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Abstract
The present study asks the question whether Karl Rahner’s treat-

ment of biological evolution holds merit for the dialogue between 

Catholic theology on the one hand and evolutionary biology on 

the other. Central to this evaluation will be an emphasis on two 

core tenets of modern evolutionary biology, namely emergence and 

the continuity of the evolutionary process. While the former bears 

relevance for our understanding of how life and anthropologically 

important phenomena such as “mind” and “consciousness” came 

to be, the latter plays a crucial role in how we view our existence 

within the earth’s fluid and changing biosphere. It comes to the 

conclusion that Rahner’s concept of active self-transcendence recov-

ers the notion of biological evolution as an on-going process where 

indeed something new emerges, and therefore offers an extremely 

helpful tool in the interdisciplinary conversation. However, this 

essay challenges Rahner’s understanding of the directedness of the 

evolutionary process toward the human being as well as his view 

that in us nature comes to self-consciousness for the first time and 

suggests alternatives.

There is a grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having 
been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; 
and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed 
laws of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful 
and most wonderful have been, and are being evolved.

—Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species
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Introduction
It is a commonly held misconception that it was Charles Darwin who 
first suggested recent organisms to have evolved from ancient and 
now extinct ancestors. When in 1859 Darwin published his treatise 
that was to revolutionize the biological sciences,1 the idea of species 
as mutable biological entities had been discussed for quite some time. 
His genius was to understand how such a transgenerational change 
may come about, even if he was unable to grasp all the underlying 
mechanisms in their entirety.2 His proposal was fairly simple: assuming 
that a population of organisms will produce more individuals than 
can survive, those that have particular characteristics increasing their 
survival chances will more likely procreate than those individuals that 
possess traits decreasing their prospects for survival. The survivors then 
pass on their advantageous traits, or as biologists call them, adapta-
tions, to their offspring, and the process continues in the subsequent 
generation. Given a great number of generations, Darwin argued, this 
process would not only lead to better adapted individuals within a 
population, but it could also produce new species altogether. He called 
the mechanism underlying this evolutionary diversification “natural 
selection,” and it is this concept that since its introduction has opened 
up a new chapter of biological inquiry. Quite correctly, many insist that 
Darwin’s theory changed the way we as humans understand ourselves. 
Just as the Copernican revolution postulated that the universe was 
governed by natural laws that accounted for natural phenomena, the 
origin of life (and thus of man) as a natural phenomenon became a 
central focus of the natural sciences. To say it with Francisco Ayala’s 
(1998) words, “Darwin completed the Copernican revolution by 
extending that commitment to the living world.”

Since its publication and later modifications through results of 
further biological research, the theory of natural selection has not 
ceased to present theologians with challenging questions. For instance, 
natural selection appears to be in direct opposition to any teleological 
arguments theology may suggest. According to the theory, the adaptive 
advantage of an individual is the result of a random process providing 
the individual with a beneficial edge. Random processes, however, 
seem to leave little room for teleology. The theory also raises questions 
about the relationship of human beings and nature. We as much as any 
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other organism on this planet are made of matter that consists of the 
same stuff as inanimate matter. We are thus part of nature. Compared 
to our phylogenetic cousins, the great apes, we hardly qualify as the 
brand new deal; at best, we are the altered proverbial wheel. Semitic 
Scripture however, assigns man a central place in the universe, for it 
is man who is created in the image of the Creator.3 Finally, Darwin’s 
theory supported the methodological claims of historical criticism, 
and this during a period when exegetical studies underwent signifi-
cant methodological changes (O’Donovan 1979; Jasper 2004). This 
latter point has since been of lesser importance for the majority of 
theologians, but of course recent developments in the United States 
suggest that the problem is still alive.4

Initially, Catholic response to this newly emerging science 
remained surprisingly reluctant. Overall, both the position of the 
Kölner Provinzialkonzil (1860) as well as of Humani generis (1950) 
were dismissive in tone, but at least the latter more leniently permit-
ted research in evolutionary biology “in as far as it inquires into the 
origin of the human body as coming from pre-existing and living 
matter” (Pius XII 1998). When recently John Paul II (1997) called 
evolutionary theory “more than a hypothesis,”5 he nonetheless agreed 
with Pius XII that this conclusion must not lead to a materialistic 
interpretation of the world. Instead he warns not to mistake the 
theory as justification for materialist or reductionist interpretation 
of the human being. The work of two Catholic theologians of the 
twentieth century emerged as perhaps the most influential and im-
portant contributions to a Catholic reconciliation with the theory of 
evolution. One was of course the paleontologist and Jesuit priest Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin, whose decisive works, as I mentioned above, 
were influential not only for Catholic thinkers. The other was Karl 
Rahner, who in the late 1950s entered the conversation particularly 
through his participation in conferences of the Görres-Gesellschaft, 
an association focused on the interdisciplinary dialogue within the 
sciences from a Catholic perspective.

