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Two of the most influential European theologians of the second half of the Twentieth Century have published their autobiographies at almost the same time. Each is a leader in his own way. They have significant things in common and particular differences. Both have done most of their academic theological work as professors in the University of Tübingen in southern Germany. Both have been influenced by a dominant event in their lives and both developed their theology in the same university and for some years at the same time as another significant leader, Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI.

Moltmann writes about the whole of his life in this book while for Küng this is the second part of his autobiography – and he promises a third. Moltmann was brought to faith and to exploring theologies of Hope and of the Cross by being next to a soldier who was killed while he remained unscathed as they were anti-aircraft gunners in the Second World War. While a prisoner in Scotland and then in England he read the Psalms and St Mark’s Gospel. In these texts he saw what it had felt like to others and to Jesus to feel completely alone and deserted but never to lose hope. In the simple testament to his journey towards faith he says that ‘the companionship with Jesus, the brother in suffering and the companion on the road to freedom’ has never left him (p30).

For Küng the decisive theological time was the meeting of the Second Vatican Council in Rome from 1962-65. He was one of the theologians who were advising the bishops during their reforming debates. The opportunity for the Roman Catholic Church to become more open and for more collegiality to be shared between the bishops and the Pope inspired and energized him. For the rest of his working life he promoted these calls to reform. Much of this second part of his autobiography, aptly named Disputed Truth continues the debate on these themes and chronicles his resistance to the moves to pull back from an openness glimpsed at the Council.

There are considerable differences between the two men in their lives and in their theological methodology. Moltmann is a theologian and pastor in the Reformed Tradition. He was ordained into United Church of Prussia. By then married, his wife Elizabeth who was also a theological doctoral student became a significant influence on his thinking. Once their family had grown up she became an influential feminist theologian. Küng quite deliberately remained a Roman Catholic priest and theologian despite opposition and his eventual dismissal as an officially recognized Catholic Theologian. The events leading to his dismissal are chronicled in extreme detail in the book as is the significant and personal theological disputing between Ratzinger and Küng. Their parallel theological development is described in a partisan way by Küng in this autobiography and gives a human if far from balanced account of the relationship between the two men. Useful for the reader is the way in which Küng describes constructs of theology which can begin from biblical sources which then shape the Church (his own approach) and one which begins with a theology of Church and then reads the teachings of the Bible from this perspective.
Both books are very human. We learn about the groups of German theologians and friends of which they are both a part. It is interesting to know that, with some other significant names, all join in supper parties and holidays together. We reflect with both men in their separate books on how much they relish the notoriety which they have gained through their writings and how much they enjoy international travel and lecturing. It is also important to observe how much both value a secure academic base from which to go out and into which they return. The University of Tübingen can be proud of how much it has allowed them to come and go and how much has been gained through mutual support and tolerance.

Most significant of all in both books is the intelligent and honest way in which both authors unfold how their theologies have been formed. Moltmann devotes clear sections to explaining how he worked his way to his theologies of the Hope, of the Cross and of the Spirit. Küng writes with startling honesty about how much he discovered as a Catholic by quarrying the bible and its sources in order to write On Being a Christian and how this shaped his theology of the Church in the controversial Infallible? 

For the student of leadership, and particularly of leadership in the church, here are two very high profile leaders who have not been great organizers or figures of authority in their church. These men are very significantly ‘thought leaders’. Through their ideas, stemming from particular personal and painful discoveries they have not only led thinking into new areas of church life, they have re-shaped the structure of theology and of church in ways that no command and control or managerial restructuring type of leader could possible do. Sometimes they have ‘led from the edges’ in their thinking but through persistence and with unshakeable integrity their thinking has become a part of the very centre for our present generation both of how we understand the core questions about life concerning suffering, forgiveness and continuing hope. Church has to be understood in new ways. 
Leaders who share in episkope but who are not episcopal leaders are less influenced by authority structures and regulations and have considerably greater freedom to explore ideas and to connect with challenging thinking from other places.  It may well be that their contribution is also to demonstrate ways in which theologians are leaders and how they can effect change through thought and writing.

As their careers have developed both men describe how they have become identified with international global issues. Most significant of all is how they describe the places in which their life’s journey and work has ended. They have both gone to where Christian theology should be contributing the most: Moltmann’s work has developed in a great concern for ecology, human rights and justice. Küng is now President of the Global Ethic Foundation. These two books take us to the heart of the motivation which drives a leader. 
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