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The Privatization of
Eschatology and Myth:
Ernst Bloch vs.

Roland Boer Rudolph Bultmann

The mention of either myth or eschatology today conjures up ideas
such as “myths to live by” (anyone can make a billion dollars or become
president or prime minister) or sets us pondering on what happens to us
when we die. In short, it is a privatized sense of myth and eschatology
that dominates our perceptions. But how did it come to this? Why are
the deeply collective practices of myth and eschatology now so priva-
tized? In order to explore those questions, I turn to an old debate from
the 1930s between Ernst Bloch and the theologian Rudolph Bultmann.
Unlike the situation in philosophy and theology today, where both
camps can proceed to talk and write about the Bible with only the barest
recognition of one another,! what we find is a biblical scholar adept at
philosophy and a philosopher with a propensity for reading biblical
scholarship.? Their debate concerned the matters of myth and escha-
tology in the New Testament. Yet, despite Bloch’s collective and political
emphasis, it seems today as though Bultmann’s existentialist reinterpre-
tation has won the day. In this essay, then, I trace their debate in order
to show how Bultmann’s existential reinterpretation of myth and priva-
tized eschatology seems to have triumphed over Bloch. In response to a
neglected Bloch and a victorious Bultmann, I seek to recover one and re-
cuperate the other by bringing them back into contact with one another.

Before I proceed, there is a preliminary question: how are myth and
eschatology connected? The answer is disarmingly simple (and obvious):
eschatology is a form of myth. Indeed, stories about the end of the world
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and the inauguration of a new and better age cannot avoid dealing in
the language, metaphors, and narrative structures of myth. Eschatology
may be regarded as a subset of mythology, along with what are conven-
tionally called theogonic, cosmogonic, and anthropogonic myths (the
creation of the gods, the universe, and human beings). To these I would
add “poligonic” myths, not merely because these various types of myths
are inescapably political but also because we can speak of a distinct cate-
gory of political myth.> What eschatology does is round out the picture,
for all these types of myth actually deal with origins; by contrast, the
concern of eschatology is the process of the end of history and whatever
might follow.

Myth: Demythologization vs. Discernment

I begin my tracking of their debate with Bultmann’s call for “demytholo-
gization” [ Entmythologisierung] of the mythology of the New Testament.
Precisely what Bultmann meant by “demythologizing” is a tricky ques-
tion, since the common understanding of the term is that he sought to re-
move the mythological framework of the New Testament. The argument
appears most clearly in his manifesto, “Mythology and the New Testa-
ment,” which produced a howl of controversy when it first appeared in
1941.* This essay is worth a patient rereading, not least because of the
widespread caricatures of his position. Myth takes on a number of senses
in this text: it is a worldview that must be periodized, a pervasive ide-
ology, and dressing for the kerygma. (The Greek New Testament term for
proclamation and thereby preaching, in which the Word of God—as both
the spoken word and Christ as the Logos —addresses human beings.)

For Bultmann, mythology is the name of a worldview [Weltbild],
one that precedes, temporally and logically, a scientific worldview. My-
thology in this sense is a thing of the past.” Mythology turns out to be
periodized: it is the dominant worldview of the time before science, be-
fore “modern man,” and thus by implication before industrialization
and capitalism. It is not the best of arguments, being all too easy to de-
molish. Bloch gives it scant attention, but we can easily call up Adorno
and Horkheimer’s argument, namely, that science (enlightenment) and
myth are a dialectical pair that have been carrying on their tense dance
since the ancient Greeks.
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Yet before we rush on to dismiss Bultmann’s celebration of the
modern, scientific worldview, let us look a little more closely at what he
says. Not even an alternative science, as Lévi-Strauss would have it,” my-
thology is rather a nonscientific view of the world that has given way to a
very different one. In the New Testament—Bultmann’s prime instance—
we find a worldview in which heaven is physically above, a place where
the gods dwell, the underworld and its demons live below, and earth,
our abode, lies in between. In this worldview Jesus comes from heaven,
defeats the powers of hell in his death and resurrection, and then rises
up on the clouds to return to heaven. From there he will return at some
point. At this level, Bultmann is thoroughly convincing or, rather, his ar-
gument seems like common sense, at least now. But let me turn the situa-
tion on its head: it is not so much that Bultmann’s position accords with
common sense but that what we now take as common sense is actually
the result of Bultmann’s residual influence. On this level, he is absolutely
correct: the story is inescapably mythological; it trades on a worldview
that few if any can seriously hold. The scandal when his argument first
appeared is not only in the challenge to the fundamental creeds of Chris-
tianity but also in his assertion that one could not believe such a story
and maintain one’s faith.

