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The texts Valentina Borremans and Sajay Samuel have collected in this volume 

allow us to follow Illich’s intellectual itinerary over a period of time — from 1955 to 

the publication of his first books — of which we knew very little. These are the years 

of his pastoral commitment as deputy parish priest of the Iglesia de la Encarnación 
in New York and then as deputy rector of the Universidad Católica of Puerto Rico, 

of his participation in the Second Vatican Council in Rome and in the foundation 

of the Centro Intercultural de Documentación in Cuernavaca. Given that Illich is 

here acting as a priest within the Church, it is very tempting to distinguish the author 

of these texts from the Illich who, on 15th March 1969, laying down ‘the privileges 

and powers awarded to him by the Church’, undertakes to renounce forever the 

public exercise of ministry and starts an activity as a writer and conference speaker 

that in a few years will turn him into a well-known figure discussed around the world. 

However, it is sufficient to read carefully the texts assembled here to realise that it 

is not possible to mark any break between the Illich who is within the Church and 

the one who lies outside it (or on its margins). Certainly, the possibility of 

transforming a parish in Manhattan (‘The American Parish’, 1955), the meaning of 

virginity (‘Sacred Virginity’, 1955), the education of missionaries (‘Spiritual Poverty’, 

1961), the meaning of death in Christianity (‘Rehearsal for Death’, 1956; ‘The End 

of Human Life’, 1958), religious experience and mysticism (‘Aesthetic and 

Religious Experience’, 1966), the transformation of the functions of the clergy (‘The 

Vanishing Clergyman’, 1967), and the problem of the transmission of faith (‘How 

will we pass on Christianity?’, 1972) seem at first sight to be themes that do not 

exceed the preoccupations of a pastor who asks himself about the future and the 

meaning of his Church. And yet, if we pay attention to the paradigms that guide the 

reflections of the young priest, the proximity to the thought of the Illich who is 

outside the Church is surprising. 

The hypothesis I would like to suggest is that the concepts of Illich as a critic 

 
1 Thanks to Patrick Alexander, of Pennsylvania State University Press, for permission to reprint 

this text from Ivan Illich, The Powerless Church and Other Selected Writings, 1955–1985. Eds. 

Valentina Borremans & Sajay Samuel (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University 

Press, 2018); and thanks to Sajay Samuel, for facilitating the permission and for his support of 

this issue of the journal. Thanks also to the original translator for the work of translation and for 

endorsing the essay’s inclusion here. The text remains copyrighted to the author. 
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of modernity and archaeologist of conviviality originate as a radical and coherent 

development of theological categories already present in the thought of the priest. 

 

In the texts collected here, Illich interprets at each turn the problems he tackles in 

light of a small number of genuinely theological concepts: prayer, spiritual poverty, 

and the kingdom. The two articles on death thus culminate in the claim that not 

only is there a profound parallelism between death and prayer, but death as a 

specifically human act (‘the last act of human life’) is nothing other than a ‘pure and 

supreme form’ of prayer. Two years later, the silence that defines the condition of 

spiritual poverty which characterises the missionary who has abandoned all that he 

has, including his language, is analogous to the silence of the prayer that precedes 

every word, a ‘gift of prayer learnt in prayer before the infinitely distant and infinitely 

extraneous God’ (p. 462). Still in 1972, the essay ‘How will we pass on Christianity?’ 

turns prayer and poverty into the paradigm of the visibility of the Church, which 

needs to be sought ‘in the conscious evangelical interpretation of prayer rather than 

in the evangelical interpretation of some political or organisational structure’ (p. 

163). But if we now ask what Illich means here by prayer, the same text answers by 

listing among the ‘explicitly formal prayer forms’, along with silence and nocturnal 

awakening, ‘good gourmet eating on certain occasions, feasting and even orgiastic 

behaviour, or common recitations of poems’ (p. 163). This means that, for 

Christians, ‘every action of life resolves into a prayer’ (p. 41) and what Illich calls 

prayer is not a ritually separated activity but the present transformation of every act 

of life as a result of grace and the encounter with the divine. In the essay already 

quoted on the transmission of faith, which anticipates many of the theses of the later 

Illich, we read that ‘to live as a Christian means to live in the spirit of Maran Atha 

— the Lord is coming at this moment. It means to live and to enjoy living at the edge 

of time, at the end moment of life’ (p. 153).  

