
hans urs von balthasar prayer

Introduction to Hans Urs von Balthasar's Prayer

Hans Urs von Balthasar prayer refers to the profound insights and theological
perspectives offered by the Swiss theologian, Hans Urs von Balthasar, on the nature of
prayer and its significance within the Christian faith. Balthasar, who lived from 1905 to
1988, was a pivotal figure in 20th-century theology, and his writings have had a lasting
impact on Christian thought and spirituality. His approach to prayer is deeply rooted in the
understanding of God’s revelation, the mystery of Christ, and the role of the Church in the
life of believers.

In exploring Balthasar’s insights on prayer, we will delve into his theological framework, the
purpose of prayer, the nature of divine love, and the relationship between prayer and the
Church.

The Theological Framework of Balthasar’s Prayer

Balthasar's theological framework is essential to understanding his approach to prayer. His
thought can be summarized in several key concepts:

1. The Primacy of Revelation

Balthasar emphasizes the importance of divine revelation, particularly through Jesus Christ.
He believes that prayer is not merely a human activity but a response to God’s self-
revelation. This understanding leads to a more profound appreciation of prayer as a
dialogue with God, where the believer recognizes the initiative of God in reaching out to
humanity.

2. The Beauty of God

For Balthasar, beauty is a crucial aspect of understanding God. He argues that prayer must
encompass an appreciation for God’s beauty, which draws individuals into a deeper
relationship with Him. In his view, the experience of beauty in prayer can lead to a
transformative encounter with the divine.

3. The Role of the Trinity

Balthasar’s Trinitarian theology significantly shapes his understanding of prayer. He



highlights the relationship between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, suggesting that prayer
should be seen as an invitation into the life of the Trinity. The believer, through prayer,
participates in this divine relationship, fostering communion with God.

The Purpose of Prayer in Balthasar's Theology

Balthasar identifies several purposes of prayer that are integral to the Christian experience.
These can be summarized as follows:

Communion with God: Prayer serves as a means of establishing and nurturing a
personal relationship with God. It is through prayer that individuals can express their
love, gratitude, and desire for communion with the divine.

Transformation: Balthasar believes that prayer has the power to transform the
believer. It is a space where individuals can encounter God's grace, leading to a
change of heart and an alignment of their will with God's.

Intercession: Prayer is also a means of interceding for others. Balthasar emphasizes
the communal aspect of prayer, where believers lift up the needs of others before
God, participating in the mission of the Church.

Contemplation: Prayer invites believers into contemplation, allowing them to reflect
on the mysteries of faith, particularly the mystery of Christ. This contemplative aspect
is essential for spiritual growth and deeper understanding.

The Nature of Divine Love in Prayer

One of Balthasar's central themes is the concept of divine love. His understanding of love is
not merely sentimental but is deeply rooted in the reality of God’s self-giving. In the context
of prayer, this divine love manifests in several ways:

1. Unconditional Love

Balthasar posits that God's love is unconditional and total. In prayer, believers can
experience this love, which invites them to come as they are, without pretense or fear of
rejection. This assurance allows for an authentic encounter with God.

2. The Call to Love

Prayer is not only about receiving God's love but also about responding to it. Balthasar



teaches that prayer calls individuals to love others, echoing the love they have received
from God. This reciprocal nature of love emphasizes the importance of charity and service
in the life of a believer.

3. The Cross and Love

Central to Balthasar's understanding of love is the cross of Christ. He asserts that true love
often entails suffering and sacrifice. In prayer, believers are invited to contemplate the
cross and to understand their own suffering in light of Christ’s redemptive love. This
contemplation can provide comfort and strength during difficult times.

The Relationship Between Prayer and the Church

Balthasar's insights on prayer extend to the communal aspect of faith, particularly the role
of the Church. He views the Church as the Body of Christ, where believers are called to pray
together and support one another in their spiritual journeys.