The central element, then, of Bultmann’s definition of myth is that it
is tied to a particular worldview or, rather, to put it more strongly, it is
the very expression of a distinct worldview, namely, the prescientific and
premodern. A key to this definition of myth is that it removes the ele-
ment of choice from whether one believes in it or not. Here he comes
close to an Althusserian notion of the inescapable pervasiveness of ide-
ology: “no one can appropriate a worldview by sheer decision, since it is
already given with one’s own historical situation.”® This is a clever move,
for it means that no one can in fact hold to mythology, for it is no longer
our worldview.

So what are we to do? We have no choice but to dispense with this
mythological framework for the New Testament. We cannot pick and
choose the parts we like and discard those we don’t. Bultmann seems to
take mythology as so much elaborate clothing that needs to be removed
carefully to reveal the stark naked kerygma. Statements such as the fol-
lowing fall into this line of thought: “We simply have to ask whether
it is really nothing but mythology or whether the very effort to under-
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stand it in terms of its real intention leads to the elimination of myth
[Eliminierung des Mythos].”® Here a trap opens up, for too many readers
have taken such an “elimination of myth” as the key to Bultmann’s
well-known program of “demythologization.” Mythology is merely the
imagery attached to the kerygma like so much decoration, and we should
not confuse the two.

Bloch pounces, pointing out that Bultmann cannot escape myth en-
tirely and that his theory of myth lacks discernment. Bloch stresses that
Bultmann’s whole approach presupposes a myth—the “heteronomous
arch-myth of the Fall”*® whereby man must be delivered from himself.
Mythical themes remain, such as pride, sin, and error, as does the theme
of Jesus’ resignation until the moment of his death. Indeed, the great
themes of judgment and grace are at the center of Bultmann’s reworked
theology, as is the transcendent otherness of God, and all of these are in-
escapably mythical. Bultmann, it seems, is caught in a trap of his own
making, despite his protestations otherwise: his argument that beliefs
such as God acting decisively in an eschatological manner is not mytho-
logical in the “traditional sense” does not hold water, at least for Bloch.

However, the most sustained criticism from Bloch is that Bultmann
lacks any discernment of myth. Thus Bultmann “sees all myths, irre-
spective of their tenor, as nothing but stale worldly talk about the ‘un-
worldly.’”1 This is a telling point: if mythology is the outmoded world-
view of the New Testament, and if such a worldview is no longer viable,
then all myths, irrespective of their variations, must go. At first sight,
it looks as though Bloch has indeed identified the nerve center of Bult-
mann’s argument. But how does discernment work? Elsewhere I have
analyzed the way Bloch doesn’t quite live up to his program of discern-
ment, but here I would rather focus on the “best practice” of the dis-
cernment of myth. For Bloch, myth is neither uniformly repressive nor
liberating. One cannot say that all myth is merely false consciousness
and therefore needs to be discarded. Nor is it the most wonderful inven-
tion of human beings, one that expresses our deepest truths and highest
wishes. What is needed is a dialectical approach to myth. So we find that
myths of liberation have a dangerous undercurrent of repression within
them. For example, the myth of the Exodus from Egypt bears with it the
unwelcome justification for dispossession and conquest in the Promised
Land. The victim all too easily becomes the victimizer. Conversely, even
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the most repressive myth has an emancipatory and utopian dimension
about it. There is a moment of rebellion even if it is mercilessly crushed.
For instance, the rebellion of Korah in Numbers 16 (a favorite of Bloch’s)
may be characterized by the story as an unforgivable sin against God
and his appointed rulers, Moses and Aaron. But in the very telling of
this story, the rebellion itself is preserved. In other words, it is difficult
to separate liberation from repression, insurrection from deception and
illusion. Bloch’s great interest was to draw out the utopian element from
the midst of myths of manipulation and domination. Indeed, if one looks
carefully, nearly every myth has this utopian residue, an element that
opens up other possibilities just when one has given up hope. For this
reason, Bloch is particularly interested in biblical myth, for the subver-
sive elements in the myths that interest him are enabled by the repressive
ideologies that show through again and again.!?