 

Unsurprisingly, the absolutely decisive category of the early Illich’s thought is 

precisely the eschatological concept of the Kingdom, which has always been 

recognised as the central content of Jesus’s preaching and which has nonetheless 

increasingly disappeared from the vocabulary and pastoral practice of the Church. 

The longest essay in the book, ‘Concerning Aesthetic and Religious Experience’, in 

fact ends with a brief treatise on the Kingdom, which we shall have to read carefully, 

since it contains, so to speak, the theological foundations of Illich’s thought. 

First of all, we need to assess the distance that separates Illich’s reference to 

the evangelical kingdom from the Reichsideologie that was developed in theological 

circles between the two World Wars as a reaction to the millenarian ideologies of 

European fascism, which culminated in the national-socialist doctrine of the ‘Third 

Reich [or Kingdom]’. If already in 1925, responding to the totalitarian mobilisation 

of the people brought about by fascism, Pius XI instituted the feast of Christ the 

 
2 Page references, unless otherwise stated, are to Illich, The Powerless Church and Other 

Selected Writings. 
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King — whose emblem was the ancient acclamation Christus vincit, Christus regnat, 
Christus imperat — it is in German Catholicism, in the Benedictine abbey of Maria 

Laach, that the identification of the Church with the Kingdom was once again 

emphatically affirmed — along with the claim concerning the dramatic efficacy of 

liturgy. Here — alongside a position that is admittedly close to Nazism, such as that 

of Ildefons Herwegen — Thomas Michels argued, referring to Peterson, that ‘the 

history of the Kingdom of God on earth’ coincides with the redemptive work (the 

Heilswerk) of the Church. (Illich might have attended Michels’ courses at the 

Faculty of Theology in Salzburg in 1950.)3 

The evocation of the Kingdom in Illich’s text is altogether different. 

Abandoning any immediate political identification of the Church with the 

Kingdom, Illich begins with the evangelical parables on the kingdom (significantly 

written with a lowercase k): ‘A large proportion of the tales in the Gospels refer to 

the “kingdom”. The kingdom arrives and there is no way to stop it; he who has ears 

to hear, let him hear. It arrives at night, unexpectedly, like a thief; the day of the 

Lord arrives; it is a source of peace and joy for believers, and a scandal for those 

who reject him’ (p. 83 – translation modified4). For Illich it is decisive that the 

kingdom is already present, here and now, ‘among us’ as an objective reality and 

not simply ‘in us’: 

 

The kingdom comes, and yet it already is. It is the kingdom of God 

that comes, and which is already among us (not subjectively speaking 

‘in’ each one of us — let alone cosmologically beyond us — but among 

us). It is the Messiah who unveils and reveals this. Just as the Messiah 

is always at the door, the kingdom is always ‘already’ present: at this 

moment, at death, and at parousia. It is difficult to distinguish these 

three moments, because according to the Scriptures, the kingdom has 

already been accomplished in spite of its not yet having been fulfilled 

(completely accomplished). It is a paradoxical reality: ‘already’ and at 

the same time ‘not yet’. (p. 83) 

 

It is precisely the impossibility of distinguishing these three times that defines Illich’s 

conception of the kingdom: it is by no means a matter of three chronological 

moments in a process that will be realised only in the future, but of a very particular 

kind of presence, here and now. 

 
3 On the possible influence of Michels on Illich, see Fabio Milana’s considerations in his 

noteworthy biography of Illich (forthcoming). Michels’s book was significantly titled Das 
Heilswerk der Kirche: Ein Beitrag zu einer Theologie der Geschichte (Salzburg: Verlag Anton 

Pustet, 1935). 
4 Editor’s note: Illich’s text (which in this case and in the following citation is the essay 