The objective of this paper is to take a closer look at Rahner’s ap-
proach to the problem of evolution and to evaluate whether it provides 
a helpful perspective for a dialogue between Catholic theology on the 
one hand and evolutionary biology on the other. Central to this evalu-
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ation will be an emphasis on two core tenets of modern evolutionary 
biology, namely emergence and the continuity of the evolutionary 
process. While the former bears relevance for our understanding of 
how life and anthropologically important phenomena such as “mind” 
and “consciousness” came to be, the latter plays a crucial role in how 
we view our existence within the earth’s fluid and changing biosphere. 
I want to discuss how Rahner’s concept of an active self-transcendence 
may recover the notion of evolution as an on-going process where 
indeed something new emerges (including new biological species) 
without compromising Catholic teaching. Conversely, two main 
aspects of Rahner’s theology will be analyzed in light of concepts that 
are pivotal in evolutionary biology. For one, Rahner suggests that 
nature comes to itself in the human being in that here it consciously 
realizes its own existence for the first time, which suggests that no other 
organism besides or prior to modern man possessed self-conscious-
ness. Furthermore, Rahner implies that the evolutionary process was 
directed toward our species, a notion generally denied by evolutionary 
biologists. As Stephen Jay Gould or Ernst Mayr insist, if we could 
rewind the tape of our phylogenetic history and were to start all over 
again, the likelihood to see man evolve as before is miniscule, if not 
zero. Doubtful that intelligent life would evolve again, they are certain 
that even if it did it would not look anything like us. In the following 
I will therefore first discuss in a brief overview the relevant scientific 
concepts, before reviewing Rahner’s theology as it relates to evolution 
in the second part of the paper. In the last section I will try to apply 
Rahner’s work in an attempt to mediate between Catholic theology 
and evolutionary biology.

Emergence and the Continuity of the Evolutionary Process
Natural systems are peculiar in that they possess novel properties that 
cannot be deduced from even the most comprehensive understanding 
of the their parts. As hydrogen atoms bind to oxygen atoms, both gases 
transform into a translucent liquid, a state that is at no point indicated 
by the properties of either gas alone or within other systems. Molecules 
that catalyze essential chemical reactions within cells of biological or-
ganisms show different reaction characteristics when analyzed outside 
the cell, just as the cells in turn exhibit quite different properties when 
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isolated from the natural matrix of their tissues and studied in in vitro 
culture. Every time we leave one analysis level and move on to the next 
degree of complexity we find that the higher-level system is simply 
greater than the mere sum of the parts that constitute it. For obvious 
reasons, biologists have repeatedly invoked this phenomenon known 
as emergence in attempts to explain the existence of otherwise elusive 
concepts such as “life,” “mind,” “self-consciousness.”6 Most biologists 
view emergentism as a strictly materialistic philosophy (Mayr 1982), 
despite the fact that the mechanism by which novel properties especially 
in complex systems emerge relentlessly resists scientific investigation. 
For this reason in particular, some scientists feel that the concept is 
nothing but the emperor’s new clothes of modern evolutionary biology 
and should be rejected if for nothing else than its metaphysical con-
notations (Simpson 1964). Materialistic (reductionistic) emergentism 
is problematic from Catholic perspective in as much as it presupposes 
that man evolved from inanimate matter. It is as such in direct violation 
of the magisterium’s opinion laid out in Humani generis or in the letter 
of John Paul II to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences. Presented in its 
materialistic form, emergentism simply contradicts the metaphysical 
principle of causality, which states that no reality can produce anything 
that it did not contain in the first place. Both, the materialist scientist 
and the Catholic theologian would not deny the phenomenological 
reality of novel properties in systems as opposed to their parts, but in 
their ontological interpretation they differ significantly.

That the evolutionary process is ongoing is less controversial and 
commonly accepted by virtually all biologists. Consequently, biology 
holds that given enough time (and successful avoidance of self-destruc-
tion), the human species will go extinct and one or more new species will 
emerge. Nothing in the available data interpreted in a scientific context 
allows to assume otherwise. If we accept the scientific information as 
explanation for man’s origin, we cannot deny the same information 
its predictive value in as far as it suggests the continuation of human 
evolution.7 This seems to raise questions with the doctrine of the 
imago Dei, according to which man was created in the image of God 
“as the only creature on earth that God has wanted for its own sake” 
(Gaudium et spes [1965]). Although this interpretation of the Genesis 
passage presented in Gaudium et spes does not rule out per se that man 
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could evolve further, it nonetheless warrants an explanation how with 
man as the desired creature, God could have desired an incomplete 
creature that further undergoes purposeful evolution. This has been 
hinted to first in Humanis generis, and was reiterated in John Paul II 
letter to the members of the pontifical academy of sciences.

