’s theology compared 

to Ratzinger’s. This is understandable considering Augustine’s controversies with Donatism 

and Pelagianism, which are dominated by theological questions regarding Baptism. 

Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is less personal than Augustine’s. Whereas Augustine’s 

theology focuses on personal salvation, Ratzinger’s focuses on ecclesial salvation. Ratzinger 

shows less of the personal struggle against sin; rather, he emphasizes humanity’s struggle 

against individualism and disintegration. In other words, Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is 

more socially orientated, while Augustine’s somewhat confines itself to a personal or even 

psychological framework. 

A careful comparison must now be made. What follows is an assessment of how 

“Augustinian” Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism is. This assessment examines the different 

theological perspectives on the sacrament we encountered above. 

13.1 Sacramental: Baptism and Faith as Gifts of God 

In Augustine’s theology, Baptism is presented as God’s gift, and because it is God’s gift it 

carries an objective and permanent validity.636 The sacrament initiates the baptizand into 

the Catholic Church, which is a community of charity where the gift of caritas is received 

from the Holy Spirit. Therefore, charity must be demonstrated by the person having been 

baptized; it serves as proof for having received it from the Holy Spirit. Thus, Baptism can 

only be truly effective inside the Catholic Church.637 Ratzinger’s theology is only partially 

congruent with this belief, for the idea of receiving charity is significantly less discernable in 

his theology. This is noteworthy, for Ratzinger himself also discovered the necessity of the 

gift of charity in Augustine writings.638  

                                                        
636 Cf. bapt. 5.22.30. 
637 For Ratzinger, non-catholic baptizands receive membership of this communion, but they find their 

place outside of it. 
638 Cf. 3.1.6 
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Pertaining to faith, both theologies demonstrate their indebtedness to Tertullian’s and 

Optatus’s distinction between the sacrament of water and the sacrament of faith.639 Faith is 

not so much an expression of trust (fiducia); rather faith is believing the truth in possession 

of the Catholic Church (fides quae). It is the fides dispositi expressed in the symbolum 

Catholicum as advocated by Optatus of Mileve.  

Even though Ratzinger speaks of a single sacrament of initiation he preserves the double 

structure of the sacrament that was described by theologians of the Early Church. Baptism 

itself is the sacrament of faith, and mystagogy—being led into the truth of the Catholic 

Church, the catechumenate—forms an integral part. The catechumenate is part of the 

sacrament, for without it Baptism is no more than a ritual.640 Baptism demands faith in the 

Name in which one is baptized. For Ratzinger, Baptism initiates a double encounter with 

God. The first is cosmic, brought about through the ritual of water. The second is historical, 

for the baptizand professes the transtemporal faith of the community he joins.641 Baptism is 

conferred by matter and word, water and faith. In Ratzinger’s theology to be baptized is to 

receive the gift of ecclesial and sacramental faith (i.e., the communal faith shared by all 

members of the Body of Christ).642  

The above mostly aligns with Augustine’s theology, though his theology does not contain 

Ratzinger’s cosmic and historical dimensions. There is a correlation, however, between this 

and the notions of homo exterior and homo interior, which Ratzinger discovers in the 

theology of Augustine. As we have seen above, Baptism affects the homo exterior in making 

him a part of the Church and the homo interior by receiving the Holy Spirit. The water is for 

both the external sign of grace and the Spirit, who is the source of faith and love that 

produces the benefit of this grace internally. However, Ratzinger’s theology diverges when it 

comes to this benefit of grace. For Augustine this benefit effects the forgiveness of sins, 

while for Ratzinger it creates communion.643. In other words, grace works on the homo 

interior by inserting the separated individual into the communio of the new humanity.644 It 

                                                        
639 Cf. for Augustine ep. 98.9; for Ratzinger JRGS 4, 507  (TGZK). 
640 Cf. JRGS 4, 505  (TGZK). 
641 Cf. JRGS 4, 498  (TGZK). 
642 Cf. JRGS 4, 503; 507  (TGZK). 
643 Cf. ep. 98.2. 
644 Cf. JRGS 4, 301-302 (EidC). 
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involves the loss of individualism and loneliness in return for fellowship and belonging.645 In 

theological terms, while Augustine’s view is geared more toward the forgiveness of sins, 

Ratzinger’s is directed toward incorporation. 