‘Concerning Aesthetic and Religious Experience’) was originally written in Spanish; the 

translation given in The Powerless Church has been slightly modified for idiomatic reasons, here 

and elsewhere. 
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In this sense, Illich’s notion of kingdom presupposes an extremely combative 

interpretation of the Gospel and its patristic and scholastic commentaries, which 

subtracts it from the equivocations of the ‘history of redemption’. In Jesus’s words, 

the kingdom is ‘among you’ (this is the meaning of entos hymon in Luke 17:20) 

and, at the same time, not of this world (he basileia he eme ouk estin ek topou 
kosmou toutou — John 18:36); the kingdom has come (ephthasen — Luke 11:20) 

and, at the same time, it is near (engiken — Matthew 3:2). And yet, as the ancient 

commentators suggest, this does not mean that the kingdom is elsewhere. In 

Augustine’s words: ‘Jesus did not say: “it is not in this world”, but “it is not from this 

world’’’; as Thomas Aquinas puts it even more clearly: ‘Saying that the kingdom is 

not here, he means that it does not originate from this world, and nonetheless it is 

here, since it is everywhere [est tamen hic, quia ubique est]’. The eschatological 

event not only interrupts and transforms the linear time of chronology, contracting 

in itself past, present, and future; it also has a spatial meaning, or, as Illich writes, ‘a 

para-temporal dimension’ (p. 85), which concerns the relation between human 

beings: ‘It makes realism explicit: the kingdom already exists among us in a social 

sense, and it consists in the progress of love’ (p. 85). Just as Jesus, asked by Pilate 

whether he is a king, answers by abruptly changing the topic of the kingdom into 

that of bearing witness unto the truth, as if kingdom and truth were synonymous 

(‘Thou sayest that I am a king. To this end was I born, and for this cause came I 

into the world, that I should bear witness unto the truth’ — John 18:37), so Illich 

indissolubly links the presence of the kingdom with a testimony: the transmission 

of faith in the kingdom ‘is the result of testimony, and not of conceptual teaching; 

it is the result of the fulfilment of the kingdom in the heart of the witness’ (p. 87). 

The presence of the kingdom does not depend on eschatologically awaiting the end 

of days but on the testimony humans give of it here and now. 

For this reason, anticipating a central concept of Illich’s thought, testimony 

can only have the form of conviviality and celebration: 

 

the kingdom is a social reality at a transcendental level. Hence, it 

cannot be communicated except by means of a communitarian and 

fraternal form-of-life. […] Faith manifests itself ritually in the 

celebration of the mysteries of the kingdom, the symbols of its 

presence. And I say celebration, not affirmation or contemplation. 

Faith is only acquired in con-celebrating, in the conviviality of a 

gratuitous act, as exemplified by a meal of bread and wine, in which 

there is food, but a ritual food. The faithful believe in the celebration 

of the kingdom that is really present. Con-celebrating with its gestures 

and words, the neophyte engages in faith. What distinguishes 

believers from non-believers is the fact that they ‘celebrate’ all their 

life, just as they celebrate this meal or this gathering. (pp. 87–88) 
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From this perspective, the entirety of Illich’s thought appears as a thought of the 

kingdom, of its special presence amongst us, already accomplished and not yet 

accomplished. The incompletion in question here is not temporal; it does not imply 

a chronological succession or an accomplishment to be realised in the future. 

Completion and incompletion are both contained in the present, since ‘only in the 

present [does] the Lord redeem[...]. We have no idea if there is a future’ (p. 159). 

In this sense, and contrary to what the Church claims, there is no ‘history of 

redemption’, no divine oikonomia that is progressively manifested and fulfilled in 

history. Redemption has no history, ‘the Lord is coming at this moment’ (p.159), 

and it is here and now that the believer bears witness to his coming (from here stems 

Illich’s constant distrust of the future in his later thought: ‘I will not allow the future 

to cast its shadow over the concepts through which I try to think what is and what 

has been’5). 

Illich repeatedly compares the presence of the Kingdom to the 

understanding of a joke (he writes that the believer and the non-believer are like 

two men who are listening to a joke: ‘Both understand the words, but only one of 

them laughs and grasps the point of the story’ (p. 88). Given his extraordinary 

theological culture, it is possible that Illich is here quoting a passage from Origen 

in which the kingdom is compared to the comprehension of the spiritual meaning 

of the Scriptures. Just as, according to Origen, the spiritual meaning is not another 

literal meaning that follows a previous one but coincides with its comprehension 

and is exhausted by it (in Illich’s words, by the fact that the one who listens to a 

joke laughs), so, for Illich, the experience of the event of the kingdom does not 

imply a further historical event to be realised in the future — following the paradigm 

that has dominated Western politics, including that of the Church. This experience 

fully coincides with the present moment, in which the one who has understood the 

message bears witness to it by laughing. 

 
5 Editor’s Note: cf. n. 5 to the Preface to Illich’s Complete Works in Italian, supra. 