The Evolutionary Thought in Karl Rahner’s Theology
Central to Rahner’s reconciliation with evolutionary biology is the 
unity of creation and its coming to fulfillment through a process he 
refers to as active self-transcendence. As always, Rahner’s position is 
based solidly on Catholic tradition and dogma (Rahner 1976; 2002b), 
and so he holds that from the Christian perspective, everything that 
is has been created by God. Accordingly, all the observable diversity is 
united by similarities rather than divided by difference (Rahner 1976) 
and thus presents a unity, which in itself as one world has one origin, 
self-realization, and destination. In this unity, matter and spirit cannot 
be viewed as disparate realities, but rather as two aspects of the same 
reality; each of them is distinguishable from but not the causing agent 
for the other (Rahner 2002b). Consequently, humans present the same 
unity where, like in all other creation, spirit and matter can only exist 
in unison as a whole (or, as Rahner (2002a) puts it as “beseelter Leib 
und leibhaftiger Geist,” viz., spirited body and embodied spirit). Man 
is not simply a transient combination of spirit and matter, but the unity 
that comes before the logical and factual difference and distinction of 
these two aspects of his being (Rahner 1976).

This unity of spirit and matter in Rahner’s theology must not be 
underestimated. As he emphasizes more than once, the human being 
cannot be fully understood by reduction to its physical components 
and their analysis. He writes:

Hence, there can be no statement about man, and about a part 

of the plurality of his being, which does not also speak about the 

remaining aspects of his existence. Nor could such a statement 

that does not receive its meaning from the Wholeness and Unity 

of man be adequate at all. This has to always be considered when 

there is talk of the human ‘body’ and ‘soul.’ Each statement about 

a part of man implies a statement about his entirety. . . . This unity 

of man therefore demonstrates clearly that not all problems are 
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resolved by simply considering the evolution of the human body 

while simultaneously denying the same for the soul.

He continues:

Thus alone can it be true that ‘caro cardo salutis’ (Tertullian), that 

the WORD became flesh, that there is no abyss between the profane 

world and the dimension of Salvation, that there is a resurrection 

of the flesh, that through death—through another biological inci-

dent—we are redeemed, that that what is beyond (Jenseitige) can 

proclaim itself in this concrete world through signs and miracles, 

that there is a real society of the Church that means redemption, 

etc. (Rahner 2002b)8

We as humans become aware of this unity of spirit and mat-
ter in our immediate and unreflected experience of God. As Leo 
O’Donovan points out, the spirit is for Rahner an a priori condition 
for human awareness and decision making that exists already prior to 
any reflected analysis or thought and is accessible in everything we do 
(O’Donovan 1979). It is through this experience of the finite physi-
cal reality that we find ourselves vis-à-vis the infinite that transcends 
it. For Rahner this means that only from the vista of this experience 
we can make reliable statements about what matter is, whereas the 
materialistic approach of the natural sciences must always fall short in 
its attempts of achieving this goal (Rahner 1976; 2002b). In fact, it is 
through this immediate experience of the infinite that we as humans 
come to know ourselves as matter and spirit (Rahner 1976; Edwards 
1999). As our experience always places us directly before the infinite 
mystery of God, it leads us back to ourselves, making us conscious of 
ourselves in self-presence. Rahner emphasizes that the experience of 
the infinite is not one that can be imagined as total comprehension 
of the object of our experience, but rather as one in which we find 
ourselves included into the mystery, and, as long as we accept this 
mystery, we cannot but say: Ich bin Geist. (I am spirit.) On the other 
hand, we experience ourselves and the world around us as matter in 
the encounter with the other, the only way by which we experience the 
infinite mystery. Matter is the condition of our interaction with the 
other, and thus for the immediate experience of the infinite mystery. 
Moreover, since the other is independent of us, matter also becomes 
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the means of freedom, or, as Rahner (1976) calls it, the “material of 
freedom” (Material der Freiheit).

From what has been said so far it is clear that for Rahner the 
relationship of spirit and matter cannot be one where the former is 
deducible from the latter, or vice versa. Instead he suggests that the two 
are influencing one another in a dialectic relationship that is primar-
ily characterized by the intrinsic nature of matter to develop toward 
spirit in a process of self-realization (Rahner 1976). This process is an 
historical one that began not with the onset of hominid evolution, but 
rather with the beginning of the physical universe. In man, Rahner 
argues, the material universe has become conscious so that it can now 
for the first time experience itself, and therefore the infinite mystery 
of God. Underlying this process is a change that produces not only a 
transformation of what already exists, but rather a change that indeed 
produces something new, something more than before. As such, the 
evolving matter transcends itself, it becomes more in order to actively 
reach its richer and more complete perfection (Rahner 1976).

Rahner introduces the concept of “absolute being” in order to 
assure that the active self-transcendence of the material universe does 
not contradict the metaphysical principle of causality. Absolute being 
as the inner force of the active self-transcendence, he suggests, has to 
be understood as truly intrinsic to the finite world that evolves toward 
its greater perfection, so that the newly achieved reality is not simply 
received from God but indeed true self-transcendence. Yet, absolute 
being cannot constitute the finite world or else it would have already 
been reached. In order for the finite world to remain infinitely open 
toward further change as a true increase of reality and not simply 
transformation, the absolute fullness of being has to be considered the 
underlying principle that carries the process (O’Donovan 1979).