When it comes to faith, both Ratzinger and Augustine emphasize its place in the conferral of 

the sacrament of Baptism. Yet their view of “faith” differs significantly. In addition to being 

ecclesial Augustine’s perspective on faith is also personal. Undergoing the rite of Baptism 

and personally believing the truths of Christianity justifies the sinner. For Ratzinger the faith 

is mainly ecclesial. In Baptism the baptizand receives the faith of the Church, which ensures 

justification.646 For both Ratzinger and Augustine the faith of the Church, as preexisting 

subject, gives Baptism its effectiveness, but Augustine emphasizes its personal dimension.647 

13.2 Christo-Ecclesiological: Incorporation 

Ratzinger argues that Baptism is instrumental for the initiation of the individual into the 

Church, to the extent that the baptizand becomes part of the Church himself.648 Yet, his 

focus is not only on the incorporation into the body of Christ in a strict sense, but also on 

the incorporation into the true body of humanity—the body of Christ in a broader sense. For 

Ratzinger, Baptism is crucial for the unification of members of humanity into one true 

community (i.e., the body of Christ). Baptism is the antidote for the disease of division, 

original sin, that rips humanity into countless fragments. Through Baptism, access is gained 

to the true everlasting communion, which has God at its center.649 For Ratzinger, Baptism is 

a matter of entering communion and a relationship—the “I” and “you” becoming “we”—

entering the communion of the Church in order to enter into the communion of Christ and 

entering the communion of Christ in order to enter the communion of the Trinity.650 The 

sacrament has a temporal function; by receiving it, the baptizand enters into the history of 

Christ. In other words, the biography of the person subjected to Baptism joins the biography 

of Christ. 

                                                        
645 Cf. JRGS 4, 502-503 (TGZK); DnVG, 104; JRGS 6/2, 652 (CidV). 
646 Cf. JRGS 4, 503; 507; 512 (TGZK). 
647 Cf. conf. 1.11.17; 9.4.12; 9.13.34; 13.12.13. 
648 Cf. JRGS 8/1, 141 (UWK). 
649 Cf. DnVG, 102. 
650 Cf. JRGS 4, 505 (TGZK). 
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The theology of Augustine discusses regeneration and incorporation but does not refer to 

the search for true humanity. When it comes to incorporation, Augustine’s focus is on 

joining Christ’s death and resurrection.651 It is connected to the destruction of sins and the 

conquering of mortality. Baptism means being incorporated into the Body of Christ by dying 

and rising with Christ. When the members of his Body are baptized, Christ dies and rises 

symbolically with them.652 Ratzinger subscribes to these notions but places less emphasis on 

dying and rising with Christ as a way of deliverance from sin, especially in his earlier 

works.653 Instead he stresses a liberation from individuality and egoism rather than from 

sins, assuming that the former may be understood as a consequence of the latter.  

Overall, their views on incorporation vary significantly due to different views on 

ecclesiology. As we have seen, the Church for Ratzinger also symbolizes humanity as God 

had willed it—true humanity.654 He therefore has a broader perspective on the Church. 

Augustine’s view of the Church is more restricted; the Church is the community of Catholic 

believers. These divergent views effect a somewhat different perspective on Baptism as 

incorporation. Augustine is more explicit in drawing a distinction between believers and 

non-believers and the fate that awaits both.655 For Augustine, not participating in the death 

and resurrection of Christ and not having been baptized have eternal consequences. The 

unbaptized will suffer eternal damnation. Arguments such as these find little place in 

Ratzinger’s theology, even though he does not reject the doctrine of everlasting 

punishment.656  

13.3 Soteriological: The Forgiveness of Sins 

As we have seen, in the theology of Augustine, Baptism is mainly set in the soteriological 

context. Baptism deals with the forgiveness of sins and is instrumental for the destruction of 

sins and the elimination of mortality. The personal circumstances that shaped his 

understanding of Baptism lead mainly to a theology focused on the pardoning and remission 