In other words, Bloch is in the business of “ein dialektisches Zugleich
von Zerstorung, Rettung des Mythos durch Licht,” a simultaneous dia-
lectic of destroying and saving myth by shedding light on it.!* How do
we do this? Bloch has two strategies, one that involves distinguishing
between myths and another that entails making the distinction within
myths. So he sets about distinguishing between myths that are the result
of fear, ignorance, and superstition and those—and here Bloch reveals
his Romantic roots—that give expression to the quality and wonder of
nature. Better known is his identification of different genres—fairy tale,
fold tale legend, saga, and myth—and his opting for fairy and folk tales
as the most subversive of the lot.**

My preference is for the other side to Bloch’s approach, namely, dis-
cerning the utopian and repressive elements within each myth. The easier
part is to search for myths that have some moment of transformation
and liberation or perhaps a cunning hero who wins a momentary victory
through a ruse? Bloch’s attention is drawn to the story of Prometheus
in Greek mythology, or of the serpent in Paradise in the Bible, where
we find a successful rebellion against the powers that be. The last ex-
ample brings out a crucial element in this approach, for we need to read
against the grain of the dominant narrative. Our hero or heroine may end
up being vilified and condemned in the story for an act of willful rebel-
lion, so we need to ask, Why is this characterized as sin or rebellion?
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Is this character challenging the powers that be, so often personified as
God or the gods? Once we have this principle, it is surprising how many
stories do in fact speak of crushed insurrection: the serpent, Eve and
Adam in the Garden, Cain challenging God, the Israelites murmuring
and rebelling against Moses in the wilderness, Miriam’s insurrection
against Moses and Aaron, the initial rejection of the Promised Land by
the Israelites, the challenges of Job, the fiery bloodcurdling language of
the Apocalypse (Revelation), and so on. Like Bloch, I would rather keep
both the conformist and nonconformist elements of myth rather than
no myth at all, since the banishment of myth discards these utopian mo-
ments along with all that is oppressive.

What Bloch has done in response to Bultmann is introduce the issue
of politics. The question is not whether the Word addresses us and calls
us to follow (Bultmann’s deeply Lutheran emphasis), but what side we
choose. Is it to be that of the white terror of divine power and sanc-
tioned despots, or is to be those who dare to challenge that power? These
myths are deeply political.’ And the reason for this depoliticization of
myth is that Bultmann fails to discern myth. What Bultmann effectively
does is take myth “out of the danger area of cosmic history” and re-
serves it exclusively for the “lonely soul and its middle-class God.”*¢ In
other words, the politically explosive myths, especially those of rebel-
lion and of the last things, are dumped on the side of the road. It is a little
like the process of European philosophy crossing the Atlantic to North
America: somewhere, somehow, all of its politics is washed off in the
ocean. And what takes the place of these explosive myths? It is the pri-
vate individual in the present liberal world of capitalism. For Bultmann’s
position, argues Bloch, is none other than a classic reformulation of the
deepest doctrines of liberalism. At this point we slip into the critique of
existentialism, to which I will return later.