Denis Edwards pointed out that for Rahner the universe has been 
“borne from its very beginning by a thrust toward an ever closer and 
more conscious relationship to its Creator” (Edwards 1991; 1992; 
1999). Rahner sees man essentially as the telos to which evolution-
ary history developed. In him, this history continues, transcends 
itself and finally reaches its destination through the history of man’s 
spirit (Rahner 1976). Man’s goal is the universe’s goal, since man is 
the universe come to self-consciousness. The overall goal of the finite 
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world is immediacy with God, or as Edwards calls it, the communion 
of God and self-conscious creatures. Here now, God is in self-com-
munication with the world (Rahner 1976). The particular position in 
which human beings find themselves situated in the cosmos implies 
for Rahner that their existence is not the result of random but rather 
of directed processes. Man as a chance product he considers not only 
contradictory to metaphysics and Christianity, but also to the concepts 
of natural sciences. As soon as man enters the evolutionary arena as 
a product of nature, nature comes to itself in him. And so, argues 
Rahner, nature must also be directed toward him since “chance” is 
meaningless for the natural sciences (Rahner 1976). We will see later 
that this statement from the point of view of the natural sciences is 
fairly problematic.

The concept of a universe evolving in a self-transcending self-
realizing process to the point where God can self-communicate with 
the cosmos does not necessitate a Christ figure per se as a mandatory 
step in this evolution. As Rahner showed, the immediacy to God 
can be achieved in the interaction of individual conscious beings, 
since through grace it can lead them to a transcendent experience of 
the ultimate mystery that is God. But exactly herein lies for Rahner 
the importance of Christ, of God becoming human so that he can 
encounter humans within the realm and confines of time and space 
in which they exist. In this freely chosen offer, God presents the 
ultimate encounter with the other, which in order for it to achieve 
its purpose has to be reciprocated freely and openly (Rahner 1976). 
As such, Christ becomes the beginning and ultimate promise of the 
future fulfillment of God’s self-communication, or as Rahner calls it, 
the “event in which the self-communication and acceptance becomes 
irrevocable irreversibility in history” (Rahner 1976). It is in Jesus that 
the irreversible self-communication of God to his creation on the one 
hand and the free and definitive acceptance on part of humanity on 
the other hand are unified.

However, the fact that the self-communication as salvation his-
tory finds its irreversibility in Christ does not mean that it also has 
its beginning in Christ. Rahner writes:

Any historical movement depends on its end already in its begin-

ning, since its dynamics demand the goal, and so it is absolutely 
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legitimate to view the entire movement of God’s self-communica-

tion to humanity to be borne by its redeemer, even if it occurs at 

a moment that precedes the event of its irrevocable becoming in 

the redeemer.

For Rahner, salvation begins with the beginning of God’s self-
communication to the world, which, as we have seen, is in the begin-
ning of the world.

Rahner and Modern Evolutionary Biology: 
A Dialogue that Works?

As he engages in thoughts on the evolving universe and of human 
evolution, Rahner reassures his reader right away that he is not ap-
proaching the problem at all from the perspective of the natural sciences. 
For him, questions of a metaphysical anthropology epistemologically 
precede those of any empirical investigation into the nature of the 
human being and therefore need to be answered prior to any attempt 
of identifying man’s position within the animate world as it transpires 
from the biological sciences (Rahner 2002b). In other words, it is meta-
physical anthropology that gives natural sciences the epistemological 
tools necessary to conduct their empirical enquiry of man. Rahner is 
thus not interested in a scientific analysis of evolution as such; his is 
solely a theological attempt to actualize Catholic theology in light of 
the questions presented by modern evolutionary theory.

But of course, Rahner was interested in a fruitful and constructive 
dialogue between the two disciplines, as is evidenced in his long-lasting 
involvement in the Görres- and the Paulus-Gesellschaft. He very much 
understood this dialogue to be less a dispute over correct methodology, 
but rather an exchange of concepts, which is at the heart of the current 
theology-science exchange (Russell 2003). Methodologically, as well 
as contextually, he considered the two fields fundamentally separated, 
which to him entailed that in principle they could not contradict one 
another.9 Of course, this does not mean he would have agreed with 
Stephen Jay Gould’s NOMA (Non overlapping magesteria) prin-
ciple, where theology restricts itself entirely to statements on ethical 
issues and restrains itself from those on the ontological nature of the 
universe (Gould 1999). But it was important to him that he clearly 
distinguished himself from the conflating epistemology of Pierre 
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Teilhard de Chardin, who had breached the methodological limits of 
both disciplines.10 Given Rahner’s interest in and understanding of 
the science-religion dialogue, it seems only appropriate to compare 
his concepts of the evolutionary process to those of evolutionary 
biologists, and to determine where they are helpful in the mediation 
between the two or where they fail to do so. In the following and final 
section of the paper, I want to compare Rahner’s concepts with some 
of modern evolutionary biology and point to strengths, weaknesses, 
and room for extension.