                                                        
651 Cf. s. 229a 1. 
652 Cf. s. 229e 3. 
653 JRGS 10, 305 (DuV); JRGS 6/2, 656 (CidV); JRGS 10, 303 (AalS); JRGS 4, 508-509 (TGZK) 
654 Cf. JRGS 11, 201 (DsB). 
655 Cf. gr. et pecc. or. 2.40.45; ep. 166.4; ench. 23.131; s. 294.6-7. 
656 Cf. JRGS 10, 217-220 (ETEL). 
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of sins—in the Confessiones, for example, but also in the works written later in his life.657 For 

Augustine, every person born needs to be subjected to the ritual for the destruction of sins, 

both actual and original. His theology of infant Baptism was fueled by his theology of 

original sin.658 

In the theology of Ratzinger, Baptism is also perceived as dying to sin, though sin is usually 

viewed more impersonally, in the sense of general evil. Ratzinger is less apprehensive of 

personal sin and guilt; in Baptism, the individual is pardoned of universal guilt, which 

according to Ratzinger, precedes all individual sins.659 In comparison to Augustine, Ratzinger 

concerns himself more with a renunciation of self than a renunciation of Satan and sin. 

Baptism initiates dying of oneself, the elimination of an existence strictly focused on one’s 

own individuality.660 In baptism, the individual is conceived in the womb of the Body of 

Christ and is born when the baptizand dies physically. In other words, Baptism is conception; 

death is birth. Baptism begins the process of dying into the new life. Ratzinger’s theology of 

death is the theology of Baptism. It is the transformation from the captivity of individualism 

to the captivity of the Son.661 

Ratzinger’s soteriological perspective also differs quite significantly from that of Augustine’s, 

as is evident in their classification of sin. Ratzinger is less concerned with personal sin and 

understands sin more in a sense of a collective negative influence that disrupts unity.662 Sin 

seems to be something that humanity must deal with collectively. It shatters humanity into 

individuals. In contrast to this, Augustine emphasizes the forgiveness of sins. For Augustine, 

sin is something that causes personal suffering, both temporal and eternal. Augustine 

clearly distinguishes between actual sins and original sin from which the baptizand must be 

cleansed. The former are specific transgressions committed by individual persons, while the 

latter humanity has inherited through generations of sinful humankind. At odds with 

Augustine, Ratzinger understands original sin more as a collective problem. Forgiveness 

brings one into the fellowship of those who have been forgiven. Forgiveness establishes 

                                                        
657 Cf. conf. 9.2.4. 
658 Cf. chapter 11. 
659 Cf. JRGS 4, 372 (EidC). 
660 Cf. JRGS 10, 305 (ZTT). 
661 Cf. JRGS 4, 502-503 (TGZK). 
662 Cf. JRGS 4, 301-2 (EidC). 
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communion.663 It less a matter of causing personal grief and guilt than one that causes 

individualism, egoism and selfishness.  

13.4 Mystagogical: Transformation into a New Life 

More than for Augustine, Baptism in Ratzinger’s view initiates the release from captivity in 

order to allow for an adoption into the true body of humanity. Baptism is dying to 

individuality so as to resurrect into collectivity. It is the gradual process of being delivered 

from the confinements of ego.664 Ratzinger states that Christians need to be re-familiarize 

themselves with Baptism at the annual Easter Vigil, as this reminder of their Baptism helps 

them in the process of advancing to Christ.665 

Both Augustine and Ratzinger liken Baptism to embarking on a mystagogical pilgrimage, the 

beginning of a journey to something better, to perfection. The theology of Baptism of 

Ratzinger in this respect is similar to Augustine’s, even though Augustine situates the 

transformation in a greater moral context while Ratzinger speaks more of a transformation 

into a renewed humanity. Augustine links Baptism to rebirth and the exhortation to lead a 

morally good life after having been subjected to the sacrament of Baptism. It marks the 

beginning of the Christian life, the life of moral transformation.666 Augustine proposes that 

the spiritual resurrection initiated at Baptism awaits the perfection of the body, the carnal 

resurrection.  

Thus, the theology of both theologians is not characterized by a completed process; the 

fulfillment of the ritual depends on the future life of the baptizand. At the beginning of his 

academic career, Ratzinger learned from Tertullian that Baptism is prophetical; it contains a 

significant eschatological dimension and foreshadows the resurrection of the flesh to come. 

