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We, the people of today, are often allergic to the idea that someone has to die in our place so that God be pleased and reconcile with us, forgiving our sins. Even if we explain that actually, in the death of Jesus, it is not God who is demanding for some compensation or restitution, but it is God who initiates, who makes possible – through Jesus and his act of self-giving in love unto death – the process of reconciliation with humankind, then we are saying that it is God who does everything, who is reconciling himself to himself, and then further questions are put: “Where is the responsibility and freedom of humankind in Jesus’ death? Are they just acting like puppets in this historical event?”


Karl Rahner proposes a solution by going back to the original experience of the first disciples that Jesus’ death has a salvific significance. Rahner tries to find out what the nature of that experience is, by way of finding analogy to it in our own experience … between our transcendental hope for our own immortality and the categorical experience of resurrection in Jesus….


In short, the disciples found out the salvific meaning of Jesus’ death because they discovered that his death, intrinsically bound together with his resurrection forming one unique event, has brought to fulfilment — with love, total self-surrendering and free obedience — his life dedicating to God and his will of salvation for his people, and therefore has acquitted a permanent validity of his own existence, or, in other words, is saved by God….


For Rahner, we all have a transcendental hope in our own resurrection no matter if we believe or deny it…. Viewed in that direction, death anthropologically is but part of human existence, it marks the definitive completion of life in space and time, but it opens the door to a new life in eternity….


Jesus’ death is seen as having salvific meaning when it is seen together with his life and resurrection as a whole and a unique event. Because in that event He is experienced in faith as to reserve his life totally to God, to bring it to fulfilment with a death freely accepted, and therefore to be saved by God and gained a permanent validity for his own existence.… In this event, the first disciples saw, and experienced God’s saving will to be acting historically, definitively in this world, not only for Jesus, but through him, for all of them and the whole world. So, Jesus’ death can be said to be the cause of our salvation in the sense that it is the symbol (not simply a sign) in which and through which God’s will of salvation is present and actualized historically, victoriously, irrevocably, and insuperably in this world.


It can be said that Rahner may persuade the reader in their head but can hardly lead them to a more wholesome experience, including the moving of the heart, of the gracious tragedy that happened on the cross and in the resurrection event of the man Jesus who is Christ.


Anyhow, we have to give credit to Rahner for his attempt to avoid the imagery notion that someone has to die so as God be pleased, and the mechanistic justice order be restituted. He goes back to the “original experience” in order to highlight the vital point of the New Testament late soteriology: what is at stake in this event (Jesus’ death and resurrection as the fulfilment of his whole dedicating life) is love — the love of God and the love of Jesus in his human condition….


One’s death for another can be explained away in terms of psychology or biology, but for the ones involved, the only reality at work is love. In Jesus’ death, what causes salvation is not the death itself, but love — the love with which God loves humankind to the end, with full determination. We know of this love because this same love has been manifested to us concretely, humanly but also divinely in the love with which and because of which Jesus died a freely accepted victim death.


He has died very humanly with all the pains, desolations, freedom, and fear; but his death is also very divine because when we look at it, we sense at least some trace of divine greatness, and that is the greatness of love. To be able to see this reality of love at work in Jesus’ death and resurrection, we need to involve ourselves personally into this event, and not to look from outside with the eyes of a lawyer, a historian, or a sociologist.
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