As mentioned above, modern evolutionary biology considers 
evolution an on-going process from which humans are not excluded. 
Rahner’s concept of absolute being as the force within the world’s 
self-transcendence allows for such openness. In fact, it appears as if 
in Rahner’s theology the process of the self-realization of God’s self-
communication to the world is the actual telos of the developing and 
changing universe. As the universe comes to itself in self-conscious 
organisms, the final stage of the world’s self-transcendence begins, 
for here now the world has reached a point where it can actively and 
freely engage in the communication with God. Phenomenologically, 
the process is no different from the concepts of evolution proposed 
by the natural sciences. According to evolutionary biology, organisms 
will continue to adapt to ever changing environments.11 Homo sapiens 
does not present the pinnacle of creation, but constitutes one stepping 
stone on the way to further evolutionary diversity. Accordingly, our 
species is but one important step on the universe’s movement toward 
communion with God. Although for Rahner the fact that in human 
beings self-consciousness enters the world and thus marks an essentially 
important evolutionary event, it does not follow that evolution ends 
there. Instead, it remains continuously open to further development. 
What makes this interpretation so powerful is that it preserves the 
nuclear tenets of both disciplines without further modification.

In a similar way that the continuity of the evolutionary process 
is inclusively described by Rahner’s theology and by concepts in 
modern evolutionary biology, the descriptive notion of the emer-
gence of novel properties in developing systems as it is understood 
by scientists is phenomenologically in agreement with Rahner’s active 
self-transcendence. Rahner’s perspective offers a metaphysical mecha-
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nism, in that all matter is directed in its evolution toward spirit. Most 
scientists would deny this reference to metaphysics; as we have seen 
earlier, Ernst Mayr insists that emergentism has to be understood as 
a thoroughly materialistic philosophy, while others reject the concept 
altogether simply since they consider it metaphysical to begin with. 
But this difference in philosophical positions does not make Rahner’s 
metaphysics incongruent with the phenomenon as such. In fact, it 
provides a mechanism for emergence that science due to the nature 
of its methodology cannot supply. Active self-transcendence explains 
quite sufficiently how inanimate matter can “become alive” without 
invoking the vitalism of the nineteenth century. It is not simply that 
life is injected at a particular level of complexity of the system; it has 
always been there since matter is alive with spirit. Rather, matter in 
an active self-transcendence achieves a closer proximity to its inherit 
spirit, and thus to God, whose self-communication to the world is the 
telos of the entire process. What Rahner provides is a metaphysical 
tool that can work for the theologian who tries to reconcile one of the 
central tenets of evolutionary theory with central dogma of Catholic 
theology. One could say that Rahner achieved his goal to provide a 
Catholic scientist with a theological position that allows him to be 
both scientist and Christian without great problem (Rahner 2002b; 
Horstmann 1976).12

As I mentioned initially, Rahner considers the evolutionary process 
directed toward man in whom the universe becomes self-conscious for 
the very first time. Although not intended scientifically, both statements 
overlap considerably with those that are normally generated by the 
natural sciences. They therefore demand closer and careful analysis. 
I will begin with the directionality of the otherwise free evolution-
ary process that, although not culminates but inevitably leads to the 
human being. This will lead directly into the discussion of whether 
Homo sapiens is indeed the only species on the planet that has evolved 
self-consciousness, or, for that matter, evolved it for the first time.

Evolutionary biologists view evolution as a free and in large parts 
undirected process. The central process of producing the variability 
of individuals onto which selection exerts its pressures is a random 
one that lacks directionality altogether. Genetic mutations are chance 
events that are not predictable by any descriptive algorithm. Epigen-
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etic effects such as socio-sexual interactions affecting sexual selection, 
environmental conditions during embryonic development and later 
in life that affect brain development etc., are events that lack any 
direction and are entirely free. For Rahner, freedom is essential to the 
self-transcendence of the universe, since God’s self-communication 
requires the definitive “yes” on part of the participating conscious crea-
ture. The development of matter toward self-consciousness, however, 
is for him a distinct directionality intrinsic to the world’s evolution. 
It appears as if we have come to a contradiction in concepts between 
the scientific notion and Rahner’s theology.13 However, recently an 
increasing body of scientific studies suggests a directedness in biological 
(and non-biological) systems toward increased complexity, from which 
consciousness can finally emerge (Kauffman 1993; Gell-Mann 1994). 
The pressing question then is how a process can be simultaneously 
directed and free, and it is here that Rahner’s concept of absolute be-
ing as the intrinsic force of the world’s active self-transcendence offers 
a solution. As discussed above, in the theology of self-transcendence 
matter attempts to “catch up” with its spirit, without ever succeed-
ing entirely. The reason lies in the unattainable absolute being that 
functions at the core of self-transcendence and guarantees that the 
process remains open at all times. It is practically the infinite state 
that potentially exist in the world, yet cannot be accomplished or else 
it would come to an end. In its directedness toward spirit (and God’s 
self-communication) matter is free to attain an infinite number of 
emergent states all encompassed in the concept of absolute being. 
Without this concept, Rahner’s notion of active self-transcendence 
would fail.