Ratzinger discovered that Augustine’s theology of Baptism includes the eschatological view 

of the baptized community as a harbinger of God’s kingdom, a prophetical unity of what is 

to come. In contrast to Augustine’s theology of the sacrament, Ratzinger focuses more on 

the restoration of the entire humanity. The anima separata is taken up again into the full 

communion of the Body of Christ. All of humanity searches for true fellowship. This 

                                                        
663 Cf. JRGS 4, 302 (EidC). 
664 Cf. JRGS 6/2, 652 (CidV). 
665 Cf. JRGS 6/2, 656 (CidV). 
666 Cf. conf. 9.13.34; conf. 13.20.28. 
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fellowship is found in the future πολις, something into which humanity transforms if 

baptized into the Church of God.667 

Both refer to the destruction of sin and mortality—the beginning of a new life after having 

participated in the death and resurrection of Christ. Both also describe the tension of “the 

already and not yet,” being a Christian and having to become a Christian. In both their works 

we encounter the idea of the mystagogical initiation into the new life, which has not yet 

been fully revealed.668 

For both theologians the transformation that begins at Baptism carries ethical 

consequences. Yet, for Augustine mystagogy appears to have a greater moral and personal 

component. After Baptism a pathway awaits the baptizand that leads him to a new spiritual 

life.669 Ratzinger describes a mystagogy that is more social and less personal.  

13.5 Infant Baptism 

With respect to infant Baptism, the concept of representation forms a very important part 

of Ratzinger’s theology. A person is destined to be represented by his parents during the 

first year of his life, and those representatives must choose what is best for a child. A life of 

Baptism is better than a life without it, so naturally parents choose to have their children 

baptized. Infant Baptism becomes irrelevant if one removes the concept of representation, 

for Baptism requires faith—the faith of those who represent the child.670 Baptism, in this 

framework as well, is the sacrament of faith, even though the faith of the child—if there is 

any before the act of being baptized—is not taken into consideration. 

This aligns with Augustine’s theology, which also presents the idea of representation.671 For 

Augustine, the ritual of Baptism was comprised of the internal word and the external water. 

Like Ratzinger, Augustine had acknowledged that infants cannot confess the faith 

themselves, but they receive the faith of those who sponsor them—the faith of those who 

                                                        
667 Cf.  JRGS 10, 315 (AEL). 
668 Cf. For Augustine: s. 213.9; for Ratzinger: JRGS 10, 313 (AueL); JRGS 10, 305 ;(ZTT) JRGS 4, 95; 102-5 

(EidC); JRGS 10, 132 (ETEL); JRGS 4, 509 (TGZK). 
669 Cf. conf. 13.20.28. 
670 Cf. JRGS 4, 515 (TGZK). 
671 C.f. pecc. mer. 1.20.26-27 c. ep. Pel. 1.22.40 
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believe is passed on.672 Yet Augustine’s writings also stress the forgiveness of sins. Children 

are liberated from original sin; they lose in spiritual birth what they have contracted at 

physical birth.  

Finally, to what extent is Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism faithful to Augustinian theological 

principles? In all similarities there is evidence of differences. Augustine’s theology of 

Baptism demonstrates a direct connection between the inner being of the baptizand and 

Christ. This connection is strengthened by the forgiveness of sins and the grace of charity 

bestowed on the individual. Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism shows a stronger connection 

between the baptizand and the Church (and via the Church to the Trinity). Augustine’s 

theology of Baptism is more soteriological and Christological; Ratzinger’s is more 

ecclesiological. Nevertheless, prominent aspects of Augustine’s theology appear in 

Ratzinger’s writings, especially those from the beginning and the end of his academic career. 

In this sense, Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism may be understood as a journey away from 

and then back toward Augustinian principles of Baptism. 

  

                                                        
672 Cf. ep. 98.9. 
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Epilogue 

14 LIFE IN CHRIST: JESUS VON NAZARETH673 

As this dissertation draws to a close this epilogue serves to shed some light on the later 

development of Ratzinger’s theology of Baptism. Ratzinger did not stop writing after his 

appointment as bishop of Munich-Freising and later of Rome as Pope Benedict XVI. Yet, as 

already stated, this study does not want to concentrate on the works Ratzinger wrote as 

holder of a clerical office but on those he wrote as an academic theologian. By examining 

Jesus von Nazareth, however, this appendix examines whether or not his theology of 

Baptism has changed since the beginning of his appointment of bishop.  