1. The Liturgical Dimension of Prayer

Balthasar highlights the significance of liturgical prayer within the Church. He believes that
the liturgy serves as a communal expression of faith, where the Church collectively
engages in prayer and worship. This communal aspect fosters unity among believers and
deepens their connection to the divine.

2. The Role of the Saints

In Balthasar's view, the saints play an essential role in the life of prayer. He encourages
believers to seek the intercession of saints, recognizing that they are part of the
communion of saints, where prayers transcend earthly boundaries. This practice enriches
the prayer life of individuals and the Church as a whole.

3. The Church as a School of Prayer

Balthasar considers the Church to be a school of prayer, where believers can learn from one
another and grow in their relationship with God. Through shared experiences, teachings,
and traditions, the Church provides a supportive environment for deepening one's prayer
life.



Practical Implications of Balthasar’s Theology of
Prayer

Understanding Balthasar's theology of prayer has several practical implications for
believers. Here are some ways to incorporate his insights into one’s prayer life:

Embrace Silence: Create spaces of silence in prayer to listen for God’s voice.1.
Balthasar emphasizes the importance of listening in prayer, allowing God to speak into
our lives.

Practice Contemplative Prayer: Engage in contemplative prayer by reflecting on2.
the Scriptures, particularly the life and teachings of Christ. This practice helps deepen
one’s understanding of God’s love and revelation.

Incorporate Liturgical Prayer: Participate in the liturgical life of the Church.3.
Engaging in communal worship and prayer can enhance one's spiritual experience
and foster a sense of belonging.

Seek the Intercession of Saints: Develop a relationship with the saints through4.
prayer, asking for their guidance and intercession in personal challenges and the life
of the Church.

Live Out Love: Allow the love experienced in prayer to flow into daily life. Engage in5.
acts of charity and service, embodying the love of Christ in interactions with others.

Conclusion

Hans Urs von Balthasar's approach to prayer is rich and multi-faceted, reflecting his deep
theological insights and profound understanding of God’s love. His emphasis on the
primacy of revelation, the beauty of God, and the communal aspect of the Church provides
a comprehensive framework for understanding prayer in the Christian life. By incorporating
Balthasar’s insights into our prayer practices, we can cultivate a deeper relationship with
God, experience transformation, and live out the love that we receive in prayer. In a world
that often feels disconnected, Balthasar's teachings invite believers to enter into a profound
communion with the divine and with one another, fostering a vibrant and dynamic prayer
life.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Hans Urs von Balthasar?
Hans Urs von Balthasar was a Swiss theologian, priest, and writer, known for his influential



works in Christian theology and spirituality during the 20th century.

What is the significance of prayer in von Balthasar's
theology?
Prayer in von Balthasar's theology is seen as a vital communication with God, emphasizing
the relationship between love, beauty, and truth in the spiritual life.

How does von Balthasar view the relationship between
prayer and contemplation?
Von Balthasar views prayer as an essential form of contemplation that opens the soul to the
presence of God, enabling deeper understanding and transformation.

What role does the 'Trinitarian' aspect play in von
Balthasar's prayer life?
The Trinitarian aspect is central to von Balthasar's prayer life, as he emphasizes the
importance of engaging with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in a relational and dynamic
way.

Can you explain von Balthasar's concept of 'beauty' in
relation to prayer?
Von Balthasar associates beauty with divine revelation and grace, suggesting that prayer
leads one to encounter God's beauty, which transforms the heart and spirit.

What does von Balthasar say about the purpose of
prayer?
Von Balthasar suggests that the purpose of prayer is not just to ask for things but to enter
into a loving relationship with God, fostering a deeper union with Him.

How did von Balthasar influence contemporary Catholic
prayer practices?
Von Balthasar influenced contemporary Catholic prayer practices by emphasizing the
importance of silence, contemplation, and the beauty of liturgical worship in connecting
with God.

What resources can be explored to learn more about
von Balthasar's views on prayer?
To learn more about von Balthasar's views on prayer, one can explore his major works,
such as 'The Glory of the Lord' and 'Prayer,' and also look into various theological
commentaries and studies on his thought.
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