Rahner’s concept of the universe coming to self-consciousness in 
man is neither one introduced by him nor is it unknown to science. 
Teilhard de Chardin, in the words of the biologist Julian Huxley, wrote 
that man discovers that “he is nothing else than evolution become con-
scious of itself ” (Teilhard de Chardin 1959). Carl Sagan called human 
beings “the local embodiment of a Cosmos grown to self-awareness” 
(Sagan 1980). Others like Paul Davies, Arthur Peacocke or Denis 
Edwards use a similar language to describe human self-consciousness 
(see Edwards 1992). Most scientists would agree with Rahner that it 
was in modern man (i.e., Homo sapiens) that self-consciousness for 
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the first time emerged. But such certainty begs the question what 
self-consciousness really is, how it can be defined and how we can 
identify it in organisms. Obviously, the format of this paper does not 
permit a lengthy discussion of the problem of consciousness either 
from the philosophical or the scientific perspective, but it is important 
to identify some core characteristics of the phenomenon in order to 
evaluate Rahner’s statement.

Neurologist Antonio Damasio (1999) of the University of Iowa 
suggests this:

How do we ever begin to be conscious? Specifically, how do we 

ever have a sense of self in an act of knowing? We begin with a first 

trick. The trick consists of constructing an account of what happens 

within the organism when the organism interacts with an object, be 

it actually perceived or recalled, be it within body boundaries (e.g., 

pain) or outside of them (e.g., a landscape). This account is a simple 

narrative without words. It does have characters (the organism, the 

object). It unfolds in time. And it has a beginning, a middle, and 

an end. The beginning corresponds to the initial state of the organ-

ism. The middle is the arrival of the object. The end is made up of 

reactions that result in a modified state of the organism.

 We become conscious, then, when our organisms internally 

construct and internally exhibit a specific kind of wordless knowl-

edge—that our organism has been changed by an object—and 

when such knowledge occurs with the salient internal exhibit of 

an object. (Damasio 1999, ????)

Is it at all conceivable, given Damasio’s demand for having a sense 
of self in an act of wordless knowing, that any other species than our 
own could have evolved self-consciousness? In an elegant experiment, 
psychologist Gordon Gallup of State University of New York at Albany 
demonstrated that indeed great apes as our closest biological relatives 
have evolved a level of cognition that fulfills the requirements presented 
by Damasio (Gallup 1970). He noticed that monkeys and apes differed 
in their responses to their own image in mirrors. Whereas monkeys, 
like many other animals, respond to the image as a friend or enemy, 
apes inspect parts of their bodies that are normally out of sight (for 
example the inside of their mouth, or their swollen pink behinds). 
Apparently, these chimpanzees recognized themselves in the mirrored 
images. Gallup painted a dot above the eyebrow of an anesthetized 
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animal and after recovery once again presented it with a mirror. In this 
mark test, Gallup’s chimpanzees would inspect the dot in the mirror, 
bring a finger to the real spot on their foreheads, and subsequently 
inspect the finger—a clear sign that the animal linked its reflection 
to itself. Monkeys on the other hand did not exhibit this behavior. 
Gallup suggested self-awareness in the chimpanzees of his experiments, 
and concluded that this cognitive state is a novel evolutionary devel-
opment of the hominids. More recent studies on great apes seem to 
support this conclusion and lend further evidence to the assumption 
that self-consciousness evolved not only in Homo sapiens, but also in 
recent ape species (Whiten et al. 1999; Aureli 2000; de Waal 2001). 
However, Diana Reiss and Lori Marino (2001) report that bottlenose 
dolphins equally are able to recognize themselves in a mirror. This 
case of evolutionary cognitive convergence shows that self-awareness 
and self-consciousness are not only found in the hominid lineage, but 
can also evolve in other taxa. Despite the fact that in human beings 
self-consciousness has reached a complexity as of yet unmatched by 
any other species, together these findings clearly pose a formidable 
challenge to an notion of anthropocentric exclusivity.