Naturally, a strong Christological approach is found in Ratzinger’s perhaps most famous 

work: Jesus von Nazareth. Compared to Ratzinger’s other works, this trilogy is very faithful 

to Augustine’s concepts of Baptism, although there is also little focus on Baptism for the 

remission of sins. Let us once more return to the various perspectives on Baptism, starting 

with the sacramental. 

14.1 Sacramental Views: Faith and Baptism 

From the sacramental perspective, a double structure of Baptism is once again presented in 

Jesus von Nazareth. Benedict adheres to Augustine’s view that he discovered in VuHG; the 

effects of Baptism make the homo exterior part of the Church and ensure the reception of 

the Spirit for the homo interior. In other words, Baptism is described as the gateway into the 

Christian community in accordance with the twofold principle of water and Spirit. For 

Benedict, the divine Spirit enters the waters of the Church through Baptism and initiates the 

process of rebirth; the Spirit’s entrance into the waters of Church is described as the 

conception of new life, which leads to regeneration (JRGS 6/1, 325). The interpretation of 

the Spirit received by the homo interior is interpreted ecclesiologically. Through the 

mediation of the sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, flowing from the wounded heart 

                                                        
673 Benedict XVI himself provides the reader with a clear purpose of his trilogy: “this book . . . is about 

Jesus, the question, which the Lord provides and the ecclesiological theme will only be treated as it is 
necessary for the proper understanding of the figure of Jesus” “Dieses Buch [ist] ein Jesus-Buch . . . die Frage 
nach dem Herrn stellt und das ekklesiologische Thema nur insoweit behandelt wird, wie es für das rechte 
Verständnis der Figur Jesu nötig ist”  (JRGS 6/1, 368). 
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of Christ, the Church is brought into its existence (JRGS 6/1, 586).674 When it comes to 

incorporation into the Kingdom of Christ, the Church, Benedict links the proclamation of the 

gospel to Baptism. Accordingly, he states that this Kingdom grows in those who are baptized 

into the Triune God, who adhere to the faith and are Christ’s disciples (JRGS 6/1, 168). In 

reference to Mary’s “fiat” Benedict writes (Luke 1:38):  

The Church Fathers sometimes express this by saying that Mary conceived 
through her ear—that is to say: through her hearing. Through her 
obedience, the Word entered into her and became fruitful in her. In the 
connection, the Fathers developed the idea of God’s birth in us through 
faith and baptism, in which the Lógos comes to us ever anew, making us 
God’s children. For example, we may recall the words of Saint Irenaeus: 
“How shall man pass into to God, unless God has first passed into man? 
How was mankind to escape this birth into death, unless he were born 
again through faith, by that new birth from the Virgin, the sign of salvation 
that is God’s wonderful and unmistakable gift?”675 

Accordingly, even though his focus is on the ecclesial faith, Benedict’s theology on the 

sacrament in the sacramental perspective may be deemed in line with Augustine to the 

extent that it remains faithful to the sacrament’s dichotomic effects on the homo interior 

and homo exterior. 

14.2 Christo- Ecclesiological Views: The Incorporation into a New Humanity 

Benedict’s theology of Baptism also demonstrates significant incorporative elements 

pertaining to Christology, ecclesiology and anthropology. For Benedict, the Baptism of John 

is a shadow of the reality of the death and Resurrection of Christ. He writes: 

Only from this starting point can we understand Christian Baptism. Jesus’ 
Baptism anticipated his death on the Cross, and the heavenly voice 
proclaimed an anticipation of the Resurrection. These anticipations have 
now become reality. John’s Baptism with water has received its full 
meaning through the Baptism of Jesus’ own life and death. To accept the 
invitation to be baptized now means to go to the place of Jesus’ Baptism. It 

                                                        
674 C.f. Augustine’s Io. eu. tr. 120.2 
675 “Die Väter haben in diesem Zusammenhang den Gedanken der Gottesgeburt in uns durch Glaube und 