Athis best, Bloch’s discernment of myth is an extraordinary approach,
for it enables us to interpret the myths of any religion as neither com-
pletely reprehensible nor utterly beneficial. It is precisely through and
because of the myths of dominance and despotism that those of cunning
and nonconformism can be there, too. It is not merely that we cannot
understand the latter without the former, but that the enabling condi-
tions for subversive myths are precisely those myths that are not so.
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Eschatology: Existentialism vs. Marxism

So we have reached the point where Bloch finds that Bultmann’s pro-
gram of demythologization actually ends up depoliticizing myth. Bult-
mann’s mistake is to lump all myths together in a mythological world-
view that is no longer our own. What we really need, argues Bloch, is
both an awareness of the political charge of myths and a strategy of dis-
cernment to identify those shards that offer rebellious hope.

There is more: Bultmann’s depoliticized Bible actually removes the
world-changing power of eschatology. Now Bultmann does have an es-
chatology, argues Bloch, but it is very much a realized and present ver-
sion. Immanent, immediate, the Moment, bic et nunc—all these terms de-
scribe for Bloch the shift to a present eschatology.!” All that once judged
the present from the perspective of the future has been dragged into the
present. If there is a future-oriented eschatology, then it is a highly per-
sonalized one: what will happen to me in the future and when I die?

Suddenly we stumble across a problem: if Bultmann has a realized
version of eschatology focused on the private individual, then he does in
fact have a position. It is not all slash and burn, for there is something
he wants either to preserve or grow in its place. In fact, the tendency to
associate Bultmann with demythologization is a misreading or perhaps
half-reading; he was after an interpretation and not an elimination of the
myths of the New Testament. Bultmann is not entirely consistent in this
respect, for he does speak often of the need to “eliminate myth,” as we
saw earlier. Yet if we look closely enough, demythologization turns out
not to be a process of stripping the New Testament of myth. Itisin facta
somewhat different task, namely, the interpretation of myth. Or as Bult-
mann puts it: “during the era of critical research the mythology of the
New Testament was simply eliminated, the task today . . . is to interpret
the mythology of the New Testament.”!® Interpretation, not elimination,
is the task of demythologization. In this light, Bultmann’s other slogans
begin to make sense, especially ones like, “If the New Testament proc-
lamation is to preserve its validity, then the only way is to demytholo-
gize it.”¥

But how do we reinterpret myth? Bultmann goes on to interpret the
mythology of the New Testament in existentialist terms, especially that
of Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger. In the midst of all the detail
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Bultmann makes two moves. First, he asserts that existentialism says
roughly the same things as the New Testament, albeit in secular terms:
“Above all, Martin Heidegger’s existentialist analysis of Dasein seems to
be only a secularized philosophical presentation of the New Testament
view of Dasein.”?° Such a statement would have a ringing endorsement
from Theodor Adorno, although it would certainly have made Heideg-
ger’s lower lip quiver in anger. Adorno, of course, would find the secular
theological nature of existentialism its most pernicious feature, for it
smuggles in the authority structures of Christian theology without the
figures to which this authority was traditionally attached.?! It is, in other
words, the worst form of idolatry and the personality cult, of which Hei-
degger is a prime instance.

However, Bultmann is not always consistent. One moment he asserts
that existentialism presents a secularized view of existence, a replace-
ment for the language of mythology, but at the next moment he points
out that the gospel of Christianity goes beyond existentialism. Or, as
he puts it, existentialism describes the world as it is—that is, a fallen
world—very well, but it has no story of redemption. For that we need the
scandalous gospel of Christianity. Existentialism can get us only so far,
for no human philosophy can ultimately provide salvation. Only God
through Christ can do that: “This, then, is the crucial point that distin-
guishes between the New Testament and philosophy, between Christian
faith and ‘natural’ self-understanding: the New Testament speaks and
Christian faith knows of an act of God that first enables our submission,
faith, love, and authentic life.”??

Now he brings in the language of eschatology, since it provides what is
unique about the Christian message. In contrast to existentialism, which
has no narrative of redemption, Bultmann suggests that the kerygma,
with the cross and resurrection of Christ at its center, is “the eschato-
logical fact.”?3 Bultmann peppers the last pages of his manifesto with the
words “eschatology” and “eschatological” so as to leave us in no doubt.
Now the questions begin piling up: What sort of eschatology is it? What
does he mean by the cross and resurrection of Christ? After all, that
story has to be stripped of its mythological cloak and reinterpreted. And
eschatology in its traditional form cannot escape the language of my-
thology. How is that to be reinterpreted?