Even if we remain skeptical about self-awareness in apes, paleon-
tological findings seem to corroborate Gallup’s conclusion insofar as 
that they suggest self-awareness in other hominid species than our own, 
namely in the Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis). About 150,000 
years ago, Neanderthals lived presumably side by side with modern 
humans in Asia, the Middle East, and central Europe.14 Genetic analyses 
showed that the lineages of the two species originated from a single 
species and diverged some 500,000 years ago. Aside from generally 
similar biologies, they differed particularly in their brain morphology, 
with the brain of H. neanderthalensis being significantly larger than 
that of H. sapiens. Like anatomically modern man, the Neanderthals 
made and used stone tools of a great variety, which were manufactured 
employing sophisticated techniques (Boyd and Silk 1997). Most likely, 
both species were hunters, even if some archaeologists argue that 
Neanderthals were opportunistic scavengers and lacked the cognitive 
skills for organized hunts. During the Upper Paleolithic (45,000 to 
35,000 years ago), H. sapiens began to produce more elaborate tools 
made from a greater variety of materials which they transported over 
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long distances. At the same time, modern man began to construct 
elaborate shelters, engaged in the production of art and other symbolic 
expressions, as well as performed ritual burials. Whatever the edge they 
had over their cousins, modern man spread further through North 
Africa, Europe, northern Asia, and Australia, while the Neanderthals 
slowly disappeared and finally became extinct. Interestingly enough, 
though, Homo neanderthalensis exhibited a particular behavior which 
is commonly associated with self-consciusness, culture, and the earliest 
forms of religion: the Neanderthals burried their dead.

If we apply Rahner’s notion of Homo sapiens as the first evolutionary 
incident, in which the universe comes to consciousness, we ignore the 
fact that other species have likewise evolved self-awareness or conscious-
ness15. The fact that consciousness evolves in a similar matter as the 
brains of organisms does not stand diametrically opposed to Rahner’s 
concept of self-transcendence. It just asks for qualification of his as-
sumption that with human beings God’s self-communication could 
reach consciousness for the first and only time. In her book Reason 
for Hope, British primatologist Jane Goodall asks whether behavior 
she observed in chimpanzees in the wild, and which did not serve any 
detectable biological purpose but appeared as an awe-like fascination of 
a natural event could be interpreted as the most primitive stage of an 
animistic religious sentiment. If so, God’s self-communication would 
be present in the simplest forms of self-awareness. It certainly could 
have been present in the Neanderthals. The increasing degree of God’s 
self-communication to the world Rahner describes depends largely on 
the degree of consciousness in the creatures that join the conversation. 
It seems to me, that the examples of hominid consciousness other than 
in Homo sapiens as a phenomenon would be well described by Rahner’s 
metaphysics. However, it seems that this evolution and diversification 
of consciousness would affect the conclusions of Rahner’s Christol-
ogy. And it certainly challenges his argument for human beings as an 
inevitable point in the evolutionary history of life.

As mentioned above, Rahner argues for a direction of evolution 
that leads inevitably to human beings, and he further insists that the 
natural sciences would have to agree (Rahner 1976). He maintains that 
if man appears especially as a product of nature at a particular point 
in time, then nature has come to itself in man. If so, he continues, 
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nature has to be simply directed toward man in the first place, and 
since “chance” is not a meaningful concept in science, science would 
have to accept the fact that the evolution of man was intended and 
wanted. Rahner’s line of reasoning resembles an ontological proof, in 
that it simply presupposes that nature comes to itself in the human be-
ing, in which case Rahner is quite correct: the presence of man cannot 
be chance, but only fulfillment of the teleological process of evolu-
tion. But there is no reason to accept the assumption. What Rahner 
has demonstrated convincingly is that what is required for nature to 
come to itself is a conscious creature. As we have seen, there are more 
conscious species than man, and so his conclusion seems not to hold 
up. Furthermore, chance is not at all a meaningless word for science. 
It is simply a process that cannot be algorithmically predicted; in 
other words, there are simply too many variables to generate a model 
of predictive value. This is by no means meaningless, but simply a 
limit of the scientific method. To conclude that therefore the process 
is directed toward the evolution of H. sapiens is from the perspective 
of the natural sciences simply as necessary as it is not necessary; the 
conclusion lies entirely outside of the realm of science, and as a philo-
sophical conclusion certainly does not have to be drawn.

In conclusion, Rahner’s concept of active self-transcendence as 
the underlying metaphysical principle of the evolutionary process is 
a very helpful approach to mediate a meaningful dialogue between 
Catholic theology and evolutionary biology. Most of the main tenets 
of both disciplines are inclusively encompassed by Rahner’s theology. 
Moreover, his theology presents an excellent venture point from which 
further investigations can be launched. For example, the creativity that 
is present within the evolutionary process points toward diversity as a 
central aspect of God’s self-communication. Self-consciousness evolved 
more than once, the biological diversity identified by the biological 
sciences is staggering, and if we consider the not at all insignificant 
possibility of life to evolve on other planets, it becomes clear that 
diversification must be an intrinsic mechanism of the world’s self-
transcendence.
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Notes
1. I am, of course, referring here to Darwin’s The Origin of Species.
2. Unaware of Gregor Mendel’s Versuche über Pflanzen-Hybride (Treatises on Plant 

Hybrids), published in 1865, Darwin could not figure out how the beneficial 

traits of a parent are passed on to its offspring.