Taufe entwickelt, durch die immer neu der Logos zu uns kommt und uns zu Kindern Gottes macht. Denken wir 
beispielsweise an die Wort des heiligen Irenäus: »Wie wird der Mensch in Gott übergehen, wenn nicht Gott in 
dem Menschen einging? Wie aber werden sie die Geburt des Todes verlassen, wenn sie nicht wiedergeboren 
werden zu der neuen Geburt, die da von Gott wunderbar und unbegreiflich zum Zeichen des Heils aus der 
Jungfrau durch den Glauben geschenkt wurde?«“ (JRGS 6/1, 65; trans. JoN IN, 36-7).  
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is to go where he identifies himself with us and to receive there our 
identification with him. The point where he anticipates death has now 
become the point where we anticipated rising again with him. Paul 
develops this inner connection in his theology of Baptism (cf. Rom6), 
though without explicitly mentioning Jesus’ Baptism in the Jordan.”676  

In line with his thoughts during the time of his academic career, Benedict further presents a 

theology of Baptism in which one is incorporated into the “new humanity,” the Church. This 

“new humanity” begins with the second Adam, the “first-born” of the new creation. 

Benedict XVI describes Baptism as instrumental in letting one join the second Adam in his 

defeat of death and entering with him into the new humanity:  

Having risen, he is now “first-born” in a new way, and yet at the same time 
he is the beginning of a host of brethren. In the new birth of the 
resurrection, Jesus is no longer merely the first in dignity, he now ushers in 
a new humanity. Once he has broken through the iron door of death, there 
are many more who can pass through with him—many who in Baptism 
have died and risen with him. 677 

Through Baptism, one dies and rises with Christ; it is the entrance into Jesus’ Baptism. Jesus 

identifies himself with us by entering into our suffering so that we may identify ourselves 

with him in joining his death and resurrection (JRGS 6/1, 152, 156). 

If Christians consider the crossing of the Red Sea as a prefiguration of 
Baptism, there is in the immediate foreground the symbolism of death: It 
becomes an image of the mystery of the Cross. In order to be reborn, man 
must first enter with Christ into the “Red Sea,” plunge with him down into 
death, in order thus to attain new life with the risen Lord.678 

                                                        
676 “Nur von da aus kann man die christliche Taufe verstehen. Die Antizipation des Kreuzestodes, die in der 

Taufe Jesus geschehen war, und die Antizipation der Auferstehung, die sich in der Himmelstimme angekündigt 
hatte, sind nun Wirklichkeit geworden. So ist die Wassertaufe des Johannes aufgefüllt mit der Lebens- und 
Todestaufe Jesu. Der Einladung zur Taufe zu folgen, bedeutet nun, an den Ort der Taufe Jesus zu treten und so 
in seiner Identifikation mit uns unsere Identifikation mit ihm zu empfangen. Der Punkt seiner Antizipation des 
Todes ist nun für uns der Punkt unserer Antizipation der Auferstehung mit ihm geworden: Paulus hat in seiner 
Tauftheologie (Röm 6) diesen inneren Zusammenhang entwickelt, ohne ausdrücklich von der Taufe Jesu im 
Jordan zu sprechen“ (JRGS 6/1, 152-3; trans. JoN 1, 18-19). 

677 “Als Auferstandener ist er nun auf neue Weise »erstgeboren« und jetzt zugleich der Anfang einer Schar 
von Brüdern. In der neuen Geburt der Auferstehung ist Jesus nicht mehr bloß der Erste der Würde nach, 
sondern er eröffnet eine neue Menschheit. Nachdem der Durchbruch durch das eherne Tor des Todes 
geschehen ist, sind es nun viele, die mit ihm hindurchgehen können—die in der Taufe mitgestorben und mit 
ihm auferstanden sind“ (JRGS 6/1, 88; trans. JoN IN, 70). 

678 “Wenn die Christen den Durchzug durchs Rote Meer als Vorausdarstellung der Taufe ansehen, dann 
steht zunächst die Todessymbolik des Meeres im Vordergrund: Es wird zum Bild für das Kreuzesgeheimnis. um 
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The baptizand enters into the “new humanity” through the iron door of death. “Through 

Baptism, our life is already hidden with Christ in God—in our current existence, we are 

already ‘raised’ with him, at the Fathers right hand.”679  In contrast with his earlier thought, 

here more emphasis is placed on the dying and rising with Christ. Even though Jesus von 

Nazareth presents the anthropological view we encountered earlier is his works, here its 

perspective on incorporation is more patristic and hence, more in line with Augustine’s 

perspective of regeneration and incorporation into the Church. For example, Benedict XVI 

writes: 