Reinterpreted, it really means a direct, personal encounter with the
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Word in the here and now. It is God’s challenge to the individual to turn
his or her life around and give it some meaning. Bultmann is after all
a good Lutheran. The life-changing effect of the Word (traditionally
God in Christ) is a direct and unmediated encounter. Yet who is that
who addresses us? It is “a transcendent power to which both we and
the world are subject.”2* We are to waken to the fact that there is some-
thing beyond our own existence, that there are powers “beyond all that
is known.”?5 As for myth—which includes Christ’s preexistence, incar-
nation, resurrection, and ascension—that may be reinterpreted as “the
conviction that the known and contingent world in which we live does
not have its basis and purpose within itself.”26

Bultmann was reputedly a great preacher, one who could deliver a
rousing and inspiring sermon, but these terms seem to me to lack color
and narrative. The vivid imagery of the biblical stories has given way to
philosophical terms. Above all, it is a highly privatized reinterpretation.
Its focus is the individual encounter with the transcendent, its call to be
aware of a greater reality beyond this one, a transcendence that should
reorient our lives in light of the big picture.

I will return to this point in a moment, but first let us see how Bloch
responds. Bloch condemns such existentialist moves, which had a deep
and lasting effect in Christian theology; Paul Tillich (Adorno’s super-
visor for his Habilitationsschrift) and John Macquarie being only the
most noted among them. However, Bloch’s criticism is again quite
astute: he does not criticize Bultmann’s existentialism as such; rather,
it is what existentialism embodies and expresses that bothers him. Exis-
tentialism is a means, a language that gives voice to the deep logic of
middle-class capitalist ideology. With its focus on the private and sac-
rosanct individual, it effaces the social world: “The bodily, the social,
the cosmic: it can all, for them, be discarded from religion as worldly, as
the world: the soul need not bother about it.”2” What we get instead is a
purely individualistic focus on existence. What counts for the individual
is the encounter with the Word, an encounter in which we find contact
from one existence to another. And the essence of that encounter, the ad-
dress from God to the individual person, has no content, it is not about
anything. In the end, for Bloch, such a position is barely Christian, or
rather, by abandoning any eschatological and political change, it pre-
serves “highly unchristian conditions in the world.”?8
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Recuperating Bultmann and Recovering Bloch

Where does all this leave us? We have a Bultmann stripped of worldly
concerns and yet hanging onto the central message of the gospel and
a Bloch who scores a few points. Above all, despite Bloch’s criticisms,
it seems as though Bultmann has won the day. It is not merely because
he is still regarded as one of the great theologians of the early part of
the twentieth century. This existential reinterpretation (with a distinctly
Lutheran twist) has triumphed. Mythology is more and more a myth to
live by for each one of us. We may not buy into existentialism, but we can
certainly choose from the supermarket of spiritual or secular options. A
little bit of reincarnation perhaps, a general belief in a benevolent power,
a sense that our good deeds will count for something, the importance of
“choice,” and so on. Eschatology boils down to searching for answers to
our own individual end. Will it be a material death in which my ashes or
decaying body becomes one with the earth? Or will it be a reincarnated
life in some other form? Or will I go to heaven, which really just means
being with God? The urgency of matters such as global warming or peak
oil are really only urgent if they happen in my lifetime. Or if I do look be-
yond my lifetime, then the only way to imagine it is in terms of how my
children will fare—that may inspire me to some action.

By contrast, Bloch’s effort to offer a distinctly political interpretation
of the Bible has not fared so well. When I mention the discernment of
myth, or his politicized focus in biblical interpretation, or the search
for utopian shards throughout the Bible, people react as though they
are brand-new ideas. But then they dismiss him when they hear he was a
communist who lived for many years in East Germany. That “ideology”
has failed, after all.