3. It is worthwhile mentioning here that the according passage in the Hebrew Bible 

(Genesis 1:26–27, in particular v. 27: םיהלא םלצב ומלצב םדאה ־תא םיהלא ארביו 
 refers to a custom of the day, where conquerors (׃םתא ארב הבקנו רכז ותא ארב

would erect statues of themselves (i.e., images of themselves) in occupied ter-

ritories as reminders of their governance. The authors of the Hebrew Bible seem 

to have based their metaphor of “human beings as the Image of YHWH” on 

this particular custom; accordingly, it is in humans that we are reminded of the 

ruler over heaven and earth, YHWH, to whom we as human beings are bound 

in covenant.

4. I am referring to biblical literalism, a phenomenon that is virtually exclusively 

found in North America. Nowhere else in the science-theology dialogue seem 

the positions so irreconcilable as in the discussion between biblical literalists and 

evolutionary biology.

5. Here I follow Fr. Robert Dempsey’s suggestion that from the French original ver-

sion of the text the intended meaning of it that follows is that now it is possible 

to recognize evolutionary theory as more than a hypothesis. See according note 

in John Paul II 1997.

6. Of course, life is the focus of biological studies, and as such not truly intangible 

to science. But what makes inanimate matter “become alive” remains an open 

question. We can describe the characteristics of living systems, but we cannot 

identify changes in their material composition that suggest a particular difference 

before and after death of an organism. For a thorough discussion of the issue, see 

Mayr 1982.

7. Alfred Russel Wallace, who developed the concept of natural selection indepen-

dently of Darwin, insisted that man was excluded from the evolutionary process, 

while Darwin in his Descent of Man clearly included humans. Since publication of 

Darwin’s book in 1871, biological research has generated data in strong support 

of Darwin’s hypothesis, so that today biologists on the whole do not question 

the fact that man still evolves.

8. All translations from the German are my own.

9. Rahner (1983) writes: “Theologie und Naturwissenschaft können grundsätzlich 

nicht in einen Widerspruch untereinander geraten, weil beide sich von vornherein 

in ihrem Gegenstandsbereich und ihrer Methode unterscheiden.” This represents 

one of the foundational positions of the Görres-Gesellschaft. On the occasion of 

their annual convention in 1903, G. Freiherr von Hertling emphasized that the 

church does not have to fear the results of scientific investigations, since as long 

as the scientist remains within the confines of scientific methodology no conflict 

can arise. See also Horstmann 1976.

10. Cf. Teilhard de Chardin 1959. In the preface to his book, Teilhard writes: “If this 

book is to be properly understood, it must be read not as a work on metaphysics, 
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still less as a sort of theological essay, but purely and simply as a scientific treatise. 

The title itself indicates that. This book deals with man solely as a phenomenon; 

but it also deals with the whole phenomenon of man.” Although Teilhard holds 

word for the most part, he repeatedly and ultimately ventures into a clearly meta-

physical analysis of the directionality of the evolutionary process and its eventual 

destination, the Omega point. Rahner (1976) writes: “Wir suchen Theoreme zu 

vermeiden, die von Teilhard de Chardin her geläufig sind. Treffen wir uns mit 

ihm, ist es gut, und wir brauchen das nicht absichtlich zu vermeiden. Wir selber 

wollen hier nur das überlegen, was eigentlich jeder Theologe sagen könnte, wenn 

er seine Theologie unter den von der evolutiven Weltanschauung gestellten 

Fragen her aktualisiert.”

11. It may be worthwhile to note here that the organism-environment-dualism is 

a concept that epistemologically is misleading, for the organism is of course as 

much constitutive part of its environment as it is disparate entity. An animal not 

only responds to the climate it finds itself in, it also generates its micro-climate by 

movement, heat production etc. Rahner’s theology seems to agree better with the 

organism-environment-continuum than with the organism-environment-dualism 

in that man is part of the evolving world, and that in humans consciousness appears, 

but that this does not present a full rupture of the human-world-continuum. For 

a scientific discussion of the problem of organism and environment see Lewontin 

2000.

12. Again, this represents a central objective the Görres-Gesellschaft set for itself. See 

Horstmann 1976.

13. Note here that contrary to the continuity of the evolutionary process and the 

emergence of novel properties, the directedness of evolution is not a phenomenon 

that can be observed but a notion that has to be concluded. Based on the scientific 

data, science can neither state one or the other. It can only say that particular 

processes are not describable in an algorithmic model.

14. Whether or not the two species really had contact is a great point of debate. On 

the other hand, analyses of DNA from Neanderthal fossils clearly demonstrated 

that the two species did not cross breed. As such, the Neanderthals are a distinctly 

separate species and not a sub-species.

15. Of course we have to also consider the possibility of life elsewhere in the universe. 

Rahner would not have dismissed that, and neither will I, even though a variety 

of both theologians and biologists would consider this alternative unlikely, if 

not impossible, albeit for slightly different reasons. But in light of Rahner’s self-

transcendence, it seems that the possibility of conscious life elsewhere would be 

quite likely.
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