Rebirth . . . involves the creative power of God’s Spirit, but it also requires 
the sacrament of the maternal womb of the receiving and accepting 
Church. Photina Rech cites Tertullian: Never was Christ without water (De 
Bapt. IX, 4). She then gives this somewhat enigmatic saying of the early 
Church writer its correct interpretation: “Christ never was and never is, 
without the Ekklesia.” . . . Spirit and Water, heaven and earth, Christ and 
Church belong together. And that is how “rebirth” happens. In the 
sacrament, water stands for the maternal earth, for the holy Church, which 
welcomes creation into itself and stands in place of it.680  

14.3 Soteriological: Forgiveness of Sins 

Even though Benedict’s view on Baptism in relation to the forgiveness of sins is again 

somewhat marginal, it appears here more congruent with Augustine’s view on the matter 

when compared to his other works. According to Benedict, the Christian theology of 

Baptism is already primordially present in the Baptism of John, which he characterizes as the 

liberation of sin and guilt needed to start a new life (JRGS 6/1, 149-50). John’s Baptism 

                                                                                                                                                                            
wiedergeboren zu werden, muss der Mensch zunächst mit Christus in das »Rote Meer« eintreten, mit ihm in 
den Tod hinuntersteigen, um so dann neu mit dem Auferstandenen zum Leben zu gelangen“ (JRGS 6/1, 324; 
trans. JoN 1, 239). Benedict briefly returns to this notion in his exposition of the Mount of Transfiguration. 
“Jesus’ Cross is an Exodus: a departure from this life, a passage through “Red Sea” of the Passion, and a 
transition into glory—a glory, however, that forever bears the mark of Jesus’ wounds.” (JoN 1, 311). (Das Kreuz 
Jesu ist Exodus – Heraustreten aus diesem Leben, Hindurchgehen durch das »Rote Meer« der Passion und 
Hinübergehen in die Herrlichkeit, in die freilich immer die Wundmale eingezeichnet bleiben) (JRGS 6/1, 380). 

679 “Durch die Taufe ist unser Leben schon mit Christus in Gott verborgen; wir sind in unserer eigentlichen 
Existenz schon »oben«, bei ihm, zur Rechten des Vaters (vgl. Kol. 3,1 ff.)“ (JRGS 6/1, 629; trans. JoN 2, 286). 

680 “Zur Wiedergeburt gehört . . . die schöpferische Macht von Gottes Geist, aber es gehört auch mit dem 
Sakrament der Mutterschoß der aufnehmenden und annehmenden Kirche dazu. Photina Rech zitiert 
Tertullian: »Nie war Christus ohne das Wasser« (De bapt IX 4) und legt dieses ein weinig rätselhafte Wort des 
Kirchenschriftstellers richtig aus: »Nie war und ist Christus ohne die Ekklesia«. [Rech, Inbild des Kosmos 2, 303]. 
Geist und Wasser, Himmel und Erde, Christus und Kirche gehören zusammen: So geschieht »Wiedergeburt«. 
Das Wasser steht im Sakrament für die mütterliche Erde, für die heilige Kirche, die die Schöpfung in sich 
aufnimmt und sie vertritt“ (JRGS 6/1, 325; trans. JoN 1, 240). 



- 241 - 
 

already contained the symbolism of death and life, leaving behind old ways and converting 

to a new way of life—rebirth.681 It contained the symbolism of purification and getting rid of 

the smudges of the past (JRGS 6/1, 150-1). Thus, the Baptism of John appears to be a 

shadow of the reality of the death and Resurrection of Christ (JRGS 6/1, 152-3).  

For Benedict, clearly associated with the Baptism of John is the confession of sin. To be 

baptized with the Baptism of John meant an acknowledgment of having committed sin. 

“Baptism itself was a confession of sin and the attempt to put off an old, failed life and to 

receive a new one.”682 Baptism joins us to the Passion of Christ, and it is his Passion that 

cleanses us and gives us back the original clothing, which we have lost due to sin, an idea 

from Tertullian he already encountered in writing his dissertation.683 Hence, the relationship 

between Baptism and purification in Benedict’s theology here is Christological in nature.  