In light of all this, is it possible to recover Bloch and recuperate Bult-
mann? As far as Bloch is concerned, the liberation theologians have been
doing a rather good job. Indeed, Tom Moylan argues that political and
liberation theologies served as a conduit for Bloch’s work, arguing with
it and transforming it, so that it entered into newer areas of politically
inspired research such as postcolonialism.? Indeed, in the 1960s and
1970s, Bloch’s work was deeply influential among a range of theolo-
gians, including liberal theologies such as the death-of-God, develop-
mental and secular theologies, along with political and liberation theolo-
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gies in Germany and Latin America.° I would also argue that the figure
of a distinctly political Jesus of Nazareth, found in more than one “his-
torical Jesus” today, is a legacy of Bloch’s own reading. However, the full
recovery of Bloch remains a work in progress.

Bultmann is another story. One way to recuperate his very individu-
alist emphasis is through Bloch himself, restoring the implicit collective,
bodily, and political elements of his reinterpretation. The starting point
for that must be Bloch’s point that Bultmann does in fact have a myth or
two. One is of course the arch-myth of the Fall, in which human beings
find themselves needing an encounter for the purpose of redemption. Yet
I would rather focus on other elements of that mythological structure,
especially Bultmann’s emphasis on the scandal of the Bible.

Bultmann insists that there is a scandal—skandalon—at the heart
of the Christian message, or kerygma as he calls it. For Bultmann the
scandal of the kerygma is that this particular person, Jesus Christ, lived
an ordinary human life, was killed as a common criminal on the cross,
and was raised again—not physically, but metaphorically. This person is
the moment when God acts eschatologically in history, so much so that
such an event changes the history, the world, and individual lives. Bult-
mann cannot emphasize enough that this is the scandal at the heart of
Christianity: it is folly and a stumbling block. That is it; there is nothing
else. Even in this form, the story is inescapably mythological, and Bult-
mann feels that it is not the least bit persuasive. To write that God acts
eschatologically in history through a particular human being is nothing
if not mythological. It is also loaded with political implications.

Bloch was not shy about seeking out a very political Jesus, who was on
no account a gentle bringer of wisdom, supporter of the powers that be,
and teacher of bourgeois morals (family, work, church, etc.). Bloch finds
a revolutionary firebrand who opposed the Roman colonial authorities
and the Jewish religious leaders in the name of an immanent and immi-
nent Kingdom of God. Bloch is extremely keen on a flesh-and-blood
Jesus who emerges from his mythical and political context (PoH, 1256-
65; PH, 1482-93). Unfortunately for Bloch, the historical Jesus remains
as slippery as ever, and all too many searchers end up finding their own
reflection in him. Yet what is valuable about this reading is the way it is
resolutely political, both in terms of the apocalyptic urgency of the New
Testament and the scandal of that story (PoH, 1265; PH, 1493).
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It is a scandal with enormous political punch. For Bultmann it is the
scandal of God acting through the ordinary person of Jesus Christ; for
Bloch it is the scandal of a revolutionary Jesus.3! The scandal may take
different forms, but a scandal it is. Yet there is one other element of that
scandal that is a surprise even for me. It is nothing less than the res-
urrection. Bultmann argues at length that the resurrection is an ines-
capable piece of the kerygma. Cross and resurrection are two sides of
the same coin, and without the resurrection Christianity has no mes-
sage. The big surprise here is that Bloch too sees the resurrection as cen-
tral: for him the resurrection signals “a thirst for justice” (PoH, 1126; PH,
1324). He does not find the resurrection a believable concept (nor does
Bultmann in any physical sense); rather, it is a crucial feature of apoca-
lyptic thought, practice, and speculation. On Judgment Day a collective
resurrection overruns the merely individual notion, and justice is dis-
pensed by a returned Christ. And this advent of Christ was always more
immediate, expected soonest by revolutionary groups at revolutionary
moments, such as the Albigensian wars or the German Peasants’ War:
“retribution for all the living after death, for all the dead after the last
trumpet, retained a wishful revolutionary meaning for those that labor
and are heavy laden, who could not help themselves in reality or were
defeated in the struggle” (PH, 1132; PH, 1331). As a metaphor for revolu-
tion, perhaps it is not such a bad eschatological myth after all.
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