The garments of the elect are white because they have been washed in the 
blood of the Lamb (Rev. 7:14); this means, that through Baptism they have 
been united with Jesus’ Passion and the Passion is the purification that 
restores to us the original garment lost through our sin (cf. Lk 15:22). 
Through Baptism we are clothed with Jesus in light and we ourselves 
become light.684 

Through Baptism we are taken up into the obedience and Passion of Christ; we are thus 

clothed with him, and as he is the light, we become light ourselves (JRGS 6/1, 379). 

14.4 Mystagogical Transformation 

When speaking of salvation in Jesus von Nazareth, Benedict does not describe Baptism as a 

terminus. According to the pontiff, through Baptism and faith, God is continually born in us. 

Children of God are born by way of the Logos that comes to us time and again (JRGS 6/1, 

65). The life between spiritual conception and rebirth is characterized by a life of penance. 

                                                        
681 Not going as far as Benedict in stating that notions of death and resurrection were already present in 

John’s Baptism, Aidan Kavanagh states: “What evidence there is points instead towards Jesus’ own Baptism by 
John the Baptist in the Jordan as prototype of Christian practice” (Kavanagh 1978, 10). 

682 “Sie war selbst ein Sündenbekenntnis und der Versuch, ein altes missratenes Leben abzulegen und ein 
neues zu empfangen“ (JRGS 6/1, 151; trans. JoN 1, 16). 

683 Cf. 3.1.2. 
684 “Die Gewänder der Erwählten sind weiß, weil sie sie im Blut des Lammes gewachsen haben (Offb 7, 

14)—das heißt: weil sie durch die Taufe mit der Passion verbunden wurden und eine Passion die Reinigung ist 
die uns das ursprüngliche Gewand zurückgibt, das wir in der Sünde verloren haben (vgl. Lk 15, 22). Durch die 
Taufe sind wir mit Jesus in Licht gekleidet und selber Licht geworden“ (JRGS 6/1, 379; trans. JoN 1, 310-11). 
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This becomes clear in Ratzinger’s exegesis of the apostle John’s account of the “washing of 

feet” (John 13), in which he sees the sacrament of penance: 

The complete bath that was taken for granted can only mean Baptism, by 
which man is immersed into Christ once and for all, acquiring his new 
identity as one who dwells in Christ. This fundamental event, by which we 
become Christians not through our own doing but through the action of 
the Lord in his Church, cannot be repeated. Yet in the life of Christians—for 
table fellowship with the Lord—it constantly requires completion: “washing 
of feet.”685 

Although Benedict does not discount the effects of the sacrament, he insists that Baptism 

itself is not a final station. While it immerses its subject into Christ and thus gives him that 

new identity, Baptism also requires a Christian to live a life of penance in order to have true 

communion with God (JRGS 6/1, 474). This communion is expressed in the celebration of 

the Eucharist. The sacrament of Baptism initiates a person into the mystery of sacramental 

life in obedience to Christ: 

Central to the Christian life, then, are both the sacrament of Baptism, by 
which we are taken up into Christ’s obedience, and also the Eucharist, in 
which the Lord’s obedience on the Cross embraces us all, purifies us into 
the perfect worship offered by Jesus Christ.686 

  

                                                        
685 “Das vorausgesetzte Vollbad kann nur die Taufe meinen, mit der der Mensch ein für alle Mal in Christus 

eingetaucht ist und seine neue Identität des Inseins in Christus erhalt. Dieser grundlegende Vorgang, durch 
den wir uns nicht zu Christen machen, sondern zu Christen werden durch das Handeln des Herrn in seiner 
Kirche, ist unwiederholbar. Aber er bedarf im Leben der Christen—für die Tischgemeinschaft mit dem Herrn—
doch immer einer Ergänzung: der »Fußwaschung«“ (JRGS 6/1, 474; trans. JoN 2, 73). This notion centers 
around the words of John 13:  6: “He who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet.” 

686 “Deshalb gehört zur christlichen Existenz sowohl das Sakrament der Taufe als Hineinnahme in den 
Gehorsam Christi wie auch die Eucharistie, in der Kreuzesgehorsam des Herrn uns alle umgreift, reinigt und die 
vollkommene Anbetung Jesu Christi hineinzieht“ (JRGS 6/1, 592; trans. JoN 2, 235). 
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